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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.
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			ORDER OF BATTLE

			Soul Drinkers Third Company

			Command: Captain Quhya, Librarian Oxyath, Chaplain Visinah

			I: Intercessor Squad Tiridates

			II: Intercessor Squad Respendial 

			III: Intercessor Squad Phraates 

			IV: Intercessor Squad Utana

			V: Intercessor Squad Naudar 

			VI: Hellblaster Squad Mihrab

			VII: Hellblaster Squad Khosrau

			VIII: Inceptor Squad Astyagon

			IX: Inceptor Squad Karavad

			X: Aggressor Squad Otanes

			Imperial Navy

			Assault Cruiser Suffering of Helostrix, 

			Shipmistress Fyoda Bulgovash

		

	
		
			PART I: 

			PLANETFALL

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			When we prayed for deliverance, it was to an Emperor on Sacred Terra, light years removed in distance. 
When the Emperor replied, it was in a voice of thunder.

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			Who are we?

			It was a thought that came often to him. He never sought it out. It always surfaced when he was fully focused. His mind was so filled by the sleep-taught mechanics of war, of wargear rites and tactical sermons, that a part of him was free to do as it pleased, and it always came back to that question.

			Who are we?

			He was Brother Cyvon. He was Adeptus Astartes. A Space Marine, as the Low Gothic tongue had it. He was Primaris. So were the other battle-brothers in the hold of the drop-ship. Intercessor Squad Phraates, of which Cyvon himself was a member. Squad Tiridates. Squad Respendial. ­Epistolary ­Oxyath, the Librarian, ranking officer in the cramped drop-ship. They were all Space Marines.

			They were Soul Drinkers.

			But what did that mean? Who were they?

			‘Five minutes, praise be,’ came the klaxon-like voice of the servitor-pilot. The upper atmosphere was buffeting the sides of the drop-ship. The lights and readouts dotting the walls of the troop compartment turned from green to red. 

			Twenty-five Soul Drinkers were strapped into the grav-compensators. The Imperial Navy craft had been refitted to accept their huge frames, some approaching ten feet in their full Mark X Tacticus armour, their bolt rifles – barely portable to an unaugmented human – clamped above their heads. Oxyath’s face was covered by the heavy psi-weave hood that marked him out as a psyker, while the others wore their helmets in anticipation of hard vacuum, environmental hazards or worse. Their thoughts were all the same, for they had gone through the same regimes of sleep-taught combat drills and bloody live-fire training. That way there could be no doubt or hesitation of action when the doors opened and the battle-brothers spilled into the war zone. All the same, except for Brother Cyvon’s question.

			Who are we?

			The retro-jets on the vehicle’s underside screamed open. The craft was slammed from side to side as it plunged through the planetary winds. Suddenly, it didn’t matter who the Soul Drinkers were.

			‘Through this we shall be delivered,’ said Oxyath, his voice transmitted into every battle-brother’s vox-bead. ‘We are born into war, here we are complete. Peace is a prison and war is our release. Fight cold, fight fast.’

			‘Landing, thirty seconds,’ blared the servitor voice. ‘Brace, brace. Praise be.’

			Cyvon felt the grav-restraints tighten and the vehicle change its orientation, throwing its nose into the air as the rear engines fought alongside the retros to slow the descent. Metal creaked and pinged. The warning runes projected onto his retinas flashed amber as they registered the forces hammering against the drop-ship’s sides. 

			With a crunch of stone and steel, the transport was down. The grav-restraints snaked open and the Soul Drinkers grabbed their bolt rifles from overhead. The front ramp swung forward, admitting a swirl of dust and grit. Oxyath grabbed his staff from its sheath beside him and was the first to jump out of the opening. Through the dust, Cyvon was aware of rocky desert stretching out around a fortified structure of sheer walls. Mountains rose from a smoggy horizon in one direction, while the distance swallowed stony wastes in the other.

			‘Deploy, tight, full cover,’ came Sergeant Phraates’ order through Cyvon’s vox-bead. His Intercessor squad followed the Librarian out of the transport. They were led by Phraates, whose red-painted helmet stood out against the purple of the Soul Drinkers’ armour and the grimy dark fawn of the dust.

			They moved with coordination, speed and precision that men could not achieve. It had been ground into their minds over years of hypnogogic battle-rites and training-ground drills. It was a reflex action for Cyvon to follow Brother Sasan out of the ship, watching the left side as Sasan covered the right, the barrel of his bolt rifle hovering precisely in the centre of his field of vision. He did not have to think to know that the rest of the squad was doing the same behind him, so no hidden sniper or lurking ambusher could take them by surprise.

			He did not have to think, so the rest of his mind was free to think.

			So this is Kepris, he thought. 

			The Keprian Reclamation was part of the Imperium’s grand work known as the Indomitus Crusade. Hundreds of wars, thousands of conflicts spread across the domains of man, all with the grander purpose of winning back what the Cicatrix Maledictum had taken.

			The Great Rift. The catastrophic warp storm had ripped the Imperium in two. It was partly a stellar phenomenon, partly proof of vastly powerful enemies moving against humankind. In its wake, the Days of Blinding, to some the heralding of the end times, had settled over those worlds of the Imperium cut off from the authority of Terra. Some such worlds had fallen into anarchy and corruption. Others had starved or been overcome by environmental collapse. Still others had been seduced by dark powers that promised survival and prosperity in a time of disaster. They had died. They had suffered. They had turned traitor.

			The Indomitus Crusade was the glorious, bloodstained process of winning back those worlds, and reknitting them into the fabric of the Imperium. Sometimes the flock returned with fanfare and gratitude, welcoming the crusade’s armies as liberators. Others had to be purged of their heretics before they could rejoin the Imperium. Yet others had to be conquered. Some, destroyed.

			The Primaris Space Marines had been the reinforcements the Adeptus Astartes had needed to form the cutting edge of the crusade. They were the fruits of a grand experiment, the Ultima Founding. A concoction of the primarchs’ genetic material, preserved since the days when the Emperor still walked the galaxy, had been used to create a new breed of transhuman warriors in the laboratories of Belisarius Cawl. There were thousands of newly minted Space Marines to reinforce existing embattled Chapters, and even found entirely new ones composed solely of Primaris battle-brothers, thrown en masse into the Great Rift to win back humanity’s worlds.

			Some of the Imperium’s wars burned brightly and ended swiftly. Others smouldered on for relentless years. Planets that were thought inviolably strong were lost to dark forces. Others were reclaimed from impossible odds by vast sacrifices of men and machines. Each war had many fronts, and each front could spread across multiple worlds. Battle groups and task forces drawn from every branch of the Imperium’s vast military were sent from one end of the Imperium to the other, touching every corner of mankind’s domain.

			Amidst the bedlam, a planet was marked for reconquest. It was a psychological target, for it housed a collection of relics of the Imperial creed. To the Ecclesiarchy, whose preachers were lamenting the signs of the apocalypse, reclaiming such a sacred world and its treasures would provide a rare point of light in the overwhelming darkness of their sermons. With its deliverance, the confessors and cardinals could point not just to signs of the end of mankind, but to a sign of victory. That world was named Kepris.

			The task of winning back Kepris fell to a newly founded Chapter of Space Marines. A Chapter bearing their name had won their laurels in the Age of Apostasy and countless campaigns before they succumbed to a fate that Imperial history had not recorded. The new Primaris were given the heraldry of that near-forgotten Chapter, and sent out to glorify their name once again.

			They were the Soul Drinkers.

			The clatter of impacts rang from the drop-ship’s hull as Cyvon jumped down from the ramp to the top of the structure’s outer wall.

			‘Small-arms fire,’ came the servitor-pilot’s voice inside the drop-ship.

			‘Thank the Throne!’ said Brother Sasan as Cyvon landed beside him. ‘Emperor save us from a cold landing zone!’

			‘Cold and fast,’ voxed Librarian Oxyath. ‘We come down fighting.’

			Cold and fast. It was partly a war cry, partly a principle of battle. The Soul Drinkers had inherited it from the lost Chapter that had borne their name. It meant the Soul Drinkers fought on the move, refusing to get tied down by the enemy. And while other Chapters revelled in mad butchery, like the Flesh Tearers or the Space Wolves, the Soul Drinkers remained aware and in control, despatching their enemies with a dispassionate precision. Little remained of the old Chapter’s history save that its brethren were fleet-based and specialised in boarding actions and rapid assaults. Their chosen way of war had been to attack swiftly and dissect the enemy up close in a rapid series of accurate strikes.

			Kepris stank of propellant and rot. Through the gun smoke and dust, Cyvon could see that the walls surrounded a domed structure decorated with stone scrollwork and arched windows. The walls were swarming with figures aiming their guns up at the drop-ship or rushing to the turrets located at each corner, where heavier weapons were set up on mountings. 

			A crevasse ran along the ground either side of the dome, and its central portion had partially collapsed into the chasm, revealing the painted plaster and tarnished gilt within. Sections of the walls were in ruins. An Imperial aquila, painted on the remains of the dome, had been deliberately defaced with gunfire. 

			‘A shrine,’ said Cyvon. 

			‘Not any more, brother,’ replied Sasan. ‘Now, it’s a grave.’

			Across the structure, the strike force’s other two drop-ships were swooping low, ready to make landfall. One of them was commanded by Captain Quhya, the other by First Sergeant Tiridates. Some way above them was the auxiliary lifter carrying the Soul Drinkers’ transport vehicles. Ideally the strike force would make its assault aboard Thunderhawk gunships backed up by Stormtalon ground-attack craft, but in the cauldron of the Indomitus Crusade no army had every­thing it needed.

			This world had come into the gunsights of the Soul ­Drinkers Third Company. It would be enough. 

			The drop-ships dipped low over the shrine’s outer wall. Cyvon could make out more of the enemy now – they had no uniform and instead wore a jumble of civilian clothing and pieces of military fatigues. And there was something wrong with their faces.

			‘This world has a greeting planned for us!’ said Sergeant Phraates over the squad vox. ‘Let us welcome it in turn!’

			The rest of the squad – Sergeant Phraates, Arasmyn, Manuch and Pitamenes – dropped into close formation, covering every angle at bolter-point.

			Cyvon’s bolt rifle was already in his hands and his finger over the trigger as his mind took in the battle he had suddenly joined. He automatically dissected angles of fire and routes through cover, the bloody mathematics of combat.

			Autogun and laser fire streaked across the battlements. Shots rang off Cyvon’s armour. He swung instinctively into the cover of a bend in the battlements, snapping off two shots into the shape of an enemy looming through the dust kicked up by the drop-ships’ engines. He heard the thunk of the shells hitting the figure’s torso, and the wet crunch of the miniaturised warheads detonating inside.

			The enemy wore a filthy orange boiler suit, that of a miner or factorum worker, with a bulky rebreather backpack trailing rubber hoses. It had an autogun in its hands. The bolter shells had ripped open the figure’s torso and it stumbled against the battlements, its brain not fully aware of the ruination done to its organs.

			It wore a set of welder’s goggles. Beneath them, and beneath the grime covering the face, there was something very wrong.

			The blood spattering the stone of the walls was the first Cyvon had shed on that world.

			So this is Kepris, he thought.

			A blue-white light lanced down from overhead and landed by the heavy weapons emplacements along the wall. It flared from the force weapon in Oxyath’s hands, illuminating the scene as the Soul Drinkers shot down the heretics rushing along the battlements to fight them. The Librarian swept the staff through an enemy trying to bring a heavy stubber to bear, and followed up with a thrust that impaled a second.

			‘Draw in and move down to the interior!’ voxed Phraates. ‘By sections! Show them how the Primaris fight!’

			Squad Phraates met up on the walls, by one of the stone staircases leading into the structure. The dust and smoke were thick enough to obscure the scene below but the gunfire and raised voices made it clear that the whole place was on alert, and swarming with foes. 

			‘Who are they?’ asked Cyvon. The nature of the enemy was as important to the outcome of a battle as Cyvon’s own. Knowing the capabilities of the foe was a weapon in its own right. The face of the enemy he had just killed rose to the surface of his mind unbidden, before he forced it down again. 

			‘They are dead, brother,’ replied Sasan. ‘What else matters?’

			‘If your words were bullets, Sasan,’ growled Pitamenes, ‘this battle would be won.’

			Cyvon followed Phraates, the sergeant distinguished by his red helmet with its white stripe of rank. Cyvon fell into formation covering the squad’s rear-right quadrant, the battle-rites drilled into them so thoroughly it was instinct that had each member taking his prescribed place. Phraates ran down the steps rapidly and the area between the walls and the shrine came into view. Several of the enemy were on the back of a flatbed vehicle with another heavy stubber mounted on it, and were firing the weapon up at the top of the far walls, where Captain Quhya’s drop-ship had disgorged its Soul Drinkers. Phraates leapt the rest of the way down to the rocky ground as the heretics began to turn, realising they were being assaulted from both sides.

			Cyvon jumped, rolled to his feet, and fired as he ran. One shot blew the arm off the enemy trying to swing the stubber around. Another caught a trooper in the face as he charged at the Soul Drinkers, bayonet fixed to his lasgun. Two more rushed up behind him and Cyvon cracked the stock of his bolt rifle against the side of the first one’s head. He ducked and took the second man’s charge on his shoulder, straightening and throwing him over with his own momentum. A Space Marine was two or three heads taller than a man and the enemy fell far enough to crack his head loudly on the stone. Sasan shot the man through the throat to confirm the kill as Phraates leapt onto the vehicle and laid about him with his sword. A severed arm spun through the air, followed by a head, and the vehicle was suddenly denuded of the troopers who had crewed its gun. 

			Brother Arasmyn preferred to fight up close. He ran right at one of the enemy and slammed him against the side of the vehicle, then rammed his combat knife through the man’s neck. Pitamenes picked off another as the trooper ran for the cover of the half-collapsed shrine wall, and Manuch shot one more off the walls behind them.

			‘Damned place is swarming with them,’ said Manuch.

			‘You say that like a curse,’ said Sasan. ‘What good is a Space Marine with no heretics with which to blood himself?’

			‘More talk,’ said Pitamenes grimly. 

			Heretics, Sasan had called them, and their eagerness to open fire on the Space Marines confirmed they were enemies of mankind. But Cyvon could not call them heretics without knowing why they fought, what drove them, what kind of madness had taken them over such that they were choosing the sure death of facing the Angels of Death in battle. He could ask who they were, but his battle-brothers would have given the same answer, in their own ways. 

			It did not matter.

			Captain Quhya’s contingent were sweeping down off the walls on the other side of the shrine. Heretics caught in the crossfire between the two payloads of Soul Drinkers dived for cover even as bolt rifle shells found their mark and ripped wet, red holes through them. Cyvon snapped shots into the fleeing enemies as he backed against the bullet-riddled vehicle and caught a glimpse of the ruined finery inside the shrine. The walls had been painted and framed with golden scrollwork, dulled and defaced by the collapse and the intrusion of the desert winds. 

			He turned over one of the fallen heretics with his boot. The man’s arm and shoulder had been blasted off, laying open half his torso. He wore a scarf around his face to fend off the dust and wind. A burst of autogun shots chattered from inside the shrine, rattling off the side of the flatbed, and Cyvon ducked out of the line of fire.

			He pulled the scarf aside. The face beneath had been scored down the middle with a deep knife wound, too neat and precisely placed to have been caused by shrapnel or an accident. It had been deliberately inflicted. The wound went down through the mouth, splitting the lips. The tongue that lolled from between them was split too, like a lizard’s. The nose was pared open down to the bone, revealing nasal cavities choked with scar tissue. 

			‘Press on!’ came Captain Quhya’s order over the vox. ‘Drive them into the interior and hit them from all sides!’

			‘If these heretics want to make a last stand in there,’ said Sasan, ‘it would be rude to deny them.’

			Sergeant Phraates jumped down off the flatbed. ‘Breach and purge!’ he ordered. ‘Manuch, cover the rear. The rest, full forward!’

			Cyvon left the mutilated heretic where he had fallen. The other bodies bore the same mutilation. What would drive someone to deliberately damage themselves?

			But these were thoughts for when the fighting was done. Cyvon ran after Brother Sasan and Sergeant Phraates, straight at the gap in the shrine wall where the crevasse had undermined its massive sandstone blocks. 

			Fire poured out at them. Phraates trusted in his armour, and autogun shells pinged off the purple-painted cera­mite plates of his greaves and shoulder guard. Cyvon backed against the wall and Phraates charged past him, loosing off half a magazine of bolter shells into the shrine’s gloom. Cyvon swung in behind him, scanning across the interior, ready to fire.

			The gloom receded. His enhanced eyesight cut through the darkness. The walls and dome had once been covered in painted angels, swooping down from sun-drenched heavens. Saints had gazed up at the firmament, holding the archaic weaponry of the Imperium’s endless wars, and gilded letters had spelled out prayers to the God-Emperor. Now, the images were almost lost behind damage and bullet scars where they had been most thoroughly defiled. An enormous circular chandelier of wood still hung lopsidedly from the sagging dome, covered in ancient candles and encrusted with wax. 

			The place was a wreck. The dark wood pews had been piled up into barricades, or used as fuel for a huge bonfire in the centre of the room beside the splintered remains of the preacher’s pulpit. The lit bonfire surrounded a blackened statue of the Emperor in gilded armour, from which the eyes had been struck. The eyes of the painted figures on the walls had been similarly gouged out.

			Dozens of the heretics were sheltering among the ruined pews. Cyvon’s trigger finger tightened by instinct, spraying a volley of bolter shells across the room in a fan of fire. The heretics dived to the floor as Soul Drinkers burst in from every angle and criss-crossed the shrine with gunfire.

			Hundreds of the enemy had barracked here. They had slept in the bedrolls scattered among the pews. Scores of them had already died in the time since the Soul Drinkers had landed. It had been less than a minute. They fell in the crossfire, shredded by shrapnel from the explosive rounds. In return, their weapons pinged and fizzed off the Soul Drinkers’ power armour, or scored furrows through the defaced murals as their panicked aim went wild. The Emperor’s statue was sprayed with blood, and bodies were draped over the altar and pulpit. The centre of the shrine was becoming a tangled swamp of gore and body parts.

			It was less a gunfight than a dissection. The battle-drills of the Soul Drinkers were executed to perfection. Cyvon moved now without conscious decision, fighting by rote, knowing his battle-brothers would be following the same tactical patterns laid down hundreds or thousands of years ago and sleep-taught to the Primaris of the Soul Drinkers.

			‘Onward!’ came Quhya’s order over the vox. The three jump pack-equipped battle-brothers of Inceptor Squad Astyagon rocketed across the shrine on columns of flaming exhaust, strafing the heretics with chains of fire from their assault bolters. Hellblaster Squad Khosrau swept into the shrine beside Squad Phraates and eroded the hard cover of the solid wooden pulpit with pulses of fire from their plasma incinerators. Liquid plasma washed over the heretics, burning away their flesh to leave blackened bone and melting anything they hid behind. Superheated air washed across the shrine, igniting the torn pages of discarded prayer books. 

			‘Follow, brethren, or be damned!’ ordered Sergeant Phraates. He led the way over the broken pews towards the heretics’ last stand, firing one-handed as he drew his chainsword. Cyvon snapped shots into the heretics taking cover behind the massive base of the Emperor’s statue and saw more skulls blown open. In the storm of fire, it was impossible to tell to whom the kills belonged.

			‘Sweep the scum aside and purify this place!’ yelled Phraates, his voice ragged with the rush of battle. 

			The stench of death hit Cyvon in waves now, as if accentuated by the heat of the Hellblasters’ plasma fire. It hit harder than the chemicals of bolter propellant, even through the filter of his helmet. 

			It was coming from beneath. He could make out the steps beside the altar, leading to a lower level of catacombs or ritual chambers. Somewhere the heretics were dying to defend.

			A team of heretics hauled a missile launcher on a pivoting stand up to what remained of the pulpit. Two fell immediately as the Inceptors finished their arc and riddled them with bolter fire that blew their upper torsos into crimson spray. The surviving two aimed the missile launcher across the shrine at the charging Squad Phraates. 

			‘You dare?’ snarled Pitamenes, stepping up onto one of the pews for a better shot at the weapons team. ‘These vermin would take the life of a Soul Drinker?’ He shot one of the heretics in the throat, blowing his head clean off.

			Manuch dropped to one knee and fired a single bolt into the heretic aiming the missile launcher. The bolter detonated inside the man’s shoulder and his arm spun away in a spray of gore.

			The launcher swung towards the sky as the heretic’s remaining hand contracted around the firing lever. A missile streaked straight upwards, and the dying man vanished in the billow of white exhaust.

			The missile detonated against the dome in a thunderclap and a burst of orange flame. The roof cracked and sagged, and in a shower of debris the enormous wooden ring of the chandelier came loose. It seemed to fall in slow motion as its chains snapped and it plunged edge first towards the centre of the shrine.

			Cyvon skidded against one of the pews to halt his advance before he ended up underneath the falling chandelier. It crunched into the floor just ahead of him and kept going, smashing through flagstones already half melted by the barrages of plasma and bolter fire. 

			The floor collapsed in a cascade of ancient broken stone, thousands of years of wear, combined with the undermining of the shrine by the crevasse, causing it to give way completely. The edge of the collapse rushed towards Cyvon faster than he could react and he felt the floor disintegrating beneath him. He saw Pitamenes beside him grabbing on to the stone and halting his fall as Cyvon plunged into the dark underside of the shrine.

			Chunks of masonry cracked against his armour. He willed himself to keep hold of his bolter as debris rang off his helmet and bursts of white pain flashed across his vision. 

			He might have blacked out for a moment. Cyvon cursed the possibility, and ignored the complaints from his battered limbs as he rolled onto his front and got to his feet. His armour automatically dispensed anaesthetics, but he had already forgotten about the pain before they started working.

			‘Report!’ came Phraates’ rough-edged voice, sounding distant through the vox.

			‘Alive,’ said Cyvon. ‘I am alive.’

			He took stock of his surroundings rapidly. He had come to rest in an arched tunnel of worked stone, now half choked by debris from the collapse. Overhead was a slice of an opening that looked up to the shrine’s dome, streaked with bolter fire. Ahead of him the passage opened up into a larger chamber lit by guttering candlelight.

			This was the source of the stench. The odour of death surrounded him, so heavy it seemed the air was thick and sluggish with it. 

			He got to his feet, checking himself for injuries. Nothing of note. He cycled the action of his bolt rifle, and it gave a heavy, broken clunk. 

			Whether it was through random chance, or because he had been inattentive during his pre-battle wargear rites, the weapon had failed him. Cyvon shouldered the rifle and drew his combat blade. Its monomolecular edge shone in the faint candlelight. With his other hand he drew his bolt pistol. It had a shorter range and lower rate of fire than the rifle, but in these close confines it would suffice.

			‘Unhurt,’ voxed Sasan. ‘Throne alive, something died down here.’

			Cyvon heard voices from up ahead. Strident and defiant, someone ranting as if whipping a crowd into a frenzy of zeal. And he heard the crowd, too, their roar rising and falling with the speaker’s inflection.

			He backed against the archway and glanced through to the larger chamber. The scene was lit by hundreds of candles oozing wax down the walls. Well over a hundred people kneeled before the far wall, on which shone an image from a projector above the archway. Each of the kneeling figures was stripped and hunched, and so malnourished their spines and ribs stood out vividly through their bruised and lesioned skin. Each figure’s wrists were manacled to an iron ring in the floor in front of them, forcing them into a kneeling position. 

			Forced to kneel. Forced to pray. 

			The stench was emanating from the congregation. Some of them had fresh wounds, as if they had just been flogged before being dragged down into the catacomb. Others had long-healed wounds and skin so grey and lifeless they might have been dead. The congregation was continually refreshed, perhaps as a punishment, perhaps as a sacred duty for the heretics above. Cyvon could not help but wonder how long they had been down here, chained in enforced prayer.

			He levelled his pistol across the gloomy chamber. Niches in the walls still held scraps of bone and funeral shrouds. This had once been the catacomb where clergy had been buried beneath the altar to their Emperor. Now it was defiled by this mockery of worship. 

			Cyvon stepped carefully between the rows of worshippers. They did not acknowledge him. Their eyes were fixed on the projection. Their faces, like those of the heretics fighting above, were sliced down the centre from forehead to chin, opening up the nasal cavity and splitting the lips into an expression no unmutilated human face could wear. Their eyes were lidless, dry and speckled with dust. 

			Sasan entered the chamber from another archway. The purple of his armour was grey with grime and debris from the collapse. An acknowledgement rune flashed against Cyvon’s retina, projected by the auto-senses inside his helmet, and with a thought he returned the signal to his battle-brother.

			A section of the ceiling had collapsed in a far corner of the room, brought down by the old subsidence of the shrine building. A sliver of movement flickered behind it – white fabric. Robes.

			Cyvon broke into a run down the centre of the chamber, past the rows of worshippers. The other side of the collapsed stone came into view, and behind one of the blocks crouched a heretic, this one in layers of white vestments with a mask of stretched and tanned skin worn over his face. He had an autogun clutched in his hands. 

			‘Behold her vengeance!’ yelled the heretic, bringing up his gun to fire.

			Cyvon was faster by far. Before the heretic could take aim, the Soul Drinker had pulled the trigger. His bolt pistol barked and the explosive round smacked into the centre of the ­heretic’s chest. The wall behind him was sprayed with the interior of his chest cavity as a second shot blew off his gun arm. 

			A weight slammed down from the ceiling onto Cyvon. He heard Sasan opening fire and more bolter shells thumping into flesh before they detonated. Cyvon rolled onto his back, trying to dislodge whoever had landed on him. He felt steel claws scrabbling at the neck joint of his armour, trying to wrench his helmet off.

			Cyvon snapped his bolt pistol onto the magnetic clamp at his waist and grabbed a handful of the heretic grappling him. He threw the attacker over his shoulder to the floor in front of him, as if he were wrestling a sparring opponent to the ground.

			The thing that hit the floor had been human once, but no longer. It still wore the tatters of a fine military uniform with threads of brocades clinging to the chest and medals pinned to the tattered front of a dark-red jacket. Its arms were reinforced with pistons and rods for strength, and for hands it had sets of steel claws.

			The face was a horror. The skin was pared away from the central split, opening up the eyes into wide bloodshot orbs sitting in their deep, red sockets. The lips were peeled back and pinned to the cheeks, revealing a grimace of gore-flecked teeth. 

			One of the arms pistoned forwards. Cyvon caught it with his free hand before the claws found his throat. His other hand gripped the combat knife. He punched the blade forward into the attacker’s chest and felt it scrape between the ribs, but the enemy kept going.

			The heretic should have been dead. Cyvon’s enhanced hearing could detect the hammering of its heart, driven by combat stimms. It struck again with a reinforced arm, with strength and speed that could crack ceramite. Cyvon pivoted to one side and the fist drove chunks from the stone wall behind him. 

			The heretic screamed.

			In a flicker of the candlelight, Cyvon could see the dark-red flesh exposed by the deep furrow down the centre of the ­heretic’s face. He lunged with the combat knife, aiming for the vertical split. The knife sank into the heretic’s brain cavity, right between its eyes, up to the hilt.

			Finally some key connection was severed, and the heretic fell limp. Cyvon flicked it off the blade and let it clatter to the floor. He drew his bolt pistol again and spun around to see Brother Sasan kick a similarly enhanced attacker away from him and pump two bolter shells into its chest. 

			The chamber was finally clear. Sasan looked around and, for the first time Cyvon could remember, seemed lost for words. 

			The projection showed an open square surrounded by looming city spires. Thousands of people crowded the square, facing a wooden stage that took up one end of the space. Banks of seating held thousands more on the other three sides. Banners hung around the square. Some, bearing the elaborate arms of aristocratic houses, were torn and defaced. Others, new and resplendent, had the image of an enthroned woman whose head was surrounded by a halo of sunbeams. 

			On the stage was gathered a group of priests. They wore masks of carved wood and metal, and their garb was similar to that of the robed heretic Cyvon had despatched. Behind them were several large steel cages with human shapes inside, crouching and pawing like animals.

			Another group on the stage were hunched and emaciated, their tattered and stained uniforms hanging on starved frames. Most were in the remains of the black garb of the Administratum, while others wore the robes of Ecclesiarchy clerics. Armed heretics below the front of the stage trained their guns on this other group, even though the captives looked barely able to stand, let alone fight.

			The crowd cheered as one of the priests stepped forward to a vox-caster microphone mounted on a lectern. The priest wore a mask carved into a snarling, catlike face, and the ivory of his robes was trimmed red. He held up a hand to quiet the crowd. He wore several fat rings that glinted in the lights trained on the stage. 

			‘I stand here as the Uppermost Hand of the prophetess,’ he began, ‘of the Voice of All. Through me, she speaks. And she pronounces death!’

			‘Enough of this heresy,’ said Sasan, and strode to the back of the chamber, towards the projector.

			‘Wait,’ said Cyvon. ‘We know nothing about this enemy.’

			‘What do we need to know?’ asked Sasan, pausing beside the machine. ‘They took up arms against us. They defy the rule of the Imperium. They are the enemy. Or is this place not quite heretical enough for you, brother?’

			‘Sergeant,’ voxed Cyvon. ‘Found something. A place of worship. A broadcast from a city, maybe Hollowmount. It might tell us something.’

			‘Captain Quhya has ordered us to move in ten minutes, as soon as the transports make landfall,’ replied Phraates. ‘Cyvon, observe the broadcast until then. I should like to know what is waiting for us in the city. The rest of you, sweep for hostiles and regroup in the courtyard.’

			Cyvon sent an acknowledgement rune as reply. Sasan left the projector alone and checked back through the doorway he had arrived through, hunting for any hidden enemies that had somehow survived the Soul Drinkers’ assault.

			Cyvon continued to watch the broadcast as a bent old man in the black uniform of the Administratum was dragged from the gaggle of prisoners to centre stage. The chained congregation watched, too, their jaws lolling open, ignoring the dead heretics littering the chamber and several of their own number who had been caught in the crossfire and killed. Cyvon wondered who these people had been before they were brought down here and condemned to this forced observance of a heretic religion. Had they gone willingly? Was this a reward for the faithful, or a punishment?

			He knew his fellow Space Marines would give him the same answer, so his questions went unasked.

			They would all say the same thing. These people were the enemy. What did it matter? 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			It was all around us. The heresy, the cruelty, the death and pain. It found purchase in the most righteous and the highest-born, and in the lowest filth of the gutters alike. We all looked into the eye of death, and the weak-willed called it master.

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			What was transmitted into the fallen stronghold was also watched by millions across Kepris. In the cities that still held out against the Voice of All, the people shuddered as they watched the inevitable unfolding. In the places the prophet’s faithful held, citizens were ordered to gather for mass screenings. The faithful themselves celebrated as the broadcast reached their barracks and places of worship.

			If there had ever been any doubt that Kepris had thrown off the cruel mantle of the Imperium, it was gone the moment the prisoners were dragged onto the stage that had been built in Sacerdotes’ Square.

			Hollowmount’s faithful had found the prisoners huddling in the basement of the Granite Basilica, where they had hidden for months. They were starving and dehydrated. Even those who were young looked aged, haggard. The Hands of All had dragged them out of hiding into the streets. Some of the heretics were torn apart by the Thricefold before the Hands of All had got the condemned to relative safety, so they could be tried and executed publicly.

			It had to be done that way, because that was what pleased the Voice of All.

			Now the unbelievers were exhibited upon the stage like chattels ready to be sold. Once, the regiments of Kepris’ military had paraded here, in a celebration of their tyranny. Now the accused looked down not on regiments of troops loyal to them, but at the people of Hollowmount, the capital of Kepris. Those gathered to watch justice being done were the uprisen and unafraid, painted with the blood emblems taught to them by Yeceqath and baying for their deaths.

			‘This day,’ said the Uppermost Hand into the vox-caster, ‘the seven hundredth after the tyrants were cast down, a hundred more have been rooted out. For their crimes, there is only one punishment. If we could inflict it a hundred times, it would be righteous. But it can be done only once. And it will be here, as the faithful watch on. Blessed by the hand of Yeceqath is the blade! The sentence uttered by the Voice of All! Thus always shall the tyrant be brought low!’

			‘I wish… I wish to repent,’ said one of the prisoners. ‘When I die, I am judged. I would not be judged wanting by… by Her. Please.’ He had a faded Imperial aquila tattooed on his wrinkled and spotted brow. His Administratum uniform had badges of long service and commendation still clinging to the rags.

			The Uppermost Hand scrutinised the old man. The wrinkled eyes were wet with tears. He was thoroughly broken. Worship of the Emperor was only ever a thin veneer of ­obedience and it had been stripped away by the revelation of true divinity. The Uppermost Hand held the microphone towards the prisoner. 

			‘Then repent,’ he said. ‘Give your last breath to Her, and pray with your last thought it will be enough.’

			The prisoner took the microphone in his shaking hand.

			‘You can’t… you can’t kill us!’ The prisoner’s voice was thin and weak with the deprivations of his long hiding. The crowd hissed and spat at his words. ‘Faith in the Emperor can never die! She is mad! This heresy will be punished! For the Emperor, let her be–’

			The Uppermost Hand scowled, snatched the microphone back off the old man, and knocked him to the stage with a backhand swipe. The man crumpled, and another Hand of All hauled him back to his feet. The Uppermost Hand gestured for his weapon, a long, wicked blade with one of its edges serrated, and a servile rushed forward with it.

			‘By the blasphemies they utter even now, we know them,’ said the Uppermost Hand. He raised the blade as his seconds rushed forward to hold the Administratum officer still. ‘Let it be done.’

			The Uppermost Hand plunged the blade into the side of the old man’s neck. He pulled it halfway out, then forced it back in, sawing through muscle and bone. The old man’s head flopped to one side and blood fountained onto the stage.

			The crowd roared. Everything they had suffered, everything they had fought against, had flowed from the wickedness of these condemned people. The authorities of the ­Imperium, the cruel and unwelcome hand of a distant tyranny that claimed its authority from a long-dead Emperor. The officials of the Imperium had been massacred in their thousands, in the basilicae and the forges, in the palaces and military barracks, chased down by the Hands of All and slain. Soon, there would be none left.

			Because it pleased Yeceqath, the Voice of All, for it to be so.

			‘Is this death punishment enough?’ demanded the Uppermost Hand. His mask, fashioned from leather and fabric into the visage of a fanged and maned creature, was spattered with the dead man’s blood.

			‘No!’ replied the crowd, as if with one tremendous voice.

			‘Bring forth the Thricefold!’ screamed the Uppermost Hand.

			The Hands of All opened the cages behind the stage, and gripped the chains that held back the Thricefold. Sixteen of them had been gathered and brought to Sacerdotes’ Square for the occasion. These were the ones chosen by Yeceqath to know her truth, and nothing else. They were three times proven, three times blessed, three times changed. Their faces were split down the middle to the bone, exposing the sliver of brain. That sliver was exposed to the truth beaming from Yeceqath, filling them up and banishing the weaknesses of men.

			The Thricefold bounded onto the stage, snarling and slavering, as the Hands of All struggled to restrain them by their chains. These Thricefold had sharpened lengths of bone talon instead of fingers. The prisoners shrieked and wept at the sight of them. 

			The Uppermost Hand gave the order with a simple gesture. The Hands of All released their chains.

			The Thricefold pounced.

			The crowd cheered.

			What information had been gathered on Kepris had been out of date, since nothing had been heard from the planet since the Great Rift had cut it off from the rest of the Imperium. The map that Captain Quhya now consulted was generated from the scans taken of the planet’s surface by the Suffering of Helostrix, the Imperial Navy craft that had brought the Soul Drinkers to Kepris, but the ancient, temperamental technology had its limits. The cities and the structures in the neighbouring swathe of desert were there, but who might be found there, and what side they might be on, could only be guessed at until the Soul Drinkers had eyes on them.

			The Soul Drinkers had made landfall far from likely centres of population, to give them time to establish a position and a battleplan before making significant contact with whoever now controlled Kepris. They were at the edge of the rocky desert, near where it gave way to the more habitable regions in which the planet’s cities had taken root. Hollowmount, the planetary capital, was the closest, the largest in a constellation of dense subhives housing the planet’s industrial capacity and population. 

			Across the desert, among the mountains and beyond, were the shrines. Long ago, when the Imperium was still young, a saint had come to Kepris and walked across these broken, hostile lands experiencing visions of the Emperor. This was in the period of history after the Horus Heresy and Scouring, when the masses of the Imperium deified the Emperor and His worship was spreading across the Imperium. Though most Space Marines stayed aloof from such worship, it was the Imperial creed that united the Imperium as much as its military or the rule of the High Lords of Terra. Thousands of saints, their lives and writings, made up its canon, and without the ever-presence of that religion there might be no Imperium at all.

			Wherever this saint had experienced such a vision or paused on his pilgrimage, a holy site had been established, now commanded by a fortified shrine administered by the clergy of the Ecclesiarchy. Each such shrine housed relics of the visionary, who had become known to Imperial history by the name Saint Innokens, and these relics were what the Imperium considered worth saving on Kepris. It had lost worlds before, hundreds of them, to the madness of the Great Rift, but there were always more humans born and balls of rock to settle them on. Icons of the Imperial faith, however, could not be replaced. 

			The Third Company’s commanders and squad sergeants gathered around the hololith projected from Captain Quhya’s auspex scanner. It showed a grainy map of the surrounding areas, much of it speculative in regard to population centres and likely resistance.

			‘Two objectives,’ said Quhya. ‘Firstly, the shrines. Yeceqath’s forces are laying siege to them. Several have already fallen but the planet’s own regiments and Ecclesiarchy militias are still holding most of them. The vox chatter we have picked up so far suggests the enemy are becoming more desperate, using shock troops to breach their defences. Something called the Thricefold, going by the executions from the broadcast. Most of the company will join the defences and secure the relics.’

			‘What support do we have from the Suffering?’ asked Sergeant Phraates.

			‘Captain Bulgovash can’t get into low enough orbit for long without running a gauntlet,’ replied Quhya. ‘Kepris’ cities still have their orbital defences. The same reason our air transports are of limited use. They are not armoured like Stormravens or Thunderhawks.’

			‘So we fight with just bolter and blade,’ said Phraates. ‘No support from above.’

			‘Beg not for a weapon you cannot grasp,’ retorted Chaplain Visinah. ‘Look to what fate has placed in your hand.’

			‘Not your concern anyway, Phraates,’ said Quhya. ‘You’re going into the city. Second objective, hit Yeceqath’s power base. The broadcast in the shrine showed the cult holds ­Hollowmount. If we strike there we will force this cult to fight on two fronts. Find its leaders. Find their prophet, Yeceqath, if we can. Squads Tiridates, Respendial and Phraates, under Epistolary Oxyath, you head to Hollowmount. The rest of the company goes with me to the shrines. How do we fight, Soul Drinkers?’

			‘Cold and fast!’ replied the assembled officers.

			‘Move out, brothers,’ said Quhya. 

			Already the engines of the Impulsors were turning over, and the Soul Drinkers were going to war.

			Hollowmount was wounded and bleeding. They had streamed out of the city as the violence had begun, before the gates were shut by the Hands of All. The refugees had set up camps outside the city as they tried to decide where to turn next – to one of the other cities, which were falling to the Voice of All one by one, or into the unforgiving desert and towards the distant shrines. 

			This much could be guessed at from the ruins of the camps stretching across the scrubland outside Hollowmount, and to the edge of the encroaching rock desert. Cyvon had seen enough war in the Indomitus Crusade to read the story of bloodshed from the tangled remnants of the tents and bivouacs, and the burned-out vehicles lining the road. Closer to the city were rows of severed heads and heaps of charred bones. He could almost hear the raised voices and gunshots as the cult massacred the refugees, hunting for fugitive Imperial personnel. From what he gathered from the scenes he had witnessed beneath the shrine, most of the Imperial officials in Hollowmount had been run to ground and killed, either on the spot or later in the staged trials and executions.

			The Soul Drinkers’ column of three Impulsors swept down the road between the ruins of Hollowmount’s pain. The city had stained the horizon for many miles, and the bleached, desiccated look of the land around it suggested a gargantuan leech that had drained the earth of Kepris of all its vitality. 

			Hollowmount was a conical mass of concentric tiers reaching up to a pinnacle covered in spires. In an age past it had been built around a lattice of industrial forges and manufactoria supporting a mass of tenements and public districts. Generations since had filled out the voids to make Hollowmount a solid mountain of structures, expanded outwards with new districts budding off the exterior like malignant growths. Even from outside the city, the banners hanging from the towers – depicting a golden-haired woman enthroned, a multitude of bloody hands, a sword through the throat of a crowned skull – made it clear that the Imperial aquila had been torn down and new symbols put up in its place. Here and there some Imperial emblems remained, only so they could be defaced and mutilated.

			Pillars of greasy smoke rose from charnel heaps. Wagons of corpses stood abandoned outside the gates. Hollowmount was bleeding, and it was haemorrhaging the last of its sanity. 

			The column of Impulsors crunched through the last of the camps and the gate into the city came into view. It was an enormous double gate of brass, held up by a pair of watchtowers bristling with guns. The Impulsors’ engines rose in pitch as they sped along the battered roadway towards them.

			‘I heard you speaking with Captain Quhya,’ said Cyvon. His berth inside the Impulsor was next to Epistolary Oxyath and the two could speak in the relative privacy of the vox-net, their voices masked by the engine roar.

			‘About what?’ asked Oxyath.

			‘You told him this planet is infected.’

			‘That is what I felt. Infected with madness.’

			‘How did you feel it?’ 

			‘It uses no mortal sense. I felt it like… like an old taste you can still detect on your tongue. Like a sound you recognise, but cannot place. An image you are sure you have seen before, not because of the detail but the timbre and colour of the memory.’ He shrugged. ‘You are not a psyker. I cannot make you understand.’

			‘Can this world be saved?’

			Oxyath sighed. ‘You have a talent for cutting to the heart of the matter, Brother Cyvon. To answer you, everything can be saved, but here the disease of its madness must be cut out completely. I can be no more certain than that.’

			‘Chaplain Visinah calls them heretics and vermin, as if they were different creatures to us entirely. But these people were human.’ Cyvon looked through a vision slit in the vehicle’s side, where a heap of charred bodies still smouldered among the wreckage of the camp. ‘They are the enemy but they were human. They were not born like this. Something changed them.’

			Oxyath smiled at that. His was not a face made for smiling, and it seemed to crack with the effort. ‘Visinah would have you nerve-scourged for such words.’

			‘That is why I say them to you and not to him. Perhaps these people remembered who they once were. That would make them a lot closer to human than us.’

			It was impossible not to see the Space Marines as different to humanity. Their size and strength alone set them apart. On primitive worlds, they were regarded as giants of myth returned from a forgotten age. Elsewhere, they were the Angels of Death, spoken of more as instruments of the Emperor’s will than men of flesh and bone. The cultists of Kepris were indeed closer to the citizenry of the Imperium than the Soul Drinkers, at least at first glance.

			‘I sense still the old question weighs on you, brother,’ said Oxyath. ‘I do not need the psyker’s sight to know that. It troubles you that you do not know your time before the Adeptus Astartes.’

			‘Do you?’

			‘No. Like you, I was collected from some far-flung world by the Chaplain of some other Chapter – or perhaps in my case I was harvested from the psykers on the Black Ships of the Inquisition. Then we were turned into what we are. I consider myself born from the ministrations of Archmagos Cawl, and I advocate that you do the same.’

			‘To know who we were would bring deeper understanding of who we are now. Why we fight, what we are defending.’

			‘We have far more than most men are ever given, Brother Cyvon. We have a purpose. A mission. An enemy to face and the means to destroy them. Rejoice in it, and have faith.’

			The gate was in full view now, twin towering slabs of bronze flanked by watchtowers and the battlements of the city wall.

			‘They are closed,’ said Brother Sasan, watching through a vision slit. ‘Hollowmount does not welcome us. We shall have to make a door of our own.’ He turned to the rest of the squad. Even though he wore his helmet, Cyvon knew he was smiling. ‘Twenty-five brethren doing what an Astra Militarum column would fear!’

			‘And we will!’ snapped Phraates. Even from behind the faceplate of his helmet, Cyvon could feel the glare the sergeant flashed at Sasan. ‘Break out the demo charges. Move fast, stay low. The enemy knows we are coming.’

			‘Anything worth doing is done under fire,’ replied Sasan.

			‘Movement on the watchtowers,’ said Cyvon. He could pick out the distant figures of men on the battlements, scurrying between gun emplacements. A pair of floodlights snapped on and swung around the devastation of the ruined camps, trying to focus on the speeding Impulsors. 

			Phraates’ Impulsor was in the middle of the three. Squad Tiridates had the honour of being the first to the breach, with Squad Respendial in the rear. The first shots from the watchtower fell far short of Tiridates’ vehicle, but it would be only seconds before they were in range.

			The Soul Drinkers did not know the enemy. Their numbers, their firepower, even what they wanted on this world or how far they would go to get it. Cyvon felt the skin of his neck prickle with the sensation of anger mixed with frustration. They were fighting blind. 

			The Soul Drinkers would bring light to this place. 

			Tiridates’ Impulsor slewed to the side as gunfire sprayed off the roadway. Ballistic fire, multiple calibres, heavy stubbers and equivalent weapons of local manufacture. Shots rang off the front of Phraates’ vehicle and that Impulsor changed direction too, zigzagging across the road surface. A missile roared down and missed the column by a long way, impacting among the ruination of the razed camp and sending up a cloud of debris. 

			‘Move, perceive, execute!’ shouted Phraates over the engine. ‘We shall have no doubt, for we shall know no fear!’

			Tiridates’ Impulsor skidded to the side, its thrusters keeping it from ripping into the road surface. The Intercessor squad leapt from the back, springing from opening hatches, with First Sergeant Tiridates himself sprinting for the base of the nearest watchtower. Fire poured down at them in a burning rain, and Cyvon’s sight of the battle-brothers was obscured by the bursts of debris and sparks. 

			Men would have died. They would have been ripped apart or, worse, would have baulked at the danger all around them and hesitated or run. Adeptus Astartes were not men. Squad Tiridates weathered the downpour, trusting in their armour and the certainty of their purpose, and reached the wall.

			Phraates’ Impulsor slewed to a halt next. Cyvon followed Sasan out of the opening hatch and felt the auto fire crackling around him. Unsighted, imprecise. The Soul Drinkers had given no warning of their approach. Men were still scrambling onto the battlements, and sounds of dismay and alarm filtered down as the cultists saw for the first time they were facing not militia or Keprian regiments, but Space Marines. The Adeptus Astartes brought terror with them, and the first strike they made against the enemy sowed panic instead of shedding blood.

			Every step closer the Soul Drinkers got to their enemy, the closer they were to victory. The safest place was eye to eye with the foe, because that was where a Space Marine could not lose.

			If the gates had been open, if the defensive walls around Hollowmount had not been so well maintained, if there had been a viable approach from the air, the Soul Drinkers would have taken a much easier way in. But the only ingress was through one of the capital’s gates, and as soon as the lead Impulsor had reported the bronze portals closed, a direct assault had become the only way to access the city. 

			Cold and fast. Keep moving. Relent not.

			Sergeant Tiridates slammed the first demolition charge onto the rockcrete of the watchtower. Squad Phraates was close behind and Sasan clamped his own charge onto the wall beside the gate, at the base of the tower. The demo charge was a disc-shaped device of ceramite that was packed with explosives, shaped to rip through whatever it was attached to. Cyvon crouched by Sasan as his squadmate turned the detonator handle.

			One of the enemy on the walls was leaning clear of the battle­ments, trying to get a better shot at the Soul Drinkers far below. Cyvon sighted upwards, picking out the man’s central mass through the sights of his bolt rifle. His finger contracted on the trigger, the weapon barked once, and the gunman’s midriff exploded in a crimson spray. He toppled over and off the battlements, and seemed to fall for an unnaturally long time before the corpse slammed into Tiridates’ Impulsor.

			The spray of blood clashed with the dusty purple of the Impulsor’s armour. The body, what remained of it, wore oil-stained overalls covered in strips of parchment pinned to the fabric. Each one was covered in writing. 

			Cyvon had seen similar before on the garb of Imperial pilgrims. They were prayers, but not to the Emperor. The dead man’s face had been pared apart and scarred with deliberate accuracy. The shattered autogun that landed nearby was a standard mark, probably manufactured in Hollowmount, a staple of Kepris’ home-grown regiments. The cult had emptied the armouries of the city’s regular military as they took over the city. 

			The weight of fire increased. Gun emplacements hammered heavy bolter and stubber rounds into the ground. Cyvon felt one ring off his shoulder guard, and another caught a battle-brother from Squad Respendial in the forearm as he fixed his own charge to the surface of the gate. Other Soul Drinkers were returning fire, but the enemy had the better position, shielded by the battlements and able to pick out their targets below.

			Librarian Oxyath strode through the storm of bullets and raised his staff. Crackling power played around his hood like a frantic halo. ‘Have they not witnessed the Angels of Death?’ he said, his voice rising through the vox over the gunfire as if he spoke directly into the mind of every Soul Drinker. His pale face was illuminated purple by the energy fighting to escape his skull. ‘Do they not know that there are consequences to defying the Emperor’s will?’

			He slammed the end of his staff into the ground. With a sound that cut through the gunfire, a bolt of purple lightning fell from the sky like a javelin and speared down through the battlements directly overhead.

			An eruption of purple flame tore through the men on the wall. Their bodies were scattered into the air, split and torn. Red and orange burst a moment later as ammunition exploded. The air boomed as it was seared away and then rushed back to fill the vacuum, sucking the dust and debris onto the battlements before they were flung out again.

			Even through his helmet’s filter, Cyvon could sense the greasy, metallic taste of the burned air. Chunks of smouldering rockcrete rained down. Body parts thumped to the dusty ground. 

			‘Our Epistolary loves to make an entrance,’ said Sasan over the vox. ‘And I believe he has given us our cue.’

			‘Get clear!’ yelled Sergeant Tiridates. Phraates and his squad gathered around their Impulsor as the metallic pings from the demolition charges counted off. Three explosions boomed a moment later, strangely muted by the clamour of the lightning bolt that had just passed.

			The charges ripped huge holes in the base of the watchtower and through the doors. The floors of the tower shifted as their supports were severed by the blast. Before the rubble had finished falling, Oxyath was out of cover and running for the opening.

			‘Advance!’ shouted Phraates, brandishing his powerblade. ‘Cold and fast, and do not stop!’

			The Soul Drinkers charged into the breaches. Tiridates and Respendial burst through the gate, Squad Phraates into the lowest floor of the watchtower. The confines were cramped, for they had been built for men significantly smaller than a Primaris Space Marine. Cyvon’s eyes adjusted rapidly to the gloom.

			The lower level of the tower was an execution chamber, one wall scattered with bullet holes and the floor stained with the blood that had run off through a drain in the floor. The last thing the executed people of Hollowmount had seen here was a painting on the wall of a beautiful golden-haired woman on a throne, with the beams of the sun radiating from her. 

			It had been a grim and filthy place to die. It stank of heresy.

			Survivors of Oxyath’s assault were hurrying down from the upper levels. Cyvon heard their booted feet and raised voices from above, and then behind a doorway to one side. He placed a burst of bolter fire through the door at chest height, and heard the familiar sound of bolt shells detonating inside flesh. The other members of the squad fired a volley, too, ripping through the wall and shredding the enem­ies beyond. A corpse tumbled through the splinters of the door and Cyvon could see its face was split open vertically. The white of its skull was visible through the pared-open forehead and the bone was carved with dense lettering. A few more shots from the squad shut down the movement visible through the holes in the wall. 

			The enemy had no idea what manner of judgement had descended on them. They had never faced a storm like the Soul Drinkers.

			Sergeant Phraates charged straight at the back wall of the chamber and tore through into a mess hall beyond, where windows and doorways led to the other side of the wall. The strike force spread out and forced their way out of the watchtower onto the streets of Hollowmount, joining Respendial and Tiridates who were already outside.

			The grand avenue leading to the gate was choked with barricades and fortifications, in anticipation of attack. From every post and lintel hung a gibbet, and in each was a corpse, bent over and bound. Hundreds of them festooned the fortifications around the gate, each with a wooden sign proclaiming the crime of the condemned inside.

			IMPERIAL, read one.

			KNELT TO THE EAGLE, read another.

			DEFIED THE LADY, read a third, beneath a body speared through with metal spikes.

			The city of Hollowmount rose around and above. Overhead, the lattice of the city’s industrial infrastructure supported tenement blocks and manufactoria, among them grand marble constructions of the city’s basilicae and places of worship. Banners hung everywhere, and scattered here and there were more clusters of gibbets or hanged bodies. Rings of elevated rails encircled enormous smoke-belching forges. A suspended tower clad in green marble was covered in golden aquilae that had been torn and defaced, with a forest of the dead in black Administratum uniforms dangling from the wings of the mutilated Imperial eagles. 

			It was an overwhelming mass of a city, stained with the marks of the horror that had come over it.

			Every alarm in Hollowmount was ringing. Several industrial hauler vehicles burst onto the avenue three hundred yards away. Their ore hoppers were full of men, who leapt out and began taking up firing positions among the barricades and the low walls of the buildings lining the avenue. From this distance, Cyvon could pick out their jumble of uniforms and clothes – military uniforms, workers overalls, fine brocade and ruffs, penitents’ rags.

			‘Every madman in the city is heading this way,’ said Brother Sasan.

			‘Then we will go through every madman in this city,’ retorted Phraates, quick as ever to shut down any discouraging word from Sasan.

			‘Taken under advisement, Phraates,’ said Sergeant Tiridates. His armour had the gold flashes of battle honours covering one shoulder guard, a concession to his status as First Sergeant. Oxyath outranked him, but the Librarian only invoked his authority when he had to. ‘I will not be held here,’ he growled. ‘We meet their fervour with brutality. They are no more than human. They will crumble.’

			‘And there will be more,’ said Respendial. He went helmetless by habit, for he had the best eye of anyone in the company. His battered, shaven skull was the colour of varnished wood. ‘Ordinarily I would lengthen our reach and swap fire with these heretics, but not here. The more that arrive, the more we will be outgunned.’

			‘For once, our brother-sergeant does not wish this battle to turn into a shooting contest,’ said Tiridates.

			‘Nor I,’ said Phraates.

			‘Then we charge,’ said Tiridates, with the finality of the First Sergeant’s authority.

			More men were emerging from the streets leading into the avenue. They were armed with a mix of weapons looted from Kepris’ military, mostly autoguns but with a few heavy stubbers and missile launchers mixed among them. A cry went up from the northern side of the street, a baying and screaming that suggested something that had once been human but was no longer. The other heretics seemed to be keeping their distance from the source of the din as they hurried to firing positions among the barricades.

			‘Onwards!’ yelled Tiridates, and vaulted the rockcrete barrier in front of him.

			Cyvon followed Phraates in Tiridates’ wake. All three squads broke cover and ran as the first of the enemy’s fire fell among them. Cyvon fired on the move, and the ranging shots from his rifle burst near the closest heretics. The other Soul ­Drinkers did the same, and the heretics ducked the bursts of bolter shells exploding against the barricades or shrieking over their heads.

			They were not the equal of Adeptus Astartes, but there were so many of them. Hundreds rushed into the avenue to face the invaders. Word of the Soul Drinkers’ arrival must have reached every corner of the city and everyone who was close enough, and had the means of transport, was streaming through the city to repel them.

			The enemy trusted in their weight of fire to stop the invaders breaching their city, but the power armour and physiology of a Space Marine was something they had not planned for. The Soul Drinkers advanced through the fire, and autogun rounds pinged off their ceramite without even slowing them down. Cyvon felt the hot slugs cracking against his shoulder and greaves, ringing off his helmet, but the sleep-taught battle tactics took over and told him to ignore them. He kept up firing as he moved and the Soul Drinkers spread across the avenue in a solid, advancing line of purple armour that did not stop.

			The Soul Drinkers would do here what they had done at the shrine: slam into the enemy with more force than they could bear, scatter them, force them to fight face to face and annihilate them. Soon the enemy would have to either break and flee, or fight the Soul Drinkers at a close range where a Space Marine’s strength and fury counted for the most.

			The screams from the northern edge of the road hit a crescendo. From the grand marble mansions erupted a host of hundreds of what had once been men. They had the same split down their faces as the man Cyvon had killed at the watchtower, and they were armed not with guns or blades but with whatever had been grafted onto their bodies. They screeched and howled like animals. Going by their clothing they were drawn from every stratum of Hollowmount’s citizenry. Gang leathers leaped and scampered alongside ragged ballgowns. They bled and screamed as they ran right at the Soul Drinkers.

			‘By squads, overlapping fire!’ ordered Tiridates. His squad paused and fired volley after volley of bolt shells into the approaching madmen as the other two squads ran past them. The bolter fire erupted among the first rank, ripping bodies apart, limbs from torsos, spraying the grey marble a dark red. 

			The new horde of enemies did not falter. They jumped over the bodies of their fallen. More streamed from the buildings as Squad Phraates took their turn as the execution detail. Cyvon crouched behind a length of barricade, sighted and fired half a magazine of shells at full-auto into the mob. He could feel the impact of the chain of explosions through the flesh and bone of the enemy. 

			And he realised, even as they died in their dozens, that the enemy would reach them before they ran out of bodies. 

			Cyvon let his hearts leap inside him. When the enemy were as crazed as these were, when they were driven by madness or zeal to close with the Soul Drinkers, it was a strength to revel in the glory of the coming fight. He let the feeling swell. For the glory of the Emperor. For the survival of mankind. For the extermination of the heretic. That was why he fought.

			Phraates shouldered his bolter and took his power sword in both hands. It had a short, wide gladius blade, and its power field leapt into shimmering life. Cyvon grabbed his own combat blade with his left hand as he squeezed off shots with his right, and the shock wave of the bolter shells exploding buffeted him as he brought down a madman that jumped at him.

			This one wore overalls sewn with panels of leather in dark blue and red. What could be seen of its skin was tattooed with the marks of some undercity gang brotherhood. The shots ripped its torso open and the body thumped wetly into the barricade. 

			Then, the enemy were on them. A heretic dived at Cyvon through the mist of blood left from the one before him. Cyvon met him with a thrust of his combat knife and its monomolecular edge punched right through the man’s gut. The enemy had the uniform of a city official, dark blue with a white sash. His fingers were long metal spikes. Cyvon twisted the knife, tore it free, and drove the stock of his bolt rifle into the enemy’s sundered face. The kill bought him a few steps forward. The Soul Drinkers would not stop until they were dead. The enemy wanted to swamp them with bodies and pin them in place. The Soul Drinkers would not let them.

			A flash of purple light engulfed everything, leaving behind the afterimage of a bolt of lightning lancing down from the sagging web of the city above. Bodies tumbled all around. In the wake of his psychic assault, Epistolary Oxyath dived into the melee beside Cyvon, ripping through the closest enemy with his force staff. With a burst of sound deadened by the echo of his lightning, his psychic power discharged through the staff and slammed the enemy into the floor.

			The heretics surged into the gap Oxyath had opened up. The press of them weighed down on Cyvon and he shoved them back to open up enough space for his combat blade. Iron talons raked at him and he fended off a vibrating industrial blade that stabbed out of the mass towards his throat.

			‘They’re trying to slow us down,’ said Oxyath, his voice oddly calm in the melee. ‘Trap us like animals in the snare.’

			The other heretics, the hundreds-strong crowd growing further down the street, levelled their weapons and opened fire. They did not care that the throng of maniacs would be caught in the storm as well. For every Soul Drinker that died, they would sacrifice a hundred of these deviants. And they did.

			Autogun fire rattled off Cyvon’s shoulder and elbow guard. He felt ceramite cracking and flashes of pain as the storm of fire found flesh and nerve endings. He ducked behind the barricade and one of the madmen dived over him. This one had sickles in place of hands. It landed on top of him and he fought with the snarling, thrashing creature. 

			The Thricefold, he remembered. That is what they had been called by the Hand of All, as they ripped apart the prisoners on the stage. Thrice-blessed by the prophet. These ones had their faces opened up to the brain, and it was either combat stimms, mutation or some surgical alteration that kept them alive in such a state. He rammed his knife into the split and twisted the blade through the brain matter beyond. The Thricefold shuddered and spasmed as it died.

			Sergeant Phraates stumbled against the barricade beside Cyvon, snarling in frustration. The armour of his left forearm was split open and bloody. His power sword smouldered with the blood crackling in its power field.

			The Soul Drinkers could shelter from the fire, and weather it. But they wouldn’t be moving, and the enemy could close in on them, surrounding them from all sides as Hollowmount’s heretic population drained into the avenue. They could hold out for days like that, never sleeping, but not forever.

			The realisation that they could die here forced its way into Cyvon’s brain. That the Soul Drinkers could lose. 

			Unless they broke out now.

			As if to punctuate his thought, a missile streaked from the mass of statuary and desecrated shrines along the south side of the road. It impacted among the heretics’ vehicles and one of them cartwheeled into the air as its fuel tank exploded. The deep thunder of erupting fuel was followed by a chatter of gunfire from the same direction, and suddenly the heretics were in disarray, sprinting between cover to take up positions opposite this new threat.

			The enemy’s gunfire faltered. Phraates stood clear of cover, his wounded arm hanging by his side. ‘Now!’ he yelled. ‘Cold and fast as your blades!’

			The Soul Drinkers slammed into the heretics fighting them. Cyvon jumped to his feet and fired the last shells in his bolt rifle’s magazine into the two maniacs rushing at him, before pivoting on his back foot as another dived towards him talons first. He rammed the point of his knife into the back of the enemy’s head and felt the life go out of it before it slid off the blade.

			He gave himself a half-second to get his bearings. The newcomers to the battle were more citizens of Hollowmount, fewer in number than the heretics massing down the road. He saw the marks of the Imperium on them. Some had painted the symbol of the aquila across their faces. Others had the trappings of the Imperial creed – chained books hanging from their belts, handmade shields painted with the image of the Emperor in golden armour, rosarius beads clutched in their hands. A few wore the robes of the clergy. Like the heretics, they were armed with a mix of looted weapons. One of them was reloading the missile launcher he had just fired. 

			Another man jumped up onto one of the barricades, ignoring the autogun fire spattering around him. He wore the uniform of the Imperium’s Naval aristocracy, black with dark-blue panels, a pelisse over one shoulder and the high, starched collar of a bridge officer. He carried a plasma gun and fired it one-handed as he moved with a grace and poise that suggested augmentations to his muscles and skeleton. His face was high and proud, with pale brown skin, thick dark hair and a cut of dashing handsomeness that helped explain why these Imperial loyalists would follow him into the fray.

			What Cyvon noticed most keenly was the symbol the man wore around his neck. It was the stylised letter ‘I’, wrought in gold, with a ruby-eyed skull in the centre.

			A symbol rarely worn openly, but one that carried immeasurable weight whenever it was displayed. Much like the Space Marines themselves, many knew of its significance even if few ever saw it in person. It was more than a badge of office. It was a key that opened every chamber in the Imperium and gave access to every level of power. Even more than that, it spoke of how the person carrying it occupied the highest stratum of the Imperium’s many power structures, a position that let them decide the fate of worlds. The Inquisitorial Rosette.

			‘These people know this city,’ said Brother Sasan, who had found Cyvon through the melee. ‘They have what we don’t.’

			‘Swing south!’ ordered Tiridates over the vox. ‘Their lives will buy us time! Spend it well!’

			The man bearing the symbol of the Inquisition bounded through the volleys of fire, launching bolts of plasma at the heretics as he went. He slid into cover near where Phraates was sheltering.

			‘Thought you could use a guide, good sirs!’ he said. Through the heat shimmer from his plasma gun, Cyvon could see the delicate scarring around his face from the implantation of high quality bionics. ‘I hate to see your grand entrance into Hollowmount ending in despair. Even the Adeptus ­Astartes cannot fare well against a whole city’s population, and believe me, that is what you will face if you stay here.’

			‘Who is this that jests with me?’ growled Phraates.

			‘Stheno of the Holy Orders of the Emperor’s Inquisition,’ the stranger replied with a flourish, and a finger touched to the rosette on his chest.

			Phraates’ anger subsided as he recognised the symbol. Even a Space Marine had to respect it. ‘Strange days, these, to find an inquisitor in our midst. I am Sergeant Phraates of the Soul Drinkers.’

			Confusion passed momentarily over Stheno’s face. ‘The Soul Drinkers? I know not that name. Newborn Angels of Death from the Ultima Founding, then?’

			‘Is that a problem, inquisitor?’

			The confusion was gone. ‘By no means, sergeant! Hollow­mount is in dire need of the Adeptus Astartes’ brand of violence.’

			‘And your solution to our situation?’

			‘Yeceqath’s dogs haven’t taken the Weldworks,’ said Stheno. ‘The city’s loyalists have held on to it. It won’t be for long, but it’s better than here.’ Stheno broke off to fire a bolt of plasma into the torso of a charging madman. The blast caught the enemy full in the face and by the time he fell to his knees, his head and upper torso had burned away in the glowing liquid fire.

			‘Tiridates!’ voxed Phraates, transmitting to all three squads to keep them aware of the situation. ‘We have an ally of a most inquisitive nature. He says he can find us a foothold in the city.’

			‘Then follow him,’ grunted the First Sergeant. Across the barri­cades, Cyvon could see Tiridates slamming the skull of an enemy against a rockcrete wall. ‘I tire of killing these lackwits.’

			Alert chimes sounded across the vox, and the Soul ­Drinkers reacted in subconsciously drilled unison. They fired into the manic assailants to buy a few seconds of time, and used it to break cover and head for the southern edge of the street. They vaulted the loyalists’ cover and joined them, turning to lend their own fire against the heretics. 

			The couple of hundred loyalists were losing the firefight, and several of them lay draped over the walls and statue bases, but even as their brethren fell the survivors looked at the Soul Drinkers as if they saw the face of the Emperor reflected in the Space Marines’ armour. 

			Cyvon knew the citizenry of the Imperium grew up with images of the noble and terrifying Space Marines all around them. They were the Emperor’s finest, the hands of Terra. When the Emperor raged, His anger took the form of the Space Marines. Most people went a lifetime without seeing a member of the Adeptus Astartes, but when they did see them, they were filled with awe at their presence and sheer stature. But he had still never before been looked on with the veneration he saw in the eyes of the loyalists of Hollowmount. 

			‘He answers!’ cried one of the loyalists’ leaders, an elderly man with straggling white hair and beard, wearing the grimy ivory-and-gold robes of the Imperial clergy. He carried an ornate crook rescued from some place of worship, and clutched an autopistol in his other hand. ‘We prayed, and He led us back from the edge of despair. He promised, and He delivers! The Angels of Death are come!’

			Another loyalist, a woman in filthy work clothes carrying a well-worn lasgun, walked in a daze as gunfire continued to whicker and ping between the statues. She laid a hand on Cyvon’s arm, as if checking to see if he were real. Tears glimmered in her eyes as she looked up at him. He put a hand against her back and guided her behind one of the statues, out of the open.

			‘It’s a little over a mile into the city,’ Stheno was saying. ‘The Weldworks are sealed against toxic leaks. We control the ways in and out. If anywhere in this filth-heap is safe, it’s there.’

			‘What does the Inquisition want on Kepris?’ asked Epistolary Oxyath, who trailed a corona of purple electricity as he followed the rest of the force off the street. 

			‘The rightful rule of humanity,’ replied Stheno smoothly. ‘The glorification of the Emperor. The extermination of the blasphemer. What we all want, Lord Librarian.’

			‘They’re closing in,’ voxed Sergeant Respendial. The enemy were winning the gunfight with the loyalists, and were vaulting the barricades ahead of them to advance. 

			‘Then we move,’ replied Sergeant Tiridates. ‘Brethren! We have our foothold! Move out!’
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			CHAPTER THREE

			What deliverance could there be from such blasphemy?
The only answer is death.

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			‘They started with the priests,’ said Father Eugenivov. In spite of the layers of grime and the scars of various skirmishes, he had maintained the air of an Imperial cleric. His Ecclesiarchy robes were overlaid with belts of ammo pouches and bandoliers. He leaned on his crook as he spoke, and in the gloom of the Weldworks he looked like the priest he had been. ‘They dragged us out from the cloisters in the Cathedral of the Sanguinary Fall. They cracked our heads open and heaped our brains into the aisle. Bodies… hanging from the statue of Blessed Sanguinius. They defiled every stone of that place.’ Eugenivov looked at Cyvon, and his face was suddenly full of apology and regret. ‘I… I hid,’ he said weakly.

			As soon as he had seen the place, Cyvon had understood how the Imperial loyalists had held out there. The Weldworks was a network of forges and smelting-houses where ore and scrap were turned into raw materials for Hollowmount’s manufactoria. Huge doors served to cut off the Weldworks from the surrounding districts in case of spills and breaches. Now they had been used to seal its entrances from the Cult of Yeceqath. The cult had tried to force its way in, and in places the floor was littered with charred bones and heaps of slag where the forges had been emptied and the cultists buried in a flood of molten steel.

			The loyalists were encamped in the cavernous, empty forges. They were empty of materials now and bivouacs and bunks had been set up in the gloomy, grime-caked corners of the Weldworks. One of the forges was a hospital, where the wounds from the battle by the gate were tended. A small furnace still burned, and was used to incinerate the dead so they would not decay and spread foulness. The scorched dark grey of the walls loomed down and turned the space into a single mass of shadow, broken only by the few lights salvaged by the loyalists. They prayed in every corner, for illumination both spiritual and literal.

			Cyvon slid the action of his bolt rifle back into place. He had fixed the warped mechanism and replaced a broken component inside the housing, and now it clicked back into place as if the weapon were fresh from the armoury. The wargear rites were a reflex action to him, like sighting down the bolter’s barrel in battle. It calmed his mind to clean and maintain the weapon, for in a galaxy of perpetual change and conflict it was something constant that he could trust. ‘Go on,’ he said to the cleric.

			Eugenivov nodded. ‘They attacked the seminary… The heretics burned down the House of the Pure. The offices of the Administratum…’ The old priest’s voice trailed off and he seemed to be looking at something far off that only he could see.

			‘When did you first hear of Yeceqath?’

			Eugenivov nodded. ‘Sorry. Yes, Yeceqath. The Voice of All. I had heard there was a… a mystic, I suppose. A prophet. She had a following in the city. The synod was about to discuss whether she was something to be dealt with when the uprising began. She had an army, and she had gathered it right under our noses. The governor, the city enforcers, no one knew. And she had the Thricefold…’

			‘Those are the ones we fought. With the split faces. The madmen.’

			‘Anyone who resisted,’ said Eugenivov, ‘they punished with the Thricefold. If you spoke out, you were dragged down by the mob, and if you fought them off the Thricefold would follow. She knew how to use fear. And enough fear will turn into belief.’

			‘How many loyalists are there?’ asked Cyvon.

			‘A few hundred,’ said Eugenivov. ‘We had more before we reached you at the gate. Every time we face the heretics, we lose souls we cannot replace.’

			‘But no more,’ said Cyvon. ‘Now we are here.’

			Eugenivov smiled at that. His weary eyes were wet with tears. ‘Yes. The Angels of Death. He has answered our prayers.’

			Inquisitor Stheno and Epistolary Oxyath approached. The loyalists watched them in unashamed awe and adoration as they passed. ‘Cyvon here is the battle-brother who saw the executions at Sacerdotes’ Square,’ said Oxyath. ‘That was why we knew what was waiting for us at Hollowmount.’

			Stheno raised an eyebrow. ‘Useful,’ he said. ‘I always prefer to know my enemy.’

			‘I always prefer to kill them,’ replied Cyvon, ‘and learn of them from the history written of our victory.’ Cyvon had spoken out of turn, and to an inquisitor no less, but he had taken an instinctive dislike to this man who spoke to the Soul Drinkers as if he were born to be their lord and master. ‘Epistolary, when do we move out?’ he asked.

			‘When, my brother, we have a plan of attack,’ said Oxyath. ‘House Yathe is well defended.’

			‘Where?’ asked Cyvon.

			‘The cult’s closest power base,’ replied Oxyath. ‘Deeper into the city, one point two miles north-west, accessible through ways the loyalists believe are safe.’

			‘House Yathe was one of the first to put their money and power behind the cult,’ said Stheno, who seemed not to have taken offence at Cyvon’s earlier snipe. ‘The Uppermost Hand operates from their estate.’

			‘The executioner,’ said Cyvon, remembering the bestial mask and the ivory robes, spattered with the blood of the Administratum prisoners who had been ripped apart by the Thricefold.

			‘Quite so,’ said Stheno. ‘Your arrival allows us to cut off the head of the serpent, so to speak. The Space Marines descend and eliminate the Uppermost Hand, and the cult loses a leader and a mouthpiece. The cult will be afraid. They will run and make themselves vulnerable. First the Hand, then the other pillars of the cult as word of the Emperor’s avenging angels spreads. Finally the prophetess herself.’

			‘And these people?’ asked Cyvon, indicating the loyalists watching them. ‘Will they go with us?’

			‘If they wish to be used, then we shall use them,’ said Stheno. He knelt down by Cyvon, although Cyvon was almost as tall sitting as Stheno was standing. The inquisitor pointed at Cyvon’s bolt rifle. ‘Tell me, Brother Cyvon. What is this?’

			Cyvon knew there was a trick in the question somewhere, but he thought better of trying to find it. ‘A Mark II Cawl-pattern Astartes bolt rifle,’ he said.

			‘I see the same,’ said Stheno. ‘And I see much more. This weapon does not do what it does in a pretty manner, does it? It blasts bodies apart. It is an ugly thing. It has no ornamentation or airs. And yet we tend to it, and feed it ammunition when it needs it. Because without it, we will die. Brother Cyvon, what do I see?’

			‘The Imperium,’ replied Cyvon.

			Stheno turned to Oxyath. ‘Watch this one,’ he said.

			‘House Yathe held against every loyalist attack in the first days of the cult,’ said Oxyath, who did not seem impressed by the inquisitor’s metaphors. ‘It has only been reinforced since. Yes, brother, these people will be with us, every gun and blade will have its use.’

			‘I doubt I could hold them back if I wanted to,’ added Stheno. He turned to Eugenivov. ‘Is that not so, father?’

			‘We will die on the barricades for the chance to get our hands on Yeceqath’s dogs,’ said Eugenivov. ’There will never be a better chance to get past those walls at last. We will be there.’

			‘Once your First Sergeant has a plan of attack, we’ll move out,’ said Stheno to Cyvon. ‘We can break the back of this cult if we strike hard. The war is out there, for the shrines, but the victory can be here if we cut off the head. And from what your Librarian says, Brother Cyvon, you could be the best weapon we have.’

			Stheno and Oxyath moved on, heading for the makeshift command post Tiridates had set up in an abandoned forge.

			‘Who is Yeceqath?’ Cyvon asked the old priest.

			‘That is a more complicated question than it seems,’ said Eugenivov. ‘She is the Voice of All. A prophet of the people’s will. She is the symbol they rally towards. The highest authority among them. But the true answer, brother, is that we do not know. I have never seen her, I have only heard her voice broadcast over the citywide vox.’

			‘A mystery,’ said Cyvon.

			‘To all but her most favoured servants.’

			‘When the enemy represses knowledge of themselves, then that knowledge is dangerous to them,’ said Cyvon. ‘The inquisitor may be right. The fighting at the shrines will secure the relics, but the cult’s response depends on how badly we hurt them here.’

			‘Yeceqath turns Emperor-fearing citizens into those Thricefold monsters,’ said Eugenivov. ’What she has done to us is a heresy beyond what I once thought possible.’

			Brother Sasan approached through the gloom. Wondering eyes followed him from every corner. It seemed strange to Cyvon, almost comical, that Sasan of all people should be the object of veneration. Sasan clapped Cyvon on the shoulder guard. ‘If you clean your gun too much, you’ll wear it away.’

			‘Speak too loosely, Brother Sasan,’ said Cyvon, ‘and these good people might start to think we are human after all.’

			Sasan’s armour was patched up from the scars and nicks he had suffered in the firefight. In spite of his words, he had been busy with post-battle wargear rites, too. ‘Tiridates says we move out immediately. Should be a bracing run-out!’

			‘My thanks for the warning,’ said Cyvon. ‘What do you think of this cult? Yeceqath, the Thricefold, the Voice of All?’

			‘After careful consideration, Brother Cyvon, I find them eminently killable.’

			And in the end, thought Cyvon, that was all a Space Marine really needed to know. 

			‘It may come to pass that none of us will live.’ Eugenivov knelt alongside the other loyalists. The city’s prayer books had been heaped up and burned outside the shrines and cathedrals, but Eugenivov had volumes committed to memory and chose his words from the sermons of saints. ‘For this, I do not despair. I do not demand restitution from my Emperor. Instead, I am grateful. I give the most exultant of thanks. For how often do we know the time and means of our death? And how often do we know it will be in combat against the Great Enemy, against the personification of heresy in the defence of humanity? And no less, alongside the Adeptus Astartes, the Angels of Death, who are the manifestation of His will. I am not sorrowful. I am not afraid, brothers and sisters. I am soon to die, and I am full of joy.’

			The loyalists made the sign of the aquila as Eugenivov finished his sermon, and their minds turned to silent prayer.

			The Weldworks was behind them. With Stheno’s guidance, the Soul Drinkers and the two hundred or so loyalists had made their way through abandoned manufactoria and mass-transit tunnels to the threshold of House Yathe. They were gathered a short run from the compound walls, among the ruins of a razed tenement district scattered with charred bones and heaps of scorched bodies. Across a stretch of ruins was the estate’s west wall. Above them was the soaring vaulted ceiling of Hollowmount’s many-layered structure, like a dark iron sky. Behind them was nothing, for they could not retreat from here. As soon as they played their hand, Hollowmount would know they were there, and there would be no flight back to the Weldworks now. They were too far from safety, too easily cut off from their foothold in the capital. 

			Cyvon knew Eugenivov was right. The loyal citizens of Hollow­mount were probably going to die.

			They would be avenged. Eugenivov’s sermon was correct, he told himself. This was a rare chance to die a good death, and to know those responsible would be punished. That vengeance was one more task the Soul Drinkers would accomplish at House Yathe.

			The three squads of Soul Drinkers, plus Oxyath and the loyalists, were facing the walls of a noble house compound. The walls were thirteen feet high and patrolled by cult members in the customary mix of clothing, most of them masked, all of them armed. Within the walls were several grand buildings, their gilded cornices and red-tiled roofs in contrast to the industrial gloom of Hollowmount. Cyvon could see the top of a statue of a grandly dressed man, a scion of the Yathe family, with cables running from its torso to the nearest corner of each building. From the cables hung banners bearing the cult’s symbols. The enthroned woman, the skull crowned and impaled, a dozen hands arranged in a sunburst.

			‘No noble bodies hanging,’ mused Cyvon as he watched from the ruins. ‘House Yathe gave up their home willingly.’

			‘For such a crime,’ said Sasan beside him, ‘we shall administer justice.’

			‘Make ready to execute,’ voxed Tiridates. 

			Inquisitor Stheno walked among the loyalists. ‘Now is your time,’ he said. ‘Father Eugenivov! Are their spirits ready?’

			‘They are,’ said Eugenivov.

			‘Then become the sword-thrust through the heart of the enemy!’ said Stheno. ‘For Kepris! For the Emperor! Attack!’

			‘Onward, my brothers and sisters!’ cried Eugenivov, jumping to his feet and holding his autopistol in the air. ‘Onward! Hear the Emperor’s thunder! Charge!’

			The loyalists burst from cover and ran at the walls. Two hundred men and women, armed with whatever they had scrounged from the armouries of the Keprian military and the Hollowmount enforcers, shielded by nothing more than faith.

			‘They’ll buy us fifteen minutes,’ said Inquisitor Stheno. He had not joined the loyalists in their charge.

			‘Then we will need no more,’ said Sergeant Tiridates. ‘Soul Drinkers, advance!’

			Sergeant Respendial knelt beside a metal cover in the ground that was covered in a layer of ash and bones. The hatch squealed as he opened it, the sound concealed by the gunfire stuttering from the loyalists and the cultists on the walls, to reveal a black opening leading to the level of the city below. Respendial vaulted in, followed by the battle-brothers of his squad and Librarian Oxyath. 

			Squad Phraates followed. Phraates himself had his arm bandaged over a makeshift weld job on the armour of his forearm. He carried his bolt rifle with his other hand. Cyvon and Sasan were close behind him. A Space Marine’s vision was barely impeded by even total darkness, and Cyvon could see the sodden corpses choking the narrow tunnels and sewer conduits that ran beneath the street.

			‘The cult purged this whole region,’ said Cyvon, taking note of the sheer volume of the dead. ‘They threw them down here when they were done.’

			‘And these dead will also be avenged,’ said Phraates up ahead.

			The tunnels led beneath the walls, skirting around the massive block foundations, and under the House Yathe compound. Some tunnels were blocked by stinking masses of congealed gore and fat. Others had collapsed. These were Hollowmount’s broken blood vessels. The city was bleeding to death.

			‘Here,’ said Stheno from behind a rebreather, indicating a tunnel junction ahead. Sergeant Tiridates waved forward a pair of battle-brothers from his squad, who attached explosive charges to the ceiling. This part of the tunnel was shin-deep in blood, so foul and polluted it was only a Space Marine’s armour filters and third lung that made it fully breathable. Stheno’s breathing was laboured, even with the rebreather. The Soul Drinkers splashed away from the junction and took up position out of the blast zone.

			‘We’re blasting our way in again,’ mused Sasan. ‘Praise the primarch who didn’t teach us subtlety.’

			‘Would you rather knock on the door, Brother Sasan?’ growled Phraates.

			The charges exploded, and a tremendous mass of rubble and earth poured into the sewer junction. Before the last of it had settled, Sergeant Respendial was on the move, leading his squad up towards the faltering light from above. ‘Guns up, brothers!’ voxed Respendial. ‘Now we are known! Now we are the message!’

			The gunfire kicked in without hesitation. Bolt rifles and autoguns, voices raised in alarm. Squad Phraates followed Respendial up through the new breach and Cyvon saw they had emerged in the compound’s gardens. The hole had opened up beside a huge ornamental fountain a short distance from the statue he had glimpsed from outside the walls. The gardens were regimented raised flower beds and manicured ornamental hedges, punctuated by discarded equipment containers and the bodies of executed captives heaped up next to bullet-riddled walls. Heretics were rushing from the buildings and Cyvon saw the same mutilated faces and mixture of garb he had noted before, although many of the heretics here wore a heraldic uniform: that of House Yathe, he supposed, proving the noble house had thrown their lot in with the cult. An enormous glass conservatory rose to one side, with the main house to the other and a cluster of smaller guest houses towards the southern edge of the compound. Everything dripped with money and status, from the red-tiled roofs lifted from some bucolic vista to the gilded decorations on the eaves and the statues of House Yathe patriarchs dotted around the gardens. 

			The cultists were rushing to the rooftops and walls. Heavy stubber and multi-laser emplacements on the former were aimed down at the loyalists assaulting the latter, and suddenly the heretics were facing enemies from inside as well as without. The heretics grappled with the heavy weapons to turn them around, struggling to cope with the sudden escalation of the assault.

			‘To the main house!’ ordered Tiridates. ‘Respendial, the east wing! Phraates, the side buildings! Move out, brethren! Break the back of this heretic church!’

			‘To me!’ ordered Phraates, firing one-handed up at the rooftops as he yelled. ‘Three to a door, breach and purge! Mark your targets, expect every form of heresy!’

			Gunfire streaked down at the Soul Drinkers. Cyvon took cover at the feet of the huge statue as one of its arms was shattered by chains of heavy stubber fire. Normal soldiers would be slowed down by such weight of fire, but the Soul Drinkers would not let it impede them.

			‘Wait for the Librarian,’ said Sasan. ‘This performance needs its light show.’

			Epistolary Oxyath jumped up onto a fallen statue. Multi-laser fire pinged and sizzled off his armour. He clenched his fist in a sharp, brutal gesture, and a section of the main house’s roof crumpled in on itself as if crushed by an invisible fist. Bodies caught in the warping of space vanished blood­ily amidst the debris, before the whole mass of wreckage dropped into the building, shattering windows and blowing out walls as destruction ripped through the structure.

			The side buildings were decorated with the severed heads of the cult’s victims. They stared down, slack-jawed and blank, from the eaves and window sills. Each house was an elegant cottage ornamented with carved scrollwork and murals of pastoral scenes. It was all discoloured with grime and blood. Bullet holes in the walls showed where impromptu firing squads had been set up. 

			One of the doors burst open. Cyvon saw dirty ivory-coloured robes trimmed with red, and a mask resembling an angry felid creature with a mane of carved wooden fur. He recognised the Uppermost Hand from the broadcast of the executions in Sacerdotes’ Square.

			‘Target the Hand!’ ordered Phraates, firing up at more heretics on the rooftops. Cyvon snapped a bolt at the Hand and it flew just wide as the cultist spun around suddenly to face Phraates.

			The heretic raised his hands, and Cyvon saw metal and glass glimmering on his fingers. 

			Twin lances of sizzling crimson energy leapt from the Uppermost Hand’s fingers. One seared just past Cyvon’s head. The other struck Sergeant Phraates.

			It caught the sergeant in the side of the torso and sliced out of his shoulder guard. It lasted a split second, and left behind a glowing straight line incised through Phraates’ armour. Phraates toppled to one side, steadying himself against a low wall with his bandaged arm. His hand held on to his bolt rifle through instinct. From the deep glowing scorches on the wall behind the sergeant, Cyvon could tell the beam had seared right through vital organs and spine. Even if Phraates lived, it was an instantly disabling wound. 

			A second burst of shots from Cyvon impacted against a curved wall of blinding light that flashed into existence to meet them. Other shots burst against the energy barrier or ripped chunks out of the walls beside the Uppermost Hand, who ducked back into the building.

			Brothers Arasmyn and Manuch ran to Phraates and tried to haul him back to his feet and get him into cover. He shrugged them off angrily but weakly. ‘After him,’ he ordered, his voice strained. ‘Kill him. Then come for me.’ 

			Cyvon ran to the door frame and put his back against it. Sasan hit the wall on the other side, backed up by Brother Pitamenes. ‘Breach!’ yelled Sasan, and swung in through the open door.

			Cyvon followed him in. Sasan covered the left side of the room, Cyvon the right, with Pitamenes watching for anything they might have missed. 

			What had once been an overtly luxurious bedchamber had been torn apart. Splintered furniture was heaped up against one wall, covered with the tatters of a tapestry torn from its mounting. The remains of a huge four-poster bed lay in fragments. In the centre of the floor was a metal hatch, wide enough for an Impulsor to drive through, in the process of mechanically closing.

			Cyvon, acting on instinct, leapt into the closing hatchway. He put a hand on each side of the hatch and braced it, feeling the door’s motors straining as he pushed against them. The dense, gene-forged muscle fibres of a Space Marine bunched in his arms and shoulders. A Space Marine’s raw strength was one of the assets that made face-to-face battle his preferred environment, and Cyvon channelled it all into forcing the doors open.

			The motors whined, then failed in sparks and smoke. The doors yielded against Cyvon’s hands. He put another burst of energy into pushing the doors apart and they screeched as he forced them wide enough open for two Soul ­Drinkers abreast. 

			‘Those were digital weapons the Uppermost Hand used,’ he said as Sasan dropped in beside him. Ahead of them was a steep staircase leading down a rockcrete shaft. There was no ornamentation here. The structure was hidden beneath the compound, another place for another purpose.

			‘Quite the thing to pull out of one’s fundament,’ said Sasan. ‘Where the Throne did he get those?’

			‘We can work that out once he’s ours,’ replied Cyvon.

			‘I’ll cover your backs,’ said Pitamenes. He was a solid if unimaginative warrior, and Cyvon knew him well enough to be grateful he was with them. He could hear the rest of the squad, Arasmyn and Manuch, storming the guest houses overhead. Phraates was still giving orders. He couldn’t fight, but he could still lead. Cyvon doubted the sergeant would die, but every Soul Drinker out of the battle was worth dozens of the cultists.

			Sasan snapped off his helmet and took in a breath. ‘Chemicals,’ he said.

			‘Care to be more specific, brother?’ asked Pitamenes, who was walking backwards behind them, covering the hatch entrance. 

			‘Preservatives,’ said Sasan. ‘Coolants. Dried blood. And something strong and corrosive, for cleaning, perhaps. A laboratory?’

			The stairway ended in a wider corridor of bare rockcrete walls. Pipework ran along the ceiling. Freezing vapour clung to the floor, and multiple doors led off in both directions. Through the steel double doors, Cyvon could see a room of operating tables with tiled floors and drains to draw off blood.

			Pitamenes opened one of the other doors a crack. ‘Bodies,’ he said. Cyvon followed his gaze and saw he had opened a refrigerated room with dozens of corpses, wrapped in bloodstained plastic, hanging from rails in the ceiling. 

			A locker on the wall hung open. It had space for several autoguns, one of which was missing. 

			‘He knows this place and we do not,’ said Cyvon. ‘And we must assume he is not alone.’ He spoke over the vox, sub­vocalising so anyone listening in could not make out his words. 

			‘Just a man with a gun,’ said Pitamenes grimly. 

			‘He has a lot more,’ replied Cyvon.

			‘He’ll need it,’ said Sasan as he opened another door, revealing shelves of metal canisters labelled as containing various chemicals, and another set of shelving full of knives and other medical implements arranged in racks. Cyvon recognised rib spreaders and miniature circular saws for cutting away brainpans and slicing through sternums, though much of it was beyond him. 

			The clattering of something metallic came from another direction. Cyvon automatically swung around to aim at the disturbance down his bolt rifle. It had come from behind one of the closed doors. Sasan was already backed up beside the door. 

			Cyvon kicked the door open and swung inside.

			He emerged into an antiseptic hell. The chamber was wide, long and low, with the ceiling covered in polished steel hooks. From each hook hung a piece of a human body, dissected and pared apart with a surgeon’s precision. Whole quarters hung alongside neatly segmented hands and limbs. A dozen severed legs formed a dangling curtain. Heads hung upside down, with the skin of their faces flensed away to reveal the preserved musculature underneath. 

			Skins were stretched out on the walls as if to cure. The tattoos and brands of Imperial devotion covered some of them. Others were pale and veined, as if they had never seen sunlight, or were tanned by a life in the forges or out in the wastes. Cyvon crouched low, beneath the forest of body parts. Further into the room was a waist-high servitor consisting of a human torso on a small tracked unit, with long folding metal armatures instead of arms. They snipped and clacked as they tended to a partially dissected corpse. The servitor paused and turned a cluster of sensors grafted to the stump of its neck, as if looking around in annoyance at having its work interrupted. 

			Cyvon held up a hand as he heard something moving through the doorway up ahead, beyond a curtain of white plastic strips. It was wet and slithering, skin on the tiles.

			Through the doorway lurched something resembling a human. Its posture was hunched, with its head hanging low on an elongated neck at waist level. One arm was longer than the other and ended in three oversized fingers. The other arm was withered and multijointed. Its shoulders and pelvis were lopsided and it limped unsteadily forward, leaving a glistening trail of saliva.

			Its head turned up. Its face was split down the middle. One of its eyes rolled blindly under a whitish membrane. The mouth hung open and a long, spiny tongue slithered between its jaws.

			Sasan was closest to the thing, and opened fire. Bolt shells thumped into its body and chunks of bloody matter sprayed from its back, but it showed no sign of registering pain. Its one good eye snapped to Sasan, and it darted at him with its jaws snapping.

			Sasan met the charging thing with a backhand swipe that snapped its spindly neck. The creature hit the tiles with a wet smack. The servitor dutifully trundled towards it to clean up this new mess.

			From beyond the doorway came a raised voice, then another, wordless moaning and screaming from a dozen distorted throats.

			‘He’s ahead of us,’ said Cyvon. ‘Emptying the cages.’

			‘Then we know where he is,’ said Sasan, and Cyvon could tell his battle-brother was smiling.

			Cyvon ran at the doorway, Sasan beside him. Pitamenes shouldered his way through the hanging body parts behind them, aiming his bolt rifle behind them to keep up overwatch.

			The thing that dived at Cyvon through the doorway had an immense fanged mouth taking up its whole torso. Its squat, elephantine legs supported an oversized fleshy sack of a body with a vestigial head perched on top, the eyes filmy and full of sorrow. Clawed hands raked at him. Cyvon met it with the barrel of his bolt rifle, hammering three rounds down its throat and forcing his weight against it to drive it sideways and away from him. His momentum took him through into the room behind it. 

			Glass tanks, like large aquaria, stood in rows of ten, running down the length of a huge refrigerated room. Each one had a clear lid that was open, or in the process of opening, to let out the thing that lay within. The tanks were full of clear fluid in which were suspended the results of the experimentation happening beneath House Yathe. Some were multiple bodies fused together, or parts from several sources welded into one abomination. Others were a single body distorted beyond humanity. They were slithering and lurching from their tanks, trailing cables and hoses. There must have been fifty or more of them in the room, all gibbering and hissing as they were forced awake.

			Through a series of archways in the far wall, Cyvon glimpsed ivory robes fleeing. The Uppermost Hand, their quarry.

			‘There!’ he shouted. He lined up a shot down the room, but his aim was spoiled by the two-headed mutant that loomed up at him. This creature was taller than a Space Marine and tottered on four multijointed legs. Cyvon shot it in the throat and one of its heads was thrown off its body in a spray of thin, sputtering blood. The other head, split down the middle to the greyish brain matter, howled in anger. Cyvon drove the butt of his bolt rifle into the opening in the mutant’s skull and the weapon crunched through the front of its cranium. He tore the gun out, taking clods of brain with it.

			The mutant crashed to the floor but the Uppermost Hand was gone. He had fled into the industrial guts of the facility. Refrigerant pipes and generators filled the space beyond this room. 

			If there was another way out of the laboratory, he would escape. He had a whole city to hide in. If he lost himself in the tangle of Hollowmount, or other cultists linked up with him to get him to safety, the Soul Drinkers might never find him again.

			Sasan was grappling with something that had the torso of a human, with bundles of tentacles for limbs. Pitamenes leapt onto one of the tanks and fired down at the throng approaching them. Blood sprayed across the floor and walls, and mingled with the fluid in the tanks. 

			A lumbering horror of distended flesh and grafted muscle absorbed half a magazine of Pitamenes’ fire before it fell. A cell door in the wall of the chamber burst open and something resembling a serpent made of human bodies slithered out. Its mouth was a fanged ring of contracting flesh. Dozens of hands ran along its flanks, propelling it along at inhuman speed. 

			There were too many of them. 

			Cyvon pivoted to shoot down a skeletally thin clawed thing that leapt at him, ducked low under a swinging fist and blasted a chest cavity open. They were all around him, a pressing wall of flesh, and every volley of fire opened up a smaller and smaller circle of freedom around him through the crowding mutants.

			‘Whosoever shall stand against my brethren, I shall stand before him!’ boomed a voice heavy with authority. ‘And I shall cut from him his heretic’s heart!’ 

			Cyvon recognised the voice of Sergeant Respendial. Three of his squad erupted into the room from the side, stammering out a volley of fire that withered away a dozen mutants. Brother Katanes charged past the sergeant and beheaded one of the mutants with a swing of his combat knife, firing into another before vaulting a tank and landing a short distance from Cyvon.

			‘You kicked up an ungodly din down here, brothers!’ said Katanes. Cyvon knew him well: they had sparred on the Suffering of Helostrix on the journey to Kepris. Katanes had an exceptional feint and a talent for turning an opponent’s miss into a choking headlock. 

			‘He’s ahead,’ said Cyvon. ‘He’s running.’

			‘Not for long. The Second Squad are here to show the Third how it’s done.’

			Katanes fought back to back with Cyvon as the throng eased off enough for Sasan to link up with them. Respendial and the third of his squad, Meneduch, fired into the crowd.

			The snake-thing lurched over them. It bit down even as bolter shells ripped into it. The abomination’s jaws closed on Meneduch, and Cyvon heard the crunch of fracturing cera­mite. Respendial bellowed and dived at the blasphemy of flesh. His combat knife stabbed again and again into its squirming bulk, and malformed organs showered the tiles with gore.

			‘Move!’ shouted Cyvon to his squadmates. ‘Cold and fast! Not one faltered step!’

			The three Soul Drinkers in the centre of the room forged forward through the mutants. Their combined fire drove a bloody channel through the malformed bodies. When one of the mutants survived its wounds, Pitamenes executed it on the ground. 

			A creature of three fused human bodies opened its maw and vomited a hail of bony shards. One of them struck Pitamenes in the shoulder guard, and Cyvon heard him grunt as it punched through to the flesh.

			Respendial and Meneduch were peppered with the shards. Meneduch toppled, a fang as long as a man’s forearm protruding from the eyepiece of his armour. Respendial was hit in the chest and thigh and dropped to one knee, still firing as he dragged Meneduch behind him.

			Cyvon felt the familiar tightening in his stomachs. If the cult of Yeceqath took a Soul Drinker’s life on this planet, then the Chapter would have its retribution. No Chapter won its laurels leaving their dead unavenged.

			Cyvon burst through into the chamber beyond. It was obscured with lengths of coolant piping and the bulky shapes of generators exuding clouds of frozen vapour. This was the source of the chill preserving the biological material in the lab. Cyvon swung left and Pitamenes and Sasan right, searching for signs of the Uppermost Hand. It was darker here, but a Space Marine’s enhanced vision peeled away the darkness and revealed the cover and hiding places in merciless clarity.

			A stuttering burst of light issued from the back of the room. Cyvon dropped behind a generator as chunks of machinery were sliced away and clattered smouldering to the floor. Another lance of light carved through the room, cutting clean through coolant pipes and filling the lab with a sudden burst of icy white vapour. Cyvon forged on through the opaque cloud, knowing that if he could not see the Uppermost Hand, the heretic could not see him, either.

			‘Breaking right!’ came Respendial’s voice from behind. It was strained, because the sergeant was carrying Meneduch with him. ‘Katanes, cover the rear! Choke this doorway with their dead!’

			‘I’ve got him!’ shouted Pitamenes, and Cyvon heard his battle-brother firing a spray of bolter fire through the chamber. In answer, another streak of laser speared through the vapour-filled room.

			A shape stumbled out of the vapour and crashed into Cyvon. It was Brother Pitamenes. He grabbed at Cyvon’s arm, then fell away, suddenly limp.

			Pitamenes’ hand still clutched Cyvon’s forearm. His squadmate’s arm had been severed just above the elbow. The beam had continued through Pitamenes’ torso and out through his shoulder. The two halves of Pitamenes’ body rolled apart from one another and let out a flood of gore that steamed in the cold.

			More gunfire. Cyvon let Pitamene’s arm drop and ran for the sound.

			He erupted into an operating room lined with cogitators and green glowing screens. Auto-surgeon units clung to the ceiling with folded bunches of blade limbs. On a dissection slab lay the corpse of a human, apparently unaltered save for the deep incision that pared its face open from forehead to chin and a neat scorched wound over the left side of the chest.

			Brother Sasan was crouched by another doorway. He fired a shot into the depths of the room. In response, a bolt of plasma ripped across the dissection room and bored through the wall. Sasan threw himself to the floor, out of the line of fire.

			‘I pin him, you cut him down,’ voxed Sasan.

			‘Understood,’ replied Cyvon. He could not see through the banks of cogitators and shelves of lab equipment, but judging from the source of the plasma bolt, he had a good idea of the enemy’s location.

			‘Burn in the Emperor’s fire!’ yelled Sasan, and fired into the room. Bolter shells exploded everywhere, throwing shards of glass and chunks of metal against the walls and ceiling. One of the auto-surgeons was struck and came apart, showering the room with pieces of broken surgical blades. 

			Another bolt of plasma followed, ripping a second molten hole out of the wall above Sasan’s head.

			Cyvon charged straight at the source of the plasma. He crashed through a bank of shelves and vaulted the lab bench beyond. 

			The Uppermost Hand was crouched against the back wall of the room. His robes were tattered and his face bloody from the minor wounds dealt him by the flying shrapnel. One hand was outstretched, displaying the ornate rings on each finger. He had at the very least a powerful laser and a plasma weapon, all miniaturised with technology the Imperium no longer possessed. Each one could slice a Space Marine in two, if the wielder had just a split second to bring them to bear.

			Cyvon did not give the Uppermost Hand the luxury of that time. 

			He fired as he ran, and his shot blew off the Uppermost Hand’s arm at the elbow. The hand with its digital weapons vanished in a burst of red. Cyvon slammed into the stunned cultist and rammed him against the wall with a forearm across the throat.

			Through the eyes of the mask, Cyvon could see the Uppermost Hand’s eyes widen in shock and terror. He pressed his forearm to cut off the man’s air and render him unconscious.

			Cyvon heard a small metallic ping, easy to miss in the after-echo of the bolter fire and laser blasts, but too familiar for him to ignore. 

			The cultist had pulled the pin on a grenade with his remaining hand. Cyvon gauged the situation in a heartbeat. It was a fragmentation grenade. At zero range it could blast Cyvon’s armour apart.

			Cyvon dropped the cultist and leapt backwards. He rolled over the dissection table, bringing the corpse on it down on top of him as he tipped the table onto its side to form a shield of polished steel.

			‘Down!’ he yelled. Behind him, Sasan backed out of the plasma-spattered doorway.

			The grenade exploded and the room was a sudden, deafen­ing storm of shrapnel, reflected back and forth between the walls in a fraction of a second. The cogitator screens popped and shattered. Electronics burst into sparks. The scorched air rushed out and boomed back in again, throwing debris and shrapnel across the room in a flurry of steel and glass.

			The sound echoed through the facility, dying down. Cyvon checked himself mentally for injuries. He had come through battered but unhurt. He got to his feet to see the dissection room completely wrecked, with the metal-clad walls scorched and pitted around where the Uppermost Hand had been. The dissection table was studded with shards of smouldering metal, but thankfully had held to protect Cyvon from the explosion.

			‘Not much left to work with,’ said Brother Sasan, looking at the smoking stain that remained of the Uppermost Hand. 

			Sergeant Respendial struggled into the room with Brother Meneduch. ‘They’re barricaded out,’ said the sergeant. Meneduch coughed once, and Cyvon saw he was alive, though severely injured. The spike through his eyepiece was still there.

			‘Brother Pitamenes has fallen,’ said Katanes from the doorway.

			‘And for what?’ growled Respendial. ‘To kill one mutant in robes. Whatever he knew is lost to us. He wiped out all this place’s secrets along with himself.’

			Cyvon looked down at the body at his feet – not the Uppermost Hand, but the corpse he had thrown off the dissection table as he had dived for cover. The dissection room had been the heart of the laboratory, with the vivi­sections and experiments watched over by cultists feeding the results into the cogitators. The machines were as wrecked as the rest of the chamber, but the body on the floor was intact.

			‘It’s preserved,’ said Cyvon, kneeling by the body. It was a man with his face split deeply down the middle, the skin expertly peeled back from the wound by the precision blades of the auto-surgeons. ‘No decay. Minimal mutation. Chest wound right over the heart, laser burn. He died quickly.’

			‘Brothers, I believe we have found the place the cult make their Thricefold,’ said Sasan. ‘At least where they perfected the method.’

			‘What can you do with it?’ asked Respendial.

			‘There is only one way to answer that, sergeant,’ replied Sasan.

			Cyvon cradled the corpse’s head. The neck was intact. The brainstem, too. ‘I can try,’ he said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			There comes a time in the life of every faithful soul when he is asked how far he will go to do what is righteous. There can only be one answer. As far as it is possible to go, and then beyond, unto destruction.

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			The strike force would not wait there long. The heretics had withered against the Soul Drinkers’ onslaught, but there was no telling what reinforcements the cult could throw at them. They could hold out indefinitely but doing so would not help behead the cult. The Soul Drinkers had to finish with House Yathe, and be gone.

			They gathered in the laboratory to clear out the bolter-riddled chamber full of experiment victims, recover their dead and minister to the wounded. Brother Meneduch lay on the floor of the dissection room with his helmet removed and a medicae patch over one eye. The remains of Brother Pitamenes were bundled up to be carried. They would not be left behind. 

			Sergeant Phraates was walking wounded, too. He could barely heft the weight of a bolter. His injuries had been patched up as best as was possible without an Apothecary, and he watched proceedings with a scowl, as if angry at his body for daring to have found itself in the path of the Uppermost Hand’s digital weaponry.

			‘Hold him still,’ said Cyvon. 

			‘I have done this before, brother,’ said Sasan. ‘Remember?’

			The body from the slab lay on the floor. It was not an ideal situation for the procedure, but the dissection table was ruined and there was no time to find a better location. As Sasan immobilised the corpse’s head with his hands, Cyvon used a miniaturised circular saw to cut a long line along the forehead. It was an implement he carried for just the purpose. The saw slid through bone as Cyvon followed the curve round the temple, and Sasan lifted the head so he could cut right around the back of the cranium. 

			Cyvon pulled the top of the skull away. With a liquid sucking noise the bone separated, revealing the dark crimson of brain matter. 

			The brain looked healthy. Cyvon had seen enough that he knew the signs of injury or the beginnings of decay. Lacking a handy medical implement, he took his combat knife and shaved off a sliver of cortex with the monomolecular tip of the knife. 

			‘Moment of truth, brother,’ said Sasan. ‘Let us hope this dead fool saw something.’

			The omophagea was an organ in a Space Marine’s spinal cord that connected to the stomach via an implanted bundle of nerves. Through some alchemy long lost to human understanding, it could absorb genetic material and filter out information from recent changes to the DNA. It required fresh central nervous system matter to work. In some Space Marine Chapters the omophagea had ceased to function entirely, and in many others it could give only the vaguest and most superficial information. Other Chapters eschewed its use as obscene or too misleading to be useful. On occasion, however, an individual Space Marine could possess an unusually active omophagea, and his Chapter would accept its use. Brother Cyvon was one such individual. The gene-seed of the Sangprimus Portum contained within it a genetic echo that had surfaced in him, a relic of the primarchs and their astonishing power. To him, the results of the omophagea were not the vague snatches of emotions or thoughts from the recently deceased. To him, they were real.

			Cyvon put the sliver of brain matter on his tongue, and swallowed it down.

			He felt the tendrils of another being’s memories pulling at his consciousness. 

			There was pain. Cyvon’s body tensed with it. These were the very first impressions of the dead man’s last memories. Pain and panic. He felt the red line of agony down his face as a scalpel carved through his forehead, nose and jaw. He felt the ghosts of restraints around his wrists and ankles. He forced himself to take in a long, slow breath and reassert himself. The memories were not his, he told himself. He was not this man. This pain was not his… 

			He was lying on the slab in the dissection room. The auto-surgeon was clicking and whirring above him. Its scalpels were wet and red with his blood. He did not have the body of a Space Marine, but of a normal man. He felt its restrictions around him, like being held in chains. He tried to move and realised even these flawed limbs would not do what he commanded of them. He was paralysed.

			His vision was fuzzy with the chemicals used to thin his blood and halt his movement, and he had to force his eyes to focus. His head lolled to the side, and he saw a woman.

			She was handsome, not beautiful. Her sharp, angry face was crowned with a mass of unruly blonde hair tied into place. She wore a set of clothing resembling an ornate military uniform with brocade and epaulettes, and a set of medals on the chest. 

			‘Yathe,’ said a voice from the other side of the room. ‘We have yet to see results.’

			The woman’s face was crossed by a mixture of fear and anger. ‘I cannot work miracles,’ she retorted. Her voice was the cut glass of an aristocrat. ‘I am not you.’

			‘You are not,’ came the reply. There was something off about the voice. It was a man’s, but with a quality to it that was not human.

			A figure walked into view. It was significantly taller than the woman, with elongated, inhuman proportions. It wore a set of armour of curved interlocking plates, coloured white and jade green with an intricate incised pattern of thorned vines twining and knotting together. A fat crimson gemstone was mounted in the middle of the breastplate. Its face was a horror. It seemed stretched and distorted, as if seen through a cruelly curved lens. The eyes were huge and black, the nose and mouth small, the cast of the features a picture of arrogance and cruelty, the black hair swept back. It carried a tall staff topped with the symbol of a crescent moon.

			It was not alone. A second alien figure wore deep-green armour and an all-enclosing helm with triangular eyepieces and a pair of mandible-like lasers built into the faceplate. The rear of the helm curved up to form a high white crest. The armour gave the creature considerable bulk, matched by the size of the chain-toothed sword scabbarded at its side.

			Xenos. Aeldari.

			‘I know where it is,’ said Yathe. ‘The Ecclesiarchy calls it the Lyre of Innokens.’

			‘Yet you do not have it,’ said the lead aeldari.

			‘It is guarded,’ replied Yathe.

			‘We were told you could command this world,’ replied the aeldari. ‘You cannot be untruthful to us, Yathe. Better beings than you have tried.’

			‘I can have the cities,’ replied Yathe. She was fighting to keep her composure in the face of the sheer wrongness of the two aeldari standing before her. ‘The cult is already in place. They call me their prophet.’ She waved a hand at the body on the slab – the body through whose eyes Cyvon was watching. ‘I have an army of these. I can seize the cities whenever I want. Those who do not join me will flee or be killed. But the Lyre is not in the cities. It’s a relic of the Church, it’s in one of the shrines, and those are ruled by the Ecclesiarchy. They’re preachers and confessors. There’s no way I can sway them. I have to take it by force and that cannot happen overnight.’

			‘They suffer,’ said the aeldari. He took a step closer to Yathe, looming over her. ‘I can hear their voices from across the webway. They beg for release. They plead for an end to the agony. Every second you delay, you will lose another part of them.’

			‘I can’t just take it,’ said Yathe. She was shaking with anger. Even through the eyes of a dead man, skimming off the final memories, Cyvon could see the torment in her. ‘The whole Ecclesiarchy will mobilise. They have thousands of militia. I will have to hit all of the shrines at once so they cannot reinforce one another and strike back. If they get the chance they will move the Lyre off-world. Then I have to besiege them and starve them out. It could take… It could take months, years.’

			‘Then do so,’ said the aeldari. ‘Time matters not to us as it does to you. The only thing that matters is this… this Lyre. But for your sake, and theirs, make haste.’

			Yathe swallowed and bunched her fists. Cyvon saw she was a woman not used to begging from another. She was used to power, and here she had none. ‘I have given you my whole world,’ she said. ‘I have done all you ask. When the sieges…’

			‘You have done nothing we ask,’ retorted the aeldari, cutting her off. ‘We do not hold the Lyre of Innokens.’

			‘You don’t understand what you are demanding.’

			‘The baseness of your language causes me pain,’ said the aeldari. ‘There is no more to say. I would be gone.’ He cast a scornful glance at the body on the slab, then turned to the heavily armoured aeldari beside him. The second xenos activated a device on its wrist and a shimmering light shone from just out of Cyvon’s field of view. The two walked into the light, and were gone. The light gate boomed closed and a furious silence fell in their absence.

			Yathe let out a shuddering breath. She pulled a laspistol from her uniform holster and fired into one of the cogitator screens. It burst in a shower of sparks. She fired twice more, but the fury in her was not satisfied.

			‘Would you judge me, too?’ she snapped at the subject on the table. ‘I have sacrificed more than you. All you lost was your life!’ She fired point-blank into the body’s chest, and the vision greyed out. 

			The last thing Cyvon saw was the fading image of Yathe turning away from him, holstering her laspistol and stalking out of the room, while he bled out on the table…

			‘Aeldari,’ he said as his vision swam back to the present. The dissection room’s polished walls and cogitator banks were replaced with the ruination left by the frag grenade’s detonation. 

			‘I pray I did not hear you right, brother,’ said Sasan. 

			‘I must contact Captain Quhya,’ replied Cyvon. 

			He headed back out of the dissection room and through the laboratory strewn with mutated bodies. He saw in them the many experiments it had taken to perfect the Thricefold, and the countless lives the process had taken. It was not even for something as honestly evil as human greed. It was at the behest of a being that was not human. 

			The House Yathe compound above was a war zone. The other Soul Drinkers squads had hit the cultists hard and Cyvon could not see any of the heretics left alive. Bodies in robes and stained workers overalls covered the ground. Others lay on the rooftops where they had been shot down. The glass walls of the arboretum were all shattered and the main building was on fire.

			The survivors of Hollowmount’s loyalists tended their wounded or sat in a shell-shocked daze. Far fewer of them had made it inside the compound than had attacked the walls. Cyvon saw Inquisitor Stheno moving among them, dispensing encouragement and confirmation that they had done the Emperor’s work. Father Eugenivov had survived, too, and prayed quietly with the most severely wounded to calm their souls in their last moments. A breach in the compound wall was choked with loyalist bodies.

			‘Brother Cyvon!’ called Epistolary Oxyath. Cyvon guessed it was his mental lightning that had set the house on fire. ‘Was the blood shed here worth the spilling of it?’

			‘I hope so,’ said Cyvon. ‘For this we lost a battle-brother and others are wounded.’

			In the open air, Cyvon’s communicator was able to link up long distance with the strike force’s command vox-channel. He sent an alert signal, knowing it would flash a rune projected onto Captain Quhya’s retina.

			‘Quhya,’ came the reply. There was static, but it was clear enough.

			‘Brother Cyvon here.’

			‘Brother, where is Sergeant Phraates?’

			‘Wounded, alas. But we are victorious. The House Yathe compound has fallen and the Uppermost Hand is dead. But there is more. We have intelligence about who we really face on Kepris.’

			The sounds of gunfire and raised voices could be heard over the vox. Wherever Quhya’s strike force was among the shrines of Kepris, they were fighting. ‘Can we act upon it, brother?’

			‘I bring news of the xenos, captain,’ said Cyvon. ‘Yeceqath and her cult are in league with the aeldari.’

			‘We know,’ replied Quhya, and Cyvon could hear screaming engines and stuttering heavy weapons fire behind his voice. ‘They have just arrived.’

			After the House Yathe compound fell and as the Soul ­Drinkers made ready to leave, Father Eugenivov told Cyvon the tales. They had been passed down Kepris’ generations and the old preacher had relayed them so many times that telling them came to him as easily as breathing. 

			Saint Innokens, he explained, had wandered in the desert, and had died. The Emperor heard the prayer that formed from his final breath, and granted him life. So Innokens wandered on, following the increasingly vivid visions sent to him by the Emperor. His winding path across the desert ended within sight of the ocean, where Innokens finally succumbed to the exhaustion and deprivation of his pilgrimage, and died once more. 

			On the way he wrote down his visions, and they became a sacred book of the Imperial creed. Innokens had seen the galaxy ending a hundred times, and each version of the end times was rife with its own morals, allusions and prophecies so dense they defied understanding. That did not prevent generations of Imperial clerics spending a lifetime studying them, drawing what morsels of knowledge they could from the barrage of imagery that had coursed through the mind of Saint Innokens.

			A shrine sprung up at each spot on Innokens’ pilgrimage. They ran from the northern edge of Kepris’ man-habitable regions to the edge of the equatorial ocean. Where Innokens found fresh water to sustain him, there was built the Station of Exalted Respite. The many Reposing Shrines were built where Innokens had recorded he found time and comfort to sleep. Among the biggest shrines were the Temple of the Breath Returned, where Innokens had died and been revived by the grace of the Emperor, and the Hall of the Grand Revelation, where Innokens had witnessed a vision of a terrible slash of darkness bisecting the galaxy and heralding its end. The Tomb of Innokens, meanwhile, was built to house his remains in the centre of the region defined by his pilgrimage, and became the halfway station for those pilgrims who sought to retrace his footsteps.

			The shrines of Kepris were run and guarded by the Ecclesiarchy. Their clergy gathered faithful laypeople to maintain the shrines and serve as a militia to protect the pilgrims who walked the trail. Above all, they guarded the relics housed in the shrines, for the relics of Saint Innokens were among the most sacred objects in the sector. The handwritten records of his visions, the devotional icons and rosaria he carried to remind him of the presence of his Emperor, the stone from which fresh water sprung to sustain him, all were kept in void-locked sarcophagi and vigilantly guarded. Only pilgrims who had proven their devotion were permitted to file past the sacristy chambers to view the relics of Saint Innokens’ life.

			That had been the story for thousands of years. Eugenivov was also familiar with the more recent history of the Trail of Saint Innokens, and it was far less inspiring. When the cult of Yeceqath, the Voice of All, had arisen in the cities, militia flocked to defend the shrines from this heretical threat. As the cultists in Kepris’ military mutinied and plundered the armouries, the clergy organised the militias and armed the pilgrims. 

			As the cities fell, the shrines held out. Columns of cultists rode out into the desert to find thousands of defenders holding the whole Trail of Saint Innokens. Unable to breach the temples, the cult besieged them instead, draining its manpower in the cities and pressing armies of citizens into service. The Temple of the Letting of Blood fell, and its defenders were staked out in the harsh desert sun to die over agonising days. A column of pilgrims heading for the Temple of Breath Returned was massacred. Thousands died on the barri­cades and at the gates, and thousands more faced disease and starvation as the cult tightened its noose.

			They were looking for something. Whatever Yeceqath’s goals, she needed the shrines conquered and was willing to spend every life on Kepris to do it. And with time, she would win.

			That was when the Soul Drinkers arrived.

			Cyvon helped Sergeant Phraates up into the belly of the cargo hauler. The tracked vehicle was just large enough to hold six Space Marines, and the Weldworks had proven to contain enough of them to transport the whole strike force. The sergeant said nothing, but it was clear he bristled at needing help to do anything. His wounds were too severe for him to fight, a state antithetical to such a pure warrior as Phraates.

			‘When will you return?’ asked Father Eugenivov. The old man was watching the Soul Drinkers embarking ready to depart, and there was a wetness in his eyes.

			‘Soon,’ replied Cyvon. He had no idea if it was true or not. Every facet of war had been drilled into him during the conditioning and training of the Adeptus Astartes, but that had not included raising the morale of the Imperium’s bedraggled defenders. ‘The Emperor knows His own,’ he said, searching for words that might encourage the loyalists of Hollowmount. ‘He protects.’

			‘Indeed, He sent you to us,’ said Eugenivov. ‘But you are gone so quickly.’

			‘Finish what we started,’ said Cyvon.

			Eugenivov nodded thoughtfully. ‘Yes. Yes, that is what He asks of us. He protects, and He expects in return. We are abandoned, for we must all fight alone in the end. But you have shown us how, my lord! You have shown us how.’

			Cyvon didn’t know how to react. He was grateful when Father Eugenivov turned away and walked back towards what remained of his flock – the filthy, exhausted walking wounded who had returned to the Weldworks from the assault on the compound walls.

			The loyalists would be without Inquisitor Stheno, too. The Inquisitorial operative was joining the strike force on their journey to link up with the larger Soul Drinkers force in the desert, where Captain Quhya was commanding the assault on the cult forces besieging Kepris’ shrines. Now Cyvon had an idea of what Yeceqath’s objective was on Kepris, he realised how fortunate it was that Quhya had taken the bulk of the Soul Drinkers’ strength to the Trail of Innokens.

			Epistolary Oxyath climbed into the cargo hauler as Stheno approached. ‘Librarian,’ said Stheno. ‘Word from my contacts in the city archives. The woman Brother Cyvon saw is named Kalypsa Yathe. Younger daughter of House Yathe. It appears she is our Yeceqath.’

			‘What about this Lyre?’ asked Oxyath.

			‘A relic of Saint Innokens,’ replied Stheno, ‘kept at his tomb. Pilgrims found it recently in the desert ruins, the first new relic for millennia. Its discovery was thought of as quite the promising omen, ironically enough. As for what the xenos might want with it, that is another matter.’

			‘Can your contacts tell us where it is from?’ said Oxyath. ‘What it can do?’

			‘I doubt those contacts will survive much longer,’ said Stheno. ‘With the reprisals for the death of the Uppermost Hand, Hollowmount’s loyalists are all but gone.’

			Cyvon looked behind him, to where one of the last gatherings of those loyalists heard the news from Father Eugenivov that the Angels of Death were departing and leaving them to the mercies of the Voice of All. 

			‘There aren’t enough of them left to defend the Weldworks,’ said Cyvon. ‘As soon as the cult learns we are gone, all these people are going to die.’

			‘Are you minded to remain with them, to buy them a few more seconds of life?’ Stheno raised an eyebrow in amusement. ‘Is that really the best use of a Space Marine’s death?’

			‘Merely an observation, inquisitor,’ said Cyvon.

			‘Certainly not for a Soul Drinker,’ added Stheno. ‘Tell me, brothers, what manner of death befell those who once carried your name?’

			‘We do not know,’ replied Oxyath. ‘History does not remember. The legacy of the Soul Drinkers is ours to forge.’

			‘As I suspected,’ said Stheno slyly. ‘Evidently my sources are rather more reliable than yours. But then, I can search the places you cannot.’

			‘What do you know?’ demanded Cyvon. Too late, Oxyath’s warning glance told him he should not take the inquisitor’s bait.

			‘Suffice it to say,’ replied Stheno, ‘there are reasons the Soul Drinkers were forgotten.’

			Cyvon swallowed his next words. An inquisitor could not be cowed or intimidated, even by a Space Marine. He watched as Stheno headed for the next vehicle in the column, feeling a sense of helplessness that was completely alien to him.

			Cyvon climbed into the last seat of his squad’s hauler and slammed the rear hatch closed behind him. The engine growled and the vehicle began to move. It was unarmoured and slower than an Impulsor, forced to negotiate the difficult terrain, but it was well protected from the harsh environment of the desert and its industrial nature would make it inconspicuous as the column made its way through Hollowmount’s manufacturing hinterlands towards the Trail of Saint Innokens. Brother Sasan had to drive the vehicle, and had made his dislike of its crude handling well known.

			‘What does he know?’ asked Cyvon, more to himself than to anyone else. ‘And how?’

			‘The Inquisition know a great deal,’ replied Oxyath. ‘One might say it is what they do.’

			‘Then why try to bait us so?’

			‘The ordos seek every advantage, at every opportunity,’ said Oxyath. ‘He may just be reminding us of his superiority. An inquisitor has to be the supreme authority wherever he is. As to how, he has repositories of information at his command, and perhaps a way to contact an underling off-world.’

			‘He’s just blowing incense up our fundaments,’ said Sasan from the driver’s seat. ‘He doesn’t know anything.’

			Cyvon tried to force the questions out of his mind, as he had learned to do to make room for the battle-rites and tactical sermons of a Space Marine, but they would not go. They stuck in the surface of his mind like pieces of shrapnel. ‘What does he know?’ he said to himself.

			‘Brother Cyvon,’ growled Phraates, ‘if your questions were bullets this city would be full of corpses. Stick to asking how we can break this enemy.’

			‘Of course, brother-sergeant.’

			‘The Principles of Siege and Counter-Siege,’ said Phraates. ‘Prime verses, from the preface. Begin, Brother Cyvon.’

			‘The siege is the means by which the will of an enemy is broken, not his body,’ began Cyvon, the words spooling out of his memory as if a dam had broken and the sleep-taught doctrine was flooding his brain. ‘Instead, the target is his spirit. His surrender, not his death, is your goal. And yet death is at the same time the principal tool in the arsenal of he who seeks the reduction of the enemy by siege, and the means by which the besiegers shall themselves be broken…’

			Cyvon recited the tactical sermon as the vehicle column snaked out of the Weldworks and towards the outermost foundries and factoria. Behind it, in billows of smoke and the stutter of gunfire, Hollowmount continued to bleed. 
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			CHAPTER FIVE

			Looking back, it was inevitable that as our world’s suffering began in blood, so would our deliverance. Even now, however, I am startled by just how much blood there was.

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			‘We have one advantage,’ said Captain Quhya. ‘We know what they want.’

			The captain of the Third Company had set up a temporary command post in a trench a little more than a bolter shot from the walls of the Temple of the Thousand Tears. The trenches had been dug by the besieging cultists forces, and their corpses still littered the no-man’s-land between their defences and the temple. The Soul Drinkers had hit them so hard and so fast that the Hands of All had not had the time to direct the cultists against this new foe before Inceptor Squads Astyagon and Karavad had dropped into the middle of them from the sky. Quhya had led the rest of the Soul Drinkers into the suddenly disorganised enemy, and created a crossfire that cut down well over two thousand of them before the survivors fled into the desert.

			The Thricefold had not fled. They had pulled down Brother Pharnaspes of Squad Karavad and butchered him. He was the first casualty among Quhya’s offensive. The strike force had already liberated the Chapel of Grateful Repose and the House of the Sixth Revelation. Thousands of cultists were dead, shredded by storms of bolter fire or butchered in the Soul Drinkers’ charges. The Temple of the Thousand Tears was the biggest engagement yet. If the cult had been the only enemy, the Soul Drinkers would have lifted the siege of each shrine in turn and made their victory inevitable. But they were not just facing the cult any more.

			‘The Lyre of Innokens was buried with the saint,’ said Inquisitor Stheno. In spite of the heat of the region he still wore the aristocratic officer’s regalia, which he had somehow managed to keep clean. ‘It’s at his tomb.’

			‘Then we must assume that is the aeldari’s objective, too,’ mused Quhya. On an ammo crate in front of him he had laid out the intelligence the Soul Drinkers had taken from the slaughtered cultists – religious tracts, icons of the enthroned prophet, written orders and hand-annotated maps of the Trail of Innokens. He picked up one of the maps that depicted the stretch of the trail including the tomb. ‘What do they want with this Lyre?’

			‘Impossible to say,’ replied Stheno slickly. ‘The mind of the xenos is ever inscrutable. I came to Kepris to inspect its relics and I was hoping to study the Lyre myself when the cult’s uprising began. The Lyre is newly discovered, for one. It was assumed it had been uncovered after thousands of years under the desert, but recent events make me wonder. My sources suggest it may not be Imperial at all. Pre-Imperial, or xenos.’

			‘Could it have been made by the aeldari?’ asked Quhya.

			‘Again,’ said Stheno, ‘impossible to say.’

			‘Where are the aeldari now?’ asked Epistolary Oxyath. His smaller force had made rapid progress from Hollowmount and linked up with Quhya’s force just after the siege of the temple had been broken. 

			‘Everywhere,’ replied Quhya. ‘Small forces of them are attacking pilgrims and shrines all along the trail. They strike, massacre and fade away. The last we heard was the largest force was bearing down on the Tomb of Innokens.’

			‘Then they knew the location of the Lyre all along,’ said First Sergeant Tiridates. ‘Damn the perversity of the alien. Why not come and get it themselves before now?’

			‘Because the aeldari are loath to risk one life of their own when thousands of human lives can be spent to do the same job,’ replied Stheno. ‘Have you fought them, First Sergeant?’

			‘At Scaldfrost Glacier,’ replied Tiridates. ‘I bloodied my hands with a dozen of the pointy-eared filth.’

			‘Did you speak to them as you killed them?’ asked Stheno. Most men would have wilted before the scowl that Tiridates gave the inquisitor, but Stheno just smirked at him.

			‘No,’ said Tiridates. ‘I gave them not the chance to speak. From such honeyed words is heresy born.’

			‘I know of the aeldari,’ continued Stheno. ‘Not just the way they fight and die. I know their mind, as much as a human can. They believe the galaxy revolves around them and the rest of its living things are there to be used as fodder and pawns for their own games. They despise dirtying their hands with work they could trick someone else into doing, and they hate doing so in the open. They are on Kepris because they have to be, because the objective they previously left in the care of Yeceqath and her cult is now judged beyond the cult’s means. The aeldari are forced to intercede directly.’

			‘And what precipitated that decision,’ said Quhya, ‘would be us.’

			‘Quite so.’ Stheno bowed his head slightly in deference to the captain’s insight. Quhya did not respond. ‘Your brethren have rendered the cult incapable of retrieving the Lyre of Innokens, in the minds of the aeldari at least. So they are here to get it themselves.’

			‘And so is Yeceqath,’ said Oxyath. ‘The aeldari have some hold over her. She will want to take the Lyre for herself to bargain with them.’

			‘Ah yes, as told by the battle-brother who put paid to the Uppermost Hand,’ said Stheno. ‘The one with the over­active omophagea.’

			‘Brother Cyvon,’ voxed Captain Quhya. ‘Attend upon us.’

			Cyvon had been with the rest of Squad Phraates, debriefing on the battle at House Yathe. Phraates was still able enough to demand explanations for each of their actions and eval­uate the choices they had made in the thick of the fighting. Cyvon and Sasan had answered for the death of Pitamenes. They had not been found lacking, but a battle-brother had still fallen, and the victory at House Yathe had a bitter taste. He left his squad’s position in one of the trenches, sending an acknowledgement rune to Quhya. 

			‘Our rising star,’ said Sasan. ‘You’ll make Chapter Master yet.’

			‘No time for levity, brother,’ said Manuch. Phraates’ annoyed grunt suggested Manuch spoke for both of them.

			As Cyvon headed across the battlefield, he saw the militia and clergy who had survived the siege watching the Soul Drinkers from their fortifications. They had the same ­unashamed awe on their faces as the loyalists in Hollowmount. It was not just reverence, Cyvon understood now. It was fear, too. They might have been sent by the Emperor, but the Adeptus Astartes were still death incarnate. Death was death, no matter who it served.

			‘I understand you saw the xenos in some poor wretch’s last memories,’ said Stheno as Cyvon approached.

			Cyvon’s skin prickled at being singled out by Stheno. Whatever unsettling quality the man had, it had wormed its way into Cyvon’s mind and would not let go. It was rare that anything caused discomfort to a Space Marine, but Stheno did. Perhaps that was one of the qualities an inquisitor needed. ‘I did,’ said Cyvon. ‘Two of them. A leader and a warrior.’

			‘A farseer,’ added Oxyath. The Librarian had been content to observe proceedings so far, but interjected now. ‘The aeldari hosts are led by their psykers. I, too, was at Scaldfrost Glacier, and I never perceived such psychic strength as the farseer that led the xenos there.’

			‘In armour patterned with thorns,’ continued Cyvon. ‘The warrior was in heavier armour, with mandible blasters.’

			‘Craftworld Biel-Tan,’ said Stheno.

			‘Then the first reports were true,’ said Quhya. ‘The aeldari have sent the Swordwind.’

			Stheno raised an eyebrow. ‘You know of it?’

			‘By reputation,’ said Quhya. ‘A host of Aspect Warriors, all highly specialised, sent in huge numbers by the aeldari of Biel-Tan. Our Chapter faced Guardians and wraithbone constructs at the glacier but the Swordwind is something else entirely. The way the xenos have attacked swiftly then moved on is typical of Biel-Tan. The warrior our brother saw was an exarch of the Striking Scorpions aspect. Heavy close-combat troops.’

			Tiridates grunted in appreciation. ‘Then we are in for a fight!’

			‘Your First Sergeant is spoiling to split a lance with the alien,’ said Stheno to Quhya. ‘I hope his enthusiasm is infectious.’

			‘Every Soul Drinker relishes the coming battle,’ retorted Tiridates. ‘It is where we can become what we were meant to be. In the face of the enemy, a Space Marine is truly the image of his Emperor!’

			‘We move now,’ said Quhya, ignoring the exchange. ‘The Swordwind moves fast. We must be faster.’ He looked towards the militia on the walls, accompanied by weary-looking pilgrims as they worked to rebuild the breaches. ‘These people will have to do without us. There is only one objective on Kepris now.’ The captain switched to the all-squads vox-channel. ‘Battle-brethren! See to your wargear rites and embark on the transports. In five minutes, we leave this place.’

			The Soul Drinkers headed for their Impulsors, still parked where Quhya’s attack had smashed into the cultist lines. Their respite was over.

			Oxyath put an armoured hand on Cyvon’s shoulder. ‘I am wary that Yeceqath will be forgotten among the arrival of the aeldari,’ he said. ‘You think this also.’

			It no longer surprised Cyvon when Oxyath correctly guessed what he was thinking. The Librarian was psychic, after all. ‘She is more dangerous than we think,’ said Cyvon. ‘She is no xenos or witch, but she raised this whole planet in rebellion. I know she anticipated the aeldari arriving in person. She has a plan.’

			‘Then it will be foiled,’ said Oxyath.

			Before Quhya’s five minutes were up, the Soul Drinkers had checked off the elements of their truncated battle-rites and crammed themselves into the close confines of the Impulsors. One of the vehicles was set apart for the wounded, for though they were limited in their ability to fight, they would not be left behind. They shared the troop compartment with the Soul Drinkers’ shrouded dead. The fallen were not left behind, either.

			The Tomb of Innokens was at the centre of the trail of shrines. It was a hard ride, three hours at top speed, to the north-east to reach the tomb, plenty of time for the aeldari to strike. The engines of the Impulsors roared and the column moved off, watched by the bemused pilgrims, whose saviours departed as quickly as they had arrived.

			Usually Cyvon’s mind was occupied with the principles of warfare that applied to the battle to come. Now, however, there was a question among them, one that would not leave him alone, though he had no answer.

			What is the Lyre of Innokens?

			‘From the sky!’ came the warning over the vox.

			Squad Phraates’ Impulsor ripped to one side, suddenly on an evasive course. Cyvon was pressed into the side of the troop compartment as its thrusters tore up clods of desert ground. 

			A moment later, a shrieking barrage of energy bolts fell like a salvo of falling stars. Where they erupted against the ground, Cyvon’s auto-senses struggled to cope with the atomic glare. 

			The Impulsor ahead, carrying Intercessor Squad Naudar, was struck in the front of the hull and cartwheeled nose over tail, coming to rest on its roof. Explosions stuttered in a long, burning line as the shadow of a sleek, fast-moving fighter craft tore overhead.

			Cyvon had the impression of an aircraft with a crescent-shaped body and a knife-like forward portion, wheeling and spiralling as it passed overhead.

			‘Crimson Hunters!’ came the vox from Quhya’s vehicle overhead.

			‘Slow down,’ said Epistolary Oxyath. With Sergeant Phraates wounded, his place in the Impulsor had been taken by the Librarian. He reached up and hauled open the Impulsor’s upper hatch as Brother Sasan in the driving seat reduced the vehicle’s speed. Sasan was the squad’s driver of choice. As much as they professed to dislike his quick tongue, they valued his reactions at the driving yoke. The rest of the column roared past them as they each took on their own evasive path, denying the fighter craft a neat line to aim at.

			The Impulsor’s open back could allow five brethren to stand and fire out of the vehicle. Through the hatch, Cyvon could see the enemy aircraft banking and turning for another attack run. He glimpsed the shape of the Tomb of Innokens ahead of them, just over a mile away, surrounded by columns of smoke. The battle for the tomb had begun without the Soul Drinkers.

			Oxyath stood up through the hatch on the back of the vehicle and raised his staff. Cyvon felt the air grow thick and time seemed to slow down as fingers of power flickered around Oxyath’s psychic hood. The sun shone off the approaching aircraft and Cyvon could make out its bright red colours. Its weapons flashed and twin bolts of burning energy shot past the Soul Drinkers vehicles.

			Power coalesced around Oxyath and was echoed in the sky above. Purple forks of lightning punched down past the Crimson Hunter. The craft banked past them. The pilot’s reactions must have been well beyond the capacity of any human. 

			Even this pilot was not quick enough to dodge the second volley of lightning. A bolt of electricity sheared right through the root of one wing and the aircraft came apart. The severed wing spiralled away as the rest of the craft speared downwards.

			The report of the lightning hit just before the Crimson Hunter crashed. It struck the ground two hundred yards from the Impulsor and burst into a fireball as the vehicle roared past it. The heat from the explosion hammered against the Impulsor and Cyvon felt it pulsing against him. His armour protected him from temperatures that would have incinerated unguarded flesh. Sasan killed the thrusters and the Impulsor slowed to a halt just before it plunged into the fighter’s burning wake. A wall of fire raged, cutting the Soul Drinkers column in two.

			‘I thought these xenos were supposed to possess all the galaxy’s wisdom,’ voxed Sasan. ‘This one didn’t know that was coming.’

			‘The aeldari do not attack piecemeal,’ said Oxyath. He leaned against the edge of the upper hatch; though he was loath to let it show, every use of his psychic power was exhausting to the Librarian. ‘They will follow up.’

			‘Vehicles from north-east,’ came a vox from up ahead. Cyvon recognised the voice of Sergeant Khosrau, who led one of the Third Company’s Hellblaster squads. ‘Grav-tanks, fast-movers.’

			‘Aspect Warriors,’ voxed Quhya. ‘The Swordwind comes! Keep moving, Soul Drinkers! They would pin us down here as the rest of them take the Tomb of Innokens. They will see we do not oblige our enemies so!’

			Cyvon heard the grav-tank before he saw it. The strange rippling of its anti-grav units picked up above the roar of the flames from the crashed fighter craft. He stood up beside Oxyath, bolt rifle ready, as the rest of the squad gathered around him.

			‘You heard the captain,’ voxed Sasan. ‘Hold on, brothers!’

			The Impulsor took off again as the aeldari grav-tank rounded the crash site. It had similar sleek, crescent-shaped lines to the xenos aircraft, and was supported on a haze of heat shimmer from the oval-shaped anti-grav units mounted on the leading edges of its hull. Its turret swivelled to present its twin guns towards the Impulsor as Sasan drove straight at the flames, and plunged through them.

			The glittering ruby rain of multi-laser fire streaked past the Impulsor. Some impacted against the rear armour, perilously close to the open back. Cyvon fired at the vehicle from the Impulsor’s open upper hatch and bolt shells exploded against the grav-tank’s front armour before the flames closed around them.

			He trusted in his wargear. Scalding heat enveloped him. He welcomed the pain, for it was what proved he was a Space Marine: pain, panic, dread, all in the face of the enemy, all generated by his human brain but all tamed and quelled by the discipline of the Adeptus Astartes. The Impulsor cleared the ground as it rode out of the rut made by the crashed aircraft and then dipped, mere inches from colliding with the ground. 

			It reached full, reckless speed, trailing smoke. It passed Squad Naudar’s stricken Impulsor as the squad inside clambered out of the wreck and dragged their wounded with them. They set up to fire as the grav-tank rounded the flames again, and multi-laser beams stuttered among them.

			Cyvon saw one of Squad Naudar fall, speared through by a las-bolt. Another was slammed against the upturned Impulsor’s hull, and though his armour held there was no telling what damage was wrought to the skeleton and muscles inside. 

			More fallen. More dead the Imperium could not readily replace. Kepris had taken too many of them already, and Cyvon knew by a grim soldier’s instinct that there would be more. 

			The ground around the Tomb of Innokens was rocky desert broken by spurs of stone, the remains of ancient volcanic vents. The Soul Drinkers column had to evade the terrain as well as the attacking aeldari. There was little high cover for the Impulsors to shelter behind, and no ravines or river­beds to force the pursuit into single file. The two forces criss-crossed between the rocky spires as the Tomb of Innokens grew closer and the fighting on its walls became more distinct. Impacts and thruster blasts churned up tails of dust that turned the sunlight a dirty orange and the air thrummed with engine roar and gunfire.

			Another tank scythed past behind Cyvon’s Impulsor. Its rear hatch swung open and several aeldari leaped out. They had bone-white armour and their tall helms were crowned with red mane-like plumes. They carried pistols and swords of bone. They emitted a terrible high screeching as they vaulted out of the tank, landing with inhuman athleticism in spite of its speed, and leapt into Squad Naudar.

			Bolter fire mingled with the sound of blades against cera­mite and flesh. 

			The Aspect Warriors of the Swordwind were trying to split up the Soul Drinkers column. They were succeeding.

			The grav-tank up ahead swivelled its turret to fire at Squad Phraates’ Impulsor. Multi-laser beams thumped into the front armour. Cyvon could feel the heat of the laser blasts ripping overhead. 

			Oxyath held his staff in both hands. Cyvon could hear his laboured breathing and knew the Librarian did not have much psychic power left in him before he had to rest and recharge. If there was one thing the aeldari would not give them, it was rest.

			‘Aim for the grav-units,’ voxed Oxyath. He stood clear of the top hatch once again, and Cyvon felt the lightning ­gathering in the air.

			The rest of Squad Phraates stood up beside Cyvon so they could bring their bolters to bear. Cyvon’s bolter kicked in his hand and bolt impacts stammered along the rear of the grav-tank. The miniature explosions burst against the aeldari tank’s armour and one of the oval grav-units under the hull burst in a shower of sparks. Oxyath bellowed and unleashed another bolt of lightning into the front of the grav-tank’s curved hull. The vehicle slewed to one side, momentarily out of control, and the squad poured fire into its suddenly vulnerable underside.

			One side of the tank lost lift and its nose pitched into the ground, digging up a plume of dirt. The aeldari inside jumped out, and Cyvon saw they were armoured in deep blue with white plumes that hid their faces behind a blank surface with a pair of triangular eyepieces. They brought their shuriken catapults to bear as Sasan swung the Impulsor around to describe a wide crescent around the disembarking enemy.

			The aeldari were exceptional warriors. The Aspect ­Warriors were all the more so, each type specialised for its own form of war. But no aeldari could out-shoot a Space Marine.

			Cyvon’s bolter coughed in his hands and a corresponding bloom of blood and sparks burst in the chest of the nearest aeldari. The alien fell back as the gun dropped from its hands. Two more fell to Squad Phraates’ bolt rifles. The aeldari returned fire and a fusillade of silvery discs studded the side of the Impulsor. Cyvon felt the impact as one of them hit his shoulder guard, but the ceramite held. He fired again, this shot finding another aeldari’s thigh. It fell, but he could not tell how badly wounded it was.

			‘Keep going,’ said Oxyath, teeth gritted. ‘Do not let them separate us.’

			Another grav-tank sped alongside the flank of the Soul Drinkers column. This one had a huge energy weapon mounted on the turret. Storm bolter fire from Squad Mihrab’s Impulsor hammered against the grav-tank’s hull, but the turret emitted a terrific blast of white-hot power, ripping through the air in a burst of heat radiation, and sheared off the front portion of the Impulsor’s thruster. The vehicle skidded to a halt, almost tipping on its side, as its storm bolter continued to chatter out chains of fire.

			‘Squad Otanes, Khosrau!’ ordered Quhya over the vox. ‘­Support the stricken! Chaplain Visinah, deliver them! The rest, we press on! We strike!’

			Cyvon did not know if he could have made that choice. The Soul Drinkers could have ceased their advance and rallied around the squads forced to halt by the aeldari attack. But the force would never have reached the Tomb of Saint Innokens before the xenos took the shrine and the Lyre, and their purpose on Kepris would have been lost. Quhya had decided to split the force and trust those left behind would regroup and rejoin those who continued. Almost half the Third Company would fight off the aeldari in the desert, while the rest struck the tomb. 

			Quhya believed both parts of the Soul Drinkers force could win their respective battles. He had faith. Cyvon had to have it, too.

			Two Impulsors peeled off from the advancing force to join the stragglers. The rest tore through the rocky desert towards the Tomb of Innokens. The tomb’s shape resolved into a pair of gatehouses in a fearsome defensive wall, surrounding a building crowned with golden minarets and spires hung with the banners of the Imperial creed. The bivouacs and makeshift barricades of the cultist besiegers scattered the desert in front of the temple, around the scorched breaches they had opened up in the walls. 

			Trails of dust marked the approach of rapid-moving vehicles at right angles to the Soul Drinkers’ approach. Aeldari grav-tanks, carrying payloads of Aspect Warriors. The Biel-Tan Swordwind was already there. 

			‘We’re going straight through the cultists,’ voxed Sasan from the driving seat.

			‘Let us hope they aren’t expecting us,’ replied Cyvon.

			‘We shall match their welcome with greetings of our own!’ said Sasan. 

			Ruby-coloured multi-laser fire streaked around the battlements. The return fire from the Imperial defenders barely registered. It was from autoguns and heavy stubbers manned by valiant but ill-trained militia and pilgrims. The tomb’s defenders were exhausted and depleted, armoured in nothing but their faith. 

			Doom and deliverance were approaching the faithful of Kepris at the same time. The doom would get there first.

			‘Break column into line!’ voxed Quhya. ‘Inceptor squads, engage and sow bedlam! The rest, we crash through!’

			Two of the column’s Impulsors sped off ahead. They skidded to a halt before the rest of the strike force as the cultists turned to face this new threat. Squads Karavad and Astyagon disembarked. The Inceptor squads hurtled off the ground on columns of exhaust from their jump packs, and immediately fire was pouring from their assault bolters into the cultists rushing to face them. They would be the spearhead that opened up the heretics’ defences for the rest of the Soul Drinkers to crush.

			Even from a distance, Cyvon could see the ruin torn across the bodies of the cultists. Explosive bolts ripped bodies apart. Klaxons sounded in alarm and cultists hauled heavy weapons around to face the rear of their lines, but already the Inceptors were among them, riddling them with assault bolter fire at point-blank range.

			Cyvon could hear the cries of panic, and the screams. 

			The Impulsors spread out and shot past the parked vehicles, whose heavy bolter turrets were hammering fire to support the Inceptors. Squad Phraates’ Impulsor was aimed for a bank of steel junk and scorched wreckage wrapped in razor wire. Cultists were rushing to man the barricade. Cyvon saw among the cultists the mingled clothing of rich and poor, and handmade masks aping the Uppermost Hand’s.

			Crude banners hung from the barricades, depicting the enthroned Voice of All. Even by the standards of heresy, she was a false prophet. She didn’t even believe in herself. 

			The Impulsor slammed into the barricade surrounding the besiegers’ camp. Autogun fire pinged off the front armour as the vehicle rode up over the wreckage and crunched down on the other side, through tents and bivouacs, over trenches full of looted supplies and sheltering cultists. 

			‘Out!’ shouted Oxyath. The door swung open and Cyvon jumped out of the rear of the Impulsor. The dazed cultist that faced him, through the din of gunfire and screaming engines, wore the stained remnants of a Keprian military uniform. Those regiments, with their glorious histories and heraldry, had ceased to exist as cultists had mutinied and massacred those who defied them. This ex-soldier tried to bring his lasgun up but Cyvon didn’t even bother to fire his bolter. He smacked the stock of the weapon into the side of the cultist’s skull, and the man was dead before he crumpled to the ground. 

			Squad Phraates surrounded the Impulsor in a web of bolter fire. Cultists fell in the crossfire. The other squads were doing the same. Cyvon saw Captain Quhya behead one cultist with his power sword before he shot down another with his bolt pistol. Sergeant Tiridates charged into a knot of cultists manning a heavy bolter emplacement, and with a few strokes of his powerblade reduced them to smouldering ribbons of flesh. 

			Cyvon felt the change in the air before he heard the rumbling of the earth. Instinctively, he ducked into the shelter of the squad’s Impulsor. Brother Sasan slid into cover beside him, driven by the same instinct. 

			The ground beneath the cultist defences heaved up and fell with a tremendous roar. Cyvon’s stomachs turned as he was hauled up into the air and slammed down again in a storm of torn earth and tumbling wreckage. The Impulsor was thrown onto its side.

			The cultists’ makeshift watchtowers fell. The Soul Drinkers fought to keep their footing. One of Squad Tiridates, Cyvon could not tell who it was, vanished into a fissure that tore open in the ground. 

			The walls around the Tomb of Innokens bowed and sagged. The land groaned as it settled again, the cultists’ defences wrecked and rearranged.

			From a breach in the walls approached a figure Cyvon knew. It was the aeldari from the vision, the farseer of Biel-Tan. He was accompanied by a bodyguard of Aspect Warriors in deep-green armour with mandible blasters and chainswords. Striking Scorpions, Cyvon recalled, the heavy close-combat troops of the Swordwind.

			‘The xenos show their hand,’ voxed Oxyath over the dull rumble of the settling earth. ‘Now, brethren. Now is the true battle for Kepris.’

			The farseer swept his staff and the land sagged suddenly, forming a bowl-shaped depression into which Squad Phraates was thrown. Cyvon tumbled through the wreckage and fought to keep hold of his bolter. He rolled to his feet just as the Striking Scorpions charged in a shriek of chainblades.

			One of the Scorpions singled out Cyvon. Cyvon was on his feet as the Scorpion’s mandibles lit up with emerald fire. Laser bolts peppered his shoulder and chestplate. White spears of pain flashed through him where they pierced the ceramite of his armour.

			Cyvon bit down on the pain and raised the body of his bolt rifle in a guard, letting sleep-taught instinct take over. He had learned what the Imperium knew of the Aspect Warriors in the Chapter’s tactical sermons. Their mandibles forced open an opponent’s defences, leaving them vulnerable to dis­embowel­ment with the chainblade. That would not be Cyvon’s fate. 

			The chainsword chewed through the housing of Cyvon’s bolt rifle. The weapon’s components pinged off his armour. 

			The only safe place was face to face with the enemy, within the arc of the chainsword. He felt the weapon’s teeth biting through the ceramite of his armour’s backpack and shoulder guard as he reached for the Scorpion’s helmet. His fingers closed around the back of the helmet and though the Scorpion tried to twist away, Cyvon was stronger and wrenched its head down towards him.

			Cyvon’s other hand forced the damaged bolt rifle into the gap between them. He fired it upwards and the bolt cracked into the lower edge of the Scorpion’s faceplate. The aeldari was thrown back onto the ground with its helm split wide open. 

			Cyvon saw the face beneath. From depictions and the descriptions of xenobiologists, an Imperial citizen might think the aeldari resembled humans – two eyes, a nose, a mouth. But in the flesh, they were utterly obscene. There was nothing about them that was not grossly alien. The huge dark eyes narrowed in hate and fear, and the mouth, too small and set in a flawless mask of an inhuman face, spat out an oath in the Aeldari tongue.

			Cyvon fired down at the aeldari, but the damaged weapon’s action finally jammed. He used it instead to knock aside the chainblade the aeldari tried to sweep at his legs, and kicked the creature square in the chest. The aeldari was thrown against the Impulsor and Cyvon followed up with a straight punch to its face.

			His fist crunched into bone. The unprotected face was shattered. He let the aeldari fall, dead, and took stock of his surroundings.

			The Aspect Warriors of the Swordwind swept in from the walls of the tomb. The farseer’s force included Striking Scorpions and Howling Banshees, along with shuriken catapult-armed Dire Avengers, who had taken to the walls and were pouring volleys of silvery razor-sharp discs into the Soul Drinkers. Quhya was battling the Howling Banshees, whose charge was marked by a terrible shriek that could deafen and confuse an unprepared defender. The Scorpions had been halted by Squad Phraates, and the rest of the green-armoured aeldari were engaged with Intercessor squads, who had finished their butchery of the cultists to find themselves on the back foot against the aliens.

			Epistolary Oxyath was running across the battlefield as psychic power spilled and sparked off his staff. Cyvon could see he was headed straight for the enemy farseer. The aeldari turned to face the charging Librarian and cast out a handful of silvery runes, each one a symbol of the Aeldari language. Circles and lines of multicoloured light sprang up around him, forming a shield that flickered into being just as Oxyath’s staff came down like a headsman’s axe.

			The staff discharged its energy in a flash of purple light. The farseer’s psychic shield held, and as Oxyath reeled back from the impact he drew his plasma pistol to fight without needing to drain his dwindling psychic reserves.

			The farseer was faster.

			The xenos raised its own staff, head pointing down like a spear in the hands of a warrior despatching an enemy underfoot. With a burst of icy wind, the aeldari rose from the ground, striding into the air above Oxyath. The Librar­ian took aim with his pistol as the farseer brought the staff down, and Cyvon realised the Librarian was too late.

			The staff plunged into the base of Oxyath’s throat. A split second later, the farseer’s psychic power channelled through the weapon in a flood of silver light.

			The upper half of Oxyath’s body exploded. Cyvon’s auto-senses struggled to keep the sudden white glare from scorching his retinas. What remained of Oxyath toppled to the ground, as torn ceramite and shredded muscle and organs rained down around him. 

			The farseer landed deftly on the tortured ground.

			‘Oxyath is down,’ gasped Cyvon into the vox. ‘I see him. The farseer. He is clear of the Tomb of Innokens. Captain, now is the time.’

			‘Keep him in place,’ replied Quhya. ‘Bulgovash! Clear to fire, Brother Cyvon’s target!’

			A new channel opened up over the vox. Cyvon heard the static of the vox change.

			‘Brother Cyvon,’ came a voice he had only heard once or twice – that of Shipmistress Fyoda Bulgovash, commander of the spacecraft Suffering of Helostrix. ‘I can give you one shot! Name your target!’

			The ship had brought the Soul Drinkers through the perils of the Great Rift and into orbit over Kepris, then swung away from the world to hide out of range of its planetary defence lasers. It had run the gauntlet through those defences now, to bring this fire to them. Cyvon knew the risk the ship was taking, and the damage it would be sustaining even now. 

			‘Fifty yards north,’ replied Cyvon. His hearts were ­hammering as the farseer turned to look at him. Cyvon had no gun to fire, and doubted a mundane weapon would do much against the aeldari witch.

			‘That’s close to you, brother,’ said Shipmistress Bulgovash. The cut glass of her Naval aristocrat accent contrasted strangely with the chaos all around Cyvon and the Librarian’s blood spattered across the ground. ‘Minimum safe distance is one hundred and fifty…’

			‘Fire,’ repeated Cyvon. ‘Fire now!’

			He spotted Oxyath’s plasma pistol on the ground beside him. The Librarian had not had the chance to fire it. Cyvon snatched it up and felt the powercells humming in his hand as they charged up.

			Cyvon ducked behind the Impulsor as he fired. A fat bolt of plasma tore through the air and flared bright against the farseer’s psychic shield. The farseer held up a hand against the glare of the impact and dropped out of sight, behind a bank of torn wreckage. Cyvon ran past the Impulsor and into the open, trying to find the target. He spotted the farseer behind the wreckage yelling orders in the sibilant Aeldari tongue to the Striking Scorpions.

			Cyvon didn’t need to know the language to understand. He was telling them to close in on the Space Marine with the plasma pistol, and kill him. 

			‘Take cover, brethren!’ voxed Cyvon as Striking Scorpions turned towards him, and the whirring of their chainblades reached a crescendo.

			The heavens tore open. Cyvon could not see the Suffering of Helostrix in the sky overhead, but he knew it was there. A blue-white spot grew above him like a second sun, and the rising growl of superheated air was like an animal’s roar before it pounced.

			The spacecraft’s ventral cannon was a lance weapon, configured to bombard target cities with barrages of fire. Set to its lowest and most accurate setting, it could hit a target spot with about a hundred yards’ deviation.

			The bolt of blue-white light lasted half a second, stuttering as it pulsed hundreds of times and discharged immense amounts of thermal radiation into the ground. The entire section of the battlefield and a length of the temple’s defensive wall was vaporised and thrown into the air as a fine column of dirt and ash. The world was first impossibly bright, then suddenly dark. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			The Emperor’s voice, like the fiery death of a star, like the cry of agony of the planet itself. The falling of the hammer of justice. The fury of the galaxy, to have such blasphemy in it. 

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			The sound hammered against Cyvon. Heat battered against him as a scalding wind pulsed across the battlefield. Even his auto-senses could not prevent the din from deafening him temporarily, and the only sound he could hear was the vox transmitted directly into his inner ear. The static was broken by Shipmistress Bulgovash’s voice.

			‘Direct hit!’ she said, and she could not hide the righteous glee in her voice. ‘Captain Quhya, do we have effect on target?’

			Captain Quhya struggled to reply in spite of the filters of his armour and the third lung of his Primaris physiology. The dust fell thick, like a blanket of solid mist. ‘We have effect,’ he coughed.

			Cyvon fought to his feet and peered through the column of dirt the laser impact had thrown up. The shapes of the fallen wall section emerged through the gloom. And there was something else – a figure, stumbling through the darkness.

			Lines of light flared around it. The figure was the farseer, protected from the laser blast by his psychic wards, but reeling and alone. The farseer was heading up the slope of the crater the laser had left, towards the breach in the wall and the temple beyond. Around him was nothing but scorched ground, the rocks of Kepris’ desert pulverised and glowing like embers in a fireplace. The Striking Scorpions were gone entirely, their corpses vaporised or blown far clear of the crater.

			Cyvon raised the plasma pistol and fired. A bolt of plasma ripped just past the farseer and bloomed against the slope of the crater. Cyvon’s senses were swirling and his aim was off. 

			The farseer was swallowed by the billowing dust, and vanished.

			‘He’s alive,’ gasped Cyvon. ‘He’s headed for the tomb. For the Lyre.’

			‘Pulling up from low orbit!’ exclaimed Shipmistress Bulgovash. ‘Defence lasers are targeting from Hollowmount. Going silent and engaging the umbral fields!’ Her vox-channel cut off as the Suffering of Helostrix rose back into high orbit, away from the orbital weaponry in the cult-controlled cities of Kepris.

			‘Advance, Soul Drinkers!’ ordered Quhya to all the squads. ‘Into the tomb! Cold and fast, the enemy falls back and we pursue!’

			‘We have them!’ cried First Sergeant Tiridates. ‘The xenos turn tail and flee! Cut them down, my brothers! Trample them in the dirt!’

			‘Squad-brothers, Oxyath is down,’ voxed Cyvon to the other members of Squad Phraates. With the sergeant wounded and the Librarian dead, they had no leader. ‘Through the breach to the tomb, and stay close. The aeldari are within. Our target is the farseer.’

			The Tomb of Saint Innokens was a grand building tarnished by the cultists’ siege. Its four columns were topped with gilded minarets and a cluster of spires rose from its centre. Chunks of masonry toppled from its highest points and runnels of dust trickled down its walls, as the blast from orbit had shaken the fabric of the huge structure. A wide archway leading into the tomb had been barricaded with pews and debris, but it was nothing that could hold back a Space Marine.

			The rest of Squad Phraates emerged from the dust behind Cyvon. Brother Sasan’s shoulder guards were studded with shuriken discs from the Dire Avengers on the walls. Brother Arasmyn’s armour was black with his blood against the purple, and an ugly chainblade wound ran from his shoulder deep across his torso, cutting through ceramite into flesh. Manuch’s bolt rifle hung in a wrecked mess from his shoulder, and he fought now with a bolt pistol in one hand and a combat knife in the other.

			‘Oxyath is gone?’ said Sasan. ‘Did you see him?’

			‘I saw him, brother,’ replied Cyvon. ‘He is lost. We shall be his revenge.’

			The rest of the strike force were emerging from the chaos of the laser strike. Quhya and Tiridates ran across the wreckage, heading for another archway leading into the tomb. Cyvon could hear the purring of aeldari grav-tanks, and he knew the enemy were not done yet. Their counter-attack against the Soul Drinkers had been blunted, but that was not their main objective. They wanted what was inside the tomb, and they were within already.

			Cyvon led the way through the arch. Inside the tomb was cool and dark, in sudden contrast to the desert outside. He emerged into the main nave, where the glass sarcophagus of Saint Innokens lay surrounded by rings of pews where pilgrims could sit and contemplate the dead saint. A pulpit loomed over the sarcophagus, from which a preacher could inspire the faithful with tales of the saint’s visions and sacrifices. Golden panels around the walls of the nave were engraved with illustrations of the revelations granted to Innokens by the Emperor – planets boiling away as stars exploded; hosts of daemons falling before the Emperor’s sword; the armies of mankind marching to a final, endless war. One panel showed a ragged scar across the galaxy, the omen that Innokens had claimed heralded its doom.

			Knots of exhausted Imperial citizens were huddled among the pews for shelter from the battle outside. Many of them were wounded militia taken down from the walls to be treated, or to spend their last moments in this holy place. Others were the old or infirm, whose role in the fight had been to pray before the altar for deliverance from the heretics outside. They looked at Cyvon and the other Soul Drinkers with open-mouthed amazement.

			‘Then these are the end times,’ said one, an old man with a heavily bandaged arm and the tattered robes of a pilgrim. ‘We are delivered, in our final moments. They are death, and they are among us!’

			Hands reached out to touch Cyvon’s armour as he passed by the pilgrims. He approached the sarcophagus and saw the drawn, dried-out face of Saint Innokens. It was the colour of hard, polished wood, and spoke of a life of deprivation and self-denial. Innokens wore simple white funeral robes, and clutched a small battered book in his bony hands. 

			Cyvon turned to the old man who had spoken. ‘Where is the Lyre?’ he asked.

			Before the man could reply, Cyvon spotted movement at the far side of the nave. A Space Marine’s peripheral vision was preternatural and he had an impression of black robes, loose bandages and long pale hair. An instinct told him to follow and he vaulted over the pew in front of him, leaving the old pilgrim confused in his wake.

			The fugitive was running towards a side shrine leading off from the nave. As Cyvon ran, the sound of breaking stone and crunching wood flooded the nave as an aeldari grav-tank burst through the wall, riding on a shimmering field of anti-grav energy that pushed the debris ahead of it. 

			‘No quarter!’ yelled First Sergeant Tiridates, erupting into the nave opposite the aeldari intrusion. His Intercessor squad ran alongside him as Tiridates smashed heedlessly through the pews and scattered the pilgrims ahead of him. Stheno was in the first wave, too, carrying a plasma gun and firing as he sprinted. The rest of the strike force charged into the pews, mirrored by the Striking Scorpions and Howling Banshees that flooded in through the breach opened by the tank.

			Bolter fire streaked across the nave. Shuriken catapults and multi-lasers fired back, filling the Tomb of Innokens with a deadly multicoloured hail. Cyvon was aware of Brother Manuch falling with a smoking hole in one power-armoured greave. A Howling Banshee somersaulted to the floor, an arm blown off by a bolter impact.

			Shrapnel pinged off Cyvon’s armour. He kept going, leaving the battle to Quhya and Tiridates. Raw instinct told him his objective was fleeing to the back of the nave.

			‘The reliquary!’ gasped Cyvon into the squad vox as he ran. ‘The Lyre, brothers! The Lyre!’

			He skidded into the archway as a burst of multi-laser fire ripped into the wall behind him. Ahead was a door of studded bronze, with the image of Saint Innokens surrounded by warrior angels cast in deep relief. The door was swinging closed and Cyvon grabbed the edge of it to keep it from slamming shut all the way.

			Beside the door was a locking unit inside a carved wooden box. The box had been forced open and the mechanism inside smouldered and sparked. The fugitive had got inside, and from the dust that swirled in the draught from the door’s movement, they had been the only person to do so in a long time.

			Cyvon slipped through the door and into darkness. His sight adjusted to show a tight spiral staircase heading downwards. Automated guns, in ornate bronze casings with lens-eyed skulls as aiming units, hung in their mountings on the ceiling. Either they had failed from centuries of neglect, or the fugitive had a way of shutting them down as well as opening the door. The sounds of gunfire were dulled beyond the door and already it felt like the fight for the Tomb of Innokens was being fought miles away.

			Inquisitor Stheno arrived in the doorway, for he too had recognised the real objective in the Tomb of Innokens did not lie with the aeldari. ‘This place was void-sealed,’ he said, glancing at the broken lock. Such technology was rare and used only to protect the most valuable secrets from scanners and intruders. The inquisitor probably had plenty of his own secrets he kept behind such a barrier. ‘What is down here? Who breached it?’

			The reply did not come from Cyvon, but from below. He heard voices raised in song, in layers of overlapping music that seemed to wrap around him and immerse him in their sound. The music carried with it something that was not human, a quality that slid around inside his head and would not let itself be absorbed by his conscious mind. 

			Cyvon followed the sound down the steps and emerged into a huge vaulted chamber, the ceiling almost lost in gloom, the only light cast in pools around relics presented like exhibits in a museum. The air was cold and bone dry, the better to preserve these ancient objects from the cruelty of time.

			He saw a skull plated in gold, with the Imperial aquila picked out on its forehead in diamonds and rubies. A dog-eared book held in a glass case, on a red velvet cushion. A set of tattered Ecclesiarchy robes, scorched and discoloured, on a turned wooden stand. The vault was divided by fluted columns and carved wooden screens, forming separate chambers of relics.

			SKULL OF SAINT INNOKENS AT THE CROSSROADS, read a brass plaque on the gilded skull’s platform. No explanation was given as to how that particular skull differed from the one on Saint Innokens’ corpse in the shrine above, nor how it came to be removed from him. 

			BOOK OF DIVERSE PRAYERS, RECOVERED FROM THE RESTING PLACE AT THE DRY RIVER, read the plaque on the tattered pamphlet’s display case. The book was open to a page with faded words scrawled in a tormented hand. 

			Relics of Saint Innokens’ life and his wanderings in the stony desert of Kepris. Writings, bones, implements of his survival. A canteen with the saint’s name scratched onto it with the point of a knife. A set of rosarius beads, well smoothed by worrying hands. A stained shawl in which Innokens had wrapped himself in the chill night. Hundreds of such items, the most mundane of them radiating holiness.

			Cyvon caught movement by one of the pillars and glimpsed the pilgrim he had chased inside – a woman, her blonde hair tangled and wild, her face streaked with grime.

			Beyond her, on a quilted velvet platform, was the Lyre of Innokens. 

			It was an elegant curl of smooth and polished bone with several oval gemstones set along its length, similar to those Cyvon had seen worn on the armour of the Swordwind’s aeldari. Silver wires ran between its two extremities forming the strings of an instrument. It had silver fittings to allow the instrument to be tuned, but they looked like later additions to the slender core of bone. The music Cyvon had followed emanated from the Lyre, and it grew in volume as if the relic knew he had noticed it.

			The woman had not been so ragged when Cyvon had last seen her, in the memory of a dead man. The handsome, sharp face, however, was unmistakeable. Beneath the pilgrim’s robes she wore the colours of House Yathe.

			‘You will not take this from me!’ yelled Kalypsa Yathe – Yeceqath, the false prophetess, the Voice of All – as she raised her hand.

			Cyvon was ready this time. The digital weapons on Yathe’s fingers launched crimson lances of superheated light that scored right through the column beside Cyvon. The laser fire ripped over his head and the Skull of Saint Innokens at the Crossroads clattered to the flagstones of the vault floor, sliced in two by the beam. 

			Perhaps the digital weapons were a relic of House Yathe. Perhaps they had been gifted to her by the aeldari to help her achieve her goal, before they had decided to achieve that goal themselves. Either way, if her Uppermost Hand had possessed them, Cyvon knew the Voice of All would definitely have kept some for herself. 

			Cyvon heard voices raised in song. The sound seemed to come from everywhere at once but he knew it was from the Lyre of Innokens, responding to Yathe’s touch as she grabbed it. She might have the relic in hand, but now she was trapped.

			When Cyvon looked up, Yathe and the Lyre of Innokens were gone. He heard her footsteps receding further into the vault. He could see no end to the chamber, and there were plenty of places for the Voice of All to hide.

			He ran in pursuit of her. Stheno yelled at him to wait, but Cyvon ignored the inquisitor. If he lost Kalypsa Yathe here he might never find her again. She and the aeldari might take everything they wanted from Kepris. They would win. 

			Some of the relics were huge – an elaborate pipe organ almost as high as the vault ceiling, an ornate carriage in which the saint’s body had been transported to the tomb – and further divided the vaults into sections dedicated to particular phases of the saint’s life. One section was full of trappings from Innokens’ training in the schola pro­genium, and later the seminaries of the Adeptus Ministorum, with instructional books well thumbed with study and an ornamented cane that had once mortified the future Saint Innokens’ flesh. Another section was from his pilgrimages across the pathways of space, long before it was sundered by the Great Rift, when it was possible for a pilgrim to travel from one side of the galaxy to the other. A stained voidsuit hung beside a recreation of a cramped cabin with a bookcase of holy works and a prayer cushion in front of a tiny painted icon of the Emperor. 

			Cyvon sought the fleeing Yathe through all of this cluttered holiness. When he could not see her, he followed the music. Yathe might have the advantage with so much cover to hide behind, but she could not silence the Lyre of Innokens.

			The song led past a pair of enormous hanging tap­estries depicting Innokens’ suffering in the desert. Cyvon tore one of them down from its mountings on the ceiling and saw beyond it a larger section of the vault dominated by a summit of stone. It was the shorn-off peak of a mountaintop, with a temple built at the apex. Twin obelisks flanked a huge aquila wrought from bone with an altar in front of it. Kalypsa Yathe was struggling up the slope with the Lyre of Innokens in her hand.

			THE PAGAN ZENITH, read a plaque on a pillar near the peak of stone. SANCTIFIED BY THE SAINT. It must have been cut from some mountain and brought down to the vault, probably during the tomb’s construction, as a symbol of Innokens’ power to turn the profane into the holy. 

			Yathe reached the altar and leaned against it, out of breath. Cyvon drew Oxyath’s plasma pistol, ready to put a bolt of liquid fire right through her torso.

			With a sudden crack, the ceiling of the vault gave way. Just beyond the peak a torrent of rubble and dust poured down from the shrine above. Yathe dived into the cover of the altar and was lost in the billow of dust, spoiling Cyvon’s aim. He ducked behind the pillar with the bronze plaque as chunks of masonry and shattered pews tumbled past him. 

			From the newly opened hole in the vault ceiling descended the farseer, held aloft by his psychic power. Beside him was the Striking Scorpion exarch who had accompanied him when he spoke with Yathe at the laboratory, as Cyvon had seen in the dead man’s memories. A little of the farseer’s customary majesty had been rubbed away by the Soul Drinkers’ refusal to be defeated. His robes were still grimy and scorched from the orbital blast that had nearly killed him. 

			When Yathe opened the void-sealed vault, the Lyre of Innokens’ song had suddenly become audible to whatever sensors the aeldari possessed to search for it. They knew where it was, and the farseer had blasted a new way into the vault to claim the relic in person. 

			Kalypsa Yathe stood up from the rubble surrounding the altar as the dust cleared around her. ‘Give them back!’ she yelled at the farseer. ‘You gave your word!’ She held up the Lyre of Innokens, and its music rose in volume. ‘All who have died, all I have given up, was for you. You gave your word. Give my people back to me and this will be yours. You have won, farseer! You have won!’

			The deal she had made, to hand over the Lyre in return for her people, was about to be concluded.

			‘Yeceqath, the Voice of All,’ said the farseer, with a hint of mockery in the way he pronounced the name of the false prophet. ‘I will not say your achievements have been ­unimpressive. You almost fulfilled your vow to us. But then you faltered, and we were forced to intercede on your behalf. Aeldari lives were lost because of your failure. And still, you claim we owe you something.’

			‘You gave your word,’ repeated Yathe. ‘If you want this, you will keep your promise. The Lyre is not on Kepris any more. It is in my hands. The power is mine. Give them back.’

			Cyvon stepped out from the pillar, plasma pistol thrumming in his hand.

			‘Behind you,’ said the farseer.

			Cyvon fired. The bolt of plasma ripped up through the swirling dust, right towards the farseer’s heart. The Striking Scorpion reacted even faster than Cyvon had expected, diving in front of the farseer to take the full impact on his shoulder. The plasma blew his shoulder guard open and threw him back a step as the farseer conjured a shimmering shield of light in front of him. Where the farseer’s unarmoured body would have been bored through, the Scorpion’s heavy armour had just enough bulk to absorb the worst of the impact. 

			The Striking Scorpion spoke a few words in the ­Aeldari tongue and retreated behind the psychic shield, his chain­s­word drawn. 

			Cyvon cursed inwardly. His one shot had not missed, but it had failed to take out the farseer, the greatest threat on Kepris. The farseer rose again, past the ribs of the vault’s ceiling, lost among the pillars. His bodyguard went with him, trailing smoke and ashes from his burning wound.

			‘You brought the Emperor’s angels down upon us!’ scolded the farseer. Cyvon could not judge where his voice was coming from, much less take aim at him. ‘Kalypsa Yathe, you have cost my people blood when you assured us the only dead would be human! Your failure forced us to intercede, and now I myself am endangered!’ 

			Yathe had run behind one of the obelisks when the shot was fired. She had the instincts of a survivor. 

			Cyvon’s thoughts were racing. He could not beat the farseer, if it came to that. The xenos witch had killed Oxyath, the most potent weapon the Third Company had. The Striking Scorpion was one of the Biel-Tan Swordwind’s best warriors, trusted by the farseer to protect him. Cyvon doubted he could face the exarch either.

			But they were not the objective here. They were not what had driven Kepris to bloody heresy, profaned the Trail of Innokens, or brought the Soul Drinkers to the planet. Cyvon could not defeat the aeldari alone, but perhaps he did not have to.

			He ran from the cover of the pillar and sprinted through the rubble, charging up the slope towards the altar. He reached a fold in the rock and slid into it, knowing that Yathe would not be content to let him charge at her.

			Digital lasers duly shot over his head, scorching deep into the rock underfoot. Cyvon felt their heat.

			Cyvon had no idea of the capabilities of the alien-made digital weapons. Perhaps Yathe was out of ammunition. Perhaps she could go on firing forever.

			‘You come to my world!’ she yelled down at him. ‘You kill my faithful!’ She fired again, and the laser sliced off a chunk of rock from just above Cyvon’s head. ‘The Adeptus Astartes, the heroes of the Imperium! Where was the Imperium when the xenos took House Yathe? When they stole my family?’

			Her anger was her weakness. Yathe had spent her life having everything her own way, and now it was all out of her control. That made her rash. That made her weak. 

			Cyvon broke from cover and ran. Yathe ducked back behind the obelisk, as he had known she would, so he did not risk a shot that would miss and leave him vulnerable as the plasma pistol’s coils recharged. Instead he ran straight at the altar. The mountain peak was steep and his muscles strained to propel his armoured weight upwards. 

			He heard several high pops and raw heat tore at Cyvon. He dived to the ground and rolled aside as a barrage of melta-blasts ripped through the rock. One of Yathe’s digital weapons was a miniaturised meltagun, designed to chew through armour and vaporise the flesh inside.

			Superheated stone boiled and burst. Cyvon’s senses flared red with sudden pain as a shard of rock drove deep into his right knee, through armour and the joint. 

			It was just pain. The wound would heal. He kept going. 

			The altar was just above him. His leg threatened to buckle under him. His armour flooded his system with pain­killers and his footsteps sounded distant. His vision swam as if he were looking up at the mountaintop through a veil of rippling water. 

			He reached the altar and stumbled against it. His leg could support him no more. Muscle fibres had parted and the lower limb hung useless.

			Yathe was standing in front of him, staring at him past the obelisk. She raised her hand but Cyvon fired first. The plasma pistol roared in his hand and the bolt of plasma slammed against her.

			A strobe of intense light flared up around Kalypsa Yathe. The hemispherical power field surrounding her held firm. The plasma energy rebounded off her in coruscating fingers of yellow light. 

			That House Yathe’s heirlooms included a personal power field came as no surprise to Cyvon. In hindsight, he should have expected it.

			Yathe rose off the ground. Fingers of blue energy earthed into the rock. She threw off the pilgrim’s ragged cloak and Cyvon saw the technology she had grafted onto her body. Her forearms had the implanted claws he had seen on the Thricefold. A long, elegant scabbard hung from her waist, and Cyvon guessed it was not of human construction.

			He had to close in. That was where he was most dangerous, where his strengths were magnified.

			Yathe dived at him. In his debilitated state, she was faster. He was barely able to turn aside before her right hand slammed into his shoulder guard and buckled the cera­mite. Cyvon felt the bone inside crackling and dislocating. The painkiller haze, and the shock running up and down his nervous system, dampened the pain, but he was aware of the injury all the same. It was a strange, distant feeling to know his body was breaking inside.

			His mind split again between sensing what was around him and dissecting it according to his training. One side of him saw Kalypsa Yathe raising her right hand once more as claws slid from her forearm. The other side dispassionately considered the options open to him.

			Block, and he might lose his arm. Move, and the claws would still catch him, but he would have less control over where.

			Close in, he thought. Always close in.

			The claws plunged into his side. The ceramite was torn apart, laying open skin and muscle. Splinters of Cyvon’s fused ribcage were ripped free, exposing the organs normally protected by a Space Marine’s internal breastplate.

			So long as he was still alive. Cyvon did not need those parts to fight. He had redundant organs inside him, three lungs and two hearts. If he had blocked and lost the arm, it would have been over.

			He swung at Yathe with his free hand, but Yathe drifted backwards out of his arc and avoided the crushing blow. She switched hands, passing the Lyre of Innokens into her right and drawing her sword with her left. A long, glowing blade slid from the scabbard and Cyvon knew instinctively it would go through his armour like it wasn’t there.

			Yathe had another weakness: the pride of an aristocrat who believed she was owed everything. Who craved control and authority. Who wanted to be perfect, and raged against every­thing that said she was not.

			The kind of opponent who wanted to end this with a single, neat killing blow.

			Cyvon tilted his torso, to present the ruptured side of his breastplate to his opponent. He saw the smile curl the edge of her lips as she drew back the sword.

			She lunged, and Cyvon was too late to turn it aside. The blade speared into his chest, through bone and organ, and out through his back, impaling him right through the backpack of his armour.

			Kalypsa Yathe had been so intent on despatching her Adeptus Astartes opponent with an educated kill-stroke that she had neglected to defend her flanks.

			Cyvon, meanwhile, had two hearts, and only one of them had been run through.

			He swung a left hook at Yathe’s side. His fist crunched into her ribs. All her augmentations and alien weaponry could not compete with the raw strength of a Space Marine. She seemed to deflate as she gasped out all the breath in her ruptured lungs.

			Cyvon felt the buzzing of the plasma pistol in his other hand. It changed pitch, and he knew it was recharged. He aimed the weapon right at the Voice of All.

			‘Prophet by word,’ said Cyvon. ‘Traitor by deed.’

			He pulled the trigger, and Kalypsa Yathe’s head and shoulders vanished in a burst of liquid fire. 

			Sudden, complete silence fell. Even the rumble of battle in the Tomb of Innokens overhead seemed to come from a different world entirely.

			Cyvon dropped to one knee and the remains of Kalypsa Yathe slumped onto him. He let them slide off onto the stone, and caught the Lyre of Innokens as it fell from her lifeless hand.

			Cyvon began to drag himself down the slope. He heard and felt the energies of the farseer behind him as the xenos descended to claim its prize, not from Kalypsa Yathe, but from the wounded Soul Drinker. 

			‘Brother!’ came a shout from down the slope. Cyvon saw Inquisitor Stheno crouching by the entrance to the chamber. ‘Bring the Lyre! Quickly, we can leave this place!’

			‘This is why you were on Kepris,’ replied Cyvon groggily. ‘To get the Lyre.’

			‘Of course!’ spat Stheno, as if no one had ever asked a more stupid question. ‘An artefact like this in an inquisitor’s hands! You have seen what they were willing to do to get it – think what I could do? I could forge a weapon, learn their strategies! Their secrets will be mine!’

			Cyvon glanced back up the slope. The farseer was watching, still behind a curtain of protective energy. The Striking Scorpion dropped down and alighted beside the altar. His armour smoked from the plasma burn, but the wound seemed to have had no effect on the aeldari warrior’s poise. The farseer said something in the Aeldari language and the exarch stalked towards Cyvon, chainsword held in both hands.

			Cyvon had no chance of survival if the Striking Scorpion tried to take the Lyre from him by force.

			The clatter of armoured feet on the floor reached Cyvon’s hearing. His squad was rushing towards the summit with bolters drawn, led by Brother Sasan.

			‘Fire!’ yelled Sasan. ‘The flying one!’

			Bolter fire shredded the air above Cyvon. Impacts burst against the farseer’s psychic shield, which flickered and flared with the effort of protecting the aeldari. The exarch looked back to its master, torn between butchering Cyvon and protecting the farseer. A burst of bolter fire spattered against the rocks around it and with superhuman grace and speed, the exarch vaulted into cover before any of the shells found their mark.

			It was a momentary distraction, and it would not last long.

			‘Quickly!’ shouted Stheno.

			Cyvon could dive down the slope and be at Stheno’s side in a few seconds. 

			The farseer drifted into the cover of one of the pillars. Bolter fire chewed through the ancient stone as the survivors of Squad Phraates found their own cover and kept up the fire. The air turned heavy and thrumming as the farseer readied his psychic powers to deal with this new threat. He might heave up the earth as he had outside the tomb, or crush them with whatever power the alien’s witchcraft could muster. In a few seconds, it would all be over.

			Cyvon stood proud of cover, tottering on his good leg. He felt the blood oozing from his chest wound, and the stuttering of his wounded heart. ‘This is what you want,’ he said, holding up the Lyre in the farseer’s direction. ‘And you will not stop until you get it.’

			Kepris had been torn apart by the aeldari need for the Lyre of Innokens. Whatever world it went to next, in the custody of the Inquisition or not, they would try to find it again. And they would succeed. It might take them a thousand years, but they would find it. The aeldari were patient. They would make war for it. They would manipulate ignorant humans into committing genocide against their own. They would carve a path of blood and broken lives, as long as the Lyre was at the end of it.

			‘No more of your people will die for this,’ said Cyvon. ‘And no more of mine.’

			He swung the Lyre into the air.

			‘No!’ yelled Stheno.

			Cyvon smashed the Lyre into the rocks. It shattered into a thousand shards of bone. The gemstones burst and released a tremendous crescendo of sound, like a million voices raised in ecstatic song. 

			The thunder of their music battered against Cyvon, and then was gone.

			Cyvon dropped to his knees, crunching the fragments of the broken Lyre. ‘It is over,’ he said. ‘There is nothing on this world for you.’

			The Striking Scorpion exarch loomed up from cover with his chainblade whirring, eye-lenses fixed on Cyvon.

			The farseer gave a small gesture and muttered a few syll­ables. The exarch looked back at Cyvon, who could only guess at the expression behind the warrior’s faceplate. Hatred, maybe. Disappointment. Disgust. Then the exarch rose into the air, buoyed up by the farseer’s powers, and both of them drew back towards the hole in the ceiling. Bolter fire followed them, flaring against the psychic shield, but not enough to break through it.

			‘They benefit you nothing now,’ continued Cyvon. ‘Let them go. Give them back.’

			The farseer and the exarch rose into the grimy darkness, and were gone.

			Cyvon fell to the ground and slid a little way down the slope. His strength was gone, and his body shut down to preserve what remained.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Many things happened that were beyond our sight. But should heresy return – when it returned – it would find it had stoked a fire in the souls of Kepris that would burn away its lies.

			– Father Balthan Eugenivov, The Keprian Vengeance

			The parade was the grandest thing Hollowmount had seen for many generations. The old Great Houses of the city had taken their primacy for granted and had fallen out of the habit of making shows of wealth and power. Now, they took to the streets not just to show they still ruled the city, but to express their devotion to the people who now ruled the planet.

			Hundreds of troops from Kepris’ noble houses marched from the gate, where the Soul Drinkers had first breached the city, towards Sacerdotes’ Square. Each column of brightly uniformed troops was led by the aristocrats themselves in the regalia of the Imperium’s military nobility, beneath the banners of their houses.

			The parade was led by the new planetary governor of Kepris. Lord Krieghund Jarulek had been appointed from the Administratum as a solid, schola progenium-educated leader who could be relied upon to rebuild the organs of Imperial authority and purge what remained of Yeceqath’s cult. He was accompanied by hundreds of functionaries from the Administratum, Ecclesiarchy clergy and officers of the Adeptus Arbites, who would replace the Imperial officials lost to Yeceqath’s purge. 

			The bodies had been cleared from the city. Loyalists no longer hung from gibbets and nooses all over Hollowmount. New bodies piled up in the basements of courthouses and Imperial basilicae, or were buried in mass graves outside the city: the bodies of the remaining cult faithful. Their extermination had been Lord Jarulek’s first decree. Most of the cult had already dissolved away with the death of Yeceqath and the defeats at the hands of the Soul Drinkers. It would take a long time for the last vestiges to be rooted out, but it would happen. 

			‘A return to normal, brother,’ said Sasan. Along with the rest of Squad Phraates, he was forming an honour guard marking the path of the procession. It was Sasan who had dragged Cyvon from the vault beneath the Tomb of Innokens. Minutes later the aeldari had enacted a wholesale withdrawal from Kepris through the webway portals they had used to invade it. The Biel-Tan Swordwind had departed the battle at the Tomb of Innokens, leaving the Soul Drinkers to consolidate their hold on the temple against a counter-attack that never came. No one had seen the farseer since he and his exarch bodyguard had departed the reliquary vault without the Lyre of Innokens.

			‘A lot of people died for the cause of normality,’ replied Cyvon. A few yards away from him, the members of House Yathe were processing past. The aristocrats carried themselves admirably, given they had recently been the captives of the aeldari. Their xenos captors had set them free with no explanation, and dumped them out of one of their portals just before the last aeldari left Kepris. They had stumbled through the desert until a band of pilgrim refugees found them and led them to the nearest shrine. The knowledge that Yeceqath had once been among these aristocrats’ number was kept to a very select few among the new Imperial leadership, who knew to watch them closely. House Yathe would toe the Imperial line closer than anyone else on Kepris. ‘Kepris was a normal world,’ continued Cyvon, ‘and heresy bloomed so quickly it had taken over before anyone could respond. I wonder if “normality” is what mankind needs.’

			‘Take care, brother,’ said Sasan with a smile. ‘Think too deeply and the Inquisition will haul you away.’

			‘Speaking of which…’ Cyvon saw that the parade was ended by representatives of the Keprian military, whose officer corps had been entirely replaced with Imperial Guard veterans from nearby conflicts. Among them, in an officer’s greatcoat, was Inquisitor Stheno. He looked like any other career soldier now. But Cyvon knew he would be at the heart of everything that happened on Kepris. 

			Stheno turned to the squad of Soul Drinkers lining the road. Sergeant Phraates’ wounds were so severe that no one could say when he would fight again, and it would take the labours of the Chapter’s Apothecaries and significant bionics to get him back to the battlefield. For now, he had been patched up well enough to stand to attention. Cyvon’s leg was braced to allow him to do the same, and alongside him and the sergeant stood Sasan, Manuch and Arasmyn, who had all acquitted themselves admirably in the battle at the Tomb of Innokens. Stheno singled out Cyvon from the squad, and the squad’s vox-net chirped into life. That Stheno had the means to hack into the Soul Drinkers’ communications came as no surprise at all.

			‘So the Soul Drinkers have made an enemy of the Inquisition,’ said Stheno. ‘Again.’

			‘What are we?’ responded Cyvon. ‘Who were the Soul Drinkers?’

			But Stheno marched on, and the parade passed them by.

			The citizens of Hollowmount cheered the new rulers of Kepris, just as they had cheered the mass executions Yeceqath had ordered in Sacerdotes’ Square. Part of Cyvon kept watching, scanning the crowd for threats, falling into the patterns sleep-taught into him during his transformation into a Primaris Space Marine.

			The other part kept asking.

			Who are we?

		

	
		
			PRISONERS OF WAAAGH!

			JUSTIN WOOLLEY

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Trooper Hank Skelton’s boot collided with the steel door for the fifth time – a sound Sergeant Major Marcus van Veenan was finding increasingly irritating.

			‘Emperor’s teeth, that one hurt,’ Skelton complained.

			‘You know,’ van Veenan said as he sat up on his bunk, ‘there’s a simple solution to that. Stop kicking the fragging door.’

			Skelton ignored him, slamming his boot into the door once again. Just like the last five times, it didn’t move. He let fly with another chain of expletives.

			Van Veenan hardened his tone. ‘I said give it a rest, trooper.’

			‘With all due respect, sergeant major, I–’

			Van Veenan moved fast, pushing himself off the top bunk and landing with a thud on the floor. In two steps he was standing before the much taller Trooper Skelton. Skelton, like most Rotauri natives, was built solid as a rockcrete pillar and much taller than the galactic average. Still, it was the short and stocky sergeant major, with his scarred face and grizzled hair, who seemed to tower over the other man.

			‘Let me stop you there,’ van Veenan said. ‘In my many years in the Astra Militarum it’s been my experience that when someone says “with all due respect”, they’re usually about to say something disrespectful. Is that what you were about to do, Trooper Skelton?’

			‘No, sergeant major. It’s just…’ The large Guardsman pawed at the stubble growing on his square jaw as if trying to rub away his frustration. ‘We’re supposed to be killing greenskins, not sitting around like we’re their fragging guests.’

			‘We tried to kill them,’ Corporal Alani Trotter said from where she sat nearby. ‘In case you missed it, it didn’t go well.’

			‘Why are they even keeping us here? Let me out, you green bastards!’ Skelton’s frustration rose to the surface again, and he lashed out, kicking the – yes, still immovable – steel door.

			‘Trooper Skelton.’ These words, thickly accented, rolled across the barracks like slowly approaching lava. ‘The sergeant major told you to stop kicking the door.’

			‘Yes, commissar.’ Skelton looked immediately sheepish. ‘Sorry, commissar.’

			Why, van Veenan wondered – not for the first time in his career – could a trooper not just do as they were told without the threat of a commissar to scare the breakfast out of them? Though, he supposed he couldn’t blame Skelton for reacting with quivering knees to Commissar Tarna Hardnuss. She had a reputation for being ruthless. Like van Veenan himself, Commissar Hardnuss, ‘Hard Nuts’ as she was known to the rank and file, was a relatively new posting to the Rotauri First Infantry. Rumour had it she was transferred after decimating her last company following a mass refusal to charge a t’au firing line. Van Veenan didn’t know how much stock he put in that, but Hardnuss certainly seemed the type to force her grandmother into battle at the business end of a bolt pistol. 

			The click-clunk of the door unlocking drew everyone’s attention.

			‘There you go,’ Trotter said. ‘Good job, Skelton, you got it open.’

			‘Shut up,’ Skelton replied with what van Veenan assumed was the most cutting retort in the enormous Guardsman’s vocabulary.

			The door swung inward and slammed against the wall.

			‘Holy Throne, that stinks,’ Skelton said, covering his nostrils with the back of his hand.

			Any Guardsman who’s faced them on the battlefield can tell you plenty about the orks. They’ve heard the rapturous howls of joy the monsters make as they charge into combat. They’ve seen them rolling like a green tide over the crest of a hill followed by noisy, clanking, smoke-spewing machines. They’ve witnessed the bladder-loosening sight of them crashing into the first ranks, their choppas carving through armour and spraying arcs of Imperial blood in every conceivable direction. But there’s one thing you don’t notice about the greenskins when you’re only around them for those moments of battlefield terror, and that is the smell. 

			Van Veenan knew the smell of battle, the metallic tang of blood, the choking smoke, the heavy sweat of fear and exhaustion. But what floated through the doorway was different. This was the stench of fungal growth, mounds of rotten trash and the rancid scent of ork piss. These were the smells you only got to know when forced to live with orks. Though living with orks was not what the dogged survivors of the Rotauri First were doing. No, these men and women were prisoners. They had been since Rotauri had fallen to an ork invasion three days earlier.

			Rotauri had been a quiet agricultural world until half a century ago when vast organic mineral deposits had been discovered beneath the planet’s surface. This led to the rapid establishment of several mines and promethium refineries. The Rotauri First was stood up in response to this shift from agrarian backwater to resource-rich backwater.

			When the orks eventually invaded, the Rotauri fought with the fury of the Emperor to protect the planet’s largest promethium refinery. Unfortunately, having not seen much in the way of combat in the forty years since the regiment’s founding, they were unprepared for the sudden appearance of the greenskins. Their hasty defence held for a chaotic eight hours before being crushed, and the several hundred survivors were rounded up and kept captive in the buildings of a nearby Munitorum depot. 

			Almost every one of the thirty Guardsmen in this particular Munitorum storeroom-turned-barracks leapt to their feet as an ork thumped in through the open door. Stripped of their weapons, there was little they could do against the creature, yet their training as warriors of the Emperor and their instinct to abhor everything alien sparked them into motion. The ork was hunched over, but at full height it would have towered over the average human. Its long arms might have dragged on the floor had it not been carrying a cast-iron pot in front of it. The ork’s head moved lazily as it inspected the Guardsmen, pale red eyes piercing out from beneath its enormous, protruding brow. One of its long algae-green ears, which seemed coated with thin hairs, twitched like that of an equine bothered by an insect. The corner of its mouth hooked up in what could have been a grin or a snarl, its long lower fangs tilting in its crooked mouth.

			‘’Ere,’ the ork said in guttural Low Gothic as it dropped the pot on the rockcrete floor, ‘grub.’

			Judging by the smell, which was not altogether better than that from outside, the ‘grub’ the ork had brought in was the same they’d been served every meal. The orks’ attempt at ‘humie’ food was a light-green broth thickened with grains from Munitorum storage and occasionally garnished with floating pieces of indeterminate meat or fungus. 

			Trooper Skelton, constantly filled with a bravado that had surprisingly not yet seen him killed, stepped across to block the open doorway. Most young people of Rotauri joined the Astra Militarum to avoid a hard life of working in the fields, mines or refineries. Skelton had joined the Guard because he wanted to shoot aliens, preferably up close and in the face. The ork lifted itself to its full height as Skelton faced it.

			‘Listen, you xenos scum,’ he said, ‘you’ve kept us in here for three days. What–’

			The ork’s hand lashed out with impressive speed and shoved Skelton in the chest, sending him sprawling across the rockcrete floor. The ork grunted something incomprehensible and then left, slamming the door shut behind it. Even as he was recovering, trying to suck air into his winded chest, Skelton called after the ork. ‘Coward!’

			Commissar Hardnuss walked forward and held her hand down to Skelton. Even stripped of her weapons and flak armour she still cut an imposing figure in her long black coat with its gold epaulets. Skelton took her hand and pulled himself to his feet. ‘No doubt the Emperor applauds your bravery,’ the commissar said, ‘but unfortunately our current circumstances preclude such a frontal assault.’

			‘If I can, sir, we have a suggestion.’

			The attention of the barracks turned to Corporal Amoa. Beside him was Corporal Amoa. Twin brothers with the same rank in the same company of the same regiment. That had caused van Veenan no end of confusion when he’d first arrived on Rotauri.

			Hardnuss turned to the twins. ‘Any suggested course of action is welcome, corporal.’

			‘The last two nights we’ve been working on a section of brickwork in the back wall,’ Corporal Amoa said. ‘These buildings were designed as stores, not prisons. We’ve chipped through the mortar and with a little more work we’ll be able to push free a section of bricks. We’re thinking we could sneak out tonight, see if we can’t make for Flaxton.’

			‘Assuming it’s still standing, Flaxton is ten miles from here. You’ll have to move through the forest, stay off the roads,’ Hardnuss said.

			‘We can make it, commissar.’

			‘No, you won’t be doing that.’ Lieutenant Tam Pokato turned from where he’d been pacing, attempting to wear standard-issue grooves in the rockcrete floor. ‘It’s reckless and could bring retaliation down on us all. I have no doubt that the governor will have sent word for reinforcements. More Imperial forces will be arriving to crush the greenskins and liberate us. There’s no point making the situation worse. We shall sit tight and wait to be rescued.’

			Lieutenant Pokato. Van Veenan had pegged this one within seconds of meeting him. Third son of the governor of Rotauri. Undertrained. Incompetent. Annoying. Van Veenan had seen countless junior officers like him over the years – completely unaware of their ineptitude, craven fools dangerous to the soldiers under their command. The only saving grace to having an officer like Pokato was that he’d likely get himself killed relatively quickly.

			‘Lieutenant,’ Commissar Hardnuss said, ‘it is our duty as warriors of the Emperor to attempt an escape, pass word to Imperial forces and do everything in our power, despite our defeat, to harass the enemy.’

			Pokato looked from the commissar back to the twins. ‘I am ordering you not to attempt an escape. We don’t know why the greenskins have taken us prisoner, or how they may react if you’re captured. They might kill us all. We will await reinforcements and then take the fight back to the enemy.’

			‘You cannot order these men to act against their duty,’ Hardnuss said.

			‘I am the ranking officer,’ Pokato said. ‘I decide what their duty is.’

			Hardnuss moved closer to Pokato. Van Veenan could see the bulge in her cheeks as she clenched her jaw. She kept her voice low and spoke through gritted teeth. ‘You may be the ranking officer here but let me offer some advice from the Commissariat. I strongly advise you not to order your troopers to cower from the enemy, lest it appear that it is in fact you who are afraid. The last thing you want is the Guardsmen under your command to believe you a coward. Actually,’ Hardnuss tapped her lip as if in consideration, ‘the last thing you want is for a commissar to think you are a coward. That is, of course, punishable by death. But certainly, the second-last thing you want is for your troops to believe it.’

			Pokato, seeming even paler than usual, took a long moment and then acquiesced. ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘see if you can get word to Imperial forces from Flaxton.’

			An hour later, when darkness had fallen outside, van Veenan still lay on his bunk. He was tossing a ball he’d fashioned from his socks against the ceiling, aiming for a small crack in the rockcrete, and catching it on its way down, when Corporal Amoa – he wasn’t sure which one – announced they were ready to slide the section of bricks free and attempt their escape.

			‘Do it,’ Commissar Hardnuss said. 

			Van Veenan tossed his sock-ball into the air and caught it one last time. He sighed. He’d tried to stay quiet, tried to keep out of it, but he couldn’t let these idiots throw their lives away. ‘Emperor damn it,’ he muttered before he sat up. ‘You aren’t going to make it.’

			‘Sergeant major?’ Amoa said.

			‘You won’t make it,’ van Veenan repeated.

			‘What makes you say that?’ Hardnuss turned to him. ‘The Emperor will guide them.’

			‘The orks obviously want us for something, otherwise they wouldn’t have kept us prisoner for three days,’ van Veenan said. ‘I’d be surprised if there aren’t guards and fences around us by now.’

			Hardnuss narrowed her eyes at him. He could see that bulge in her cheeks again.

			Van Veenan spoke louder, addressing the whole barracks. ‘Fifty thrones say they don’t make it. Any takers?’

			‘Sergeant major, that’s enough,’ Hardnuss said.

			‘Fifty thrones,’ van Veenan repeated.

			‘Sergeant major!’

			‘I’ll take that bet,’ Corporal Trotter said. ‘I think they’ll make it.’

			The air in the barracks was thick with tension. Commissar Hardnuss sliced through it with her heavy accent. ‘It’s your decision, corporals.’

			The twins looked at each other and then spoke in unison. ‘We’re going.’

			‘Very well,’ Hardnuss said. ‘The Emperor protects.’

			The two corporals nodded and moved off, others in the barracks patting them on the back and wishing them well. Van Veenan lay back on his bed, tossing his sock-ball at the crack in the roof, listening to the sound of the bricks in the far wall being slid free. The pair climbed through and moved outside.

			Not long after they’d left, the residents of the barracks heard a series of dull thuds coming from the exterior walls.

			‘What is that?’ Pokato asked, his voice wavering.

			‘Bern,’ Hardnuss said, addressing a trooper near the spot where the Amoa brothers had worked the bricks free. ‘Can you see anything?’

			Trooper Bern manoeuvred the loose bricks, opening a small gap to peer out. He fell back from the wall, shocked. ‘Emperor save us,’ he said, ‘it’s them. It’s the corporals. They’re throwing them at the barracks!’

			‘What?’ Hardnuss said. ‘What do you mean they’re throwing–’

			The barracks door burst inward. A single object hit the floor and rolled to a stop. It was the head of Corporal Amoa, though, once again, van Veenan couldn’t tell which one. It hadn’t so much been severed as ripped from his body. Long strings of muscle and sinew trailed behind it. It stared up through lifeless eyes at the occupants of the barracks. All the Guardsmen, even Commissar ‘Hard Nuts’, stared in horror at the head in the centre of the room. Outside, they could hear deep guttural chuckles. The greenskins seemed to find the whole thing immensely amusing.

			Van Veenan sighed as he looked at the head. Sometimes he hated being right. ‘I guess I’ll take an IOU for those thrones, Trotter.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Van Veenan woke like a soldier, stirred by the sounds of orks shouting outside. He swung his legs around and dropped off his bunk. Here was one of the small things that revealed whether a Guardsman was a veteran or a green recruit: whether they laid their socks out to dry when they took them off, whether they wrote their blood type on their helmets and boots, and whether they woke instantly, clear-eyed and ready to fight.

			The barracks door burst open. The ork that had brought their food the evening before stomped inside.

			‘All right, you zoggin’ gits. Get outside, da boss is ready for ya!’

			Nobody moved. Van Veenan surveyed the faces in the barracks. These troops wanted vengeance. Being taunted with the dismembered bodies of the Amoa twins had given them a reason to fight even beyond their sworn duty to Emperor and Imperium. Van Veenan could appreciate that. His allegiance had long since shifted from those giving the orders to those forced to follow them.

			Time and time again, van Veenan had seen decisions made at the highest levels cause utter carnage on the ground. What had happened on Rotauri was yet another in a prestigious line of command catastrophes. He, and every one of the remaining Guardsmen from the Rotauri First, were in this position because of the mind-bogglingly stupid plan to assault the ork position before they could establish a secure staging base. Van Veenan had tried to tell headquarters that they should establish defensive formations, that the greenskins didn’t need a staging base to begin obliterating Imperial infantry. No one had listened. Now van Veenan’s only goal was ensuring that at least some of the troopers left might somehow survive ork captivity, despite the insurmountable odds.

			Van Veenan had survived more than his share of insurmountable odds. He’d been told many times that the Emperor had a plan for him, but he was fairly certain the Emperor gave as much of a shit about any one individual as the captain of a battleship cares about a rat living in the lower decks. 

			The ork growled. ‘I said get outside!’

			‘Frag off!’ Trooper Bern, proving himself as suicidal as Skelton, shouted at the ork.

			The ork turned to loom over Trooper Bern, and Bern spat in the creature’s green face.

			Well, that was just stupid, van Veenan thought. 

			The ork clamped its massive hands on either side of Bern’s head and lifted until Bern was hanging in the air, his feet kicking.

			‘You want to fight Urzog?’ the ork said. ‘You fink you is ’ard? I is not allowed or else I would snap you in ’alf. Now get outside!’ The ork, Urzog, used his grip on Bern’s head to fling him towards the door. Bern hit the floor awkwardly and his head hung at an impossible angle, blank eyes staring back over his shoulder. For a moment the entire barracks, including Urzog, stared at Bern’s lifeless body. 

			Even as the war cries grew in the throats of the Guardsmen, van Veenan shouted, ‘No!’

			Most of the troopers stopped, likely more from the tone of his voice than from any recognition of his authority, but five of them launched themselves at Urzog. The ork swung a heavy fist and battered the first aside. The second trooper threw a punch that connected with the ork’s massive jaw. Urzog barely seemed to notice and punched the trooper in the stomach, folding him in half and sending him flying. It was Skelton who struck next. The largest of the Guardsmen, he dropped his shoulder and charged into Urzog, causing the ork to stumble back against the wall. As Urzog shoved Skelton off him, Trotter took advantage of the ork’s distraction and slammed her boot hard into his groin. Her kick landed squarely between the ork’s legs with an impact that made every male Guardsman in the room wince in empathy. Urzog looked down and growled.

			‘Wot?’ he said. ‘You fink that’s gonna ’urt one of the boyz?’ 

			As Trotter moved to attack again, van Veenan grabbed her by the arm and held up his other hand to stop more Guardsmen getting involved. ‘Emperor damn it, I said no.’

			‘Oi, what are you zoggin’ doin’ in ’ere?’

			A new ork stood in the doorway. This one was over seven feet tall and broader in the shoulders than the doorway was wide. A nob, by the size of him.

			The Imperium had long known ork hierarchy was dictated by size, something that seemed easy for the feeble-minded greenskins to grasp. It was also useful for Imperial snipers because they could immediately tell which orks were in charge – nobs, the orks called them. This nob had a distinctive metal dome on top of its head that looked almost like a steel helmet, but for the fact it was screwed and stapled into its green flesh. The nob looked at Urzog.

			‘Big Nob ’Ardskull,’ Urzog said, ‘I is just gettin’ these humies outside.’

			‘’Urry up. Da boss is waitin’.’

			‘You ’eard ’im,’ Urzog growled. ‘Out!’

			‘Do as they say,’ van Veenan said. 

			‘But, sarge–’ Corporal Trotter began, but van Veenan cut her off with a stern look.

			‘Do as they say.’

			The troopers made their way outside. Urzog grabbed Bern’s lifeless arm and dragged his corpse through the dirt after them. ‘Over there,’ Urzog said, pointing through the buildings of the depot to what had once been the transport yard. It was now full of hundreds of captured Guardsmen.

			Van Veenan saw he’d been right about what the orks had done in the days they’d been inside. The Munitorum depot had been haphazardly converted into a prison camp. All around the perimeter the greenskins had constructed a fence from an assortment of rubble, wood, steel and even whole trees from the nearby forest. It varied in height from twelve or thirteen feet in some places to twenty or more in others. All along the top was an uneven tangle of razor wire, wrapped around jagged steel spikes. 

			A dozen or more open-sided guard towers had been built around the circumference too, each with a similarly ramshackle appearance and with little thought given to their structural integrity. Van Veenan could see two orks in each tower holding the guns they called ‘shootas’: horribly inaccurate but if the large-calibre rounds hit their target there was little left to ship home.

			As van Veenan began moving through the depot, he realised the dozen or so other buildings used for holding prisoners had all been painted with tallied numbers, presumably so that the orks could differentiate between them.

			He turned back to see five tally marks painted on the door of the building they’d spent the last three days in. Huh, he thought, I didn’t know orks could count that high.

			Although van Veenan had to admit the greenskins were strange like that. They built their own weapons, manufactured vehicles and could even construct void ships, but most of the time they seemed like they wouldn’t know whether to hit a nail with a hammer or their forehead. How they waged interstellar war with their crude but effective technology was one of the great mysteries of the species.

			Even the decision to use the Munitorum depot as the location for the prison camp was, if not total luck, strategically sound. It was isolated, but near enough to the promethium refinery that the orks could maintain control of the important resource. 

			Commissar Hardnuss moved up beside van Veenan. ‘You did the right thing in there, stopping them from attacking that ork. We need to pick our moment.’

			‘I’m just trying to stop more idiots getting themselves killed,’ van Veenan replied.

			The troopers from Barracks Five moved towards the mustering of Guardsmen in the transport yard. An enormous heavy-lift gantry crane loomed over them and an open-fronted parking bay held a row of Departmento Munitorum transport trucks. Some smaller greenskins – the ones they called gretchins, or sometimes grots – clambered over one of the trucks with blazing blue cutting torches spewing sprays of yellow-orange sparks as they hacked into the vehicle’s structure. There were only twenty or thirty of them, where van Veenan knew ork warbands usually had hundreds.

			A single ork stood atop a stack of crates watching the gretchin swarming over the truck like flies on rotten fruit. All orks were bizarre, but this one even more so. It was small, probably even shorter than van Veenan, and had arms and legs far skinnier than orks he had met on the battlefield. It had a box-shaped contraption strapped to its back, with a pair of coils extending from the top that intermittently sparked and flashed with arcing bolts of electricity. Each time the bright blue discharge jumped between the copper coils, the ork’s drooping ears rose and fell with the buzzing electrical field. Van Veenan had never seen one before, but he’d heard about them – this was a mekboy, the closest thing the orks had to engineers.

			‘Hurry up. I need these trucks stripped down to lighten them for optimal transport capability. We need to bring back all the gubbinz from the big factory,’ the strange ork said. ‘I need thermal conductors and those quantum power inverter wotsits, plus all the metal we can get.’

			Van Veenan listened to the mekboy with interest. It didn’t sound like it’d been smashed in the head with a mallet like most greenskins. It sounded vaguely intelligent.

			‘I said hurry up, you zoggin’ gits!’

			Well, mostly.

			‘’Ere,’ Urzog said to the troopers of Barracks Five, ‘get all lined up like you humies do.’

			Van Veenan saw the eyes of the troopers fall on him. He nodded. ‘Fall in, parade formation.’

			‘Excuse me, sergeant major,’ Lieutenant Pokato cut in, ‘I am the ranking officer here.’

			Van Veenan looked at the man. Typical lieutenant. Greener than the orks. But, as a veteran sergeant, van Veenan knew how to play the game. He nodded. ‘Apologies, sir, please go ahead.’

			‘Right,’ Pokato said, grabbing the front of his shirt and pulling it down. ‘Fall in.’

			The troopers did so, most of them still looking towards van Veenan, who nodded as subtly as he could.

			Big Nob ’Ardskull made his way front and centre of the gathered Guardsmen.

			‘All right, you humie gits, shut ya gobs and listen. I is Grut ’Ardskull and I is big nob for the boss round ’ere. I is da boss’ most trusted advisor because I ’ave only tried to kill ’im one time. I is gonna keep all of you in line with no muckin’ about. From now on you is all prisoners of Waaagh! ’Eadbasha, so look proper smart. Boss!’

			’Ardskull shouted towards the supply depot headquarters, a building now adorned with an enormous metal sheet etched with the image of what van Veenan was sure was an ork slamming its head against a wall. When the door opened, the ork that stomped out was even larger than ’Ardskull. Warboss Nok ’Eadbasha clomped down the steps and walked past the gathered Guardsmen. Each footfall seemed to shake the world.

			’Eadbasha was the largest ork van Veenan had ever seen. The beastly warboss wore massive metal boots and his arms and legs were enclosed in steel frames, his movement assisted by pumping and hissing hydraulic rams. His armoured torso piece was painted bright red and adorned with an ork skull and crossed-axe motif. His right hand was sheathed inside a vicious power klaw.

			More than anything it was the warboss’ head that drew van Veenan’s attention. It was enormous. His lower jaw was covered by a metal plate spiked into fearsome iron teeth and the top of his skull was horribly misshapen, bulging out in huge lumps and bumps like a sack of the tuberous vegetables they grew on Rotauri.

			Warboss ’Eadbasha came to a stop before the assembled Guardsmen. He paused for a moment, his red eyes peering out from beneath that disgusting head, then his metal jaw dropped open.

			‘WAAAAAAAAGH!’

			Orks throughout the camp took up the bellowing call, until the buildings seemed to vibrate. When the war cry died off, van Veenan’s ears rang.

			‘’Ow many?’ ’Eadbasha said to ’Ardskull.

			‘Loads, boss.’

			’Eadbasha smiled. ‘Loads is perfect.’

			The warboss cast his gaze over the Guardsmen again. ‘I is ’Eadbasha.’ The ork’s voice boomed out effortlessly over the transport yard. ‘You probably think I got a name like ’Eadbasha because I bash ’eads. Well, I do! I bash humie ’eads, I bash ork ’eads and I bash tin can ’eads, but that is not why I is called ’Eadbasha. I is ’Eadbasha because I is blessed by Gork and Mork. If I bash me ’ead I get visions ’bout the future.

			‘Gork and Mork ’ave told me to gather a Waaagh! The biggest Waaagh! you ever seen. Gork and Mork ’ave told me I ’ave to build a wotsit called, an effigee, and loads of boyz will come to join me Waaagh!

			‘I ’ad ’eaps of stinkin’ grots to build this effigee, but one stupid weirdboy blows ’imself up and kills most of ’em. You humies are my slaves now. You humies are gonna build for me.’

			’Eadbasha’s eyes fell on the Guardsmen from Barracks Five. He caught sight of Urzog still holding the arm of the recently deceased Trooper Bern and stomped towards him.

			Urzog was visibly shaken by the sudden attention from the mammoth warboss. ‘Uh, hi, boss.’

			’Eadbasha’s eyes thinned as he looked down at Bern and then back to Urzog. ‘Why dis humie dead? I told ya not to kill da humies.’

			‘Sorry, boss, ’e wouldn’t come out so I grabbed ’im by da ’ead and ’is zoggin’ ’ead come right off.’

			The warboss stared at Urzog for a long, tense moment and then a look of disgust crossed his features. ‘Puny humies. Dey die if ya pull their ’eads off. Dey ain’t tough like da boyz. Still, these are my humies. You don’t pull off their ’eads unless I tells ya to pull off their ’eads.’

			‘Yes, boss. Sorry, boss.’

			The warboss leaned forward. ‘Else I will pull your ’ead off.’

			‘Yes, boss,’ Urzog said, his deep voice wavering in the presence of the larger ork.

			’Eadbasha turned to the bizarre mekboy, who was still watching the gretchin dismantle the truck. ‘Mekboy Rukaz!’

			The mekboy turned. He wore a pair of green-lensed goggles, one lens at least four times larger than the other. He pushed the goggles up and sat them on top of his head.

			‘Yes?’

			‘That’s yes, boss, you zoggin’ brainy git.’

			Rukaz removed a spanner from his belt, shoved it into his ear and wiggled it around as if scratching an itch. He pulled it out and examined the end. Apparently satisfied with whatever he’d removed, he returned his attention to the enormous warboss. Van Veenan could tell ’Eadbasha was irritated by this obvious display of contempt. ‘Yes, boss?’

			A throaty growl escaped ’Eadbasha’s clenched teeth. ‘’Ere is your new workers. Put ’em to good use otherwise I’mma ’ave to come back ’ere and give you a right krumpin’.’

			Mekboy Rukaz lifted the spanner to his forehead and pulled it away in a salute. ‘You got it, boss.’

			’Eadbasha growled again before turning away. ‘Zoggin’ smartboy git,’ he muttered before calling out orders. ‘You nobz get on back to ’eadquarters. Guards, stay ’ere with your humies. Don’t kill ’em.’

			When ’Eadbasha and the larger orks had walked away, Mekboy Rukaz looked at the gathered Guardsmen. A large zap of blue electricity jumped between the coils on his back and the muscles in his face all seemed to momentarily contract. ‘I ain’t never used humies before but you must be smarter than the grots, and probably smarter than the other so-called smartboyz I ’ave to deal with.’

			‘Oi!’ Another mekboy looked up from some contraption on the ground in front of him. 

			‘Quiet, Groblok,’ Rukaz said, ‘I’m the big mek and I’ll say what I like about your lack of smarts until you prove otherwise.’ Rukaz returned his attention to the Guardsmen. ‘What’s going to happen is simple. I is going to build the boss his Waaagh! machine and prove that I is the best mek there ever was, and then he can go off and have loads of fights.’ Rukaz waved dismissively, as if he didn’t care much for what ’Eadbasha had planned. ‘You lot just has to do what I says. First, we’re getting these humie trukks stripped of everything that don’t make ’em go.’ 

			Rukaz started calling orders and soon each barracks had been organised into separate work details. They began climbing over the Munitorum trucks with whatever tools they were handed and started stripping them back to bare chassis and engine. There were several attempts by the more valiant troopers to refuse to work or to use the tools to attack the orks. These brief revolutions were quickly, and messily, put down by the ork guards, until the Guardsmen realised, as van Veenan already had, they weren’t going to fight their way out of this.

			‘So what, sarge,’ Corporal Trotter said as she looked over at van Veenan, ‘just like that we’re not Guardsmen any more, we’re damn slaves for the greenskins? The Emperor would rather see us dead than working for the xenos scum.’

			‘You listen to me, trooper,’ van Veenan replied. ‘Don’t be mistaken, you might be a prisoner but you’re still an Imperial Guardsman. We all are. But I’ve been around long enough to know that the chief duty of a Guardsman is keeping your arse alive. And that’s what we’re going to do.’ 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Over the next few weeks the Guardsmen fell into as much of a routine as was possible amidst the anarchy of the orks. Some days they waited hours before Urzog came to collect them and take them to the transport yard. Other days they were in the yard before Rotauri’s red sun rose. Some days they received three square meals. Other days they received nothing. Van Veenan might have considered all this a deliberate confusion tactic by their captors had it not been obvious that mayhem was part of daily life for the greenskins.

			Once the trucks had been stripped they were used to carry small groups of Guardsmen on heavily guarded convoy trips to the promethium refinery. There they would pillage power systems, turbines, pressurised tanks and whatever other machinery Mekboy Rukaz had demanded. 

			The remaining Guardsmen worked in the yard under the scattered direction of Rukaz and the other mekboys. They began bolting, welding and smashing together contraptions with little idea of what they were doing. There were mounds of twisted cabling snaking across the ground, strapped-together powercells humming disconcertingly and piles upon piles of sheet metal being bent and hammered into whatever shapes the meks could draw in the dirt or explain with cursing and wild gesticulation at the Guardsmen. All around them was a constant cacophony of shouting orks, the crashes of collapsing metal and the screams of humans as the greenskins’ construction process went horribly, violently wrong.

			Van Veenan felt the kick of the rivet gun as he punched rivets into the join along two sheets of metal. For much of the last few weeks it had been easy to think Mekboy Rukaz and the other manic meks had even less idea what they were doing than the Guardsmen. Now though, van Veenan could see their mad vision taking shape. The metal curve he was securing in place was part of a large foot, the matching one being built across the yard. Cables were being laid out in long strands among large steel beams that would make up the legs. The greenskins meant it when they said they were building an effigy: what looked to be emerging from the bedlam was a crude but enormous statue of an ork.

			‘Oi! Ogbrok! I know it was you wot stole me teef!’

			Van Veenan looked up to see an ork storming across the yard. It was dragging a large-headed axe through the dirt behind it. The angry snarl on its face revealed a gummy mouth missing all but two teeth. An ork supervising a group of Guardsmen nearby turned.

			‘You shouldn’t ’ave passed out and left ’em lyin’ around then, Rarzug,’ the ork, obviously Ogbrok, replied.

			‘They was in me gob!’ Rarzug roared as he ran forward, raising his axe.

			Every day van Veenan saw arguments like this break out between the greenskins and erupt into hand-to-hand combat or full-blown firefights; on one notable occasion he had even seen an ork ramming a live grenade down another ork’s throat.

			Ogbrok reached down and yanked a hammer from the hand of a nearby Guardsman. He sidestepped and Rarzug’s wild swing missed, the axe head burying itself halfway into the dirt. Ogbrok swung his hammer, connecting with a brutal impact upon the other ork’s cheekbone. Rarzug’s face snapped to the side spraying dark crimson blood in a spatter that almost reached van Veenan five yards away. Rarzug stumbled but somehow didn’t drop from the blow. Ogbrok slammed into his stomach, tackling him to the ground. When Rarzug scampered to his feet, retrieved his axe and lopped Ogbrok’s hand off, the watching greenskins cheered. But it was when Ogbrok began hitting Rarzug in the face with his bare, bleeding stump that they really roared their approval. 

			With the guards distracted, van Veenan watched a group of half a dozen Guardsmen make a run for a low section in the orks’ crude fence. They’d chosen a spot midway between two of the guard towers where the poorly constructed ­barrier had sagged under its own excessive weight, no doubt gambling on the inaccuracy of ork weapons and hoping they could make it over the fence and into the forest before being unceremoniously blown apart by shoota rounds. Van Veenan had to admit they’d selected the best place to make such a brazen escape. That said, this brazen escape was still incredibly stupid. No doubt a commissar like ‘Hard Nuts’ had riled them up with nonsense about courage and duty.

			Catching sight of the attempt, another group of Guardsmen made a break for the same section of fence. Van Veenan could see the calculations running through the minds of the Barracks Five troopers around him. He reached out and grabbed the back of one trooper’s shirt just as they were about to take off.

			‘Don’t,’ he said.

			Meanwhile, some of the orks had noticed the escaping Guardsmen sprinting for the perimeter. ‘Oi! Humies are tryin’ to run!’

			‘They’re going to make it, sergeant major,’ Corporal Trotter said. ‘Let’s go.’

			‘No.’ Van Veenan looked at her. The orks in the guard towers hadn’t even raised their weapons. They seemed completely unconcerned. ‘Trust me.’

			The first of the escaping Guardsmen reached the bottom of the fence and jumped onto it. He began scaling the fence, driven into a frenzied climb by panic and adrenaline.

			‘See, sarge!’ Trotter said. ‘We should have gone.’ Van Veenan could see the disappointment in her eyes, disappointment that seemed to border on betrayal. 

			The next trooper planted his foot down to propel himself onto the fence and was met by a reverberating boom. The ground ballooned up under his feet in the black sooty explosion of a landmine. The Guardsman who had trod on the mine, plus the five or six nearest to him, vanished in the smoky burst. The explosion threw the remaining Guardsmen near the fence in all directions, most with fewer body parts than before. The air was full of sprays of gore and screams. The Guardsman on the fence was lifted into the air by the shock wave expanding beneath him. When he eventually fell back down, three of the steel fence spikes impaled him through the leg, stomach and chest. He didn’t have time to scream.

			The sound of orks roaring in approval filled the camp.

			Van Veenan turned his attention back to his rivet gun. Corporal Trotter and the other Guardsmen of Barracks Five watched him in silence before they too had no choice but to return to their construction. Commissar Hardnuss approached and crouched beside van Veenan, feigning working on the foot.

			‘These troopers look up to you,’ the commissar said, keeping her voice low. ‘That coward Lieutenant Pokato is content to sit around and expect rescue to come for us. That may not happen. I know you’ve been protecting them in your own way but the troops need a leader willing to do more than wait around and, like it or not, that leader is you. I’ve given you three weeks, sergeant major, but you have done nothing.’

			Van Veenan fired another rivet into the metal. ‘On the contrary,’ he said, admiring his handiwork, ‘I think my riveting skills have come a long way.’

			‘You need to drop this act, van Veenan,’ Hardnuss said. ‘You cover it up with your sharp wit and cynicism, but you are afraid.’

			Van Veenan looked at Hardnuss. ‘Commissar, I can assure you I’m not afraid of the greenskins.’

			‘I didn’t say you were afraid of the greenskins. I said you were afraid. I know who you are, van Veenan, and so, I should remind you, do the troops. Sergeant Marcus van Veenan of the Talissian Guards, sent to the Second Rapture Penal Legion for insubordination after the disaster of Endota Prime. Yet here you are, still alive and back in the ranks of the Astra Militarum, and with a promotion no less. You have survived the penal legions, van Veenan – that is all but unheard of. You must be aware of the rumours that swirl around the regiment about you?’

			Van Veenan shrugged as he fired home another rivet. ‘I try not to pay attention to regimental gossip.’

			‘Most believe you blessed by the God-Emperor Himself. Many say you did something so remarkable they had no choice but to release you from the penal legions – single-handedly killed a tyranid queen or rescued a squad of Adeptus Astartes or destroyed an entire battleship of the Archenemy. Others say you escaped from the penal legions in an elaborate and daring scheme.’

			‘I assure you, commissar, the only remarkable thing I did to earn a pardon from the penal legions was being lucky. I think I just stayed alive long enough that they got sick of me.’

			‘That may be, but the troops won’t believe it. They want a hero. If you can make it out of a penal legion then you can make it out of this – and you can take them with you.’

			Van Veenan closed his eyes and sighed. ‘Commissar–’

			‘That,’ Commissar Hardnuss cut him off, ‘is what you’re afraid of. You’re afraid of caring about these Guardsmen. I do not presume to know what happened to you during your time in the penal legions but it has clearly warped your view of the Imperium. I could very well execute you for cowardice, but I do not believe you a coward. If duty alone will not convince you to lead these men and women, then do it because it will keep them alive. It doesn’t matter whether the rumours are true, sergeant major. They believe you are the hero that can get them through this.’

			Van Veenan took a moment before answering. ‘Let’s say we managed an Emperor’s-own miracle and got out of this camp, and then somehow defeated the orks or got off this planet, what then? These troops would just end up chasing down another deadly foe on another worthless planet. I won’t lead more soldiers to their deaths, commissar. I’m done with that shit.’

			The commissar stared at him.

			‘I bet you wish you had a bolt pistol after all, don’t you?’ van Veenan said. 

			Commissar Hardnuss sucked in a deep breath but, saying nothing, she rose and walked away. Van Veenan began firing rivets into metal with decidedly more force than was necessary. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			With hundreds of Guardsmen working every day, the giant ork effigy soon came together. The feet, legs and torso went up rapidly, built from a frame of steel overlaid with an incongruous collection of metal sheets, the whole thing wreathed in rickety slopes of improvised scaffolding. As construction of the torso neared completion, the enormous ork was already taller than an Imperial Knight.

			The men and women of Barracks Five had spent the last two weeks working on the upper section of the left arm and, having finished their labours, had been locked in their barracks early that evening. The arm would be craned into position the next day. Van Veenan lay on his bunk, tossing his sock-ball at the roof, listening to the troopers discussing the possibility of sabotage.

			‘It’s likely Rukaz will get us to lift the arm,’ Corporal Trotter was saying. ‘Hook it up to the crane or something. It would be easy to ensure an accident happens.’

			Skelton was nodding enthusiastically. ‘A little loose when we lock the hook in place, maybe we give the main pin a bit of a cut, and wham,’ he smashed a fist into his open palm, ‘that arm comes crashing down and stops construction. If we’re lucky, it might take out the whole bloody effigy and kill a few greenskins at the same time.’

			‘No. No way. That’s too risky,’ Lieutenant Pokato said. ‘It’s possible we kill or injure Guardsmen, or the orks discover what’s happened and punish us. It doesn’t matter if we finish the effigy. You don’t really believe their insane superstitions?’

			‘Sure,’ Corporal Trotter said, ‘’Eadbasha is a bloody nutcase but what happens to us when that thing is finished? You think we get retirement and a pension?’

			‘We don’t act recklessly,’ Pokato said. ‘That will keep us alive.’

			‘Maybe there’s a risk some of us will die, sir,’ Trotter said, ‘but that thing is being built quickly. It’ll be done soon and then we’re definitely dead. If you really believe Imperial reinforcements are coming then the longer we slow down construction, the better. My vote is with dropping the arm.’

			‘I am the ranking officer, your “vote” means nothing,’ Lieutenant Pokato said. ‘I will make the final decision on any plan that puts the men and women of this barracks in danger.’

			‘Lieutenant, Corporal Trotter is right. The longer the construction takes, the better – more time for reinforcements to arrive or more time to plan an escape,’ Skelton said. ‘Right, sergeant major?’

			Van Veenan turned to see the Guardsmen looking at him. He thought back to what Hardnuss had said, that these troops wanted him to lead them out of this. What was holding him back? Sure, some of them would die, but Guardsmen died, countless thousands every day. It hadn’t stopped him leading troops into danger before. He’d stood beside them as they faced down multi-limbed aliens whose gaping mouths dripped with acidic saliva, he’d made them disobey orders at the risk of instant execution, he’d led penal legionnaires into suicidal charges against blood-soaked cultists. So why wasn’t he doing it now?

			Because he was tired of never-ending war and he was tired of leading troopers like those around him to their deaths. How many had he seen slaughtered? And yet, he was still here. Guardsmen died. That’s what they did. But not Marcus van Veenan. He survived. Time and time again. What on Holy Terra did the God-Emperor want with him? What difference could he make in a galaxy like this?

			Van Veenan looked from Lieutenant Pokato to Skelton. ‘The lieutenant is the ranking officer, trooper. It’s his decision to make.’

			Van Veenan saw the disappointment on Skelton’s face. It was finally dawning on him, and on the rest of them, that Sergeant Major Marcus van Veenan would not be their hero. Skelton looked away in thinly veiled disgust.

			‘Yes,’ Pokato said. ‘At least the company sergeant major is setting a good example by remembering the chain of command. Tomorrow, we lift the arm in place and there is to be no sabotage. Is that clear?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the Guardsmen muttered.

			‘Good then,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Now everyone get some rest.’

			After the gathering split apart, Commissar Hardnuss wandered over to van Veenan’s bunk. Van Veenan caught his ball of rolled-up socks and looked at her. ‘I know what you’re going to say, commissar.’

			‘And you know as well as I what will happen tomorrow,’ Hardnuss said.

			‘What’s that?’ Van Veenan asked.

			‘They will sabotage that arm anyway.’

			‘That’s a fair possibility, yes.’

			Hardnuss looked at van Veenan with that adamantine stare he was sure commissars practised in depth at the schola progenium. ‘You know what the greenskins are building.’

			Van Veenan nodded. 

			‘Whatever happens,’ Hardnuss said, ‘remember that you could have helped these troopers.’

			The next day, as anticipated, the troopers of Barracks Five were put to work readying the arm for its crane lift. They wrapped it in enormous slings secured with a U-bolt thicker than a person’s arm, a U-bolt that would carry the entire weight of the load.

			Van Veenan watched them secure the lifting gear. They huddled together in a way that wouldn’t have seemed suspicious had van Veenan not seen Trooper Skelton slip a cutting torch into his pocket earlier. The Guardsmen had arranged themselves to block the view but van Veenan was certain Skelton was cutting through just enough of the U-bolt that it would give way and drop the arm in a cacophony of noisy destruction. When the Guardsmen drew apart, the cutting torch was gone, hastily hidden away.

			Van Veenan scanned the yard but none of the greenskins seemed to have noticed. Mekboy Rukaz was busy yelling insulting instructions at a group of Guardsmen who were soldering a wild collection of coloured wiring onto what looked to be a helmet. The other meks were also busy either instructing Guardsmen or working on things themselves. Even Urzog, who was supposed to be watching the troopers of Barracks Five, didn’t appear to have seen anything. If there was one benefit of having ork captors it was that, if they weren’t engaged in fighting, they didn’t have long attention spans.

			Van Veenan noticed someone watching though – Lieutenant Pokato. He was standing some distance from the other members of Barracks Five, tinkering with some small contraption, or at least pretending to. In fact, he was standing awfully close to Urzog. When Pokato covered his mouth with his fist and coughed three times, Urzog looked to him and then stomped towards the Guardsmen without hesitation.

			‘Oi!’ Urzog called to them. ‘Wot are you humies doin’?’

			‘Nothing,’ Trotter said, ‘just getting ready to lift this like Mekboy Rukaz said.’

			Urzog’s eyes narrowed as he cast a suspicious gaze from the Guardsmen to the straps around the arm. He moved forward and pulled at each sling before he grabbed the U-bolt and looked at it.

			‘Mekboy Rukaz!’ Urzog shouted.

			‘I’m busy!’ Rukaz replied, not looking up from the Guardsmen working on the wired helmet. 

			‘Da humies ’ave been tamperin’!’

			Rukaz, suddenly very interested, turned and walked to where Urzog stood holding the lifting lug.

			‘Look ’ere,’ Urzog said, displaying the damaged U-bolt. ‘This ain’t supposed to be like this, is it?’

			Rukaz bent closer to inspect the bolt. He pulled his goggles down over his eyes and muttered to himself. ‘High temperature cut through load-bearing structural element.’ He lifted his goggles and growled. His head twitched to the side as sparks jumped from the coils on his back. He looked at the Guardsmen. ‘Who’s tryin’ to break my gubbinz?’

			No one answered. 

			‘Search ’em,’ Rukaz said.

			Urzog moved between the Guardsmen. They stood tall, their heads high, staring at Urzog as he patted them down.

			Van Veenan looked to where Pokato stood watching the situation unfold. Their eyes met briefly before Pokato looked away. Van Veenan’s knuckles grew white as he unconsciously squeezed his hands into tight fists. He looked back to the Guardsmen in time to see Urzog roughly patting his thick green hands down over Skelton’s torso.

			‘’Ere we are,’ Urzog said, pulling the cutting torch free from where Skelton had stuffed it inside his jacket. ‘Wot’s this then?’

			‘Proof,’ Rukaz said, reaching out and taking the torch. ‘That’s wot. Round up the humies. I’m gonna get the boss.’

			Within minutes the Guardsmen were formed up in the yard. Mekboy Rukaz and Big Nob ’Ardskull stood before them. Warboss ’Eadbasha stomped back and forth, his hydraulically assisted limbs scratching and hissing as he paced. He was deep in whatever constituted thought for an ork. Eventually he stopped and spun to face the gathered Guardsmen.

			‘I thought I’d been good to you humies. I ain’t let my boyz kill none of you ’cept the ones that tried to escape. It ain’t easy keepin’ boyz from krumpin’ you. Now you tryin’ to sabotage my effigee. I should just tell the boyz to smash you all.’ Van Veenan felt the buzz of excitement course through the orks gathered all around them. They grunted, fidgeted – some even let out whoops of joyful anticipation. They wanted nothing but permission to do exactly that.

			‘I ain’t gonna do that though,’ the warboss continued, the orks’ anticipation turning to groans of disappointment. ’Eadbasha paused, scratching at his chin with the end of his power klaw. ‘Gork and Mork told me to build this effigee. They can tell me ’ow you should be punished. ’Ardskull!’

			‘Ardskull sagged under the call of the warboss. When he approached, ’Eadbasha grabbed him by the shoulders. ‘Ardskull, with practised resignation, lowered his head and displayed his shining metallic scalp to the warboss.

			’Eadbasha reared his head back and slammed his forehead onto ’Ardskull’s iron dome. The sound of the impact, which would have been enough to compress a human spine down to the size of an ammo box, resounded through the yard. ’Ardskull fell back, unconscious. Warboss ’Eadbasha was still standing, swaying gently in a circle. His red eyes had rolled back in their sockets. His drooping eyelids fluttered. He stayed in that trance-like state for what grew to become an awkwardly long time. The orks, accustomed to their leader’s odd decision-making strategy, waited patiently.

			Eventually, as van Veenan began wondering whether the ork was permanently broken, ’Eadbasha’s eyes rolled forward again. He shook his misshapen head as if clearing away a daze and then spoke.

			‘Gork and Mork ’ave spoken to me!’

			The orks roared in approval.

			‘Gork and Mork ’ave told me we need these humies to finish buildin’. We can’t krump ’em all but we is gonna teach them a lesson. The humies is gonna fight in the pit!’

			The orks roared and began to chant. ‘In the pit! In the pit! In the pit!’

			The pit, like most ork things, was not imaginatively named. Just outside the prison camp, the greenskins had dug a hole in the ground almost as big as Barracks Five and with walls high enough that it would be impossible to climb out. All around the outside, on storage containers stacked into tiered seating, the orks of Nok ’Eadbasha’s warband had gathered to watch the spectacle.

			Under instructions from ’Eadbasha, the orks had selected two Guardsmen from each barracks. From Barracks Five they had picked Moko, a trooper van Veenan barely knew, and the giant Trooper Skelton, no doubt because it had been him wielding the cutting torch. Those two, and the other ten Guardsmen chosen to fight, fidgeted nervously under ork guard near the edge of the pit.

			The remaining Guardsmen of the Rotauri First sat in a caged section of the seating, made to watch the fighting just like the orks around them – though the mood among the Guardsmen was far more sober than that of the greenskins. Grots with trays hanging from straps around their necks walked up and down the seating handing out refreshments, and the orks greedily grabbed cups of a thick, fermented fungus drink and began tearing into hunks of cooked squig flesh. Some orks had even painted their faces with blue and yellow warpaint and chosen which of the Guardsmen they would root for. They shouted out the number of ‘teef’ they were willing to wager, and a grot would run frantically over to collect and record the amount. Most of them bet on, as seemed appropriate for orks, ‘da biggest humies’.

			‘All right, boyz,’ ’Eadbasha bellowed to the gathered horde. ‘I know we been buildin’ stuff ’stead of wreckin’ stuff but we gonna get some entertainment today. We gonna watch some humies krump each other!’

			The orks roared and stamped their feet in a cacophony of appreciation.

			‘Humies,’ ’Eadbasha said, turning to the selected Guardsmen, ‘dis real simple. Two of ya go in and one of ya comes out. You keep on killin’ each other till there’s one of ya left. Got it?’

			The Guardsmen didn’t reply.

			‘I said got it, ya zoggin’ humie gits?!’ ’Eadbasha roared.

			The Guardsmen nodded.

			‘Good.’ ’Eadbasha turned to the crowd of orks. ‘Let’s have some fightin’ then!’

			The roar from the greenskins was even louder. ‘’Ere we go! ’Ere we go! ’Ere we go!’ they began to chant. ‘’Ere we go! ’Ere we go! ’Ere we gooooo-oh!’

			Van Veenan sat in silence, staring down at the pit. He was tense, his breaths short and sharp, barely able to contain his outrage. There were two targets of van Veenan’s anger, and strangely neither of them had green skin. First, he was furious at himself because Hardnuss’ words echoed in his head like an annoying itch: remember that you could have helped. But most of his rage was directed at someone else. His eyes searched the crowd of Guardsmen and found him – Lieutenant Pokato, that slimy Cerillian mud serpent.

			There was little ceremony to the beginning of the fights. The first two Guardsmen were simply kicked into the pit by their ork guards. Van Veenan knew one of them – Sergeant Tuhoe, a veteran with Second Company. The other was a young trooper he didn’t recognise. All around them the orks bellowed and roared and chanted. ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’

			‘Oi!’ ’Eadbasha yelled. ‘You can zoggin’ start now!’

			‘They can’t make us fight each other, son,’ Tuhoe said to the terrified trooper opposite him.

			When it became clear the humans weren’t going to attack each other, the watching orks made their disappointment known. The roars and chants became boos and hisses. Empty drink cups and half-eaten squig legs were pelted down into the pit.

			‘’Ere,’ ’Eadbasha said, ‘last chance, humies.’ He threw two long-bladed knives onto the dirt between their feet. ‘Maybe you need some cuttas coz of ya tiny pink hands.’

			The Guardsmen remained unmoved.

			‘You is my slaves!’ ’Eadbasha screamed at them. ‘You build when I tells you to build and you fight when I tells you to fight! Now, last chance or I’ll krump you meself!’

			The warboss waited for a moment, tapping his steel boot impatiently on the ground, then, when Sergeant Tuhoe and his opponent did not leap into vicious combat, he growled, a deep rumble that rose angrily from his throat. He jumped into the pit, landing with a heavy thump.

			Both Guardsmen stumbled backwards, but Sergeant Tuhoe showed the fighting spirit of a veteran warrior of the God-Emperor, recovering quickly and facing down the towering foe. The young trooper did not have such a strong resolve, and collapsed back from the nine-foot ork. ’Eadbasha reached out and caught the falling trooper by the front of his shirt. The Guardsman quivered in the ork’s grip, paralysed with terror, a wet stain rapidly covering the front of his trousers. 

			Sergeant Tuhoe moved forward, as if there was anything he could do, but ’Eadbasha reached out and grabbed him with his free hand, the three digits of his power klaw closing with mechanical force around the sergeant’s torso, pinning his arms to his sides. 

			‘I said dis was simple,’ ’Eadbasha roared to the Guardsmen still waiting on the edge of the pit. ‘One of you dies or both of you dies.’ And, with the assistance of the powerful hydraulic rams encasing his arms, he slammed the two Guardsmen together. They impacted face to face like high-speed mag-trains going in opposite directions on the same track. The Guardsmen’s heads didn’t crush so much as they burst like bags of bright red liquid. ’Eadbasha tossed the two headless corpses to the ground and turned his blood-covered face back to the Guardsmen. ‘Whichever of you humies is the last survivor gets to live – dat’s a prize to fight for, ain’t it? So fight!’

			When the next two Guardsmen in the pit refused to fight as well, ’Eadbasha grabbed a burna from a nearby ork and sprayed them with superheated burning promethium. Their screams were short-lived but horrifying.

			It was the third fight when things turned. Van Veenan watched as a Guardsman from Barracks Two – Ratley, he’d overheard Hardnuss say – was dropped into the pit to face off against Trooper Skelton. Both Guardsmen looked at each other and hesitantly glanced up at ’Eadbasha, who was ready­ing the burna for another round of exterminations. Van Veenan could sense the desperation beginning to infect the two in the pit and spreading to those still yet to make their appearance.

			Van Veenan leapt to his feet. ‘Stand your ground,’ he called into the pit. ‘Whatever happens.’

			Skelton looked up and his gaze met van Veenan’s. There was sadness in the huge Guardsman’s eyes and something else – an apology maybe, perhaps disappointment. You’re no hero, sergeant major, he seemed to say, and neither am I.

			Skelton reached down and picked up one of the long-bladed knives. He kicked the other across the ground to Ratley.

			Van Veenan rushed down the tiered seating in long, loping strides, pushing and stumbling through the crowd of watching Guardsmen. He crashed into the cage separating them from the pit and slammed his fists against it.

			‘Skelton! Don’t you fragging raise a weapon against a fellow Guardsman!’

			An ork guard was swift to reach van Veenan, punching him right through the front of the cage, buckling the metal around the impact. Van Veenan was thrown into the front row of Guardsmen, his cut face leaking blood. Dazed, he shouted towards the pit. ‘Don’t do it!’

			Skelton waited for Ratley to pick up the knife and then, ignoring van Veenan’s shouts of protest, charged at the smaller trooper. He dodged Ratley’s weak effort to defend himself and drove the blade hilt-deep into the other Guardsman’s stomach. And, in that moment, van Veenan knew the orks had broken them. The moment the soldiers in that pit turned on each other, the orks had won in a way they hadn’t even when they seized control of Rotauri: they had crushed the troopers’ humanity, reduced them to the same level as the barbaric xenos.

			And so it went from then. Guardsman versus Guardsman to the roaring delight of the orks. Few resisted fighting any more and the orks received their entertainment. Guardsmen slashed at each other with the greenskins’ cuttas, losing chunks of flesh and entire limbs in the process. When one went down their opponent would leap, taking the fight to the ground and beating or hacking them to death in a brutal display of desperate viciousness. After hours of fighting it was Skelton who overcame all others and was ultimately the last one standing.

			He stood in the centre of the pit, his chest heaving. His face and what remained of his once-proud Astra Militarum uniform was splattered with dark, drying blood. The dirt floor of the pit was slick with spilled ichor. Skelton looked up at the roaring orks and hung his head. He dropped to his knees as if the weight of realisation had fallen on him.

			‘’Ere is da winning humie!’ ’Eadbasha shouted to the cheers of the ork crowd. ‘But before you get your prize dere’s one more opponent you get to face as a special bonus for being da toughest. Da ork pit-fightin’ champion, Mikrull da Greenest!’

			Skelton, physically and emotionally beaten, barely looked up as an enormous heap of bright green muscle leapt into the pit, opened his arms wide and bellowed out an immense, ‘WAAAAAGH!’

			Skelton grabbed the two cuttas and rose to his feet to face the ork gladiator, but it was evident he was struggling to stand. Wounded and exhausted, he had little fight left.

			Unarmed, Mikrull stalked towards Skelton. Skelton swung a cutta at Mikrull’s throat, having to reach up at the target above his head, but Mikrull caught Skelton’s wrist in his thick fingers. Skelton wasted no time in swinging the second cutta but Mikrull caught that too. The ork held Skelton by both wrists, lifted him into the air and, with a flick of his arms, slammed Skelton face first onto the ground. 

			Skelton lay immobile in the blood-soaked dirt of the pit. Mikrull roared again and the watching greenskins joined him. He lifted his large foot and brought it down on the back of Skelton’s head. The Rotauri First stared in abject horror as Skelton’s skull was crushed beneath the ork gladiator’s heel. None of the Guardsmen could look away, none except van Veenan, who was staring only at Lieutenant Pokato.

			When the Guardsmen returned to their barracks, van Veenan’s rage had not abated. He was seething with it, his jaw clenched hard enough that he thought he might crack teeth.

			The troopers of Barracks Five entered their now depressingly familiar accommodations with their eyes down. Van Veenan, on the other hand, burst into the building and strode towards Pokato. The lieutenant’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the sergeant major, his bloodied face a storm of fury.

			‘Sergeant major,’ Pokato said, retreating in panic. ‘What are–’

			Van Veenan reached the lieutenant and interrupted him with a stinging right jab perfectly placed on his nose. Pokato stumbled back against the wall and slid to the floor in a jumble of arms and legs. The barracks was quiet, everyone trying to process the day’s events, but now it fell into shocked silence.

			‘Sergeant major,’ Pokato whimpered, touching his nose and pulling away his fingers to inspect the blood flowing freely from his nostrils. ‘You have struck a superior officer!’

			‘Oh, Emperor’s teeth,’ said van Veenan, ‘shut your pre­pubescent face, you treacherous little shit.’

			‘How dare you! I am an officer and the son of the governor.’ Pokato turned to Commissar Hardnuss, who stood a short distance away. ‘Commissar, I demand you discipline the sergeant major. This is unacceptable.’

			‘Ordinarily I would agree wholeheartedly, lieutenant,’ Hardnuss said. ‘Striking a superior requires severe disciplinary action.’ She walked over to where van Veenan loomed over Pokato. ‘However, regulations are non-specific about prisoner-of-war situations. Given the strain placed on all of us over the last month I think it’s suitable to let this go. Plus there are mitigating circumstances.’

			‘And what are those?’ Pokato asked. ‘What possible circumstances excuse the breakdown of discipline within the Astra Militarum?’

			‘Simple,’ Hardnuss said, ‘you are a treacherous little shit.’

			‘Commissar!’ Pokato blustered. ‘This is a disgrace. I am the only officer–’

			Van Veenan interrupted Pokato yet again by slamming his boot on the man’s neck and pinning him back against the wall. The lieutenant choked and gasped. ‘What… are you… doing?!’

			‘Tell them what you did,’ van Veenan said, in a tone that would plant fear in the heart of just about anyone but a Space Marine.

			‘Somebody… do something.’ Pokato’s eyes were panicked.

			‘Tell them what you did.’

			‘I… I don’t know what you’re… talking about.’

			Van Veenan steadily increased the pressure. Pokato grabbed at van Veenan’s boot, but he had little hope of getting free of the veteran Guardsman. ‘Tell them you ratted them out. Tell them how you told the orks they were going to sabotage the lift of the arm.’

			‘No,’ Pokato said, his face turning red, his voice mangled from the pressure van Veenan was applying to his voice box. ‘I didn’t.’

			Van Veenan grabbed the uprights of a bunk for leverage and pressed more of his weight down. Pokato began to flail and hit weakly, now almost unable to breathe.

			‘Tell them how you gave the orks a signal when Trooper Skelton started cutting.’

			‘You what?’ Trotter said from nearby. ‘You told the greenskins?’

			Pokato shook his head.

			‘Tell these troopers the truth!’ Van Veenan roared, unleashing all the fury he’d carried back with him from the fighting pit.

			‘Okay,’ Pokato rasped.

			Van Veenan pulled his foot away. Pokato took a deep, ragged breath.

			‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I told the greenskins… about the sabotage… I was trying to protect–’

			‘Trying to protect what, you conniving bastard?’ Trotter said. ‘I had friends in that pit. Skelton–’ Her voice caught and she couldn’t go on.

			‘You’re a fragging traitor is what you are,’ another said.

			All the Guardsmen in the barracks were looming towards Pokato. His eyes grew even more terrified at the sight of the gathering mob. Van Veenan didn’t move. He let the troopers of Barracks Five stalk towards Pokato, who hurriedly stood. ‘Stop. Listen. I ordered you not to attempt that sabotage because I knew if you succeeded even more of us would be punished.’

			‘You’re trying to act like you protected these men and women,’ van Veenan said, ‘but you turned on them.’

			‘Maybe we should have a fighting pit of our own,’ Trotter said. ‘You can go first. Against all of us.’

			Pokato stumbled as he moved sideways along the wall of the barracks, desperately trying to put some distance between himself and the Guardsmen. He rushed to the door and began banging on it with his fist. ‘Help! Let me out!’ He bashed the door as hard as he could. ‘They’re going to tear me apart!’

			The door unlocked and swung open. Urzog was standing there. ‘Wot is all the zoggin’ racket?’

			‘They’re going to kill me,’ Pokato said as he hurried out of the barracks, pushing past Urzog.

			‘Oi!’ Urzog yelled. ‘Dis humie is runnin’!’

			‘What?’ Pokato said, as he stopped and turned, his voice desperate. ‘No, I’m not running. They’re going to kill me in there.’

			Two orks grabbed Pokato roughly by the arms.

			‘I’m not trying to escape. I’m the one who told you about the sabotage, remember?’

			‘You ain’t allowed out of your barracks after the door gets locked, humie,’ said one of the orks that had hold of him. ‘Da boss said it’s the only time we’s allowed to krump you.’

			‘Please,’ Pokato said, ‘they’re going to tear me apart.’ 

			‘They gonna tear you apart?’ the ork said.

			‘Yes,’ Pokato answered. ‘Help me.’

			‘Humies aren’t good at tearin’ apart. You ain’t got strong arms like us boyz. We’s show you tearin’ apart.’

			‘No!’ Pokato pleaded. ‘Stop! You said you’d keep me alive!’

			‘I never said dat.’

			‘Urzog did,’ Pokato squealed. ‘Ask him. We had a deal.’

			Urzog stared at the lieutenant and lifted his broad shoulders in a shrug. ‘Don’t remember.’

			The orks holding Pokato looked at each other and also shrugged. They pulled in opposite directions, and with a pop and a squelching tear they ripped off both of Pokato’s arms. He screamed, howling in pain and terror and calling out desperately for mercy as blood spurted from each side of his torso. The orks looked at each other again, then beat Lieutenant Tam Pokato, son of the governor of Rotauri, to death with his own arms, howling joyously as they did so.

			The Guardsmen from Barracks Five looked on through the doorway.

			‘Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy,’ van Veenan said. ‘At least he died like a Guardsman even if he never lived like one.’ He turned to look at Commissar Hardnuss. ‘Fine then, commissar, I guess you get your wish. I’m the ranking officer now. Let’s figure out how to get the Holy Throne out of here.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Van Veenan moved with the mass of Guardsmen making the daily trudge to the transport yard. Six weeks they’d been captives now. Six long weeks working as slaves for the greenskins. But at least van Veenan had focus. He had a mission and whenever he felt himself sliding back into despondency, he just had to remember the way Skelton had looked at him from the pit. That was enough to remind him that he couldn’t abandon these troopers, not the way the Imperium apparently had. 

			Van Veenan approached a group of Guardsmen from Barracks Five. On a nod from him they slowed, slipped their hands into their pockets and turned them inside out, empty­ing black dirt on the ground. Van Veenan’s original idea had been to stealthily dispose of soil by having Guardsmen sew secret pouches inside the bottoms of their trousers, which would be slowly emptied over the course of each day. But the orks had proved so unobservant that dumping pocketfuls of dirt and roughly kicking the piles around was plenty sufficient to remain undetected. 

			It was still tedious work as they could only move small amounts of dirt at a time, but they’d been doing it for a week straight and with the amount of Guardsmen now involved in van Veenan’s scheme, it was startling how much soil they could displace.

			Planning for their elaborate escape had begun the night after the pit fights even while Lieutenant Pokato’s screams still hung in the air.

			‘Okay,’ van Veenan had explained, ‘the concept is simple but will be difficult to pull off. We start a tunnel here in Barracks Five and go straight down, three yards at least. Then we dig a straight shot for a hundred yards before angling back up to the surface. That will bring the tunnel up in the forest beyond the fence. Three yards down should be deep enough that we don’t disturb any mines the orks have placed around the perimeter. We’ll keep the tunnel small but will still need to reinforce it with wood slats from the beds and shelves, plus whatever else we can take without it being too obvious. We’ll dispose of the soil in small batches, which will be the hardest part – other than avoiding certain death if we’re caught.’

			Just as Commissar Hardnuss had said, most of the Guardsmen believed the stories about van Veenan and they followed his plan to the letter, completely confident that he was guided by the God-Emperor. He didn’t have the heart to tell them he was completely improvising. Still, that shouldn’t have come as a surprise; he’d been in a lot of unusual situations throughout his career and often improvisation had been the only way out.

			After dumping today’s soil the Guardsmen entered the yard, walking into the long shadow of the enormous ork effigy that loomed over everything in the camp, a jumble of red and yellow metal panels cut from containers; green sheets pulled from Munitorum truck bodies; and dirty, blackened steel stripped from the promethium refinery. The towering idol was complete but for the lower arms. The angular head, a little undersized for the immense body, was hinged at the jawline and the face and top of the head was folded open. Inside the metallic skull was a chair. Two mekboys, one of which was Rukaz himself, and several grots moved around inside, securing the chair and working to connect and solder a veritable spider’s web of wires in place.

			Rukaz leaned forward, hanging out of the open head, and yelled to the mekboys on the ground.

			‘All right, you lot,’ he called, ‘tell ’em to bring up the weird ’un – and you better get the boss, ’e’ll want to see it fire up I ’spose.’

			Once Rukaz’s order reached them, a group of orks opened the door to a rockcrete bunker ordinarily used to store highly volatile chemicals or ammunition. With a tentativeness rarely seen in the greenskins, four orks entered the bunker while two remained outside with shootas trained on the door. Moments later the four orks re-emerged literally dragging a fifth with them. They pulled it along the ground by chains that were wrapped around it what must have been twenty times, pinning its arms to its side and holding its legs together. The ork squirmed and fought but the heavy chains held tight so that it could do little but flop around like a fish pulled up onto dry land. The ork wore nothing but tattered yellow rags and strapped to its head with a dozen buckles was the colourfully wired helmet van Veenan had seen other Guardsmen making. When, in its desperate thrashing, the chained ork rolled to face the watching Guardsmen, van Veenan saw its eyes were ablaze with a phosphorescent green glow.

			‘My ’ead!’ the ork called out in a pained cry. ‘I is gonna blow! Take this thing off so I’s can zap somethin’!’

			‘Bring ’im up ’ere so we can wire ’im into the capacitive amplification unit,’ Rukaz called. ‘Quickly, you zoggin’ gits! Remember what ’appened last time!’

			Van Veenan had seen psykers before. Once, when he was still with the Talissian 51st, he’d fought alongside a sanctioned psyker and had watched him manipulate immense towers of flame into swirling vortices and send them out to engulf hordes of slavering tyranids. This chained-up ork must be one of the greenskin psykers, the ones they called weirdboyz. But where the sanctioned psykers van Veenan had seen had been rigorously trained, constantly monitored and covered in holy seals to lend them the resilience of the God-Emperor against the dangers of the warp, the ork weirdboy was physically pulsating with uncontrolled power, ready, like an unpinned grenade, to explode at any moment. Hesitantly, the orks hoisted the weirdboy onto their shoulders and carried it up the scaffolding to the head of the massive construction.

			It was hard to see the details from ground level but van Veenan heard Rukaz shouting orders through the screaming and moaning of the weirdboy. They forced it into the chair, strapping it in place with more buckled straps and extra chains. Grots scampered around soldering hanging wires to those spraying out from the helmet. When they’d finished, Rukaz flipped a large lever and with a hydraulic drone the skull of the monstrous ork effigy began to close. Rukaz, the mekboys and the grots hurried out as the face lowered, hiding the still-struggling weirdboy from view.

			As Rukaz and his team of assistants descended the scaffolding, the enormous figure of Warboss Nok ’Eadbasha stomped into the yard, orks and grots scampering away at the sound of his hydraulically assisted footfalls. When he reached the ground Mekboy Rukaz completely ignored the warboss. He backed up, his face turned skywards to stare at the head of the giant ork, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

			‘Rukaz,’ ’Eadbasha said with obvious impatience, ‘wot’s ’appening then?’

			Rukaz turned to look at the warboss. ‘We’ve strapped the weirdboy into the phase-invariant amplifier.’

			‘Wot?’ ’Eadbasha snapped. ‘Speak proper, you brainy git.’

			He kept it hidden from the much larger ork, but van Veenan noticed the way the mekboy rolled his sharp red eyes. ‘The weirdboy’s energy is being ampli– made bigger and will shoot out into space so that orks all over the galaxy will feel it.’ 

			’Eadbasha smiled. ‘And join my Waaagh! Right. Good. ’Ow is we gonna know if it works?’

			Rukaz didn’t answer. He just stood watching. Then, the eyes of the ork effigy began to glow with that same light that had emanated from the weirdboy, a bright green illumination that suddenly gave this enormous conglomeration of mismatched metal the eerie sense of being alive. Crackles of energy in curling bolts of emerald ran from the head down the torso before earthing into the ground. The air filled with a faint buzzing and van Veenan felt the hair all over his body stand on end.

			‘Haha!’ Mekboy Rukaz exclaimed. His body jerked with twitches and convulsions as the coils on his back picked up the energy being exuded by the effigy, firing zaps of green straight into his head. ‘That’s ’ow we know it’s gonna work! I told you I was the brainiest mekboy. I knew I could amplify spontaneous emissions out of a weirdboy’s ’ead.’

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ Warboss ’Eadbasha said, ‘you is a right genius. Now wot?’

			‘Now we wait,’ Rukaz said. ‘The signal is being sent out tellin’ more boyz to come ’ere, and while that’s happening we move on to stage two of construction.’

			‘Stage two?’ ’Eadbasha asked. ‘Wot’s that?’

			‘We need to complete the internal fit-out, control and propulsive systems,’ Rukaz said. When he noticed the way ’Eadbasha’s misshapen forehead furrowed in obvious confusion, he explained, ‘We need to make it move.’

			There it was, van Veenan thought to himself, confirmation of his and Hardnuss’ fears. The ork effigy was not just some enormous statue designed to draw orks from across the galaxy – it was going to be a vast, ambulatory engine of war.

			‘Yeah,’ ’Eadbasha said. ‘I know that.’

			‘Plus we need to fit the weapon systems.’

			The warboss’ thick green face broke into the widest grin van Veenan had ever seen, showing almost all his crooked teeth and yellowing tusk-like fangs. ‘The dakka.’

			‘Yes,’ Rukaz said. ‘The dakka.’

			While most Guardsmen were in the yard witnessing the ork effigy burst to life with weird energy, inside Barracks Five Commissar Hardnuss and a dozen other troopers worked on the tunnel. Most of the work took place at night, but van Veenan and Hardnuss had taken advantage of the greenskins’ inattention to keep a crew digging during the day.

			The most difficult thing had been getting through the rockcrete floor. Corporal Trotter and Trooper Williams had been tasked with stealing whatever tools they could to assist with breaking through. They’d ended up with a large rotary-bladed saw and several heavy-headed hammers. The saw had no problem cutting rockcrete but it was slow work and it was loud. Luckily, as more time passed with the orks remaining here in ’Eadbasha’s camp and not out slaughtering their way across the galaxy, pit-fighting tournaments among the greenskins had become increasingly common. While the orks drank and roared at one of these pit fights, the residents of Barracks Five used the opportunity to cut through the rockcrete floor in a rear corner of the storeroom. The open square of soil could easily be hidden by dragging a bunk over the tunnel opening.

			Tunnel construction was now well under way. Having dug straight down, the Guardsmen had begun work on the long horizontal section. Three troopers worked in shifts in the tight confines at the tunnel face, digging and clearing away the soil with handmade picks and shovels. They loaded a small wheeled cart – also handmade by the Guardsmen – with the dirt they removed. Two ropes were tied to the cart, one coiled up on the floor near the diggers and the other running back to the Guardsmen waiting at the tunnel entrance. When the cart was full, those at the tunnel face would tug on the rope running back down the tunnel. On that signal the Guardsmen at the entrance would pull the cart down to them, empty it out, and then signal for those at the tunnel face to retrieve it and continue. 

			In this way the tunnel had reached almost thirty yards long and while Guardsmen worked to dig and remove dirt as fast as they could, another group built and installed wooden supports along the tunnel to avoid the roof or walls collapsing.

			Commissar Hardnuss stood in the vertical drop at the tunnel entrance, keeping watch and supervising construction. Hardnuss stepped back as the Guardsmen holding this end of the rope nodded and began to pull another cartload of soil down the tunnel. When the cart rattled out of the tunnel entrance, they tipped the load onto the ground and tugged the rope to send it back. Hardnuss set to helping pack the soil into the small pouches that would be distributed among the troops and disposed of during tomorrow’s march to the yard.

			They were almost finished packing this load when a dull thump came from inside the tunnel, followed by muffled shouts of panic. Moments later one Guardsman, Corporal Tua from Barracks Three, emerged grimy and wide-eyed from the opening.

			‘Cave in,’ he panted, out of breath from a desperate crawl back down the length of the tunnel, ‘about twenty yards in. Something gave way. Gemmell, Vercoe and Enoka have been buried.’

			‘Throne,’ Hardnuss said, ‘get some shovels and come on.’

			She shrugged off her heavy Commissariat greatcoat before grabbing one of the small hand shovels. She all but shoved Corporal Tua aside and dived head first into the tunnel, crawling on hands and knees as quickly as she could into the gloom. The Guardsmen had only managed to secure a handful of lumen globes and used them sparingly, so most of the tunnel was shrouded in darkness.

			‘Commissar, is that you?’ she heard from ahead of her as she reached the location where a pair of troopers were working on reinforcing the tunnel supports. They had a lumen globe with them but the tunnel collapse ahead had filled the air with thick brown dust yet to settle.

			‘It is,’ she responded as she approached. ‘What happened?’

			‘We heard the wood splinter,’ one Guardsman said, ‘then it all came down.’

			‘We were working our way along to add more support but we didn’t get there in time,’ the other added. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am.’

			She could have told them it was all right, that it wasn’t their fault, but she was a commissar and she’d learned long ago that it was best not to let any troopers get comfortable around you – even in this situation. Besides, she feared she was already too late and would not delay further with sentimental nonsense.

			‘Give me your lumen,’ she said, holding her hand out, ‘quickly now.’

			The Guardsman grabbed it from where it hung on a nail nearby and handed it to her. Without another word Hardnuss hurried into the pitch-darkness ahead. The Guardsmen digging at the tunnel face would have had a lumen globe with them too, but that was buried under collapsed soil now, just as they would be.

			As she crawled ahead, the light of her lumen globe fell on the mound of soil marking the location of the collapse. Without hesitation she dropped the globe and began to dig. Corporal Tua was soon beside her, both of them shovelling soil. The dirt, freshly dropped to fill the tunnel opening, was loose and easy to displace, but there was a lot of it and in the tight confines they could only move so much at a time.

			It took ten minutes before Hardnuss’ shovel blade came to a jolting stop against the brown boot of an Imperial Guard trooper. She and Tua worked frantically in the hot, sweaty tunnel to clear away enough dirt that they could pull the trooper free. But when they did, Hardnuss’ fears were realised. It was Trooper Enoka, a stocky woman who had proven a natural at digging tunnels. As they pulled her into the open, they found her eyes wide, brown and black spots of dirt stuck to her unmoving eyeballs. Her mouth was open as if gasping for breath, but all that had filled her throat was black soil.

			‘Help!’

			The call was coming from ahead, muted by the fallen earth but unmistakably originating from the other side of the collapse. Hardnuss shovelled as fast as she could, calling for Tua to hurry despite the fact he was working just as fast as she was. Eventually they broke through to another buried Guardsman, this time barely missing taking fingers off with the end of their shovels – fingers that squirmed, clawing for fresh air. They cleared soil up to the shoulders before grabbing the arms and pulling. Trooper Gemmell came out coughing and spluttering.

			‘Vercoe’s still in there.’

			It didn’t take long to locate Vercoe, who, luckily, had been on the other side of the collapse. She crawled through the hole Hardnuss and Tua cleared. Her face sank when she saw Enoka’s body nearby.

			‘No,’ she said, crawling up beside her and laying her hand on her cheek. ‘No.’

			Trooper Gemmell looked to Commissar Hardnuss. ‘They were… together.’

			Vercoe turned to Hardnuss. Her eyes were glassy and red as she fought to keep the tears back. ‘This is too dangerous, commissar. We can’t keep going. We’re barely a third done and it’s starting to collapse.’

			Hardnuss hardened herself. They all thought of her, as they did most of the Commissariat, as a cold-hearted, uncompromising disciplinarian. The truth was Hardnuss would have preferred to comfort Vercoe. But soft-hearted commissars led to disciplinary breakdowns and even though they were prisoners, she could not allow that. As a commissar she simply accepted that in order to keep humanity safe there were those in the Imperium who had to push more of their humanity aside than others; they had to be Hard Nuts.

			She thinned her eyes at Vercoe. ‘Unauthorised fraternisation within a regiment is against regulations, trooper. It leads to loss of focus. Now pick up your shovel and keep digging.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			In retrospect, thinking the orks would build anything this big and not fit it with enormous, bowel-loosening guns was extraordinarily short-sighted. What sort of effigy would the greenskins consider fit for their gods other than one that could be used in war? Two days after the mammoth ork had lit up with glowing green energy, ten greenskin trukks had driven into the camp spewing pillars of grey smoke into the air. Two of them were loaded with smaller equipment while the remainder drove eight abreast, the barrel of an enormous cannon laid across their flat trays. After they were unloaded the trukks left and later returned with the barrel of a second cannon. They returned a third time with housings, support structures and pieces of an immense firing mechanism. Here, van Veenan realised, were the lower arms of the ork.

			‘It’s as we suspected,’ Commissar Hardnuss was saying to van Veenan as they stood side by side in the yard watching the trucks roll in. ‘This isn’t just a transmitter, it’s a Gargant – an ork war machine on par with the Titans built by the tech-priests of Mars.’

			‘I don’t imagine the Adeptus Mechanicus would care to have their work compared with that,’ van Veenan said.

			‘No,’ Hardnuss agreed. ‘But it’s certainly of a similar size.’

			Van Veenan sighed. ‘Yes, and I can’t say I’m reassured by the glowing green eyes either.’

			Before Hardnuss could reply, a rumbling roar filled the air, louder than thunder and rolling on and on. The sky above them was suddenly alight with an orange glow and the thin wispy clouds began to churn. A void ship was entering the planet’s atmosphere – a void ship large enough that it had no business entering the atmosphere at all.

			The entire sky appeared to be tearing open. Eventually the roaring, boiling fire parted and the shape of the ship became clear. It was descending to the planet’s surface some distance beyond the confines of the prison camp. In the void of space it was easy to forget the scale of the ships crossing against the black, but here, as one attempted to land on the surface, it was a stark reminder of their sheer size. It must have been close to two and a half miles long and resembled an Imperial light cruiser, the long body peppered with arched windows and bearing a distinctive scooped plough at the front. But this was no Imperial ship, at least not any more. The front had been converted to approximate a blue ork skull with its mouth wide open, a gaping maw filled with teeth and two enormous curving tusks. Across the hull were other colourful additions: armour and cannons and skull motifs that could only be the work of the chaotic minds of ork mekboys, minds van Veenan was now all too familiar with.

			‘’Ere comes a kroozer of Deathskull boyz for me WAAAAGH!’ ’Eadbasha roared in delight as he emerged from his headquarters. 

			The massive ork ship dropped towards the surface of Rotauri, the forest below bent under the blast of the descent thrusters, centuries-old trees snapping like twigs beneath a boot. They were here. Whatever fringe science Rukaz had cooked up in his xenos brain had worked and it had brought a massive ork kroozer here in only days.

			Van Veenan looked at Commissar Hardnuss. They both knew the situation had escalated. As much as van Veenan was loath to admit it, this had become about more than escape. The wider Imperium needed to know what was happening on this backwater planet. What had started as a relatively small-scale ork invasion had blossomed into the beginnings of a major threat.

			‘We need to speed up tunnel construction,’ van Veenan said to Hardnuss. ‘We’ve probably only got a few weeks until the Gargant is finished and now ’Eadbasha’s plan is actually working. We need to work around the clock.’

			‘We’ve already had multiple cave ins,’ Hardnuss said, ‘one of which I had to dig troopers out of myself. We haven’t got enough material to reinforce the tunnel.’

			‘Get each barracks to strip everything they can. We’ll build more tunnels and start moving material into Barracks Five.’

			‘That’s a huge risk,’ Hardnuss said.

			‘Yeah, well, I guess it’s time to find out whether I really am blessed by the Emperor.’

			It was early morning and van Veenan’s eyes stung with lack of sleep. One of his eyelids had been twitching for eight straight days and his head had been pounding almost as long. He knew he was at the limit of physical endurance. He’d slept maybe ten hours over the last week and saw from the deep black rings under the eyes of the surrounding Guardsmen that they too were reaching breaking point. But they were close now. So close.

			Van Veenan stood at the entrance to the main escape tunnel, helping to pass along planks of wood being brought in from the side tunnels. The escape tunnel now extended about eighty yards out from Barracks Five. Van Veenan had enlisted the help of troopers who’d served as a Basilisk artillery crew to perform range estimation, and their approximation put the tunnel out past the fence but not yet into the forest. Smaller passages had been dug between the barracks until a network of tunnels criss-crossed underneath the camp, allowing transport of material and Guardsmen from any barracks to any other and ultimately into Barracks Five and the main tunnel. ‘Honouring the Emperor’ was the code for their escape attempt and it would hopefully take place within the week. 

			Two more ork craft had arrived since the first. One had been another light cruiser, the other a rok – a greenskin ‘ship’ constructed by hollowing out an asteroid and outfitting it with engines and as many guns as the orks could fit on the available surface area. The rok hadn’t so much landed as it had plummeted in barely controlled atmospheric entry, slamming into the surface with a devastating impact. It had come down several hundred miles away at least, keeping the prison camp safe from the shock wave and resultant shower of debris. 

			Even having made planetfall so far away, the orks of the rok were slowly making their way towards the monstrous Gargant like a teeming mass of pilgrims approaching a holy site. With that, and the other two ships, the population of greenskins had swelled. Most of them stayed out of the prison camp on the orders of Warboss ’Eadbasha, who van Veenan was sure had grown bigger since so many orks had flooded to join his Waaagh! The recently arrived xenos had established a settlement nearby that was rapidly turning into a sprawling shanty town, adding to both the overpowering smell and the amount of conflict breaking out between orks of different clan affiliations. 

			The eyes of the massive Gargant still glowed and bolts of green lightning regularly shot down its height or arced off to hit the roofs of nearby buildings, or ground out through nearby orks causing them to pop like oversized green pimples. The construction efforts had now moved to the interior of the machine, the massive cannons had been attached to the arms and heavy motors were brought across from the refinery to act as propulsion. Huge electro-magnetic pistons, also pilfered from the promethium refinery, were positioned inside the legs and arms where they connected to massive gears at the joints. A control room was established in the chest section and stairs and ladders were being erected throughout the inside. It would soon be operational.

			‘All right,’ van Veenan said to the Guardsmen working around him, ‘let’s close up the tunnels for the morning. Pass the word to rotate the day shift in. Twenty pouches of soil back to each barracks and remind them to at least spread it out. I saw half a dozen dirt piles yesterday morning. Let’s not get complacent this close to the end.’

			The Guardsmen moved back through the tunnel system to their own barracks, where they covered the tunnel entrances, cleaned themselves up as best they could, filled their pockets with soil and waited innocently for the ork guards to lead them to work.

			When he arrived at the yard, van Veenan saw Rukaz approaching. The mekboy had his goggled eyes fixed on him and was moving with determined haste. Van Veenan, having never had much to do with the head mekboy, stopped, a little taken aback by the sudden attention.

			‘You,’ Rukaz said when he reached van Veenan, his head twitching as energy jumped between the coils on his back. ‘You are some kinda nob for the humies, aren’t you?’

			‘Company Sergeant Major Marcus van Veenan, Rotauri First Infantry, First Company.’

			Rukaz lifted the green-lensed goggles up and rested them on his forehead. He stared at van Veenan as he jammed his finger in his ear, wriggled it around and then smelled it with an oddly satisfied look on his green face. ‘Long name,’ he said.

			‘You can call me van Veenan.’

			‘Right, well you listen to me, humie nob van Veenanz, I know you sneaky humies are up to somethin’. The others are too thick to notice but I see you lot skulkin’ about with dirt in your keks.’

			Van Veenan’s heart froze.

			‘Oh,’ Rukaz said, slapping his hands on the sides of his face in mock surprise. ‘Da humie is shocked. You think you is real smart but I is the smartest mekboy in the whole galaxy and that makes me proper brainy.’ He pointed back towards the Gargant. ‘I built that.’

			‘Well, actually us humies built it,’ van Veenan said.

			Rukaz growled. ‘You know wot I mean. I imagined it up.’

			Van Veenan looked at the Gargant. ‘Bit small, isn’t it?’

			‘Wot?’

			‘I don’t know, I was just expecting it to be bigger. More guns at least.’

			Rukaz growled again. ‘You think I’m not smart enough to notice you sneakin’ about. I been watching you, van Veenanz. I could tell Warboss ’Eadbasha to go lookin’ for your tunnels right now.’

			Van Veenan raised an eyebrow. ‘But you’re not going to?’

			Mekboy Rukaz sniffed. His face twitched. He shrugged. ‘You better ’urry up and get to the yard, humie nob van Veenanz. You and your humies got to finish my Gargant before you get about your sneakin’.’

			Van Veenan stared at the mekboy as the ork turned and walked away. He had the distinctly unpleasant feeling he was now engaged in a battle of wits with a greenskin and was somehow losing.

			He thought about his encounter with Rukaz all day. No ork guards came to tear his limbs off or drag him to the fighting pit or toss him over the fence to the gathering orks of the Waaagh! By late afternoon he’d almost driven himself crazy trying to decide what Rukaz’s game had been: was he trying to goad him into launching an escape so they’d be caught? Or was he hinting they should escape, helping him because he was pursuing his own scheme against the warboss? Still, by the time the red sun of Rotauri began to set and the sky slowly blended from the white-blue of the day to the pink of evening, van Veenan had decided. He moved among the Guardsmen as subtly as he could and gave them a simple message to spread. Tonight, a full week early, they would honour the Emperor.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			‘We’re only at eighty-five yards,’ said Corporal Roha, one of the Basilisk crew who seemed to see distance markers every­where they looked. ‘If we bring the tunnel up we won’t have reached the forest.’

			Van Veenan knew the thick forest would provide much-needed cover for their escape; having the tunnel exit in open ground was a huge risk. He rubbed his stinging eyes and looked around at the gathered troops, Commissar Hardnuss, Corporal Trotter, Corporal Tua and others who had been instrumental in the execution of the escape plan. He realised something then that he hadn’t appreciated during his career as a front-line Guardsman. Something that made him – at least partially – reconsider his attitude towards those in command. The orders that came down from the captains and the colonels and the lord militant generals that had seemed so ludicrous to those on the front lines must have been made under circumstances very similar to this. Risk versus reward. Cost versus benefit. Impossible choices. Did they go now and risk being seen during their desperate dash for freedom, or did they wait, knowing that at least one of the orks was well aware that they were building an escape tunnel?

			‘We just have to hope the darkness is enough,’ van Veenan said. ‘Pass the word along, we’re bringing up the tunnel.’

			And that was what they did. Despite the hesitation he knew they felt, each of them nodded and moved off. The order was passed to the Guardsmen in the tunnel to start digging upwards and breach the surface. Trotter and the others used the minor tunnels to move off to the other barracks, spreading the word that it was time to prepare for the escape.

			Commissar Hardnuss turned to look at van Veenan, who obviously wore his concern on his face.

			‘They know what to do, sergeant major,’ she said. ‘You’ve readied them well. This will work.’

			Van Veenan nodded. She was right. He’d readied them as best as he could. They knew what to do. Once the tunnel breached the ground, the opening would be reinforced and two ladders sent down the tunnel. A sentry would use one ladder to watch for any ork guards and signal when it was clear for Guardsmen to escape up the other.

			Commissar Hardnuss would lead the first group of twenty-five troopers down the tunnel. Then fifteen minutes later the next group would go. Throughout the night, at fifteen-minute intervals, groups of twenty to twenty-five Guardsmen would make their escape. Naturally, van Veenan would lead the last group. 

			It took a little less than two hours to bring the tunnel to the surface, reinforce the opening and put the ladders in place. In that time, van Veenan made only one alteration to his plan. He would act as watch sentry for the first group. He needed to see them safely away.

			The first group of escapees was already in Barracks Five fidgeting with nerves as Corporal Tua came crawling out of the tunnel. He looked up at van Veenan and nodded. ‘We’re through, sarge,’ he said. ‘Twenty yards short of the woods, just like we thought. It’s a good night for it though, it’s dark out there.’

			‘Thanks, corporal,’ van Veenan said. He turned to look at the gathered Guardsmen. ‘You all know the plan. When you reach the end of the tunnel, wait for my signal to go. When you go up and over, keep low and make for the trees.’ He paused a moment and added, ‘The Emperor protects.’

			Van Veenan climbed down and began the long crawl through the dimly lit passage. At the end of the tunnel he climbed the ladder and peered out through the hole in the ground, keeping only the top of his head exposed. Tua was right, neither of Rotauri’s small moons hung in the sky and darkness lay heavy. The prison camp was bathed in a sickly yellow glow from high lumen towers, but luckily the diffuse light didn’t reach the tunnel exit. Van Veenan turned to examine the treeline. It seemed so close and yet dangerously far away. Darkness had wound itself around the trunks of trees to provide the perfect cover – provided they made it there. He turned his attention back to the prison camp, watching for ork patrols. A group of greenskins passed, arguing loudly about whose fist was the biggest, but they never once looked in the direction of the tunnel.

			He looked down at Hardnuss and gestured for her to go. She climbed the ladder, looked over to him and, in a moment of human connection he’d never had with a member of the Commissariat, reached out a hand. Van Veenan took hold of it. She locked eyes with him, squeezed his hands with a vice-like shake and nodded. Then she climbed out and, crouching low, dashed away into the thick shadow of the trees.

			Van Veenan watched her go, alert for any signal that the orks had spotted her fleeing across the dark ground, and only when she vanished into the thick gloom of the trees did he allow himself to breathe again. He exhaled slowly, calming his nerves. The first of them had made it. They could all make it.

			He looked down and nodded for the next Guardsmen to go. They climbed the ladder, up and out, and stalked low across the grass and into the trees where Hardnuss would be waiting. Each time a new Guardsman came out of the tunnel, van Veenan checked the surrounds for any guards, watched the fence-line and listened intently until he was sure they were clear. Then he would signal for them to exit the tunnel.

			After the eleventh had made their way across to the trees, he was about to signal the next when he heard the crack of a footfall breaking a twig and the gruff voices of two approaching orks.

			‘I’ll be warboss of me own lot of boyz one day. Won’t be doin’ any zoggin’ patrols then.’

			‘Yeah, you be warboss of cleanin’ the squig pen.’

			‘Shut ya face. I is gonna work me way up.’

			‘Go on then, ya git. Challenge ’Eadbasha in da pit. Show everyone you is toughest.’

			‘I will. Next time there’s a pit fight I’ll challenge the boss in front of everyone, show ’em dat I should be the boss.’

			‘Zog off ya will. Pass me dat fungus beer. You ’ad too much.’

			Keeping the barest amount of his head visible, van Veenan watched the pair of orks trudge past. They were outside the camp but were keeping close to the light as they patrolled the perimeter. As they moved closer, van Veenan lowered himself down the ladder and with a sudden crack the rung bearing his weight snapped. His feet dropped out from under him but he held tight to keep from falling.

			‘Oi,’ he heard one of the ork guards say. ‘You ’ear that?’

			‘’Ear what?’

			‘A snappin’ noise.’

			‘I ain’t ’ear nothin’ but you gobbin’ off. Now pass me dat beer back.’

			Van Veenan exhaled. He pulled himself back up the ladder and watched the bulky shapes of the ork guards disappearing into the dark. He waited at least a minute and then motioned for the Guardsman to go.

			The rest of the twenty-five Guardsmen made it out of the tunnel and into the relative safety of the dark woods without incident. Van Veenan watched the trees for a good five minutes after the last of them had gone. There was nothing he could do now. Hardnuss would take command of that group, moving them off on the long march through the forest to Flaxton, where the Rotauri First had been headquartered, and hopefully contact Imperial forces, inform them of the rapidly growing ork threat and request reinforcements. Van Veenan descended the ladder and began crawling back through the tunnel towards Barracks Five, where he would oversee the rest of the escape.

			By the time Corporal Tua led the third group of Guardsmen down the tunnel he allowed himself a sliver of belief that they might pull this off. They had been right to put their faith in Sergeant Major van Veenan, and perhaps what some of the troopers said about him being blessed by the Emperor was true after all. Van Veenan’s escape plan certainly seemed to have His blessing.

			Tua climbed the ladder, keeping watch, and was ready to clear the first of his Guardsmen to make for the trees when he heard the loud approach of two orks. The same two greenskins that had passed just over an hour before were making their way back around the outskirts of the camp. Tua stayed low, remaining patient as the orks approached, waiting for them to pass before sending his troops up and out of the tunnel exit. Unfortunately, the inebriated orks, who must have been consuming fungus beer at an alarming rate, were wandering directly towards the tunnel.

			‘I is gonna drive the big Gargant.’

			‘You is not. Only the mekboyz are gonna drive it.’

			‘I could if I wanted to.’

			‘You don’t know anything about it, you zoggin’ git.’

			‘I is not a git. You is a git.’

			‘Git.’

			‘Call me a git again and I’ll bloody well krump ya.’

			‘Zoggin’ git.’

			The first ork roared and swung a wild, beer-fuelled punch at its patrol partner. The haymaker strike landed awkwardly but was still hard enough to send the second ork staggering directly towards the tunnel exit. It stumbled, tripped over its feet and fell directly into the tunnel opening.

			Tua cursed as the ork fell past him and slammed into the dirt at the bottom of the hole. Shocked, the greenskin stood, shook its head and found itself looking directly into the face of Corporal Tua. It took the ork a moment before its red eyes grew wide.

			‘Humies! Da humies ’ave a tunnel!’

			‘Shit,’ Corporal Tua said. ‘Shit! Fall back! Fall back now!’

			Even as Tua was screaming at the Guardsmen to retreat, the second ork jumped down into the hole. Both orks grabbed their shootas and began firing indiscriminately at the Guardsmen around them and those still in the tunnel. In that moment, Corporal Tua’s thoughts turned to the God-Emperor. He had time to wonder why the Emperor had chosen that moment to lift van Veenan’s blessing and forsake them all to their enemy before several explosive shells entered his back and erupted out his chest, opening his torso in a splatter across the freshly dug dirt. 

			Inside Barracks Five, van Veenan heard the kinetic booms of ork shootas firing from beyond the prison camp. Though the deafening cracks of the ork weapons echoed and bounced off the buildings outside, the sound was unmistakably coming from the direction of the escape tunnel.

			These booming blasts alerted not only van Veenan to the discovery of the tunnel but also drew the attention of every greenskin within earshot, including those newly arrived orks in their rickety shanty town – and, of course, not wanting to miss out on some fighting, they came streaming towards the noise. 

			The troopers who’d been in the tunnel when orks began swarming back the other way came flooding out in a mass of chaotic confusion. They poured like rats fleeing water up and out of the tunnel entrance. Van Veenan grabbed the next trooper that clambered out of the tunnel, a young off-world girl, and spun her to look at him. ‘Give me the situation, trooper.’

			‘Orks found the tunnel, sergeant.’ She spoke quickly, her pupils dilated from both the darkness and the adrenaline flooding her body. ‘They’re coming!’

			Van Veenan suddenly found himself pumped full of adrenaline too.

			‘How many soldiers were behind you?’ he said to the red-haired trooper, but her eyes had returned to the tunnel. ‘Hey!’ He shook her by the shoulders. ‘How many were behind you?’

			‘I was tenth in the line so there’s fifteen others behind me.’ 

			Van Veenan turned to the troopers who had escaped the tunnel, huddled together like frightened civilians. ‘Stand to!’ he roared at them. ‘Pull yourselves together, damn it! You are warriors of the Imperium!’

			He counted the troopers coming out of the tunnel. There were still ten down there. The howling, roaring war cries of the orks were growing louder. Human screaming soon followed. The orks were on them, tearing them apart in the claustrophobic darkness below ground and any moment the xenos would burst into the barracks. Van Veenan decided quickly.

			‘You, you, you, you and you,’ he said, picking out five of the troopers, ‘slide the bunks over the tunnel entrance, put everything heavy you can find on top of them.’

			‘Sergeant major, there are still–’

			‘Now, troopers!’

			‘Yes, sergeant.’

			They slid the bunks along the now worn track in the rockcrete and over the hole in the floor.

			‘Hey!’ a voice screamed as the troopers moved the bunks across. ‘We’re still down here!’

			Screams of pain. Squelching of soft tissue. Breaking of bones. The roar of orks reverberated from under the beds, joined by the dying screams of those Guardsmen who’d been trapped with them. Van Veenan saw the faces of those troopers who’d closed the tunnel. He kept his face passive as he returned their gaze. He knew how they felt. He felt the crushing guilt too, probably more so, but unlike them, he couldn’t show it.

			‘You acted under my orders,’ van Veenan said. ‘I condemned those troopers, not you. The sacrifice of the few for the lives of the many. Now, weigh the bunks down. Quickly now.’

			The troopers moved off and began tossing whatever loose objects they could find onto the bottom bunk. It was best to put them to work. He could not afford for them to dwell on what had happened. He needed to keep the Guardsmen in this barracks, and the hundreds of others still in the camp, safe. The orks began smashing against the bottom bunk; he could see their strong green fists pounding upwards, the whole unit lifting with each strike.

			‘We need more weight,’ van Veenan said. ‘Get on the bunk.’

			The nearby troopers glanced at each other, the sounds of the dying still echoing from below.

			The bunk bounced again with the strikes of green fists.

			‘Now!’

			The troopers didn’t hesitate again, clambering onto the bottom bunk to add weight. Van Veenan had bought some time, but it would not be much.

			‘You there,’ van Veenan said, gesturing to another group of four Guardsmen, ‘we need weapons, whatever you can find that we can swing, stab or poke at an ork. The rest of you, there are loose bricks in the rear wall. Find the removable section and pull them out. Get ready to go but not until I give the word.’

			The troopers set about their orders. He could see them trying to ignore the thumps of the orks hitting the bunks, but many of them flinched with each pounding crack.

			A pile of what would have to pass for weapons collected on the floor: half a dozen handmade picks and shovels, hammers, an assortment of planks of wood, twisted scraps of metal, and there, on top, the circular saw they’d used to cut through the rockcrete.

			Van Veenan walked forward and picked up the heavy saw. He hefted it up, judging its weight and balance. Then he realised the banging had stopped and instead he heard the scraping of the bunks on the floor. Eventually, even orks would realise they weren’t getting anywhere by punching whatever was in front of them. Now they were working together to tip the bunks over. 

			‘Are you ready?’ van Veenan said to the troops at the back wall. Several of them nodded. He could see they’d removed the bricks, opening their way for an escape into the camp.

			‘We’re going to make a break out into the yard. Once outside you need to scatter. The greenskins are obviously going to be displeased with us so spread out and fight as best you can. We’re going to have to hope the orks coming through the tunnel provide some amount of distraction.’

			Van Veenan stepped up to the hole in the wall. Behind him, the bunks – the troopers who were weighing it down now off to gather weapons and ready themselves – had started rocking on the spot, closer and closer to toppling over. ‘I’ll take point.’ Van Veenan flicked the safety switch on the saw and squeezed the trigger on the handle. The saw roared to life, shaking and wanting to pull down with the gyroscopic force of the spinning blade.

			‘Go!’ van Veenan called, and he ducked through the hole in the wall. He began moving even before his eyes adjusted to the dark. From inside the barracks he heard the rocking bunks finally tip over and fall with a crash to the floor.

			It didn’t take long for the greenskins of the camp, already alerted by the sounds beyond the fence, to notice van Veenan and the troopers pouring out of the barracks. When the first snarling ork appeared in front of him, van Veenan wasted no time. He rushed at the greenskin, right into the spittle spray of its war cry, and swung the saw. The blade, its serrated teeth spinning at three thousand revolutions per minute, met the side of the ork’s neck and threw chunks of green flesh in a wide arc. Eventually the ork’s severed head dropped to the ground. The body fell back, a great crimson flood gushing from the headless neck.

			Around him the troopers ran in multiple directions, ork guards thundering after them. Shoota shots reverberated through the night.

			The orks coming from the tunnel soon surged out of the hole in the barracks wall. It took a moment for the prison guards to realise what was happening, but when they did the chaos of the night intensified. Warboss ’Eadbasha, who himself strode out amongst the camp, roared orders that the humies be rounded up and any orks from outside the camp trying to kill them be krumped instead.

			A group of orks rushed into Barracks Five and tossed several grenades into the tunnel. This killed a number of greenskins still coming into the camp from outside and collapsed the tunnel entrance in a blast of soot and dirt.

			The orks eventually corralled the Guardsmen, van Veenan included, into one corner of the camp. Most of them were obeying ’Eadbasha’s shouts to not kill the humies, but van Veenan watched as some troopers refused to be recaptured and the orks, perhaps from some vicious greenskin instinct, forgot they were supposed to keep them alive. Most were rapidly caught, tackled to the ground and torn apart amid screams of pain and terror, or were blasted into fragments by the impact of a shoota round, but some of them kept the guards going on comical chases.

			One Guardsman, being chased by none other than Big Nob ’Ardskull himself, sprinted towards the edge of the transport yard, where six ork warbikes had been parked. He threw his leg over to mount the black, skull-fronted bike. Two exhaust pipes as thick as a human torso stuck diagon­ally up behind him. The Guardsman hastily looked down at the handlebars as if searching for how to start the thing. He flicked a switch, gunned the throttle and slammed his foot down on the kick-starter. The bike turned over, puffing smoke and firing briefly before dying again. The Guardsman pressed another button, flicked a different switch and tried to kick-start the bike again but all to no avail. It wouldn’t start.

			’Ardskull slowed as he approached, the Guardsman now desperately hunting for how to start the bike.

			‘You ain’t orky enough,’ the massive nob said before grabbing the trooper by the shirt and lifting him off the saddle. ’Ardskull looked around as if checking the warboss wasn’t watching and then smashed his steel-topped head into the trooper’s face, caving his skull in. He tossed the body to the dirt and then walked off.

			When what passed for order in the camp had been restored, van Veenan stood with the group of Guardsmen rounded up by the ork guards. Warboss ’Eadbasha thumped over in his hydraulically actuated suit, his red eyes glaring at the group of Guardsmen.

			‘Which of you humies did this? Which is da boss of you?’

			Van Veenan stepped forward.

			’Eadbasha grunted. ‘You is boss?’

			Van Veenan nodded. ‘I organised the escape if that’s what you mean. I’m responsible.’

			The warboss grunted and opened his massive klaw to reveal the sharpened edges of the two hooked fingers. Van Veenan’s heart began slamming in his chest and adrenaline flooded his system as ’Eadbasha’s klaw arm pulled back ready to strike. But, despite every instinct telling him to flee, he stood his ground. He set his jaw and stared at the creature.

			The klaw flashed and ’Eadbasha’s hydraulics hissed as he swung. As the killing blow began to fall, van Veenan screamed with furious rage at the greenskin. The klaw stopped, just before impacting the side of van Veenan’s skull. 

			‘You got gutz,’ ’Eadbasha said. ‘But you ain’t even da biggest.’ The warboss grumbled as if that fact was immensely disappointing to him. He turned to two nearby guards. ‘Bring ’im.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			The two orks carried van Veenan across the camp, his feet barely scraping the ground as they hustled after the looming, hydraulically powered shape of their warboss. He led them to the bunker where the weirdboy now powering the Gargant had been imprisoned. ’Eadbasha opened the heavy door, the hinges groaning their complaints.

			Inside the bunker was a row of steel cages. The orks tossed van Veenan into the first cage, slamming the door closed and securing it with an old-fashioned padlock. ’Eadbasha stepped forward, grabbing the cage door and rattling it to check it was secure. Then he lowered his immense form – already hunched over to fit inside the small domed bunker – and stared at van Veenan through the thick bars. His green lips peeled back over both rows of pointed yellow teeth, each one rotten and twisted like gnarled stalactites and stalagmites in the dark of a cave. Van Veenan could see the defined scratches of file marks where ’Eadbasha had worked to sharpen his fangs even more than was natural. 

			‘’Ow many?’

			Van Veenan knew what he meant but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction that easily. ‘How many what?’

			A rumbling snarl built in ’Eadbasha’s throat. ‘’Ow many humies sneaked away?’

			Van Veenan stared back into the red eyes buried inside ’Eadbasha’s bulbous, misshapen head. ‘None,’ he said. ‘That was the first group that tried to escape. I don’t know how many your new friends out there killed though.’

			That same growl emanated from ’Eadbasha’s throat. Van Veenan wasn’t sure if it was annoyance, disappointment or disbelief. ‘Don’t matter. I got a buncha humies left. I got more grots comin’ with the boyz joinin’ my Waaagh! I ain’t gonna krump ya and I ain’t gonna krump ya friends neither. You humies is gonna finish my effigee and then you is gonna watch as Waaagh! ’Eadbasha goes off and smashes humies all across the galaxy. All ya humies sneakin’ about for nothin’. We smart enough to find ya little tunnel. We gonna make sure your friends can’t do nothin’ like that again, and you is gonna sleep in ’ere.’

			‘You didn’t find the tunnel. One of your idiot guards fell into it.’

			’Eadbasha slammed his huge fist up against the cage with a crash. Van Veenan, despite himself, flinched. 

			’Eadbasha smiled with vicious glee. ‘See?’ he said to the guards. ‘Even da ’ard humies are scared. It’s like they don’t even like fightin’.’ Then he turned, and with the hiss of released hydraulic pressure, stomped out of the bunker, the two orks following like canids trailing after their massive green master. The heavy rust-orange door swung closed and locked.

			They left van Veenan alone, bathed in the withered amber glow of the bunker’s emergency lighting. The light was enough to see by but little more than that. Van Veenan propped himself up against the bars of the cage and leaned his head back, closing his eyes and feeling the cool of the metal against the back of his skull.

			‘Humie nob van Veenanz.’

			Van Veenan opened his eyes – apparently he was not alone. Through the cage bars he saw the shape of Mekboy Rukaz move out of a dark corner. It took van Veenan a moment to realise that Rukaz was also locked inside a cage, at the other end of the bunker.

			‘I thought I told you not to go sneakin’ about yet,’ the ork said. He still had his green goggles propped up on top of his head and wore his strange coiled contraption on his back. It flashed with a pulse of green energy that momentarily lit up the bunker.

			‘I’m touched,’ van Veenan said. ‘I didn’t know you cared.’

			‘I don’t,’ Rukaz said. ‘I care whether you finish buildin’ my Gargant.’

			‘Sure,’ van Veenan said. ‘So, why are you locked in here?’

			‘I is always locked in ’ere.’

			‘You’re a prisoner too?’

			Rukaz didn’t answer but in that moment, van Veenan knew he’d been right about the tension between the mekboy and the warboss. Maybe he could leverage that.

			‘Why does ’Eadbasha keep you locked up?’

			‘Da warboss is a warboss,’ Rukaz said as if that explained it; perhaps in the mind of a greenskin it did.

			‘Did you get on his bad side? Not that I suppose he has any other side.’

			‘I is a smartboy,’ Rukaz said. ‘I do too much thinkin’ for ’Eadbasha. They won’t never admit it but all them big nobz and warbosses are scared of us that do the thinkin’ because they ain’t never done any themselves. They don’t know how to think. Unorky they call me. I’ll show ’em. If I can think up ways of killin’ while not gettin’ killed that seems like the way to win fights. That seems orky to me. Zoggin’ git locks me in ’ere and tells me to stop doin’ so much thinkin’ when he knows wot’s wot about krumpin’.’

			‘Sounds like you should be in charge,’ van Veenan said.

			‘Yeah, I probably should.’

			‘And that Gargant, the one you built, it should be yours.’

			‘Should be, yeah.’

			‘So, why don’t you take it?’ van Veenan asked.

			‘He’s big, ain’t he?’

			So, even for what might well be the smartest ork in the ­galaxy, things still came down to who was biggest. Van Veenan knew he was about to take a step over the line into heresy, and that if he ever got out of this the Inquisition would likely want a word, but, given the situation, he took it.

			‘What about you help us escape?’

			Rukaz chuckled. ‘You want me to help you escape? I is already locked up. ’Eadbasha will krump me for that even if I haven’t finished his Gargant. You is proper stupid, humie nob van Veenanz.’

			‘You should be warboss. You should have that Gargant. If you help us escape, we can help you get it.’

			‘You already been caught sneakin’ about. ’Eadbasha is stupid as a brainless grot but he ain’t gonna let you do any more sneakin’ about buildin’ tunnels.’

			‘We won’t be trying that again. We’ll fight our way out.’

			Rukaz chuckled again. ‘Did you get krumped in the head, humie nob van Veenanz? You think you can fight all ’Eadbasha’s boyz?’

			‘No, but if we can get weapons, we can make a surprise attack, blow up the fence and make a break for it.’

			‘Now you the one not doin’ any thinkin’,’ Rukaz said. ‘None of you humies would make it past ’Eadbasha’s Waaagh!’

			‘If we finish your Gargant first, why do you care?’

			‘I don’t.’

			‘So, will you help us?’

			Rukaz scratched the side of his neck. A spark of green between the coils on his back momentarily lit up the space again. ‘I is still not sure what’s in it for me.’

			‘You get my soldiers some weapons and we’ll kill ’Ead­basha on our way out.’

			Rukaz was silent for what stretched into an awkwardly long time, but van Veenan didn’t push him. He waited for the green cogs to turn inside the ork’s mind. ‘All right then, humie nob van Veenanz. I get you some dakka and help you escape, and you kill me da warboss and I get to keep the Gargant.’

			‘You’ve got a deal.’

			Van Veenan had no intention of letting any orks off Rotauri with that massive war machine. If the opportunity arose, he’d more than happily help kill Warboss ’Eadbasha. He didn’t care about what passed for ork politics and who would fill the void left at the top, whether it was Rukaz or ’Ardskull or some other ork, but right now he’d say whatever he needed to get his troopers free.

			Van Veenan had been confined to the bunker for a week. It had reached the point where, if they hadn’t been bringing him food and water at semi-regular intervals, he might have thought the orks had forgotten about him.

			Each morning the door would open and a pair of ’Eadbasha’s most trusted ork guards would enter. They’d walk past van Veenan’s cell and drop a dish of cold, unidentifiable goop and a small cup of water outside his cage, just within reach, and would continue on to let Rukaz out of his cage. The entire time they were inside the bunker the orks never engaged van Veenan, no matter what he said to them. The guards must have been under the strictest orders from Warboss ’Eadbasha to simply pretend he wasn’t there. Then when Rukaz was returned to his cage at the end of the day, they repeated the whole routine with the food and the ignoring.

			Strangely, van Veenan had begun to look forward to the return of his bizarre greenskin cellmate. They may have been enemies but at least it was someone to talk to. Each evening Rukaz would give van Veenan a brief update on what was happening in the camp.

			Day one: ‘All your humie friends look… wotsat thing you humies get… sad, ain’t it?’ 

			Day two: ‘Some of da humies were puttin’ in the nuclear plasma reactor and stupid Groblok told ’em to plug it in the wrong way. They is dead now but it was only a little boom so the Gargant is still okay.’

			Day three: ‘Another kroozer of ork boyz showed up today. All of them those flashy Bad Moon gitz. Got more teef than brains those Bad Moons.’

			Day four: ‘Today I stashed away a bunch of shootas, stikk bombs and rokkits in the yard for you, humie nob van Veenanz – enough for about thirty of you. A leg servo fell off the Gargant and crushed loads of your humies though.’

			Day five: ‘Good news. Only one humie dead today.’ 

			It was the sixth night when Rukaz said: ‘Da Gargant is done.’

			‘What?’ Van Veenan said. ‘It’s finished? But I asked you to warn me when it was almost finished.’

			‘Yeah. I told you they was puttin’ in the plasma reactor days ago. That’s the last bit wot goes in. It’s been all hooked up now and ready to be powered up.’

			‘How was I supposed to know the plasma reactor is last?’

			‘Stupid humie. The plasma reactor is always last.’

			Van Veenan breathed out heavily.

			‘So what happens now then?’ he asked.

			‘We starts up the Gargant tomorrow for a systems check, then ’Eadbasha’ll probably start gettin’ ready to get off this planet and on with his Waaagh!’

			‘We can’t let that happen,’ van Veenan said.

			‘You is right, humie nob van Veenanz. I is gonna have that Gargant. It should be mine.’

			‘That’s right – it’s only fair that after all your work creating such a masterpiece it should be yours.’ He wasn’t sure whether it was working, but he’d tried to maintain the ork’s trust, tried to flatter him and inflate his ego, all the while knowing the first thing he would do, aside from trying to get the remaining soldiers of the Rotauri First out of this prison camp, was his Emperor-damned best to blow that enormous ork monstrosity into more pieces than a gretchin force-fed a krak grenade.

			‘You is lucky. I heard Warboss ’Eadbasha sayin’ he wants you to see it. He wants all you humies to see the Gargant ready to go. Da humies is done after that, he said.’

			‘We’re going to have to attack before that happens. How do I get the weapons you’ve left for us?’

			‘You leave that to me. I is gonna get you the dakka. You wait for my sneaky signal and you is gonna know what to do. You just take care of killin’ ’Eadbasha.’

			Van Veenan thought about Lieutenant Pokato and the deal he’d tried to forge with the orks. He had to believe they’d made deals for very different reasons. Pokato might have wanted the Guardsmen to believe he was trying to protect them, but he was a craven fool just out to save himself. Van Veenan had no doubt he was a fool too, but he would die for these Guardsmen if that’s what it took. Still, he hoped his deal wouldn’t end with being beaten to death with his own limbs. 

			There had been no sign of Imperial forces over the last week. He hadn’t wanted to enact his ridiculous escape plan – well, his second ridiculous escape plan – without external support, but as usual it seemed like his hand was being forced. He’d hoped Commissar Hardnuss or one of the other escapees had made contact with Imperial forces and they would come roaring in to rain the Emperor’s fire of liberation down on the greenskins. That hope had faded more with each passing day and he couldn’t wait any longer.

			As was proving far too common over his life, Sergeant Major Marcus van Veenan was on an unfamiliar battlefield with no one to rely on but himself and an improvised plan to try to keep those around him alive – and now he could add a shaky and possibly heretical alliance with an ork mekboy into the mix. In all the accounts of famous Imperial Guard soldiers he’d read over the years, none of them seemed to get into situations like this. Or at least none lived to tell the tale. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			As van Veenan was led out of the gloomy confines of the bunker for the first time in a week, it took time for his eyes to adjust to the orange light of Rotauri’s high sun. When he reached the yard he saw the ork Gargant looming over the gathered Guardsmen, big-bellied and brutish against the backdrop of the sky.

			Even as the giant ork machine stood motionless and silent but for the occasional crackle of green lightning down its mismatched torso, van Veenan could imagine what it would be capable of. He could see it stomping with ground-shaking power over a battlefield, unleashing a torrent of mighty rounds that would tear through every armoured vehicle the Imperial Guard could throw at it. More than ever, with its power to draw untold number of orks to ’Eadbasha’s side, the Gargant seemed a threat that could bring the entire sector to its knees.

			When van Veenan was led towards the Guardsmen by the two ork guards, he was greeted by the sight of the soldiers of the Rotauri First even more ragged than he remembered. They were thin, their faces gaunt, their uniforms mismatched and dirty. Still, when they saw him most of their faces showed relief. Corporal Trotter clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Good to have you back, sarge,’ she said. ‘Sorry to say you’ve made it just in time for the end.’

			‘Don’t count us out quite yet,’ van Veenan said, keeping his voice low. ‘I want you to find thirty troopers who can still fight and quietly gather them here.’

			Trotter nodded and nonchalantly moved off into the Guardsmen. 

			Van Veenan resisted the almost overwhelming urge to pace. He wrung his hands together, desperate to be doing something other than passively waiting. The mekboyz and gretchin moved over the massive Gargant, dismantling the last of the scaffolding, and then began entering the machine to undertake the final stages of preparation. It seemed obvious from the way the orks ignored them that there would be no more work for the humans. They had done the heavy construction. The slave work was finished. The only reason they were still here was likely because ’Eadbasha needed something to test the Gargant on.

			Slowly, van Veenan watched troopers moving towards him, giving small nods as they approached. Eventually Corporal Trotter and thirty Guardsmen she considered capable had joined him at the back of the group. They stood around in anticipation, though not entirely sure of what. In truth, not even van Veenan knew precisely what the plan was. He was waiting, probably ill-advisedly, on an unknown signal from a crazed ork mekboy.

			Just as van Veenan was thinking Rukaz had either forgotten about him or had deliberately abandoned him, the short mekboy came waddling towards him.

			‘You,’ he said, pointing at van Veenan, ‘you is in charge, right?’

			‘That’s right,’ van Veenan said, playing along for the benefit of the nearby orks who watched with passing interest.

			‘I need you to take some of your humies into that bunker and collect the plasma generator power inverter coupling. It’s ’eavy, probably you’ll need lots of humies.’ Rukaz paused, lifted his goggles and performed the most exaggerated wink van Veenan had ever seen. It was so painfully obvious that he was sure they would all be killed on the spot, but oddly none of the orks recognised the gesture for what it was. Apparently stealth and deception, or the detection of it, were not within the ork skill set.

			‘Right,’ van Veenan said, ‘got it.’ He looked around at the thirty Guardsmen who had already been selected. They knew this was somehow related to their instructions but were understandably confused about what Mekboy Rukaz had to do with all this. ‘You at the back here, with me.’

			The ork guards, whose eyes had begun to glaze over with the words ‘plasma generator power inverter coupling’, watched van Veenan and his thirty troops walk towards the bunker. They shrugged and turned back to the Gargant.

			Inside the bunker was a large pile of equipment that had been covered with a green canvas tarpaulin. It was irregularly shaped and seemingly out of place amidst the rest of the neatly stacked supply crates. Van Veenan approached the pile, waiting for the Guardsmen to enter the bunker after him.

			‘Is that what we’re in here to get?’ one of the troopers asked.

			‘I’m hoping so, trooper,’ van Veenan said. He reached down and flicked the canvas cover off the pile. He heard sharp intakes of breath from many of the troopers; some of them let out low whistles.

			‘Yep,’ van Veenan said, ‘this is what we’re here for.’

			Piled against the wall of the bunker were at least some of the weapons the greenskins had confiscated after Rotauri had fallen. Ninety per cent of the collection were lasguns but there were several boxes of grenades and a crate of Mars-pattern man-portable missile launchers too. There were far more weapons here than van Veenan had expected. Not that he was complaining.

			‘Time to gear up, Guardsmen,’ van Veenan said and he began with his orders, pointing at troopers as he went, organising them to suit the plan rapidly forming in his head. ‘We’ll split into three ten-man fire-teams. You eight there run light, one lasgun each plus another to drop with others on the way – you’re with me and Trotter in squad one. Make sure you’re able to shoot as soon as we leave this building. You ten are squad two, grab as many weapons and grenades as you can carry. The rest of you grab those missile launchers, you’ll run as heavy weapons in squad three.’ 

			The men and women behind him did not hesitate; though they must have known van Veenan had somehow made a deal with a xenos, a crime punishable by death, none of them mentioned it. They grabbed weapons, the familiar sound of lasguns priming like a sweet music to them all. They carried the Emperor’s fury in their hands once again.

			‘All right,’ van Veenan said, looking at those gathered before him. ‘Our objective is simple – we’re getting out of this camp and we’re taking that Emperor-forsaken Gargant down on the way. You all know the odds aren’t good so I won’t blow smoke up your arse. Many of us will die. Maybe all of us. Guardsmen die, that’s what we do. But when we die, we take xenos with us. We’ll show them why Imperial Guardsmen are not to be kept as slaves.’ The men and women nodded, steeling themselves, grasping their lasguns and launchers with white knuckles. ‘Our attack will be three-pronged.

			‘Squad one, we’ll come out in arrowhead formation. I’ll take point. We exit this building in a firing advance towards the yard. We move fast and hit as hard as we can. If it’s got green skin, you kill it.

			‘Squad two, move inside the arrowhead. Your primary goal is to get weapons to as many other Guardsmen as you can. Once you’ve delivered your weapons, break formation and start a fighting swarm.

			‘Squad three, you move at the rear. Once the havoc starts, your aim is to breach the fence. The missiles and grenades should be enough to do it. Bust us a hole. Squad one, through all this you stay on me. We’re going for the Gargant. All clear?’

			There were nods and responses of ‘Yes, sergeant.’

			‘Good.’ Van Veenan moved to the door, the troopers behind him readying themselves. He turned back to look at them. ‘We’ve forgotten who we are,’ he said. ‘We are the Astra Militarum. We are the hammer that crushes the foes of mankind. We’ve spent all this time fearing the fact that we are locked in this prison with the greenskins, but we’ve forgotten what else that means. They are locked in here with us. The Emperor protects.’

			‘The Emperor protects,’ they responded in unison.

			‘Good speech, sarge,’ Trotter said. ‘Like I said, good to have you back.’

			And van Veenan opened the door. 

			No doubt the orks expected to see van Veenan and the group of Guardsmen exit the bunker carrying a large piece of equipment they didn’t understand. What they saw instead were Guardsmen emerging with guns, something they absolutely did understand. Their eyes grew wide with surprise. A nearby ork reached for its slugga, but van Veenan already had his lasgun shouldered. He pulled the trigger and, with the familiar crack of las-fire, an instantaneous beam lit up with a blaze of blue directly through one of the ork’s wide red eyes; the eyeball shrivelled away into black goo and the back of the ork’s skull blew out with the pressure of superheated fungal brain matter.

			A dozen greenskins standing nearby stared as the dead ork landed with a heavy thud in the dirt. After a moment they opened fire with booming shots towards van Veenan’s small force. Those orks armed only with choppas began charging, bellowing out guttural roars. The troopers in van Veenan’s first squad fanned out in a broad arrow, targeting lasgun fire at the approaching xenos. The second and third squads, as per van Veenan’s orders, remained tucked inside the formation, firing out if they could but remaining focused on making it to the yard. Like blood in the water, the sound of shootas and lasguns attracted the attention of the predators all around them. Orks throughout the camp turned en masse at their favourite sound in all the galaxy, the sound of fighting, and none wasted any time in rushing towards it.

			The hundred or so Guardsmen left in the yard reacted to the sudden eruption of fighting in various ways. Some scattered, either from fear or from a realisation that they could aid van Veenan by spreading out as a distraction. Others remained where they were. The bravest, or perhaps most reckless, among them attacked the orks. They tackled them in groups of three or four, jumped on their backs, scratching and gouging at their faces and eyes. Most of these desperate assaults ended with the Guardsmen being tossed to the ground and orks battering their heads into pink paste, but several groups of troopers overpowered their much larger foes.

			Warboss ’Eadbasha, who with the swelling of his Waaagh! had grown to almost ten feet tall, turned from where he was waiting near the feet of the Gargant and looked in the direction of the rapidly spreading conflict. His red eyes flashed with anger. This may have been fighting, but it was fighting that was interrupting his big moment. He stomped towards the fray, swinging his enormous power klaw. With each powerful arc, the klaw sent a spray of Guardsmen into the air, arms, legs and backs fractured by the impact. Van Veenan saw the warboss coming through the yard. He wasn’t interested in the unarmed Guardsmen around him; he was coming for those that had started this – he was coming straight for van Veenan. Van Veenan looked around but could not see Rukaz anywhere. The mekboy had no doubt run away to hide as soon as he’d let van Veenan into the bunker.

			Van Veenan shot as he moved, picking targets and firing on them with as much priority as he could in the growing mayhem. In his peripheral vision he caught sight of a Guards­man taking a shoota round in the leg. He fell, his leg torn apart from the knee down. ‘Pick up the pace!’ Van Veenan yelled as he fired a las-beam into the chest of an ork who ran at them with choppa raised and spittle flying from its wide, roaring mouth. A shoota shell from somewhere hit the ground in front of van Veenan and exploded, bursting upwards, spraying a shower of dirt into his face and momentarily dazing him.

			‘Sarge!’

			He heard the shout from behind him. He thought it was Trotter, but with the noise and confusion he couldn’t be sure. ‘I’m fine,’ he called. ‘Triple time, let’s go!’

			They were almost to the main group of Guardsmen but needed to hurry. They wouldn’t stand a chance if they couldn’t arm as many troopers as possible. They were already dying faster than van Veenan had expected. Inaccurate they may be, but with massed fire now turning towards the advancing Guardsmen, the orks’ shootas were levelling troopers all around van Veenan, blowing limbs off or opening bowels in sprays of viscera. 

			Van Veenan saw ’Eadbasha sweeping his way through the yard like a tornado. Despite what he’d told Rukaz, he had no intention of trying to take down the rampaging warboss. Van Veenan was not a power-armoured Adeptus Astartes who could go toe to toe with a ten-foot-tall howling green killing machine. No, the heavy weapons team would breach the fence and hopefully some Guardsmen would escape, but more than anything he hoped they would create as much confusion as possible so he could bring down the Gargant before Warboss ’Eadbasha crushed them all between the long digits of his power klaw.

			‘Squads two and three, execute now,’ van Veenan called as their arrowhead formation reached the main group of Guardsmen.

			Squad two began running in all directions, handing out or just throwing weapons to every unarmed Guardsman they passed. None of them needed any encouragement to turn their newly acquired firearms on the orks all around them. 

			‘Scatter and fight,’ van Veenan roared.

			Newly armed Guardsmen shouldered weapons and began firing as they moved. This sudden injection of new opponents drew the orks’ attention into a thinly spread attack.

			A shoota round struck the ground to van Veenan’s left, bursting on impact and covering him with more mud. He dived to the right as another round whistled past, rolled and came up kneeling. He raised his lasgun with practised ease and fired in the direction of the shot. His las-beam struck an ork in the chest, opening a smoking hole. 

			Around him the mass of Guardsmen in the yard were breaking apart, troopers scattering in all directions to find what cover they could behind the depot buildings or piles of unused scrap. Las-beams streaked outward with flashes of blue in an anarchic display as the fighting rapidly spread across the camp, in all directions, with seemingly no fixed battle lines.

			Van Veenan’s plan was progressing though. He watched squad three as they ran to take cover behind what had been Barracks Seven, not letting the surrounding mayhem distract them from their goal. Moments after they slammed their backs up against the wall, and with half the squad dropping to their knees to provide covering fire, van Veenan saw first one, then two, then several more missiles fire towards the camp’s fence. The first missile fell short, detonating in the middle of a group of gretchin trying to run away from all the fighting. With a burst and a spray of small, squealing green bodies the last of ’Eadbasha’s original grot slaves met their undignified end. The second and third missiles found their target and directly impacted the fence, blowing the wooden and steel construction outward. When the next missile struck the ground just inside the fence-line it triggered several landmines just below the surface. Mushrooms of dirt erupted upwards in a tower, and even before the soil and fragments of rock had settled to the ground Guardsmen were already making a break for the exit. Van Veenan silently congratulated squad three before he yelled his order to his own squad. 

			‘Squad one, tighten up on me.’ He looked at the squad’s six remaining members. He saw a few longing glances towards the now smoking hole in the fence. ‘I know the way out is open but that’s not our job. Our job is to put an end to the threat here. We’re going to get inside the Gargant. We built it, we can tear it down.’

			Squad one nodded in unison. ‘Yes, sergeant.’

			They followed after him as van Veenan ran for the towering ork machine. All around them the camp had devolved into carnage. If there was any focal point of the fighting though, it was the mammoth hole that squad three had blasted through the fence. This was where most Guardsmen were headed and it drew most of the greenskin attention.

			Van Veenan and his squad took advantage of the confusion and moved swiftly towards the massive ork war machine. As they were crossing the yard, stray shoota rounds and tumbling ork rokkits cut squad one’s numbers from six to four. Just van Veenan, Corporal Trotter and two troopers, Natana and Tereti, remained. Van Veenan hastily corrected that number to three when Natana’s head exploded. 

			As he was urging the last remnants of his squad to hurry, van Veenan heard a rumbling, screaming roar overhead followed by the unmistakable boom of aircraft rupturing the sound barrier. He looked up in time to see six aircraft passing above them. Not just six aircraft but six Imperial Thunderbolt fighters on a low-pass reconnaissance flight. The type of flight van Veenan had seen many times before, the type of flight that meant there was a force advancing somewhere behind them.

			Van Veenan felt a sliver of relief at the possible arrival of reinforcements, but they would need to join the fight soon. The men and women of the Rotauri First had deliberately swarmed throughout the camp, causing it to descend into mayhem – and there was only so long they could hold out in the anarchic fighting so suited to the orks. 

			As he turned to make for one of the Gargant’s feet, where he knew there was a doorway, he saw the massive, hydraulically driven shape of Warboss ’Eadbasha stampeding through the fighting, his eyes fixed squarely on van Veenan.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Commissar Hardnuss rattled around inside the commander’s seat of the Leman Russ tank, peering out through the thin reflector sight. She was glad she hadn’t refused the helmet handed to her as every time the immense sixty-ton vehicle accelerated, decelerated or abruptly turned, her head hit the turret ring above her in the tight space. Not to mention that without the helmet’s noise-cancelling headset, the furious roar of the tank’s V12 engine would have deafened her.

			Following their escape from the prison camp, Hardnuss and her small retinue of troops had trudged the ten miles to Flaxton. The civilian population, mostly workers at the promethium refinery or families of Guardsmen, had fled at the first signs of the ork invasion and the town was completely empty, the flora and fauna of Rotauri already reclaiming the streets.

			From inside the First Infantry’s headquarters, Hardnuss had managed to contact the Navy transport Wings of Endeavour carrying the Larlo VI Seventh Armoured Rangers. They were one week out but already en route to investigate the loss of communication with Rotauri. Hardnuss had filled them in and provided coordinates for Flaxton to act as a staging ground.

			After a week of impatient waiting, the sight of the mammoth Devourer drop-ship descending in a field outside the town was like a vision straight from the Emperor. A yawning beast, the Devourer opened its immense forward bay door, and with a rumbling growl from its throat came the glorious sound of a mechanised regiment firing their vehicles to life.

			Colonel Dresner, a tall, wide-shouldered man in command of the Seventh, had rolled forward in his command Chimera to meet Hardnuss.

			‘Commissar Hardnuss, I presume,’ the colonel had said.

			‘Yes, colonel,’ Hardnuss replied. ‘I’m very glad to see you.’

			The colonel nodded. ‘You seem to be missing one of these.’

			He tossed an object to Hardnuss. She caught it and looked down at the familiar sight, a gunmetal-grey barrel, a black body emblazoned with a golden aquila – a bolt pistol.

			Later, as the tank regiment thundered away from Flaxton, Hardnuss squeezed the grip of the bolt pistol, feeling the familiar weight in her hand. It felt good to wield a weapon of the Emperor again, to have the power to deal out punishment to those who deserved it. As a commissar that was her purpose; she hadn’t realised quite how much she missed it when it had been taken away. It was an extra thrill to be in the commander’s seat of a Leman Russ, to have the might of the machine to add to her pent-up need to deliver vengeance. Command of this tank had been given up to her by one of the Seventh Armoured Rangers’ sergeants so that she could ride into battle with the regiment and use her knowledge of the ork camp to assist their attack. 

			Her tank was near the front-centre of the forty-strong advance of lumbering, unstoppable armoured vehicles as they drove in an extended line towards the now wildly overpopulated ork shanty town and the prison camp beyond it. The tanks powered through the forest, turning sharply on their rumbling tracks to negotiate their way between the trees, splintering and knocking them down with their thick armour plating when there was no other way around.

			As the Seventh emerged from the treeline, forty promethium-guzzling V12 engines growled in unison. And the orks were already waiting. There could be no hiding the advance of an armoured regiment. The greenskins did not need complicated auspex stations or a planetwide vox-network, it was enough for them to hear the ferocious engines ploughing through the forest. When the line of Leman Russ war machines hit the open ground before them, a sight that should have stuck fear and awe into the hearts of mankind’s enemies, the orks whooped in joyous rapture. It was not only Hardnuss who felt elated at finally engaging in battle; the greenskins too were at last able to release the frustration that had built up within them.

			The orks poured from the shanty town in a green wave, some clambering up onto the roofs of precariously constructed buildings and others hanging out the windows to take aim at the approaching Imperial forces. Seemingly all at once, with no leadership or tactical consideration, the greenskins opened fire. Bullets from sluggas and shootas merely pinged off the thick Leman Russ armour and even large-calibre explosive shells that detonated on impact did little more than leave black scorches over the surface of the tanks.

			Despite being sealed within the steel beast with her noise-cancelling headset firmly over her ears, when the Leman Russ fired Hardnuss felt as though she were inside a crack of thunder. The world shuddered but the commissar kept her gaze fixed on the reflector sight and watched the barrage of battle cannon shells from the Seventh Armoured Rangers slam into the ork town. The hastily erected buildings stood no chance under the onslaught and they burst apart in flying debris of wood, rockcrete and sprays of ork flesh. Beyond the exploding town, Hardnuss could see the camp and the shape of the immense ork Gargant standing above it all.

			‘Colonel Dresner,’ Hardnuss said over the vox, patching into the colonel’s tank beside her in the line, ‘I’d advise watching our fire. We’ve got friendlies in the camp.’

			The colonel didn’t reply and for a moment Hardnuss wondered whether he’d received other orders – it wouldn’t surprise her to learn that those in the camp were considered acceptable losses. But then the colonel spoke over the regiment-wide vox-channel.

			‘All units, close fire only. We hit the orks with smash and crash.’

			The line of tanks accelerated towards the ork shanty town ready to plough in, their advance all but unstoppable, at least until the first ork tankbustaz emerged onto the field. Several mobs of these large boyz pushed their way through to the front.

			Dozens of rokkits were loosed towards the advancing tanks, spinning, tumbling and looping through the air and leaving tumultuous lines of smoke trailing behind them. Most flew in harmlessly haywire trajectories, spearing into the ground or buzzing away into the forest, but a number found targets. These tankbusta rokkits struck the immensely thick Leman Russ armour but their shaped charges punched hard. With explosions that rocked the mammoth vehicles on their tracks, they tore craterous gouges into hulls and several managed to bring tanks to a halt as engines took damage or the crews inside were punctured by spall rupturing off the internal walls.

			Commissar Hardnuss watched as the tankbusta boyz brought out bright red squigs, snarling, snapping and yanking at the chains that held them. Each of the wild creatures had bombs and rokkits strapped to their sides and their ork masters released them, letting them bound straight at the vehicles.

			Tanks across the line opened fire at the charging squigs with their hull-mounted heavy bolters. The red orkoid creatures began hopping and dashing in serpentine paths to avoid the fire, but those that were hit splattered in sprays of red or exploded as the armament they carried discharged. Any that reached the tanks struck with suicidal detonations, blasting damage in the front and sides of tanks and in some cases disabling the vehicles as they blew their tracks off.

			Hardnuss saw tanks, half a dozen or more, drop back from the line as the orks managed to disable them. That still left more than enough of the Emperor’s hammers to smash into the ork town and lay waste to everything around them. Hardnuss felt the fully unleashed raw power of the Leman Russ’ engine as they crashed through a rockcrete barrier and into the tight, twisting streets.

			Tanks rammed their way through ork buildings, killing just as many of the greenskins under their rolling tracks as they did with their heavy bolters. Close confines were not ideal for tank warfare and the need to smash their way through buildings and negotiate the shattered debris slowed down their advance.

			Orks swarmed around the slowed tanks, shooting at them from close range, climbing onto them to try to lever open the hatches. Some even resorted to hitting them with choppas. Those vehicles armed with sponson-mounted flamers sprayed the greenskins with superheated promethium when they drew too close.

			‘Tankbusta bombs,’ Colonel Dresner roared over the vox. ‘Take down any greenskins with those tankbusta bombs!’

			Hardnuss immediately began scanning the area she could see through the reflector sight and saw a lightly armoured greenskin dashing down the street towards them, a round flat-sided bomb in its hands.

			‘Two o’clock,’ she called down the vox, ‘we’ve got a tankbusta at two o’clock.’

			The gunner on the heavy bolter was firing into a group of greenskins descending a destroyed building beside them and immediately began to swing around to target the tankbusta, but Hardnuss could already see he was going to be too slow. She undid the turret hatch and pushed it open. As she emerged from the top of the tank, she was immediately assaulted by the sounds, sights and smells of battle. She ignored it all to raise her newly acquired bolt pistol. She fired three times in quick succession at the ork tankbusta. The creature fell, dropping the tankbusta bomb harmlessly to the ground.

			Below her, the tank jerked and began rumbling forward again. Hardnuss bellowed out a war cry to match that of the greenskins around them, firing randomly with her bolt pistol. After so long kept captive, she couldn’t help but feel a cathartic release in executing those greenskins that had kept her prisoner. She considered, just for a moment before she banished the heretical thought, whether perhaps humans were not so different from greenskins after all. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Outside the camp, the complexion of the battle had changed. Van Veenan had seen the reassuring sight of a battle line of Leman Russ tanks burst forth from the trees and slam into the ork shanty town in a thunderous frontal assault. Those orks from outside who had been running for the hole in the fence had performed a rapid about-turn and headed back to engage the newly arrived armoured vehicles.

			But inside the camp, van Veenan had more pressing concerns as, with deceptive speed, Warboss ’Eadbasha had caught up with him. The massive ork lumbered across his path, blocking him from reaching the Gargant.

			Hydraulic fluid sprayed in a high arc from a hose connected to his shoulders as the warboss leaned forward and roared, his misshapen and bulbous head close enough that van Veenan felt the heat of his breath.

			‘WAAAAAAAAAAAGH!’

			’Eadbasha closed his mighty klaw, already dripping with blood, and swung it wildly. Van Veenan lunged forward, right under the arc of the klaw and almost between ’­Ead­basha’s legs. Troopers Tereti and Trotter both dived to their left, dodging the powerful weapon. Trotter rolled smoothly and lifted her lasgun as she came up kneeling. She fired at the enormous warboss, the las-beam connecting with ’Ead­basha’s torso, but it struck a part of his chest encased in thick armour. The surface of the metal burned and became a bubbling black liquid in an area not much larger than a one throne coin. She fired again, moving her aim upwards towards ’Eadbasha’s exposed head, but he shifted sideways just enough that the beam caught his iron jaw with a glancing blow, leaving a superheated red line that soon faded into a black gash. Tereti was up and firing too, her las-beam burying itself in ’Eadbasha’s power klaw arm but doing little damage.

			‘Emperor damn it,’ Trotter muttered as she prepared to fire again, but by now ’Eadbasha had swung his other arm around. He held a twin-barrelled shoota that looked like little more than a pistol in his enormous fist. Trotter rolled to the side, the concussive blast striking the ground nearby and causing an explosive ringing in her ears. Tereti attempted to scatter too, but was caught as the shot burst at her feet. She was thrown backwards, her standard-issue Astra Militarum boots, and the feet that were in them, nowhere to be seen.

			Meanwhile, van Veenan, lying on his back under the hulking warboss, plucked a krak grenade off his belt, ripped the pin out with his mouth and tossed it straight upwards before scampering through ’Eadbasha’s legs to clear the blast radius. Thankful for all the practise he’d had with his improvised sock-ball, he looked back to see the krak grenade float perfectly upwards and, with a clink, magnetically attach itself to ’Eadbasha’s armoured chest. Van Veenan counted. Three… two… ’Eadbasha clamped his power klaw over the krak grenade, but before he could pull it off, it erupted. Van Veenan rolled onto his stomach and covered his head with his hands to protect himself from the explosive debris and the fragments of shattered armour.

			After the momentary deafness had passed, van Veenan looked up. His heart immediately sank. Warboss ’Ead­basha still stood. His power klaw had been blasted open, the weapon twisted and missing one of its long, talon-like fingers, and his chest armour was blackened and cracked, but he was still alive, his face full of fury.

			‘Emperor’s teeth!’ Van Veenan cursed as he clambered to his feet. A lasgun beam streaked past. Trotter, in her dazed and confused state, had fired again but missed high over ’Eadbasha’s shoulder.

			Van Veenan lifted his lasgun ready to fire but ’Ead­basha swung his power klaw. Van Veenan took a leaping step backwards, dodging the swing, but the end of the warboss’ weapon caught the barrel of his lasgun and sent it spiralling from his grasp. The ork brought his shoota around to aim at van Veenan, who instinctively dived sideways as the barbaric gun boomed, gouging twin craters where he’d been standing. Van Veenan rolled, knowing a follow-up attack would be imminent, but he wasn’t fast enough. ’Ead­basha’s power klaw slammed down from above him, the two remaining digits impaling themselves into the dirt either side of van Veenan’s torso. The klaw sparked, smoked and released a high-pitched grinding as ’Eadbasha closed the damaged appendage. Van Veenan felt the pressure of the klaw squeezing shut, pinning his arms to his sides.

			Trotter screamed as she ran at the warboss, firing las-beam after las-beam. Most of them struck the warboss on his thick armour, ablating the surface a small amount but causing no significant damage. Several of the shots struck flesh, though. Van Veenan could smell the burning of ork as las-beams cut into ’Eadbasha’s bare arm just above the power klaw, a smell like setting a match to a mushroom. ’Eadbasha didn’t flinch, not even as Trotter’s final las-beam hit him in the face, burning through one cheek and exploding out the other in a spray of teeth and tongue. As Trotter reached the warboss and desperately swung her lasgun at his legs like a mad lumberjack, ’Eadbasha threw his free fist and backhanded Trotter aside like an annoying fly before turning his attention to van Veenan.

			‘Should ’ave krumped ya when I ’ad da chance,’ ’Eadbasha growled as the crushing pressure of the klaw grew, squeezing van Veenan’s arms against his ribs and making it hard to breathe. He was sure his bones were about to snap.

			‘Puny humies easy to break.’

			Van Veenan saw stars burst across his vision. He felt a pop in his ribs, then another and a sudden sharp pain. He couldn’t breathe at all now. He knew he was about to be crushed and was disappointed he wouldn’t get to go out with a witty one-liner. He seemed to be looking out at the world through a rapidly contracting tunnel. Then, as his vision was fading, the pressure released.

			’Eadbasha had let go.

			Van Veenan instinctively gasped for air, which magnified the pain in his ribs. He settled for small gulps as he tried to suck in precious oxygen. The power klaw lifted away as ’Eadbasha turned, only to be engulfed by a searing hot torrent of orange flame.

			Van Veenan felt the skin of his face tighten; his eyebrows and hair began to curl and burn as the stream of flame roared over the top of him. He rolled to the side several times, ignoring the pain it caused in his ribs, knowing he had to escape the radiant heat. When the flame ceased, van Veenan looked up at what had sprayed the warboss with fire. To his surprise it was not Imperial forces; it was a contraption that looked like an enormous bipedal tin can. The machine, painted black and white and thickly armoured, walked on multijointed mechanical legs. Its four arms had two serrated power klaws, a spinning saw blade and a short-barrelled flamer, smoking from having just fired. Thick exhaust pipes on the back spewed coils of smog into the air. On top of the cylindrical body a hatch was open, out of which was poking the unmistakable green-goggled head of Mekboy Rukaz.

			’Eadbasha turned to the mekboy driving the robotic machine. Large sections of the warboss’ armour and much of his exposed flesh were charred and melting away after being hosed down with the flamer. He growled deep in his throat and worked his jaw, attempting to speak, but the dark-green skin was blackened and, in some places, completely gone. He persisted though, ripping burned flesh apart as he opened his mouth to howl at the mekboy.

			‘Rukaz!’ ’Eadbasha roared. ‘You traitorous git. I knew you was nothin’ but trouble.’

			Van Veenan was utterly astonished that ’Eadbasha was still standing. Being doused with burning promethium would have left little of a human but charred bone. The pain must have been excruciating. Perhaps it was true that greenskins felt no pain at all.

			‘Smartest is best, ’Eadbasha,’ Rukaz called back. ‘It’s time da galaxy got to see what us mekboyz can do. I is gonna be mek-boss now. This is gonna be Waaagh! Rukaz!’

			‘As if,’ ’Eadbasha said. ‘I is toughest.’

			‘My smarts make me toughest,’ Rukaz said. ‘Time for you to see why.’

			Rukaz disappeared into his insanely armed Deff Dread, the hatch clanging shut behind him. Moments later the mekboy’s can, saw blade whirring and multiple klaws opening and closing, charged at Warboss ’Eadbasha.

			‘WAAAAAAGH!’ ’Eadbasha roared and despite the way his damaged armour still smoked, his power klaw sparked and black hydraulic fluid sprayed from almost every pipe and tube, he charged straight at Rukaz’s machine. The gigantic ork and the monstrous machine, both around ten feet tall, slammed into each other with unbelievable force, momentarily spinning like dance partners before separating.

			’Eadbasha swung his enormous power klaw and slammed it into the armoured shell enclosing Rukaz, taking a chunk out of the metal and causing the Deff Dread’s mechanical legs to work furiously to keep itself upright. Rukaz recovered control and ploughed straight back into ’Eadbasha, knocking him backwards. 

			Rukaz’s smaller power klaws didn’t strike ’Eadbasha. They worked surgically, grabbing at pieces of his shoulder armour and bending and pulling them off. ’Eadbasha retaliated by pushing the machine back and then slamming his power klaw down on top of it. The legs buckled but then powered up again. Rukaz went straight back to working on ’­Ead­basha’s armour. Like the mekboy he was, he was dismantling ’­Eadbasha piece by piece.

			Van Veenan scampered away from the fighting, grabbing Tereti’s fallen lasgun with one hand and Trotter’s arm with the other.

			‘Come on,’ he said as he ran for the Gargant. Even as they headed for the massive mechanical ork, smoke began pouring in rising pillars from vents at the back. The eyes still glowed green from the power of the tortured weirdboy but now the head turned, the arms began raising the massive cannons and the whole thing seemed to shift its weight forward, ready to walk. The Gargant was coming to life.

			‘Emperor’s teeth and damnation,’ van Veenan cursed, but his words were swallowed by the sounds of rending metal, smashing rockcrete and howling engines. He turned to look behind him and saw the comforting sight of Leman Russ tanks smashing out the back of the ork settlement and towards the camp.

			The Gargant groaned and with a discharge of its green energy, the right foot lifted, moved forward and then slammed to the ground in an earthquake step. 

			The Leman Russ tanks roared as they bulldozed through the fence and into the camp. The cavalry was here to liberate these prisoners of Waaagh! Van Veenan felt immense relief – they wouldn’t need to get inside the Gargant after all. That many Imperial tanks would blow the ork’s mighty war machine back into its component parts.

			And sure enough, with resounding booms that seemed to crack the air in half, tank battle cannons opened up with the Emperor’s fury on the Gargant. Van Veenan waited for eruptions of superheated metal to burst from multiple locations all over the Gargant. Instead, what followed was a bright green flash of energy several yards away from the surface of the machine. Wherever a shell struck, a green crackling glow appeared and traced the shape of an energy bubble. Van Veenan’s heart sunk. The Gargant was protected by some form of force field.

			Of course it was.

			Even as shell after shell hit the Gargant, its force field held strong. It lifted its immense weaponised arms towards the tanks. The multi-barrelled cannons started to rotate, slowly at first but quickly gaining speed until they began to fire. The rapid, concussive booming of the cannons was even louder than the firing of the tanks. It was so loud that it may as well have been the only sound in the world. Van Veenan planted his hands over his ears, his eyes began to water and he was fairly certain he would never hear anything again. The orks throughout the camp cheered but van Veenan only knew this because he could see them raising their arms and weapons in the air.

			The shots from the Gargant’s cannons streaked towards its attackers. The shells struck everything: tanks, buildings, the ground, other orks – it didn’t matter, the destruction was indiscriminate. The shells that hit tanks plunged through the armour, bursting them open in explosions of spinning shrapnel.

			Van Veenan could do nothing but watch as the Gargant tore through the Emperor’s most faithful vehicles with relative ease. The armoured division returned fire, and the Gargant took a small step backwards under the barrage, but the energy bubble surrounding it never failed. Tanks were sheared in half, disappearing in bursts of fire, leaving the shapes of burning Guardsmen to run from the wreckage with flailing arms.

			A dozen, maybe two dozen tanks were destroyed in what seemed like an instant. Eventually the armoured assault force broke through and peeled out in a fan, spreading into the camp to avoid the concentrated fire of the Gargant. Throughout the camp the Guardsmen, who had moments ago been fighting so valiantly, dropped to the ground and scrambled for what cover they could find, men and women now trapped in the middle of a war between gods.

			As the tanks spread out they unleashed their heavy bolters and flamers at the orks, who ran around in what seemed delirious joy at the battle unfolding around them. Many had flocked to the Gargant and stood around its massive feet cheering and roaring and firing randomly towards Guardsmen and tanks. As the Gargant stepped backwards to maintain its balance under the barrage of Leman Russ fire, it planted a foot right on top of a large gathering of greenskins. Many of them avoided the foot but several others did not, and van Veenan felt an odd sense of pride that the metal sheets he had spent so much time riveting together had just crushed a bunch of orks. 

			Eventually the green force field flickered under the onslaught, with shells exploding closer and closer to the ork machine’s armoured surface, but the damage it suffered was minimal compared to the utter annihilation it was causing. Tanks were still being shredded across the camp. The might of Imperial Guard armour had been added to the fray, but they had done little more than scratch the Gargant’s surface.

			‘Emperor’s Throne,’ van Veenan exclaimed. He turned back to Corporal Trotter, who like him was doing little more than keeping her head as close to the dirt as possible. ‘Trotter, we need to get inside that thing!’

			Trotter crawled up beside van Veenan. ‘But, sarge, what about that force field? If battle cannons don’t get through, what makes you think we can?’

			‘Look at those greenskins,’ van Veenan said, ‘moving around near the feet. They’re passing through the field as if it isn’t even there. It only stops weapons. I think we can make it through too.’

			‘That’s a gamble, sarge. We could get fried.’

			Van Veenan looked at her. ‘Fifty thrones says we make it. You going to trust me this time?’

			Trotter cracked a wry smile. ‘Okay, sarge. I’m with you.’ She instinctively dropped as a battle cannon shell flew overhead, low enough to whistle through the air. ‘I’m trusting you’ve got a solid plan of how we actually destroy that thing.’

			‘The head,’ van Veenan said. ‘There’s an old military saying, to kill the snake you have to cut off the head. Or, in our case, we need to make the head explode. Come on, on me.’

			Van Veenan rose to his feet and began running towards the Gargant, Trotter right beside him. They fired at those orks in their path, cutting them down with accurate lasgun fire while dashing through barely aimed shots from the greenskins. As they approached the bottom of the Gargant they drew the attention of those orks who had gathered around it. The orks brought their shootas to bear and unleashed a staccato rhythm of fire towards van Veenan and Trotter.

			Van Veenan tried to continue on towards the Gargant, firing back and veering randomly to avoid presenting an easy target, but as more and more shoota rounds exploded all around him he knew either he or Trotter would soon be blown to pieces. ‘Emperor damn it,’ he said as he rapidly changed direction and headed away from the Gargant, making for the cover of a solid rockcrete storage bunker. He and Trotter pressed themselves against the dome-shaped wall of the bunker. Shoota rounds burst in the dirt nearby and several bounced off the roof and flew over their heads.

			Looking back through the chaos, van Veenan saw Warboss ’Eadbasha and Mekboy Rukaz still battling each other amid the mayhem. ’Eadbasha was swinging wildly at Rukaz’s Deff Dread but Rukaz had managed to tear ’Eadbasha’s thick chest armour away, revealing his green flesh.

			Growing desperate, ’Eadbasha planted his shoota up against Rukaz’s can and fired multiple times. At such close range the shells burst against Rukaz’s armour and blasted back to rip ’Eadbasha’s flesh too. Rukaz’s can staggered, sparks and smoke and what might have been oil or blood pouring from a hole blasted into it. For a moment van Veenan thought ’Eadbasha had won but then Rukaz’s can leapt towards the warboss, leading with the buzzing saw blade. It buried itself into ’Eadbasha’s now exposed chest, and with a mighty straining of metal and a wailing of pistons and actuators Rukaz pressed forward and lifted the blade. The saw, throwing an arc of blood twenty feet into the air, buried itself deeper into ’Eadbasha’s chest until it was completely inside the warboss and still spinning madly, chewing his flesh and internal organs into mince. ’Eadbasha smashed his power klaw against Rukaz’s can contraption again and again, denting the top in, long after van Veenan thought he should have been dead. Eventually though, with nothing left inside his chest but blended soup, the warboss fell still. Rukaz lowered the saw blade and the body of Warboss Nok ’Eadbasha, self-described prophet of Gork and Mork, dropped to the ground, dead.

			As if the orks had somehow sensed the death of their warboss and the sudden shift in the power dynamic, the fighting throughout the camp lulled; the greenskins not directly engaged with Imperial Guardsmen stopped and turned to look at Rukaz standing over the body of ’Eadbasha. Blaring through a vox-amplification unit, Rukaz’s voice suddenly boomed out over the camp.

			‘I is no longer Mekboy Rukaz,’ he said. ‘I is now Mek-Boss Rukaz and this,’ he gestured to the Gargant with his bloody saw blade, ‘is all Waaagh! Rukaz now! WAAAAAGH!’

			Most of the orks joined the roar, but not all.

			‘I is not fightin’ for no oddboy!’ a shout came from nearby. ’Ardskull, a huge choppa in his hand wet with human blood, approached. ‘I should be warboss. I was big nob!’

			‘You ain’t killed ’Eadbasha though,’ another ork shouted, ‘Rukaz did. He da boss now.’

			‘He only killed ’im because he got that Deff Dread wotsit,’ ’Ardskull replied, but seeing a lot of the orks didn’t seem to agree, he said, ‘We don’t fight for no mekboy. I is the biggest. I kill Rukaz and I be warboss then.’

			’Ardskull rushed towards Rukaz with his choppa raised over his head. ‘’Ardskull for boss!’

			Rukaz dropped back inside his Deff Dread and stomped towards the charging nob. ’Ardskull swung his choppa but Rukaz parried the blow with one klaw. The other klaw shot forward and grabbed ’Ardskull right around the circumference of the metal dome attached to the top of his head. Rukaz’s klaw squeezed shut. ’Ardskull howled in anger, but Rukaz didn’t relent. The metal dome bent in half, squashing whatever brains ’Ardskull might have had beneath it. Rukaz’s saw moved forward and beheaded the ork nob. He raised it high to display to all those orks that watched.

			‘I is mek-boss!’ Rukaz screamed.

			‘Well,’ van Veenan said, ‘would you look at that.’

			Taking advantage of the momentary confusion, van Veenan hurried to enter through the door at the back of the Gargant’s foot and began climbing a set of winding metallic stairs that spiralled up into the legs. Trotter followed close behind, their heavy boots clanging on the metal with every step.

			Somewhere near the knee they ran into a mekboy who was dashing around tightening bolts that seemed to be springing loose whenever the machine moved. The ork looked up, its eyes growing wide with the surprise of seeing humans inside the Gargant. It grabbed for a large spanner that lay on the floor nearby, but van Veenan acted first and killed the greenskin with a lasgun shot through the chest.

			They continued up, reaching the propulsion system in the bowels of the mechanical beast. Here a dozen gretchin worked to patch leaks of oil and solder together live, sparking wires under the agitated direction of another animated mekboy. Van Veenan held his fist up and then gestured with his palm down, silently signalling for Trotter to stop and sneak past.

			They moved carefully and the greenskins didn’t seem to notice them until a shout from below drew their attention. It was the familiar shriek of Mek-Boss Rukaz.

			‘Humie nob van Veenanz!’ The ork’s voice carried up from the levels below. ‘I know you is up there!’

			The grots working nearby turned and saw van Veenan and Trotter attempting to sneak up the stairs. Van Veenan shot them a quick teasing smile before he unclipped a frag grenade from his belt, pulled the pin and tossed it towards them.

			He didn’t need to tell Trotter to take advantage of the distraction and follow as he dashed up the stairs. She was close on his tail, her lasgun raised in ready position, just as aware as van Veenan that the gift he’d thrown to the greenskins was about to make the entire Gargant aware of their presence.

			The boom of the frag grenade was followed by a succession of other noises – rending metal, grinding gears and drive shafts smashing around their casings. Van Veenan continued moving, hoping he’d managed to break something important.

			They rounded the spiralling stairs and were met at the next landing by several ork boyz alerted by Rukaz’s shouts and the subsequent grenade explosion. Only one had a pistol-sized slugga; the other two were armed with choppas. The slugga fired with a loud report and a burst of black sooty smoke as van Veenan and Trotter came into view. The bullet pinged off the wall well wide of the two Guardsmen and Trotter shot the ork through the face with a well-aimed lasgun beam. Van Veenan fired as well, cutting down one of the other orks with a burst to the chest.

			The third ork ran at van Veenan with a howling cry, its choppa raised overhead. Trotter recovered quickly, aimed and fired. The las-beam hit the ork in the shoulder, opening a cauterised gash. The ork stumbled somewhat but managed to swing its choppa at van Veenan. Van Veenan dodged back and to the side, but in the tight confines of the stairwell he was forced to raise his lasgun and use it to parry the ork’s weapon. He felt the jarring impact as they connected. He managed to deflect the ork’s blow but the overpowering strength of the greenskin sent him slamming into the wall, his broken ribs erupting with pain. Trotter fired again and thankfully this time her shot put the ork down for good.

			Van Veenan coughed and was dismayed to see blood spray from his mouth across the wall. He wiped his mouth. ‘Come on,’ he said to Trotter. ‘We need to keep moving, avoid close combat with the greenskins if we can.’ 

			They continued, higher into the torso and the workings of the Gargant. They came out into a space where dozens of orks carried immense shells over their shoulders, shuttling them up to the arms to feed the massive cannons. The orks spun to look at van Veenan and Trotter but van Veenan didn’t stop, knowing they didn’t have time for, and likely wouldn’t survive, an engagement with that many greenskins.

			Eventually, after climbing a seemingly endless number of steps, van Veenan and Trotter emerged into the control room, high in the chest of the great Gargant. Orks were manning control panels of rudimentary dials and gauges and yelling instructions into a complicated network of twisting speaking tubes. In front of them a large pict screen that had once been erected to provide messages of Imperial support to the promethium refinery workers showed the scene outside the Gargant.

			The large ork who seemed to be in command – not only because he was standing in the centre of the room yelling wildly, but also because he wore an oversized peaked cap like some comical impression of an Imperial Navy officer – turned towards them. His eyes grew wide.

			‘Dey is ’ere!’ he called, word of their intrusion having obviously preceded them. Several of the orks rose from their seats but a voice stopped them.

			‘You sit down. You need to keep my Gargant runnin’.’

			Van Veenan turned to see Mek-Boss Rukaz stepping off the stairs and into the command room. He turned his goggled gaze to van Veenan.

			‘Humie nob van Veenanz,’ Rukaz said. ‘I knew you wasn’t going to kill ’Eadbasha and I knew you was going to go for my Gargant. Sneaky humies always bein’ sneaky. Don’t matter though. I just needed you to start some fightin’ for me so I got my chance at taking down ’Eadbasha myself. I showed ’im what a smartboy can do. Now I is boss. I ’ave the Gargant. I is gonna lead the Waaagh!’

			‘I didn’t think you liked fighting,’ van Veenan said. ‘I thought you weren’t interested in conquering the galaxy like ’Eadbasha was.’

			Rukaz smiled. ‘I ain’t said that. I just said I could do krumpin’ differently. I showed ’im. Unorky ’e called me. Who’s unorky now?’

			And Trotter fired. She’d shouldered her lasgun and pulled the trigger before van Veenan even knew she was moving. The las-beam should have struck Rukaz directly in the centre of the chest but instead of burning an immense hole through him, it stopped several inches away, a bubble-shaped energy field momentarily flashing around him; the two coils on his back sparked and zapped in response.

			Rukaz smiled again. ‘Sneaky humies.’ He lifted the shoota-sized weapon he held, aiming it at Corporal Trotter. It was unlike any weapon van Veenan had ever seen, ork-made or otherwise. It was connected to Rukaz’s backpack with a series of colourful cables, the barrel ending in three spheres that began rapidly spinning about its axis. They flashed with electrical energy before suddenly erupting with what could only be described as lightning. The blazing arc struck Trotter in the stomach. Her entire body spasmed, her muscles locked in seizure and she dropped to the ground, her skin smoking. Van Veenan instantly knew she was dead.

			With a burst of ferocious energy van Veenan rushed at Rukaz. The mek-boss aimed his lightning gun at van Veenan but the veteran sergeant anticipated the shot. Even with his shattered ribs and punctured lungs the sudden tumult of adrenaline flooding through him was enough for van Veenan to drop into a tumble. The crackling lash of lightning blasted over the top of him. In that moment he felt no pain as he rolled through and jumped up hard, slamming into Rukaz.

			Rukaz stumbled back with the impact. He swung his lightning gun up again but van Veenan was quick enough to get back inside his force field and slam the butt of his lasgun into the ork’s face. Rukaz swung at van Veenan with his free hand, the blow catching him on the side of the face. The strike resonated through his skull and sent him lurching to the side, but he managed to keep his feet. Van Veenan had lost count of the number of times he’d been punched in the face – by humans or xenos – and this strike wasn’t even as bad as some of the larger human fists he’d managed to get his face in front of. It was almost always a bad idea to engage in hand-to-hand combat with an ork but Mek-Boss Rukaz was not, it seemed, as much of a threat when you could get through his bizarre inventions.

			Van Veenan took heart in this and charged once more. He slammed the end of his lasgun into the ork’s face again and again. He barely registered that he was roaring, howling with all the fury of the past months as he struck Rukaz with vicious and overwhelming speed. The lenses of Rukaz’s goggles shattered under the butt of the lasgun and as the mekboy back-pedalled under the flurry of attacks, van Veenan saw the ork’s eyes staring out at him. His reddish eyeballs were wide and alight, not quite with fear but with something like wonder.

			Van Veenan managed to push Rukaz back to the top of the stairs but felt his attacks slowing. He was burning through the adrenal fuel that was keeping him going. His arms were growing heavy. As his attacks slowed he expected Rukaz to take advantage and retaliate, but instead the ork stared at him with a smile on his face.

			‘That was good fightin’, humie nob van Veenanz,’ he said. ‘You turnin’ orky now? You want to join–’

			Van Veenan lashed out and kicked the mek-boss as hard as he could. Rukaz fell backwards, almost comically windmilling his arms to try to maintain his balance, but he dropped and tumbled down the stairs.

			Van Veenan turned and saw the other orks around the control room staring at him. The greenskins seemed perplexed, at least momentarily, about what they were supposed to do now their new mek-boss had been booted down the stairs. Most of them looked more physically imposing than Rukaz, and van Veenan was not going to risk fighting them, which he was sure would be their eventual conclusion. He took the opportunity to sprint for the stairs; he needed to keep going higher.

			Up he twisted through the Gargant, following his nose until he emerged into the head. Before him the weirdboy was still strapped to the chair. The sight was shocking and van Veenan felt a pang of sympathy for the ork. It had shrivelled into a wretched creature. It seemed to have lost all muscle mass and its green skin was tight around the shape of its bones but hung in loose folds elsewhere. Its sunken face was little better than a skull. Still, its eyes and body glowed with the same eerie green energy.

			Van Veenan, not giving himself time to think, dashed forward. He began unbuckling the straps holding the helmet to the weirdboy’s head. His pursuers sounded close. Once all the straps were loose, he grabbed hold of the helmet and pulled. It came free of the weirdboy’s head with a sucking sound, like water down a plughole. Long, tendril-like wires coated in blood and pus popped out from where they had been inserted into the weirdboy’s brain. The ork, who had been silent until that point, began to groan.

			The orks from the control room reached the top of the stairs and van Veenan turned to face them. Mek-Boss Rukaz emerged and saw what van Veenan had done. This time van Veenan was sure there was fear behind those shattered goggles. 

			‘I guess that means I was right,’ van Veenan said.

			The weirdboy’s groan started to increase in volume. Green energy began bursting from its head and striking the walls with electrical sparks. Van Veenan raised his lasgun and fired at the orks, who had begun running towards the ork weirdboy under the frenzied orders of Rukaz. The orks desperately tried to refit the helmet on the weirdboy’s overloading brain. As it became clear they would not be able to contain the eruption, Rukaz growled. His face twisted in anger.

			‘Humie nob van Veenanz!’ he shouted. ‘I ain’t forgettin’ this.’ The ork mek-boss turned and scampered down the stairs.

			Some of the orks from the control room followed; those that remained turned their attention to van Veenan. He leaned over and lifted the handle he’d seen Rukaz use from the ground. With a hydraulic drone and the whistling of wind, the face of the Gargant began opening. He fired repeatedly with his lasgun to force the orks to keep their distance and then, without thinking – because thinking just led to unhelpful hesitation in these sorts of situations – van Veenan jumped out of the Gargant’s head.

			He landed on the machine’s sheet-metal surface and began half falling, half sliding down its torso. Luckily, the Gargant’s portly belly meant that its structure rose to meet him. He hit metal with a jolt, his ribs erupting with pain, blood spraying from his mouth as the air blasted from his lungs. He tumbled over the surface, rolling and falling, and hitting the metal again. Disorientated, unable to determine up from down as he tumbled, van Veenan groped wildly for anything to slow his descent. He managed, perhaps from instinct more than anything, to throw his arms out and plant the soles of his boots on the surface. He slid on his back, his vision wildly twirling and alight with stars. The rubber of his boots slowed him – at least until he reached the groin, where he ran out of metal to cling to and plummeted to the ground.

			Landing heavily on his feet van Veenan felt a sudden stab of pain and immediately knew his leg – perhaps both – had broken. His vision swam. He hacked up blood in spurts of spasmic coughing. For a moment, as he lay on the ground looking up at the Gargant, van Veenan was certain his idea had failed or that the orks had managed to secure the helmet back on that unstable weirdboy. Then with an eruption of green energy that spread outwards like a disc, the head of the Gargant exploded. For the briefest of moments the headless Gargant swayed as if that would be the extent of the destruction, but then a series of explosions cascaded down the body of the massive machine and the whole thing began to fall. As it toppled backwards a multi-bladed flying machine emerged from a hatch in the belly, whirring away into the sky as the Gargant collapsed with a world-shaking crash.

			It took almost all van Veenan’s energy to lift his head and track the smoke-spewing flying machine across the sky. Even if it hadn’t had an open cockpit under its spinning blades he would have known who was piloting it. Rukaz flew away from the camp out over the trees, a small contingent of orks and mekboys fleeing after him on foot.

			With the destruction of the Gargant and the disappearance of any leadership, the orks collapsed under the continued assault of the Rotauri First and the Larlo VI Seventh Armoured. The remaining men and women of the Rotauri First scoured the camp and the shanty town from end to end, making sure there were absolutely no surviving greenskins. After their experience over the last few months they would not be taking any prisoners.

			Company Sergeant Major Marcus van Veenan lay back on his stretcher in the infirmary at Flaxton Barracks. With both of his legs encased in stiff splints he could do nothing but stare at the ceiling. He wished he had some socks to throw.

			Van Veenan looked up when Commissar Hardnuss approached; Colonel Dresner was beside her.

			‘Well, you know they’ll certainly tell stories about you now,’ the commissar said.

			‘Emperor save me,’ van Veenan replied. ‘As if anyone is going to believe this.’

			‘How are you feeling, sergeant major?’ Colonel Dresner asked.

			‘I feel like I was kept prisoner by orks for several months and then fell off a Gargant, sir.’

			The colonel seemed unfazed by van Veenan’s response. ‘The commissar has told me you planned the escape and have essentially been in command of the remnants of your regiment.’

			‘Yes, sir. The escape was my plan, though I wouldn’t say I was in command of the regiment,’ van Veenan said. ‘I simply led those that were left, sir.’

			‘How do you feel about a more permanent command?’ the colonel asked.

			‘Sorry, sir?’

			‘That ork that escaped, the one Commissar Hardnuss said was called Rukaz, he is the supposed mastermind of all this?’

			‘More or less, sir.’

			‘Well, we tracked a small ork void ship leaving the planet. Seems he’s escaped off-world. Several other ork ships have entered the system. They seem to be flocking to this so-called mek-boss. He still poses a significant threat to the Imperium.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘The Rotauri First is being disbanded as an infantry regiment, sergeant major – the losses were too heavy. The Rotauri Second will be stood up after a tithe. However, I have been granted authority to give command of the remaining troopers of the Rotauri First to you. Commissar Hardnuss has volunteered to serve as unit commissar. You and your troops are to spearhead the campaign to engage the xenos threat and finish off this Waaagh! before it can get started. Congratulations, Lieutenant van Veenan.’

			‘Sir, I’d prefer not to–’

			‘I said congratulations, Lieutenant van Veenan,’ Colonel Dresner repeated.

			‘Yes, sir,’ Lieutenant van Veenan said, ‘thank you, sir.’

			‘The unit will be officially stood up and transport provided once you and your soldiers recover.’

			Once the colonel had left, van Veenan looked over at Commissar Hardnuss. ‘See, commissar?’ he said. ‘I told you something like this would happen if we got out of that prison.’

			Commissar Hardnuss smiled at van Veenan. ‘Rest up, lieutenant, the Imperium isn’t done with you just yet.’
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			CHAPTER ONE

			A lone red star, cold and swollen with age.

			A single satellite planet, ringed by a tumble of debris.

			In the limitless data-vaults of the Adeptus Mechanicus, it was designated Forge World Vastum-01 – a place of industry and production, of flexsteel and ferrocrete, of the sparking towers of forge temples and the smoothly flowing code of its living machinery. Its moons were reported as abundant with mines, its surface crawling with every kind of manufactorum. 

			But Vastum was old. Finally stripped of its resources during the advance of the Iron Duke Glevan, it had been abandoned by its tech-priests centuries before. Their final act: to detonate the planet’s moons at their cores, and to claw free the last of that ore-rich rock. 

			Vastum was a world dying, valueless and lost.

			But not – as yet – quite dead.

			A tiny figure under the filthy ochre sky, her oil-black cloak flowing like liquid, the heretek 05-Ray knew more about Vastum’s contemporary history than did the databanks of the long-absent Mechanicus. 05-Ray had come here as a questor, two decades before, seeking the dormant secrets of the planet’s technology, and she had found many things.

			To 05-Ray, this was not Vastum, abandoned and bereft of worth. 

			To 05-Ray, this was Lycheate, and a wealth of waste.

			She knew it intimately.

			As the old red sun sank slowly into brown dust, she moved swiftly, the rusting steel causeway creaking beneath her claws. Her form was wary and alert, her array of augmetic limbs deployed and ready. She was two-point-zero-four miles from the nearest manufacturing platform here, and taking care to ensure her own safety. 05-Ray may have abandoned her people and her home world of Incaladion, yet the sleeping might of this production planet still coaxed from her a silent binary prayer.

			Her claw caught on a weld, and she paused.

			Fault designation three-point-zero-six. Servitor call enabled. ETA five solar minutes and seventeen seconds.

			She flicked through her files, closely analysing the structure of the metalwork below. Lycheate was a water world, built over by an endless fractal of elevated steel podia, the same efficient mathematical patterns repeated over and over again. 

			But she was far from their solidity, out here, and the waters below her were polluted with centuries of effluvium. Chemical composition – N, NO3-N, NH4-N, S2-, SO42-, PO43-, COD, dissolved solids (TDS), heavy metals. They ate at the causeway’s supports, corroding the ancient metal. If it gave way, her weak and human flesh – what there was left of it – would not survive the immersion.

			Bodies floated past her, their skin eaten away.

			The fault in the weld, however, was not serious. The servitor sent back its confirmation, and 05-Ray was freed to continue her mission.

			The thought sent a spark through her nerve-clusters. Knowing what awaited her, her vestigial humanity shuddered with one of the few emotions she had remaining…

			Hope.

			Or possibly: Ambition.

			She looked up.

			Ahead of her, detectable by her human eye as a dark blur against the low umber clouds, her target rose into the sky. 

			Her other eye extended from the steel side of her skull, its telescopic lens closing focus.

			Heading: ninety-four degrees south-south-west. Direct distance: one-point-eight-three miles. Actual distance: one-point-eight-five miles. Chances of interception: zero-point-zero-zero-one per cent.

			Lycheate’s watery surface was broken by occasional scatter­ings of semi-active volcanic islands – the only landfall offered by this lost, corroding world. The largest of these now lay before her: a headless cone of black rock, basalt and granite. It seemed featureless, rising harsh from the flat metallic stillness of the sea, yet 05-Ray knew what waited within.

			The holiest place on this battered world. Its designation: Vastum Forge Temple-01.

			Now almost empty. 

			Gone were its tech-priests and enginseers, gone its worshippers and servitors. Its smoothly glittering black steps no longer felt feet or claws; its great columns and huge portico had long since been left to crumble. And purposeless spiked its endless, glinting vox-antennae…

			Well, not quite.

			05-Ray sent the greeting-code that announced her arrival, and flitted like a data-ghost up the black ash beach.

			<01-Vius.>

			She waited for the response to her call.

			The old temple hung over her, huge and hollow, its ceiling riddled with stalactites, like fangs. Fear was a lost emotion to 05-Ray – only the faint memory-ghosts of childhood terrors – but still, this place made her human skin prickle, and interrupted the smooth flow of her data retrieval.

			The building was broken, cracked through to its core. Its central aisle was buckled, and its interior columns stood half-tumbled, sagging against each other like tired streaks of black severity. Scattered fragments of mica and obsidian glittered scarlet with the hunger of the lava-light below. 

			But still, there lingered a presence here.

			<05-Ray.>

			The reply did not come through her ears, nor was it her name – that was a human thing, frail and foolish. Rather, it was the string of binary that she had earned for herself, the record of her skills and discoveries. It came to her in a data-stream, a pulse like recognition.

			<Your mission is successful.>

			<Affirm.> 

			She uploaded the images readily – the planet’s multiple factoria, their assembled machines all standing in rows. When the Litany of Activation was finally broadcast, they would flow with new life. 

			01-Vius accepted and assessed everything – their numbers and positions, their deployments of weaponry. He ran the full tactical analysis: in the space of milliseconds, he had extrapolated every eventuality, and secured the most functional.

			<Assessment complete.>

			His outline came back to her – their deployment, their speeds and routes.

			Their muster point.

			<Chance of success. Eighty-nine-point-eight per cent,> 01-Vius told her, as she processed the progression of information. <It is acceptable. You will proceed.>

			She answered him with a query. There was a piece of data that he had omitted from his calculations, but it was one that had stayed with her, like a bullet fragment lodged in her human skin.

			At the upload, 01-Vius paused. The stream of his code halted as he considered the shifted parameters. 

			Greatly daring, 05-Ray sent the query again.

			He did not respond.

			Instead, in the deepest darkness of the temple, something moved.

			Almost in spite of herself, 05-Ray backed up a step. She miscalculated the movements of her cloak and caught a claw on its hem, as clumsy as some newly augmented novice. The air around her was quiet now, emptier of information than the dead moons themselves. 

			A shadow-fragment detached itself from the darkness at the head of the altar steps.

			Her telescopic twitched, but the analysis was redundant – she knew who this was.

			<Master.>

			Like her, he wore an oil-black cloak. Like her, he still carried the cog-and-skull of Incaladion – though upon 01-Vius, that mark was embossed in the pitted flexsteel of his face. 

			Unlike her, he had never defaced that mark. 

			It waited like a promise.

			Air wheezed through the bellows in his chest, his jaw moved as he tested the cogs and cables of his vocal array. He was older than she, far older, and he reflected the rust and corrosion of Lycheate itself, almost like he had become a part of the planet’s machine-soul.

			05-Ray wondered how long it had been since he had spoken aloud.

			He said, ‘Sororitas.’

			The word had no accompanying data – it hissed through the lava-glow of the temple like a threat. 

			‘Correct.’ Her response, too, was aloud, though she spoke more easily. 05-Ray still had business with normal humans, and she better remembered this ungainly, ineffectual communication.

			They’d even had their own name for her – they’d called her ‘Rayos’.

			01-Vius forced the air out of his chest. It was a moment before she understood that he was laughing.

			She who had no fear – it chilled her to the core.

			‘The Sisters of Battle will come,’ he said, the words grinding like rust. ‘And in numbers.’ She knew that he was calculating those numbers, running battle plans and assessing consequences, but he did not offer her the new data.

			She waited.

			Slowly, 01-Vius creaked down the stairs, his great shoulders hunched, his joints grinding. Beneath his cloak, his metal chest was scarred with rust and old wounds, and his multiple limbs were held folded, almost as if, like his voice, he no longer had need of them.

			He came to stand before her, towering over her smaller form. The temple’s close heat radiated from his body. 

			Upon 01-Vius, there was no flesh remaining.

			The word was out before she could stop it, ‘Master?’

			‘The Sisters of Battle will come,’ he said again.

			Holo-images flickered in the lava-light – red armour and righteous wrath, the faith and fury of the Adepta Sororitas. 

			05-Ray said, ‘Affirm.’

			Again, that amused exhalation. Yet there was still no upload, and the info-vacuum was loud as a shout. 

			‘Let them,’ 01-Vius said. ‘My force is assembled. My data is correct. My extrapolations are without error. If they come, then they will die.’

			The huge sun sank, its sullen light fading to a low glare.

			An old doorway ground open against a layer of metallic dust. An expanding arc of illumination swelled across a silent floor.

			Within it, a red boot came down, ceramite ringing on stone. It was followed by a second, both caked with the filth of Lycheate’s rusting evening; a black-and-white cloak fluttered above them, its hem newly repaired.

			Sister Superior Augusta Santorus closed the heavy door behind her and stood silent, looking up a long, central aisle towards a set of unfamiliar steps. 

			A twenty-year veteran of the Adepta Sororitas, Augusta had spent her life in the chapels and cathedrals of the God-Emperor of Mankind, her head bared in humility, her weapons laid aside.

			Yet this place felt… 

			Strange.

			Ahead of her, the aisle was lit by huge metal bowls, electro-furnaces, a series of them marching up either side of a black stone path. They warmed the air, and they lit the walls pipes to a brassy, hellish glare. At the aisle’s far end, the steps led up, not to a chancel or altar, but to an intricate seethe of forgeworks, their twists and angles now glinting with the life of the flames.

			At their centre, their holy symbol was still visible: a half-human, half-augmented skull, surrounded by its square-toothed cog. 

			The symbol of the Adeptus Mechanicus, and of the Omnissiah.

			Behind it, where the great glassaic window should have been, there hung a long banner, black and red and white – the mark of Augusta’s Order, the Bloody Rose. It had been raised by their canoness, Elvorix Ianthe, with a powerful service of hymns and prayers, and it had appropriated this ancient building to a whole new purpose…

			This was no longer a forge temple.

			This was a muster point.

			Domine deduc me mi Imperatoris.

			Guide me, my Emperor.

			The Litany for Divine Guidance in her heart, Augusta reflexively looked for the servitor – for its borne trays upon which to lay her weapons – but there would be no such demand, not here. Her bolter and chainsword still at her hips, she walked up the aisle.

			‘Sister Superior.’ 

			She had taken barely six steps before there was a figure at her side, a young woman in scarlet armour that still squeaked with newness. Her helm was off, revealing a smoothly tanned face of barely twenty years, its fleur-de-lys tattoo still sharp. 

			‘I’m Kirah, Sister,’ she said. ‘The canoness is expecting you. Please, follow me.’

			Augusta did as she was asked, following the younger Sister as she ducked between the furnaces, and out towards a narrow split in the pipes. There were no novices to attend the canoness’ orders, and Kirah must be running her messages…

			And her summons.

			Not showing her tension, the Sister Superior continued to pray.

			Levis est mihi…

			Show me to the light.

			She had been waiting almost two weeks for this audience, cooling her heels in her squad’s temporary dormitorium – and she knew full well that the wait had been deliberate.

			That the canoness was making her think about the consequences of her previous mission. 

			And Augusta understood its severity. There was every possibility that she would be stripped of her rank, her merits, her armour, and that she would find herself with the slavering fervour and eviscerator blade of the Sisters Repentia…

			The thought sent a shudder up her spine.

			But it was no more than she deserved.

			As they approached the split, Sister Kirah glanced back over her shoulder. ‘Just a reminder, Sister, that we’re unable to use the vox until the full security procedure is completed. This is a heretek planet, its spirits unknown to us, and we cannot be sure that our information is… untainted. For now, please only use the vox in an emergency, and use only channel epsilon.’

			‘Aye,’ Augusta said. She wondered if the words were a warning – telling her not to speak to her squad until she had been given permission.

			The implied lack of trust made her shiver of tension worse, but she kept her chin lifted and her shoulders square. 

			Whatever the canoness’ judgement, she would face it like a warrior.

			‘In here, Sister.’ The young woman stopped at the gap, and gestured for the Sister Superior to move ahead.

			Steadying herself to stern discipline, Augusta stepped through the doorway.

			And stopped.

			The gap opened onto a small balcony, and a set of narrow steel steps leading around and down into a perfectly circular pit. The walls were one huge data-loom, a great ring of banks and wires and platforms, all now sleeping and covered with dust – but they were not what caught the Sister Superior’s attention.

			In the middle of the floor, there was a hololith projector, currently showing the planet itself, turning slow and semi-transparent in the centre of the room. It was surrounded by red-armoured figures, every one of them bareheaded and heavily armed – Augusta knew many of them from the Convent Sanctorum, or from previous missions. The taciturn, dark-skinned Seraphim commander, Sister Nikaya. Eleni and Roku, Sisters Superior, both veterans like herself. The single unarmoured figure, grey-haired and stoop-shouldered – Rhene, the ageing Hospitaller. There were other figures that she did not know, but there was a glint of adamantine to every chaplet, a zealous flare to every gaze.

			To the last woman, every one of them had stopped and looked up.

			The holo-planet winked out; the silence was heavy as judgement. Augusta paused, still praying.

			For truth, for strength.

			For justice, in whatever manner He may decree.

			Then she followed the metal stairway, around and down, and into the room. In the silence, her bootsteps clanged like bells.

			‘Dismissed,’ came the canoness’ voice, clipped and commanding. ‘All except you two.’ She pointed at two of the unfamiliar figures, who stopped where they were. ‘The rest of you, the briefing will continue after Terce.’

			‘Milady.’

			Retrieving electro-quills and dataslates, the Order’s senior Sisters retreated from the room.

			Once they had gone, the tall, ice-haired figure of the canoness emerged from behind the hololith table and stood waiting, her arms folded, her feet apart, her red armour looking almost bloodstained in the light. Her lined face was aged, but it showed no compromise; her tattoo, though blurred to blue, rested upon an expression of cold calm.

			Elvorix Ianthe was a stern disciplinarian, and a warrior without peer. Augusta felt her heart contract, already knowing the fate that awaited her.

			Before the Emperor I have sinned. Beyond forgiveness. Beyond forbearance. Beyond mercy…

			But she reached the bottom of the steps, and saluted.

			‘Your eminence.’

			‘Sister Superior,’ Ianthe said, her tone acid. ‘Once again, you complete your mission, and you leave me with a headache.’ The word was a ruler-slap, a strike like pure discipline.

			Augusta caught her breath, but said nothing. She stared straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the data-loom of the far wall. 

			‘Your orders were very simple, Sister – to locate and slay the witch, and to obey the mission’s commander.’ Ianthe’s voice was biting, absolutely merciless. 

			‘Yes, milady.’

			Ianthe flexed on her toes, her armour creaking. ‘And the mission’s commander. Was shot dead. While under your protection.’ Each phrase was clearly enunciated, hitting like a fist. 

			‘Yes, milady.’ Her pulse pounding, the Sister Superior did not flinch. 

			She did not dare.

			‘That fact alone would necessitate a significant reprimand.’ Ianthe paused, studying Augusta’s stone-steady expression. ‘But the commander of your mission was a member of the Emperor’s Inquisition.’ Like an irate parade-ground sergeant, she leaned in close to deliver the final word.

			Her chin up, her blood thundering, Augusta continued to stare straight ahead. A hundred explanations crowded to the front of her thoughts, but she would not speak until permitted. And the canoness already knew the full story – Augusta’s report had been both detailed and thorough. 

			Stepping back, Ianthe let out her breath, apparently considering her next words. ‘Sister Superior. You have given your sworn oath, by the blade of Saint Mina and by the God-Emperor Himself, that Inquisitor Istrix had fallen to the Ruinous Powers. Do you stand by this oath?’

			‘As He is my witness, I stand by my oath.’ Augusta’s voice was flat, her words certain. ‘The witch, Scafidis Zale, had been the inquisitor’s interrogator and he had… charmed… his way into her thoughts. While she did not know it, Istrix had herself fallen to heresy. Corporal Mors shot her to save my life.’

			‘From your report, Sister,’ the canoness said, ‘he shot her to save your reputation.’

			‘That is also true,’ she said. ‘As Astra Militarum, he considered himself expendable.’ She recalled Mors’ words – But you… you’re Sororitas – and continued, ‘Corporal Mors is a good man, milady, honourable and courageous. Truly, he serves the Emperor.’

			‘Mors,’ the omission of the ex-soldier’s rank was both pointed and deliberate, ‘is a deserter. His life is forfeit. Why did you not just shoot him?’

			The words were like a rope, lowering about her throat. Carefully, she answered, ‘He was under Istrix’s command, milady–’

			‘He was under Istrix’s command.’ The canoness repeated her words; let them hang in the air like the raised whip of the Repentia mistress.

			Still, Augusta did not flinch.

			Ianthe watched her, then, slowly, nodded at her discipline.

			‘And that single fact, Sister Superior,’ she said, ‘has secured your rank, your armour, your merits, and your continued service to this Order.’

			Service…!

			At the word, the Sister Superior’s belly turned over, her knees went to water. She, who had faced twenty years of combat, faced witch and xenos and heretic, faced a greater daemon on her own two feet… she found herself shaking with the shock of her reprieve.

			Our Emperor, deliver us!

			She wanted to sing her thanks aloud, but she held herself still.

			‘I will make sure,’ and the canoness’ smile was grim, ‘to pass your gratitude to the prioress.’ The word was a warning – perhaps indicating just how close Augusta had really come to that eviscerator blade. 

			Sternly controlling her tone, Augusta said, ‘Yes, milady.’

			‘Which,’ the canoness went on, ‘brings me, rather neatly, to her orders.’

			The Sister Superior blinked. ‘Milady?’

			‘Your squad is under-strength, Sister,’ Ianthe said. She indicated the two women who had remained in the room, one tall, slim and golden-haired, the other heavily built and square-jawed. ‘This is Sister Rhea, and Sister Alcina. They will be joining you for the remainder of this mission. Due to her seniority and length of service, Sister Alcina,’ – the square-jawed woman gave Augusta a curt nod – ‘will be replacing Sister Melia as your second-in-command.’

			‘Permission to–’

			‘Denied.’ The canoness cut across her question. ‘Since my adjutant remained upon Ophelia VII, Sister Caia de Musa will be serving me in that role. Both these Sisters will be joining your squad.’ The grim smile faded. ‘And I strongly suggest that you don’t make any further mistakes.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			In the Solidarities of Saint Mina, it is written that the God-Emperor sees all. That He walks with every Sister as she carries His name into the void, that He hears the words of every hymn, the thunder of every weapon, the battle cry of every warrior.

			It is also written that wherever forces are gathered in His name, there He shall be.

			‘Ubi autem ambulat, ibi non potest esse deficiendi.’

			Wherever He walks, there can be no failure.

			After the canoness’ briefing, Sister Augusta returned to her squad in their makeshift dormitorium – an abandoned hopper-trench now warmed by the richly decorated rose banners of their Order. Pipes and conduits wove their way down a long, half-cylindrical ceiling and, at the far end, an altar now stood to His might and presence. Standing before it, the Sisters recited, softly and together:

			‘That Thou wouldst bring them only death,

			That Thou shouldst spare none,

			That Thou shouldst pardon none,

			We beseech Thee, destroy them.’

			As the Litany came to a close, the newly reformed squad stood in silence, heads bowed and armour gleaming. Electro-candles glinted from their scarlet armour and from the weave of wires through the walls.

			Augusta looked at each of them. Like her, her Sisters had been kept waiting while the canoness had decided their fate, and now she could feel their nervousness, like a tightly pulled wire. She looked down their line, from face to face.

			Sister Melia Kaliyan, dusky and dark-eyed and, until the canoness’ recent orders, the squad’s second-in-command. The implication of her replacement was all too clear – the witch, Scafidis Zale, had touched Melia’s mind and her trustworthiness could be compromised. 

			Augusta trusted her Sisters completely, but the insinuation was making her flesh creep – like the nightmares left by the daemon, the witch’s mental trickery was too recent, and they needed to be wary of its residue.

			Next to Melia, Sister Viola Taenaris, red-haired and freckle-skinned. In her gauntleted hands she bore the exquisitely decorated, thrice-blessed heavy bolter that, here, she carried at all times. Viola was still young, and she could be both undisciplined and unpredictable, but her courage was truly ferocious.

			By Viola, Sister Akemi Hirari, with her black hair and pale skin and her dataslate already in her hand. Though the youngest of the squad, Akemi’s insight and education were unparalleled, and often she understood things that the others did not.

			Beyond them, at the far end of the line, stood the newcomer Sister Rhea, tall and elegant, her blue eyes downcast. Rhea was young enough for her tattoo to be crisp, but experienced enough to already carry three merit beads on her chaplet. She bore her auspex close to hand, as Sister Caia had always done.

			And behind them all stood the big, heavy-shouldered form of Sister Alcina, her arms crossed and her chaplet heavy with adamantine. She, too, was scanning the squad.

			Her gaze crossed Augusta’s, and stopped.

			Alcina, Augusta realised with a cold shock, was not just watching Melia.

			But the Sister Superior did not permit herself a reaction, and she opened their briefing as usual.

			‘My Sisters,’ she said. ‘In the name of Holy Terra and the God-Emperor of Mankind, I entreat your attention and your vigilance.’

			‘Our vigilance is constant.’ The squad’s answers were clear and strong – they had done this many times. ‘We stand against the heretic, the xenos and the traitor. We carry His word and His light to every corner of the Imperium, and beyond. Cave ne saltem arce hostes. Let our foes beware.’

			‘Let our foes beware,’ the Sister Superior returned the salutation, and said, ‘We have been issued our orders, Sisters. As of this moment, we are in a full-combat situation.’ Carefully, she outlined the details. ‘We will observe vox silence until the command is given otherwise. We will bear full armour and weapons at all times. We will sleep in shifts, until the order is given to mobilise.’ She nodded at the pallets down one side of the trench. ‘All combat directives will come directly from the canoness to her Sisters Superior, from whom they will be relayed.’ She paused, feeling the strength of the moment – an uplift of hope and favour. ‘Truly, the Emperor has blessed us. It has been many years since our Order stood at muster. We will carry His name, His rage, and His glory out to the coming battle.’

			‘Ave Imperator.’ Alcina voiced the salute, her tone severe.

			‘Ave Imperator.’ The others echoed her, but Augusta could hear their tension – they were waiting for the canoness’ verdict. 

			For the news of their fate.

			Akemi was frowning, and her lips moved in silent prayer.

			‘Sisters,’ Augusta said. ‘Before I begin the briefing proper, I bring word of the Order’s decision.’ 

			Melia looked up sharply. Akemi bit her lip.

			‘We must offer our thanks for His justice and mercy,’ Augusta told them. ‘We will be keeping our–’

			‘We’re not going to be…?’ Viola left the word ‘Repentia’ unsaid, as if it were too terrible to voice.

			Sister Alcina shifted, letting her armour scrape. She gave the back of Viola’s head a glare, then raised an eyebrow at Augusta.

			‘You permit your squad to interrupt you?’ 

			Her tone was harsh, and Augusta tensed. She continued to speak, her voice carefully neutral. ‘Due to her seniority, Sister Alcina will be taking the position of my second-in-command.’ She glanced at Melia, saw the dark flash that passed across her gaze, though she said nothing. ‘Sister Rhea will be acting as lookout, as Sister Caia is attending the canoness. And in answer to your query,’ Augusta addressed her new second, her tone firm, ‘my squad have waited two solar weeks for the canoness’ verdict, and the courage they have shown has been admirable.’ She flicked a warning glance at Viola. ‘You are correct, however – I do not tolerate an interruption at a briefing.’ Viola twitched and lowered her gaze, and Augusta went on. ‘Under normal circumstances, I would likewise not field new Sisters in this squad until we had trained together. Here, however, such indulgence is not practical. I expect you to follow my orders, Sisters.’

			Sister Alcina paused as if weighing what Augusta had said, and then responded, her tone measured, ‘Ave Imperator, Sister Superior.’

			‘Ave Imperator,’ Augusta returned. ‘I trust that this squad, with its new members, will carry the name of Saint Mina and the Emperor’s light as it has always done, and that we will discover our discipline and unity in the face of the enemy.’

			Sister Rhea repeated, ‘Ave Imperator.’

			‘Very well.’ Augusta nodded. ‘I will continue.’

			Carefully, she moved the electro-candles and the small refectorium effigy aside and laid her dataslate on the narrow central table. The slate’s glassy surface was already flowing with slowly scrolling maps.

			The squad moved closer to look.

			Using her quill, the Sister Superior pointed at the screen. For the benefit of the two new members, she said, ‘You are already aware that Vastum was a forge world, stripped of its resources, and then abandoned. During our prior mission here we discovered a concealed force that the departing Mechanicus had somehow overlooked.’ From somewhere, further out in the complex, the Terce hymnal rose into the pipework, making the metal sing, high and pure. 

			Augusta continued, ‘The Imperial frigate Kyrus has been watching this force. She has also been scanning Vastum’s surface for any further caches of machines.’

			The hymn rose to a crystal crescendo, a rise of thanks for the day, and for the coming confrontation. Augusta felt herself shiver – that familiar, glorious rush of battle-anticipation.

			She said, ‘And she has found them.’

			‘There are more?’ Akemi breathed. 

			‘In total,’ Augusta said, ‘six of Vastum’s one hundred and forty-four factoria have been found to contain a substantial force.’ For the benefit of the two new Sisters, she outlined, ‘Kataphrons – Breachers and Destroyers. Kastelans. A few Ironstriders. The Kyrus estimates two hundred single oper­ational units.’

			She paused, letting the squad catch up. 

			‘That’s quite an army,’ Melia commented, thoughtfully. ‘How do you overlook a force that large?’

			Augusta said, ‘We are familiar with the enemy commander. We encountered the heretek Questor Rayos on our previous mission. And we have already witnessed that her machines are scratch-built, frequently lacking their full or correct armament.’ Augusta paused, looking around at her Sisters, their red shoulders framed by the Order’s banners. 

			‘Rayos was a trader in machine-parts and information,’ Akemi said, nodding. ‘She’s been building them.’

			‘Do not underestimate Rayos’ resources, or abilities,’ Augusta said. She nudged the dataslate and the map shifted.

			The squad leaned forwards, the screen’s illumination bathing their faces. 

			Now, the illustration had changed. In close-up it was showing a ragged scatter of rough, dark blotches, tracing their way across the planet’s watery surface like a disease. Connecting several of these was a series of long and slowly curving black stripes.

			‘This is a volcanic island chain,’ Augusta said, ‘connected by a series of roads. As we can see, this cluster here intersects with one of our occupied factoria. We,’ – she tapped the slate with the quill, indicating one of the dark islands at the cluster’s outermost edge – ‘are here. Forge temple and administratum zero-point-seven-seven.’

			A whisper of hymn came through the pipes, ethereal and stirring. The hairs on Augusta’s neck stood on end.

			‘At the other end of this island chain,’ Augusta said, ‘waits this planet’s primary citadel.’ A new light flared on the screen’s surface. ‘It covers approximately three square miles, and encompasses the main factorum as well as the central forge temple. It is also the only place upon this cesspit of a world that still holds an operational orbital launch–point. For the last two weeks, Rayos’ forces have been converging upon this location.’

			‘If they’re all in one place,’ Viola asked, ‘why doesn’t the Kyrus just launch an orbital strike?’

			Alcina gave the red-haired Sister a sharp look, but Viola ignored her, still studying the screen. 

			The Sister Superior answered, her words pointed. ‘The citadel is defended by an Emanatus force field. Our duty is to take that force field down. Sister Rhea,’ Augusta nodded at the newcomer, ‘has seen this device before, and will be able to identify and disable it.’ 

			‘In His name,’ Rhea said, ‘I will not fail.’

			‘We pray for His blessing, Sister,’ Augusta said. ‘The road between us and the citadel is over two hundred miles. The Kyrus reports that it is currently empty, but it may not remain so once we begin our advance. Please remember that we expect to be heavily outnumbered.’ She looked around at her Sisters, meeting each gaze, making sure they understood. ‘This is why the canoness’ adjutant, Sister Aitamah, has remained at the convent.’

			Silence followed her words, and a chill breath stole through the metal room, stirring the hangings. The hymn had stopped, and its absence was suddenly echoing-loud. 

			Viola’s hands tightened on the heavy bolter, and Akemi scribbled frantically on her dataslate.

			In the quiet, Sister Rhea was muttering the words of the Litany, ‘A morte perpetua…’

			Melia asked, her velvet voice cool, ‘Does Rayos have ships incoming?’

			Augusta said, ‘Neither the Kyrus nor the Lux Sancta have reported incoming ships – but the canoness suspects it will not be long. The Lux Sancta has left orbit, and the Kyrus does not carry the armament for a battle, so we must move with speed.’ 

			‘Sister, may I ask a question?’ Akemi was running the numbers, assembling her data like she was a tech-priest herself. ‘We have seen that Rayos’ forces are scratch-built – do we have further details of her army?’

			‘We have the last known data from the Kyrus’ scans,’ Augusta told her. ‘We do not have the data from the citadel itself, as our scanners cannot penetrate the rock.’

			The youngest Sister frowned at her dataslate, trying to work it out. 

			‘The canoness’ brief is very clear.’ Augusta picked up the screen and looked round at the five faces, her new squad, their armour glinting in the electro-candlelight. ‘We must reach the orbital platform before Rayos’ force can leave the planet. And if we must fight our way along every mile of road, then that is His will.

			‘We face a trying battle, my Sisters. And may He be with us.’

			Following the briefing, Augusta went to the Order’s chapel, one of the old forge temple’s transepts, now decorated with a full-sized embroidered banner depicting the God-Emperor Himself, His head haloed in Sol’s light, His flaming blade in hand. Around Him, the brass pipes had been cleaned, and carefully placed electro-candles made them shine like a promise.

			There was no servitor to take her weapons and she was under combat orders, but carrying them in His presence still felt wrong. Augusta walked up the short aisle and dropped to one knee, her head bowed.

			Her steel-grey hair fell forwards, hiding her face.

			‘Tibi gratias ago tibi Imperatore.’

			Thank you, my Emperor. 

			With the briefings over and her orders clear, she had come to offer the Litany of Thanksgiving – for His judgment, and for the justice and wisdom of her Order.

			She had not realised how much she had feared the loss of her armour, and her honour. And there was no place for fear – or pride – in His presence.

			Only for service.

			She stayed kneeling for a moment, then came back to her feet, her head still bowed.

			A deep voice behind her said, ‘Sister Superior?’

			The words were quiet, respectful. 

			She turned, her boots scraping on the stone.

			Behind her, at the very edge of the transept, two figures were also rising. They were very young, their battered gear was brown and green and Militarum, and their lasrifles were held tight at their sides, like some third limb. One of them was long and lean and dark-skinned, the other shorter and stockier with a scar through his eyebrow.

			‘Mors,’ she said, to the man who had spoken. ‘Rufus.’

			The two soldiers were the last survivors of the deserter squad that had been guarding the doomed inquisitor. It had been Mors who had pulled the trigger and sent the sizzle of his lasrifle through Istrix’s unwary skull.

			Both men offered her the sign of the aquila.

			Gravely, she returned the salute.

			They glanced at each other with a flicker of awkwardness – they obviously wanted to say something, but they were two lone soldiers in the centre of a full deployment of the Adepta Sororitas, and they were both self-conscious and very out of place.

			Augusta said, ‘You wish to ask me a question, corporal?’

			‘No longer corporal, Sister,’ Mors said, ‘though the canoness has let us keep our gear.’ 

			She stopped herself smiling at his rueful tone. ‘What do you need?’

			‘Sister…’ Mors glanced up at the embroidered banner and straightened his shoulders. ‘Rufus and I are assigned to your squad.’

			‘So I understand,’ she said. ‘And I’m glad to have you, both of you. You have proven your courage and faith many times.’

			‘Our orders are clear,’ Mors said. He pulled his shoulders back even further, let out his breath. ‘We’re still deserters, Sister, and we’re to offer our lives in the service of the Emperor.’

			‘Aye.’ Augusta nodded slowly, understanding. ‘You have been given the opportunity to attain redemption. To serve Holy Terra, and to die with honour. You should be proud.’

			‘We are,’ Rufus said. ‘We shot an inquisitor. It’s more than we deserve.’

			Both men relapsed to their slightly awkward silence, and Augusta said, ‘The Order musters at Lauds, and we will commence our advance along the roadway. My squad have been assigned a Repressor, and we will take our position at the second line of the left flank. You will report to that location.’

			‘Yes, Sister.’

			‘Return to your prayers, both of you,’ she told them. ‘I will expect you in the morning.’

			As the soldiers returned to their kneel, Augusta squared her shoulders and turned to look up at the banner, its gold embroidery glittering like the pipework that surrounded it.

			He stared out over the transept, His face severe.

			To serve Holy Terra, and to die with honour.

			And the Sister Superior wondered…

			Had her squad been offered the same?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			A filthy, rust-red dawn.

			The hymn of Lauds, its close harmonies rising into the early morning dirt.

			‘O Imperator, et Sol Iustitiae…’

			O Emperor, the Sun of Justice…

			Lycheate’s aged, bloated star was still below the horizon, and the grubby brown sky was layered with clouds like brass and blood. Scoured by dusty wind, the Sisters’ muster point was a small black stone island, little more than an upthrust rock. Foul waters battered its jagged coastline, and all of its surrounding walkways had been collapsed, bar one. 

			Its last metal bridge stood alone, creaking in the dawn wind.

			In front of the old forge temple steps, however, there stretched a flat expanse of hard standing, and, as the sun’s leading edge brought a flare to the sky, so an answering flash of scarlet came from the force that was assembled beneath it.

			Immolators, Repressors and Exorcists; twelve vehicles in perfect formation. 

			Waiting.

			The hymn rose to a crescendo.

			‘Imperator, nos hic ut laudis declate Tua!’

			Emperor, hear us as we declare Your praise!

			Augusta, standing with her squad beside the hard red flank of their assigned Repressor, let her hands fall to her weapons. This was a celebration of the Emperor’s dawn, of the rise of Sol over distant Terra – a sight she had never seen, but one that still began her every day.

			Perhaps, one day, she would make the Pilgrimage…

			…if she were blessed enough.

			But today, she had another calling.

			To Augusta’s right, on the far side of their Repressor’s steel solidity, stood the Order of the Bloody Rose, its red banners flapping. In the lead, the four Immolators, commanded by Sister Mikaela. Behind them, the Immolator of the canoness herself, its pipes and banners shouting loud colours into the brown dawn. Then the rank of three Repressors, Augusta’s squad on the left flank, Eleni’s on the right, and Roku’s in the centre. Behind the Repressors, there waited Sister Nikaya and the Seraphim, their jump packs ready and rumbling. And lastly, at the very rear, four of the Sanctorum-pattern Exorcists, built on Ophelia VII and more reliable than the older Prioris models. 

			The vehicles’ blaze of scarlet was powerful, as bright as new blood. This was the Rose, and it was ready for war.

			The Hymn of Lauds came to an end, the note like an expectation; the canoness’ vox-coder blasted clear trumpets, the clarion call of muster and battle. The assembled tanks began to growl, like canids on leashes. They sounded like they, too, were eager to encounter resistance.

			Feeling her adrenaline rise, Augusta uttered a prayer of her own…

			‘We beseech Thee, destroy them!’

			Standing in the back of her Immolator, her banner aloft, the canoness lifted her arms and her voice.

			‘My Sisters!’ Across the vox-coder, her shout carried like a tantara. ‘Though we walk far from Terra, still we see His glorious dawn! Even at the farthest reaches of the Imperium, His light touches us and fills us with fire! We are His word, His will, His blade!’

			Augusta felt her heart rate rise, felt the filthy wind sting her skin. Her breath was catching, now, on the metal tang that was Lycheate’s bitter atmosphere, that was war and retribution. 

			Ianthe’s cry was a beacon. ‘And no foe – not heretic, not witch, not xenos – can withstand our wrath!’

			As one, the company thundered, ‘We fear no heretic! We fear no witch! We fear no xenos!’

			The tanks snarled their eagerness. Ahead of them waited the ferrocrete roadway, stretching long and bleak between the scatters of islands. Water lashed and clawed at its edges, and along its left-hand side ran a double line of servohauler tracks, rusted and unusable.

			The sun rose further, making the far horizon glitter, though its angles of metal were too distant to see clearly. The light swelled across the tanks’ scarlet gleam, and touched the canoness herself.

			Her ice-white hair became a pure, cold blaze. 

			She was still shouting, calling out to their hearts and to their faith. ‘The lost forces of this forge world have been uncovered, and scavenged, and twisted to the powers of darkness! The war machines of Vastum, once warriors of the Omnissiah, now stand corrupted! And we will overcome them, Sisters. We will not permit the heretek Rayos to take her stolen army outwards to the void!’

			Ianthe’s voice was absolute power, unassailable. Beneath it, now, music rose – the rousing sound of the Dies Irae.

			‘We will not permit this heresy!’

			The word emerged with the first drum-crash of the music. Augusta could see the flare of flame in the eyes of her Sisters; feel the light that lifted them all from within. The two soldiers stood at rigid attention, their rifles by their sides, their chins raised to the wind.

			‘My Sisters!’ Ianthe gave one last, great shout. ‘We stand here by the Accords of Hydraphur – by the word of Saint Mina, by her blade and her courage. By the blessing of the God-Emperor and by His guidance! We are the Adepta Sororitas, and since the Age of Apostasy, our Sisters and we have stood at the gates to hell. Only we can stand sentinel here. And we say – enough!’

			At the shout, hydraulics whined and the hatch of Augusta’s Repressor came down to provide a ramp. 

			‘Let this corroding world know the wrath of the Rose!’

			One resounding response came from every throat. The Order, in unison, returned, ‘Ave Imperator!’

			The sheer strength of it brought a shiver to the Sister Superior’s skin. She saw that Viola’s green eyes blazed; alight with ferocity.

			A final, held note from the vox-coder, and then a moment of prayer and quiet. The banners danced and snapped; water splashed at the rocks and hissed as it withdrew.

			At last, the canoness shouted, ‘Sisters… embark!’

			‘Ave Imperator!’

			There was a single unified stamp of boots as the Order broke formation.

			And the mission began.

			Augusta’s squad knew the drill; they banged up the ramp to the cold metal of the Repressor’s belly. Metal seats lined its outside; tiny slits in the walls offered them a limited view and allowed them to fire at the enemy. 

			Pauldrons scraped on steel as they sat.

			It was dim in there, and it smelled of oil and fervour. Between the window-slits the walls were inscribed with battle-prayers, and the engine’s zealous grumble reverberated through the metal.

			In the front of the vehicle sat a figure in scarlet under­armour, the padding overlain by plates of flexsteel that defended the wearer’s chest, shoulders and belly – drivers’ armour. She was not someone that Augusta knew.

			‘Sister Superior,’ the young woman nodded, then turned back to the controls. ‘I’m Sister Cindal. May His grace and strength ride with us.’

			‘Ave Imperator, Sister Cindal,’ Augusta returned. ‘We place ourselves in your hands, and in His.’

			In the vox-coder, the blare of trumpets sounded again. 

			Ianthe’s voice: ‘Order… forward!’

			And in the dirty red flare of the early morning light, the Sisters rolled onwards to war.

			At first, they met no resistance. 

			The roadway was long, stretching silent over the wind-blown water, and it was desolate in its emptiness.

			This far from their target the tanks were moving at an easy three-quarter speed, fast enough to eat the distance but slow enough to react to an ambush, should one occur.

			The Seraphim jumped and swooped, short bursts of hit-and-run energy that conserved their fuel and allowed them to keep pace with the vehicles. Augusta would catch occasional flashes of scarlet as they came into view and then vanished again. As a younger woman she had harboured a deep wish to be amongst their number and had trained hard to hone her skills – but her dislike of heights had undone her.

			Her twinge of envy was unbecoming, and her place was His will. She turned back to the prayers along the inside of the tank.

			Slowly, the hours moved from Lauds to Prime, and the sun struggled upwards, weary and swollen. Slowly, lines of light from the window-slots moved across the tank’s interior. Outside, the filthy waters grew as wide as the horizon; they rolled and sloshed at the roadside, splashing garbage and remains. 

			At the front of the company, the Immolators’ auspex searched for mines, and found nothing; above them, the Kyrus’ scans were constant and thorough. And the formation rolled onwards, keeping the dead servohauler tracks to its left. 

			Augusta could only wait, and pray. She sat in the back of the Repressor, her Godwyn De’az-pattern bolter rested across her lap, her eyes watching the tiny passing slice of Lycheate’s polluted sea. This was the part of the battle that the Sister Superior disliked – she was restless, impatient. She wanted to be outside, singing, chainsword in hand, and cutting through the ranks of the enemy.

			‘A spiritu dominatus…’

			But that moment would come. She held herself still, calmly reciting the words of the Litany and hearing her Sisters echo her, one line at a time.

			‘Domine, libra nos.’

			The tank rolled on, and the soft rumble of its tracks was like a heartbeat.

			Nothing, it seemed, was daring to stand in their way.

			‘Company, halt.’

			The vehicles stopped at the canoness’ vox command.

			Caught in the semi-dark, stuck in the chill belly of the Repressor, there was nothing Augusta could do. She could see a narrow slice of road and water, nothing else – no enemy, no target. Frustrated, she held her position, her bolter at the weapon-port, listening to the voices in her vox-bead.

			Mikaela reported from the lead Immolator, ‘Enemy sighted – two kastelans. Both stationary. One armed. They’re standing in the water, flanking the roadway. At a guess, milady, they’re lookout duty.’ 

			‘We will send Rayos a message of intent. Immolators, advance to heavy-bolter range, and halt,’ the canoness replied.

			Augusta’s Repressor was a transport and comparatively lightly armed – it held its position, its engine grumbling in protest. 

			In its belly, the squad sat poised, their tension almost crackling in the air.

			Sister Mikaela’s voice came through the vox once more. ‘Within range. Enemy still motionless.’

			‘Immolators, heavy bolters, target the armed machine. Controlled, directed bursts. Conserve your ammunition, Sisters. And fire!’ the canoness ordered.

			Muffled by the Repressor’s steel shell, Augusta heard the heavy bolters’ booms and rattles, heard the hard, explosive detonations as the rounds struck their target. 

			The air shook with repeated impacts. Her hands tight on her bolter, she craned to see, needed to know what was happening.

			But her only knowledge of the battle came from Mikaela over the vox.

			‘Right-hand kastelan damaged. Both machines now in motion.’

			‘Same target. Fire!’ the canoness ordered.

			The bolters fired again, the sounds seeming to echo like ricochets through the inside of the tank. Augusta sat still, her shoulders tight, and saw that the others were doing the same. Viola, crouched at her weapon-port, moved her heavy bolter in an arc, seeking something – anything – to put in her sights. She wanted to fight; her recitation of the Litany was full of suppressed rage.

			Mors and Rufus, likewise, had lasrifles ready to fire. They did not share the Sisters’ prayer, but they were remarkably steady, watching and waiting.

			‘Incoming!’

			Augusta held her breath.

			Somewhere ahead of them: one colossal boom. It struck the roadway, shaking their Repressor where it stood. 

			She found herself trying to calculate – how far away the Immolators were, how much damage the kastelan could inflict. She knew the drill well enough – the Immolators would draw the enemy’s fire, ensuring the safety of the transports…

			Until the foot-troops could be effectively deployed.

			By the Throne!

			She wanted to be out there, not held helpless here in the half-light. In the vox, she could hear Mikaela praying, her voice livid with courage and fury. Annoyed by her enforced idleness, the Sister Superior echoed Mikaela’s words…

			That thou shouldst bring them only death!

			‘Damage?’ the canoness asked.

			‘Incendiary damage to the front plates, solidity still at eighty per cent,’ Mikaela replied. ‘The roadway has a crater, but the supports are holding – it’s shooting directly for us.’

			‘He is with you, Sister – trust in His wisdom,’ the canoness said, her words like the call of trumpets: ‘Same target. Fire!’

			Again, the heavy rattle of bolters. There was the rasping grumble of tank tracks – the Immolators were moving, but Augusta couldn’t tell if it was forward or back. Her blindness was infuriating; her hand tightened even harder on the bolter. She needed to be out there, fighting for her Sisters, but still, she could feel the rush of His presence in the sounds of the battle, in her Order’s manoeuvring, and in the canoness’ experience…

			Someone behind Augusta – Rufus, she thought – muttered a savage expletive. 

			She knew how he felt.

			‘Machine down! Both legs damaged, it’s crashed into the water. Now fully submerged. The other one’s climbing onto the roadway.’

			Once more, Ianthe thundered the command.

			‘Fire!’

			The rattle of the bolters sounded again, then Mikaela cried a prayer – pure, savage, celebration: ‘In nomine Eius!’

			In His name!

			A second later, her report followed. ‘Machine down! I think we caught them by surprise.’

			‘Or they’re a warning, testing our mettle.’ The canoness’ tone was wry. ‘Either way, the enemy knows that we’re on the move, and it knows where we are – we must maintain full alertness. Is the roadway compromised, Sister?’

			‘No, milady,’ Mikaela said. ‘The damage is surface only and both kastelans are down. They’re fully submerged.’

			‘You’re strong, Mikaela. He walks at your side.’ The edge in Ianthe’s voice was keen. ‘Sisters, we must still expect to encounter the foe. Keep all scanners open. And may our hymns bring fear to the heart of the heretek.’

			The vox crackled again, and went silent.

			In the semi-darkness of the back of the Repressor, Augusta commented to her squad, ‘Maintain your vigilance, my Sisters. The canoness is right – this is only the beginning.’

			Standing in the back of the canoness’ Immolator, Sister Caia had heard every word.

			She stood at Ianthe’s shoulder, the glittering organ pipes and the Order’s blood-red banner rising behind her. The heavy reinforced fabric occasionally buffeted her shoulders, as if to remind her of this new duty, of its weight and serious­ness. The wind was dirty and full of grit, and everything stank of cordite and promethium. 

			Watching the rumble and muzzle-flash of the advancing tanks, Sister Caia gripped the edge of the cupola with one scarlet gauntlet, held her auspex in the other. She should be down there, alongside her Sisters. She should be waiting to disembark, to rage and fight and fire…

			But no. She had to stand here, above it, like she was forbidden to take part. And something about this new role was giving her a terrible and growing apprehension…

			Surely, not now, not after this long… They couldn’t… Could they?

			Even as far back as the schola, Caia had never spoken of her childhood, her family. She’d only ever wanted to be a warrior.

			I want to fight, to use my bolter for His glory, not…

			Ianthe, however, had offered her only a basic briefing: Caia had previous experience of the Lycheate forces, and she was here to observe. 

			And that was all.

			Dominica’s eyes! Caia thought to herself. If my calling has changed, would it be blasphemy to refuse?

			Before the Immolator’s rumbling tracks the roadway was black and pitted, and stretched onwards as far as she could see. The kastelans had been stood like some sort of ancient guardians, one to either side of the road, and up to their knees in the water. The first one had been stubborn, refusing to fall despite significant damage – but its incendiary weapon had not penetrated the lead tank’s armour and it had proved no match for the Immolators’ heavy bolters. Both machines had been shot down and had splashed backwards, there to rot away.

			The Order’s first skirmish had been flawlessly executed, and it had brought courage to Caia’s heart.

			The canoness, however, was more thoughtful. 

			Ianthe said, ‘Sister Caia. What is your assessment of the confrontation?’

			Without hesitation, Caia answered, ‘Its execution was precise, milady.’ 

			‘And the enemy?’ Ianthe said.

			‘Perimeter lookout. By their corrosion marks, they’ve been stood there for many years.’

			‘Good.’ She said nothing else, just turned back to the road.

			In the belly of the vehicle, Rhene, the old Hospitaller, ­cackled aloud. Her voice floated up to them, ‘You keep your eyes open, Sister Caia de Musa!’ 

			Carefully, Caia answered her, ‘I will do my best, Sister.’

			‘You’d better!’ The old Hospitaller cackled again. ‘You never know what He might have in store for you!’ She tapped the side of her nose, and then, snorting with humour, dissolved into random mutterings.

			Caia’s tension twisted harder, becoming dark with fear.

			No, they can’t do this to me… Not now… Not after this long…

			The tanks rolled on.

			Caia stayed silent, watching her auspex. 

			She must follow His calling, wherever it may lead.

			Yet, deny it though she might, the thin smoke of her tension remained.

			Lycheate’s metallic weather was capricious, and the wind had dropped as if torn from the sky. Around them, the water lay like dirty brass, still and flat. It stretched in all directions, oil-slicks gleaming like rainbows upon its surface; in places, the dead supports of fallen roadways emerged to spike at the sky. On the far horizon, the rusting metal silhouettes of the main factoria could just be seen, flashing in the light of the still-rising sun.

			The ruin of this place was huge, and hollow, and it stank.

			They rolled on. Slowly, the roadway broadened and became pocked with craters. More and more great scalloped bites had been taken from its edges, places where the ferrocrete had crumbled from the forces ranged about it. At one point, one of the supports had sagged completely and the road dipped almost to the waterline, though it remained intact.

			Here, the canoness gave orders to slow and progress with caution. As the vehicles dared the dip she prayed ceaselessly, her words strong and urgent – almost as if the vehicles’ grumbling spirits could hear her, and take courage. Her eyes were constantly narrowed; she watched the company’s formation intently, alert for the ambush. 

			But there was nothing.

			Rayos, Caia knew, had complete confidence in her own calculations. However the Sisters advanced, the heretek would surely have factored it into her data. So, when the ambush came, it would be in the most effective place.

			The company traversed the dip successfully, and moved on.

			As Prime rose to Terce, however, and to midmorning prayers, they closed on the first factorum.

			Over the vox, Ianthe gave orders: ‘Distance: one mile. Slow to one-quarter speed, all scanners.’ As the vehicles slowed, she said, ‘Sister Caia?’

			‘Milady?’ 

			The clouds were clearing now, but the air was still bitterly cold. Before them, the roadway had become significantly wider, flattening onto an island and encircled by jagged, volcanic spikes. Here, there was a junction – one side of the road turned right, and stopped at a clearly defined building, with distinct, square corners of glittering basalt. The other side, the main route, curved left and continued onwards over the water. 

			The lines of the servohauler tracks likewise branched to follow both roads, and here, they gleamed with the oil of recent repair.

			Clearly, this was where the enemy’s territory began.

			The canoness said, ‘Your assessment please.’

			Caia immediately responded: ‘They have cover, and the possibility of a flanking manoeuvre if we move forwards too far. If we are to be assaulted, then this is where that assault will take place.’

			‘My thoughts also,’ Ianthe said. ‘Captain?’

			‘Regrettably, canoness, the debris field is interfering with the Kyrus’ scans. I can see nothing in motion, but I fear I cannot give you more assurance.’

			Ianthe nodded grimly, then said, over the vox, ‘Sister Mikaela. Situation?’

			‘My auspex shows nothing. Roadway and waters all reading as empty.’

			‘There may be a stationary force,’ Caia said. ‘The larger machines may be concealed by the water. Or perhaps something smaller and lighter, that the Kyrus would miss.’

			‘I agree,’ Ianthe said. Then, over the vox, she said, ‘Company, weapons ready, all scanners. Sister Nikaya, hold your position, be ready to jump on my command.’

			‘Milady,’ the Seraphim Superior answered.

			The company slowed further, crawling along the road.

			Below where Caia stood, Rhene began to sing the Litany, her old voice thin and querulous. 

			Unease prickled through Caia’s shoulders. The water glittered; the rocks were black as Ruin. 

			In her ten years with her squad, Caia had developed an almost instinctive knowledge of these situations, a real awareness as to where the ambushes would occur…

			Her heart pounded. The banner flapped at her, nudging her shoulders as if taunting her with her new role.

			Rhene continued to sing.

			And then…

			There!

			‘Contact! Multiple signals!’ shouted Mikaela.

			Caia’s estimation had been correct.

			Rayos, it seemed, had marshalled her first ambush.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Sister Caia didn’t know what the machines were, but they were bipedal, long-legged and fast. 

			The tanks were crawling slowly around the long curve in the road, and the Immolators had almost reached the junction. The servohauler tracks gleamed with intent, and upthrust jags of black rock were scattered to each side of the roadway, like a hill-range of spikes that protected the road from the water. 

			Watching for the attack, the Sisters’ voices carried on the brown air – a bugle of challenge.

			And with them, a powerful counterpoint to their rising harmony, the canoness prayed, her voice a strong contralto, broadcasting the Litany out through the vox-coder.

			‘From the lightning and the tempest!’

			The Immolators’ weapon-muzzles tracked back and forth, waiting. 

			Then Caia said, like a breath of realisation, ‘Got them!’

			Her auspex had blipped contact – four, no five, moving dots, all hidden among the rocks. Simultaneously, the Immolators caught the motion. As the machines came at them, the tanks’ weapons were already aiming.

			Caia had never seen their attackers before, but the canoness knew what they were.

			‘Ironstriders.’ She said the word aloud, like a curse, then snapped into the vox, ‘Mikaela! Heavy bolters. Wide, continuous suppression, take as many of them down as you can. Repressors, halt and prepare to disembark!’ Reaching for her helmet, indicating for Caia to do likewise, she called down into the transport, ‘Rhene!’

			The old Hospitaller creaked and grumbled. ‘Aye. I’ve seen autocannons before.’ Her tone sounded like resignation – as if she knew full well the damage these guns could do. 

			And, as Caia closed the seal on her helm, she saw them open fire.

			She closed her teeth on a curse.

			Fast repeated muzzle flashes, oddly pale in the burnished ochre of the Lycheate morning. The weapons were heavy and long, their muzzles tracking from raised shields. An energy crackled about them, a mist of data that must surely be coming from Rayos herself; they shot at the Sisters while the machines were still running. It made their aim erratic, but–

			Throne!

			Heavy explosive rounds chewed up the roadway directly in front of the canoness’ Immolator. Ianthe snarled the Litany in return, raging at them, almost as if she could deflect the ammunition by her faith alone. The other machines were aiming at the front rank, rounds hitting and detonating on thick ceramite armour. One hit a heavy bolter with perfect accuracy, and the weapon blossomed in flame.

			Metal graunched, plates buckled, tracks split and broke.

			On the right flank, Eleni’s Repressor took a clean hit. Even as its emergency ramp crashed to the floor, one of its twin thermic reactors ignited and blew. The force of the explosion rocked Caia where she stood; she made an effort not to duck. Shrapnel whistled past her; black smoke rose and billowed, obscuring her view. 

			‘Squad! Roll call!’ Eleni said over the vox.

			The canoness barked, ‘Watch your auspex, Sister Caia! There may be more.’

			‘Aye.’ Prayer and adrenaline thundered through Caia’s blood. She was trying to see Eleni through the smoke, but it was heavy and thick, and it hung like a shroud over the dead vehicle. 

			She saw only isolated flashes of scarlet.

			In the fog, though, her auspex continued to track. Five blips were rapidly closing their distance on the assembled Sisters, and the Immolators had a swiftly shortening field of fire. 

			Rayos, Caia realised, had calculated her ambush perfectly.

			‘Mikaela!’ The canoness called the order. ‘Fire!’

			A booming rattle as the tanks’ heavy bolters opened up. The smoke was billowing across the roadway now, limiting visibility, but Caia could see that the weapons were turning in an arc, hitting the enemy in the legs. Machine-armour sparked, rounds missed and exploded on the rocks. A rush of stone rumbled to the ground; the noise and dust were tremendous. As the smoke closed over the scene completely, she caught one machine toppling sideways, kicking and twitching.

			But the other four were still running, straight at the assembled Order.

			They had pilots, she thought, and she wondered briefly where the servitors had come from…

			But there was no time. Another order boomed through the vox: ‘Repressors, disembark!’

			Behind them, the vehicles’ ramps crashed to the ground. Voices shouted, boots clanged on metal, and two armed squads of Sisters deployed in perfect formation, heavy bolter first, covering the others as they took position.

			Seeing them move, Eleni’s squad formed with them – a single line, five paces apart, heavy bolter at one end, flamer at the other.

			Spreading the machines’ targets, and making the auto­cannons’ success that much harder.

			In just a moment, the enemy would be past the front rank of vehicles, and closing on the Sisters.

			Caia found herself holding her breath. She felt very exposed, standing up there in the open, but the canoness showed no inclination to move. Ianthe stood like an icon, fire-red and furious, her plasma pistol ready in her hand as if she would wield pure destruction. 

			She thundered, out over the vox-coder, ‘We beseech Thee, destroy them!’

			A single shot from her pistol and an Ironstrider was toppling over itself, its entire head removed.

			Molten metal spread out across the roadway.

			Above it, the air was filling with trumpets and dirt and noise – the ongoing clatter of the tanks’ bolters, the heavy blasts of the explosive ammunition. The canoness was broadcasting the full Litany, now, hard and strong, defiant. Her rage was palpable, and Caia breathed a prayer, feeling her own blood surge and roar. 

			She wanted to be down there, bolter in hand. She looked for her squad; saw them at the outer left flank, their line made distinctive by the las-streaks of the two young soldiers. Mors and Rufus had their rifles tucked into their shoulders and aimed clean at the incoming enemy.

			Two figures of green in the centre of all that blood-red ceramite – but neither of them so much as twitched.

			Caia had only a split second to take all of this in, and then the command rang out, ‘Immolators, cease! Infantry, target the servitors. And fire!’

			One solid volley: three squads, in unison, shot upwards at the running machines. In the onslaught of noise, Caia could pick out the deep, thunderous battering that was Viola’s thrice-blessed heavy bolter, the weapon raging as the Litany came from the Sisters themselves. The canoness was pistol-in-hand, her voice lifted, and Caia found her hackles rising with the force of the moment. 

			Another machine staggered under the incoming fire. It lurched, sparks racing across its surface, but it didn’t fall. Amid the confusion, Caia saw the twin streaks of red light that came from Mors and Rufus both; saw one of them hit a servitor, clean to the head. 

			The figure rocked in its gunnery seat, toppled, and fell. Blood and oil splashed outwards as it struck the roadway. More smoke billowed in Caia’s face, and she lost her vision. As it cleared again, she saw that the machine had run two more paces and then had lost its heading, barging into its fellows and knocking them aside.

			Mors, Caia realised, blinking, was an extremely good shot.

			Watching, her breath held, she prayed that the staggering machine would falter, take its comrades with it when it fell, but it rapidly regained its trajectory and continued to run, straight at the Sisters.

			Its autocannon, however, had slumped forwards and ceased to fire.

			All three of the surviving machines were now closing on the standing lines of infantry.

			Before them, a red line across the black road, Sisters stood fearless and fast, still shooting, still singing, their close harmonics edged with focused rage. 

			‘That Thou wouldst bring them only death!’

			Caia found herself echoing their words, repeating them over and over again – only death, only death – like a mantra. She had never seen a battle from a tank’s vantage, and she found her heart thumping hard in her chest. She wanted to be shooting, wanted to be on the ground. She wanted to be out there, amid the smoke and the noise and the slaughter; she wanted to stain her armour with the blood of her foe… 

			She wanted to rage denial against this feared, final fate that was finally closing down upon her, the thing she’d dreaded since she’d been a wet-eared novitiate…

			I was called to be a warrior, and a warrior I will stay!

			As two of the three incoming machines opened fire, she saw one red-armoured figure fall, then another – but not her own squad, they were still on their feet. The smallest figure, Akemi, had stopped to change her magazine, the movement smooth as reflex. A second later, she was firing again, her bolter held hard in both hands, her aim true.

			Caia’s hands tightened on her auspex and bolter both…

			‘That Thou shouldst pardon none!’

			In front of her, the canoness shot again; she broadcast anger and defiance with her every sung note. In the belly of the tank, however, Rhene had stopped singing. She was muttering aloud, almost to herself, ‘Ironstriders. They’re sharpshooters, seen ’em before. On Melecantha. They ambushed us. So why are they running?’

			Without thinking, Caia replied, ‘They’re trying to get behind us. There must be another wave!’ 

			Ianthe barked, ‘Exorcists, on my command. Caia, watch that auspex!’

			‘Aye.’ Caia’s acknowledgement was echoed over the vox, and she lifted the auspex, watching. And it seemed her hunch had been right – the attacking machines weren’t slowing down. Two autocannons tracked round as they ran, and again, opened fire. 

			One targeted the canoness. 

			The other aimed straight for Sister Viola.

			On the ground, Augusta held her position, bolter and chain­sword in hand.

			She stood at the centre of her squad’s line, Mors on one side, Alcina on the other. Viola stood on the line’s inside, and Melia at its outermost edge – this was not a battle for flamers.

			Echoing the canoness’ thundered song, the Sister Superior’s voice reached a crescendo as Mors hit the servitor, but the machine was still running with its fellows, through the rising smoke and straight at them.

			In all the clouds of dirt, it took Augusta a split second to realise that the machine that had been hit was not firing. Without its pilot, it was simply following its last command, and, with His blessing, it would run straight off the edge of the road.

			She dismissed it, concentrating on the one closest.

			If that turning autocannon hit them, they would all be facing the Emperor.

			But Viola was still shooting, the booming clattering of the heavy bolter filling the filthy air. Shouting the words of the Litany, she raised her aim as the thing came closer, shooting upwards and almost into its belly.

			It juddered under the bombardment, explosions opening like wounds all over its frame, but still, it kept coming. Its feet were big enough to crush Viola clean to the ground. Mors shot it again, his aim not as blessed, and his streak of fire went wide. Rufus was shouting something at him, though Augusta couldn’t hear.

			She said to Alcina, beside her, ‘Give me room.’

			Alcina shot her a sharp look, but moved. 

			As the thing readied itself to fire, the Sister Superior held her chainsword ready. To their right, the other running machines were keeping pace with their fellow. One was closing on the canoness’ Immolator, the other on the far flank. Augusta could only see them as a blur from the corner of her eye, but she knew what was coming.

			The running machines opened fire together, the auto­cannons seeming to shake the very sky.

			On the far flank, scarlet armour scattered, figures were thrown in the air like toys. In the centre, the machine chewed more holes in the roadway; the canoness’ Immolator rocked, but that was all.

			And in front of the squad…

			The autocannon was aimed at Viola, identifying the greatest threat. As it fired, its muzzle flaring with light, Viola hurled herself bodily backwards, still shooting.

			In front of her, the roadway became a series of craters, and steam and debris leapt into the air. Cursing, Viola rolled into a kneel. 

			Still, she kept shooting. 

			In the vox, the canoness: ‘Roku, right-hand machine, all bolters. Nikaya, right flank!’

			Augusta heard the order, and understood that the Seraphim were moving to protect Eleni’s weakened squad, but the machine was almost on them now. She watched its foot rise, timed it as it came down, its impact shaking the road…

			Lashed out with the chainsword, straight at its ankle.

			The blade hit, bit, and got stuck.

			A second later the running foot raised once more, wrenching her shoulder and elbow and tearing the weapon from her grip.

			Grit scattered; she bit back a curse. She raised the bolter with the other hand, opened fire. Beside her, Alcina did the same. Rounds thundered; twin streaks of lasgun fire cut through the smoke. The combined shooting of the whole squad battered the thing as it ran through them, and closed on the Exorcists behind.

			And then, the damage was just too much. Its armour dented and blackened, its autocannon now blocked by its own body, it lurched and began to stagger.

			‘It’s going to fall!’ The shout was Akemi, as the Ironstrider twitched, rocked, and then slowly toppled away from them.

			Augusta breathed a prayer of gratitude.

			As it fell, the crash was tremendous. Its servitor rolled free, but Melia was already there and a single flaming whoosh melted flesh and metal alike.

			A sickening, smoking smear was left on the roadway. 

			Ash blew on the wind.

			Augusta went to retrieve her chainsword. With servitor and machine both down, she was already thinking about the rest of the battle.

			‘Incoming!’ Caia cried the word aloud as five more contacts blipped on her auspex. ‘No – not incoming, they’ve stopped.’

			The first wave of machines was down; the sheer, continuous onslaught of the combined bolter fire had just proved too much. Around the company, the roadway was devastation, pitted with craters, smeared by smoke and drifting with rising dirt. Four machines lay in ruins, their armour and pieces scattered. The fifth had simply run straight over the outermost curve of the roadway and vanished into the water.

			Not one of them had made it through the company to reach the other side – but the inflicted damage had been severe.

			At the right flank, Eleni’s squad had lost their Repressor, its driver, and two Sisters; a third was badly injured. Covered by the Seraphim, Eleni and her surviving squad-member had picked up the injured woman and had run for the canoness’ Immolator. 

			Rhene, still grumbling, had lowered the ramp for long enough to let them embark, and then closed it again. Her muttering continued as she tended to the downed Sister. 

			‘Sister Roku.’ The canoness’ bark was unaffected by the damage. ‘Move outwards, defend the right flank. We’ll hold the centre.’

			‘Understood.’

			On the left flank, Augusta’s squad was unhurt, but in the centre, the canoness’ vehicle had taken significant fire – its top and front armour plates were badly damaged, and although the storm bolter was still operational, it would no longer turn fully through its right-hand arc. The brass pipes of the organ were a mess, and the company’s banner was in shreds – but these seemed the least of the canoness’ concerns.

			‘Locations,’ she said. ‘Caia?’

			‘They’re on the rocks,’ Caia told her. ‘Two on the right, three on the left.’ She could see them – just – perched like predators, and silhouetted against the sky. 

			‘Extreme range.’ The canoness’ words were a statement, and rapidly followed by an order, ‘Immolators and Repressors, hold your locations. Exorcists, on my command.’

			Wryly, Caia looked at the mess ahead of them. The various fallen machines had all but blocked the roadway – not Rayos’ original plan, perhaps, but effective nonetheless. 

			But the canoness, it seemed, was unworried. ‘Sister Jolantra! Ready missiles.’

			Sister Jolantra was the commander of the Exorcist unit that guarded the company’s rear. It also, Caia knew, had the range to strike.

			But, as the vox-coders began to broadcast again, the trumpet call that was the muster, the call to battle, the five waiting Ironstriders raised their autocannons at the company.

			And they opened fire.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			The Ironstriders had the range, the vantage, and a clear field of fire.

			The assembled Order had no cover.

			The canoness barked at Caia to duck, shoving both of them into the belly of the Immolator and slamming the hatch as the echoing boom of autocannons filled the air.

			Assailed by the noise, rocks cracked, rumbled and fell. They hit the roadway, splintering into fragments; the metal-flat water geysered with repeated impacts.

			On the right flank, Sister Roku’s squad had barely re-embarked before their Repressor was slammed with explosive incoming rounds. 

			Roku was not intimidated. Her voice rang furious, singing the Dies Irae.

			On the left, Augusta and her squad were knocked to the floor of their vehicle, falling on top of one another as the thing lurched into motion through a thundering hail of fire.

			In the centre, Caia likewise hit the floor of the Immolator, nearly knocking Rhene to the ground. Kneeling over the injured Sister, Rhene snapped at her to watch herself and went back to her charge.

			The injured woman had caught a spray of shrapnel in her belly, and the wound was bleeding heavily. She made no sound, but her chestplate was off, and gore seeped out through her underarmour. It leaked, steaming, across the cold metal floor. 

			Oblivious of the blood, Sister Superior Eleni knelt at the woman’s other side, gripping her gauntleted hand in both of her own. Her helm was off, and sweat matted her blonde hair. It slid down her skin, glittering, outlining the edges of her tattoo. She was praying for strength, for His light and mercy, and she was echoed by her squad’s only other survivor, who sat against the vehicle’s side, her flamer over her knees.

			Caia joined them, the prayer bringing a flare of anger. She felt almost guilty at the woman’s injury, felt that she should have done more, been out there to defend her. By the Throne, she didn’t want to be in here, hiding – she wanted to be fighting, firing, bringing wrath and retribution…

			Her nervousness was crystallising, becoming anger about its edges. Not only anger at the enemy, but anger at her situation. Questions plagued her, flickering like prayers.

			Was this because of Zale, the witch? Had he touched her, too, with his heresy? 

			Were her squad really here to redeem themselves in death, like the two doomed soldiers?

			And if so, then why had she been separated? If they were to die, then surely, she should be with them!

			Or have I not proven myself worthy enough? 

			Ianthe’s voice cut across her thoughts. ‘They have excellent aim,’ she said. ‘If they wanted to, they could take both of us, clean from the top of the vehicle.’

			Raising her voice, she called out across the vox-coder: ‘Stand fast, my Sisters! His light is with us! We do not fear death! We do not fear pain! We will fight with the last round in every weapon, with the last breath in every body! For the Emperor!’

			‘The debris field is clearing. Full scan of the factorum in ninety solar seconds,’ Captain Mulier announced aboard the Kyrus.

			‘Ninety seconds.’ The canoness muttered the words aloud. She had a grin like a blade, sharp and gleaming and utterly mirthless; one fist was clenched like she could take on the Ironstriders with her gauntlet alone.

			She snapped, ‘Exorcists! Fire!’

			Caia couldn’t see the missiles as they streaked across the filthy brown sky, but she could hear the detonations as they hit. And she could imagine the machines rocking and falling, the explosive craters blown in the basalt, the debris and rock and metal and flesh as it was flung in every direction, the plumes of superheated smoke…

			She continued to pray with Sister Eleni, listening, and watching the auspex in her hand.

			The explosions were moving past them, backwards through the company. She heard her Sisters curse as the shells found their new targets, and fell upon the Exorcists. 

			And then, from almost directly behind them, came the unmistake­able detonation of promethium fuel. A brief scream sounded in the vox, half-shriek, half-prayer. 

			Livid with fury, the canoness’ voice grew louder, thunderous and proud. Caia, too, prayed like a woman demented.

			‘We beseech Thee!’

			On her feet, her pistol still in her hand, Ianthe barked, ‘Reload! Again!’

			A rumble of rubble seemed to shake the roadway. 

			Sister Jolantra, in the leading Exorcist, remarked, ‘One down!’ Then paused. ‘Two!’ Another pause, letting the music fill the almost breathless wait. ‘And by His grace – another one crushed by the rocks. Three!’

			The canoness’ grin grew.

			Caia kept praying, feeling the words surge in her blood; Ianthe was looking up at the hatch as though she would leap out of it, descending on the machines with weapon in hand and the wrath of the Saint herself…

			The heavy boom of the remaining autocannons continued, now focused exclusively on the Exorcists as the greatest threat.

			A third volley of missiles arced over their heads, and Sister Jolantra snarled, ‘Four!’

			Briefly, the last autocannon rattled on alone. There was a rumble of falling rocks, and it fell silent.

			‘Five!’ Jolantra’s voice rose in a shout, a savage paean of victory and thanks. 

			The gunfire had stopped, and the grumble of the Immolator’s engine seemed suddenly loud. Caia stood up, but Ianthe was already moving, opening the hatch above her head and scrambling up to look out at the battle.

			Captain Mulier said, ‘Scan in twenty seconds… Nineteen…’

			‘The roadway looks clear. Sister Caia?’ the canoness asked.

			‘Nothing moving,’ Caia said. She jumped up, and looked round to assess the damage. ‘By His light!’ The words were a breath. 

			Sister Caia was no neophyte. She and Melia had served together as novitiates, and they had taken their Oath of Ordination at the same time. They had joined Augusta’s squad ten years before, had seen the savage death-green glow of the necrons at Psamitek, and the clicking seethe of massed tyranids, their rip and claw and hunger. They’d seen the graceful fury of the aeldari on Basilissica, the muscle and mockery of the orks on Lautis. They’d faced the slaver of daemons, their whips and teeth and laughter; they’d seen the roil and flare of the very warp itself…

			But Caia had never been to war alongside her assembled Order, never seen her Sisters dying in numbers, nor such devastation as Rayos’ machines could inflict…

			She steadied herself on the edge of the hatch.

			‘We are strong, Sister,’ Ianthe said. ‘He is with us. Can you not feel His anger? Taste it in the smoke on the air? Understand His joy and wrath in the exaltation of pure combat?’ The canoness’ voice was like a plucked string, deep and strong and vibrant, and laden with blood and power. 

			The vox-coder broadcast, ‘Sisters! We claim victory in the name of the God-Emperor! We will not let these defiled machines stand in our way!’

			The ruined banner at her back, Caia answered, along with her Sisters, ‘Ave Imperator!’

			The shout carried skywards, its force almost enough to make a whorl of currents in the floating dirt.

			The roadway, however, was a jumble of confusion.

			Amid the drifting smoke, Caia could see the devastation – the pieces of red armour, the strewn fragments of the downed Ironstriders. The damage to the ferrocrete road was severe, pockmarks and craters marking where multiple rockfalls had tumbled after the Exorcists’ missiles had hit. 

			Sister Jolantra, it seemed, had been targeting the overhanging stone as much as the attackers themselves. 

			Mikaela’s Immolator was already rumbling over the top of the mess, crushing all beneath the vehicle’s relentless tracks.

			Caia checked her auspex, but there was nothing else in motion.

			Captain Mulier barked. ‘Five… Four… Three…’

			She breathed a prayer…

			‘And clear,’ Mulier said. ‘As far as I can tell, milady, the factorum is empty.’

			‘The Ironstriders must have waited, and then run out to meet us,’ Ianthe answered grimly. ‘But, as the Treatise says, He defends those best who defend themselves… we will pause to make sure.’

			Augusta’s orders were clear – the vehicles would secure and hold the junction, and she and her squad were to disembark and scout the empty factorum on foot. They were not to engage, they were just to observe and report. If there were any threat remaining, they would ensure its final destruction.

			As the Order closed the gap upon its mission target, nothing could be left at its back.

			‘Understood.’ In the back of their Repressor, Augusta relayed the new orders to her squad, and to the two waiting soldiers.

			Viola pulled a face, thought better of it, and stayed quiet.

			‘We move in three solar minutes,’ Augusta said, shooting a warning look at the red-haired Sister.

			‘Aye,’ Viola replied.

			The Sister Superior was very aware of Sister Alcina, standing with her arms folded and her expression flat. Alcina had not been impressed by Augusta’s attempt to take down the Ironstrider by striking at its foot, though she was disciplined enough to say nothing. Augusta had the uncomfortable sensation, however, that Alcina was still watching her.

			Watching all of them.

			‘Sister?’ she asked.

			The Repressor jerked untidily sideways as it crushed rock and machine beneath its progress. Augusta caught at the roof to keep her feet. From the front, Sister Cindal called, ‘Auspex still clear, advancing on target. Ramp will drop in two minutes.’

			Alcina said, ‘I will speak to you privately, Sister. When we have a moment. The enemy is our first priority.’

			Augusta gave her a long, steady look, but offered no further response – this was a combat situation, and not the time. When Alcina finally dropped her gaze, the Sister Superior nodded, then said, ‘Viola and Rhea, take point. Melia, take rear. Mors, with me. Rufus, with Sister Akemi. We will enter by the side access and follow the left-hand wall, staying under cover of the balcony and the empty hoppers. If anything moves, we observe and report, and we await further orders.’

			The Repressor’s engines slowed, and the vehicle came to a stop. Cindal said, ‘Still nothing, Sisters. Twenty seconds ’til I drop the ramp.’

			‘Helmets on,’ Augusta said. ‘May His light follow us into the darkness. May His wisdom watch our pathway.’

			Cindal said, ‘Three seconds, Sisters.’

			The ramp’s green light flashed, its hydraulics whined. And even before it hit the ground, Viola and Rhea were moving, their cohesion smooth and easy. 

			But a new problem had developed.

			The factorum’s concourse was gritty with black ash and fine, metallic sand. In the aftermath of the battle, it had been stirred to wakefulness by the ripples of rising heat, obscuring the Sisters’ preysight and limiting their field of vision. Viola reached the bottom of the ramp with a curse, and dropped to a kneel, her heavy bolter aimed out across the factorum’s foreground – what she could see of it. Rhea followed the motion, letting Viola run forwards once more. Their deployment was faultless, a movement completed a thousand times.

			‘Can’t see a damned thing.’ The curse was Rufus. ‘Could be anything moving in all this!’

			Augusta barked, ‘Suit-lights!’

			Six beams of light glimmered through the billowing dirt as the squad followed, weapons in hands. 

			Atop the Repressor, the storm bolter was tracking, covering them, but there was nothing to see.

			Augusta said, ‘Sister Rhea?’ 

			Her long form like a bloodied smear, Rhea returned, ‘Nothing, Sister Superior. No motion.’

			‘Keep scanning,’ Augusta said. 

			Six Sisters and two soldiers moved swiftly – five paces, and kneel, five paces, and kneel. Dependent completely upon Rhea and her auspex, they moved towards the left-hand side of the building, their suit-lights picking out the glimmers of mica and obsidian, buried in the rock, the twin gleam of the servohauler rails.

			‘Still nothing,’ Rhea said.

			The building loomed high, identical in shape to the previous factorum, the one in which they’d caught Scafidis Zale. This time, however, it lacked the attaching metal walkways, and its left-hand side was butted up hard against the rock. The area provided a lee of shelter, and as they came closer, their vision cleared and they could make out the door that Augusta had meant. It bore a line of binary numerals and a cog-and-skull symbol that they’d seen before.

			‘Incaladion,’ Akemi said. The word seemed heavy, its syllables like rocks, rolling onwards through the dust.

			‘Rayos’ home forge world,’ Augusta commented. 

			‘She must have known all this was here,’ Melia said. ‘Why else did she come to this planet?’

			‘Aye,’ Augusta responded. ‘Many of these machine-parts must be centuries old.’ They moved onwards, and saw that the servohauler tracks ended at a huge and echoing depot, empty and dug backwards into the cold rock wall. ‘She must have worked hard, to rebuild this army.’ 

			‘We estimate that Rayos has been here for maybe two decades,’ Akemi said. ‘I do not clearly understand the ways of machine-spirits, but she must have worked hard indeed to build this many machines in that short a time.’

			The air in the depot was still; there were no engines, nothing. The lines of tracks gleamed in mockery and an odd chill went down the Sister Superior’s spine.

			This many machines…

			It was a glint of suspicion like the tip of a blade, caught in a poorly healed wound…

			That short a time.

			But the depot offered no answers. At Augusta’s order, Viola and Rhea reached the door to the factorum, and stopped.

			Unlike the various heavy double doors that allowed the machines themselves into and out of the building, this one was normal size – for servitors, helots and tech-priests.

			‘Still nothing,’ Rhea said. ‘If the Kyrus’ scans are correct, this factorum was emptied more than two weeks ago.’

			Sister Alcina muttered in the vox, ‘I dislike this, Sister.’

			‘I hear you,’ Augusta agreed. Then, ‘Quietly if you can, Sisters. The Emperor rewards caution.’

			Carefully, Rhea reached out. The door didn’t move. She tried again, then stepped back, and, with little effort, struck it with one red boot. It sprang open, slamming backwards, and Viola was already through it, her heavy bolter and suit-light covering the space inside.

			But there was nothing there. Nothing moved. Nothing opened fire. No lights glared, no sirens wailed…

			‘Of course,’ Augusta commented, straight-faced, ‘He also rewards audacity.’

			Muttering the words of the Litany, she gave the order to advance.

			The factorum was empty.

			The space was huge, covered in the dust of centuries. And yet that dust had been tracked with recent movements and shifted into patterns – there had been something here, and not very long ago.

			The squad spread out in twos, taking Rufus with them. Augusta kept Mors at her shoulder – the young ex-corporal had more experience of this planet than any of the Sisters, and he may offer insight where they could not. 

			Confronted with the deserted expanse of the factorum floor, however, he shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Sister,’ he said. ‘I can only offer what we already know. Rayos has removed her force from this location.’ He paused, then added, ‘Permission to speak freely?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Sister, her force is fully assembled. I fear… I feel that we are wasting our time. We should strive to reach our target before Rayos’ force can be moved off-world.’

			‘Aye.’ Augusta nodded, thinking. ‘But the Kyrus will warn us if anything else enters orbit above the platform.’

			Mors did not argue. ‘Yes, Sister.’

			They went back to pacing the vast and empty space, trying to piece together the movements from the marks in the dust – but it was almost impossible. The exploring Sisters answered their roll calls, one pair after another. 

			They, too, were finding nothing. 

			At last, Augusta and Mors came to a stop before the one point in the factorum that had really caught their interest.

			A shrine.

			A Mechanicus shrine, clearly the factorum’s main place of worship – to Augusta it looked more like a miniature workshop, a place of pict-screens and pipes and furnaces and maintenance. Binary prayers were embossed in its metal walls and, under them, there were other marks that were clearly machine dialect, something that she could not read. 

			She called for Akemi, and continued to look.

			The area was clean, clear of the ever-present metallic dust; it had recent oil stains where machines had been assembled or repaired. It also bore a cog-and-skull, one that they were starting to find familiar.

			‘Incaladion,’ Augusta said. ‘Again.’ She stood looking at it, and then realised something else. ‘This one is more recent than the mark on the door.’

			‘By some considerable time.’ Mors ventured an agreement, his hands gripped round his lasrifle, the weapon tucked hard into his shoulder. He was watching the empty factorum, as if convinced that they’d missed something. 

			‘Am I correct in recalling, Mors,’ Augusta said, ‘that Rayos had scarred over the mark of her home world?’

			‘Yes, Sister,’ he said. ‘I recall the same thing.’

			‘She is a heretek. She has abandoned her world, denied it. So why would she make its mark in her workshop?’

			He blinked. ‘I do not know.’

			Augusta said nothing, and continued to examine the shrine. There was little else to see – a small stacked data-bank, a forgotten cogitator, a hanging line of basic tools and attachments, all of them clean and recently used.

			Akemi arrived at a run, Rufus with her. The young medicae had caught a shrapnel-cut across the side of his face, and the field-dressing seeped with red.

			‘Sister Superior?’

			Augusta pointed a red-armoured finger. ‘The machine dialect, Sister Akemi, what does it say?’

			Akemi had almost taken her Oath of Ordination to the Order of the Quill, and her linguistic skills were formidable. Machine dialect, however, was a difficult task for a human, no matter how good their education. She said, ‘I fear I can read very little of it, Sister–’

			‘Try.’ Augusta’s word was an order.

			Akemi turned her suit-light on the text, and frowned. After a moment, she said, ‘Toll the great bell… Sing praise… the God of all… It’s a prayer for maintenance, for the reconstruction and accession of broken machine-spirits…’ She paused, then said, ‘No – not reconstruction. Creation.’ She started to explain the difference in phraseology, but Augusta stopped her with a raised hand, and she finished, ‘This is a birth-prayer.’ 

			‘A birth-prayer?’ 

			‘Yes, Sister,’ Akemi said. ‘This shrine was not created by this world’s original tech-priests. It’s a place for remaking, for joining parts of a spirit to make a new whole.’ She paused. ‘I do not know if this is heresy.’

			‘That surely depends on the parts,’ Augusta said, her tone bleak – though she, too, did not understand enough of the ways of the Omnissiah, nor of the heretek.

			Akemi had confirmed her suspicion, however, acknow­ledged that blade-spike of aggravation that was biting into her thoughts…

			‘There is something else here,’ she said. ‘And I am beginning to suspect that it, too, once came from Incaladion.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			With the factorum declared secure, the canoness called muster.

			Leaving two of the Exorcists to watch the road, the company moved to take advantage of the empty depot. The vehicles turned around, the manoeuvre smooth and practised, and then halted, their engines still running. 

			Sister Nikaya and the Seraphim paused to refuel, and then moved from squad to squad, assessing their damage and speaking to each Sister Superior in turn. And, as they did so, Ianthe addressed them all from the top of her Immolator, the stone roof making the vox-coder echo like thunder.

			‘My Sisters! This road is bleak and long, but with His blessing, we have come far! The God-Emperor strides at our side, and the corrupted machines cannot stop us! We bring wrath, and fire! We bring the light of Holy Terra to the darkness that is Lycheate! Stand fast, my Sisters, and walk tall!’ She paused, looking round at the waiting tanks. ‘The heretek Rayos has tested our mettle, and she will test us again. We may face another ambush, or mines along the roadway. And if, by the Emperor’s grace, we reach the citadel without mishap, then we will still face a considerable assembled force. Captain Mulier, aboard the Kyrus, is watching the roadway with orbital eyes, and we will be ready for any eventuality!’ She paused, and Caia looked out at the red ranks of vehicles – two now missing where the Ironstriders had struck, many more showing the char-marks and buckled plates of the autocannons’ impacts.

			The canoness went on, ‘Thanks to the wisdom of Sister Superior Augusta, we also now believe that Rayos is not working alone – she is likely to be working for, or with, an older power, possibly another Incaladion heretek.’ Another pause, but the only response was engine noise – vehicles snarling with the eagerness to be off. ‘We will identify and execute both Rayos and her collaborator.

			‘Show courage, my Sisters! Unfurl your faith like a banner and carry it high in the wind!’ Ianthe spread her arms and turned to take in all of them, as if she led and offered courage to each Sister, to each vehicle, individually. ‘We carry the heart and the torch of the Order of the Bloody Rose! We carry the courage of Mina herself. We carry the faith and fury of the Adepta Sororitas. We carry His name, and His glory, and we know no fear! Ave Imperator!’

			In response, the Sisters gave a single, thundered, ‘Ave Imperator!’

			Echoing the salute, Sister Nikaya gave the Repressor a stern nod as she passed – her personal check of each squad had been completed.

			The information, Caia guessed, would be communicated over a tight-beam link to the canoness alone. 

			Vox-coder trumpets blared, and Ianthe blazed, ‘Forward!’

			The engines rumbled their anger, and the company rolled onwards once more.

			Caia stood in the cupola, her auspex in her hand. 

			Leaving the junction and the empty factorum behind them, the ranks of the Order, still in formation, drove out along the curving black road. The enemy knew that they were coming, and the Sisters raged their defiance. 

			They broadcast the Dies Irae like a dare. 

			Quantus tremor est futurus!

			The vehicles kept a strong but steady speed, the lead vehicle’s auspex constantly scanning the roadway ahead. There were fewer islands now, just a scattering of upthrust rocks, and the road itself hung over the limitless foul waters like some vast and endless bridge, a long line of industry and achievement that led onwards to the distant horizon. The Seraphim returned to their jump-pattern, and the hard chant of the hymn was a known thing – it rang out with wrath, solid and reassuring. 

			To Caia, it felt powerful, lifting her chin and her heart and reminding her that, no matter how huge the acid sea, His presence travelled with them, in word, in deed, and in weapon. 

			Their enemy awaited them, and they would not fail.

			As they rolled onwards, however, they began to encounter a new difficulty.

			Following another of its impulsive mood swings, the planet’s weather was deteriorating. The fat Lycheate sun had struggled its way to past mid-morning, and now the roiling brown cloud was rolling back in to smother its light. Corrosive, glutinous rain was beginning to scatter across tank and roadway alike. 

			And where it struck, it hissed. 

			Defended by their armour, both the canoness and Sister Caia remained standing in the back of the Immolator, the banner behind them now hanging in soggy tatters. Steadily, the rainwater ate at the fabric.

			Below them, in the belly of the vehicle, the injured Sister was sitting up and away from the hatch – and stridently declaring her fitness. 

			‘I can sit unassisted, thank you, Sister Hospitaller. Where is my weapon?’

			Caia could hear Rhene grumbling, ‘You young women, never think to duck. What do they teach you in the schola? The Emperor is all-seeing, Sister Abril, but even He won’t stop an autocannon if it hits you square in the chest. How does that Treatise of yours go?’ The muttering continued, and Caia, startled by the old Hospitaller’s near-blasphemy, was even more surprised to see Ianthe turn and almost smile.

			Catching Caia’s expression, the canoness elegantly smoothed her own. She said, without apology, ‘Rhene deserves your respect, Sister. There are few, even within our own Order, who have seen the wars, and the deaths, and the horrors, witnessed by Sister Rhene. She may bear no armour, but she is fully combat-trained – and her bolter has slain many a slavering foe, even as she has saved the lives of the Sisters in her charge. Trust in her faith, and her knowledge, and her sanguinator.’

			‘Yes, milady.’ Caia said nothing further. For any Sister to have reached the age of the grumbling Hospitaller, and still be in the field of combat rather than teaching at the schola… it deserved veneration. 

			And Rhene, Caia was learning, saw a great deal more than she voiced.

			Briefly, she thought about asking the old Hospitaller if she knew more about Caia’s own situation – what the canoness had planned for her.

			She considered the option, then, reluctantly, dismissed it. Much as Caia suspected an old friendship between the two women, her inquiry would be improper. Frustrated, she looked back out across the endless rain-spattered water, and continued to pray.

			Slowly, the hour climbed towards midday. They had covered over two-thirds of the waiting roadway, almost a hundred and fifty miles from their original muster-point…

			Yet still, nothing had been laid in their path.

			As the noontide chimes began, and the canoness broadcast the prayer for the Hour, Caia found herself becoming increasingly suspicious. She, and the others in the Immolator, recited their responses, and yet she kept one eye on the auspex, compelled and wary – almost as if Rayos could reach out to corrupt its spirit, and it would feed them false information.

			But the Hour’s prayers were completed without mishap, and the rain grew heavier still, limiting their visibility to barely five yards in front of the still-moving vehicles.

			The crumbled parts of the roadway were beginning to flood, now, and the tanks were forced to slow, navigating the puddles carefully, and washing up a great wall of water to either side.

			After another hour, Caia began to realise that the horizon was changing. Somewhere, out through the rain, she could make out a shadow – a wide and rising blur, like the base of some vast and jagged cone. 

			‘Witness the citadel,’ the canoness told her. ‘Our target – and our enemy – lie ahead. We must take extreme care, in this poor visibility. If we can see them…’

			Caia, reflexively, recited one of the schola’s earliest combat lessons, ‘…then they can also see us.’

			‘Just so.’ Ianthe, her words thoughtful, made no further comment. She began to pray, not the familiar rhythm of the day’s Hours, or the bugled wrath of the Dies Irae, but something darker, low and soft, a rumble like a bared threat. It was the words of the Reflections ex Testamento Eius, one of the Order’s oldest and most sacred texts, and it felt like the sliding strop of a whetstone. Listening to it made the hairs on Caia’s arms stand on end, as if He stood close, right over her, watching her every breath, her every movement. 

			Caia found herself anticipating the coming battle with a shudder that felt like eagerness.

			She was a warrior born, and she would not have this taken away, not for all the wealth in the world. And certainly not for a long robe, and a set of false and affected manners…

			Spare me, she prayed. Let me serve You with fist and bolter, as I have always done.

			They rolled on. The glutinous rain grew heavier still, driving sideways across a rising wind. It lashed at the waters at the edge of the endlessly long road, driving them to froth and anger. It covered the tanks in spray, and occasionally in things less pleasant. The clouds grew thicker, and lower, and soon, the island was lost. 

			But they still knew it lay ahead of them.

			Waiting, in the gloom.

			The first tank-tread triggered the detonation. There was no warning; the air filled with force and noise and smoke and the whistle of flying fragments. Startled, Caia bit back a curse. 

			The noise was followed by a heart-stopping silence, and then a huge ferrocrete rumble. A cry of prayer sounded across the vox. There was creaking, metal twisting and groaning; there was the rumble of desperate engines.

			There was a single, massive splash.

			A wave of water sloshed back along the roadway.

			‘Reverse!’ Ianthe was barking the order even as Caia heard the grind of the vehicle’s gears. It backed up so rapidly that it threw them both against the front of the hatch. 

			The canoness didn’t pause. ‘Nikaya!’

			‘Milady.’ Through the rain, the movement of the Seraphim was clearly visible – five ascending flares of determined flame marking the Sisters as they went forwards to assess the damage. Caia tracked them with her auspex, saw them hover at what must now be the edge of the road.

			Ianthe called, ‘Mikaela!’

			Nothing.

			‘Sister Mikaela!’

			Still nothing.

			‘Sister Damari.’

			‘Canoness.’ The voice that came back was new, and edged with a tight strain of self-control. ‘We’ve lost the lead Immolator, it went over the edge of the road. Most of the road has followed it into the water.’

			‘Understood.’ Her response was bleak, but solid. ‘Sister Nikaya is coming to you – what is your situation?’

			‘We’re hanging by prayer alone, milady. The other two Immolators have successfully reversed.’

			‘Good. Hold to your faith, Sister. Do you need to abandon the vehicle?’

			An ongoing creaking came back through the smoke, and echoed like a ghost over the open vox-channel. ‘I fear so. We do not have enough traction to pull back.’

			‘Then do so, you may board with Sister Salva. Nikaya, is the roadway passable?’

			‘We are blessed,’ the Seraphim Superior said grimly. ‘Truly, the Emperor is with us – the road is damaged, but has not collapsed completely. We must traverse this bridgehead carefully, and one vehicle at a time.’

			Following the erratic whims of Lycheate’s weather, the wind was high and the visibility poor. As if angered by the Sisters’ impertinence, the spray roared and crashed like some furious creature, and the broken roadway groaned with strain. Gyres of garbage swilled about upon its remaining surface – jagged and rusting armaments, lost weapons, pieces of bodies where even the bone had been eaten down to its final porous fragments.

			But Sister Nikaya had been right; a thin path remained visi­ble. The twin gleaming rails of the servohauler tracks had better support and reinforcement than the rest of the roadway. They had been warped by the detonation, but Caia could see them, their lines leading onwards like a promise.

			Like a holy light in the darkness, He had shown them the way. 

			The canoness offered a prayer of thanks.

			In the lash of wind and water, Caia could see Nikaya and her squad, their flaring jump packs buffeted back and forth. They were scanning the solidity of the road and its supports, making sure.

			Over the vox, Nikaya almost shouted. ‘The going is poor, but in His name, the uprights have held!’ Caia had a brief memory of the rock bridge upon Lautis, of the daemons waiting below. With a shudder, she shut the memory down. Nikaya continued, ‘We will not be stopped! Rayos and her forces await us!’

			‘It will take more than mines and poor weather,’ Ianthe agreed. She seemed to be thinking, assessing the trouble ahead. ‘Sister Caia? Your thoughts?’

			‘I fear I can see little more than you,’ Caia answered carefully. The green light of her auspex flickered in the rain, showing the chemical composition of the water, the heavy humidity of the air. ‘We must cross.’

			‘Luceat nobis, Sister,’ the canoness told her. ‘The dark holds no terrors for those who carry the light.’

			‘I carry no fear,’ Caia told her.

			‘You would not be here if you did, Sister.’ The words were blunt enough to make Caia blink, but Ianthe was already giving more commands. ‘Roku, you will disembark from your Repressor and take position within the Immolator of Sister Cerena. Sister Maria,’ – this to Roku’s driver – ‘you will first traverse the bridge with your unladen vehicle. Sisters Mikaela and Damari, you will embark upon the final Immolator. If the unladen vehicle makes the crossing successfully, we will proceed.’

			‘In His name, canoness.’ Sister Mikaela had hauled herself bodily from her sinking tank, and had been heaved ashore by two of the flying Seraphim, hovering precariously in the battering winds. Her driver had not been so blessed, and had drowned with the vehicle. 

			Mikaela sounded vicious, like she wanted the chance to strike back. 

			‘We will not be intimidated, Sisters, and we will not falter,’ Ianthe said. ‘We will do as He commands.’ 

			And so, the unladen Repressor dared the road.

			By His grace, the bridge held – He had demanded the fulfilment of their mission, and not even the tech-priest’s carefully calculated ambushes were enough to stop His will.

			The canoness stood like a pillar of blood and scarlet, her arms folded, her orders absolute. 

			‘Advance!’

			Following the empty vehicle, first one, then two, Immolators crept carefully out along the servohauler tracks. One at a time, they arrived at the far side and stopped, defending the remainder of the company as it traversed the gap.

			Augusta’s Repressor followed.

			Caia watched it with her heart in her mouth, praying for her Sisters. She had missed them at her side; she was used to her squad’s familial unity, to Augusta’s authority, to Viola’s heavy bolter, always beside her. To Melia’s friendship, and to Akemi’s knowledge.

			She did not want to leave them.

			Out in the raging weather, the rails were grinding as if they would give at any moment. Caia could almost hear the groaning of the already-stressed uprights, threatening to drop their support.

			Yet the gleam of the parallel lines remained, a clear path through the ordeal, and the canoness stood undaunted, holding them all with the strength of her faith. Her prayers did not falter, and her voice showed nothing but pure and fervent certainty. 

			They would make the far side of this break.

			Caia continued to pray, watching Augusta’s Repressor as it vanished into the weather. After minutes that felt like hours, the word came back over the vox that she and the squad were safe.

			Caia breathed her thanks. By the light!

			The canoness said, ‘Close the hatch, Sister. We must make this crossing ourselves.’

			She did as she was asked, felt the Immolator rumble forwards. As it did so, the canoness’ voice changed, reciting the Litany with the strength and warmth of a chapel electro-candle. Caia found herself clinging to her seat, trying not to think about the teetering, twisting-dark road, the creaking supports, the rage of the water. If the tank went over, was it watertight? She should know this, but suddenly, she wasn’t sure. If they did fall, would they be able to open the hatch, as Mikaela had done, and reach the surface?

			Inch by inch, foot by foot, yard by yard, they advanced along the bridge. 

			The Immolator was blown and buffeted. The wind slammed at its side like the batter of incoming ammunition. It lurched sideways, making Caia’s belly follow it, but she continued to pray.

			She wondered what would happen if Rayos’ forces attacked…

			But there was no attack – perhaps even the heretek could not target through this – and they reached the far side in safety.

			Following it, one at a time, came the Exorcists.

			And, at last, the great and headless volcano rose blackly before them, almost as if it were waiting.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The waters’ hunger, however, had not been quite sated.

			As if they demanded some final sacrifice, the very last vehicle – the Exorcist at the rear of the Order – fell as it had almost reached safety. The edge of the road gave way beneath its tracks, the ferrocrete crumbling with a thundering splash. The rails themselves held, two thin lines of steel stretching out over the water, but the roadway between them had given its last.

			Yards from safety, the vehicle had teetered, rocked backwards, and then splashed to its death.

			Its commanding Sister had called one final prayer before the density of the water had cut off her vox.

			Watching through the weapon-ports, hating her own enforced helplessness, Augusta had prayed for the drivers, and for the spirits of the tanks that they had lost. It would be a slow and horrifying end, the polluted sea steadily eating its way inwards, and inwards, but her fallen Sisters would show no fear, even in the face of such an ordeal. Each knew, as she did, that His light and blessing awaited her.

			What awaited the company was something else entirely.

			And Augusta held hard to her prayers, as their objective loomed ahead.

			A very short time later, they reached the shoreline of the citadel.

			The road and the tracks continued, now supported above a grey and ashen beach. Here, the wind-driven water frothed and hissed, dumping a tidemark of bubbles, dirt and rubbish, but that was not what pulled the Sister Superior’s attention.

			Through the weapon-port, she could just about see the outskirts of Lycheate’s central citadel: rock and beach both curved slowly upwards and into the dark, harsh side of a huge and headless mountain.

			And somewhere, in there, there waited the controls for the Emanatus force field.

			Borne by His blessing and courage, the Order had reached its target. The canoness’ prayer of thanks came over the vox, and was repeated vehemently by the surviving Sisters. 

			‘Nos gratias ago nomen Eius!’

			We give thanks to His name!

			Repeating the stanzas, one after another, just as she had for so many years, Augusta shifted in her seat to scan the mountainside. Beside her, Mors and Rufus exchanged a glance – this was the place of their redemption, their final stand, and they both knew it.

			Once they entered the citadel, neither of them would ever see the light again. 

			Augusta wondered if her own squad faced the same fate.

			The black stone was disturbingly familiar, reminding her of the jungle-planet Lautis. It was porous and severe, glittering with dark stars of scattered obsidian…

			…and, just like before, it concealed horrors within its depths.

			One thing, however, was immediately apparent.

			From the Kyrus’ orbital scans, Augusta knew that the main entranceway waited some half a mile ahead of them, a colossal cave mouth that swallowed the road, and that allowed the servohaulers, and the waiting machines, access to the factorum complex.

			Looking at their situation, she felt the hairs on her neck prickle with tension.

			Their route back was shattered, and they could only move ahead. And somewhere, behind that vast and unseen doorway, the heretek’s assembled forces would be waiting.

			The canoness, however, did not so much as pause.

			‘Sister Augusta,’ she said, over the vox. ‘I have a new mission for you. Report.’

			Augusta’s briefing was short and to the point.

			The rain had slackened, thinning to a misty drizzle. And Sister Superior Augusta, accompanied by her squad and by the two ex-Militarum, both doing their best not to shiver with the cold, had followed their new mission orders and disembarked from their Repressor. They were moving on foot, following the dirty ash beach around the long outside of the mountain. 

			The soft surface was shifting and treacherous, hard to walk upon, but they dared not slacken their pace.

			They did not have time.

			Behind them, the surviving vehicles were continuing along the road, ready to face whatever the citadel may spit forth at them – and to ensure that Rayos’ attention was fully occupied.

			Augusta was following the mission brief that had come direct from the prioress herself. And, the Sister Superior was sure, this was what Sister Alcina was here to observe.

			If Augusta got this wrong, like her blade in the Ironstrider’s foot…

			What had Mors said, in the chapel?

			To serve Holy Terra, and to die with honour.

			Mors himself had pulled his face veil up over his nose, protecting his skin from the rain. He and Rufus both had been very quiet, their lasrifles never leaving their hands, their gazes always at the weapon-ports of the Repressor. Their deaths awaited them, but they still showed no fear, and they forged on as best they could through the clumps of infuriating sand.

			Perhaps, Augusta thought, Alcina was here to ensure the ex-soldiers’ deaths. One way or the other…

			As if Augusta herself could not be entirely trusted.

			A last breath of rain gusted across the wind, and slowly the clouds began to clear.

			Guided by the scans of the Kyrus, the squad continued to follow the long curve of the beach. It was desolate and cold, but nothing came out at them, and as the visibility increased, they began to pick up the pace.

			And then, they found a miracle.

			Following the base of a heavy spur, their route taking them back down almost to the waterline, they stopped.

			A distance ahead of them, a great billow of steam blurred the air, a continuous gusting rise of long grey smoke like the exhalations of some vast machine-spirit. And, as they crested the spur, they saw it: a wide red run of lava that came sliding down the mountainside, a flaring river of fire sloughing through the dense black stone. And, where its front edge met the water, it slowly solidified into great static waves of cooling, hissing rock, one piling upon another.

			Flames licked over the water’s surface – the lingering patches of oil ignited by the heat.

			The squad paused. Their suits protected them, but the air shimmered with thermal currents. Augusta had never seen such a thing, never even imagined it – this meeting of fire and water. It seemed almost to contain a spirit all of its own.

			But she dared not pause long.

			Stepping forwards with her auspex, Rhea said, ‘We cannot pass here, the temperature is too great. To reach the fissure that the Kyrus has identified, we must ascend the slope.’

			‘Mors?’ Augusta asked. ‘How do you fare?’

			The ex-corporal had left his face veil in place. He was muttering back down the line at Rufus, ‘Damned air must be eighty per cent sulphur.’ At the Sister Superior’s words, though, he straightened his shoulders and replied, ‘We fare well, though the temperature is high. And we are fortunate that the rain has eased.’

			‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Walk with courage, we will not be in the open for much longer.’

			‘Yes, Sister.’ He paused. Then at a nudge from his squadmate, he said, ’Sister, before we enter this place, may I say something?’

			Augusta stopped, indicated for the squad to do likewise. ‘Of course. But swiftly.’

			‘I… we… would like you to take this.’ He held out one hand, something folded in his gloved fist. ‘It is true that we’re deserters, Sister, and we deserve only death. But we still hope to redeem ourselves, somewhere within this great citadel.’ He faltered, and Rufus stepped forwards. 

			‘It’s our insignia, Sister,’ he said. ‘I know we have no right to ask, but if you could take it back to our captain…’

			He ran out of words, dropped his gaze, and stepped back.

			Augusta held out her gauntlet, let Mors drop the insignia into her fist – the winged skull of the Militarum, a star upon its forehead. 

			She looked at it, and then back at the two young men, so weary and resolved.

			‘Conduct yourselves with honour,’ she said, ‘and I will do so. Your tale will not go unremembered.’

			The squad turned to head upwards, the mountainside treacherous and the going slippery. But here, too, a path had been laid out for them just as it had been over the water – the rocks had formed into a peculiar, regular pattern of hexagonal pillars, just as if He had been here, carving miraculous steps in the stone, and showing them the way.

			‘Truly,’ Augusta muttered, ‘we are blessed. Twice now, He has left us a clear path.’ 

			Red boots skidded, but the squad went on. Viola, her heavy bolter slung over her back, cursed as she heaved herself bodily upwards. Mors and Rufus ascended more easily, their kit a lighter load. And, as the squad climbed higher, they began to find holes in the slope – splits and cracks and fissures, places where the pressure of the volcano within had just proven too much, and had broken out through the ancient stone.

			Following Rhea’s auspex, Augusta paused at the largest of these.

			‘From this point,’ she said to her squad, ‘we will know little. We do not bear maps of this location, and the density of the stone will prevent communication with either the Kyrus, or with the canoness.’ She took a moment to look around at them. ‘I am proud of you, Sisters, every one of you. And you, Mors and Rufus both. This is a test of our faith and our resourcefulness, and one we will not fail. The entire Order is depending upon our success.’ The split in the stone was blacker than the mountainside, and wide enough for their armour – but only just. ‘Sister Rhea, Sister Viola. Let us proceed.’

			‘Aye.’

			With the auspex and the heavy bolter at their head, they left the brown Lycheate sun behind them.

			From here, they would be walking blind.

			But He had shown them the way, and the light they carried was illumination enough.

			The tunnels were tight, and treacherous.

			Augusta’s feet slipped on the cold stone. It was irregular and it tripped her constantly – it seemed that she skidded with every fourth step. In places, outcrops snagged at her shoulders or elbows, or on the tip of her chainsword. The claustrophobic sensation was uncomfortable, and the crackling in the vox reminded her, very clearly, of the hard black density of the rock.

			The faint light of the tunnel mouth soon faded to a line, and then vanished completely. She had a shuddering memory of the Lautis daemon – curse it for still being able to haunt her! 

			This was no place to harbour such thoughts.

			Their suit-lights flared hope on the rock face, and they moved on.

			With the vox now quiet, Augusta began to hear the constant drip-drip of water, the noise distant and oddly hollow, and then, from somewhere else, the heavy rattle of something distinctly metallic.

			Like a gate, or an overhead door.

			They moved on, the green glint of Rhea’s auspex at their head. The tunnels seemed natural, jagged and angled – they looked as if some great force had struck the stone, sending splintering cracks in every direction. The spaces were narrow and irregular, unsupported by scaffolding, and yet they steadily ate their way downwards, deeper and deeper into the mountain’s heart. 

			Slowly, the passages grew wider… and the air grew steadily hotter.

			And then, Rhea stopped.

			‘We have reached the end of the fissure, Sister. This crack opens out onto a smooth-bore tunnel.’

			‘Anything in motion? Any security?’

			‘Not that I can detect.’

			‘Be sure. Rayos’ attention will be on the tanks on her doorstep, but I do not wish to attract her notice.’

			‘Yes, Sister.’

			Over Viola’s shoulder, Augusta could see the opening that Rhea had found – the rough, ragged split of the tunnel-edge opening out onto smoothly worked stone, and then continuing on its other side. She thought she could see the walls, engraved with the same prayers that they had seen upon the metal of the Lycheate city.

			She counted the awareness check in her head, Five seconds. Four… Three…

			She reached zero. Nothing had moved.

			‘Very well. We will proceed with caution.’

			Still, they found nothing. Out in the corridors, the security scanners lay dormant, and not so much as a servo-skull hummed across their path. Strips of lumens worked erratically, sending flickering data-ghosts along the long-abandoned walkways of the departed Mechanicus’ citadel.

			‘These are not mining tunnels,’ Augusta commented. ‘They must be for maintenance, for servitors or helots, perhaps.’

			Maintenance or not, the corridors were precise; their angles exact. As the squad moved on, Augusta began to see old pict-screens, vents and data-banks, and cog-marks engraved in the walls. The corroded remains of pipes wove in and out of the stone, and between them lay prayers that she could not decipher. 

			The air grew warmer still.

			A little further, and each turning began to carry markings, denominations in both binary and machine-code.

			‘Akemi,’ Augusta said, over the vox. 

			‘The numbers are very clear, Sister,’ Akemi responded. ‘This is conservation and maintenance level four-point-zero-six-five, and the tunnels are worked to a routine hexagonal pattern. The progression of numbers does suggest a single central control point. I would guess that it’s an identical layout to that of the factoria themselves, just on a smaller scale.’ She paused, then added, almost amused, ‘We are blessed that the Mechanicus remain so predictable.’

			‘We must offer our thanks, Sister Akemi,’ Augusta said. ‘Can we follow these numbers to the central location?’

			‘Yes, Sister.’

			‘Then you will join Sister Rhea, and we will continue. Viola, pull back.’

			It grew hotter. The temperature readout in Augusta’s armour was climbing higher with every turning they made. Behind her, Mors was sweating profusely; he’d dropped the face veil and his dark skin shone in the suit-lights.

			Soon, the air began to shimmer with the thickness of the heat.

			Another turning, and another, Akemi counting as they went. A third, and they saw their first lava flow – a thin, sliding trickle that broke through the tunnel wall and oozed down towards the smoothly worked floor, cooling as it descended. It left a swelling growth like a tumour, rippling and bulbous, and slowly, slowly growing.

			It also obscured the old Mechanicus wall markings.

			‘So, these fissures are more recent than the tunnels themselves,’ Augusta commented. ‘It may explain why they are abandoned – and why the Mechanicus have been so reluctant to return to this world.’

			‘There is no current evidence of seismic or volcanic activity,’ Rhea answered, from the front. ‘These fissures are old, and they read as stable. We are secure. Certainly for the moment.’

			They continued, passing more and more of the tiny, fissured flows, some of them beginning to run together, others steadily eating through the floor. None of them were large – the Sisters could step across every one – but the temperature was still climbing.

			Mors and Rufus were beginning to struggle with the relentlessness of the heat. Unspeaking, Augusta passed Mors back her water bottle.

			And then Rhea told them to halt. ‘Sisters,’ she said. ‘There is a large space ahead of us. We have found the central factorum.’

			The door was vast, and utterly impassable.

			It was a rusted sheet of steel in the side of the mountain. It cut dead across the roadway, and across the gleaming servohauler tracks. A march of sagging pillars flanked its approach, all linked by aged steel chains; empty flame-bowls stood to either side. Turret emplacements had been long bereft of their weapons, and some huge ferrocrete statue had crumbled until only the last few feet remained.

			Upon the door itself, the colossal cog-and-skull was leeringly familiar.

			‘Incaladion,’ Caia said, without surprise.

			Above the gate’s silent threat, the black wall of the volcano rose both faceless and headless, and the brown clouds seemed to rest upon its top. Tiny red flares shifted across its surface as Sister Nikaya and the Seraphim rose aloft to assess its defences.

			‘The Emanatus force field covers only the very top of the volcano,’ Nikaya said. ‘There are multiple defence ports, but they’re sealed.’

			‘Hold fast, my Sisters.’ The canoness’ tone was cautious, but contained no fear. Caia knew that they would be facing overwhelming numbers, as well as the point-defences of the citadel itself, but these things were of no consequence. Their task was to draw the fire of the enemy, while Augusta and her squad penetrated the depths of the mountain. 

			She prayed for them, for her fallen Sisters, for herself. Standing in the back of the Immolator, looking up at that huge and grinning skull, Caia wondered if Rayos had calculated every probability of their advance, of their every movement and choice. Wondered if the heretek had drawn them here, knowing that they would be defeated– 

			The auspex blipped movement.

			Not much, barely a flicker – a single contact. It moved as if a sergeant walked along his ranks of troops, inspecting and commanding them, as if–

			As if they were expected.

			She was about to speak – some sort of warning – but the great door rattled, grumbled, and began to rise. The rasping noise of rust was teeth-gratingly painful. 

			Sister Caia stared forwards, and into the gaping dark.

			‘How many?’ Augusta asked.

			In Rhea’s hand, the glowing green screen of the auspex was still. ‘None.’

			They had come to a balcony, a high viewpoint above an echoingly empty space – Vastum Factorum-01, and Rayos’ muster point. 

			And this one did not follow the layout of its fellows.

			There were no hoppers here, no facilities for construction or creation. This was surely just a storage facility, yet it seemed endless, stretching away from them, further than they could see. It was floored with smooth black stone – the great basalt plug of the volcano. And within that stone were laid long parallel lines of gleaming steel, one after another after another, all of them vanishing into its cavernous limits. An identical series of upright supports, looming like gibbets in the half-light, rose from each one – lines and lines and lines of static mini-shrines, each one a prayer point where the stored machine-spirit could find its rest. 

			And every one of them stood empty.

			‘The canoness’ plan has been successful.’ Augusta’s tone was quiet, and swallowed by the hugeness of the room. ‘The heretek’s force is distracted.’

			Alcina answered, her voice grim, ‘Our Sisters will be paying for every moment we delay.’

			‘Aye,’ Augusta said. ‘We must locate the central control node. Sister Rhea, does anything remain in this location?’

			Rhea held her auspex, moving it slowly in an arc.

			‘Nothing, Sister.’

			‘Then we will proceed with our mission brief. We will follow the numerals to the central location, and there, we will disable the force field. And may the Emperor stand with our Sisters as they face Rayos’ army.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Somewhere in the darkness there moved weapons, and metal, and flesh.

			Sister Caia had seen the Lycheate machines before – the Breacher that had assaulted them upon their arrival, the kastelans that had answered to Rayos, and to Scafidis Zale.

			She had never seen anything like this.

			These things were horror-spawned, from the corrupt mind of the heretek. They were wrong, somehow – their weapons lopsided or crudely built, their bodies twisted, their feet or tracks dragging sparks that flashed like the meetings of wires. She knew little about machine-spirits, but her heart understood: these were abominations.

			The red lines of tanks had formed into an inverse arc, grouped before the now-open doorway. At the centre, now, the canoness stood in her Immolator with one hand aloft, holding back her troops’ desire to fire, and waiting for the enemy to fully reveal itself, sliding and grinding like corruption from the dark.

			More sounds came from above them – the defence ports were sliding open. But Nikaya and the Seraphim were waiting, their jump packs holding them tight to the rock face and out of range of fire.

			From the assembled Sisters, the unified words of the Litany were like the threatening rumble of an avalanche – as if, once these machines entered the doorway itself, the might of the God-Emperor would bring the entire side of the mountain down upon them…

			But Rayos was not that foolish.

			Her force stopped, pausing just inside the cave’s huge mouth. It waited in the semi-dark, ragged and misshapen, listing and slumping, just as if the Ruinous Powers themselves had taken a hand in its formation.

			And a voice, so familiar to Sister Caia, echoed from the stone, from the metal, from the twitching, jerking skulls of the Breachers and Destroyers…

			‘Sisters,’ Rayos’ voice said. It was logic-cold, yet it somehow seemed to hiss with that same thin, cold humour that Caia remembered from their previous meeting. ‘You have erred. There is an eighty-nine-point-eight per cent chance that you will lose this confrontation. You, with your faith, and your weak and human flesh.’

			The canoness did not respond, except with the continuing thud and threat of the Litany, booming like military drums.

			It echoed back from the mountainside.

			Caia’s hand tightened on her bolter, though it was her auspex that she watched. She said, quietly, ‘There are more of them, waiting out of our line of sight.’

			Ianthe gave a single, grave nod. ‘Estimation of total numbers, Sister Caia.’

			Caia replied, ‘Maybe two hundred and fifty individual units.’

			‘Their greatest concentration?’

			‘At the very rear.’

			‘Very well. Then let us finish this.’

			Her shout came over the vox-coder, blasted through the pipes that still stood upon the top of her Immolator.

			‘Immolators, Seraphim! Fire!’

			And the Sisters’ wrath was loosed upon the enemy.

			Deep in the mountain tunnels, that first rumble of gunfire echoed like the boom of some distant heartbeat.

			Augusta felt Alcina, behind her, tense; heard Rhea catch her breath. Whatever happened down here, their Sisters were fighting and dying to give them time to achieve their goal.

			And they dared not falter.

			‘We must move,’ she said, a thrum of urgency to her tone. ‘This mission will not permit us to dawdle.’

			Beside her, Mors nodded. His nose and cheeks had taken scattered burn damage from the acid drizzle, but he’d made no complaint, and they had not stopped.

			Led only by Rhea’s scan and Akemi’s counting, they began to move more swiftly.

			The distant thunder of weapons continued, and the crackling of the empty vox told the Sister Superior, more clearly than any shout of urgency, that they could not afford to delay.

			She reviewed her new mission orders: once they had eliminated the force field, they were to retreat. The Kyrus would be beginning her countdown the moment she had a clear line of fire.

			The citadel was large enough that the massed tanks of the Order would survive…

			But Augusta’s squad were on foot.

			Offer your lives to the Emperor.

			She silenced the flicker of doubt with a flare of annoyance. Neither Mors nor Rufus had flinched, had shown the slightest fear. And she was Sororitas – if she were to perish in the line of her duty, then it would be with courage. Despite Istrix’s death, she would face the Golden Throne knowing she had died with her honour intact.

			If it were possible, however, she would uphold her responsibilities. Her squad were blameless, following her orders, and she would allow her Sisters to retreat, survive…

			Spare them Your wrath, she prayed. They have done nothing wrong.

			She would face her fate alone.

			Alone, or with these two young soldiers that had come so far.

			Akemi paused by another marker, and told them to turn left.

			They seemed to be moving in an arc, heading inwards, and still down. It was a long haul, but the corridors were steadily widening and the Sisters were beginning to watch for servitors, for skitarii, or for wherever Rayos may have left here to guard her main force.

			Yet still, there was nothing. If there were foot-troops, then perhaps they, too, had been mustered outside to face the canoness.

			And Ianthe would show them no mercy.

			Then Sister Rhea said, ‘Wait.’

			In the silence of the corridor, they paused.

			The tunnels were still. Brass pipes ran like veins along their ceilings; wires clung to the stone, now bereft of information or power. The pict-screens flickered with vestiges of life, their half-formed data-ghosts striving to manifest. They sent odd, eerie lighting down the empty stone.

			Mors said, his deep voice quiet, ‘It’s still getting warmer–’

			‘The temperature has significantly risen,’ Sister Rhea confirmed, cutting him off. ‘I suspect there will be another lava flow ahead – a large one.’

			‘We are very close now,’ Akemi said. ‘The central forge temple lies ahead.’

			In the distance, the boom and rattle of gunfire continued. 

			‘Do not pause,’ Sister Alcina said sternly. ‘Our Sisters fight for our time, and we must achieve our target.’

			Alcina’s repetition was unnecessary, but Augusta said nothing. Her new second was not wrong, and the Sister Superior was beginning to suspect that there might be another reason why there were no defences down there.

			Rayos had no need of them.

			‘Head right, then left, then right again,’ Akemi said. 

			‘Sister Rhea,’ Augusta commented. ‘You are familiar with the device that we seek?’

			‘Yes, Sister,’ Rhea said. ‘I do not possess Sister Akemi’s literacy, but I have seen such things before, on Mete, and the Mechanicus remain obsessively consistent. I will be able to shut down the force field.’

			‘We will proceed,’ Augusta said. ‘Walk swiftly, but with caution.’

			‘Aye.’

			They moved onwards. Augusta could not read the machine dialect that was now flickering on the half-dead pict-screens, but she could see that the strings of binary were becoming shorter.

			Akemi was surely right – they were closing in on the central facility.

			Mors had pulled his face veil back up over his nose – the air was becoming more sulphurous. And Augusta was beginning to see it: the light was changing. Amid the flickers of the pict-screens, there was a deeper, steadier illumination, a soft red glow that was gradually growing stronger.

			The Sisters had seen this glow before.

			The ruddy colour of bare lava, somewhere ahead of them. 

			Weapons roared alongside the vocal thunder of unified prayer. The air was thick with smoke and debris, with the flow and spark of living data, with the groaning and grinding of the strange, lopsided machines.

			Surrounded by the rage of battle, the Sisters’ tanks held their position. Their stationary formation was intended to pull Rayos’ forces out of the mountain, and then bring the stone down upon them, but Rayos was too wily, and her lines did not advance.

			Instead, her front rank opened fire.

			Caia, still standing behind the canoness in the lead Immolator, wondered why she did not deign to duck back inside the vehicle – but the moment Ianthe raised her pistol and opened fire herself, Caia understood. A streak of yellow light hit the end Breacher and its chest simply exploded, spattering its tracked base with gore. In the remaining mess, its exposed cogs spun for a startled second, and then were still.

			Caia opened her bolter to a full suppression, her rounds chewing holes in the next Breacher along. Its twisted human face showed no pain, no emotion, nothing – but it raised its shoulder and the weapon attached, and Caia knew that it would shoot straight at them.

			Ianthe sang the Litany like a call of trumpets, and dared it to even consider the action.

			To either side of them, the surviving two Immolators were shooting with their heavy bolters, the weapons turning in suppression arcs. The two Repressors had remained still, waiting for the moment that the Order would roll forwards and into the cave mouth, but, for now, Ianthe was still holding them where they were. At the rear, the Exorcists were loaded and ready, but Rayos had been too clever. Calculating exactly the amount to raise the door, the arcing missiles did not have the necessary clearance, and their bolters could not shoot past the vehicles in the front.

			Above her, Caia was aware of the Seraphim, flitting across the rock face. With her focus on the enemy, she caught them from the corners of her vision, each one holding her place below a shielded gun port, then jumping upwards to shoot clean through the slit and eliminate the servitor, or gunner, that had been about to fire. Four of the Seraphim defeated their static targets with almost perfect flying manoeuvres; the fifth was less blessed.

			She missed, and the autocannon swivelled, catching her full in the chest.

			She spasmed backwards, then fell, plummeting with a streak of flame behind her.

			When she hit the ground, she crumpled like a broken thing. She did not move again.

			For a split second, Caia blinked at the broken corpse, appalled at how suddenly a Sister could perish, torn from the air and the battle with the brief blast of a weapon…

			But she stood before the Throne, her service completed.

			Blessed be her memory.

			Despite the loss, however, the Order was doing damage – the machines in the front were juddering under the heavy combined fire of the two Immolators and under the huge impacts of the canoness’ shooting.

			It was only as the first rank tumbled, however, that Caia realised they’d been bolter-fodder.

			And that the main attack was still to come.

			‘Sisters,’ Akemi said. ‘We have reached corridor zero-zero-two, and the final junction. The side of the forge temple lies directly ahead.’

			‘Hold.’ Augusta’s command brought both Akemi and Rhea to a stop. 

			Rhea, reflexively, responded, ‘Nothing moving, Sister, but the temperature is extreme.’

			The squad had paused just short of the tunnel’s smooth and open mouth. Somewhere ahead of them, red light shone up from below, bathing the rock ceiling in a rich, ruddy sheen. Beside the Sister Superior, Mors was sagging, sheeted in sweat. His clothing was stained with it, but he still made no word of complaint.

			Rhea added, her voice soft in the vox, ‘Sisters, we have reached our goal.’

			Domine deduc me mi Imperatoris…

			A prayer in her heart, Augusta moved forwards to see for herself.

			And stopped.

			Their tunnel opened out at the lip of a massive rift.

			No, not a rift, a chasm. A great, jagged moat that cracked clean down through the stone – an abyss from which the lava-light rose like fire, before losing itself in the vast darkness overhead.

			But that wasn’t all.

			By the light!

			The Sister Superior held back the exclamation – she would show no fear, no doubt. But, out there ahead of her, on the far side of the rift, there rose a huge and mighty wall, black as basalt, and carved into vast square oriels and heavy, angled buttresses. It was clearly the wall of some immense cathedral, and yet it was layered with wheeled cogs, with folded cranes, with openings like vents and waste-chutes, and with colossal pipes, layered one upon another like a writhing mass of creeper. It stretched up and up, to the heights of the unseen roof, and down and down, far into the firepit below.

			The pipes’ metal glowed red with the heat, but by some Mechanicus wonder that she could not begin to comprehend, it had neither melted nor faltered – and it lit the great building with a glow like pure hellfire.

			‘Forge temple,’ she said, not hiding the awe in her tone. ‘In His name, I could never have imagined one so huge. Truly, this is a place of the Omnissiah, now fallen to the heretek’s corruption.’

			Viola muttered a savage expletive, and Alcina silenced her with a snap. Akemi was still looking at the last set of numbers, consulting the dataslate she held in her hand. Mors had sagged against the wall, and was struggling to breathe. 

			‘Can we pass here?’ Alcina asked, her tone flat and unimpressed.

			‘Akemi,’ Augusta ignored her second, and asked the obvious question. ‘Is there another route to the temple, or is this our only access?’

			Akemi started to answer, but Alcina cut across her. ‘We must move swiftly. Our Sisters are dying while we dally.’

			‘And it will avail them nothing if we also perish,’ Augusta told her shortly. ‘We have been tasked with a mission, and the success of that mission is our only purpose. Akemi?’

			Akemi said, ‘There is a final junction, to corridor zero-zero-one, but it is very long. And I am not certain of its success.’

			Alcina restated, ‘Sister Superior, we do not have the time for this. We must pass here.’

			‘That decision is mine to take, Sister.’ Augusta’s tone was severe. ‘While offering our lives to the Golden Throne is the greatest honour a Sister may hope for, we are here to complete a mission.’

			Alcina stepped forwards, her shoulders seeming to fill the tunnel.

			‘It is my…’ she stopped herself, ‘…advice that we should seek passage at this point.’

			Augusta did not permit herself the acid retort – such things were childish, left behind in the schola’s earliest years. But this was outright insubordination. She said, her tone flat, ‘You will do as you are commanded, Sister.’

			Alcina loomed, her stance angry, but she did not push the point. Over a tight-beam channel on the vox, Melia’s voice said, ‘She is watching us. Waiting to see if we stumble.’

			Augusta answered her, ‘I am aware of this. The witch touched us all too closely, and our loyalty is in question. Such doubt would insult both our honour and service, were it not based in reason. The success of this mission is imperative.’

			‘Aye.’ Melia said nothing more.

			At the front of the company, Rhea said, ‘Sisters, there is a way across the rift.’

			Augusta turned back to the tunnel mouth. Beside her, leaning forwards over the gap, Viola muttered an epithet even more unsuitable than the first. 

			‘Enough,’ Augusta told her.

			A distance to their right, hung above the red glow like some narrow and suspended shadow, there was a walkway, the same black stone as the wall. Heavy chains, like a drawbridge, held it, but even from here they could see that the chains were sorely corroded. 

			The fire lit its underside like pure, glowing hunger.

			‘Sister Akemi,’ Augusta said, ‘can you give me a solid reason to not accept this alternative?’

			‘I fear not, Sister Superior,’ Akemi said. Her voice carried the faintest twinge – guilt or regret – but she made no apology, and she faced the chasm without fear.

			Augusta paused, aware of the eyes of the others, awaiting her decision. She had a very clear memory of the demented inquisitor, leading the squad into ambushes, traps, and probable death. Propelled by her insane belief, Istrix had sacrificed not only her faith, but her very reason…

			‘Very well,’ Augusta said. ‘Once again, He has shown us the way. Three times, we have paused, and three times, we have been blessed with His guidance. Let us continue.’

			Rhea nodded, and Viola stepped back, hissing through her teeth. Akemi reattached the dataslate to her hip, and Augusta was aware of Mors and Rufus, shoulder to shoulder, and all but leaning on each other for strength. With their lighter gear, they had a better chance of reaching the far side than did the Sisters, however the heat and the fumes were taking a heavy toll upon them both.

			Rufus caught her looking, and offered her the sign of the aquila. ‘We will walk, Sister. We have no fear.’

			‘Aye,’ Augusta said. 

			It was only as she offered the prayer for their courage and safety that she became aware of something else…

			At some point, while they’d been discussing how to proceed, the sound of gunfire had stopped.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Augusta did not see Rufus fall.

			In the continuous shimmer of the rising heat, the Sister Superior had done her best to watch both the ex-soldiers, their shoulders shaking now, their breathing straining with sulphur and exhaustion. But she could not be everywhere, and the shout from Melia made her turn.

			It was already too late.

			The young medicae made no sound; he did not have time. He was a tiny tumbling silhouette, black against the firelight below. 

			And then he was a flash. 

			And then he was gone.

			Augusta saw Mors stumble as the last member of his squad died before his eyes.

			‘Decidit gloria.’ She answered his shock, his grief, with a gauntleted hand under his elbow, holding him up, with the words she’d learned when she’d seen for the first time a fellow Sister offer her life.

			Decidit gloria…

			Mors was shaking, she could feel it, but he took his own weight, picked the words up and repeated them, calm above the slavering heat.

			Fall with honour.

			Alcina gave a low impatient growl. ‘We must not pause here.’

			A flare of ire rose in Augusta’s heart, just like the flare of fire they’d seen from below – they were warriors all, fighting servants of the God-Emperor, and they were stronger together. There was always a moment to find or pool their courage.

			Yet Alcina was right, they could not linger here. Augusta ended her prayer, glanced at Mors, and gave the order to go onwards.

			And so, with Rhea and Viola still at their head, they reached the end of the drawbridge, and the great, black wall that was Vastum’s central forge temple.

			‘In times of fear,’ Augusta’s schola tutor had once told her, ‘you may rely upon two things. What are they? Your armour and your weapons? Yes? Anyone else have an answer? Your faith, Sisters, and your training.’ 

			The old woman had been a warrior herself, and her lesson had stayed in Augusta’s heart – reflex was a powerful motivator. And now, as they moved carefully, skirmish formation, through a black stone archway and down through hollow corridors, she understood the wisdom of those words. Their faith was unquestioned, and it was manifest in every single one of these well-known actions, in the smooth operations of her assembled Sisters. Rhea and Viola worked well together – they had slotted into their roles as Sisters should. But Alcina…

			Augusta was aware of her second’s eyes, always upon her back. They made her itch.

			And that itch shamed her, despite its persistence – were they not all Sisters, in the service of the same light?

			They went onwards.

			Very soon, the corridor turned through an angle, the exact same sixty degrees as the outer tunnels – it seemed the temple, too, was crafted to hexagonal design. There were no numbers here, however, and Rhea and Akemi seemed to be moving on pure instinct, following the pipes and the stonework, as they headed for the building’s heart.

			As they moved on inwards, they began to encounter cloisters, though nothing like Augusta had known before. Great arcs of conduits surrounded hexagonal spaces, each one with a rusting metal shrine at the centre, and its cog-and-skull engraved in the underlying stone. In other places, short steps led them upwards, and great steel portcullises were long rusted into place. They hung above the Sisters’ heads like teeth, ready to descend. 

			And then, at last, they came to the side door and the transept, and the heart of Vastum’s might and power.

			The place where that central control node would be waiting for them.

			Rifles, cannons, blasters. 

			The bright-white glow of phosphor and the blossoming red detonations of high-calibre rounds.

			Half-hidden by the shadows of the doorway, the second rank of Rayos’ force laid down their fire.

			Caia’s auspex was telling her – though the canoness already knew – that they would not advance.

			But Ianthe was calling orders, pulling the Exorcists up, extended file, alongside the Immolators, and commanding the whole single rank to roll forwards, protecting the troop-bearers behind the advancing front. 

			This was not a battle for infantry.

			Not yet.

			It was, however, a battle for the Seraphim.

			Down to four, the airborne Sisters swooped in under the edge of the door, and flew a straight strafing run all along the stationary line, each hammering down rounds from her twin bolters as she passed swiftly overhead.

			The line of machines did not react. It was not human, it could not flinch or be distracted – but the damage was being done.

			The Breachers and Destroyers, out at the flanks, were more vulnerable. Shots to their human heads took a severe toll, and already their fire was lessening. As the Seraphim reached the far end of the line, four of the waiting machines had been destroyed.

			And the red tanks rolled in, relentless, trumpets blaring from the vox-coder, towards the standing line of their foes.

			Any conscious enemy would surely have baulked, but the machines did not move. The canoness took cover, then shot a standing kastelan clean to the face, and watched it topple sideways, taking its nearest neighbour down with it. Blazing with righteousness, she targeted a second, and her streak of yellow fire struck its shoulder. It did not fall, but its cannon misfired and exploded, and sent a flash of light outwards through the black stone.

			It let Caia see one thing very clearly – the height of the roof.

			And it seemed Ianthe had seen it also.

			The canoness’ voice snapped the order, ‘Exorcists! Missiles, on my word!’

			The greatest concentration of numbers was at the very back. Caia didn’t know if Rayos was here with her troops, or simply picking up the projected data as they fought, but wherever she was, she must surely be defended.

			Perhaps she was still human enough to wish to see this for herself.

			But the line of machines was still shooting, and the incoming barrage was taking a toll.

			Their own Immolator crunched and buckled at the impacts of heavy arc rifles and torsion cannons. One lopsided Kataphron was armed with a colossal plasma weapon – Caia had not seen its like before, but the glow of its power and the spit of its fire were tremendous. It struck one of the advancing Exorcists clean to the nose and the vehicle simply detonated, the blast immense in the enclosed space. 

			Above the blast, one of the Seraphim was caught in the updraft, but she rode the current with extreme skill, came back down swooping at the Breacher and spattered its head across its metal shoulders.

			Still, the tanks rolled on. Still, the line facing them neither moved nor recoiled. Overhead, the arcs of the two surviving Exorcists’ missiles seemed like shooting stars in the darkness. 

			And where they struck, the damage was immediate. Explosions rocked the cavern; Caia’s lenses flicked in their antidazzle as the confusion of noise and pressure almost knocked her back.

			The air was full of blood and smoke and oil and death.

			Still, the tanks did not stop. And as they reached full speed, the canoness shouted, ‘All drivers! Ram!’

			Their own Immolator struck the legs of the kastelan before it. It was slow, like some lumbering giant; its great fist went to grab and crush them, but the strike missed as they rolled onwards. As it tried to balance and turn, the blast of Ianthe’s plasma pistol hit it in the side and it twisted into a complete fall, crushing the Breacher beside it to metal and pulp.

			In the vox, Caia could hear Sister Nikaya, the power of her hymn carrying her and the Seraphim forwards on another swoop-and-kill. They were sticking to the far flanks, out of the line of fire of the incoming vehicles.

			But another kastelan was ready for them. Sharper than its fellow, it timed Nikaya’s strafe and it met her, head-on, with one massive fist.

			Steel met steel; the jump pack coughed and guttered. At the noise, Ianthe’s voice caught on a furious crescendo. For a split second, nothing seemed to happen, Nikaya seemed to almost hang in the air… and then her jump pack flickered and went out completely, and she fell, down and down, and into the darkness. In the turmoil, Caia could not see where she’d landed, and the auspex was too confused to pick one contact out of the mess.

			The canoness was shouting, now, livid and furious, snapping orders of war and retribution.

			Rhene was moving, but Ianthe took a moment to bark, ‘No! Stay where you are! You are necessary and I cannot lose you!’

			To Caia’s either side, the other two Immolators were still rumbling on, their heavy tracks carrying them insistently forward, and aiming their full rate of fire at the standing machines. They could hardly miss, and the machines were taking significant damage, but they were close, now, almost upon them. One of the Breachers coughed flame, but the fire fell back from the Immolator’s armour. The other one lowered its heavy cannon to shoot point-blank.

			The impact crunched the Immolator to a dead stop. Still shooting, straining to see, Caia thought that something had come loose from the front of the vehicle and was jammed in its tracks. The cannon was already powering up to shoot again, but the Breacher jerked and faltered under a hail of incoming rounds.

			‘Their flesh is their weakness!’ Belatedly, Caia realised that the canoness had been giving commands for the last few moments. ‘Strike them in the head if you can!’

			Fervently, Caia lifted her voice and continued to shoot, her smaller bolter seeming to do little damage. By contrast, the canoness’ pistol was ferocious, every hit a kill, every kill a celebration, every celebration a prayer.

			The second line of machines was almost down, and the Order was still moving, still pressing forwards.

			But Rayos, it seemed, had not finished with them yet.

			The forge temple was silent, and ruddy with the sullen glow of lava-light. It was a great vaulted hollow, cracked to the core, isolated by the yawning depths of its moat, and by the huge, hollow height of the mountain that encased it… and it carried an odd sense of unease that was making the Sister Superior sweat. 

			‘Rhea,’ Augusta said, her tone showing nothing of her tension. ‘Do you know what you seek?’

			‘Yes, Sister.’ Rhea sounded edgy, but she showed no hesitation. ‘We must find the focus of this building’s lost faith.’ 

			‘We will stay together,’ Augusta said. ‘I do not trust this place enough to split our strength. Viola, stay with Rhea. Akemi, Mors, with me. Alcina, Melia, watch our backs.’

			‘Aye.’ The formation closed tight, weapons bristling in every direction. At Rhea’s indication, they headed through the transept for the wide space visible ahead.

			Still, they had seen no servitors, no guards, not so much as a cogitator or a floating servo-skull…

			But the sweat that slid down Augusta’s spine left a shudder as it passed. Unlike the headless corpse of the great cathedral upon Lautis, this space did not feel empty. It felt full, full of heat, full of potential and hostility, full of data, full of writhing streams of information that still moved across the air–

			It felt like it was watching them.

			‘There.’ Rhea’s indication was unnecessary, they could all see the wide stone steps that led up to the central altar. It was not a stone plinth, a place of electro-candles and effigies; it looked more like a construction, a great layering of furnaces and walkways and steel steps, a tech-priest-made machine-spirit that should have been the Omnissiah’s strength on this, His distant world…

			But it lay dead, its furnaces cold, its walkways sagging. Like Lycheate itself.

			And then, a piece of it moved.

			The third rank of Rayos’ defences.

			Still no sign of the heretek herself, just her massed machines, line after line of them, ranks of foes that the Sisters must cut their way through.

			Yet these, Caia thought, looked different. They were clean-lined, and better made. They stood straight, their weapons strong. They lacked the writhing of wires, the exposed joints, the poorly made tracks, and the old welds across their steel bodies.

			Almost instinctively, Caia understood that the previous two ranks had been built in haste – that, for the weeks since the Sisters’ arrival, Rayos had been concentrating on massing her force.

			These machines had been made correctly, with more care, and time. As if they had been made by something–

			‘These are older,’ the canoness said, finishing Caia’s thought. ‘Rayos could not have built–’

			They did not have time to discuss the fact.

			The air was alive, and the massed machines were opening fire.

			Rayos.

			Augusta recognised the heretek from their previous mission – small, for a tech-priest, malign and misshapen. Her half-human face bore a slick of recent burn scars and one blue eye, and she wore a familiar black-shimmer cloak. She moved to the head of the steps as if she could deny the Sisters access to anything she chose.

			‘Sister Superior,’ she said. 

			Her voice, too, was recognisable, that same chill, analytical scorn. When Rayos spoke in human words, it felt like the heretek was lowering herself to the level of inferior beings.

			In response, Viola aimed the heavy bolter, the weapon the best answer she could give. Melia’s flamer gouted a belch of fire, as if it were eager for a second try.

			‘Heretek,’ Augusta answered. 

			The tech-priest shifted, clicking. ‘You have come far, Sisters. Two-hundred-point-one-four miles. We have watched you. We have calculated your every move. Your every response has been within expected parameters. And you have arrived precisely on schedule.’

			Augusta was aware of Sister Rhea, auspex in hand, searching for the mechanism. She saw Rayos note the motion; saw the minute tilt of her head, its angle exact. It looked almost like amusement.

			‘Your questing will avail you nothing,’ Rayos said. ‘You will perish here, all of you. And your weapons and equipment will be valuable.’

			Augusta closed her hand on her chainsword. She wanted this over, wanted to slay this accursed heretek, but she dare not make a mistake. Alcina’s eyes were on her, and Rayos…

			The fallen tech-priest knew how to calculate the odds. 

			She must know that she could not take on all six Sisters by herself.

			And she’d said, ‘we’. 

			The Sister Superior came forwards, right to the bottom of the steps. She was looking for the concealed force, the gun emplacements, the backup or reinforcements that were giving Rayos this mathematical confidence. She said, pushing, ‘We are cutting your army to pieces.’

			‘Not my army, Sister,’ Rayos said. Again, that tilt of almost amusement. ‘My vanguard.’

			What?

			Augusta felt Alcina tense; the clatter of her armour was audible. 

			Rayos said, ‘You have erred. Your assault is destroyed. There is a ninety-four-point-eight per cent chance that your canoness will perish.’

			‘By the light!’ Alcina’s voice. Her boots sounded on the stone. She was moving, but Augusta did not turn. The Sister Superior was fixed on Rayos at the top of the steps, her black cloak glistening like a living thing.

			‘Your odds are nothing, heretek,’ Augusta said. ‘We will bring His light back to the darkness. Viola!’

			The younger Sister shifted, and Augusta could feel her eagerness to fire – a crackle of faith and fury that defied the pure logic of the corrupted temple. One directed burst from the thrice-blessed heavy bolter would splatter Rayos’ remains across the forge-works behind her.

			Then something said, ‘Sororitas.’

			The Order’s tanks were losing. 

			Drawn forwards by the machines ahead, they had allowed a flanking manoeuvre to close in about them. Their line was enveloped at both ends, and they did not have the weapons to face a front that long.

			Still standing, still broadcasting righteousness and ferocity, the canoness was a one-woman army, the bright blasts of her plasma pistol taking down machine after machine. Caia stayed behind her, her smaller bolter seeming to do no damage, but she kept firing nonetheless.

			Another Immolator lost, another detonation that made after-images spark across the Sisters’ vision. And there were foot-troops, now, skitarii and servitors, faster than the lumbering machines and moving in close. 

			But the Repressors, too, were firing – the Sisters inside were opening up through the weapon-ports even as the storm bolters on the vehicles’ tops moved to keep the skitarii at bay.

			As the foot-troops closed about the lead Immolator, the canoness was over the edge of the hatch and right in the middle of them, her chainsword now in her other hand and whipping through two of them at a time. She sent them toppling and reeling, sparking as they fell.

			She sang as she cut them to pieces, her voice incensed with fury.

			In her ten years of service, Caia had never seen anything fight like Elvorix Ianthe.

			She shot at them herself, those that were close enough – the battle was rapidly becoming a blur. The vehicles were still driving slowly forwards, clean over the top of anything foolish enough to get under their tracks, but the sheer weight of numbers was proving too much. Aloft, three Seraphim were changing tactics and picking careful targets – swooping in to alpha-strike a single machine and bring it down, and then moving onto the next. 

			Steadily, they stopped one end of the line.

			But it was not enough.

			The canoness, in the vox: ‘Where are your squad, Sister Caia? They should have reached the temple!’

			‘I do not know!’ Caia had no answer, and could only pray. ‘I do not know!’

			‘Sororitas.’

			The voice was rusted with age, strained with disuse.

			It made a shock of pure cold go down Augusta’s spine.

			Almost on top of them, something was moving. 

			The Sister Superior turned, bringing blade and bolter to cover the motion. 

			And stopped.

			By the Throne!

			The thing was big – huge – and it loomed like part of the shadows. As it shifted, it creaked and groaned as if it were somehow unused to motion. The temple’s sense of data, unseen in the air, coalesced about it like some invisible aura.

			Viola glanced, but she kept her heavy bolter on Rayos, ready to fire.

			‘Hold your fire.’ Augusta’s command was swift. The new figure was strange, oddly hunched. It moved sideways, one step at a time, almost as if it were in pain. And it seemed wrong, somehow, twisted with age and rust.

			‘Sororitas,’ it said, again. The word was a machine-whisper, a flicker through the empty temple. It was a hiss like a bellows, like the escaping of steam. It sounded as if it were decaying from the inside.

			Augusta stared. Watching it, she had a leap of understanding, a sudden sensation of everything making sense – as if the Emperor Himself had revealed to her the answer…

			She said, ‘Vius.’

			The figure stopped. It said, its voice scraping, ‘Designation Incaladion Tech-priest Dominus 01-Vius.’ It wheezed like metal laughter, like fingernails rasped down a new set of armour. ‘Vastum belongs to me.’

			‘Vius.’ The echo was Akemi. ‘The inquisitor told us. After the Mechanicus abandoned Vastum, it was Vius who first landed–’

			‘That would make him two centuries old,’ Viola answered her sceptically. 

			‘Data – uploaded and preserved,’ Vius said. ‘Metal – worked and preserved. Only flesh falters. Incaladion awaits my return.’

			‘You want to go home,’ Augusta said. ‘That’s why everything still bears the Incaladion mark.’

			Again, that rusted wheeze that might have been laughter. Unlike Rayos, Augusta could see no flesh upon this figure, nothing that remained of his once-human body. She wondered how he retained his emotions… such as they were.

			Humour…

			…and vengeance.

			‘You will not leave here,’ she told him. 

			Vius hissed. ‘You err, Sister Superior. Your every move has already been calculated. You are here to shut down the Emanatus field.’

			‘And what’s to stop us?’ Viola asked him, her tone harsh. ‘You?’

			There was a long, full pause. In the far distance, the sound of gunfire had started up again. Vius twitched his metal skull to one side, a mocking parody of listening, and came further forwards, his huge frame looming over them.

			An odd heat radiated from his cloaked body. This close, he was genuinely daunting, his hunched figure far bigger than the Sister Superior, bigger even than Alcina, armour and all. And when he shrugged his multiple shoulders, letting his black cloak puddle to the ground, his vast array of limbs and weapons made him look like some colossal stalk-eyed insect, poised and ready to strike.

			The air of the temple seemed to move around him, ready to do his bidding.

			‘Flesh is weak,’ he said. ‘You cannot reach the control panel. You will not leave here.’

			He lifted one arm, and a surge of gunnery skulls rose with the motion, surrounding the Sisters with their broad and toothy grins. Rayos still stood at the top of the steps, and her cloak, too, had puddled to the floor.

			You cannot reach the control panel.

			You will not leave here.

			The heretek dominus would tear them all to screaming pieces. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			There were no pews, nothing that could offer the squad good cover.

			And the heretek dominus knew it.

			His limbs were widely deployed with a horrific selection of weaponry – a vintage stubber, a steel axe, other things that Augusta did not recognise. She was already turning away, barking orders, telling her Sisters to spread out and flank him–

			A bright ball of energy struck her full in the chest and stuck there, like some guiding light.

			And every skull in the temple opened fire, aiming at the illuminated spot.

			Her armour denting under the onslaught, Augusta was battered backwards, her feet skidding on the stone. She raised her bolter. 

			But Viola had just been waiting for the chance.

			Switching targets, and with a prayer like a paean, she hit the heretek dominus with the full rate of fire of her thrice-blessed heavy bolter.

			It did nothing.

			Static crackled about his frame, a flashing wash of brilliance that simply stopped the rounds in mid-air. They hit, detonated, surrounded him in a corona of fire…

			But they did not touch his metal body.

			Swearing, she tried again.

			Seeing the force field, however, Augusta was already changing her orders. She was unhurt, but her armour was dented hard enough to restrict her breathing; she checked for cracks in the floor, faults in the ceiling, anything that Viola could shoot that was not the tech-priest himself.

			But Vius was too cunning, and he was moving too swiftly. One strike of the axe took Viola’s feet from under her and she crashed over sideways, her armour crunching as she hit the floor.

			Augusta shouted, ‘Melia! Take Rhea, and target Rayos! Find this mechanism! The rest of you, the skulls!’

			‘Aye!’ Both Sisters ran for the steps.

			The temple was filled with noise – the crash of metal boots on stone, the hammer and blast of bolter fire, the chiming rise of anger and song. The skulls hovered and faltered and fell, echoing hollowly as they cracked against the floor.

			But, even as Augusta turned her attention back to the heretek, they were rising again, answering to the endless data-stream of Vius’ commands.

			Augusta barked, ‘Concentrate your fire, Sisters! Keep them down!’

			Bolters thundered.

			The heretek dominus had been right about one thing – if they did not bring him down, and swiftly, then they would not be able to deactivate the field.

			And if that happened…

			Focused now, Augusta freed her chainsword. Rasping it to full motion, she took one skull, then a second, clean out of the air. As one of them twitched back to life, she brought her boot down upon it, smashing it. 

			She was shouting in the vox, ‘Rhea!’ and sparing the briefest of glances for the top of the steps.

			Framed by the lava-gleam of the forge-works, Rhea and Melia had parted to flank Rayos. The younger tech-priest’s movements were swift and fluid, her claws and tools keeping both Sisters back. She had been hit by Melia’s flamer once before, and was staying well out of its range.

			But Augusta had no time to bark further orders – Vius was still moving, now focused on Viola as the greatest threat. Even as the younger Sister rolled back to her feet, the axe struck her again, hard across the belly. 

			Vius’ strength was incredible. Viola’s chestplate cracked clean through, and her breath whooshed out of her lungs. Her song fell from the air. Halfway to her feet, she went over once more, metal screeching on stone as she skidded backwards across the floor. 

			Augusta’s sword took out another skull.

			‘Rhea!’

			Rhea’s voice in the vox: ‘I have it! It’s up there, Sister, behind the altar! It’s the pull switch on the right! We…’ Her words suddenly faltered, then faded to a crushed softness, like pure horror. ‘By the light, he’s right. We cannot reach it.’

			‘What?’

			Augusta took a split second to look, and to see what the Sister had meant. 

			Along the back wall of the temple, high above the forge-works of the altar, there ran a steel gantry. It allowed a priest or servitor access to an array of prayer-screens, diagnostics, switches, levers, and gauges. But to reach it…

			To reach it, they would have to ascend a narrow metal ladder, covered by a cylindrical cage. Rhea – or Akemi – might have been able to fit through the cage’s gap…

			But not in full armour.

			And Rayos was still in the way.

			You will not…

			Augusta felt her heart freeze. Her mind turned over options – could she cut through it, perhaps? Could they occupy Vius and Rayos for long enough for one of the lighter Sisters to drop her wargear? 

			But she knew the answer – Vius had anticipated this, all of this. The heretek dominus had calculated his ploy flawlessly, knowing they were helpless, drawing them in. 

			So he could kill them all.

			A prayer formed in her heart, almost like a plea. 

			She did not get the time to voice it.

			Vius lowered one limb, and there was a flare of rippling heat.

			Viola screamed in the vox, a noise that made Augusta’s hair stand on end. She did not move again. 

			Without pause, he turned the arm on Akemi. Again, the air shimmered. She reeled backwards, throwing up her arms, then staggered and fell. 

			Thin smoke stole from the joints in her armour.

			Dominica’s eyes!

			Augusta mouthed a horrified curse. Alcina, spitting the words of the Litany, strode forwards as if she would take Vius apart with her gauntleted hands. At the top of the steps there was a burst of flame and a semi-mechanical hiss. The Sister Superior did not dare look.

			They were out of time; the squad was being taken to pieces. But they had to take down that force field, even if it cost them their lives.

			Our Emperor, deliver us!

			By the light – Vius had known this, all of this. From the beginning, he’d known their numbers, their deployments, their plans. He had extrapolated their every move with the efficiency of pure critical analysis. Nothing they had done had surprised him, and here he was, at the last, mocking them with their failure. Knowing that he could take them down, one at a time, and that they could not touch him.

			That they could not reach the force field.

			That they must leave their Order to die.

			But there was no room for hopelessness, no option for despair.

			They would succeed, or they would perish trying.

			With unspoken agreement, Augusta and Alcina parted to divide Vius’ targeting, but the heretek dominus was pure, metallic symmetry, insectile and graceful, unassailable. Two-handed, now, Augusta slashed at his weapon arm with the running chainsword, but the effect was the same – the field sparked with energy and the blade simply bounced, the after-shock travelling up her arm.

			Alcina was still shooting, firing single shots at Vius’ back, but to no effect. She was knotted with anger, fearsome and furious. In the clash and the clatter, Augusta realised Alcina was a truly powerful fighter.

			But it was not enough. They had no weapon that could touch him, no way of reaching that switch. They were going to fail, not only themselves but the entirety of their Order…

			And then, Augusta realised something, like a shaft of pure light striking down through the red glow of the temple. His touch, in the heart of the heretek’s corrupted power.

			An answer.

			The thing that Vius had missed, the one variable that he had not calculated. 

			The single member of this force that was not supposed to be here.

			Mors.

			As the realisation hit her, she flared with hope and defiance. She gave the squad a single command – alpha strike! – to concentrate everything they had on Rayos at the top of the steps.

			They had to get her out of the way.

			She said to Mors, ‘Can you get up there? Pull that switch?’

			‘Yes, Sister.’ Mors didn’t argue, and he didn’t waste time. He slung his rifle – he’d need both hands to climb – then ran for the altar.

			They both knew that as soon as either tech-priest saw him, he was dead.

			It was just a matter of time.

			Howling, Augusta drove at Vius with the chainsword, battering him back, holding his attention. Vius hissed. He seemed to retract into himself, then he lashed back out again like some coiled spring, that huge axe hammering with incredible mechanical force. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the flare of Melia’s flamer, saw Rayos go over; she saw Mors reach the ladder and swing himself onto it with a wiry and long-limbed strength. He shot upwards, in and under the cage, then out and onto the gantry.

			As his boots banged on the metal walkway, Vius turned.

			Augusta saw the tech-priest pause, saw his shock, saw all his limbs shift to aim at the running figure. She could taste his dismay, his split-second understanding of his error.

			The one thing he had not calculated.

			The thing that was about to bring him down.

			Vius raised the heat-weapon.

			Mors threw himself at the switch.

			The Sister Superior had barely a moment to understand that he’d made it, before the air of the temple shimmered. 

			And Mors died instantly, in a hiss of superheated steam, much like Rufus had done.

			At the cave mouth, Captain Mulier’s words came through Caia’s vox-bead: ‘The field is down. Countdown begins at ninety… Eighty-nine…’

			‘Retreat!’ Even as the canoness gave the order, she was up and over the side of the Immolator. In the smoke and the noise, Caia heard the rumble as the vehicles started to turn. 

			But there were machines still standing. The Sisters’ force had cut scores of them down and the canoness herself had slain too many to count. Still aloft, the three remaining Sera­phim covered the retreat – as the tanks turned, the airborne Sisters swooped and hammered, keeping the foes’ ranks back.

			Caia hung on as the Immolator reached full speed. Looking around, she counted the remaining tanks – one surviving Immolator, as well as their own, both Repressors, two Exorcists. If she glanced back, she could see the two fallen Seraphim, still and broken – her Sisters, fallen in battle, and never to be recovered.

			She offered a silent prayer, but the canoness was still barking orders.

			‘Roll call!’

			The responses were coming in – Eleni, Roku, Jolantra. Briefly, Caia wondered about her own squad. She offered her thanks for their success, and prayed that they were still standing.

			Behind them, the machines lumbered forwards. If they had previous orders not to leave the cavern, those orders had been superseded; as the tanks came out into the open and ­thundered, full-speed, back down towards the beach, the rattle and rumble of the mobile force followed them, harry­ing them all the way.

			In the back of the Immolator, Ianthe prayed, her words rising to the brass-clouded sky. 

			Up there, somewhere, Captain Mulier was getting ready to fire.

			Ninety seconds.

			Augusta had not heard the broadcast, but she knew. And she knew that they would not have time.

			At the top of the steps, Rayos was down – her fallen form was smouldering under the burned remains of her cloak. This time, it seemed, Sister Melia had finished the task.

			But Vius was still upright, still fighting.

			And, though it would be the last thing she did, Augusta was going to take the heretek dominus down before the Kyrus killed them all.

			‘Alcina!’ She barked the order. ‘Take the squad and go! Get clear if you can!’

			Despite his failure, Vius was still focused, calculated and cold. His combat strikes remained implacable, relentless, one after another…

			Slash, slash, slash. 

			Systematically, he pursued Augusta with the axe, constantly reversing his grip so he could strike from both sides. She snarled at him, parrying the blows, her arms jarring, her feet skidding, her chainsword reaching a high-pitched scream as the teeth caught on the axe-haft. In his other hands, targeting flawlessly, the stubber and the heat weapon still struck out at the squad.

			From somewhere, Rhea was shouting something, her tone urgent, but Augusta did not hear her, she was intent on Vius, looking for the opening, trying to get a strike through the tech-priest’s thought-swift defences. She was aware of the shimmer of the heat-weapon, of a dive-and-clatter as a figure in red armour rolled out of the way.

			And then, something in her crystallised – pure concentrated rage.

			In that split second, time seemed to slow. Her heart rate became a booming bass thrum in her ears; a new strength uncurled like light through her limbs. She would pay this heretek for every life he had taken, for her fallen Sisters, for Rufus, and for Mors. She would pay him for thinking he could take down her squad, and mock the Adepta Sororitas.

			Domine, libra nos!

			Despite the force field, she was gaining ground, pushing him back. The repeated strikes of the chainsword seemed to flow from her like pure song, like she had become a conduit for the entire fury of her Order. He was parrying almost frantically, sparks flying from the axe-haft. 

			Alcina had not left; she was kneeling beside the fallen Viola. She, too, was shouting, but Augusta could not hear through the roar of blood in her ears. The Sister Superior was reciting the words of the Litany like a drum-pulse chant, rhythmic and furious with the systematic, relentless attacks of the chainsword. She let her rage fill her with pure scarlet light, with the fire that was battle-focus and absolute certainty – this thing would die.

			Vius switched his axe again, striking from the other side. As he did so, she slammed it with her foot and knocked it sideways – he missed the blow and paused, just for a moment, but it was enough.

			There – there! – was the opening she sought!

			She slammed with the chainsword straight through his defences; his force field sparked and failed. 

			The blade bit home, screaming its song of destruction.

			It was not enough to kill him, but his defences were down, now, and he could not free himself enough to move.

			He hissed at her, all his limbs mantling high over her shoulders…

			But it was too late.

			Alcina was moving; Rhea and Melia were still on their feet.

			Her Sisters had not left her.

			And they did the rest.

			Black ash, billowing in a bitter, metallic wind. 

			This was the limit of the tanks’ retreat – the roadway was collapsed and they could not leave the island. 

			The last of the machines were still behind them, lumbering down the road like monsters of nightmare, but they were not fast enough.

			Ianthe shoved herself and Caia both into the Immolator’s belly, and slammed the hatch.

			Over the vox, the canoness offered a prayer.

			And from the clouds, there came the pure white blaze of the Emperor’s light. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Rubble.

			It steamed in extreme heat; smoke and dirt billowed over its charred and mountainous ruin.

			But the tanks remained, tiny red fortresses at the edge of the destruction.

			Rayos’ machines had not been so blessed.

			Too slow, they had been caught by the wave of devastation. They lay twisted and blackened, their flesh melted, their metal crushed. A few had survived, but they had been easy to despatch.

			In the belly of the Immolator, the canoness was offering her thanks for His protection.

			Surrounded by the tank’s metal walls, Caia sat by Sister Rhene, her helm off, and swallowing tears – though there was no shame in grief, now the battle was over.

			Rhene sat with her, the old Hospitaller’s voice gentle. She said, ‘Your Sisters died with honour, Caia de Musa. They stand before the Golden Throne, and they stand blessed. They have succeeded in their mission, and shown great courage.’

			‘I know.’ Caia nodded, though she could say no more.

			Rhene touched her knee, gentle, like an elderly aunt. ‘I have seen many things, Sister Caia – battles and horrors, the rot and disease of the deepest mines, creations of warp and Ruin. I understand that there are greater wounds than battle injuries – and I know He sees them also. You worship Him with warfare, but to me, He is a figure of great healing. His peace be upon you, and His light in your soul.’

			‘Sometimes,’ the canoness said softly, ‘it takes more courage to survive. Fear not, Sister Caia, He has a plan for you. And He knows where you will–’

			‘Please, milady!’ At the canoness’ words, Caia looked up, her grief suddenly congealing into a cold and absolute dread. She had known, all along, that this was coming, known that the canoness had another plan for her. She said, ‘Please don’t expel me from the Order!’

			Ianthe blinked. She should discipline Caia significantly, but she seemed almost confused. ‘Expel you, Sister?’

			‘I’m a warrior, your eminence. Have I not proven–’

			‘And why would you be anything else?’ There was a distinct note of warning in Ianthe’s tone.

			Caught, Caia paused, looking from canoness to Hospitaller and back. She said, the words falling over themselves, ‘Please, milady, my bloodline is too faint. I’m a second cousin of a second cousin, a grand-niece of a grand-niece. I know nothing of Spire politics. I could never be–’

			‘You forget yourself, Sister.’ The snap was back in the canoness’ voice. ‘I comprehend your grief, and I share it – but you will control your outbursts.’

			‘Milady.’ Caia inhaled, steadying herself, then let out a slow breath. During the battle, Ianthe had lost her distant, austere manner, and had become a figure of great passion and strength. Now, she returned to her unquestioned cold authority, and Caia, slightly belatedly, remembered her place.

			She lowered her gaze, ‘Your eminence.’

			Rhene cackled, and patted Caia’s knee again. ‘You’ve conjured this dread for yourself, Sister Caia,’ she said. ‘Fear not, I do not see you in a decorous robe. Look at the state of you – the Orders Famulous would never accept a Sister so downright grubby.’

			She continued to cackle, and Caia, feeling immensely foolish, lowered her head in a prayer.

			Augusta’s squad was a mess.

			Guided by Sister Rhea’s experiences upon Mete, carrying their injured Sisters, they had taken shelter in the depths of the librarium, a place of vast and crumbling data-banks, of Vastum’s rotting knowledge and forgotten resources. As the countdown had measured their lives in remaining seconds, they’d almost fallen down the long stairway and then, with a desperate prayer, they’d thrown themselves on the floor.

			And He had heard them. Shielded by the ancient Mechanicus’ stone and wisdom, scattered with falling dust and debris, the squad had survived the blast.

			Battered, exhausted and filthy, Augusta had offered a hymn to His foresight and mercy, and a prayer of thanks for the miracle.

			It seemed He was not ready to call them to the Throne – not yet.

			They’d stumbled through half-collapsed corridors, through rubble and rock and dust; they’d almost crawled, half-blind, over the burned-black stone, and at last, they’d found the beach where the tanks stood waiting.

			The canoness, Sister Caia with her, had come to meet them.

			‘Ave Imperator, Sister Augusta.’ 

			‘Ave Imperator, your eminence.’ At the limits of her endurance, Augusta pulled herself to her full height and returned the salute. She had Akemi over her shoulder; Viola was semi-conscious and being half-carried, half-dragged by Alcina and Melia; Rhea had Viola’s weapon as well as her own.

			‘Sister Rhene will see to your injured,’ Ianthe said, indicating the Immolator. ‘Report.’

			Right there, on the desolate black beach, the smoking ruin of the citadel behind her, Augusta gave that report. Her words were clipped, efficient, but aching with weariness. But when she reached the final battle, and the presence of the heretek dominus, Sister Alcina stepped forwards to stop her. 

			‘Permission to speak, milady,’ she said.

			‘Granted,’ Ianthe answered.

			‘Your eminence,’ Alcina said. ‘My orders were to report on the performance of Sister Superior Augusta Santorus, and of her squad. To assess whether the witch Scafidis Zale had left any touch of Ruin upon them, and to analyse their operation in the field.’

			Augusta said nothing; she had known this was coming. But the fact that Alcina had spoken it openly…

			The canoness, it seemed, had drawn the same conclusion. ‘I take it, Sister Alcina, that your report is positive?’

			‘It is positive,’ Alcina said. ‘There is no touch of Ruin upon these Sisters, and they have conducted this mission with great courage.’

			‘And what of the deserter? Mors?’

			‘Both soldiers,’ Alcina said, ‘gave their lives, with honour, in the service of the Emperor.’ She made no attempt to explain further.

			Ianthe nodded, her eyes still scanning Augusta. Augusta noticed that she, too, was filthy, her armour dented, her face and hair covered in smears and grit. Caia, likewise, her armour dirty and battered with impacts.

			‘I am glad,’ Ianthe said, at last. ‘Glad that He has blessed you, Sister Superior. You are warriors born, all of you, and I am proud to call you my Sisters. He has blessed us all, this day – we have achieved our mission, slain both the tech-priest and her collaborator, and prevented their corrupted army from leaving this world. We have survived, Sisters, and we will return to the Convent Sanctorum to give our thanks.’ She cast a rueful eyebrow at the beach and the fallen roadway. ‘Though,’ she said, ‘I fear that may be a while. It seems He still has work for us to do.’
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			In order to even begin to understand the blasted world of Necromunda you must first understand the hive cities. These man-made mountains of plasteel, ceramite and rockrete have accreted over centuries to protect their inhabitants from a hostile environment, so very much like the termite mounds they resemble. The Necromundan hive cities have populations in the billions and are intensely industrialised, each one commanding the manufacturing potential of an entire planet or colony system compacted into a few hundred square kilometres.

			The internal stratification of the hive cities is also illuminating to observe. The entire hive structure replicates the social status of its inhabitants in a vertical plane. At the top are the nobility, below them are the workers, and below the workers are the dregs of society, the outcasts. Hive Primus, seat of the planetary governor Lord Helmawr of Necromunda, illustrates this in the starkest terms. The nobles – Houses Helmawr, Cattalus, Ty, Ulanti, Greim, Ran Lo and Ko’Iron – live in the ‘Spire’, and seldom set foot below the ‘Wall’ that exists between themselves and the great forges and hab zones of the hive city proper. 

			Below the hive city is the ‘Underhive’, foundation layers of habitation domes, industrial zones and tunnels which have been abandoned in prior generations, only to be re-occupied by those with nowhere else to go.

			But… humans are not insects. They do not hive together well. Necessity may force it, but the hive cities of Necromunda remain internally divided to the point of brutalisation and outright violence being an everyday fact of life. The Underhive, meanwhile, is a thoroughly lawless place, beset by gangs and renegades, where only the strongest or the most cunning survive. The Goliaths, who believe firmly that might is right; the matriarchal, man-hating Escher; the industrial Orlocks; the technologically-minded Van Saar; the Delaque whose very existence depends on their espionage network; the fiery zealots of the Cawdor. All striving for the advantage that will elevate them, no matter how briefly, above the other houses and gangs of the Underhive. 

			Most fascinating of all is when individuals attempt to cross the monumental physical and social divides of the hive to start new lives. Given social conditions, ascension through the hive is nigh on impossible, but descent is an altogether easier, albeit altogether less appealing, possibility.

			– excerpted from Xonariarius the Younger’s
 Nobilite Pax Imperator – the Triumph
of Aristocracy over Democracy.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			The Slag Krocs had the Crackbones on the run, their war whoops almost drowning out the hammering of their boots as they chased the rival Goliath gang through the busted bowels of a ruined warehouse. 

			But then the krumper opened up.

			Breaker Brass knew that sound. The thunderous roar that echoed off the cracked rockcrete walls and broken equipment had shaken his massive ogryn bones before. When he was home in his factorum, during those long, peaceful shifts when the Slag Krocs didn’t need his steel fists, Breaker used a krumper to fire lines of hot rivets through massive plates of metal. Krumpers were useful tools, and Breaker could make good things with them, but the gangers didn’t use them to make things. They stripped the krumpers’ safeties, modded their actions, and made them fire their heavy steel rivets farther, faster. They turned tools into weapons, and tried to kill each other with them. 

			Like now.

			‘Down, you rat-brained idiots!’ 

			Hasher Gob was just ahead of Breaker, a Goliath tall and lean for his house of giants. Hasher ran the Slag Krocs, and the grey that shot through the long braids of his hair and beard marked him as a survivor, even with the rapid ageing that plagued House Goliath. When he shouted, the other gangers jumped, and now they jumped damn fast, flinging themselves to the ground as the air over them filled with glowing slugs of heavy steel. But not all of them were fast enough.

			One of the gangers in the lead got caught by the line of molten rivets the krumper was throwing. The superheated metal tore across his chest, digging red-hot craters in his heavy furnace plate armour, but one rivet found the exposed flesh of the Goliath’s neck. There was a wet, tearing crunch as steel smashed through the man’s throat, and then the hiss of blood flashing over to steam as the ganger hit the floor, dead and rolling.

			Breaker snarled as he threw himself down behind Hasher Gob. He didn’t remember the fallen ganger’s name, but the dead man had been a Slag Kroc and when the gang came for him, Breaker Brass was part of the gang. If Hasher hadn’t shouted his order, Breaker would have been pounding towards the huge door set in the far wall of the warehouse, the hole the Crackbones had ducked through like rats, never mind the krumper’s thunderous stream of death. Breaker Brass worked best when he focused on one thing at a time, and right now he was focused on wrapping one of his augmetic hands around the head of the ganger holding that krumper and squeezing until all his fingers met. 

			But Hasher Gob had told him down, so Breaker Brass was down, crouched behind a rust-covered gear that was almost as tall as him, safe from the pounding bursts of rivets that were keeping the gang pinned. Waiting for Hasher to tell him what to do next – waiting, until Throater went flying by, bellowing for blood.

			Hasher was yelling something then, every member of the gang was yelling something as the low-slung reptile went charging ahead, dragging its leash. Breaker Brass didn’t bother to try to sort out what they were saying. He saw the sumpkroc running, saw the red rivets slamming into the floor around it, and Breaker moved. He ran after the scaly monster, catching up with Throater in a few long strides, then dived. He caught Throater in his steel hands and rolled, dimly aware of the krumper’s roar, the stinging pain of molten steel splashing across his skin as slugs hammered down around him. But the only thing that really mattered in Breaker’s head was saving Throater, the savage, stinking mascot of the Slag Krocs.

			Throater was almost as long as Breaker was tall and not much lighter. A thickly coiled column of muscle, the sumpkroc thrashed in Breaker’s arms, trying to get free. The scaly monster had got a hold of a Crackbones ganger earlier in the fight and ripped the man’s head off, chomping on it like a toy until his skull had finally shattered and Throater had been left with nothing but a mouthful of brains. The beast clearly wanted another toy, and it fought Breaker as he dragged it behind a pile of twisted scrap and out of the line of fire. 

			‘Right, Breaker!’ Hasher shouted. ‘You hit?’

			Breaker rolled over and sat on Throater, pinning the sumpkroc under him. He had one of his massive augmetic fists wrapped around Throater’s collar, while the gang’s mascot gnawed grumpily on the steel knuckles of his other hand. When he had the toothy pet secure, Breaker finally considered his own condition. There were a few smoking spots on his hide, where boiling droplets of steel had landed on exposed skin, but those weren’t much more than what he usually got during a shift at the factorum. There was a sharper pain from the back of his shoulder, though, that came with the smell of burning meat. Breaker worried his hand free of Throater’s mouth, careful not to break any of the reptile’s vicious teeth, and reached behind him. He ran his hand over the thick metal furnace plates that Hasher Gob himself had strapped around him, searching for the source of that pain. 

			Breaker Brass’ hands had been replaced long ago with cybernetic steel. It made them stronger and tougher, at the cost of sensitivity. But Breaker didn’t need much of a sense of touch to find the hot crater centred in one of his shoulder plates. He dug his fingers into it and pulled out the half-melted rivet that had smashed through his armour. Luckily Breaker’s own tough hide had stopped it from going further, and all the slug had done was cook his shoulder a bit. 

			‘Good, Hasher,’ he shouted. ‘And Throater good.’ He rubbed a finger between the sumpkroc’s beady eyes, and the reptile finally stopped squirming, rumbling its thunderous purr at him.

			There was a cheer from the rest of the Slag Krocs. Members of the gang came and went, usually in pieces, but Throater had been around for forever. ‘Right,’ Hasher shouted, his voice echoing in the sudden silence. The krumper had stopped its thunder now that the Sump Krocs were all hidden. ‘Ghork, you grease-fingered gummer! Place that bastard!’ The gang leader pointed back at a burn-scarred Goliath who was nursing a bloody hand. Ghork had been the one holding Throater’s leash. 

			‘Hear ya,’ the ganger shouted back, sprinting forward. He dodged and twisted across the ruined warehouse’s floor, spiked mohawk bouncing, but the krumper stayed silent. Ghork got all the way to the door in the wall before the rivet gun opened up again, thundering at the ganger as he poked his head through the opening.

			Ghork flung himself to the side of the door, his hands flailing around his head. The ganger’s mohawk was smoking, split and set alight by a hot rivet. ‘They got me hair!’

			‘Scav your hair!’ Hasher shouted. ‘Where are they?’

			‘Is a waste pit, Hasher,’ Ghork called back. ‘Big heap o’ slag from the door to the bottom. They down there, meaning to plug us as we come.’

			Hasher cursed. ‘Should have known those cowards wouldn’t go toe to toe!’ He shouted the last bit, trying to taunt the Crackbones, but if the other Goliath gang heard they weren’t coming out. 

			Breaker listened, staring at the door ahead, still stroking Throater’s head. ‘Can go,’ he said, scooping up the beast and taking it over to Hasher. ‘Slag Krocs follow. We get them.’ Breaker Brass nodded. It was a good plan. It used very few words. Those were the best plans.

			But Hasher had other ideas. The Goliath caught hold of Throater’s collar and held the reptile, the heavy muscles of his shoulders bunching under his armour. ‘They’ll fill you full of rivets, Breaker, and then the factorum’s quota master will have my scarred hide.’ He looked past Breaker to Ghork. ‘That slag heap steep?’

			‘Yeah!’

			‘Slide steep?’

			Ghork laughed, his mohawk still smoking. ‘Oh yeah.’

			Hasher Gob grinned. ‘Breaker. Get me some of that sheathing.’ He pointed to a pile of metal sheets that lay on the floor. Breaker frowned, not sure why they weren’t charging, but did as he was told. Hasher handed Throater off and sent a few more up to the door with Ghork. They spent their time lobbing the occasional frag grenade down into the pit, giving the Crackbones something to think about while Hasher told Breaker Brass how to bend the sheathing into the shape he wanted. It was rough work, but in a few minutes the ogryn had bent up one end on each sheet, folding curves that arced back over the front of the plate. 

			Breaker liked making things, and by the time he was done he had forgotten about the Crackbones, forgotten the fight they were in the middle of, focused on the work. He was getting up to grab more sheets to work when Hasher punched him in the shoulder. 

			‘That’s enough.’ The gang leader stood in front of Breaker Brass. Goliaths were huge, gene-worked to be good workers, good fighters, but Hasher still had to look up to stare into Breaker’s eyes. ‘Gimme a listen now, big boy. We gonna show you how to slide.’

			Breaker Brass stood, holding tight to the metal sheet. From each of his shoulders hung a Goliath ganger, the two smallest of the crew. Small being relative for any member of House Goliath, Breaker could feel their weight on his back, but it wasn’t too bad. He’d still be able to run when Hasher gave the sign. 

			Which was now.

			The gang leader pumped his fist and Breaker moved. His huge muscles flexed, driving him forward, long legs eating up the floor as he sprinted towards the opening in the warehouse wall. The Goliaths clinging to him were cursing, trying to hang on, and his boots were like thunder, but the noise of Breaker’s charge was drowned out by a series of explosions as the Slag Kroc poised beside the door threw a barrage of grenades down into the pit. The ganger stopped just as Breaker reached him and bellowed ‘Now!’ in the echoes of the last blasts. 

			Breaker Brass did what Hasher had told him and jumped forward as hard as he could. For a long moment he hung in the air, arcing through the door, out of the warehouse into the darkness of the slag pit. He fell through the shadows, a giant target backlit by the ancient warehouse’s flickering lumens, and the darkness below him was split with muzzle flashes as the Crackbones fired at him. Shots whined by, or cracked into the steel sheet he held, a chorus of deadly greetings as gravity finally grabbed Breaker and pulled him down into a crunching landing on the heap of slag that lay below the door. The metal sheet Breaker held hit the steep pile of industrial waste with all the momentum from the ogryn’s charging run behind it, and started to slide. Fast.

			The sheet roared down the slag pile, the rough curve Breaker had pounded into the front of it pushing down clinkers of ash and bits of broken waste. That curved piece of metal also blocked most of Breaker’s body from the guns of the gangers below, including the krumper, which had started firing again. A diagonal slash of red-hot rivets punched into the metal in front of Breaker’s face, but they didn’t tear through, didn’t touch him. 

			Breaker slid, momentum and gravity dragging him fast, protected by the shield of his makeshift sled, and it was one of the greatest things the ogryn had ever done. He whooped, a shaking bellow of joy that rose over the rattle of waste and the chatter of guns, and the Slag Krocs clinging to him shouted too as they shoved themselves up, clinging to his wide shoulders with one hand, balancing themselves so that they could open up with their autopistols as they thundered towards the other gang. 

			A bellow of pain echoed through the gunfire, the sound of one of the Slag Krocs’ slugs hitting home, but hard on the end of that cry came a choking gurgle over Breaker’s head and the stench of burning meat. The ganger clinging to the ogryn’s right shoulder convulsed, a still-glowing rivet planted in his belly. He pitched off the rattling sled, wasted as the rest of the pile, and Breaker snarled. He raised his head over the protective curve of the sled, and saw they were getting close to the bottom. Close enough for him to see a massive ganger standing there, holding the steaming, roaring krumper in his arms. The Crackbones stood to one side, and Breaker reached out, digging steel fingers into the waste careening by. The touch made the makeshift sled shift, until it was heading straight for the ganger. The Goliath snarled and held his place, krumper aimed right at Breaker Brass’ head. The tool roared and spat hot rivets through the air around Breaker, making the ganger clinging to his shoulder drop behind the protection of the sled’s curved front, but Breaker kept his head up. He could feel the heat of the glowing rivets as they passed, but he didn’t duck. His focus had latched on to the Goliath that held that heavy gun and nothing was going to break it now.

			The sled hit the bottom of the waste pile and shot forward, steel screaming against the floor, sending sparks hissing through the air around Breaker. It headed straight for the ganger with the krumper, who jerked to one side, trying to get out of the way while still firing a storm of rivets at the ogryn. Breaker roared and grabbed at the floor, rolling, and the Slag Kroc clinging to him jumped clear so that the ogryn wouldn’t crush him. Breaker didn’t notice. He swung his head, searching, until he found his target again. 

			Breaker launched himself forward, charging like an ambull. His boots hammered across the floor, taking him straight at the ganger. The man was raising the krumper, trying to line it up, but Breaker Brass was already there. With a backhand swipe of one steel fist, he knocked the krumper out of his way, sending the heavy weapon clattering out of the Goliath’s hands. His other hand caught the ganger’s armour, and Breaker’s augmetic fingers dug in. The furnace plate, designed to protect Goliath workers from their deadly work around the furnaces of the factorums, was made of heavy plates of thick alloy, but those plates crumpled in Breaker’s grip, crushed by the heavy muscles in the ogryn’s arm and his metal fingers. 

			The ganger, like all Goliaths, was huge, thick with gene-smithed muscles, but Breaker Brass was an ogryn. He was the descendant of humans who had spent a thousand generations on harsh, high-gravity worlds, and his body bore that legacy. The Imperium classified his people as abhumans, so changed by their terrible environment that they had become a species apart, towering, massive, devastating. In his grip, the huge ganger was like a child, and Breaker drove him back into the rockcrete wall. The ganger grunted, one hand pounding at Breaker’s metal fist, trying to break his grip, while the other scrabbled for his fighting knife. Breaker pulled back his fist while the ganger jerked his knife free and slammed it into Breaker’s forearm. The sharp tip hit Breaker’s skin, hide tough as heavy leather, and dug in. Breaker felt it, but ignored it, too focused on driving his fist forward.

			The punch took the Goliath in the face, smashing his nose, driving his head back. The ganger grunted, trying to pull his knife free to stab again, but Breaker Brass hammered three more blows into his head. His steel fists smashed out teeth, broke bones, tore out the metal spikes that the ganger had used to decorate his face. The knife slipped free from the ganger’s hand, fell unnoticed to the floor as Breaker threw one last punch. There was a wet crunch as his huge fist landed, and the Goliath’s head was driven backwards into the wall behind him, skull smashing into the rockcrete, splashing it red with blood that stank of rust and stimm. 

			Breaker Brass pulled back his hand one more time, staring at the gory ruin of the Goliath’s face. He blinked, considering the damage, and finally his focus slipped. He let the ganger go, noticing for the first time that the firefight was still going on around him.

			The ogryn turned, and a slug ricocheted off the armour that covered his chest. The rest of the Slag Krocs had slid down the hill of waste and were now here, trading shots and blows with the Crackbones. 

			‘Breaker!’ Hasher crouched behind one of the abandoned sleds, bullets slamming down around him as he fired back with his stub cannon. ‘The krumper!’

			Breaker nodded, given a new focus, and he strode across the floor to the heavy weapon. Another bullet cracked off his armour, and the searing bolt of a lasgun ripped through his trouser leg and burned a furrow across his thigh, but he ignored them. He picked the krumper up with his bloody hand, cradled the familiar tool in his arms, and looked back to Hasher.

			‘There!’ the gang leader shouted, pointing to a knot of Crackbones that were on a catwalk partway up the wall, firing their guns down. Breaker raised the krumper and fired. He wasn’t used to using krumpers at this kind of distance, but the glowing red rivets made it easy to aim, and he adjusted, slamming death across the walkway. One ganger pitched forward, plummeting, but the others ducked, aiming their guns towards the ogryn. Breaker kept firing, sending a storm of metal that shattered rockcrete and broke supports until, with a groaning crash, the catwalk tore away and spilled gangers as it fell. It hit the ground with a roar, and then everything quieted, gunfire dying away as the Slag Krocs realised they were the only ones left standing. Then the silence was broken by the sound of cheers.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			‘You did good, Breaker.’ 

			Hasher sat across from the ogryn, reknotting the rusty barbed wire that held back the long braids of his hair. The loot they’d stripped from the other Goliath gangers was stacked around him, weapons and ammo clips, armour and piles of credits. Throater lay at his feet, scaly belly distended from feeding on the corpses, a half-crushed head gripped loosely in the reptile’s teeth as it dozed. It was the usual post-fight scene, down to the haggard Goliath called Doc hunched over Breaker Brass’ arm, trying to treat the wound left by the enemy ganger’s knife. 

			‘Good work,’ Breaker grunted. He frowned as Doc slammed a medical stapler against his forearm, the metal points of the staples digging into his skin but failing to actually penetrate it and close the wound. 

			‘Damn your hide,’ Doc grunted. He dropped the stapler and grabbed a roll of tape, the kind used to seal up leaky pipes, and wound it around Breaker’s arm. ‘Don’t take this off for half a dozen shifts,’ he said. ‘And don’t do it sober. It’s gonna take a bunch of hair with it.’ Doc slapped some more tape over the burn on Breaker’s leg then stumped off to look at the prisoners they had taken. The enemy Goliaths were wrapped in chains whether they were conscious or not. The ones who were awake looked mad enough to bite through those steel links if they could reach them with their teeth. It made Breaker uneasy, seeing them caught like that. He had taken his orders from the members of House Goliath his whole life.

			‘Hasher,’ he said, and the ganger looked up from counting knives. ‘Before, when Breaker Brass fight. Always other houses.’ Always. Breaker didn’t remember all the fights, there were too many, but he remembered that. He had fought the women of House Escher, the fanatics of House Cawdor, the black-armoured members of House Van Saar, and others. But never other Goliaths. He looked at the captives. ‘Why?’

			‘Good question, Breaker. We shouldn’t be fighting our own. Not like this, gang to gang. But…’ Hasher shook his head, then spat on the floor. ‘We Goliaths, we got rules, just like all the other houses. Simple ones. You wanna be in charge, you prove you deserve to be in charge by being the biggest, the meanest, the best. What you don’t do is get House Escher to poison a batch of stimm, give it to our leader, then challenge them.’

			‘That’s a lie!’ snarled one of the prisoners and Hasher was suddenly holding one of the knives he’d been counting.

			‘You clamp your flaps shut, rat food,’ the gang leader snapped. ‘Or I’ll carve your tongue out and feed it to my kroc.’ The other ganger’s muscles rippled and bunched as he strained at the chains that bound him, but they didn’t budge and he finally stilled, staying silent. Hasher looked back at Breaker. ‘That’s what Stamper Hack, the man who these rat-brains follow, did, whatever they say, so it don’t matter that he won that fight, we ain’t ever listening to him. Or giving up any of our turf to the bootlickers who work for him.’ Hasher snorted. ‘Let me tell you something, Breaker Brass. You’re damn fine at following the rules, which I much appreciate. But if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life…’ Hasher jerked his head towards the enemy ganger. ‘Then it’s time to change the rules.’

			Breaker blinked at Hasher, trying to understand, but not getting it. Hasher looked back at him and shook his head, the bullets woven into his braids clicking. 

			‘Forget it, Breaker Brass. Just know you did good. I’ll tell ’em to double your rations for the next tenshift, and you can take the next cycle off if you want.’

			‘Not work?’ Breaker said, puzzled. ‘Why not?’ If he wasn’t working in the factorum, he was fighting with Hasher. What else was there to do?

			Hasher laughed. ‘You may not be a man, Breaker Brass. Not exactly. But you’re still a better one than me. I’m going back and getting loaded. Me and my whole ugly crew!’

			The Slag Krocs whooped around them, and started gathering their things and the loot as Hasher Gob stood. Breaker stood too, waiting to be told what he should do. It didn’t take long for Hasher to find him a job, and it was a good one too. Throater wasn’t really all that heavy, and it was funny the way the sumpkroc gnawed on his hand as Breaker carried the overfed reptile back home.

			The furnaces were blazing, sending heat rolling across the factorum like a wave. 

			Breaker Brass adjusted the heavy goggles that covered his eyes, protecting them from stray sparks, and watched as the red-hot metal flowed down the line through the machines, being worked as it went into heavy hexagonal rods. Tank axles, one of the Goliath floor bosses had told him when they had set up the line and started this run. For the Imperial Guard, for the war that never ended somewhere out there, among the stars. Breaker had just nodded. Wars were like gang brawls, but bigger. Tanks were like cargo servitors, but bigger. Stars… Breaker had no idea what those were, or what they were bigger than. Didn’t matter. Somewhere out there, beyond this factorum, beyond the thick walls of the hive, somebody wanted these axles, so House Goliath made them, and Breaker Brass helped. 

			Right now he helped by staring into the blazing light of that glowing metal, watching it flowing by, focused on its movement to the exclusion of everything else, not bored, not drifting, just watching like he’d been told. Watching for hours, not caring that he never saw anything different – until he did.

			‘Cobbler!’ Breaker bellowed, his shout barely heard over the factorum’s cacophony. He kept bellowing it though, as he moved for the switch mounted on the wall beside him. It only took him seconds to slap it with one augmetic fist, but that was almost too late. Some part of the line of hot metal rushing by had snagged on a piece of the machinery that was supposed to shape it, snagged and caught, stopping. The blazing metal rushing in behind it started to bend and loop, unable to go forward, and in the time it took for Breaker to slam the override a great arc of glowing metal had shot out of the machine, spilling across the factorum floor like a blazing serpent. The ogryn workers, warned by Breaker’s bellow, dodged away, but one of them wasn’t fast enough. The metal brushed the huge worker’s heavy coveralls, and the thick fabric caught, beginning to blaze. 

			Button pressed, Breaker’s focus moved to the ogryn who was beating at the flames swallowing their coverall. Breaker charged over, leaping a still-glowing coil of the spilled metal, and kicked the other ogryn’s legs out from under him. Then he grabbed the worker with his metal hands, barely feeling the flames, and rolled him across the rockcrete floor of the factorum until the fire was out. Done, surrounded by smoke and the stench of burning hair, he looked down at the other ogryn. 

			‘Can work?’ Breaker asked. The other ogryn poked at the burned parts of his coverall, examined his hide underneath. It was reddened, but not blistered, and the ogryn nodded. 

			‘Can work.’

			He stood, and Breaker Brass turned back to frown at the stopped machine, the spilled metal cooling on the ground. The line would have to be cleaned, the metal re-collected, which would take time, and that messed with quota, and quota… Well, according to the Goliaths that had trained Breaker Brass from his first days on the line, missing quota was practically an insult to the Emperor Himself. 

			‘Scrapers!’ Breaker bellowed. It would be the ogryns’ job to clean up the mess while the Goliaths fixed the line. He headed for where the tools hung along the wall, but as he reached them he paused. The other ogryns, who had been starting to follow him, halted too, staring around, confused. The factorum… was falling silent.

			All around them, machines were shutting down, growing still. The huge ladles of molten metal moving overhead from furnace to forge had ground to a halt, and the ogryn workers were staring around, wondering what was going on. Then came the sound of gunfire.

			The staccato pops of guns echoed through the factorum and the ogryn near Breaker Brass looked at him. He was one of their biggest, one of their oldest; he was the one most frequently picked by Hasher Gob to go out and break heads. Breaker was as close to a leader as they had, but Breaker… he listened to the gunfire, and he had no idea what to do. The Slag Krocs hadn’t come for him. This was the factorum, this was the place he made things. This wasn’t where they were supposed to break things. 

			This was wrong.

			‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Will be told what to do.’ It was all he could think of, and so they waited as the slugs cracked and whined off their equipment, as las-bolts hissed into metal and rockcrete. Waited, until a Goliath finally showed. The human came pelting around a great stack of finished axles, clutching his side and cursing. It was Ghork from the Slag Krocs, Throater’s keeper, and Breaker could see the leash tied around the Goliath’s hand. It didn’t end with a collar full of sump­kroc though, it ended with a ragged tear, the leash broken and flapping behind the ganger as he ran. Breaker stepped out to meet him, to ask him what they should do, but there was a crack of a gun and Ghork pitched forward, blood spurting out of his mouth as he hit the floor in a heap. 

			‘Breaker!’ 

			Breaker Brass looked up from the pool of blood spreading around Ghork and saw Hasher. The tall Goliath dodged around the pile of axles, trying to run, but he was dragging one of his long legs, the armour plates gouged with the marks of lasgun strikes. Throater scuttled beside the gang leader, the heavy reptile moving fast as slugs cracked off the floor between its scaly side and Hasher’s boots. Breaker stepped forward, forgetting about Ghork, focusing on the Slag Kroc’s leader. Hasher would tell him what to do.

			Hasher spun, pointing his stub cannon behind him. The ganger fired off a string of shots, the huge gun thundering. ‘Rat bastards snuck up on us,’ Hasher snarled, fingers pulling rounds out of his braids and slamming them into the cannon, reloading. ‘Came through the sewage like the sneaking scavs they are!’ Hasher shot another round back at some target Breaker couldn’t see, then spun to face the ogryn. ‘Got most of my crew, Breaker. I need you, need all of you, take your–’ The rest of whatever Hasher was going to say was cut off when something huge and shiny flashed out of the shadows behind the gang leader and slammed into his back with a sickening crunch.

			Hasher pitched forward, landing on his belly. There was a handle sticking out of his back, heavy steel wrapped with leather, attached to a forge-honed axe blade. Blood streamed out around the weapon, staining the floor as Hasher tried to move, trying to flip over, but his legs wouldn’t shift and his arms were shaking. Breaker reached for him, but a deep voice warned him back.

			‘This ain’t your business, servitor.’ 

			A Goliath stepped out of the shadows, a man a little shorter than Hasher but much wider. He had huge shoulders and heavy muscles, even for a Goliath, muscles that were clearly visible because he wore no armour. His skin, pallid and smooth as bone, was uncovered except for a rusty iron skull that covered his groin, the chains that held it in place, heavy boots, and the thick collar that pumped the growth stimms needed to maintain his thick physique into his neck. He had no hair, and every heavy muscle could be seen moving and shifting beneath his too-pale hide. But he was marked. Every­where over him, legs and arms, back and chest, shoulders and scalp, there were little circles of gold, metal planted in the man’s flesh, and in the centre of each one gleamed a light like a tiny red eye. 

			The studded Goliath walked towards Hasher, swinging an axe that was twin to the one planted in the other ganger’s back. ‘This is house cleaning business, isn’t it, Hasher?’ Behind him, a line of Goliaths stepped out, cradling weapons. Each of them had a red eye tattooed into the skin of their forehead, and a vicious grin on their face. Their guns were pointed at Breaker Brass and the other ogryns. Breaker froze, wanting to help, wanting to do what he was told, and stared down at Hasher’s face. The Goliath looked up at him through his tangled braids, his eyes dull with pain, and his head shook, just a tiny movement, not enough to rattle the shells still woven in his hair. But enough to make Breaker Brass lean back, to hold his place.

			‘You Slag Krocs and your friends thought you could defy Stamper Hack.’ The metal-studded ganger’s voice was filled with satisfied contempt. ‘Thought you didn’t need to listen, ’cause you took down the Crackbones, those pitiful little pukers. Well, the Blood Eyes have come to tell you–’ The pale Goliath bent over Hasher, grabbed the handle of the axe planted in his back, and rocked the weapon back and forth, grinding its blade deeper into the ganger’s shattered vertebrae. ‘You’re dead wrong.’

			Hasher twisted his neck, looking away from Breaker, trying to see past his shoulder, to meet the gaze of his tormentor. ‘I’d say the Slag Krocs are dead certain not listening to you now, you murderous dumbass. Except for poor old me… and the one you forgot.’ Hasher snapped his fingers, and from the shadows of the machine beside him Throater lunged out. The sumpkroc had slithered there when Hasher had fallen, watching its master with dark eyes, and when the gang leader called for it the deadly reptile flung itself forward like a bullet. It came, jaws wide, and snapped its mouth shut on the studded Goliath’s head – or tried to.

			As its massive teeth slammed home, the red lights centred in each of the studs in the Goliath’s skin brightened, intensified, light bursting out from them like a strobe. Breaker Brass flung up his metal hands and shut his eyes, but not nearly fast enough. The world was gone, lost in a flood of crimson light that took a long time to recede. Breaker blinked, eyes tearing up, waiting until he could finally see again. When he could, he saw the pale Goliath standing over Hasher, wiping his axe off on the other ganger’s clothes. Throater lay on the floor by his feet, the sumpkroc’s tail twitching, claws spasm­ing, its head split open and spreading thick brown blood across the floor. Breaker blinked his still-smarting eyes at the dead reptile, and his hands twitched. Clenched. But while he was blind more Blood Eyes had shown up, surrounding him and his people. Beside him, just out of reach, a Goliath stood with a flamer, the weapon’s blackened muzzle aimed right at him. The ogryn stared at that dark circle, the pilot flame cutting across it like a bright iris, and held his clenched fists still.

			‘I guess you’re right, you slaggy lizard,’ the pale Goliath growled. ‘None of you are going to have to listen to us again. Including you.’ The big ganger reached down and jerked his other axe out of Hasher’s back. He whirled both blades over his head and then brought them down, hard and fast, on either side of Hasher’s head. There was a wet crunch, and then the axes were rising again, streaked with blood and strands of long hair. Hasher’s head was gone, a mess of flesh and blood and broken bone spread across the factorum floor.

			‘I’m Dead White. Leader of the Blood Eyes. Killer of men and monsters.’ White stood over Hasher’s body, his axes held high, blood splashed over his boots, running down his arms, dripping across his shoulders and head. ‘I claim this ­factorum for Stamper Hack.’ His eyes, a pale blue that was almost white, fell on Breaker Brass. ‘Get this place cleaned up, and get back to work. There’s still quota.’ He turned and stomped away, a few of his gang falling in behind, while the rest spread across the factorum, shouting at the Goliath floor bosses and ogryn labourers to get the machines going again. 

			The ganger with the flamer grinned at Breaker. ‘You deaf? Clean up.’

			Breaker Brass stared at him, steel fists clenched tight with anger… But he had his orders, and he started towards the bodies. This wasn’t his business.

			It wasn’t.

			But even when the flesh and blood had been hosed from the factorum floor, and the hot metal was roaring again through the machines, it was hard for him to bring his focus away from the image of those axes falling.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			‘Mallet back.’ 

			Breaker Brass ran a finger around the inside of his ration bucket, scraping up the last remnants of the thick fungus and corpse starch blend that the factorum fed its servitors. There was less of it lately, even though there had been plenty of corpses to throw in the processors after the Blood Eyes had rampaged through the sector. It didn’t make any sense, but Breaker had heard some of the Goliath floor bosses muttering that Dead White was selling some of the nutritional sludge to guild traders in exchange for new weapons for his gang.

			Setting down the bucket, Breaker looked up at the ogryn standing over him. She was called Pulley, just out of the juvehalls where the young ogryns worked with the smaller equipment. A bruise mottled half of Pulley’s face. Many of the ogryns bore marks like that now. When the Slag Krocs had been watching over the factorum, they stayed out of it mostly, leaving things to the floor bosses and managers that ran the place. But the Blood Eyes were more involved. Which meant they liked to wander the floor sometimes, improving production by doling out beatings to any ogryn who they thought wasn’t working hard enough, which confused Breaker. His people worked hard. But the Blood Eyes seemed to always be angry at them, and they took every opportunity to use their fists and clubs.

			Breaker Brass had asked one of the floor bosses why, and the woman had told him they were jealous of the ogryns’ strength. Which made no sense. The ogryns used that strength to work for House Goliath. How could they be mad about that?

			The anger it stirred deep in Breaker made more sense.

			‘Take to,’ he said. Pulley led him through the tangled warren of the ogryn servitor quarters, great stacks of ancient shipping containers heaped up in a storage dome that had been converted to quarters for them long ago. Thick chain bridges ran from stack to stack, shaking under the weight of the ogryns stomping back and forth, going out to work or coming back to rest. Just a few cycles ago, the air would have been full of shouts and cheers, curses and laughter as different shifts announced how much they’d produced, earning praise or jeers. But now… now the ogryns were grim and exhausted. The fight for the factorum had damaged equipment, destroyed supplies, killed workers. It had set them back, and the Blood Eyes…

			The Blood Eyes. Breaker Brass stomped across another bridge, his weight shaking the heavy chains. When the Slag Krocs had held the factorum, Breaker barely thought of them, except when they took him off the line to fight. He couldn’t stop thinking about the Blood Eyes. They were every­where, glowering, watching, beating, shouting. They pushed his focus away, made it hard to work. They took up space in his head, and ogryns didn’t have space to spare, damn it. The only time they had any peace to work was when the gang went out to raid or fight, and when they did that, they always took some of the ogryns with them.

			And then they brought them back broken, if at all.

			‘Here,’ Pulley said, pointing to the container in front of her. ‘You see. Have work.’ She turned, but Breaker caught her shoulder, holding her.

			‘Can work?’ he asked, not sure exactly why. The bruise was nothing, but her eyes were dead, empty. Seeing them twisted something in Breaker Brass, made him hurt. Made him angry.

			Pulley shrugged. ‘Have to work.’

			Have to. Her words made that hurt, that anger, worse. The Blood Eyes… could they actually take the joy out of work? It didn’t seem possible, but they took up so much space in his head, in all the ogryns’ heads, maybe they could crowd out that too.

			‘Go,’ Breaker Brass said, dropping his hand. When she started to turn, he punched her in the shoulder, rocking her a little. ‘Good shift, good worker.’

			Pulley looked back at him, and through the strands of wiry red hair that had escaped her tight braids Breaker could see that her eyes had lit a little at the compliment. She strode away, not as slumped, and Breaker Brass stomped into the container she’d led him to. And stopped, staring.

			Mallet was a ruin.

			The ogryn leaned against the container wall, dried blood thick on his skin. Deep cuts ran across his face, across his forehead and cheeks. One thick arm was shattered, bent at a strange angle between shoulder and elbow, and both legs were pocked with bullet wounds. The ogryn’s chest and belly were whole from what Breaker could see, the skin unbroken, probably covered by armour, but there were huge bruises covering him, great dark things that probably meant broken ribs beneath. Breaker sighed, an angry, sad gust of air that stirred the thin strips of metal that some other ogryn had carefully carved and hung from the roof in this place long ago, making them tinkle and chime against each other. 

			‘Who?’ Mallet said, a whisper through battered lips.

			‘Breaker Brass.’ He crouched, looking Mallet over. With care, he might survive. Maybe.

			‘When work?’ Mallet breathed.

			‘Soon,’ Breaker said. It wouldn’t be soon. But what good was it to tell terrible truths like that now? ‘Stay now. You have repair needs.’

			‘I–’ For a moment, Mallet tried to move, maybe to stand, but when his shattered arm rubbed against the wall the ogryn shuddered and gritted his teeth, slumping back down. ‘Repair needs,’ he said, then his head tipped back as he fell into unconsciousness.

			‘Need see Dead White.’

			Breaker Brass stood at the door that led towards the rooms that the Blood Eyes had claimed. The gang had trashed the rooms that the Slag Krocs had used, then taken the places that had once belonged to the Goliath managers who ran the factorum, telling them to use the Slag Krocs’ ruined quarters. It put them right next to the factorum, right where they could watch over everyone easily. It put them right in Breaker Brass’ head.

			‘Shouldn’t you be working, servitor?’ The ganger at the entrance was young, his muscles not as heavy, the stimm collar around his neck still too large, too loose. The combat shotgun he held in his hands was probably older than him. But he sneered up at Breaker as if the ogryn were a ratling. 

			‘Should be sleeping. Not on shift. But need see Dead White.’

			‘Too bad. He’s busy.’

			Breaker Brass looked down at the ganger, his metal hands folded carefully at his sides. ‘Need see.’

			The shotgun rose, muzzle pointing at Breaker’s head. ‘Listen, mutant. I said White was–’

			‘Busy.’ The voice came from behind Breaker, and the ogryn turned. Dead White was there, axes slung from the chains holding the skull at his groin, a couple of Blood Eyes behind him, lasguns leaning back against their shoulders.

			‘And I was.’ White stepped forward, the thick muscles under his skin rippling. He was shorter than Breaker, but almost as wide. The golden discs set in his skin gleamed as he moved, the red lights in their centres bright. A conversion field, built right into the Goliath’s skin, a kind of tech magic that somehow turned attacks against the ganger into blinding flashes of light. 

			Doc had explained it to Breaker, or tried to. The Goliath medic had somehow survived the Blood Eyes’ takeover, and after he’d been busy patching up those that had been hurt during the fight. Breaker had taken quite a few ogryns to him over the past shifts, those injured by angry Blood Eyes or by the rapid pace of the great metalworking machines, cranked to their fastest by the new masters of the factorum. Doc had spoken to him then, in clipped words and low mutters, telling Breaker what he knew about the Blood Eyes, their strengths, their weaknesses, their vicious habits. Breaker didn’t know why Doc told him all that. The Blood Eyes… Breaker didn’t like them. He didn’t like any of them, especially their axe-carrying leader. But the Blood Eyes ran the factorum now. It didn’t matter that Breaker Brass didn’t like them. All that mattered was the work. The Slag Krocs were gone, but the work remained, and Breaker and all the other servitors would do it. That was the rule of life.

			But if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life… Then it’s time to change the rules.

			Breaker didn’t like how Hasher Gob’s words echoed in his head sometimes. They broke his focus away from his work. And they seemed to come to him more after seeing Doc. But Doc was who he needed now.

			‘What do you want, servitor?’ 

			Breaker Brass kept his gaze low, on the gang leader’s booted feet. The Blood Eyes didn’t like seeing the ogryn looking down at them. ‘You have Doc. Kept away. Need him for repairs.’

			‘You look healthy to me.’ Dead White’s hands were on his axes, fingers tapping the leather bound handles. A gold disc sat centred in the back of each hand, the red light in its centre glowing like a baleful eye. 

			‘Not me. Mallet. You took on last fight. Now needs repair.’

			‘Mallet.’ White laughed. ‘Yeah. He got busted up a bit, didn’t he? Tangled up with a whole mob of that House Cawdor scum. Kept ’em busy while we took out their gun emplacements. You ogryns… you’re stupid, but you’re good at absorbing damage.’

			‘Needs repair.’

			White’s hands stopped moving on his axes, and the ganger went still, his muscles flexing. ‘You giving me orders, servitor?’

			‘No,’ Breaker said, his head still down. ‘We serve. But Mallet necessary for work. Needs repair. Doc being held by you. So…’ Breaker spread his hands, metal gleaming. He didn’t know what to say. Talking to Hasher had been easy. Talking to White…

			The ganger stepped forward, getting close to Breaker, staring up into his face with his pale, pale eyes. ‘Your Doc started a fight with one of my gang. Only reason he isn’t dead is because he’s good at keeping you stupid mutants up and working. But he needs to learn his lesson. He took his whipping, now he gets to think about it in a box, locked up in the dark. He’s not coming out until I say. I don’t care how much repair this Mallet needs. Or how necessary you think he is.’

			Breaker looked down at White’s boots, hearing his words, but he had committed himself to asking for this. It was his focus now, and he couldn’t just let it go. ‘Mallet necessary for changing the line. For switching machines when we finish axles, so we can forge tank barrels needed next for quota. Mallet best at that. Will take twice as long without. Without, miss quota.’

			‘No,’ White growled. ‘That’s not happening.’

			‘Must not happen,’ Breaker Brass agreed. ‘Need Mallet. Need repair.’

			White stepped forward and slammed his fist into Breaker’s gut. The surprise strike, driven by all the thick muscles of the ganger, made Breaker grunt and take a small step back. White looked up at him, still standing, and snapped a flurry of punches into the ogryn’s belly, pushing him back. But Breaker Brass stayed on his feet, confused, hands raised, until the gang leader suddenly pulled one of his axes and swung it in a short, vicious arc at Breaker. The ogryn reacted without thinking, reaching up with one steel hand and stopping the flashing blade with his metal palm, catching it before it could touch his flesh. Breaker Brass stared down at the smaller human and spoke in a deep rumble. ‘Quota must be met. Need Mallet. Need Breaker Brass.’

			Dead White’s lips peeled back in a silent snarl as he leaned in, pushing on his axe, but the weapon didn’t move. Breaker Brass stood still as stone, holding it, waiting, until the ganger suddenly snatched it away and took a step back. He stared at the ogryn, his pale blue eyes flashing beneath the red-lit gold circle centred in his forehead. ‘Quota. It’ll be met, all right. Or I’ll see all you servitors fed into the furnaces for fuel.’ White stalked around Breaker, and the young ganger guarding the door didn’t move fast enough. White smashed him out of the way with a backhand sweep of his axe, catching the boy on the side of the head with the metal handle, dropping him twitching to the floor. White stopped and glared back at the men who had been following him. 

			‘Go get Doc, and give him to this mutant. Tell him if we don’t meet quota, I’m going to cut off his tongue and both hands and sell him to the ratlings. And you, ogryn.’ White shoved his axe back into its sheath. ‘Next time we go after another gang and need a meat shield? You’re coming with us.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			They moved through tunnels, narrow and dark, and Breaker Brass forced himself to take deep breaths of the damp, foetid air. He didn’t like close spaces – no ogryn did. Getting caught somewhere you couldn’t move was a nightmare common to his kind. But Breaker didn’t hesitate. His focus was on Dead White, splashing through the puddles of waste just behind him, axes in his hands and murder in his eyes.

			‘House Escher. Finally.’ White spat out the words, anger and anticipation in every syllable. ‘Seems like every other house had to try for us after that rebellion. Now those feathered back-stabbers finally want to make their challenge? I can’t wait to tear them apart.’

			The Blood Eyes around Breaker laughed and slapped their weapons, building themselves up for the fight. Breaker didn’t share their eagerness. Every gang of every house was dangerous, but the women of House Escher worried Breaker Brass because of the weapons they carried. Thick skin and heavy muscles helped against many things, but they didn’t stop the poisons that coated their ruthlessly sharp blades, or block the toxic gases that poured out of the shells their guns fired. Broken bones and torn flesh were one thing. The gangs of House Escher wanted to kill you from the inside out. Breaker Brass had seen the aftermath of a skirmish that the Slag Krocs had with House Escher once, and he still remembered gangers keeling over, dying slow and ugly as they puked their lungs out.

			Breaker Brass didn’t want this fight. But White had come for him personal, pulled him off the line and told him to follow as the gang headed out, dropping down deep through the hive, leaving the factorum behind for these waste tunnels that burrowed through every sector, every overlapping territory of house and gang. The Razor Wires, the Escher gang, had seized a corridor nexus on the edge of the Blood Eyes’ territory and were blocking the movement of Trade Guild ­caravans into House Goliath’s territory. Moving through these tunnels would bring the Blood Eyes up close to the Escher fighters without having to deal with the traps and mines that they had spread through the corridors above. Breaker had heard the Goliath gangers talking about it, and for once he approved of their sneaking, so different to the usual Goliath bull rush. Escher traps were nasty things. Nasty enough that White had made sure to put Breaker Brass in the lead, in case the Escher gang had found these passageways and trapped them too. 

			‘We’re close, White.’

			The Blood Eye stalking along beside Dead White was a scout, leaner than the other gangers and older, his buzzed hair sprinkled with grey, and one of his arms was gone, replaced with a crude claw made of corroded metal and rough resins. He’d been the one pointing out the route through these twisted tunnels, telling White where to go. Then the pale ganger would prod Breaker Brass’ back with an axe, guiding him like a malfunctioning cargo servitor. Now though, he just growled, ‘Stop.’

			Breaker Brass came to a halt, turned to face the Blood Eyes drawing up behind him. White was looking at his gang, both his axes out. ‘Almost there, you red-eyed killers. From now on, we shut it up. Not a noise, we’re going right under those poisonous witches. Up this tunnel is a pit with a ladder. Go up that, and we come up right behind ’em. We’ll be on them, having a proper fist-to-face fight, before they can spring all that bad chemistry.’

			White looked up at Breaker. ‘And you. You’re going up that ladder first. There’ll be a hatch at the top. You bust it, then get out and move. Getting through that hatch is our choke point. You slow us down, you stupid mutant, and I’ll bury an axe in your arse and haul you out of our way. Got it?’

			Breaker’s metal fingers scraped together as his hands moved at his side. He would do his job. He always did his job. Hasher Gob had known that. Hasher hadn’t ever threatened him.

			But Hasher was dead, and the work never ended.

			‘Got,’ he grunted, and White reached out with one of his axes, shoving the wickedly sharp curve of its blade against one of Breaker’s massive biceps. It drew a thin line across the ogryn’s heavy hide, not quite biting in. White may have wanted a meat shield to block any traps, but he hadn’t given Breaker the heavy furnace plate armour that he’d worn when he went battling with the Slag Krocs. It didn’t make sense, but Breaker didn’t ask. He just took the equipment that the Blood Eyes gave him – a gigantic wrench with a heavy spike welded to one side, one of the massive improvised clubs that the Goliaths called spud-jackers. Breaker turned with White’s push and started down the corridor, moving as quiet as his bulk and boots allowed.

			A little way ahead, the tunnel intersected with a drainage pit. The great vertical tunnel stretched up to a dome three hundred feet overhead, but the trickle of water running out of the tunnel Breaker Brass was standing in disappeared into darkness, dropping who knows how far into the bowels of the hive. There were other tunnels opening into the shaft, dark circles like the empty sockets of a skull, but Breaker ignored them. He had found the ladder built into the shaft beside the tunnel entrance. Looking up, he could just make out a hatch at its top, set in the base of the dome that rose overhead. A dull orange lumen lit the heavy wheel in the centre of the hatch, and Breaker Brass stared at it. The rest of the shaft, Dead White, the other Blood Eyes, the waiting fight, all went out of his thick-skulled head. His focus was on that hatch. Opening it and getting through, that was his work. That was all that mattered, and Breaker spun the spud-jacker in his hands and gripped the rusty ring set in its end between his massive teeth. Steel hands free, he grabbed the ladder and began to climb.

			The rungs were heavy metal staples, set deep in the rockcrete, but the corrosion of countless years made some of them tremble beneath the ogryn’s weight. Breaker Brass barely noticed, focused as he was on the hatch. Quickly, skipping over rungs set far closer than he needed, Breaker climbed. White and the Blood Eyes were scrambling behind him, cursing silently as they tried to keep up, but Breaker didn’t notice. The hatch was the only thing that mattered now.

			He reached the top of the ladder and grabbed the rusty wheel. Breaker tried to turn it, but it didn’t move. Locked, or corroded shut, it didn’t matter. The huge muscles in Breaker’s shoulders shifted, and he pressed into the wheel. The rusted steel groaned beneath his grip, not moving as he pressed harder, harder. The wheel began to warp, the metal creaking as it deformed, but Breaker kept pressing, relentless. Then, with a dull thunk, the thick stem of the lock snapped, and the wheel came free in Breaker Brass’ hand. 

			Below him, White snarled. ‘You stupid bloody mutant! If you’ve locked us out I’ll–’

			Breaker flipped the wheel away, letting it fall down the centre of the shaft to whatever hell lay below. He didn’t hear Dead White’s threats, still focused on the hatch. The wheel was gone, but he could see the heavy metal latches that locked the hatch into place around its edges. Gripping a metal rung tight with one hand, he pulled back the other and swung it up. Hard.

			His metal knuckles cracked into one of the latches. Once, twice, and then it shattered. Without slowing, Breaker struck out at the next latch. This one smashed on the first blow. Not blinking, not thinking, his focus absolute, Breaker crashed his augmetic hand into one of the latches on the other side. It resisted, but on the third massive blow it shattered. Breaker Brass, breath hissing through teeth clenched on the ring holding the spud-jacker, smashed the next latch with one blow and the whole hatch jumped, barely held in place. That movement made Breaker shift his aim straight to the centre of the hatch, right on the broken stem of the wheel. The hatch jumped again, metal screaming, then with one more punch Breaker Brass smashed it free, made the heavy metal door fly up and off.

			Breaker Brass paused for a moment. The hatch was his focus. The hatch was done. But there was something more he was supposed to do…

			‘Move, rat-brain,’ White shouted. The Goliath smashed his axe into the side of Breaker’s boot, the blade biting through the thick leather. ‘Move!’

			Breaker Brass’ hand tightened on the ladder rung, and his leg shifted, pulling away, ready to kick down as a flicker of pain flared through his ankle. But something stopped him before he drove his heel into White’s face. The pale Goliath was his boss, he had work to do, and with sudden clarity, Breaker snapped into focus. He swarmed up the last few rungs, shoving the broken hatch out of his way, and popped out into the corridor above. 

			It was wide and tall, thankfully, the hatch set low in one of its side walls. Breaker Brass landed in its centre, staring up and down its length. In one direction it ran off seemingly forever, walls drawing together with distance beneath the dim lumens that lit it. In the other, it ended in a set of heavy doors. There was a woman crouched there, staring at Breaker, her eyes wide beneath a crest of feathers that had been woven into her hair. Then she was shouting, her arms coming up. In one hand, an autopistol blazed, muzzle flashing as it sent a stream of slugs towards Breaker. Her other hand slammed the wall beside her, hitting a switch, and the metal doors on either side of the corridor began to slide shut. 

			The bullets screamed by Breaker, then two of them slammed into him. The first grazed his forearm, drawing a hot line just above where his flesh met the steel of his augmetic hand. The other slammed into his chest like a punch. It tore through the heavy industrial coveralls he wore, but Breaker’s thick ogryn hide and heavy ribs stopped the low-calibre round before it could penetrate. It still hurt though, and Breaker spat out the ring that he was using to hold his spud-jacker. He grabbed up the broken hatch from the floor beside him with both hands and flung it down the corridor, the oval metal door spinning through the air. Its heavy metal edge caught the House Escher fighter in the stomach, knocking her back with a grunt. She landed on the floor, pinned beneath the broken hatch, which was now wedged between the sliding doors, keeping them open. 

			Breaker picked up his spud-jacker and started to run down the passage. Behind him the Blood Eyes were pouring out of the open hatch, White in the lead, roaring. There was no use keeping quiet now, and they bellowed their battle cries as they charged.

			The ogryn barrelled through the stuck doors, leaping over the hatch he had thrown. The ganger caught beneath snarled at him as he went by, trying to get her arm free to shoot, but Breaker ignored her as his boots hit the floor in the room beyond. It was a square old storehouse, a massive door set in each wall, ceiling high overhead criss-crossed with catwalks and broken loading cranes. Across the room from him, Breaker could see a barricade set up, a low wall of piled containers and rusted equipment. It blocked off the door opposite the one Breaker had run through, the one that the Razor Wires had expected the Blood Eyes to come for. It was on the wrong side now, and the House Escher gangers were cursing as they scrambled to adjust their positions for the Blood Eyes’ attack.

			It was an almost perfect ambush, and the Goliath gang was pouring into the room under the sporadic pop of autogun fire and the crackling of needlers instead of a hail of metal-and-chemical death. Dead White was laughing as he stomped on the hatch that Breaker had thrown, crushing the Escher ganger beneath, and then he was off, howling, his axes raised as he charged the nearest Razor Wire, followed by the rest of his gang. Breaker watched him run and saw the lights of the Goliath’s implants flicker, not flashing fast enough to stop a bullet that left a bloody furrow in his shoulder. The ogryn turned his head away, not wanting to be blinded if White’s shield worked better for the next shot, and saw two women across the room from him grabbing at something that had been mounted behind the makeshift wall, something blocky and long-barrelled that they were fighting to get spun around to face Breaker. The ogryn didn’t know what it was, but he knew one thing. The bigger the barrel the weapon had, the bigger the hole it made, and the Razor Wires were meaning to put that hole in him. With bravery born of not thinking, Breaker Brass charged forward, pounding across the room as he swung the spud-jacker up and back.

			That barrel, wide as one of Breaker’s augmetic fists, was pointed straight at his belly and one of the Escher gangers was screaming ‘Fire!’ as the other hit the trigger. Breaker dived to the side as he swung the spud-jacker, but he could see the weapon lighting up as something deadly sprang to life in it. It was coming to tear him apart, but his club slammed into the end of that barrel, moving it to the side as he twisted and fell, knocking its aim off. Off enough that the missile that exploded out of the barrel went wide of him, though it was so close the heat of its flaming exhaust burned the hair off his arm and made the back of one of his steel hands momentarily glow. 

			The missile screamed past and tore across the room – straight at Dead White and a couple of Blood Eyes that were running behind him. The Goliath saw the missile coming and leaned forward, axe raised and bellowing, and the rocket slammed into him, exploding with a roar and a flash of red light. When the light was gone, White was still there, untouched, the gold studs in his skin gleaming. The two gangers that had been behind him were gone, just tattered armour and long smears of blood on the floor, and the gang leader bellowed with laughter and charged forward.

			From the floor, Breaker ripped his attention away from the Goliath and back to the launcher, and the Escher gangers that manned it. They were shifting the weapon again, trying to line it up with White’s charge, but Breaker took his spud-jacker and threw it at the launcher. The heavy steel wrench smashed into the weapon and sent it crashing over on its side even as it fired. The second missile skipped off the floor not far from Breaker and ricocheted up, spinning in crazy loops to explode in the rafters overhead. Debris fell, pieces of twisted rafter and broken rockcrete, bouncing off Breaker’s head and shoulders, but he ignored them, charging forward towards the Razor Wire ganger who had just fired the missile. 

			She saw him coming and moved fast, dropping and ducking under his steel fists. The ganger pulled a blade as she dived, long and thin, and slashed it at Breaker Brass’ leg, but it glanced off the heavy leather of his boot. They circled each other, strength and size and steel fists versus speed and a slender blade whose flashing edge gleamed with toxin. The fight raged around them, guns roaring, Goliaths bellowing, Escher gangers cursing and calling orders as they tried to pull back together, but Breaker had shifted his focus to the woman in front of him and the blade that carved deadly curves through the air.

			He threw a punch but she slipped it, moving away even as she brought her blade down. Its edge skittered across his metal knuckles, its poison useless against Breaker’s augmetics. They danced like that, Breaker sending pounding blows in that would crush the ganger if they hit her, the ganger weaving and spinning, too fast to touch, but unable to get past the ogryn’s long reach, her blade clicking off his armoured fists. Finally she gave up and dived forward under one of his swings, going in low.

			Breaker swung his foot at the ganger and caught her a glancing blow, his boot hitting her in the ribs. The woman grunted and rolled away, coming up slower, hand clutching at her side. The dark skin of her face was flushed, and her eyes filled with pain, but she flashed her teeth at Breaker, her smile vicious. 

			‘You cracked my ribs, you scav slagger,’ she hissed. ‘But that’s okay. You can keep my blade.’

			That’s when Breaker noticed that her hands were empty, and when he noticed the pain. It was a pinprick at first, a little thing. His eyes flashed down, and he could see his boot, the leather split where Dead White had smacked him in the ankle with his axe. In the shadow of that split leather, something gleamed – the Razor Wire woman’s knife, stabbed into his lower leg. Just a little knife, and Breaker stepped forward to take another swing at the ganger, but when his foot hit the floor it crumpled beneath him. The pain in his leg was growing, growing huge as it spread through his foot and up towards his knee. Growing, and Breaker Brass felt his focus slipping. Going away, as he reached down. He grabbed the blade out, flung it away, but it was too late. Whatever toxin had coated it was in him, digging into his flesh, and Breaker could see something leaking out of his boot. Not blood, something darker, nauseatingly thicker, pouring out of the split leather to form a stinking pool on the floor. 

			‘Looks like we’re going, meatbag,’ the woman growled. ‘Looks like you scavs won this one. But I’m going to buy a big-arse feather to wear in my hair to mark this kill, ogryn.’

			Breaker Brass couldn’t answer; the pain in his leg was too much, wiping out everything. He didn’t notice Dead White’s arrival, just heard the ganger bellow and the ­woman’s laughter. 

			‘Sorry, slagger, guess we’re done playing today. You can keep this dirty hole, and if you ever want to play again, please do us a favour and find some pants.’

			White bellowed again, and Breaker could hear the Goliath’s boots as he charged after the Escher ganger, but her laughter was fading, fading, gone, the only thing left her poison, which was slowly devouring Breaker Brass from the inside.

			‘Will it work again?’ Dead White ran his hands over the missile launcher, his eyes hungry.

			‘Maybe. Receiver is bent to all the hells, the autoloader is broken, and the launch tube may be out of true.’ The Blood Eye looking over the missile launcher with White rubbed his jaw and spat a bloody clot out on the floor. Bruises mottled his jaw and face, and the stiff crest of his mohawk was broken, but he was in better shape than most of the Goliath gangers who’d been wounded in the fight. The Eschers’ poisoned weapons didn’t leave many survivors. ‘Got to get it back to my shop to know that.’

			White grunted. The ganger turned and kicked Breaker’s good leg, a blow sharp and vicious, but the ogryn barely noticed. The pain in his other leg was massive, a slow-burning fire that was spreading inexorably up his thigh. ‘Idiot. Best loot we’ve ever come across, and you hit it with a damn spud-jacker.’ He looked at Cuts, who served as the gang’s medic, and who was checking the ropes holding one of the Blood Eyes down to a length of fallen rafter. The bound ganger was foaming at the mouth and snapping at anyone who came close. ‘What about these two? Are they worth dragging back?’

			Cuts shrugged. ‘Heavy Hagen, sure. He just got a whiff of some hallucinogen. He’ll stop trying to kill everyone in a couple of days. Though we might want to keep his hands bound for at least a week. The ogryn…’ The Goliath ganger looked at Breaker Brass and shook his head. ‘Whatever necrotic these witches were using, it’s nasty. It dissolved Vorg’s belly, and ate Stum’s face right off. Good of you to axe ’em. Those screams…’ The medic shuddered. ‘Surprising how much noise somebody can make without a tongue. Or lips. Or–’

			‘The ogryn,’ White snapped.

			‘Well, the leg is gone past the knee. Dissolved into protein slurry, and the poison keeps going. But it’s slowing.’ Cuts shrugged. ‘Bastard’s big enough, he might survive if it stops before it reaches his guts. I’d say cut it off, try to stop the spread, but doing a field amputation that high after he’s already lost so much blood? He’d probably never live through it. Letting the poison run out… Maybe he’ll survive that. Maybe.’

			‘Maybe.’ White crouched down over Breaker. He took one of his axes and poked it at the ogryn’s trouser leg. The fabric was soaked with fluids, and it squelched beneath the Goliath’s weapon. ‘Maybe he’ll live. But he sure as hell isn’t walking out of here, is he?’

			The axe pressed into Breaker Brass’ leg, and he breathed out through clenched teeth. The pain of the touch made the room around him go dark, made Breaker clench his metal fists, but he didn’t slap the weapon away. He forced his eyes to stay open and looked up at White.

			‘Will work.’

			‘You don’t have a leg, servitor. How can you work?’

			‘Have repair need,’ Breaker breathed. ‘Will work.’

			‘I wish,’ White said. ‘I want you to carry that missile launcher you tried to break back for me. But you ain’t got no leg, servitor.’ The Goliath pressed harder against Breaker’s thigh, where the poison was still slowly breaking him down. ‘So how you gonna bloody serve?’

			Breaker jerked, and his hand shot out. Steel fingers closed over the haft of the axe, pushing it up, away from his burning leg. White’s muscles tightened, bulged as he pressed down, but the axe slowly rose, up and away. Suffering, dying, the ogryn was still stronger. Holding the axe up, he spoke slow, grinding out the words. ‘Repair. Will work.’

			Dead White flexed thick muscles, pressing down one more time, but the axe didn’t move. It sat in Breaker Brass’ steel fist as if it were fixed in stone, until White suddenly jerked it back, away from the ogryn. Breaker let it go, let his hand fall back to the floor with a click. The pain in him was enormous, but worse was this incapacity, the inability to get up, to move, to pick up the missile launcher and carry it back to the Blood Eyes’ base. Not because he liked White, or any of his gang, but because that was the work, it was what needed to be done. ‘Get Doc. Can repair.’

			‘Doc’s a long way off,’ White said. His voice was flat as he walked over to Cuts and whispered something in the ganger’s ear. He looked back at Breaker Brass, his face as expressionless as his voice, except for two red spots bright on his pale cheeks. ‘Cuts’ll give you something for the pain.’

			Breaker Brass wanted to tell the medic no, but… White was ordering it, and the pain was enormous as the toxin crept up his leg, so he kept his mouth shut. Cuts came over, clutching a syringe that looked more like a dagger, and looked at White, frowning.

			‘Do it,’ the ganger growled, and Cuts shrugged and slammed the hypodermic into Breaker’s neck. The pain of it was nothing compared to his leg, and from the site Breaker felt a cold numbness begin to spread. Up through his head and down his arms and chest, down his belly and into his legs. In less than a minute he felt chill, detached. The pain ebbed a little but didn’t go away. What did go was Breaker’s ability to move.

			‘Wha…’ he slurred, but his tongue wouldn’t shape the words, his lips wouldn’t shift. His breath still came, but in shallow heaves. Something stirred in him, a kind of fear Breaker had never felt before, even when he’d watched Hasher die. He was helpless, useless, immobile. 

			‘Feeling better, servitor?’ White walked back to him, axe hanging from one hand. He pressed it down on Breaker’s leg. The blade slit through his trousers, digging into flesh half dissolved. Whatever Cuts had given Breaker, it held him immobile, but blocked almost nothing of the searing pain that ran up Breaker’s leg. But he couldn’t move his hands to stop the Goliath, couldn’t even scream. He just had to lie there and take the pain. ‘No, I didn’t think so.’

			Dead White lifted his axe. With one heavy boot he kicked Breaker’s hand away from his body. The metal fingers clanged on the stone, as unmoving as his flesh. ‘You gotta understand something, servitor. I’m the boss. Of this gang, of your ­factorum, of all this territory. I’m the leader, and leaders make decisions. About what’s worth repairing, and what’s not. That missile launcher?’ White pointed at the weapon with his axe. ‘The one you almost broke? Worth repairing. You, a one-legged idiot ogryn?’ He shifted the axe, holding it up. ‘You’re only good for parts.’

			White’s axe flashed down, slicing into Breaker Brass’ forearm, just above the augmetic. It drove through the ogryn’s heavy hide, his thick muscle and buried itself into bone. White swore, ripped the axe back up, and brought it down again. This time bone shattered, and Breaker’s left arm was severed. The pain of it was enormous, as much as his leg, and the fact that he couldn’t move, couldn’t cry out, made it that much worse. 

			White splashed through the puddle of Breaker’s blood and went to his other side. He kicked that arm out too, and slammed his axe down again. This time he got it in one blow, and he gave a satisfied grunt as he bent and picked up both arms. 

			‘These,’ the Goliath said, ‘are worth something.’ He clapped the steel palms of the augmetics together, and from the floor Breaker watched his hands twitch, metal fingers shifting as his severed forearms spasmed.

			White tossed Breaker’s hands at Cuts. Then he looked at Breaker and spat. ‘Now you’re worth nothing. Except to the rats.’ He reached down and grabbed Breaker’s good leg and with a little effort dragged him across the room, back to the dark hole which had contained the hatch Breaker had smashed out. ‘I thought about taking your head back with us too, to motivate the other servitors, but your hands are heavy enough.’

			On his back, Breaker Brass barely heard him. Between blood loss and the agony of being dragged, he was barely holding on to consciousness. The world had dissolved around him into a tunnel of shadows and pain, and he didn’t realise where he was until White had shifted him so that he lay looking down through the broken doorway, down, down, down, into darkness. 

			‘Goodbye, servitor,’ Dead White said, his voice almost pleasant for once. ‘Go work in hell.’ The Goliath grabbed him and shoved, and Breaker Brass was falling, spinning down into the black, and then there was nothing but pain, enormous, overwhelming, eternal.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Pain.

			Pain and water.

			Cold on his face, lapping near his nose, his mouth. Trying to choke him. 

			Pain.

			Breaker Brass turned his head. It was hard, but he focused, fighting against the pain, and got his mouth away from the water. He couldn’t drown. He had work. He had…

			He had pain, all through him. But his arms, his legs, in those places the agony was sharp, tearing. Breaker groaned and tried to shift but the drug was still in him, and his body… his body needed repair. But he’d been tricked, butchered, stripped, abandoned. There was no repair coming. There was no work. There was only pain and nothing, that was all White had left him.

			…if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life…

			The words ran through his head, unattached. Work. He should be back at the factorum. He should… Breaker shifted one arm, the other, trying to crawl, but he barely moved and the pain made the darkness pulse. 

			Then there was light.

			‘Get off him!’ Blinded by the brilliance, Breaker couldn’t see, but he heard squealing, felt the brush of bodies over him. The pain in his limbs lessened. A little.

			‘By all the hells.’ The voice was deep, but not as deep as Breaker’s. A hand touched him, huge but gentle. ‘What did they do to you?’

			Breaker tried to answer, but nothing came out, and the light was fading. It was being swallowed by darkness, and the last thing Breaker Brass saw before it took everything was a woman’s face, an ogryn’s face, staring down at him.

			The darkness broke slowly, pushed back by a light flickering and low.

			Breaker Brass blinked, and turned his head towards it. A flame floated in a bowl of dark liquid, shedding just enough light to show him walls of crumbling rockcrete, holding up a ceiling studded with dead lumens that would have been too near for him to stand were he not laid out on a pallet. 

			‘It lives.’

			The voice came from Breaker’s other side, a human woman’s voice, but there was a metallic quality to it. The ogryn rolled his head and saw her, an angular shape in the dim light. The little flame shone on polished metal, warmed olive skin, traced over heavy hydraulic hoses and white braids, gleamed off green eyes. The woman looked like a cargo servitor, but not like any Breaker had ever seen before. Her cyborg body gleamed, and her human face… it wasn’t slack, dead. It was alive. Amused.

			‘Looks like I owe Torque credits. You’re a survivor.’ She glided forward, her lips twisting into a smile. ‘So far.’

			‘What?’ Breaker grunted. The pain that had filled him was now just a dull ache in his arms and legs. His arms and legs. Breaker looked down at the rough sheet covering him, and tried to pull it off, but… but he had no hands to grasp it. Breaker remembered Dead White’s axe falling, and he twisted, shoving the sheet off. Underneath, he wore nothing but a hygiene cloth wrapped around his groin, and bandages. So many, taped over his chest and belly and shoulders, but Breaker barely noticed them. He was looking at his limbs. Both arms ended just below the elbow. Further down, the leg that the Escher ganger had poisoned was gone, just gone, and the leg on the other side ended partway down his huge thigh. Breaker shifted on the bed, holding up what was left of his arms. ‘I…’ He stared at the strange cargo servitor, and there was no focus in him, just need. ‘I need repair,’ he said, and the cargo servitor laughed.

			‘You sure as hell do.’ Hydraulics rumbled, and she set power­ful cargo clamps onto Breaker’s pallet. ‘My name’s Track. You can tell me yours when we see Torque. Who you’ve already met before, but I don’t think you were in any shape for introductions then, what with the rats eating you.’

			Track carried Breaker through empty corridors, lit only by a light mounted on her shoulder. ‘We’re in an old security base, built by some dead nobles ages ago.’ Her voice rose over the whir of her heavy treads. ‘Solid place. Good defences, and full of interesting things, but we’re deep in the underhive. Power here’s sketchy. We’ve got good conduits in the wreck room though. Here.’

			Track pushed the pallet through a set of swinging doors, and Breaker blinked in the sudden glare. The lumens were working in the big room beyond the doors, shining off white-painted walls. Heavy tables were grouped in two clumps on either side. On the left, the tables were covered with disassembled weapons and half-gutted machines. On the right, they were more neatly organised. Jars of mould and fungi were lined up beside racks of surgical instruments, their razor-sharp edges gleaming. Bent over one of those tables, sorting supplies, was an ogryn – the woman Breaker had seen in the darkness.

			‘Told you he’d live,’ she said.

			‘You’ll get your credits, Torque.’ Track set the pallet down and pulled two normal human arms out of her heavy cargo clamps like she was slipping them from the sleeves of a shirt. The clamps hung motionless as she folded her arms across her chest. The skin covering them was the same olive as that of her face, the only other part of her not buried beneath metal shiny as chrome. That face was sharp, like her green eyes, which were bright in their brackets of wrinkles. 

			They weren’t cargo servitor eyes.

			The ogryn walked over to Breaker Brass, looking him up and down. ‘I found you by the smell of your blood.’ She peeled a bandage away from what was left of Breaker’s thigh and looked at the scabbing wound beneath. ‘And the sound of the rats, fighting over you. A few minutes later they would have been in your guts, and even I wouldn’t have been able to save you.’

			‘Save.’ Breaker frowned. ‘You repair? Need repair.’

			‘You think?’

			‘Track,’ Torque warned. She was examining the other wounds that mottled Breaker’s torso, touching them with careful fingers. ‘Does this hurt?’

			‘No,’ Breaker said, and she frowned. ‘Little,’ he admitted. Torque was unsettling. The way she moved, her expressions, the way she talked. She seemed more human than ogryn. 

			But ogryn she was. Torque was almost as tall as Breaker Brass, and she had the same massive musculature, the same dark skin, the same yellow eyes, the same frizzy red hair as him and almost all the other ogryns that worked in this sector of the hive. But… she was strange.

			‘True ogryn. Won’t admit pain.’ She started to unwind the bandages on Breaker’s hip. ‘You had an Escher necrotic in you. It almost killed you, and it saved your life.’ She pulled off the bandage, and Breaker Brass could see that there was nothing left of his leg, only an open, ulcerated sore on his hip, his pelvis visible at its bottom. ‘They make it so it eats you slow and painful, and mix a coagulant in to keep you from bleeding out too fast. That’s the only thing that kept you from dying after your arms got cut off, or when you shattered your other leg in the fall.’ 

			Breaker looked at the hideous wound. ‘Need repair.’

			Torque sighed. ‘So you can work?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘For who?’ Track asked. ‘Those Goliath bastards who got you into that fight?’ She tapped her left bicep with her right hand, touching the same spot where the House Goliath mark was branded into Breaker’s skin. On her bicep, there was only scar tissue, where her own had been cut away. Breaker looked over at Torque. Her arm was the same, scarred where her brand had once been.

			‘Rebels,’ he said. ‘Runaways.’ The Goliaths had warned him about such things. ‘Jobless.’

			‘Oh, we work.’ Track said. ‘We just work for ourselves.’

			‘Wrong,’ Breaker said. It felt wrong, deep to his core. The Goliaths had made him focus hard on those lessons when he was a juve. But …if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life… Breaker shoved that voice away. It broke his focus. ‘Is wrong. Do the work told.’

			‘Ugh. Standard psych-imprinting.’ Track shook her head. ‘You ogryns take to that crap like rot-beetles to fresh sewage. You expect me to fix this idiot?’

			‘You fixed me,’ Torque said.

			‘You were less damaged. And smarter.’ The cargo servitor glared at Breaker. ‘You want repair?’

			‘Said that.’ Breaker raised his maimed arms. ‘Need repair.’ That wasn’t confusing, unlike these two. He needed hands to work with, legs to stand. They could be steel, like his old hands. Just as long as he could work.

			Track and Torque stared at each other for a long moment, then Track shrugged. ‘Okay. I’ll give you new legs, new arms, better than your old. But you’re going to pay.’

			‘Pay?’ Breaker Brass said. ‘No credits. No nothing.’

			‘We’ll work something out.’ Track said. ‘For now, you have your story. I want to know how you ended up down here like this. And you have your brain.’

			‘Track!’ Torque snapped, but the cyborg ignored her.

			‘Brain?’ Breaker Brass said. ‘Need brain. Like hands. Can’t work without.’ Though the Goliaths sometimes claimed that the ogryns were brainless, Breaker was sure that wasn’t true. 

			‘Don’t worry, you’ll keep it. I just want to make it better. Like your arms and legs.’

			‘Track.’ Torque stomped over to the cargo servitor. ‘He’s not one of your experiments.’

			‘He is if he agrees to it.’

			Breaker Brass looked from cyborg to ogryn. He wanted repair. But he remembered White, and Cuts, and the injection that had made him helpless. ‘What do?’

			‘She’ll install a BONE unit in your skull,’ Torque said. ‘Biochemical Ogryn Neuronal Enhancement. Someone in the Imperium has a sick sense of humour. They call ogryns that have them BONEheads and use them to lead other ogryns. Track got a hold of a few, and she’s been experimenting with them, for her own amusement.’

			‘So ungrateful,’ Track said. ‘Yours… almost works.’

			‘Mine works perfectly well,’ Torque growled. ‘The fact that you think it doesn’t makes me worry about what you think working would mean.’

			‘You,’ Breaker said, looking at Torque. 

			‘Yes, me,’ she said. ‘And one other. He killed himself, not long after his unit was implanted.’

			Killed himself? Breaker Brass frowned, not understanding. But understanding didn’t matter. He had to be repaired, so he could work. That’s what mattered. ‘Need repair.’

			‘There. See?’ Track said. ‘He’s fine with it.’

			‘He doesn’t understand,’ Torque said, her deep voice almost a growl.

			‘That’s okay.’ Track smiled. ‘He will.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			The wind moaned around the shattered hull of the transport, swirling black smoke. The noxious stench made his eyes water, and the other ogryns were hacking. They should move, but the humans had ordered them to stay and– 

			‘He’s coming out of it. Get–’

			The voice cut off when Breaker shoved himself up, staring around. He was in the wreck room, on his pallet, Torque standing beside him.

			‘Breaker. You’re okay.’ She touched his shoulder, soothing, but keeping him in place. On the other side of the table, Track smiled. 

			‘I’d say those work,’ she said, pleased.

			‘What?’ Breaker swung his head. That place – the smoke, the ship, the ogryns, the bizarre absence of walls or roof… It had seemed so real, but he’d never seen anything like it before. Breaker rubbed his aching head, confused. Then pulled his hand away, staring at it.

			It hovered in front of his face, gleaming yellow in the light. He shifted, realising for the first time that he was sitting up, supporting himself with his other arm. Leaning forward, he raised that one too. Two hands. Augmetic, like the ones he’d had for so long, and completely unlike them. His old hands had been steel, silver-grey metal scarred by years of use. These hands were bright gold, unmarked.

			‘Breaker?’ Torque asked, moving next to him. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘Saw something,’ he said, distracted, staring at his hands. ‘Funny dream.’

			Torque growled. ‘I thought you said you were going to clean that unit out, Track?’ 

			‘I did.’ The cyborg shrugged. ‘Look, it’s a brain implant ripped out of a dead man’s skull. I can’t predict every complication.’ 

			‘Hands,’ Breaker said. He wiggled his fingers. They moved – jerky, but they moved. He remembered his first augmetic fists, how awkward they were at first. These new hands were not nearly so bad. He tapped his fingers together, hearing the click of metal on metal. He could feel them touch. Was he feeling it better than he had from his old hands? He thought so, but it was impossible to say. But he had hands again. ‘Gold hands.’

			‘Brass,’ Track answered. ‘Well, not really. It’s a military-grade plasteel alloy, similar to what’s used in Imperial armour. Those hands may be salvage, but they’re quality salvage, especially after I fixed them up.’ Track reached out and tapped a silver finger against one of his new hands. ‘I plated them this colour when I was adjusting them to fit you, because of your name. Form is as important as function.’

			Breaker Brass lifted his arms. He could see the brass-coloured metal run up to the base of both his biceps. A web of that metal ran up the rest of his arms to his shoulders, over the red marks of his healing scars. He’d spent so long waiting while Track had fussed over these salvaged augmetics. More than enough time for him to tell them his story, about his life in the factorum, about Hasher Gob, about the Blood Eyes, and Dead White.

			‘I know him.’ That’s what Torque had said, when he first mentioned the ganger’s name. ‘Pale. He didn’t have that fancy conversion field implant then. He wore armour, and was part of a gang called the Neck Snappers. They–’ Torque had gone silent, and Breaker had eventually gone back to telling his story. Later, Track had told him that Torque had barely survived a gang raid on her factorum, that fleeing from the carnage had been what led to her being down here.

			‘The Neck Snappers were supposed to be defending that factorum,’ Track had said. ‘They were raided by some Cawdor fanatics, and the Neck Snappers went berserk and killed everyone they could get their hands on – Cawdor, Goliath workers, servitors. Almost killed Torque.’ Track looked at Breaker, a thin smile on her lips. ‘Just another day serving the houses, though, right?’

			Breaker looked up from his chest. Track had spent so long working on these augmetics. And during that time, she’d kept up her talk of how terrible his old masters were. How lucky he was to be with her. He’d tried to ignore her, but it got harder and harder. Maybe it was the memory of Hasher Gob’s words, which wouldn’t leave his head. Or maybe it was the memory of Dead White, hacking off his hands.

			Breaker Brass slapped his new hands on the pallet. It didn’t matter. He was being repaired. He pulled at the sheet that covered his hips, and looked down at the empty space below it. ‘Legs?’

			‘Damn, meatslab,’ Track said irritably. ‘I just gave you two new arms and doubled your brains. Have some patience.’

			‘Been patient. Been long.’ Breaker pushed himself up on his new hands and, wobbling, walked on them off the bed. He was weak, but the movement felt good. He hand-walked across the floor of the wreck room, moving until his right hand got tangled and he toppled over. He righted himself and looked back. Torque was watching him with a smile, Track thoughtfully. 

			‘It’s good to see you moving,’ Torque said.

			‘Good to move.’ Breaker leaned against a table and a box of gears slid off it and thumped to the floor, spilling. He righted the box and started cleaning up, immensely satisfied as he closed his fingers on the first gear and dropped it into the box.

			‘Sort them by size first,’ Track said.

			Breaker nodded, and started sorting the spikey metal wheels into piles.

			‘Your legs will take time,’ Track said. ‘I don’t have salvaged ones available, the way I did with the hands.’

			‘Don’t rush.’ Torque said. ‘He needs time to heal. All those wounds, those new arms, the BONE implant. It takes its toll.’

			‘He’s ogryn,’ Track said. ‘You people are tougher than the damn rats. When I get those last parts, he’ll be ready.’

			‘Parts.’ Breaker kept working, pleased with how his fingers were slowly improving their movement. But these last few days he had been wondering something. ‘All these parts.’ He waved a gear at the tables. ‘Where from?’

			Track looked smug. ‘Different places. This base has a lot of things. I fix some of them, and trade others. With underhive scum, gangers, guild traders. Reaching out further each time, until…’ The cyborg tilted her head, looking up, past the lumens. ‘There are shafts that run all the way up to where the sun sometimes shines. Where there are all manner of riches.’ 

			‘Scum.’ Breaker had heard of them. Raiders. Jobless. ‘Why…’ He tried to think of the word he needed, still sorting. The concept was frustratingly close, but the words were hard to catch. ‘Scum. Why no take?’ Breaker asked.

			‘Because they profit from us. We make them things. And…’ Torque sighed and shrugged. ‘They’re scared of us.’

			‘An ogryn and a heavily armed cyborg,’ Track said. ‘They’re smart to be scared. Even though–’ She cut herself off and looked at Breaker, looked at him until he noticed and raised his eyes to meet hers. ‘What would you do, Breaker Brass, if someone attacked us?’

			Breaker raised one golden fist. ‘Can’t stand. But can fight.’

			Track looked twice as smug. ‘Of course you can.’ Beside her, Torque sighed again.

			‘What?’ Breaker asked. The gears called to him, a job unfinished, but… there was something going on here.

			‘It’s working,’ Track answered. ‘The BONE unit. You’re curious about what we’re doing here, where we got our supplies. You noticed something was going on, that we weren’t telling you something, by the way we were acting. And those gears.’

			Breaker looked at the piles in front of him. ‘What about gears? Have sorted before.’

			‘Sure,’ Track said. ‘That’s just the kind of job for an ogryn. Simple, repeating. Boring for a regular human. But for you, perfectly absorbing. You’re probably very content, doing jobs like this. Right?’

			‘Work is good,’ Breaker said. But some work was better. He started stacking gears again. ‘Sorting is good.’

			‘Of course.’ Track smiled. ‘The Imperium thinks ogryns are stupid. They’re not completely wrong, the average ogryn is more limited. But ogryns are great at focusing. Give you a simple, repetitive task, you’ll do it until you drop. Normal humans can’t, we get impatient. You people are better at work like this, but that focus is a double-edged sword. You have trouble dealing with more than one thing at once. Your average ogryn, he’ll sort gears for hours, perfectly happy, but he couldn’t talk or listen while doing it. You can.’

			Breaker stopped, a gear gripped between his new fingers. ‘Me.’

			‘You,’ Track said. ‘You’re changing, Breaker Brass. Your speech, the way you watch us, your expressions. The way you focus.’

			‘But focus…’ Breaker frowned. ‘Focus good.’

			‘It is. And you’ll still have it, but it won’t be so overwhelming because of what I did to your BONE unit.’ The cyborg smiled. ‘I can’t use the same techniques as the Imperial Guard, I don’t have the equipment. I had to figure out my own way to get these salvaged units into your brains. Which I did, and my technique may be better than theirs.’

			Torque snorted. ‘You may have better surgical techniques than the Imperium. Or maybe me and Breaker were already smarter than the average ogryn.’

			Track waved a silver hand. ‘Does it matter? You’re special or I’m special or maybe both. What’s important is that you’re smarter than any BONEhead the Imperium makes. You could outsmart the average house gang scummer, and I bet you Breaker will be just as smart.’ 

			‘Smart but dangerous,’ Torque said quietly. ‘You must be thrilled.’

			‘What?’ Breaker set down the last gear. ‘Dangerous?’

			‘When I put the salvaged BONE unit in Torque, there were problems.’ Track shrugged. ‘These units came from an abandoned crate of Imperial supplies, the last effects of a destroyed Imperial Guard ogryn unit. The ones in your heads used to be in the skulls of some now-dead ogryns. There were unexpected side effects when they were reused.’

			‘Side effects,’ Torque said, her voice bleak. ‘You mean nightmares.’

			‘Not nightmares. Memory echoes, from the previous user. Apparently the most stressful memories, the nasty ones, stuck.’ Track sighed. ‘I had no idea. Luckily those memories fade over time, but they leave a mark.’

			Torque shuddered. ‘They sure do. Those nightmares… They’re why I became a healer.’

			‘A healer, and a pacifist. A pacifist ogryn.’ Track laughed. ‘Who’d believe it?’

			‘Pacifist?’ Breaker asked.

			‘Someone who thinks it’s wrong to hurt anyone,’ Torque said. ‘Ever.’

			‘Ever?’ Breaker Brass tilted his head. ‘What if told to?’

			‘Then I wouldn’t listen.’

			‘What if hurt you?’

			‘Then I’d try to stop them without hurting them,’ she said. ‘Or run.’

			‘Run.’ Breaker tried to understand. It was too hard though, despite what Track had said about him being smarter. So he gave up and looked down to where his legs should be. ‘Me not pacifist,’ he said. ‘Can’t run.’ 

			Torque blinked at him. ‘Was that a joke?’

			‘Well, he’s smiling,’ Track said. ‘So I’d say yes. Sense of humour, sort of. He’s coming along just fine.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The wind moaned around the shattered hull of the transport, swirling black smoke. The noxious stench of it made his eyes water, and the other ogryns were hacking. They should move, but the humans had ordered them to stay and– 

			‘This it?’ 

			The human woman wore a mask, but he could hear her clearly as she strode by. 

			‘All that’s left,’ he heard the man beside her say. ‘The rest died in the crash.’

			‘Just as well. We lost most of the rations. But we need muscle.’ The woman shook her head. ‘We’ll make do. Pick out the ones that can carry a transport pod and send them to the cargomaster.’

			‘The others?’ the man asked.

			He watched the woman stare at the wasteland surrounding them. ‘We leave our enemies nothing. Put them back in the ship.’

			‘Breaker!’

			The voice snapped Breaker Brass awake, and he sat up fast, almost falling from his pallet.

			‘Breaker, easy.’ Torque stood over him, frowning. ‘The dream?’

			‘Yes.’ Breaker rubbed one of his new hands over his face, blinking around at the now familiar wreck room. He must have dozed off while Torque had been running her tests, tracing the nerves left in the ruins of his legs. ‘Stupid.’

			‘Expand,’ Torque said, and Breaker sighed. The other ogryn always pushed him. 

			‘Not mine.’ Torque stared at him, and he started again. ‘It’s not my memory. That ship, that place…’ Torque had tried to explain the concept of sky to him, but she seemed uncertain of it too. ‘It’s not mine. Why can’t it go away?’

			‘It will,’ she said. ‘Eventually. Mine did. But they are real, real memories of something that happened. Just not to us. Track got these BONE units cheap, because who wants a smart ogryn? But she likes to experiment. So here we are, two ogryns stuck with the memories of dead men in our heads.’

			‘Two.’ Breaker looked up at her. ‘You said once, another.’

			‘Grammar, Breaker.’ She didn’t make him say it again though. ‘Turn Bolt was his name. He’d got lost down here, separated from his gang. We took him in and Track convinced him to let her help him. Tricked, really.’ Torque sighed. ‘We’re easy to trick.’

			‘What happened?’ Breaker asked.

			‘Track made him smart, the way she made us smart. It’s strange to watch. When it happened to me, it just happened. With him, I could see it, the way he talked, the way he acted. He got smart like me, but he got memories like me too. So he ended up like me, but worse…’ Torque shook her head, scowling. ‘I don’t want to say worse. That’s how Track thinks of it, but not wanting to hurt people isn’t wrong.’ Her eyes flicked to him, then away. ‘No matter what anyone thinks.’

			Did he think it was wrong? Breaker Brass wasn’t sure, but it was strange. Though sometimes he thought he could understand it. Maybe.

			‘Anyway,’ she sighed. ‘Turn Bolt stopped wanting to hurt people, but he remembered doing it. His gang had used him as an enforcer, made him break people, slow and thorough. He remembered that, all the people he’d tortured, and he couldn’t take it. He ended himself.’

			Ended. Breaker Brass didn’t understand that. You worked until you died, or until the Goliaths ended you because you couldn’t work. Ending yourself seemed wasteful… Because he had been trained to be a slave.

			Breaker shook his head. That was one of the things Track kept saying. The cyborg’s ideas, burrowing into his head. The kind of thing a jobless would say, but those things kept digging deeper into him.

			‘This sounds cheerful,’ Track said, rolling in. She set down the crate she was carrying beside them. ‘Lighten up, you two. I brought presents.’ Track pulled her arms out of her cargo clamps and reached into the crate, grunting as she pulled out a massive gun. ‘Torque, give this thing to Breaker before it snaps my wrists.’

			Torque frowned, but she grabbed the gun and tossed it to Breaker Brass. It was huge and sturdy, and when he lifted it in his arms the massive stock fit perfectly against his shoulder. It was strange to be holding a weapon obviously made to be used by an ogryn, instead of struggling with something human-sized.

			‘What this? What is this?’ he repeated when both women pointedly cleared their throats.

			‘Ripper gun,’ Track said. ‘Full-auto shotgun. Usually fitted with a burst limiter, because ogryns like to listen to the noise. This one’s been removed though – I trust you’ll be smart enough to stop shooting when the target has been reduced to slurry.’

			Breaker didn’t answer. The gun was simple, brutal, effective, like a krumper but more dangerous. So much more. ‘Where’d you get this?’

			‘From that same lost crate that had your BONE units, and your hands. Not these though, unfortunately.’ Track waved at Torque, who hefted out the next thing from the crate. A long, heavy box. ‘Two legs, almost done. I’d show them to you, but I can’t plate them until after I’ve made my last few adjustments and I don’t want you to see them before they’re pretty.’

			Breaker Brass stared at the box, hungry. He wanted to get up. To walk. To work… 

			That was all he cared about, at first, but the longer he was down here – the more he talked to Torque, to Track – the more his mind grew. He still thought of the factorum, but not of the work. He thought of the workers, the other ogryns he’d left there with the Blood Eyes. As every day passed, Breaker worried less about what quotas they might be missing and more about them. His people. 

			Some part of his mind still rebelled against those thoughts. The training that had been pressed into him, that the work was the most important thing, that nothing else mattered. But that part seemed to be quieter every day.

			Was that wrong? 

			…if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life…

			It didn’t feel wrong.

			And maybe that was wrong.

			‘Ready soon?’ Breaker cursed when Track just stared at him. ‘Will they be ready soon, oh great savant?’ Breaker was still unsure about that word, but Torque called Track that sometimes, and it seemed to both annoy and please the cyborg.

			‘Soon,’ she said. ‘Oh, and one more thing.’ Track pulled the last thing out of the crate, another large metal box. ‘Pit spider. Biggest one I’ve ever seen.’

			‘Why–’ Torque’s question cut off when Track bobbled the box, then dropped it.

			‘Look out!’ Track shouted as the metal lid popped off, and a green-legged horror flew out and skittered across the floor.

			Torque swore and jumped back, moving away from the deadly thing, but Breaker Brass leaned forward, the ripper gun light in his hands as he pulled the heavy trigger, hoping that the storm of pellets wouldn’t clip Track before they tore the spider apart.

			But the weapon only clicked and rattled in his hands, spilling empty shells without firing. They hit the floor, rolling over to where the spider had come to a halt. Motionless, its legs in a tangle around it, its many eyes were grey and glazed.

			‘What,’ Torque growled, staring at the obviously dead spider, ‘was that?’

			‘A test,’ Track said, looking at Breaker. ‘I had to make sure.’ 

			‘Be sure,’ Breaker grunted, setting the gun aside. ‘Legs or not, I’m no pacifist.’ He could see Torque’s face, her anger at Track’s trick fading into a kind of disappointment. It made him feel strange. Wrong, though he’d done nothing wrong. Things like that, conflicting emotions, had been happening more and more. Part of getting smarter, he suspected. 

			He wasn’t very happy about it.

			Track looked from Torque to him. ‘I don’t know why you’re both so cranky. This is good! Breaker’s going to be a welcome addition. Now we won’t have to worry about what we’ll do if someone shows up here, looking to do us damage.’ 

			‘Is that what I am, now?’ Breaker asked. ‘Your muscle?’

			‘Not now,’ Track said. ‘After the surgery.’ The cyborg smiled. ‘We’ll get your legs under you. Then you’ll be ready to kick some arse.’

			For her, were the words left unsaid. Breaker Brass looked at the gun, heavy and dangerous. He wasn’t a pacifist, but he was different, and the idea of fighting for someone else didn’t appeal any more.

			Breaker Brass picked up the ripper and stared down its sights at the cracked ceiling above, thinking of his factorum, of the Blood Eyes, of Dead White, and wondered what it would be like to fight for himself for once.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’

			Breaker Brass’ new legs lay on a table beside Track. They were like his arms, a plasteel alloy, but these were black with shining brass highlights. 

			‘Beautiful,’ Breaker said, and he meant it. Not just because he wanted to walk again so badly. The things that Track made were beautiful, sleek and elegant instead of just crude and sturdy, which was what Breaker was used to with the Goliaths. It made him wonder. ‘Where do you come from, Track?’

			The cyborg stilled, her hands hovering over the trays of gleaming instruments. Breaker was laid out on a table, naked beneath a sheet, waiting for the drugs that Torque had injected into his spine to take effect. She had promised Breaker that he wouldn’t feel a thing, right before she’d gone to get some more equipment, but that he’d be awake and able to watch. Which was both reassuring and troubling.

			‘The spires,’ Track finally said.

			The spires. Breaker Brass only knew of them dimly. He knew there was more of this vast, ancient city than the factorum and the levels that he had moved through with the Slag Krocs. Below was this place, the underhive, dark and dangerous, abandoned and crumbling. And far above was the spires, where there were no ogryns or factorums or gangs, a place where the humans lived in luxury. Breaker had never understood what that word meant until Torque had explained it and so many others while reading to him. She kept threatening to teach him to read.

			Luxury. A life of leisure. The humans saw being jobless as a thing to be envied. There was so much Breaker didn’t understand, but he was focused now on Track. He could still focus.

			‘How’d you end up here?’

			‘I made the wrong person mad.’ The cyborg tapped her finger on a tray of scalpels. ‘I was an engineer, an artist. I designed custom augmetics for those that could afford them. I had a good life. I had… It doesn’t matter.’ She rolled away from the instruments, away from him. ‘I made a mistake, I got caught, and I was punished. My beautiful augmetics stripped away, my body torn apart and then trapped in a crude servitor frame. And they took my mind. Fitted me with something like your BONE unit, except mine took my memory, most of my intelligence, my will… Until it came back.’

			‘Why?’ Breaker asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Something in me, fighting against it?’ Track shook her head. ‘No. It was probably just luck, a fault in the unit they put in my head. But it happened, and I fought the unit until I was free, and I could escape the hellhole they had put me in.’

			‘And come here,’ Breaker said.

			‘And come here,’ she echoed.

			‘Got free.’ Breaker poked at his hip, but his lower body was a lump of unfeeling flesh. When he looked up, Track was watching him, her face blank. ‘Escaped. Found this base. Replaced that crude servitor frame. But then reached back.’

			‘Your language gets worse when you try to be clever, Breaker.’ Track spun in a circle, the polished metal that encased her shining under the bright lights like a mirror. ‘What are you trying to say?’

			Breaker growled, but spoke more carefully. ‘The spires betrayed you, cast you out, but when you got free you reached back to them. You trade with them, you work for them, after what they did to you.’

			‘They have the best things,’ Track said.

			‘Is that it?’ Breaker asked.

			‘Is what it?’ Torque said, stomping back into the room, carrying a rack of blood-filled bags. Breaker wondered where she had got them, then decided he didn’t care. He went back to watching Track, who was sorting through her instruments, the scalpels bright as her chrome. Eventually, her hands stopped and she looked up at him.

			‘Escape is never as simple as we hope, ogryn. Sometimes our past…’ She held up a blade, curved and keen. ‘Isn’t so easy to cut away.’

			Breaker Brass lay back and laced his metal fingers behind his head, her scalpel reminding him of the shining blade of an axe. ‘No. No, it’s not.’

			The wind moaned around the shattered hull of the transport, swirling black smoke. The noxious stench of it made his eyes water, and the other ogryns were hacking, their lungs burning with contaminants. They should move, but the humans had ordered them to stay and– 

			‘This it?’ 

			The human woman wore a mask, but he could hear her clearly as she strode by. 

			‘All that’s left,’ he heard the man beside her say. ‘The rest died in the crash.’

			‘Just as well. We lost most of the rations. But we need muscle.’ The woman shook her head. ‘We’ll make do. Pick out the ones that can carry a transport pod and send them to the cargomaster.’

			‘The others?’ the man asked.

			He watched the woman stare at the wasteland surrounding them. ‘We leave our enemies nothing. Put them back in the ship.’

			And that’s what they did. He carried his brother with the shattered leg back, set his little sister with him, told her to quiet her questions. The humans knew best. Then he went with the others to the cargomaster, took his load and started across the sandy waste, following the humans who were carrying stretchers loaded with their wounded. He walked, thinking of those left behind, until the humans told him to stop. He stared at the distant dot of the wreck, resting beneath its tower of smoke, and saw it disappear behind a brilliant burst of light. His eyes slammed shut, and he was blind when the shock wave hit, almost knocking him off his feet. He caught himself and forced his eyes open. The wreck was a brilliant ball of orange and red, pouring black smoke into the sky. He blinked at the fire, and inside his guts shifted.

			‘It hurts,’ he heard the woman say. She was holding a control in her hands. She sighed and threw it down to the ground. ‘Losing a ship. It’s like losing family.’ The man beside her nodded, and they walked away, and the line started moving again. All except the ogryns, staring back silently at the rising smoke. 

			‘Damn it!’ a voice snapped out of the dark. ‘Grab him!’

			Arms wrapped around Breaker Brass, holding him, and Breaker blinked, trying to pull himself together, to shed that dead ogryn’s memory. This wasn’t some barren wasteland, beneath a sky he’d never seen. He was in the wreck room, leaning against Torque, his legs unsteady beneath him.

			His legs.

			He blinked at them, black and brass, holding him up. Sort of. A wave of dizziness went through him, and he leaned into Torque’s hold. She grunted and moved, shifting so that when she let him go he sprawled onto the pallet he’d been trapped on so long. But not any more. Breaker stretched out his legs, watching them shift, and almost forgot his dream for a moment.

			‘That stupid memory still bothering you?’ Track asked. The cyborg pulled a clean sheet off the table beside her and threw it at Breaker.

			The ogryn, still naked from the surgery, wrapped it around himself, trying to sort out his emotions – the elation from being able to walk again fighting the vicious gut punch of betrayal that had filled his head.

			‘Was it bad?’ Torque asked.

			‘It finished.’ Breaker didn’t understand how he knew that, but it felt right. ‘I saw…’ What he was meant to see. A strange thought, but it felt right. Like this dead ogryn had been determined to share this. The faces of his siblings, before they died, and the reason that they had died. The truth of it. ‘I saw–’

			‘Somebody else’s bad day.’ Track rolled over. ‘That’s all it was. Forget it, and let’s start our diagnostics.’

			Torque’s jaw clenched, biting something back. Then she took a breath. ‘Track. Give him a break, okay? He just had surgery. You could use a break too. Go eat. Take a nap.’

			‘Fine. Wallow in it.’ Track shook her head, spinning away. ‘Take your break. But if I come back here and he says he’s a pacifist too, I’m kicking you both out.’

			Torque watched her go, then looked at Breaker Brass. ‘You okay?’

			‘Yes. No.’ He reached down, tapping his fingers against his knees. They clicked metal to metal, and he felt every tap. ‘I knew it. The humans told me that we weren’t the same, that we were abhuman. Mutants by a nicer name. But I didn’t know it. Now I do.’ That memory from the dead ogryn clicked with all the insults the Goliaths had thrown at him through his life, even when they thought they were being kind, all the terrible things he’d watched the Blood Eyes do, all the terrible things Dead White had done. It all snapped together in his new brain, and he knew it. ‘They hate us.’

			‘Sometimes,’ Torque said. ‘Most of the time, we’re just tools. Machines of meat, to do their work. Nothing more.’

			‘Machines of meat.’ Breaker Brass looked at Torque. ‘I can’t do it. Can’t work for her. Track is one of them, was one of them. She thinks of us the same way, doesn’t she? We’re not people, we’re experiments, tools that she’s trying to use and improve.’

			‘Yes,’ Torque said. ‘But the question is, what will you do instead?’

			Breaker stared down at his hands, gleaming in the light, and thought of the bright iron of the factorum, of red lights in white skin, and he heard Hasher Gob’s voice in his head again. If the rules ever say… Gob hadn’t been preaching ­revolution, not to a servitor that he used just as readily as Dead White did, if kindlier. But it didn’t mean his words weren’t true.

			‘I want to go back,’ Breaker said. ‘To my people. The past… Track was right, we can’t just cut it away. But maybe we can cauterise the wound.’

			Clunk… clunk… clunk…

			The sound of heavy boots against the rockcrete floor was a steady beat behind Breaker Brass’ thoughts. That many ogryns. That many Goliaths. That many Blood Eyes. That many weapons…

			It was a loose plan, but it was something to focus on, and he’d been down here too long, getting his hands, his legs, his smarts. It was time to go.

			After this.

			‘What do you think she’ll do?’ he asked Torque, who stood working with some of her dried fungus while she watched Breaker pace back and forth, getting used to his legs.

			‘Try to stop you.’

			‘Can she?’

			‘Depends.’ Torque looked up at him. It felt strange to be taller than her. ‘Will you let her?’

			Breaker didn’t get a chance to answer. The wreck room doors banged open and Track rolled in. She looked at them both and frowned. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘I’m leaving,’ Breaker said.

			‘Leaving?’

			‘I’m going back to my factorum. To kill the Blood Eyes, and free my people.’

			‘Your people.’ Track snorted. ‘Good luck.’

			‘What?’ Breaker asked.

			‘You know what they are. You were one of them. They can’t even spell the word free, much less understand the concept.’ Track rolled to a table and started sorting through the equipment piled on it. ‘It won’t work. You’re just going to get yourself and a lot of others killed.’

			‘Ogryns aren’t stupid,’ Breaker said. ‘Just focused. You said that.’

			‘When I was being nice,’ Track said. ‘The truth is, ogryns are pretty damn stupid. And so are you, apparently, despite that implant.’ She picked up a mass of wires. ‘Let me tell you about Sparky.’

			‘Who?’ Breaker asked, confused.

			‘The only other ogryn who ever tried to lead a revolution.’ Track pulled at the wires, untangling them. ‘It happened a long time ago. Sparky got smart too, somehow. Something House Van Saar did to him. They made an ogryn smart and he turned on them, put together an army of abhumans and mutants and started a revolution.’

			‘And?’ Breaker asked.

			‘And you never heard of him for a reason. Sparky started his war and scared the great houses enough that they banded together and hunted him down. They drove him to the bottom of the hive, and then they slaughtered every ­abhuman in his sector and built a chapel from their bones. I went to a wedding there once.’ She dropped the wires. ‘I didn’t put that implant in you to make you stupider, Breaker Brass. Stay here, work for me, and live.’ 

			Breaker turned and walked away. It was getting easier. Like his arms, the legs Track had made for him were very good. But her story wasn’t. It went through his head and tore at his focus. He knew if he did this, many would die. He wasn’t a pacifist, no, he’d escaped that fate, but he still didn’t like that thought. 

			But he liked the thought of Dead White ruling over his people even less. 

			…if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life…

			‘No.’

			‘No?’ Track said, her voice hard. ‘Listen, ogryn. I’ve put time and credits into you. You think you’re just going to walk out on that debt?’

			‘I’m not staying,’ Breaker said, his fists clenched. ‘Thank you for what you did for me, Track. But I’m not anyone’s slave any more, and you can’t keep me.’

			‘Oh really?’ she asked, her green eyes dangerous.

			‘Oh enough.’ Torque went to her bench, picked up a glass jar filled with powder and tossed it to Track. ‘Here. Payment for what you’ve done for us, and more for your trouble.’

			‘For us?’ Breaker asked, confused.

			‘What is this?’ Track said, catching the jar, ignoring him.

			‘Ghast.’ She pointed to the jar. ‘I found a bolthole stash filled with the stuff while salvaging medical supplies. I can show you where the rest is.’

			‘Us?’ Breaker asked again, and Torque looked at him, annoyed.

			‘Yes, you idiot. Now shush, I’m negotiating.’

			‘Dangerous, but… That would be profitable.’ Track stared at Torque. ‘And I can believe this?’

			‘I’ve never lied to you.’

			‘You’ve done nothing but let me down,’ Track said. ‘Why should this be any different?’

			‘Just believe me,’ Torque said.

			They looked at each other, cyborg and ogryn, until Track finally shook her head, spun around and headed out. ‘You’re never going to stop, are you? Fine. Get out then. I don’t need you.’ 

			There was an edge of pain buried in her metallic voice, almost hidden, and Torque’s face twisted as she watched the cyborg go.

			‘Torque–’ Breaker started, but she just shook her head. 

			‘When do we leave?’

			‘As soon as we can.’

			‘You’re pushing those legs,’ she said.

			‘Dead White is pushing me. One missed quota, one gang war, and there might not be anyone for me to rescue.’

			‘All right,’ she sighed. ‘It’ll have to be time enough. I’ll talk with Track and get what supplies I can from her.’ She looked around the wreck room. ‘I never thought I’d leave this place.’

			Breaker reached out, and punched her lightly on the arm. 

			‘Thank you.’ 

			All those new words they had forced into him, and that’s all he could think to say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			The Blood Eyes had given Breaker an easy path back through their defences. 

			Climbing up the shaft White had pushed him down, Breaker Brass realised how lucky he was to have survived the fall. It didn’t take him long to find the right tunnel, and soon he’d lead Torque back to the heart of the Blood Eyes’ territory. To the place where he’d grown up, the factorum where he had spilled so much blood and sweat. Crouched beside a grate that led up into a shadowy corner of one of the factorum’s storerooms, he could feel those memories, stirred by the smell of the grease and steel of the ancient machines, the burning stench of molten iron. The heat, the noise, the bright ruddy light. He had left this place not that long ago, but it felt like a lifetime. This place hadn’t changed, but he had. And his new arms and legs were the least of it.

			‘Well, here we are,’ Torque said, her face lit by the distant red glow. ‘Now what?’

			‘Wait and watch,’ Breaker said. He itched to go, to shoulder the ripper gun and get this fight started – but his new brain, which he hated but still listened to, warned him about that. He needed to know what was going on out there. So he settled in the grimy tunnel beside the grate, ignoring the rats and rot grubs, and watched. Torque settled in beside him, pulling out some ration bars of hard-pressed corpse flour. 

			‘The factorum I grew up in wasn’t so bright,’ she said. ‘We didn’t have forges. We had presses, mostly. Giant ones that could shape a slab of plasteel into the side of a tank with one push. When those Cawdor raiders attacked, I remember Goliaths and ogryns fighting them between the presses. Then the Neck Snappers came…’ She trailed off, staring up at the grate for a long time. ‘There was an old ogryn. He was showing me how to work in the factorum. Teaching me to take over for him when he went to the food processors. When the Neck Snappers came and started killing everyone that moved, Cawdor and Goliath and ogryn… he shoved me down a hole like this. Told me to run. Last I saw of him, he was fighting a crowd of Cawdor, trying to keep them from jumping down the same hole. He wrestled them back, into one of the presses – and then one of the Neck Snappers hit the button and started it up.’

			‘White?’ Breaker asked.

			‘Does it matter?’ Torque said. ‘Anyone would have done it. And laughed the same way he did when the press opened back up and there was just–’ She stopped. ‘I’m a pacifist, Breaker Brass. Or at least I try to be, as crazy as that is in this terrible place. But sometimes I’m a bad one. I hope this little war of yours works out.’

			Hours passed. Shifts changed. And then came the chance Breaker was waiting for. An ogryn came into the storage room, dragging a battered cart. In the light of the lumens and the occasional flash from the forges, Breaker recognised her. The young woman, Pulley. Moving fast, he took hold of the grate and popped it out of the rockcrete wall with a shrug of his massive shoulders. The sound of it coming out was barely audible over the sound of the machines in the factorum, and Pulley didn’t notice him until he dropped his metal hand on her shoulder.

			‘What?’ The ogryn spun, facing him. ‘Breaker Brass?’ Her face was confused. ‘Not dead?’

			‘Not dead.’ Breaker catalogued the damage on the woman’s face, overlapping bruises new and old, a jagged cut on her cheek half healed into a nasty scar. Dead White and the Blood Eyes had been busy. ‘What happens?’

			‘Work,’ Pulley said. She blinked, remembering, and tried to turn back to the shelves. ‘Parts needed. New quota.’

			Of course there was. There was always a new quota. In the past, that hadn’t ever occurred to Breaker. The quotas never ended. One finished, and the next began, and that’s all there was: the work, the quota. But Track had messed with his brain, and now… 

			‘New work,’ Breaker growled, holding Pulley in place. ‘Where Blood Eyes?’

			They crouched on one of the catwalks at the top of the ­factorum, staring down. Breaker hadn’t been up here since he was a juve, and much smaller. The steel grating groaned under his weight, and the weight of Pulley and Torque, but he ignored it. Up here he could see and not be seen.

			It had been hard enough, getting here. The ogryns in the factorum weren’t a problem, they were focused on their work. But there were the Goliath floor bosses and a few Blood Eyes scattered around. They had to move past them, carrying parts they’d taken from the storeroom. Helping Pulley finish her task – because she would have been useless if she hadn’t.

			Now she was between them, her bruised face confused. ‘What work?’ she asked.

			‘Find all the Blood Eyes.’ Breaker pointed to two of them below, slumped against a machine. 

			‘Two more on the other side,’ Torque said, squinting against the bright light of liquid iron pouring into moulds on that end of the room. The gangers over there were silhouettes, recognisable only by the dark lines of the shock staves slung over their shoulders. ‘Them, and that lone one next to that door.’ She pointed to a single ganger, wrapped in armour but slumped on the floor beside the door that led to the Blood Eyes’ quarters. ‘That’s all I see. Are there usually just five?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Breaker ground one golden hand against the rusted steel grate of the catwalk. All that time he’d spent here, working under the Blood Eyes after they took over, and he knew nothing about how they ran their routine. He’d never paid attention then, focused on his work. How many guards they used in the factorum, how they stationed them, where they might have other guards… critical information he just didn’t know. He couldn’t even remember how many Blood Eyes there were. Doc, the Goliath medic, had talked about numbers, about the gang’s weapons and capabilities, but at the time Breaker hadn’t understood much of what he’d said. So now he had to scout, watch, spy. He couldn’t just jump in with his ripper blazing, that would be stupid. 

			The steel weave of the grate tore beneath his fist, and Breaker pulled his metal hand away. Sometimes he missed being stupid. ‘Seems low. And those below, they look like they’re barely awake.’

			‘And one of the ones on the other side is limping,’ said Torque.

			‘Pulley. Blood Eyes go fighting?’ Breaker could see Torque roll her eyes, but it was easy for him to slip back to his older ways of talking with the young ogryn. 

			‘Few shifts ago,’ Pulley said. ‘Took Spanner Chrome, Sockets. No come back. Making pour harder, not enough hands.’ 

			White. Breaker Brass felt a flash of anger, hot as the iron being poured out of the massive ladle across the room. How many ogryns had the Goliath killed, or got killed? He stared down across the factorum at the massive shadows of his people. There weren’t as many as there should be. Breaker might not have been able to remember the habits of his guards, but he could keenly remember the pulse of the ­factorum, the numbers needed to work the machines, to meet the never-ending quotas. There wasn’t enough, not enough. 

			‘Blood Eyes win?’ Breaker growled. 

			‘Yes.’ Pulley looked at him, bruised face confused. ‘What work needed?’

			Breaker ignored her, looking at Torque. ‘After the Blood Eyes win, they go to their quarters and celebrate.’

			‘So they’ve been drinking and stimming their brains out.’ Torque frowned. ‘Don’t. I know you want an excuse to charge in, but you’re still outgunned. You have to get some of your old friends on your side.’ She tapped the packs they’d carried up to the catwalk with them. ‘We didn’t haul this hardware here just for you to use.’ Torque had traded for two more rippers to take with them, and ammo to fill their magazines.

			‘That will take time. White and the others will recover.’ Breaker hefted the ripper gun he’d kept out, the one he’d tuned to fit him exactly, the one he’d been practising with. The destruction he could wreak with it was staggering. ‘Pulley. Most Blood Eyes in rooms?’

			‘Yes.’ The ogryn had been watching them, clearly lost.

			‘The entrance to their quarters is right there.’ Breaker pointed to the door across the factorum floor. The guard slumped in front of it had tipped over and was now sprawled on the ground, the bright light of the pour gleaming off the chromed spikes implanted in his scalp and the puddle of vomit that surrounded him. ‘There’s no other way in or out. I’ll have them trapped.’

			‘They’ll have you trapped too,’ Torque said. ‘You can stomp the one on the door as you go in, but the other four won’t sleep through that gun of yours going off. And don’t forget the other Goliaths. The floor bosses. They might not like the gangers, but a rogue ogryn? They’ll weld those doors shut and never let you out.’

			Torque was right, and Breaker couldn’t stand it. ‘If you’d just–’

			The other ogryn looked at him, her eyes hard. ‘Finish that sentence, Breaker, and I walk away. You know what I am. I’ll risk my life for you, but I won’t kill. Ever. Understand?’

			He looked at her, his gun heavy in his hands. Understand? No. No matter how smart he was now. But he knew she meant it.

			From behind them there was a great clang, and the whole factorum dimmed. The great ladle had finished its pour and tipped back. The huge bowl was sliding back along its track, while the doors of another furnace were opening, lighting up the factorum with its ferocious glow. 

			‘Next pour. Should help.’ Pulley was rising, ready to head for the ladder, and Breaker Brass had to catch her wrist and hold it hard to stop her. ‘Work,’ she said, puzzled. Then she stared from him to Torque and back. ‘You. Her. Your shift? Breaker Brass works hard. Help pour?’

			Breaker Brass started to speak, but then he stopped. He looked at the opening furnace, and saw the massive ladle inside as it started to grind slowly forward, on its way out of the furnace, ready to travel down the length of the ­factorum to start the next pour. He could feel the heat radiating from it, crisping his hair, drying his eyes. ‘Help pour,’ he said. ‘Yes.’ 

			Torque tilted her head, questioning, and then he saw the horror in her eyes as she suddenly understood.

			‘I told you reading was important,’ Torque said.

			They stood in the shadows of the factorum floor, backs pressed against one of the great pillars of rockcrete that held up the distant ceiling. Around the corner from them was the panel that controlled the movements of the giant ladles overhead, a steel panel covered in heavy switches and flickering lights, manned by two Goliaths. There were marks next to each switch, words written in the Low Gothic script that Torque had tried to start teaching Breaker Brass a few times. But he’d ignored her, too focused on learning to make his new arms and legs work. Now though…

			‘Okay. You were right. Now tell me which ones to pull.’ 

			Torque refused to do it herself. Flipping those switches was going to cause a lot of death. But she did agree to tell him how to do it, which didn’t seem like much of a distinction to Breaker. Still, what did he know? He hadn’t been smart for long enough to think in circles like that.

			Torque dropped a set of distance goggles that Track had made her over her eyes and looked around the corner. ‘The one by that flashing yellow light will stop the ladle. The switch below it and two to the left will start the pour. You remember when I taught you your right and left?’

			‘Better than grammar.’ 

			‘Then go, you giant idiot,’ she growled, punching him hard in the shoulder. ‘You’re running out of time.’

			Breaker looked up at the slowly moving ladle. It had almost reached the beam that he was using as a marker. He punched her back, then rounded the corner, running hard.

			The factorum was loud as always, full of the sounds of the great machines, but the floor bosses at the panel heard Breaker Brass’ boots just before he reached them. They spun to face him, and he could see their eyes go wide at the sight of an ogryn with golden hands carrying a massive gun charging towards them. One tried to dive for the control board, thick fingers reaching for the alarm switch, but Breaker was already there, swinging. The heavy reinforced stock of the ripper caught the Goliath under his jaw and there was a crack as the bone broke. He tumbled across the floor, coming to a crunching halt against the base of another pillar. 

			Breaker turned and saw the other Goliath coming at him, swinging a heavy sledgehammer. The ogryn drove his hand out and caught the head on his metal palm. The brass-coloured alloy didn’t even scuff, and Breaker flung the floor boss down. He kicked the man hard in the ribs, pulled his leg back again, but stopped. The Goliath was curled up on the floor, clutching his chest and trying to breathe. He wasn’t a threat any more, and he wasn’t a Blood Eye. Breaker rolled him out of the way and turned to the control board.

			There was the flashing yellow light, and beside it a switch that would have been big even for the Goliaths. Which meant it was a decent size for Breaker. He put his thumb under the handle and looked up at the ladle. The huge bucket of molten steel had reached the marker beam and was just starting to pass beneath it. Breaker watched it move until its edge had just passed the beam, then flicked the switch.

			With a groan the ladle shuddered to a halt. Somewhere someone yelled, barely heard over the factorum’s noise, but Breaker knew that another floor boss would be here soon to see what had happened. He looked for the next switch, below and two over, reached for it– 

			‘Wrong one, idiot,’ Torque yelled from behind him, and Breaker realised he’d gone right. He reached for the switch, then his metal fingers hesitated. Doing this would kill so many, but that wasn’t what stopped him. He would be ruining a whole pour, would be destroying equipment, damaging the factorum. He’d be destroying any chance the workers here would have of making quota for so, so long, and part of him, trained for years by the Goliaths, fought against that idea as hard as it could.

			‘What are you doing, servitor?’ 

			Breaker threw a glance over his shoulder, saw the floor boss running towards him. Saw not far behind him the two Blood Eyes who had been standing half asleep on this side of the factorum. They weren’t running, not yet, but they’d be close enough soon to see the ripper gun, and then… With a flick, Breaker Brass threw the switch, and high above the ladle groaned and creaked as it began to tilt. The supervisor slid to a stop, staring up in horror as the great iron vessel started to tip, and Breaker Brass could see his face clear as ruddy light flooded the air around them, light and a blast of heat as a stream of molten iron began to pour out of the ladle.

			‘No!’ the Goliath howled, charging forward again, but Breaker Brass swung one gold fist into the man’s chest. The blow cracked sternum and ribs, sent the man tumbling down to land on his back, his face turning purple as he tried to breathe.

			All through the factorum alarms were cranking up, groaning and screeching like dying beasts, and the white and amber lumens that accompanied them were strobing through the hellish red light of the spilling iron. That glow flashed off the barrels of the Blood Eyes’ autoguns as they pointed them at Breaker. The ogryn was already swinging his ripper up, settling it into his arms, and after a tiny moment of thought he actually aimed before pulling the massive trigger.

			The gun roared in his arms, heavy shells rattling through it. A cloud of shot tore through the air and slammed into the Blood Eyes. The one in the lead took most of it, and the ganger’s feet jerked off the floor as he fell back, blood exploding from his face and neck as the steel shot tore through his flesh. He hit the floor with a sound like a dropped bag of nutri-slush and didn’t move. The other Blood Eye was howling, one bullet-shredded arm flopping uselessly by his side as he raised his autogun with the other, squeezing off shots at Breaker. 

			The rounds went past the ogryn and slammed into the control board, breaking switches and turning lights red before they shattered. Breaker hit his trigger again, and three shells shuddered through the gun, all he needed. The other ganger was falling, half his head a wet red ruin, and Breaker didn’t need to see him hit the ground twitching to know he was dead. He spun and looked at the control panel, then up at the great ladle. Whatever damage the Goliath’s slugs had done, they hadn’t stopped the pour. They’d accelerated it. The huge iron bowl was tipping more and more, spilling molten iron faster. Breaker could hear the shouts of the floor bosses and ogryns as they watched the liquid metal fall, and Breaker started to run, moving to where he could see what he’d done.

			Rounding a massive cut-off machine, Breaker found what he was looking for. Ahead of him, the liquid iron was hitting the ground, hissing and splattering. The blazing hot metal flowed down the sloped factorum floor, towards the grated drains set at the base of the wall. Two of those drains flanked the door that led to the rooms where the Blood Eyes had holed up, and there were rivers of iron now flowing into them. As more metal poured down from above, those rivers widened, pulling together, heading for the door between the grates. Through the blazing light, Breaker Brass could see the Goliath who’d been passed out before the door. He was awake now, up and cursing as the molten metal flowed towards him. Its ruddy light gleamed off the spikes in his scalp, and the vomit on the floor where he had been lying flashed to steam when the hot metal touched it. The guard’s mouth was moving, but in the roar of the falling iron, the screeching of the alarms, his screams were lost. Breaker Brass saw him duck through the door, slamming it shut behind him. The glowing iron followed, piling into the heavy door. 

			Overhead the ladle tipped farther and farther, and the fall of metal grew thicker, brighter. Spatters of iron were hitting near Breaker’s boots, and he could feel the heat blazing against his skin. The liquid iron was piling up over the drains, blocking them, and more was flowing in between, pushing against the door that led to the Blood Eyes’ quarters. Breaker squinted against the bright light, and he could see the door glowing, buckling, twisting in its frame as the hot iron pressed against it – and then it collapsed. Through all the other noise came a thick, liquid sound as the molten metal poured through the broken door, and the narrow space over its flow exploded with flames as everything in the rooms burned. 

			Done. The thought went through Breaker’s brain, bouncing around in all that new territory Track’s device had opened up. A short fight, two flipped switches, and the Blood Eyes were trapped, burning, done. Because he was smart now, he could kill a whole gang with his brain, and not his fists. It felt like cheating. 

			The stream of falling iron was thinning, the heat and the light ebbing as the last of the liquid metal joined the pool of iron that was cooling on the floor, fading from gold to dull red. The ladle groaned overhead, unbalanced in its cradle, the deep noise of its complaint mixing with the sound of the alarms that still filled the air. But through all that clamour, Breaker still heard the sound of the boots. Many boots, heavy boots, running towards him. The ogryns of the ­factorum had come, their massive bodies drawing up into a ragged wall around Breaker as they stopped to stare at the ruin he had wrought. 

			So many shadows. But not enough.

			Breaker Brass’ metal fists tightened, hard enough that the reinforced grips on his ripper groaned beneath his fingers. He couldn’t say how many ogryns had worked here in the factorum, even though he’d lived with them all his life. He’d never been able to count that high before. Looking around though… there had been more than this. Anger curled through him, hot as the iron that had killed the Blood Eyes. Had killed them too fast, Breaker thought, and his eyes fell on the floor bosses that were pushing their way forward through the ogryns. They weren’t gangers, but they were Goliaths; they were the ones who had bossed and controlled and killed…

			The ogryns were rumbling, calling out to the humans standing in front of them, asking them what they should be doing, how they were supposed to handle this disaster, but the Goliaths were silent. They could see the iron-choked doorway of the Blood Eyes’ quarters, leaking smoke, and they could see Breaker Brass, standing before the ruins, a massive gun cradled in his arms. They looked at him, and he looked back, and the ripper was rising.

			‘Breaker!’ Torque’s shout cut through all the other noise, a bellowed warning that crashed through Breaker’s anger. He jerked his eyes away from the men he’d started to aim at and saw a ripple moving through the crowd as someone shoved their way through. Someone shorter than the ogryns, hidden by their massive bodies, but as they neared the edge Breaker caught a flash of pallid flesh and gleaming gold and red, and in an instant he had found a furious new focus.

			Dead White stepped out of the crowd, an axe in each hand and hate in his eyes. Another Blood Eye stood behind him, the grey-haired scout with the crude mechanical arm, and that arm was supporting a long rifle that was aimed at Breaker’s face.

			‘You,’ White said, swinging his axes up. ‘The rats should have crapped you out long ago. Who saved your worthless life?’ The Goliath stepped forward. ‘Who sent you back to piss me off?’

			Breaker didn’t answer. He started to lower his gun, watching the Blood Eye with the rifle, as he slowly raised his other hand, holding it open. The scout’s rifle stayed pointed at Breaker… and then Breaker flung his hand in front of his face. The sudden move made the Blood Eye hit his trigger, and the rifle spoke. Breaker’s hand jerked back, barely missing his face as the bullet cracked off it then ricocheted to the floor. Breaker ignored the sharp flare of pain from his augmetic hand and shifted to the side, getting out of the way of the next round as he pulled his trigger and sent a cloud of steel shot tearing through the air to slam into the scout’s belly. The Goliath’s armour caught some of it, but not enough, and he pitched forward, his metal claw clanging against the floor as he collapsed face down into a puddle of gore. 

			Breaker had aimed well, but some of the shot had still spread away from his target, and at least one ogryn in the crowd behind the ganger was cursing and stumbling back, clutching his arm. But Breaker couldn’t tell how badly the ogryn had been hit because of the bright flash that dazzled his eyes. Another piece of shot must have aimed itself for White, and set off his conversion field. The wash of light made Breaker curse as he rolled up to his knees, ripper raised in front of him. Track had explained how the field worked to him, how it turned the energy of an attack into a flash of light. She’d also explained that such devices weren’t perfect and failed to block attacks as often as they succeeded. It had worked then, though, and Breaker was still blinking his eyes clear when he felt something smash into his hand, knocking the ripper across the floor. 

			Snarling, Breaker Brass swept his new arms together. Being half-blind didn’t matter now, when he could feel his metal palm slam into White’s forearm as the Goliath tried to pull his axe back. Breaker grabbed him, holding tight as he jerked the ganger off his feet. He dimly saw White swinging his other axe at Breaker’s head, and the ogryn ducked and slammed the gang leader into the floor.

			Breaker rolled up onto Dead White, his massive metal knees grinding down onto the man’s muscled arms as he slammed his weight onto the ganger’s chest. The ogryn wrapped one golden hand around White’s throat and tightened it. He stared down at the ganger, watching his face go red, then purple.

			‘Who sent me?’ Breaker said, his voice a cavernous growl. ‘You did, Dead White. You used me, parted me out, and left me for dead. You abused me, you killed me, and now you’re doing the same to my people. You sent me, White, and now here… I… am…’ With each word, Breaker leaned in more, settling his weight on his choking hand, and White convulsed below him, dropping his axes, his hands scrabbling uselessly against Breaker’s new legs, his eyes rolling back as something crunched in his thick throat. Then a bullet whined past Breaker’s head, close enough for him to feel the heat of its passage by his cheek, and smashed into the rockcrete floor.

			Breaker Brass spun, rolling over, but he kept his grip on Dead White. He held the Goliath up, between himself and where he thought the shot had come from. There was another crack, and Breaker shut his eyes, but there was no flash of light, only a flash of pain as a bullet slammed into his metal calf, scraping the glossy black alloy Track had made. Breaker moved, shifting back, still holding White up in front of him, and then closed his eyes again when he heard the gun fire once more.

			This time closing his eyes was worth it. He caught just the edge of the flash when White’s shield went off, but when the gunfire ended and he opened his eyes, Breaker could mostly see. Could see enough to spot the last two Blood Eyes guards standing at the edge of the crowd, rubbing their eyes and waving their guns.

			Breaker chucked White away from him, towards the cooling pool of iron. The blinded gangers heard the sound of White landing and one of them opened up with his stub gun, firing at the noise. Breaker ignored him and rolled to where his ripper lay on the floor. Scooping it up, he shifted so that none of the crowd of ogryns, who still stood gaping at the fight, was in the way, and opened up. The shot slammed into the gangers and they went down, blood spraying in wide arcs as they collapsed. Then he spun to face Dead White again.

			The Goliath was pulling himself to his feet, the whites of his eyes as red as the lights that studded the implants set in his body. Blood ran from his nose and mouth, and a massive bruise was forming on his throat, but the ganger was forcing himself to stand up straight, tightening his empty hands into fists. 

			‘Come on,’ White snarled, his voice a harsh croak barely heard over the still-wailing alarms. The ogryn dropped his ripper and stepped forward, raising his massive metal fists. Dead White had cut off his hands once. Now Breaker Brass was going to use his new hands to smash the Goliath down for good.

			And then he heard the groan of tortured metal buckling overhead, and looked up. The ladle, overtipped, unbalanced, was beginning to shift, its heavy steel mounts twisting, breaking. 

			‘Get back!’ he shouted at the other ogryns, diving away as the ladle fell, crashing down into the iron pool. The cooling crust of metal broke beneath it, and liquid iron splashed out, spattering. A sizzling drop landed on Breaker’s back and he slapped it out as he stood, looking around. The ogryns had listened to his order and pulled back, escaping the burning splash. The spot where Dead White had stood was coated in smoking iron, but there was no sign of the ganger, nothing but one of his axes slowly melting into the liquid metal. 

			Breaker Brass looked at the melting axe, then at the spot where White had been. The ganger might have been splashed with molten iron and crawled off to finally die, but Breaker didn’t believe it. He wouldn’t believe it until his fist closed around the sadistic ganger’s neck. 

			With a frustrated roar, he grabbed up his gun before the slowly spreading iron claimed it. Then he turned. The ogryns stood there, staring at him, eyes gleaming with the dull red of the cooling metal. Behind them he could see Torque, moving out from behind the machinery, Pulley trailing her with the bag of weapons on her back, eyes wide as she stared at the destruction. Torque went to where the damaged control panel sat, slapped some switches, and the screaming alarms finally quieted.

			It wasn’t silence that followed. There was the drip of liquid iron, the groan of broken metal from high above, the crackle of fire, and the deep, heavy breathing of half a hundred ogryns. But it was quiet enough that Breaker Brass didn’t need to shout.

			‘The Blood Eyes are dead. The Goliaths are gone. You’re free.’

			From the crowd of massive bodies, one stepped out, and Breaker recognised him. Mallet. Still battered, but still alive. The ogryn stared at him, and then past him at the broken ladle, the spilled iron, the fire and ruin carved out of the heart of the factorum, and spoke.

			‘How make quota now?’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			The cabinets hit the floor with a crash, dusty dataslates bursting out and scattering across the floor. Breaker Brass gave them a kick, but there was nothing useful among the debris, no weapons, no vox-unit, no supplies. Useless.

			With a growl, Breaker grabbed one of the cabinets and flung it across the room. It slammed into the rockcrete wall, destroying the layers of graffiti that had been drawn there by generations of bored Goliaths working in these cramped rooms, doing the tedious bureaucratic work of tallying production and tracking parts. A drawer handle ricocheted off the ceiling and hit the floor in front of the door, spinning in a circle in front of Torque’s heavy boots. Breaker frowned at the other ogryn as she ducked her way into the room, trying not to hit her head on the ceiling. These offices had been made for humans, not ogryns, and even if the humans were Goliaths, the scale was too small for them. 

			‘Nothing?’

			‘Nothing.’ Breaker swept a heavy desk clean and sat on it, ignoring its groaning complaint. It might crumple under him, but at least sitting he could straighten his back. ‘All the damn weapons were in the Blood Eyes’ quarters, of course. All we have are the rippers and the things those Blood Eyes guards had.’ Four stub guns, a few knives that were too small for their hands, and after that it was nothing but spanners and screwdrivers. ‘Idiot. I thought I was supposed to be smart now!’

			‘You sure seem it.’ A Goliath limped into the room after Torque. Most of the humans that had worked at this factorum had disappeared when Breaker had taken out the Blood Eyes, but a few had been asleep or trapped or caught. Doc… Doc had never walked right after the Blood Eyes had gone over him, and the Goliath medic hadn’t bothered trying to run. ‘Something happened to you, Breaker Brass.’ Doc found an unbroken chair on the floor, set it up and settled into it. ‘But being smart doesn’t mean you can’t screw things up. Look at me.’ The Goliath looked around the room. ‘Did you happen to find any of my stash while you were wrecking this place?’

			Breaker shifted a cabinet with his boot and found an unbroken bottle of some clear liquid among the shattered glass of two more. The smell of raw alcohol was strong as he handed it over to Doc. The Goliath nodded and popped it open, tipping it back and taking a long swallow.

			‘Weapons are the least of your problems, Breaker Brass. What the hell are you still doing here? When Stamper Hack hears what’s happened, he’s going to round up every gang he can get his fists around and send them here. When they come, they’ll make what you did to the Blood Eyes look like a mercy killing.’ 

			‘They don’t have to,’ Breaker said. ‘If they come to kill us, a lot of Goliaths are going to die. This factorum will be ruined. Quotas shot, equipment destroyed, supplies gone. A lot of good workers lost. But that doesn’t have to happen.’ Breaker leaned forward, the desk creaking beneath him as he tapped one golden finger into Doc’s chest. ‘I can send you to them with a message. They don’t have to change a damn thing. Keep the supplies coming, keep the food coming, and we’ll keep working. We’ll get this factorum up and running, and we’ll be making quotas again. Just leave us alone, that’s all they have to do, and we’ll make this factorum work for them. And they won’t even have to leave a gang here to watch us.’

			Doc took another long swig from the bottle. ‘Yeah, you’re a genius,’ he said, wiping his chin. ‘That’s proper logic. The way you ogryns are, I bet you’d do better if we just left you alone. You’d work so damn hard, you’d probably make quotas that House Goliath couldn’t dream of. We’d all get rich, and climb the spires, and see those great big lumens that they call the stars.’

			Breaker tilted his head, unsure of what he was hearing. Was this really going to work? ‘So you’ll do it? You’ll take our message to them?’

			Doc laughed, long and hard, stopping only to take another swig. ‘No! By every mutie in the underhive, no! Are you kidding me? If I went to them with that they’d rip my head off and use my skull to store stimm capsules. You want to be really smart, Breaker Brass? Learn this. People, especially gangers, don’t give a damn about what you can do for them. They care about what you can do to them. You just showed those rot-grub kissers that one free ogryn can take out a whole gang of Goliaths. There’s no way they’re going to let more than fifty of you sit here free and clear. They’re going to kill every one of you, Breaker Brass. They have to. They can’t let this rebellion succeed, or what’s to stop the next one? It’d be the Sparky slaughter all over again.’ He frowned, looking at Breaker over his bottle. ‘You heard of that?’

			‘I heard.’

			‘Too smart, and you know too much. None of the servitors are supposed to know that ever happened. To think that something like that could ever happen.’ Doc shook his head. ‘House Goliath is going to be coming back here, Breaker Brass. They’re going to come and crush the skull of every ogryn they can find, except yours. They’re going to take you apart bit by tiny bit, Breaker Brass, and they’re going to make you suffer every second they do it.’

			‘He’s right,’ Torque said, after she had shut Doc in one of the adjoining offices with his bottle. 

			‘I know.’ Breaker’s hands were on the edge of the desk he was using for a chair, and he could feel the metal crumpling under his fingers. ‘Dead White has told them what’s happened by now. Which means they’ll be here as soon as they think they have enough guns and muscle to kill us.’ Breaker looked at Torque, sitting on the floor. ‘White got away. The iron I spilled to kill the Blood Eyes went into the drains and blocked the tunnel we used to sneak in here, and I don’t know any other way out that doesn’t go straight into Goliath territory. We only have a few guns. And the other ogryns…’ The desk edge tore beneath Breaker’s grip, and he prised his fingers out of the wreckage. ‘All they want to do is work on the factorum.’

			‘They are what they are,’ Torque said. ‘They are what we were.’

			‘They’re dead,’ snapped Breaker. ‘Unless I can get them to fight, or run, or do anything besides worry about quota!’

			Torque just looked at him, silent, until Breaker stood too fast and cracked his head on the ceiling. He growled and kicked the desk he’d been sitting on. ‘I came here to free them. But I don’t know how. What am I supposed to do?’

			She looked up at him. ‘What do you want to do, Breaker Brass?’

			‘I want to get out. Get out of this trap.’

			‘Then go,’ she said. ‘You’ve got legs now, you can run. You might even get away, while the Goliaths are focused on this factorum.’

			‘I can’t do that!’

			‘No, you can,’ Torque said. ‘Damn it, Breaker Brass, you don’t understand what’s happened to you. You’re smart, for the first time in your life, and you’re figuring that out, but you’re also free for the first time, and you have no idea what that means. You’ve spent your life being told what to do. By the floor bosses in the factorum, or the gangers. But now? Now you’re free. Which means you can run, if you want.’

			Breaker rubbed his head, aching from where it had hit the ceiling, aching from what Torque was telling him. ‘I could,’ he said, and suddenly he was keenly aware that she was right. He could. Except… ‘I can’t.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because I don’t want to,’ Breaker said.

			‘What do you want then?’ she said, her voice a low rumble.

			‘I want to do what I came here to do. I want to free my people. And kill Dead White.’

			‘Then do that.’

			‘What if can’t?’ Breaker said, his words broken by frustration, anger, fear.

			Torque smiled at him, showing him her massive teeth. ‘Then the Goliaths will kill us all.’ 

			‘Same as they’ve been doing all along. Just quicker.’ But if the rules ever say that some rotten bastard like that should be in charge of your life… Hasher Gob’s words echoed through Breaker Brass’ head, and he reached down and flipped over a cabinet, staring at the plans and schematics it spilt across the floor. ‘Bring me Doc, and take that bottle from him. We need to talk.’

			‘About what?’ Torque asked, getting up.

			‘Changing the rules.’

			The factorum floor fell silent when Breaker Brass climbed to the top of the now cold pile of iron slag. Standing on it, he looked down at the ogryns gathered there, all the ones left. They held hammers and chisels, buckets and cutters and picks. Ever since the Blood Eyes had burned and the other Goliaths had fled, they had spent their time attacking the spill, chipping the iron up and hauling it away. It was work, simple work they understood, like cleaning up from a cobbler, and Breaker understood why they were doing it, even as he wanted to scream at them for wasting their time like this. But that wasn’t what he’d come here to do. 

			Not exactly.

			‘Listen up, rat-brains!’ he bellowed, the traditional opening that the floor bosses had used forever in the factorum. ‘We got work!’

			The ogryns below him shifted and muttered, unsure. They didn’t know how to react around Breaker now, confused as much by his new way of talking as they were by him killing the Blood Eyes. But Mallet stepped out of the crowd, looking up at him. ‘What work?’ the ogryn shouted.

			Breaker Brass smiled down at him. ‘Hard work!’ he called back, then jumped down, boots slamming onto the battered rockcrete floor. ‘I need a wrecking crew of ten. You’re going to go with Torque and seal every corridor marked on this map.’ He pointed at the paper rolled up in the healer’s fist. They had pored over it for hours with Doc, finding every way into the factorum big enough to let in a Goliath. ‘Then I need a crew of five to line up here with Mallet. For special duty.’

			‘Special duty. Hard work.’ Mallet frowned. ‘Not leaving the factorum.’ 

			Breaker frowned back. Mallet had been resisting him the hardest, refusing to leave this place. ‘Did I say leave?’ Breaker growled. ‘I said work.’ Mallet met his eye, still frowning, still uncertain. Breaker Brass leaned forward and shouted into his face. ‘Now!’ 

			Mallet blinked, then shrugged his massive shoulders and nodded. ‘Count ’em, boss!’ he said, and while Torque picked out her crew and his, Breaker turned back to the others.

			‘Rest of you. You’re gonna clear some slag, and you’re gonna do it fast!’ There was a cheer, and the air was suddenly filled with a thunderous sound as hammers and chisels began to fall. 

			‘No,’ Breaker bellowed over the din, grabbing a chisel from Pulley, who was eagerly attacking the pile. ‘Not here. There!’ He took the chisel and flung it, slamming it into the rockcrete wall over one of the iron-stuffed drains. ‘Clear it there! There’s a tunnel behind that slag, and I want it opened. Now!’ With great bellows, the ogryns surged past him, waving their tools, and attacked the pile of slag like it was a wounded beast, carving pieces of iron away like fresh meat.

			‘Pulley.’ Breaker reached out and snagged the woman’s shoulder as she tried to rush after the others. ‘Other work. Go to juves.’ They had found a dozen young ogryns mixed in with the adults, forced by the Blood Eyes to work the floor. Torque had set them in the guard shack, watching the monitors linked to the pict-feeds that monitored every approach to the factorum. ‘Leave six to watch. Remind them, anyone comes, hit alarm. Other six, take with you to kitchens. Get all the food packs. Bring them here. Repeat.’ Pulley nodded and rattled his orders back to him, then took off, eager to work.

			They were all so eager to work. 

			They’d be eager to fight if he told them to, probably. Now that they’d decided he was the new boss. Now that he was treating them like slaves.

			‘I’ll deal with that if we live,’ he muttered and stomped to the side of the huge factorum. Doc was standing there, the last few Goliaths they’d kept as prisoners standing behind him. ‘Time to go. We’ll have this place sealed in a few hours, except for the central loading dock.’

			‘A last stand, Breaker Brass?’ Doc asked.

			‘A last shift, Doc.’ 

			The Goliath laughed, his breath reeking of alcohol, and slugged Breaker in the arm, wincing when his knuckles hit the yellow alloy. ‘You don’t have to let us go, ogryn. Probably shouldn’t. When this lot tells them about you and Torque, Stamper Hack will take you apart to see what makes you tick.’

			‘He’ll take me apart anyway. And you didn’t have to help me with those plans.’

			Doc shrugged. ‘Owed you. You got me drunk. And…’ He leaned in, waiting until Breaker bent his head to listen close. ‘I can’t stand that sneaky git running the house now. You people make enough trouble, and the rest of the house will probably agree with me.’

			‘Don’t let the rotten bastards run your life,’ Breaker said, and Doc nodded.

			‘How the hell’d you get so smart?’ Doc said. Then he grabbed Breaker’s shoulder and rumbled into his ear. ‘One last thing that I shouldn’t do. You missed one weapon. Check the metal shop, in the repair locker.’ Doc punched him again, this time in the gut, then walked away, gathering his Goliaths and heading for the loading dock.

			When they were far out of earshot, Breaker Brass went back to Mallet and his crew. ‘Furnaces three, four and five,’ he told them. ‘Get them going. I want three ladles full.’

			‘Gonna pour, boss?’ Mallet said.

			Boss. Breaker frowned, but he nodded. ‘Yeah. We’re gonna pour.’ Then he turned and headed for the metal shop.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			‘Will it work?’ Breaker said, looking at the missile launcher. They had set the weapon up behind a wall of shipping containers that Torque and her crew had welded together after they had got back from blocking the other passage, and then piled a thick layer of loose slag in front of the barri­cade. It made a rough fortress in front of the factorum’s loading dock. 

			‘I think so.’ Torque squinted at the panel on the side of the weapon, trying to decipher the instructions printed there in worn paint. ‘It looks like they fixed whatever it was that you broke.’ 

			‘Good. This will help.’ Breaker Brass checked the weapon’s aim again, making sure it was pointed straight down the shadowy throat of the long corridor that was now the one unblocked entrance to the factorum. 

			‘It’s not enough.’ Torque kicked the box that sat beside the launcher. ‘You’ve got half a dozen missiles, then that thing’s as useless as the slag. Why are you doing this, Breaker? Why are you taking this chance?’

			‘It buys us time. We need more time.’ They had to clear that iron out of the way, and the Goliaths… They were coming. Breaker didn’t know when. But they were coming.

			‘You want time? We could collapse this corridor,’ Torque said. ‘With all paths blocked, they might just try to starve us out.’ Breaker just looked at her, and she growled. ‘Fine. You’re right. They’ll only be happy if they get to kill us themselves.’

			‘They’d tear their way through one of the smaller blocks,’ Breaker said. ‘We wouldn’t know which. And then they’d tear us apart. But if we leave them a path open, that’s the one they’ll charge down. We have strength, but they have guns and numbers. We have to concentrate them. Make them fight us toe to toe.’

			‘Which, being Goliaths, is what they’ll want to do anyway.’

			‘Right. You know them, you know the plan.’ Breaker frowned. ‘So why don’t you like it now? Because people are going to die?’

			‘People are going to die no matter what, Breaker Brass.’ Torque shook her head, her frizzy hair brushing broad shoulders. ‘I just…’ She sighed, then slugged him in the chest, hard enough to send him falling backwards on his arse. ‘I’m going to go to the panel and set up the damn pours. They’re coming, Breaker Brass, and I’ll bet you Dead White is with them. When they get here…’ She glowered down at him. ‘Kill them and live. I don’t want to be the only damn one left who knows how to actually talk.’

			She turned and stomped away, brushing past the group of ogryns that had been patiently standing behind them, waiting to be given work. Pulley, part of the group, looked at her then at Breaker. ‘Torque likes,’ the ogryn said, grinning.

			On the floor, Breaker Brass took a deep breath, wincing. Well, that explained it then, he thought. Apparently pacifists could punch people they liked. With a grunt he pulled himself up, his augmetic legs moving smoothly, and looked them over. They all held weapons, Mallet and an ogryn covered in old iron burns named Knife the rippers, then a group of the smallest ogryns he could find the Goliath-sized stub guns. The rest were all the biggest brawlers in the factorum, each one now armed with a spud-jacker, except for Pulley. 

			‘What work?’ Mallet asked.

			‘Waiting work,’ Breaker Brass said, and he saw them frown. ‘Important. Bad gangers come soon. To kill us and wreck the factorum.’ The other ogryns’ faces went dark, their eyes tightening. Not at the thought of being murdered, but at the thought of the factorum being destroyed. ‘Fight when come. Understand?’ When they nodded, he turned to Pulley. ‘Message duty,’ he told her. ‘Go to clearing crew. Tell me how close they are to quota.’ Quota was now a hole big enough for an ogryn to fit through, into the tunnel that led out of this deathtrap. 

			‘Yes, boss.’ She turned to go, but Breaker caught her with a gold hand before she could start running. 

			‘On way back, check on juves. Tell me what they see.’ He let her go and she took off, moving fast for an ogryn. He waited until she disappeared, then looked down the corridor. Empty. Dark. Silent, except for the buzzing of a flickering lumen. He snarled to himself, wanting more time, and wanting this to be over. 

			If he survived this, he might break Track’s treads for making him smart.

			‘Okay. Guns up,’ he said. ‘Let’s learn aiming.’

			‘Not done.’ Pulley stood before Breaker, panting, sweat rolling off her. With three furnaces going, the factorum was getting hot.

			‘How close?’ Breaker asked, too used to this to be mad.

			‘Closer,’ she said.

			Well, maybe he could still get a little mad. 

			‘How much–’ He cut off. It didn’t matter. The ogryns back in the factorum were working as hard as they could. It would be done when it was done. ‘What about the pict-feed?’ The alarms were still silent, but… But they had to be coming.

			‘Nothing. No gangers, no Goliaths,’ Pulley said. ‘Empty spaces. And nothings.’

			Where were they? Breaker Brass frowned. The Goliaths would have had to gather their forces, but… they were nearly as impulsive as the ogryns. A slap like this, a factorum seized, a gang killed, they should have come roaring back here as soon as they had the minimum amount of gangers they thought they needed. So where were they? Then Breaker looked at Pulley.

			‘Empty spaces and… nothings? What nothings?’ 

			Pulley shrugged, taking a drink of water from a canteen. ‘Some screens got nothing. Just black. But no Goliaths.’

			Just black. 

			‘Line up!’ Breaker Brass roared. ‘They’re coming!’ He slapped the canteen out of Pulley’s hands. ‘They’re breaking the pict-feed, damn it, so you can’t see them!’ The ogryns just blinked, and Breaker had to fight to pull himself together. ‘The Goliaths are coming. Go back to the guard shack. Hit the alarm. Now!’ he bellowed, and Pulley was gone, tearing away from him.

			Breaker checked the missile launcher. It was loaded, ready. His ripper was beside it, in easy reach. He stared down the still-empty corridor, checked the instructions on how to fire, then checked the other ogryns. They had taken their positions along the makeshift wall, right where he’d told them to.

			‘Rat-brains, listen!’ he said, falling so easily into the familiar abusive patterns of the floor bosses. ‘Don’t fire until I say! Right?’

			‘Right, boss!’ they shouted back, happy now that they had something to do.

			Breaker looked at the scratched screen on the missile launcher, the crosshairs glowing on the end of the empty corridor. He reached for the launcher’s trigger with one golden finger, moving carefully so that he didn’t accidentally set it off while trying to work a weapon made for much smaller hands. Nothing. Nothing.

			When the alarm went off, shrieking its warning through the factorum, Breaker came within a hair of slamming his finger down. He caught himself though, his heart hammering, and checked the other ogryns again. They were all fine, waiting unflinching for his signal. Focused.

			Focus. Breaker took a deep breath and stared down at the screen. Focus. He still had it. Track’s BONE unit hadn’t taken it all from him. So he forced himself to stop thinking. To ignore the alarm. To stare at the screen. To wait.

			Until they were there. 

			A crowd of Goliaths, sprinting down the corridor towards them. In his focus, Breaker Brass could see them, armoured, spikes in their skin, tattooed, hair shaved or spiked or braided. All of them young, all of them carrying chains and spud-jackers and stub pistols. New gangers, trying to claim their fame and pay their dues by leading the charge. 

			By charging towards death.

			Breaker’s finger twitched, and the launcher shuddered as the first missile flew out of it and shrieked down the corridor. It tore straight down the centre and Breaker saw it smash into one of the Goliaths, a massive ganger waving a huge serrated axe over his head. The screen flashed to white, and Breaker tore his eyes from it and scanned the length of the corridor. There was nothing there but fire and chaos. The frag missile had shattered into a thousand lethal shards, and the razor-sharp pieces of metal had torn through flesh and armour, ripping the Goliaths apart and then slamming into the walls of the corridor, turning rockcrete into dust and filling the air with a boiling grey cloud tinted red with blood.

			Breaker Brass hit the trigger twice more, sending the next two missiles into that hazy hell. They boomed and exploded inside it, and he could hear screams mixed with the rattle of shrapnel. For a moment there was quiet, broken only by the patter of shattered rockcrete falling. Then the fire alarms kicked on, blaring their warnings, and the sprinklers built into the corridor started, spraying rusty water down. 

			Breaker cupped a hand over the screen, keeping the water mostly off, and watched as the air in the corridor cleared, dust and aerosolised blood washed down by the sprinklers. There were a lot of bodies, a few twitching, but nothing moving towards them.

			‘Got some,’ Mallet said, looking out his firing hole. ‘More than some. Many!’

			‘Many,’ Breaker agreed. But not nearly enough. He looked at the launcher, and the three missiles still remaining. Two were painted red, like the three frags he had just launched. But the next one up was painted black. 

			‘Well?’ he muttered to himself, laying his finger back on the trigger. ‘Let’s see who’s smarter.’

			He waited again, watching the screen, as the sprinklers ran out. The corridor stretched before them, scarred, wet, dim, half the lumens blown out. But in that half-light Breaker finally saw something. A wall, moving down the corridor towards him. 

			As it got closer, he recognised it. A shipping container full of scrap iron, moving slowly forward. Probably being pushed by a group of cargo servitors, like Track had been. 

			‘Right,’ Breaker said. They were being smart, for Goliaths. But not smart enough. He watched and waited as the container ground over the corpses, smearing them to pulp. Pulp that sometimes screamed horribly, not quite dead before the container passed. Breaker ignored the horror of it all and focused on how close the container was getting. A little more. A little more. Now.

			‘Duck!’ Breaker Brass shouted to the ogryns with him, and hit the trigger. 

			The black missile shot out of the launcher and flew up the corridor to the container, then blew. The sound of its explosion was much deeper, louder, and Breaker could feel the air punch at him even through the wall built in front of the weapon, even though he’d dropped like the other ogryns after pulling the trigger. There had been one krak missile mixed in with the frags, a weapon meant to smash tanks, and from the feel of the explosion that shook the floor beneath Breaker he was sure that it could handle a container filled with scrap. 

			He stayed on the floor for a few hammering beats of his heart, then pushed himself up to look down the corridor. There was nothing to see but a swirling cloud of smoke and dust, but he reached for the launcher anyway. Breaker hit the trigger and another frag missile shot out, the roar of its passage faint in his overwhelmed ears. It vanished, but Breaker saw the dust heave and swirl when it exploded somewhere beyond, unleashing its storm of deadly fragments. Anything that had survived the destruction of the Goliaths’ makeshift ram was dead now, and Breaker Brass picked up his ripper.

			‘No fire!’ he shouted again at the ogryns, who were peering out at the destruction. ‘Only when I say!’ The ones closest to him nodded, and hopefully the other ones heard. Or maybe he’d be cut in half by a crossfire, but if things got that far Breaker figured the plan was probably going better than he expected. He clambered over the wall, slid down the slag they’d piled on the other side. It was covered in scraps of broken shipping container, bone fragments and blood. The air was full of smoke and dust, and it was hard to breathe, hard to see. There were no sprinklers any more, and barely any light. But as the time slowly passed, Breaker could make out the corridor stretching away in front of him through the haze, choked with scrap and bodies. But far off, where the lights still worked, he could see the flicker of shadows – Goliaths moving as they planned their next attack.

			Time to break those plans.

			‘I am Breaker Brass,’ he bellowed, and the sound caused a fresh rain of broken rockcrete from the shattered ceiling. ‘And this is my turf! You want it, then call challenge!’

			His shout was answered with silence, and after a minute he bellowed it again. Waited, and again. They had to hear him. The echoes of the explosions had faded, and so had the fire alarms, their mechanical screams destroyed by the missiles. There was just his challenge. 

			Challenges between Goliaths were serious, respected. But would they listen to his? Would they dare?

			‘Challenge me!’ he shouted, and kicked a chunk of twisted iron over the shredded remains of a cargo servitor. ‘Or are you cowards?’

			Silence again, for a long drawn-out moment. Then, in the distance, a roar.

			‘I challenge!’

			The deep voice was familiar, so familiar, and Breaker Brass smiled. Dead White. But… there was something different about it. Something harsher, something broken but hard. Squinting against the haze and bad light, Breaker saw the Goliath coming, a blot against the distant lumens. Breaker’s hand tightened on his ripper, but he kept the gun down. Challenges had their own simple rules, and if he broke them the Goliaths would stop playing this game and start their next attack. An attack that would probably break through. 

			‘Breaker Brass. Mutant. Rat-brained scum.’ 

			Through the unsettled dust Breaker could see the baleful red lights of the golden implants set into White’s pale hide. They were set in a shadow thick and twisted, almost as tall as Breaker was. Then Dead White broke out of the haze, his skin gleaming in the light of the lumens that still illuminated the loading dock. 

			In the short time since the Goliath had escaped, running away from Breaker Brass’ avenging hands, he had got taller, wider, thicker. His muscles, already huge, had swollen grotesquely, and the Goliath moved strangely, uncoordinated, jerking as if his control over his monstrous new body was uncertain. Awkward or not, when White’s pale blue eyes found Breaker Brass, the Goliath lurched forward faster, throwing huge chunks of debris out of his way as if they weighed nothing.

			Breaker watched the monstrous Goliath approach, and now he raised his ripper. ‘Do you challenge me, Dead White?’ he said.

			White looked at the gun, lips curling back into a snarl, but he stopped. His face twisted, his rage barely held in check as he tried to concentrate enough to speak. ‘Yes. Challenge. Challenge you, Breaker Brass. Hand to hand, fist to fist. Took my axes, mutant, so get rid of gun and fight.’

			Dead White raised his hands, and they were twisted and grotesque, the skin torn and bloody around the thick spurs of bone that had grown like rough blades through the Goliath’s flesh. Behind his hands, mixed with the glowing red implants of his conversion field, there were metal tanks and glassy domes full of sloshing liquids implanted in him, his flesh raw and oozing around them. Surgical staples strained to hold the ganger’s new muscles together as he flexed and snarled, glaring, and Breaker finally understood what had happened.

			All Goliaths wore auto-rigs, collars that contained the stimulants and growth serums that sustained their size and mass. But some Goliaths chose a different kind of rig – or were chosen for it. They were given stimulants and elixirs that caused them to swell even larger, that made them stronger, tougher than any normal human could dream of being. It made them into monsters they called ’zerkers, and all it cost them, if they survived it, was most of their intelligence.

			‘Challenge!’ Dead White bellowed. ‘Fight, Breaker Brass! Die!’

			Breaker could see the other Goliaths gathering a safe distance down the corridor, watching, waiting. Slowly he set aside the ripper and raised his fists. Smooth and polished, beautiful. White had torn him apart, and he had been rebuilt, made stronger, smarter and sleek. Then he had beaten White, and the Goliath had been rebuilt in his way, stronger, stupider and monstrous. Now… now they would see which would win out.

			‘I challenge,’ Breaker said, and stepped forward.

			With a roar, White charged. He hurtled through the broken debris, his earlier awkwardness gone, pushed aside by stimm-fuelled rage. The Goliath swung a massive fist at Breaker, and the ogryn barely had time to swing his augmetic one up to block. Bone spurs scraped off metal with a hideous screech, and Breaker felt himself jerked to the side. He caught his balance, but White was swinging his other fist, and Breaker had to shift, catching the blow on his shoulder, not his head. Pain slammed through him as jagged bone tore into his skin, and the force of the blow almost knocked him down.

			Breaker Brass staggered back, grunting. Dead White’s blows were sloppy, but they unbalanced him. The stimm-swollen Goliath was insanely strong, stronger than anyone Breaker had ever fought – stronger than him. And White wasn’t stopping.

			White threw another punch, another, and Breaker was falling back, his arms held high, blocking his head. If the Goliath had been smart he would have dropped his strikes and driven the ripping bone spurs deep into Breaker Brass’ gut. But Dead White was frothing, snarling, focused only on driving his twisted knuckles into Breaker’s face, and the tunnel was filled with the clang and screech of bone on metal. 

			Breaker had to do something. He was keeping those tearing knuckles away, barely, but the heavy blows were driving his own metal hands back into him and it was only a matter of time before one of the Goliath’s fists drove through his guard and tore his face off. He waited for another huge punch to land, then muscled forward, lashing out with his leg. 

			Breaker’s boot caught the Goliath in the thigh, left a huge red welt on White’s pale flesh and shoved him back. The ogryn lashed out again, slamming his heel just over White’s knee, pushing the Goliath back again, and Breaker Brass kicked one more time, this time smashing his boot into the rusted iron skull that covered Dead White’s groin. That kick slammed the Goliath into a shredded piece of shipping container, and he was tangled in its jagged metal points.

			Caught in the wreckage, White snarled at Breaker Brass. The ogryn stared back, dropping his arms and breathing hard. He watched as the Goliath shrugged his massive shoulders, and one of the clear, fluid-filled blisters embedded in White’s skin bubbled, sending more stimm into his system.

			‘Strong, mutant.’ White shoved his way out of the wreckage, ignoring the ragged cuts it tore in his pale skin. ‘Stronger now than you.’

			‘Stronger,’ Breaker said, ‘and stupider.’ He stomped on a piece of scrap on the floor, a three-yard length of thick steel pipe, and caught it in his hand as Dead White charged forward. He swung it hard at White’s head, but the ’zerker ganger managed to catch the pipe on the back of one thick arm, blocking it, trying to grab it. Breaker ripped the pipe down, and smashed the end into White’s foot. For the first time, something like pain flashed across the ganger’s face, and he brought his hands down, trying again to catch the pipe. But Breaker jerked it back, whipping the steel through the air in a vicious loop. The pipe cut through the air, and with all of his might, Breaker Brass brought it down on White’s head. 

			And then the world turned red.

			The explosion of light sent Breaker lurching back, eyes shutting far too late. That field, that damn conversion field, he thought – then a fist like a spiked spud-jacker slammed into his cheek. The blow sent him spinning, but Breaker somehow stayed on his feet. He swung the pipe around him, trying to keep White back as he waited for his eyes to clear. Laughter rumbled from one side, and he pivoted towards it, swinging, but something caught the pipe and tore it away. There were hands on him, hands that cut and crushed as they grabbed his shoulders and pushed him back into the wall. 

			‘Smarter?’ Dead White growled. Breaker’s vision was clearing, and he could see the shadow of White’s face, could see the dull red gleam of the light set in the gold stud in his forehead. ‘Not smarter either. Not stronger, not smarter. Just deader.’ White laughed again, and shoved Breaker hard against the wall, his hands wrapping around the ogryn’s neck.

			Breaker swung his fists, driving the hard alloy into the Goliath’s ribs, but the man barely grunted and his grip didn’t let up at all. His hands dug into Breaker’s throat, sharp spurs of bone tearing into his skin. He stopped hitting and tried to slam the hands away, but they wouldn’t budge, and it was getting harder and harder to breathe as White closed his monstrous grip tighter.

			‘Tried to choke me, mutant,’ Dead White said, his voice low and harsh. Another of the blisters on his back gurgled and sighed, pumping him full of viciousness. ‘Now you.’ 

			Breaker tore at the hands that were killing him, trying to get them away. If he had just a little breath, he could tell the ogryns at the dock to open up, to kill White and the other gangers behind him, to run… But he couldn’t speak, and they wouldn’t do it unless he told them. He moved his hand, trying to drive his fingers into White’s blue eyes, but the ganger ducked his head, evading them easily as he laughed and tightened his grip. Breaker’s fingers slid uselessly over White’s skin, but he was losing his sight again, not to brightness but to darkness, closing in from all sides.

			Focus. The light was going, but he had to focus. He still had work to do. Focus.

			Focus on the light.

			Breaker’s fingers clicked against something, metal to metal, and in the closing circle of life he saw a light, dim and red, and he focused on it. Focused, and with all his strength, he grabbed for it. Dug his fingers in, into skin pale and thick, until he found the hard metal border, the edge of the implant buried in White’s swollen flesh. Found it and drove his fingers under it, getting a grip and tearing it up and out.

			Dead White roared with pain, and his murderous grip loosened. Breaker gulped a huge lungful of air, and the darkness that had been about to swallow everything was shoved back. He could see his hand again, his fist wrapped around the implant that had been sunk into White’s forehead. There was a raw wound there now, spurting blood, but not enough, not nearly enough. The Goliath jerked his head, pulling away from Breaker’s golden hand, and White’s conversion field flashed again, but it stuttered, flickering, weak. Breaker blinked back the light, and saw it. A wire, hair-thin, gleaming in the unsteady flash, stretching from his fist to the wound on White’s head. The wire that linked this implant to all the others still seated in White’s flesh. Breaker jerked his fist back, trying to break it, even as White roared and leaned in, his hands closing hard on Breaker’s throat.

			Strangling, crushing, and the circling darkness was getting ready to close on Breaker Brass again, but he was focused on the implant he held, the wire that connected it to Dead White. He pulled, but the wire wouldn’t separate. It spooled out from the Goliath’s flesh, long, unbreaking, and suddenly Breaker knew what to do.

			‘Stupid…’ Breaker Brass rasped, spending precious breath on the words. ‘Weak.’

			‘Weak?’ Dead White leaned in further, glaring up at Breaker Brass. ‘You weak. You!’ His hands tightened again, spurs digging deep into the ogryn’s neck, right on the edge of crushing his trachea, but the Goliath was close now, close enough.

			With one last surge Breaker made a circle in the air around White’s head and the wire trailing from his fist followed, wrapping around the Goliath’s thick neck. The strand, so thin, so strong, sank into Dead White’s pale skin and vanished beneath a line of blood.

			Focus. Breaker forgot everything else. The other Goliaths watching, the other ogryns waiting, the fact that he was dying. All that mattered now was pulling that wire tight, and with a jerk of his massive shoulders he did. 

			The wire cut deep. It caught on the vertebrate lying just beneath White’s skin in the back of his neck and stopped, but the thick muscle on the front and side of the Goliath’s neck only slowed the metal strand a little. It sliced through them and found the great vessels that lay beneath. Blood suddenly burst out of Dead White’s neck, a spray of gore that stank of stimm. It splashed over Breaker Brass, coating his face and chest, filling his eyes with a different wash of red. Around his throat, White’s fingers tightened in spasm, and Breaker fell, knees buckling, hitting the shattered floor. Everything was going, away, going, but he fought to keep his focus, to blink his eyes clear and search for that light…

			The red light that lay in front of him, glowing weakly in the centre of the implant that lay in his metal palm. Breaker blinked at it, and then his chest heaved as he pulled in air stinking of dust and blood.

			He was lying on the floor, with Dead White lying on him. The Goliath’s hands were still on his neck, bone spurs digging into Breaker’s skin, but their killing strength was gone. White’s faded eyes were on him, bright with malevolence, and on his back every clear blister was bubbling as they emptied their loads of stimm into the ’zerker, but every added drop just made the Goliath’s heart pump blood faster out of his slit throat. When he opened his mouth, no words came out, only more blood, but Breaker thought he could read the twist of Dead White’s lips. Mutant. Or maybe Stronger. It didn’t matter. Because with one last pulse of blood, the ganger’s hands fell to the floor, and his eyes went dull, flat, dead.

			Breaker Brass stared into those lifeless eyes, breathing hard, then shoved White’s corpse off him and stood. His augmetic legs were steady, though his flesh was unsteady, shaking, but he forced himself up to stand and glare down the corridor. The Goliath gangers stood there, still so many of them, the flickering lights of the remaining lumens dancing off the metal spikes set in their skin and the heavy plates of their armour, off the muzzles of their guns and their narrow, hating eyes. 

			‘Won.’ Breaker Brass coughed out the word, his throat aching. ‘I won challenge. My turf now. Go!’

			The Goliaths gathered before him stared, silent, hands on their weapons. Then one of them stepped forward, the crest of his mohawk striped with grey, his face lined. ‘Servitor,’ he said, his voice hard. ‘Mutant. You have no honour. No turf.’ His hand moved, and pulled the huge stub cannon strapped to his hip out, aiming it at Breaker Brass. ‘You have nothing!’ he shouted, and fired.

			Breaker threw himself down and to the side, catching up the pipe he had been swinging at Dead White as he hit the floor and rolled. Slugs tore through the air where he had been, but he was moving, throwing the pipe down the corridor. It spun through the air and smashed into the Goliath leader, crushing into his face and sending him flipping backwards – but Breaker wasn’t watching; he was charging through the debris, weaving, the sound of guns filling the air. Slugs screamed past him, one denting the yellow alloy of his left arm as he bent down, scooping up his ripper. He turned and started running backwards as his finger fell on the trigger and the massive gun jumped and roared, sending a storm of shot down the corridor. 

			‘Now!’ he bellowed, and the ogryns behind the barrier opened up.

			Stub guns cracked, but their shots were lost under the roar of the other rippers. Unlike Breaker’s, those guns were still fitted with their burst limiters, which were working hard as Mallet and the other ogryns tried to fill the corridor with shot. Luckily they seemed to be remembering Breaker’s lessons on aiming, and he wasn’t hit by the other ogryns’ fire as he pelted back to the wall they had built. The Goliaths’ attack had faltered under the ogryn barrage, but as Breaker dived in through the gap he felt something slam into his shoulder, like a hard punch that kept pressing into him, burning. He hit the ground on the other side of the wall, his roll turned into a crash by the slug’s impact, but he ignored the pain of it and pulled himself up.

			‘Good fight!’ Mallet shouted to him, pumping another series of rounds down the corridor. ‘Much blood!’

			‘Much.’ Breaker Brass could feel blood running down his back, but he could move. ‘Are they coming?’ he shouted over the roar of the rippers. 

			‘Yes!’ Mallet shouted, grinning.

			‘Run soon!’ Breaker shouted. ‘After boom!’

			‘Boom?’ Mallet yelled, just as Breaker hit the trigger on the launcher and fired the last frag missile.

			He didn’t have time to aim, he had no idea where he hit, but it didn’t matter. The missile screamed away and then exploded, filling the corridor with a cloud of spinning metal fragments. 

			‘Now!’ Breaker Brass shouted, ‘Run!’ but the gathered ogryns were still shooting, despite the dust that filled the corridor and made them blind. Cursing, Breaker punched Mallet in the back, getting the other ogryn’s focus on him, and between the both of them they made the others stop firing and run, away from the loading dock and into the light and heat of the factorum.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			They charged past the great machinery and hurtled over the low barrier that they had built in an arc before the loading dock entrance. Behind them they could hear the bellowed war cries of the Goliaths, starting to pursue. Mallet and some of the other ogryns started to slow, raising their guns, eager to turn and fight the chasing gangers, but Breaker Brass punched some backs, grabbed Mallet’s arm, and made them keep going until they got to the battered control panel where Torque was waiting, with Pulley right beside her.

			‘Coming?’ she asked.

			‘Fast,’ Breaker said. ‘Tunnel?’ he asked, looking at Pulley.

			‘Through,’ she said. Her face was flushed, and she was breathing hard. ‘Run to tell. Finished.’

			Breaker Brass slugged her in the arm, hard enough to stagger Pulley back. The ogryn rubbed her arm and grinned. ‘Run back,’ he said, ‘and tell them we’re going into the tunnel. Take all the food and as many tools as they can. New job.’ Pulley nodded, and took off running, and Breaker turned to the control panel. ‘Which switches?’ 

			Torque pointed them out, and Breaker tried to put his hands over them, but his left arm was jerky. Torque frowned, looking him over, checking out the blood on his front, his mangled neck, then stepped behind, looking at his back. ‘You’ve been shot,’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We clear?’ He looked around, counting heads. All the ogryns that had been with him were here, and his right hand flipped one massive switch, then another. 

			Overhead, two huge ladles lurched into motion, grinding forward on their track then stopping and slowly tipping. 

			Beside Breaker, Mallet made a noise, his broad face twisted between satisfaction and frustration. ‘What?’ Breaker asked him. Behind him, Torque was doing something with his clothes, trying to check his wound.

			‘Burn Goliaths.’ Mallet smiled at that, then his face twisted again. ‘Burn factorum too.’ Before them, two columns of liquid iron suddenly appeared as the ladles tipped, bright red bars that blared heat back at them. The factorum’s machinery blocked most of their view, but they could tell when the iron hit the ground from the thunderous roar of it pounding into the rockcrete floor, and the sudden screams of the first Goliaths. The area they had barricaded off was too big to be filled with liquid iron, but much of it would be ankle-deep in the molten metal soon, which should slow the Goliaths’ charge.

			But it was also unleashing fire and destruction on the only home Mallet and all the other ogryns had ever known.

			‘Mallet,’ Breaker started, then snarled as pain seared through his back. He looked behind him, and Torque was holding a pair of forceps, sized for her hands. The flattened slug gripped in their points seemed too small to cause that much pain. 

			‘Hold still,’ she snapped at him as he started to curse, and sprayed his back with something that burned in the wound, then made it cold, made the pain fade.

			Breaker swallowed a curse. ‘Forget about that,’ he said. ‘Get out, get to the tunnel, and take them with you.’ Breaker jerked his head towards the other ogryns gathered around them. ‘Get them organised and go!’

			Torque stood unmoving, glaring at him. ‘And leave you.’

			‘Someone has to dump that last ladle.’

			‘You said you had a plan for that.’

			‘I do,’ Breaker Brass said. ‘This is it.’

			‘It’s suicide.’

			‘No. I’m not ending myself like Turn Bolt. I’ll run and hide and fight, and slow down the Goliaths even more.’ Breaker turned to the control panel, not wanting to look at her. ‘Now go!’

			‘No.’ She grabbed his hand, muscles shifting, and Breaker could barely hold his hand in place. ‘You just finally learned about leading, and a leader is what these people need, and God-Emperor help them that’s you.’

			‘No, you,’ Breaker said. ‘Mallet. Take Torque and go, now!’

			Behind him, Mallet rumbled. ‘Ha. No fight Torque. No fight Breaker Brass.’ The ogryn reached out and put his hand on Torque’s, and between the two of them they shoved his augmetic fist away. ‘Breaker Brass too strong. Kill Dead White. Kill man who almost kill Mallet. Will fight Goliaths instead.’ 

			Breaker Brass looked at the older ogryn. ‘What?’

			‘New job, says Breaker Brass. New work. Okay.’ Mallet shrugged. ‘But Mallet work is here, in factorum.’ Mallet dropped his hand onto the switch. ‘Always here.’

			Breaker looked at Mallet, remembering something Dead White had said long ago – leaders make decisions. But sometimes decisions were made for them. He reached up and tapped the factorum clock mounted in the centre of the control panel. It still ticked away, marking six minutes until the next shift. ‘Okay, Mallet. At shift change, start the pour.’ 

			‘Yeah, boss,’ Mallet said. 

			Breaker Brass nodded, and punched him in the chest. ‘Make quota.’

			Mallet tapped the switch, then held up the ripper Breaker had given him. ‘Quota,’ he said, smiling. Then he hit Breaker in the chest with the butt of the gun, sending him stumbling back. ‘Go.’

			Breaker nodded, turned, and with the others started to run.

			The tunnel was madness. 

			Ogryns were arguing, shoving each other, picking things up and slamming them down. Breaker Brass looked at them, ready to roar, but Torque beat him to it. The healer flew into the middle of the almost-riot and started swinging, slapping backs and punching arms as she shouted orders. Soon the ogryns were moving, grabbing up supplies and jumping through the narrow hole they had tunnelled through the slag.

			‘I’m the leader,’ he said, and laughed. Then he grabbed the ogryns armed with guns and kept them with him, sending the rest to help Torque. He shouldered his ripper and stared back at the factorum. A clock, slaved to the master one on the control panel, was spinning down the time. Three minutes thirty seconds. ‘Pulley!’ Breaker shouted at the woman as she moved past, a huge pack of food on her back.

			‘Yeah, boss?’

			‘Stay here and watch that ladle!’ Breaker pointed to the great iron cup high overhead, glowing a baleful red. ‘If it moves, shout!’

			‘Yeah, boss!’ she said.

			Then the shooting started.

			Breaker Brass heard the crack of autoguns, the sizzle of lasers. Then, mixed in, the thunder of a ripper. 

			‘Come on, Mallet,’ he growled. ‘Hold them.’ His words were lost in the sound of the fight, and he gripped his ripper tight, helpless… until a las-bolt slashed through the air in front of him. It missed him, barely, but smashed into Pulley’s leg. 

			The ogryn grunted and dropped, slapping at the charred hole melted through her coveralls. Breaker didn’t have time to see how bad she was hit though, too busy trying to follow the path of the bolt back. He found the gangers above, on the catwalks that criss-crossed the factorum. Breaker cursed. He knew those catwalks would be the way around the iron they’d spilled, but they hadn’t had time to collapse them.

			‘Shoot them!’ he shouted, and opened up with his ripper.

			The ogryns beside him roared, their guns barely louder as they fired up at the gangers. The catwalk sparked and shook, hit by slugs and shot, and a Goliath tumbled howling from above to hit the factorum floor with a splattering crunch. But another ogryn went down, gurgling, hit in the eye by a slug, and more shots were slashing from overhead. 

			Breaker cursed and walked forward, his ripper up, his finger holding the massive trigger down. Slugs slammed into metal around him, and a las-bolt brushed one arm, making a black line across the gold, but he kept firing. One Goliath fell, then another, then another, and the two left broke, throwing themselves behind a corner. Breaker Brass smashed a few rounds after them, then looked at the clock again.

			It was a minute past shift change. 

			‘Damn me,’ Breaker said. The sounds of shooting back at the control panel had gone quiet during their little fight. The Goliaths must have got to Mallet before change, and of course he wouldn’t have pulled it early, against orders.

			‘Damn me,’ he said again, then bellowed to the other ogryns. ‘Go! To the tunnel! Run!’ Then he started to run the opposite way, back towards the panel.

			He only got two steps though before he heard a shout. ‘Breaker Brass!’

			He skidded to a halt and looked back. Pulley was still there, sitting on the ground, pointing up at the ladle. Which was slowly, slowly beginning to tip.

			‘Good shift, Mallet,’ he said. ‘Good worker.’ With that deeply felt benediction, he started to run back. He slowed down just enough to throw his ripper to Pulley, then tossed the wounded ogryn over his shoulder and kept going. He could see the gap in the slag in front of him, the last few piles of abandoned supplies. Could see Torque standing in the gap, shouting, then disappearing down the hole. Could see the air around him getting bright, brighter. Behind him came the crack and sizzle of molten iron, then a wave of heat. With a grunt, he threw himself forward and into the gap. 

			Rough bits of slag tore at him, and he heard Pulley curse, but Breaker drove himself through the narrow gap until it suddenly widened into a tunnel. He heard Torque shouting, followed by a roar of noise. He staggered to a halt and looked back. The gap he’d gone through had just vanished, choked off with slag and stone thrown into it by a group of ogryns. Through the thin cracks between the rubble, a few bright dribbles of molten iron flowed like glowing blood.

			‘Close, Breaker Brass,’ Torque said. She took Pulley from him and began to examine her wound. 

			‘Shift change came a little late,’ he said. ‘But Mallet did it.’

			‘We all did it,’ she said. ‘Dead White?’

			‘Just dead, now,’ he said.

			Torque nodded, satisfied, if not exactly happy. She looked up from Pulley’s wound to the blocked tunnel leading back to the ruined factorum. ‘The other Goliaths. They won’t stop. Ever.’

			‘We stopped White. We stopped the Blood Eyes. The rest of the Goliaths… maybe they can be stopped too.’ Breaker Brass shouldered his ripper, and Torque shook her head. 

			‘And you think my pacifism is crazy.’ 

			‘We’re all crazy.’ Breaker put a hand on her shoulder. ‘But we’re going to do this. We’ll go deep, into the underhive. We’ll make a place for us, so deep the Goliaths won’t ever find us. It’s a hard place down there, but we’re a hard people. Tough. We’re built to survive.’

			Torque’s lips twisted into something like a smile. ‘You are crazy.’ But there was something in her eyes. Something like hope.

			‘Crazy smart,’ Breaker said, then dropped his hand and punched her in the arm. ‘Now patch Pulley up, we need to go.’ He looked at the gathered ogryns with their supplies and tools and weapons, and behind them the empty tunnel leading to darkness, to the unknown, to freedom. ‘We have work to do.’
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			The Mortal Realms have been despoiled. Ravaged by the followers of the Chaos Gods, they stand on the brink of utter destruction.

			The fortress-cities of Sigmar are islands of light in a sea of darkness. Constantly besieged, their walls are assailed by maniacal hordes and monstrous beasts. The bones of good men are littered thick outside the gates. These bulwarks of Order are embattled within as well as without, for the lure of Chaos beguiles the citizens with promises of power.

			Still the champions of Order fight on. At the break of dawn, the Crusader’s Bell rings and a new expedition departs. Storm-forged knights march shoulder to shoulder with resolute militia, stoic duardin and slender aelves. Bedecked in the splendour of war, the Dawnbringer Crusades venture out to found civilisations anew. These grim pioneers take with them the fires of hope. Yet they go forth into a hellish wasteland.

			Out in the wilds, hardy colonists restore order to a crumbling world. Haunted eyes scan the horizon for tyrannical reavers as they build upon the bones of ancient empires, eking out a meagre existence from cursed soil and ice-cold seas. By their valour, the fate of the Mortal Realms will be decided.

			The ravening terrors that prey upon these settlers take a thousand forms. Cannibal barbarians and deranged murderers crawl from hidden lairs. Martial hosts clad in black steel march from skull-strewn castles. The savage hordes of Destruction batter the frontier towns until no stone stands atop another. In the dead of night come howling throngs of the undead, hungry to feast upon the living.

			Against such foes, courage is the truest defence and the most effective weapon. It is something that Sigmar’s chosen do not lack. But they are not always strong enough to prevail, and even in victory, each new battle saps their souls a little more.

			This is the time of turmoil. This is the era of war.

			This is the Age of Sigmar.
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			PROLOGUE

			‘I’m scared, Ness.’ 

			Nestira put her arm around her brother, Seben, and drew him close. The wagon had been still for about a minute. The wind snuffled around its canvas roof like a mordant exploring a gift, wan fingers of amethyst light reaching in between the seams. Thirty children of tithing age sat still, pale faces stroked with purple, too frightened to breathe. 

			‘It’s going to be all right,’ she said, the same confiding whisper with which she had once explained how grots would take the teeth he left under his pillow, or that the Arbiters would scare away monsters. ‘We’ll be allowed to go home soon. Mother will tuck you and Darsil into your own beds. She and Father will sit with you until you fall asleep.’ She stroked his hair as his head sank into her chest. ‘And in the morning there will be a breakfast feast.’ She smiled. ‘And gifts. There will be no chores. The margrave will tell Father that Sigmar has no duty for him today. The Exalted of Sigmar will come down from the temple in Arbiters’ Keep to bless us, and he will thank us for keeping Arbitrium safe for another nine years.’ She scratched his temple to make him open his eyes and look at her. ‘And if we are good then there will be more gifts.’

			‘Will it hurt?’ he asked, voice buried in the weave of her sleeveless tithing smock.

			‘No,’ she lied.

			Seben was younger than her. 

			Nestira herself was almost eighteen. 

			‘We’ll be all right if we stay together,’ she said, speaking loudly enough to address them all, without speaking over the wind. ‘Think of Sigmar, as the priests say. And say nothing. Try not to be afraid.’ Comforting Seben in one arm, she turned to Darsil and squeezed his knee. He did not seem to notice. He stared up at the roof in silence, starting at every whinny from the horses and every piercing scream.

			Something ripped the canvas flap aside. 

			The children seated towards the rear spilled into the central aisle in their haste to get away, and to her shame even Nestira screamed.

			‘It’s me,’ said Mother, holding back the open flap with the stump of her right shoulder. ‘It’s only me. I’m sorry.’ She held up her one hand to show that she meant no harm. The night made it ethereal, darkened the knotwork of scars even as it turned the flesh of her hand pale, a ghost bound in threads of cruel fate. ‘Come on,’ she whispered, beckoning. ‘We mustn’t keep them waiting.’ In spite of the terror that Nestira could see written into Mother’s face, the emerald-green gambeson, padded greaves, mail coif and steel boots of a Freeguild soldier made her seem reassuringly solid. Her presence consoled the children as Nestira only wished she could. 

			Nestira left the wagon first. 

			Doing her best to ignore the screams, she stood with one foot on the tailboard to help her younger siblings, and then the rest of the children, down. Mother gave her a smile that Nestira could not read: pity and pride and exhaustion, all mixed up. 

			More wagons continued to grind up the path behind them. Others, already empty or in the process of being emptied, were drawn up further ahead. A stream of children, all of them garbed in tithing smocks, passed, weeping as they were herded towards the abandoned farmhouse. Not so abandoned. Tired stacks of grey stone stuck out of the ground in the vague shape of a ruin, furry with grave moss, witch-lights twinkling on weathered crystal like earth thrown over a casket. It was too dark to count. A thousand children, she guessed. Maybe more. And of course, more still coming. She turned on the gravel to look back the way they had come, glimpsed something colossal and creamy white that had to be a statue. She looked away quickly, heart beating in her mouth.

			‘Don’t look at them,’ said Mother. ‘Everyone take someone’s hand.’ She squeezed Darsil’s until the young man cried. Nestira took Seben’s, and in her other hand that of a girl from their street who, in her panic, she could not recognise. It’s happening, she thought. It’s actually happening. ‘Now, follow me. And remember, say nothing. Please them with silence.’ 

			It was a request that Nestira did not think many of them met. Muffled sobs and cries rang from the forsaken stones of the old farmhouse. Nestira was unsure if she, too, was one of those who failed to be brave.

			‘Ness?’ whispered Seben.

			‘Shh.’

			No one else spoke, though they struggled to stay silent. Even the soldiers in livery.

			They reminded Nestira of the cattle that the drovers brought through Justice Gate for market on the last Sunsday of the Celestial month. The same inexplicable obedience in the face of what they had to know was coming. Why does no one fight? Arbitrium was a great city, whatever old soldiers like Mother muttered to one another when they drank too much and thought their children asleep, talking only half in jest of escaping for Astronica or Glymmsforge or far Lethis. Why does no one fight? 

			She looked up. She was not sure why. A distant memory of hope. No stars pierced the boundaries of the Penultima underworld. No light escaped the pull of the Nadir. 

			Where are you? 

			What do you do with all of our prayers?

			Periodically, the herd slowed, lingering long enough for the screams from the farmhouse to reach them before the soldiers got them moving again. Nestira thought they looked more frightened than the children. As they moved, the screams got nearer. Or rather, they got nearer to the screams. Purple witch-light flickered over the drystone stumps of what, decades past, had been outbuildings, the shadows wavering, stretching, fleeing on hands and knees from a nightmare that Nestira could hear but not see. And through the screams, constant, was another sound. It was a chewing, but faster – mechanical, like the steam looms that had used to work in the docks before the last Ironweld company abandoned Arbitrium for good. Nestira found that she was shivering. She tried to make herself stop, but couldn’t. Not even for Seben’s sake. Her gaze flicked to the tumbledown columns and moss curtains that flanked them. 

			Why does no one run?

			‘Ness…’ said Seben.

			She squeezed his hand and blinked hard, made herself face forwards. ‘Close your eyes,’ she said. ‘Don’t look at them. Don’t listen.’

			The screams grew louder, and more frequent. 

			Creatures began to appear at the edges of her sight. As much as she tried to avoid looking at them, averting her gaze from one only seemed to set her eyes on another. Imps of glossy bone and shrouding cloth. No two were similar. Some had grossly distended hands, multiple arms, or long claws with which they carried ornate bundles of scrolls. Others possessed vestigial wings for the conveyance of written messages, and this task they accomplished in a manner that was surely calculated to evoke horror, fluttering through the ruined farm like bats pieced together from the bones of higher creatures. Hunchbacked scribes perched at long tables, birdlike skulls bent over endless rolls of skin-pink vellum, scratching with bone-tipped styluses. Nestira wondered what it was they wrote down and arrived at the answer herself. 

			Everything. 

			Her skin crawled as, unable to look away as she knew she ought, she watched one of the creatures look up from its eternal monograph to regard her with overlarge sockets. Female, she imagined the string of hieroglyphs saying as the imp bent down and continued to write. Seventeen. Five and a half feet tall. One hundred and twenty pounds. Black hair. Amethyst eyes. One bone broken in the left foot, adequately healed. Otherwise of good health. Without mark or mutation. 

			The human cattle moved on, and like that Nestira Suthura was immortalised forever in the great biblios of the Kingdom of Ossia. She felt as though she had lost something indefinable that she could never reclaim.

			Innocence before the gods.

			‘Ness,’ Seben whimpered.

			‘It will be over soon,’ she murmured back. ‘Mother and Father did this when they were our age. And remember,’ she gave his hand another squeeze, ‘I will be there with you.’

			‘Hold.’

			The voice was the sound of a lonely death, bone dust rasping on dead air.

			Like whipped mules, they held.

			Nestira stared up, all pretence at not seeing broken by the gigantic figure who stood across their path. It was a skeleton, but the resemblance it bore to the corpses she had seen shambling out of the river, or in mordant-disturbed graves, was less than superficial. To describe this warrior as skeletal was like describing herself as angelic. It was ten feet tall and encased in black iron, its bones as perfect and as hard as marble. The priests said that the skeleton was a sacred form to the Undying King, and this was why he made his champions thus. They reminded Nestira more of the bits and pieces of fresco that were still legible on the ceiling of the High Temple, the Stormcast Eternals depicted in starlight and brightstone, than they did of the common dead.

			Seben moaned in horror.

			Why does no one fight?

			Again, Nestira answered her own question.

			This was why.

			The Mortek Guard turned its skull-face towards Mother. The purple lightning of Shyish flashed in deep sockets and Mother averted her gaze. It was not an action that she considered. It was something that was just done. ‘Your debt to the empire is paid,’ it said in the archaic diction of the Elder Counts, the dead lords who had ruled Arbitrium before the storm of Sigmar, tilting its immense spear slightly to indicate the stump of her right arm. ‘You are not needed. Go. Return later to collect your offspring.’ Its terms were measured, its instructions precise. Its superiority was so pronounced that it did not even invest the effort needed to be cruel. 

			‘I assure you, praetorian, that–’

			‘Your assurances are as grains of sand in an hourglass without bottom,’ said the Guard in the same, crushingly dispassionate tone. ‘Promises shall tilt the Soulmason’s scales not at all.’

			Mother stepped back from the Guard, not even pausing to bid her children farewell as she slipped her hand from Darsil’s and fled. 

			A tearful murmur passed through their group. 

			The Guard raised its spear the fraction of an inch back towards vertical. ‘Be silent.’ It stepped from the path. ‘Proceed.’

			Nestira tugged on Seben’s arm, but this time he refused to move.

			‘Come on,’ she hissed.

			Mutely, he shook his head.

			She pulled harder. He pulled back. He was the same little brother that she had looked out for and quietly commanded for all the years of his life, but he had, entirely without her noticing before this moment, been turning into a man. He had allowed his sister to push him through life until then because, deep down, he had wanted to be pushed. Now, he refused, and to Nestira’s horror she found she did not have the physical strength to compel him.

			‘Come on,’ she said, tears beginning to spring from the corners of her eyes. ‘You heard the Guard. Mother will be waiting for us here when it’s all over.’

			‘No.’ 

			Seben pulled back and this time he dragged his sister with him. The small contrary act sent shivers of unease through those still trying to walk forwards. Nestira felt the Guard’s eyes, unseen behind her, flicker across them. Like falling under the shadow of an endless cloud, seeing the horizon blacken.

			‘Please. For me.’

			His voice was plaintive. ‘I can’t.’

			Children screamed as the Guard’s head ground on a dry and fleshless neck towards Nestira. Some cast themselves to the ground, prayed for the mercy of Nagash. Others hurried to rush past. Nestira had eyes only for the Guard, so much so that she allowed Seben to slip through her fingers. Her brother stumbled to the ground, scrambling immediately onto hands and knees, and with a whimper turned to flee.

			‘All must pay the tithe,’ said the Guard.

			Nestira would tell herself in later years that the spear moved with such vicious speed that she had not even seen it before it was too late, speed of such degree that it was barely distinguishable from the stillness that had preceded and followed it. It was a lie. One she would never fully sell to herself. There had been a moment, the briefest moment in which she might have acted. But she froze, and Seben choked on disbelief as the huge spear’s nadirite tip punctured his back, burst from his chest and skewered him to the ground. 

			The screams redoubled. 

			‘All are one in Nagash,’ the construct intoned.

			‘All are one in Nagash,’ Nestira sobbed.

			‘The Free City of Arbitrium is bound in vassalage.’ It laid a contemptuous accent and the full weight of eternity on Sigmar’s granted title, Free. ‘Resistance is not permitted. The sanction for disobedience is harsh. See that this example is not repeated.’

			A pair of hooded serviles pattered from the ruins, converging on her brother’s remains. Nestira crunched her eyelids shut, but before she could turn her head away, Mother was there.

			‘Don’t,’ she said, throwing her one arm around her daughter. ‘Don’t grieve for Seben. He pays his tithe in death.’ Nestira wept and fought to look away, but Mother held her tight. ‘Don’t,’ she said firmly. ‘Look. Look at what happens when we fight.’

			She opened her stinging eyes, just as the imps drew Seben’s body into the shadows, one on each arm, a trail of warm heart-blood smearing the ground behind them. The Guard lifted its spear. The herd began to shuffle past her.

			‘Look,’ said Mother.

			And so Nestira looked. She looked. And she remembered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			It had been thirty-six years. Nestira had never stopped looking.

			She lowered the binoculars from her face. The deep lines that her mother had warned her since childhood were the consequence of being so stern became a frown. Her vantage from atop the circular crown of curtain wall that projected above Justice Gate was stupendous. She stood upon a colossus of verdant sigmarite and grey stone. Emerald-green pennons bearing the starstruck emblems of the Azyrite Arbiters fluttered proudly from the cone roofs of its towers, the sea breeze that moved them a cold breath on the nape of Nestira’s neck. From there, the arable lands beyond the West Wall were a patchwork breadbasket of dust browns, bone greys and withered yellows, divided by skeletal hedgerows that looked as delicate as the stitching that closed her right sleeve. She did not need the binoculars to recognise the solitary rider that was cantering unhurriedly along the Ossian Road, or the colours it flew.

			Nine years exactly. And her stump had been keeping her up the last few nights, aching as it always did when the tithe was coming due. 

			Along the length of the West Wall bugles sounded, startling scavenger birds from their roosts beneath the watchtowers’ eaves. The melancholic vultures flocked over lower Arbitrium’s jumbled rooftops, spreading their raucous dirge ahead of the alarums. From the gloomy crags of the old city beyond the river, silver trumpets answered their mournful cries. And from there to the estuary between the Free City’s two wards, where Arbiters’ Keep, mobbed by wooden ships like beggars imploring an absent lord, sounded its horns.

			Arbiters’ Keep had never been assailed, but the air of inviolability it gave was false and unearned. Justice Gate had fallen a dozen times in the dozen generations since Lord-Castellant Vigil Stormstroke and the Azyrite Arbiters had taken their crusade south, into the Gloomtribe Haunts and the Hook of Shyish. Even the North Wall’s Retribution Gate had been breached during Nestira’s fighting career. Ironjawz of the Bonesmasha Brawl had stormed the fortified villas and dusk manses of the Old Quarter before being broken at Vigil Gate, the Final Wall, the very toe of Arbiters’ Keep. 

			After each onslaught Arbitrium rebuilt, recovered, but never quite to the glory it had held before. Nestira had seen the decline in her own lifetime. Did she romanticise the might of the Free City as it had appeared to a child? Or had it truly diminished as far as it appeared? Were her fears simply those of the old everywhere: that hers would be the generation that failed to hold Arbitrium for its children?

			She shared none of these thoughts for they were unbecoming of a margrave, the highest fighting rank of the Arbitrium Freeguild. Unspeaking, she slid the binoculars back into Captain Hath’s holster, drawing the younger man towards her while she fastened the buckles. There was little squeamishness about it. In Arbitrium, generations of adults had learned to fasten one another’s buttons and drawstrings without shame. Providing a second hand where one was needed was second nature to most. Vagren Hath’s one hand was otherwise occupied, nervously drawing, twirling and reholstering his pistol before repeating the routine afresh. Nestira wasn’t sure he realised he was doing it. All the years he had been lieutenant to her in the Penultiman Outriders, she had never brought it up.

			‘Just a few days earlier,’ he muttered. ‘I’m sorry, margrave. When was it she turned fourteen? Last week?’

			‘Dispatch message riders to Arbiters’ Keep and assemble an escort,’ she said, pointedly ignoring the question.

			He nodded. ‘Yes, margrave.’

			She turned to another from the body of silver-plated lifeguards, flag officers and aides-de-camp in emerald braid. Undish was lance-sergeant of the Bone Desert Bow and Foot, the fourth of Arbitrium’s twelve regiments, another of Nestira’s young protégés risen high. He was a cadaverously thin man, prematurely greyed and lined, as Shyish tended to make them, but with a sort of wiry musculature. Ugly scars, the work of a pig-iron axe blade, ran the length of his one arm and right the way up his face to where he had once had hair.

			‘See that every regiment is fully mobilised,’ she said. ‘I want every reservist armed too, up on a wall or in a garrison.’

			‘Yes, margrave.’ He bowed.

			‘The landgrave will disapprove,’ said an aide.

			The landgrave was the hereditary ruler of Arbitrium, a descendant of Etred, first of the Ridark line, and chief amongst the city’s citizen conclave. He was brave enough, as men of such lineages found it easy to be. But he had a noble’s sense of tradition. Etred Ridark had been the hero who had rallied the blood thralls and slaves against the Elder Counts and helped the Azyrite Arbiters in their overthrow of the vampires’ rule over Penultima. But it was also his signature on Arbitrium’s treaty with Ossia. A hero, certainly, but a complicated one. He had lived his entire life as a thrall to the Elder Counts. Perhaps, with the Azyrite Arbiters departed and the subsequent arrival of the Ossiarchs, he had not known how to stand alone. Or maybe he had honestly believed that a century of managed decline was preferable to annihilation. That was certainly what his great-grandson, Oten, believed. Although the younger Ridark was little more than a boy.

			‘I expect there will be some unrest,’ she said, without answering. She looked down at the coarse stone parapet before her and had to stop herself from laughing.

			‘Margave?’ said Vagren.

			‘It’s funny, isn’t it? When we don’t surrender our children to be butchered by the Mortisans of Ossia, then our people take up arms.’ She gripped the parapet until dust from the rocks that the champions of Sigmaron had set trickled through her fingernails. She breathed out a sigh. ‘Am I really the only one laughing?’

			A few of the officers gave a cautious chuckle.

			Those who knew her better did not.

			‘Mereget,’ she said, summoning a woman in her middle thirties with a milky eye. The translucent ribbons of the Nighthaunt Guard and the Azyrite numeral ‘Ten’ adorned her breastplate, and a captain’s braid decorated her shoulders. ‘Rouse the master of tithes if he is not up already. He will want to muster the tithe wagons and have all children of age brought to the temples. Assist him, but ensure that no child leaves the temples until I order it. Ensure he knows you are there because I told you to be. Understood?’

			‘Yes, margrave.’

			She stared unblinking across dead fields of bonewheat and corpsemaize until the Ossian rider blurred from her sight. If only it were that simple. It was said that for a mortal to glimpse one of the Deathrider Kavaloi was to see the signed contract of their own death. They were Nagash’s chosen instrument of shock and awe, in war and in peace. They were indefatigable, and this one had presumably maintained its steady canter all the way from Gothizzar.

			How much longer could this go on? 

			How much did Arbitrium have to give before there was nothing left for the Ossiarchs to take? And what then? Was it already too late to do anything to prevent it?

			‘Why does no one fight?’ she muttered under her breath.

			‘A question, margrave,’ said Vagren lightly, loath to intrude on her thoughts. ‘Which regiment has the honour of providing the city conclave with escorts?’

			‘Have the orders written up and sent to the Zephyr Spears.’

			The Zephyr Spears were Arbitrium’s First regiment, originally formed and commanded by Etred Ridark, who would go on to become the city’s first landgrave, and named for the short spears wielded by the thrall hosts of the Elder Counts whom he had once served. They were still an honoured regi­ment, even if the cost of the tithe had been that its soldiers were no longer capable of wielding their traditional spear and shield.

			The captain regarded her quizzically. ‘They’re garrisoned across the river on the North Wall. It’ll take an hour or two for the orders to reach them, and at least that again for the march from there to Vigil Gate.’

			‘I know.’

			‘They’re captained by–’

			‘Mornvel, my son-in-law, I know. I’m hardly the first margrave of Arbitrium to bestow honour on my favoured officers and relatives.’ She gave her former lieutenant a pointed look. 

			Vagren made a minute adjustment to the way his helmet sat, covering for his disappearing hairline. A number of the older officers smiled to see the familiar affectation, but typically said nothing. Sensing a dismissal, Vagren threw an elaborate salute and turned to go.

			‘One last thing.’ 

			Vagren turned back.

			‘I need someone to ride to the old Ironweld Quarter by the docks. Someone I can trust. I’d go myself but I need to be here when the conclave arrives to meet with the Ossiarch’s Emissarian.’

			‘And you want him to be there too,’ said Vagren.

			‘Oh yes.’

			‘Yes, margrave,’ he said with a sigh that Nestira did not know how to read. ‘I’ll do it myself.’

			As the outrider captain disappeared along the wall, his riding spurs ringing off the stone, Undish leant in towards her. ‘I’m assuming these deployments are for show.’

			Nestira smiled. She doubted it was pretty. 

			‘I’ve always hoped for peace.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Uzkar fought his way to wakefulness, huge, chiselled hands wrapped around his blanket’s throat. His breath rose in bullish snorts, his face a snarl as broad and rune-smitten as his family axe. 

			Breath by breath, his last moments faded back into the dream: a battlefield his waking mind could never quite reclaim, the foe he had never yet been allowed to see. 

			He’d known from the first it was prophetic, showing what it did, and of course, what it didn’t, coming to him when it had during the Time of Omens. 

			That it had returned since, more often than was innocent, was confirmation he didn’t need.

			Uzkar Karrudin was fated to die.

			He shivered as the heat of battle left his muscles, relaxing the death grip on his blanket. He sucked in the grave mould and damp of Arbitrium, snorted out the ember-hot steam of ancestral fire. Sometimes, he wondered if Arbitrium was miserable by design. 

			He’d be sure to ask it of the Azyrite Arbiters, should the Stormhost and the Ulrung ever cross paths before he found his chosen doom. 

			‘Almost had you that time, you bastard.’

			He looked up as, with an excruciatingly pronounced shriek, the wrought-iron door of the former moulding room was heaved in and a pair of ferocious-looking doomseekers forced their way inside. One had a red beard and crest, the other tending more towards gold, both greyed by the bone ash of the Ulfort, the fallen home of their lodge. One had a missing eye, replaced by a rough carnelian stone. One had lost half an ear; golden rings pierced the entire length of his arm like the keys of a clavichord. Both were scarred like chopping blocks and built like gatehouses, their fraternal resemblance making it as challenging as ever to tell them apart in poor light. Both had axes ready, golden scales and ringmail skirts clanking as they entered. The first looked keenly over the chamber with his one eye. The other took another handful of steps inside, sniffed at the brazier-smoked damp, then turned to his brother and grunted in disappointment. Without a word, or even a nod for their runeson, the two warriors withdrew.

			Uzkar could hear them grumbling from the corridor. 

			‘Sometimes, I think an assassin in my sleeping hall would please them,’ he muttered.

			‘It would.’

			The ancient battlesmith, Lungryr, stood within the doorway. His hair was the colour of brushed steel beneath its dusting of bone ash and soot, his stony visage bearing the pallor of Shyish, livened only by thick studs of gold. The foundry they had occupied was Ironweld-made, designed and built by those distant cousins of the First Forged ancestors, and although the door’s iron frame was just wide enough for the battlesmith’s famously broad physique, his helmet crest brushed the lintel bar and left it streaked with ash.

			‘We’d all be pleased by that, runeson,’ he said. 

			Uzkar bared his teeth in a grin. ‘You’re a good friend.’

			‘I was your father’s friend.’

			‘That’s what I meant.’ 

			Stiff with aches and phantom wounds, Uzkar tossed aside the ruined blanket and swung his legs from the bed slab. Unconcerned by his nakedness, he stomped over to the cracked sand mould that held what few of his own belongings he’d cherished enough to rescue from the Ulfort – the runeaxe Uzkrander, a helmet, a broad belt and golden kilt, nothing more. Lungryr, nevertheless, made a throat-clearing sound and turned to examine the ceiling. 

			‘The same dream again?’ he grunted, as the runeson pulled on the kilt and drew the heavy, gold-plated clasp around his middle.

			‘Aye. Should I tell you what I remember of it?’

			‘If it’s the same dream then I’ve heard it a thousand times.’ He sounded almost bitter.

			‘I almost saw him this time, Lungryr.’ Uzkar’s hands retook their stranglehold, this time of the smoke that wreathed the foundry air before him. ‘The one that the dream portends will be my killer. Close enough to taste his breath and feel his skin under my hands.’

			The battlesmith stooped under the threshold, leaving a grey streak of crematorium ash on the lintel bar. 

			His forearms, chin and much of his beard were streaked with soot from his latest battles with the furnaces, trying to get the unfamiliar Ironweld technologies to breathe fire again. As Uzkar had brazenly promised the city fathers he would. The deep metallic chuntering of chimneys being cleaned and crucibles scoured clanged and boomed through the place as though the walls had awoken angry and were elbowing each other’s neighbours. Letting his belly breathe into the metallic girth of his belt, Uzkar looked around at the frigid rust-trap he’d taken for his hall. The Ironweld had left a filthy lodge. The mannish influence on them, he supposed. It looked as though they hadn’t even bothered to clear out their personal effects before abandoning the place. The Ulrung had found most of their cousins’ tools lying about. Several dozen curiously springed, pronged and ignitable examples were now stuffed through Lungryr’s belt.

			‘What did he look like?’ said Lungryr.

			Uzkar blinked briefly as he turned back. ‘I… don’t remember.’

			‘You told me you were close enough to taste his breath and feel his skin.’ Lungryr moved closer. ‘How tall was he? What did his bones feel like as you crushed them?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Uzkar snarled. 

			‘You say his breath. Are you sure of that much at least?’

			Uzkar made fists of his hands, runes of strength and fire winking in the brazier’s light. ‘I’ve just woken up. Stop pestering me.’

			‘I should have gone with your younger brother, Mothrigar, when your father died,’ the battlesmith complained.

			‘Aye, you should have. I sometimes wish you had too.’

			‘But in the Time of Tribulations, Grimnir turned in his bed of ashes. He stirred and whispered to you of your doom. I thought you touched by destiny.’

			‘Afraid you’ll die of old age before seeing it?’

			‘Aye.’ Lungryr sighed, his immense shoulders seeming to withdraw an inch as he acknowledged that private fear. ‘Aye, boy, I am.’

			Uzkar punched the old duardin’s shoulder, not lightly. ‘I’ll know it when I see it, old friend.’

			Lungryr merely grunted. He was in a black mood now, and there would be no lifting him out of it. Not without a proper fight or more hot ale than this miserable city could afford them.

			Both Fyreslayers looked up, Lungryr sullenly disinterested, as the maudlin blast of a horn drifted through the sleepwalk grumbles of the stirring foundry. 

			‘What’s that for?’ said Uzkar.

			‘When did Lungryr of the Gold-Plated Way become the Ulrung’s foremost sage on the ways of the mannish?’

			Uzkar rolled his eyes. ‘Fine then, I’ll find out for myself.’ He pushed past the elderly battlesmith and into the corridor. The doomseeker brothers, Zunkrul and Stukkur, were waiting on him a dozen beard lengths further on. Still grumbling on like Dispossessed as far as he could tell.

			‘A rider did come for you,’ said Lungryr.

			Uzkar turned. 

			‘He’s waiting in the colliery yard.’

			‘For how long?’

			The battlesmith shrugged. ‘You were sleeping.’

			‘Grimnir’s sent the dream to me every other night for the last century. He’ll send another!’ With an impatient growl, Uzkar swung back. Zunkrul and Stukkur fell patiently into step as he strode past them.

			‘If you ask me,’ Lungryr went on, following close behind. Age had burned down his patience, but it had some way to go before diminishing his vigour. ‘Everyone in this city has gone mad. I wouldn’t have thought these grey-hearted sods capable, but there you have it. I was high up in the stacks when the first horn sounded, and before you could turn to the duardin beside you and say gruznor there were dock folk in the streets, knocking on their neighbours’ doors and screaming for their children.’

			‘Odd folk indeed,’ Uzkar agreed. ‘What of the apprentices we took on for the margrave?’

			‘That we took on?’ Lungryr asked.

			‘All right, that you took on.’

			‘Still scrubbing out moulds on the foundry floor where I left them. Small hands come in handy from time to time, I suppose.’

			‘That sounds almost like an admission that I was right to take them.’

			‘It’s not as though we’ve any flamelings of our own.’

			‘This city is odd, but I like their war leader,’ said Uzkar, and then grinned. ‘She’s got fire.’

			Lungryr fussed with his beard and grumbled. ‘I doubt any dock folk are going to come banging on our door.’

			‘Well, if they do, tell them to get lost. Then set Zunkrul and Stukkur on them.’ 

			‘Aye,’ said Lungryr. He looked about as pleased as Uzkar had ever seen him.

			‘He’s still out there then, this rider?’

			‘Probably. It sounded important.’

			‘How important?’

			‘As though the world was going to end.’

			‘Then I hope you at least left him a beer to sup while he was waiting!’ 

			‘I was elder battlesmith to Morkai-Grimnir for two hundred and fifty-five years,’ Lungryr sniffed. ‘I know how to be hospitable when a man comes promising me doom.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Vagren completed his ninth circuit of the yard. He greeted his mare, a grullo Penultiman Baise named Silensa, with a pat on the shoulder. The Penultiman was a racing breed, swift as the wind and as light in the turn as the bodiless dead. While not strictly a warhorse, she had been bred to the existential nightmare and silent terror of the underworld. The Fyreslayers, however, unnerved her. 

			They were loud and boisterous, and smelled like cremation. About three-score of them were camped out in the colliery yard around open barbecues. Superstition and a general lack of marksmanship meant that the people of Arbitrium generally left the carrion that the tithe horns disturbed alone. The Fyreslayers, however, had apparently considered knocking the birds out of the sky with throwing axes and javelins to be great sport. The scent of scorched bird meat carried on coal-fire smoke, the unseasonal heat wobbling gap-toothed grins and slabbed faces. 

			In truth, they frightened Vagren too, inasmuch as their compound was probably the safest place in Arbitrium right now. 

			With his one hand he drew his pistol and idly spun it.

			Vagren hadn’t been born high. As a boy, before his tithe, he’d worked the stables in one of the old city manors. He’d had no love for horses then. They terrified him, but it had been good work for an ambitious lad and he’d feared his father’s belt more. Their physical size and strength had been palpable, as powerful as the smell of manure and horse when he’d entered the stalls. They could have broken his arm or leg simply out of carelessness. And Sigmar help him should one of them, for whatever reason, take it into their head to actively wish him harm. Trained and broken to a rider as they had been, there had been just enough wildness still about them for Vagren to fear that, one day, for some reason, one of them just might. He had got over it, of course, learned to appreciate and even admire them, but the Fyreslayers renewed that same old fear and brought it back to him tenfold.

			The tallest amongst them stood only as high as his throat, but they carried an ogor’s worth of muscle, while their tall crests bought them at least another foot of height. He had seen a Fyreslayer playfully bend iron bars and another, while drunk, goad a man into hitting his face with a hammer before laughing it off and tossing the dumbstruck soldier a coin. Vagren looked around with horror, and some fascination, as Fyreslayers poked at their cooking coals with their fingers, tore into overcooked carrion meat with gold-capped teeth, or hauled bulging ore sacks that even Silensa would have struggled to carry from the iron gate to the foundry building.

			The foundry, too, was uncommonly forbidding, even by the architectural mores of Penultima. Its colonnaded style was Azyrite, but its bleakness marked it as distinct from the grandiose statements of Arbiters’ Keep and Justice Gate. Its columns were thicker. More geometric. The signature ­flourish was the straight line and the right angle. The walls were brick, so impregnated with soot that at a passing glance they almost resembled the wood, mud and bone that went into most of Arbitrium’s common housing stock, but alien all the same. The windows were huge and framed with high metals, crusted with soot. Chimneys rose from the slanted roof at right angles, as though the Ironweld architect had taken a ruler and drawn it. A high metal fence topped with spikes surrounded it and its outer yards. No particular magic imbued that fence, but the dock folk of lower Arbitrium avoided it as though it did.

			Silensa whinnied as something within the foundry exploded, rattling a layer of grime from the windows. Vagren reversed the twirl of his pistol, holstered it without thinking about it, and leant in to murmur in the horse’s ear. As the voices of the dead had once soothed and commanded the Baises’ wild ancestors.

			He knew why the margrave and, at her insistence, the conclave, had welcomed the homeless Fyreslayers into their city. But unlike his old lord’s horses, the Ulrung were neither trained nor broken. They would turn as soon as they tired of this old foundry or Arbitrium’s supply of gold ceased flowing into their pockets.

			How then, he wondered, were they any better than the Ossiarchs?

			‘Cheer up, manling!’

			Shushing his skittish horse, Vagren turned towards the foundry just as a group of Fyreslayers emerged from a wicket gate in its great, ironclad doors. 

			This lot were more grandly outfitted in gold and jewels than those who had been forced, or preferred, to camp in the yard, walking with a swagger that gold could buy but that only bloodline could fully imbue. It was what allowed a warrior wearing nothing but gold skirts and a helmet to walk the underworld as though he were the Undying King himself. The warrior at the head of the entourage was as broad across as the back of a war wagon, and about as mistreated, an unkempt mass of muscle and beard in which the gold beads of forgotten plaits shone like plaques in a grey land of unruly hills. Thick plates of duardin runes studded his naked muscles and shimmered occasionally, as though responding to some passing menace in the air. A pair of near-identical warriors, even more muscular and belligerent in appearance than their prince, followed just behind. They walked like bears with axes. They wore their scars and piercings the way the Knights of the Undying Crusade, the order of mortal champions descended from those blood thralls of the Elder Counts who had cast off luxurious serfdom to fight alongside Vigil Stormstroke, wore robes. 

			The war priest, Lungryr, who had greeted Vagren at the gate – if you could call his surly grunt a greeting – nodded towards the duardin who had spoken. ‘Runeson Uzkar Karrudin of the Ulfort,’ he said. ‘This is…’ His expression creased further. ‘What’s your name again, boy?’

			‘Vagren Hath,’ he said, then dropped Silensa’s harness and saluted. ‘Sir. Captain of the Penultiman Outriders. Second-in-command of the Arbitrium Freeguild to Margrave Nestira Suthura.’

			‘I hope my beer eased the chore of waiting,’ said Uzkar, his voice as rough and as unkind as a chisel defiling a tombstone.

			Vagren glanced to the steel mug with the scorched-black inside that he’d left, having surreptitiously tossed its contents through the railings, on the low wall beside his horse. ‘Very fair, runeson,’ he lied.

			The two bodyguards grumbled to one another, but Uzkar extended a hand the size of a small ploughshare. ‘Well, it’s my honour to meet you.’ Vagren hesitated, torn between the fears of causing the duardin offence and of submitting his one hand to that grip. He caved to the former and offered his hand. Uzkar squeezed it. Enough to hurt, but with strength enough spare to crush every bone in his hand and wrench the arm from its shoulder should he wish to. The barbarian grinned, enough gold in his mouth to provision the entire Arbitrium Freeguild with ale, and probably entirely aware of what Vagren was thinking.

			He released him.

			‘The margrave woman did mention you, now I think about it.’

			‘She did?’

			‘Don’t look so nervous, lad.’ The runeson winked. ‘It was only bad things.’

			Vagren retreated towards his horse. Underneath the brutishness of their appearance and their morbid attire, the Fyreslayers gave every outward appearance of being happy. It was unsettling. 

			One of the runeson’s guards elbowed his equally massive twin, and pointed at Vagren. ‘Um hestrur okgal?’ he growled.

			‘What did he just say?’ Vagren asked Uzkar.

			‘He asked you how much for the horse.’ 

			‘Tell him she was a gift from the margrave on my promotion to captain and is not for sale.’

			‘Bungit, litur eins og dawrguz.’ 

			The warrior’s companion nodded slowly, obvious dis­appointment souring the preternatural fury of his expression. 

			Vagren turned to Uzkar.

			‘He said pity. She looks like good eating.’

			Vagren’s hand dropped to his holster, halfway towards drawing. He eyed the two doomseekers, forced his fingers to relax. He was aware enough of his own habits to know when it was not a good time to indulge them. ‘Tell him there is more than enough carrion out here to go around. I come with an urgent message from the margrave.’

			‘Aye, I heard.’ Uzkar turned to glare at the war priest and then, to Vagren’s startlement, punched the other Fyreslayer hard in the arm. ‘From this wakki here.’ The pair growled at one another in their own fiery language, too low and fast for Vagren even to make out separate word-sounds. All the while the two bodyguards muttered to one another, all hard consonants and urgency and the occasional angry gesture towards Vagren’s horse. Just as the captain’s hand was wandering itself back towards his holster, the runeson turned back to him. ‘I came here to fight, captain, not to sleep. And that’s why your margrave brought us here, isn’t it? Not to play at Ironweld.’ He flung a hand towards the warriors in the yard. ‘Axes and shields, you lot. Dumfyrd-ha!’

			Crunching down the last of the bird meat, the Fyreslayers kicked over their cook fires and picked up axes and shields. 

			A Fyreslayer went from idle to battle-ready in a frighteningly short span of time.

			‘You misunderstand,’ said Vagren. ‘The margrave isn’t going to fight. She’s going to talk.’

			Uzkar tapped the gold rune embedded in his shoulder with the eye of his runeaxe. ‘I’m not much of a talker.’

			‘There isn’t much to be said. But our treaty with Ossia demands a few formalities.’

			The runeson glanced in confusion to his entourage, and then shrugged. He lowered his axe. ‘Never let it be said of the Ulrung that they don’t honour their treaties.’

			‘Then I will ride back to the margrave at once.’ Vagren slid his foot into the stirrup and swung himself gladly into the saddle. He could not wait to be away from this place. He had already paid his tithe, after all, and he could not think of anywhere in this city more dangerous than being between the Ossiarchs and the Ulrung. ‘Meet her at Justice Gate. And come mounted. It will be a long ride to the Tithing Nexus. Will you need to borrow a steed?’

			Uzkar laughed, as did the others of his entourage. All except for Lungryr, whose expression was that of long-suffering rock. 

			‘I’ll get by, I’m sure,’ he said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Nestira had ridden this road twice more since the first time. Eighteen years ago with her firstborn son and daughter. Nine with her younger two. But never before in daylight. It looked different. Wrong. 

			The light of Hysh washed through the thin barriers of the Penultima underworld, drawing muted elements of true colour from the ordered furrows of cereals and grains. Emaciated birds chirped in the hedgerows. Wild spirits chased one from hedge to hedge, spindly tree to spindly tree. Tenant farmers yipped as they drove ancient oxen ahead of their ploughs, swatting their short crops not to goad the undying beasts but to whip the flies from their slowly rotting backs. Others leant against the wooden handles of their ploughs to watch the great and noble lords of Arbitrium ride on by, any excuse to pause, or else called for their wives to bring out children of tithing age and show their adherence to the Treaty of Ossia. 

			The company, too, made the experience unreal.

			The magmadroth, which Uzkar had called Trotha – whilst proudly reaching into a mouth the size of a small boat to show off the golden colour of her teeth – dominated the noble company like a steam tank under escort by children riding ponies. The road cracked beneath its weight. Its every breath was a growl that rippled the air with heat. Its scales were the black of the Nadir, but each haloed by a wicked glow, as though the spirit of its true birthplace in the Realm of Fire burned beneath its natural armour. Each time a curious spirit darted too close it would roar, its throat limned by fire, scattering every dead thing for a hundred feet until their short memories and instinct towards soulless repetition forced them to investigate the angry ur-salamander again.

			The lords and ladies of the conclave, and the Knights of the Undying Crusade who rode as escort, had learned that it was better to not ride too close. 

			With the exception of Nestira.

			To her surprise and delight, she found that she was excited. Shyish was not a place to go in search of new experiences, but this was different. She could not wait to see what the Emissarians of the Ossiarchs would make of Trotha.

			And what Trotha would make of them.

			On they rode.

			Hysh tracked its given path across the grey barrier of the sky, the plots growing progressively more overgrown, the tenants thinner and more disinterested, until, after a time, no living thing bothered to watch from the procession’s wayside at all. Necrotic scrambleweeds and spirit pests overran untended lands. The road itself was as true as an aelven arrow. This, she had learned, was how the Ossiarchs consumed a so-called ‘barbarian’ state and folded it into their ever-growing empire. They bound it to its neighbouring vassals in a web of aqueducts, irrigation and, of course, paved ossefact roads. No outrider of Arbitrium had ridden this road to its end. Were they ever to do so then, according to legend, it would bear them all the way to the Prime Necropolis of Gothizzar, where all roads in Shyish ultimately led. 

			‘This looks as though it was decent pasture once,’ said Uzkar.

			‘Do you know much about farming?’ Nestira asked.

			‘Nothing at all,’ Uzkar answered cheerfully. 

			‘Well, once it was,’ said Nestira. ‘A hundred years ago. Before the Necroquake. Before the release of Katakros the Undefeated and the rise of Ossia.’

			Uzkar pulled on his beard. Nestira did not understand the significance of the gesture, but his face looked anguished. ‘An ugly time. Many a mighty hold was sundered in those dark years. My own amongst them.’

			‘Arbitrium was mighty,’ Nestira agreed. ‘But she wasn’t sundered. She surrendered.’

			Clapping his lips, which seemed to be what he did with his mouth when he had something to say but thought better of saying it, the Fyreslayer turned to look forwards. Towering over the rest of the conclave in his war throne, he enjoyed an enviable vantage. And Nestira had learned that the duardin’s eyes were almost as keen as those of a Swifthawk prince.

			‘Something up ahead,’ he grunted. ‘An old farm, maybe.’

			Nestira nodded. ‘We’re here.’

			A pavilion had been stretched across the familiar forecourt of the old farm. Its roof was flayed skin, its uprights bone. A towering sentinel of necromantically strengthened bone and black nadirite stood unmoving by each. The four guardians each held a tower shield as large as the mortuary slab of a royal tomb, emblazoned with the skull cartouche of the Mortis Praetorians and hieroglyphic scrollwork. Their nadirite-tipped spears were huge, so much more lethal than those of her memory. 

			She closed her eyes, banishing the vision to the past. 

			Inasmuch as there was such a place in Shyish.

			Her heart rode progressively higher in her neck as the conclave spread out and drew in. As a feeling, it was similar to the random attacks of terror she had come to know as a soldier. Even veterans were not immune to fear. At the same time it was different, a slow ratcheting of tension, as though something inside her were being wound tighter and tighter, like the spring of an arbalest, until it could either be loosed at an enemy or would snap. 

			Suddenly, the thickness of Trotha’s scales and the fyresteel of Uzkar’s axe did not seem like enough.

			Breathe…

			The runeson marked his first encounter with the Bonereapers with a grunt. It was entirely non-committal. Whether it was a disguise for doubt or for fear, Nestira did not know. She was unsure if his kind even felt such emotions in the way that humans did. Or if they simply masked them better. 

			A campaign desk of the sort that Nestira knew intimately dominated the pavilion’s shaded area. It was made of bone. The surface was polished and glossy. Cross-sectioned osteons and trabeculae produced black spots not unlike the knots in good wood or the subtleties of marble. The legs were double twisted, each grand foot carved to resemble an ungulate hoof. 

			Behind the table stood two sculpted thrones.

			In the infinitesimally smaller of the two was a skeleton, draped in robes the deep purple of night on a day of dark magic. A shadeglass pectoral bore a skull cartouche, surrounded by yet more elaborate hieroglyphic scrollwork that aged mortal eyes ten years at a passing glance. The vitrified plate grinned like a death’s head in the witch-glow of captive spirits, haunts bound to the canoptic jars and phylacteries swirling around the being’s tall hat and filling its fleshless ears with whispers. The Mortisan sat with its long legs crossed, and its throne, Nestira saw, mimicked the pose to the extent that it might conceivably stand on its own and walk if bidden. The Mortisan’s eyes glowed with a fierce and immortal intellect, a personality far more complete and complex than that bound to the martial constructs tasked with its protection, or the scrivener imps known as bibliopomps that attended on it.

			At a quarter past the eleventh hour, in this unchanging year of the eternal reign of Nagash, the emissaries of Arbitrium did arrive to comport the Tithe of Bone, they seemed to scribble as Nestira turned to the greater throne.

			The warrior there was a nine-foot titan in scalloped plate, and a cloak of deepest nightshade blue. A high-combed helmet sat on the desk in front of it, its large hands flat to either side. Its repose was one of limitless patience. And of eternal threat.

			See that this example is not repeated, spoke the voice of her memory, and Nestira had to bite her tongue to keep herself from pulling free the war hammer cinched across her saddle bow. 

			The rest of the conclave, meanwhile, had already dismounted. There was Excelsior Haltem of the High Temple; the high artisan; the arbitrave; the master of tithes; the magister of the last Collegiate school in Arbitrium, the Amethyst; the lord-commander of the Knights of the Undying Crusade, whose name, by tradition, only the undying and the departed were permitted to know; Prince Ethalien of the Swifthawk eyrie; and of course the landgrave, Oten Ridark. Hooded Mornials, a lesser caste of Ossiarchs that served as retainers and servants, emerged from the deeper parts of the pavilion bearing chairs, which they distributed amongst the mortal dignitaries. The Knights of the Undying Crusade dismounted, but remained standing. They held their lances upraised, bannerettes snapping. But the weapons were for display. Unlike their proud forebears, the one-armed knights could no longer fight with the lance.

			Their lords and ladies sat.

			‘Be seated, margrave,’ said the Mortisan, amethyst eye-glow gazing directly into her. ‘There is a chair here just for you.’ It gestured towards the Mornial and its offering. The chair, of course, was a thing of artfully plaited bones, comprising enough to assemble one complete human being and framing a single staring skull set in the middle of its high back. Forcing back her disgust, she gave a stiff nod and dismounted. Whose bones was she being expected to sit upon? she wondered. The realms were vast, the borders of Ossia ever widening, but casual cruelty surely meant they could not have originated anywhere but Arbitrium. 

			Her mother? 

			Her own son? 

			Seben?

			Keeping her gaze fixed on the Mortisan she asked, ‘Do you know me?’ 

			‘Of course.’ Its visage was locked. And yet it appeared to grin. ‘Sit, margrave.’

			She set her jaw and sat, straightening her back against the chair’s.

			‘Not all are destined to be praetorians of the Thorac caste,’ the Mortisan went on, once she had. ‘There is provision for the meek, the servile and the unworthy. The Principia Necrotopia of almighty Nagash encompasses all, for all are one in Nagash.’

			‘All are one in Nagash,’ the giant warrior beside it rumbled.

			‘All are one in Nagash,’ at least half the conclave dutifully mumbled.

			The Mortisan turned to Uzkar, still seated on his war throne outside of the pavilion. The presence of a Fyreslayer prince for the first time in a hundred years did not appear to surprise it. It did, however, perform some curious ritual that Nestira had never seen before, drawing a crystal phylactery from its robes and whispering over the vessel’s long neck. It had no physical stopper, and its contents spilled into the air as soon as the Mortisan was done speaking over it. The spectral form of something squat and powerful formed briefly in front of the bone priest before being pulled apart by the haze of spirits that circled it. 

			‘Motokkur, sonur akulrung,’ the Mortisan said. ‘Anstollen.’

			Uzkar blinked, sitting upright. ‘You speak the old tongue of the Ulfort.’

			‘You are unexpected, Fyreslayer, but welcome. I am sure another chair can be found.’

			‘No,’ Uzkar said, something in his conviction shaken by the Mortisan’s words. ‘No, I’ll stand.’ He dismounted the war throne and slid roughly down Trotha’s flank.

			The Mortisan returned the vial to its robes. ‘Then we can commence.’ It clapped its fleshless hands and Mornials emerged from the concealed area behind the pavilion. They bore silver trays, each one holding a gruesomely carved bone ewer and a single goblet. One of the wretched creatures poured out its goblet and presented it to Nestira. 

			‘A beverage, margrave?’ the Mortisan asked.

			Nestira could not help herself. 

			She was wound so tightly that, in the face of this final absurdity, she laughed. She covered her mouth, shoulders heaving, dimly aware of Excelsior Haltem masking a smile. The excelsior was a dark-skinned native of Azyr, and of those few born to the Celestial Realm still in Arbitrium, Nestira doubted many of them were there by choice. He too was missing his right arm, although it was rumoured he had severed it himself and burned it rather than surrender it to the Ossiarchs. He was one of the few members of the conclave that Nestira liked. The only one she respected. Landgrave Oten stared at her open-mouthed, as though she had just spilled wine on Sigmar’s golden armour. 

			The Mortisan leant forwards. ‘It is wine,’ it said, as though the explanation made its offering less ridiculous rather than more. ‘From the Ossiarchs’ dominions on the Blacksun Cape of Necros. A toast has been the traditional form of commencement in Arbitrium for over a hundred years. Has the custom changed in the last nine?’

			Still laughing, anxiety and doubt falling off her with every faltering shudder of self-restraint, Nestira lifted her glass. 

			Oten and the rest of the conclave followed suit. Haltem swirled his goblet but pointedly refused to lift it.

			‘To peace?’ said Ethalien, his fair mail glittering as he raised his goblet, earning him Nestira’s scowl. 

			The aelf was older even than she had judged Uzkar’s priest, Lungryr, to be. It had been he who had ridden ahead of the Azyrite Arbiters’ Vanguards and conveyed the secret messages between Etred Ridark’s rebel thralls and Vigil Stormstroke. His signature was on the Treaty of Ossia too. The fullness of Nestira’s dislike, however, stemmed from the fact that despite attending twenty-eight subsequent tithings since the first landgrave’s death, he still had all of his limbs.

			The treaty he had helped to negotiate conveniently recognised the Swifthawk’s independence from the other institutions of Arbitrium.

			‘To freedom?’ Nestira suggested.

			The Mortisan glanced her way, but said nothing as the conclave mumbled their toasts.

			‘Exquisite as always, Soulmason Morchrian,’ said Ethalien, with a stiff bow.

			Uzkar scowled at the goblet that had somehow appeared in his massive fist, and then slowly upended it. ‘I don’t drink with the dead.’

			‘The Fyreslayer doesn’t speak for Arbitrium,’ said Oten. 

			The landgrave of Arbitrium sat stiff in his chair of bone, clad in an archaic suit of steel and brass splints and an emerald tabard emblazoned with the high motifs of Azyr. The Ridark family harness came with a high gorget, but no helmet, and it was the deathly earnest face of a boy that peered over the high half-ring of perforated steel. 

			Morchrian’s voice dropped an octave. ‘And yet here he is.’

			‘Your tithe has left us weak,’ said Nestira. ‘We needed help to defend ourselves. The Ulrung were willing.’

			‘You speak of freedom as though it is a thing that Ossia denies you,’ said Morchrian. ‘Does Katakros demand a single Emissarian on your conclave? Is the imposition of Gothizzar so great?’ He waved a skeletal hand. ‘You may turn wheresoever you please, and do as you will so long as the tithe is met. Is that not freedom?’ The Mortisan turned to Uzkar. ‘The Ulrung Fyreslayers are not of Arbitrium. By the agreed terms of our treaty they are exempt from the tithe, provided they refrain from interference.’

			Nestira turned to Uzkar. 

			The runeson considered a long while before shaking his head. ‘My lodge fell to the dead long ago. I’ve no home now but Arbitrium.’

			‘For as long as Arbitrium pays you in gold,’ Oten snapped.

			Uzkar demurred with a shrug.

			‘And the Freeguild will pay him for as long as I deem it necessary,’ Nestira countered.

			‘Then you will present yourself here at midnight tonight to be tithed like everyone else,’ said Morchrian.

			Uzkar stuck out his jaw. ‘Say I refuse?’

			Nestira hid her smile.

			‘Then the responsibility of claiming the tithe will be mine.’

			The words came from the seated champion, its voice so alike to the rasp of rusted steel that Nestira spent a moment searching for the one who had drawn a blade. 

			Everyone waited on the warrior’s next words. It uttered none.

			‘This is Liege-Kavalos Heraklis,’ said Morchrian. ‘If necessary, he will take what Ossia is owed.’ 

			‘The Fyreslayer does not speak for us,’ Oten said again. 

			‘Indeed,’ said Haltem. ‘When Sigmar deems his city worth saving then he will send his own champions to save it.’

			‘Take your tithe from the runeson now and spare my city,’ Oten continued.

			The Mortisan’s skull snapped back to the landgrave. ‘You would advocate violence under the emblems of truce?’ He gestured idly, but quite precisely, to the hieroglyphs carved into the pavilion poles. ‘Do the living hold nothing sacred?’

			‘Would you, sire?’ said Nestira.

			Oten ground his jaw. ‘No.’ He rose, and lowered himself stiffly to one knee before the two thrones. ‘Forgive my impropriety, Mortisan.’

			Excelsior Haltem looked on his grovelling lord in contempt.

			With some visible effort, Uzkar relaxed his tense muscles. He seemed unable to tear his eyes off the warrior Heraklis. He looked very much like a young man fallen in love. Or a duardin presented with a very large cache of gold. ‘For as long as the Ulrung are under Arbitrium’s roof, we’ll abide by her treaties. We’re a people of our word.’

			‘Then you will present yourself here at midnight tonight to be tithed like everyone else,’ said Morchrian.

			‘No,’ said Uzkar.

			Morchrian regarded the Fyreslayer, silent, unhurried. ‘I will retire to study the terms of our treaty and the sanctions available to me should Arbitrium refuse to comply.’

			‘Arbitrium will comply!’ Oten hissed, still down on his knee.

			‘We all know what Ossia’s sanction is to be,’ said Nestira, and bared her teeth as the Mortisan’s attention turned back to her. ‘I welcome it, and Arbitrium is ready for it. Go, Soul­mason. Arbitrium rejects your tithe as it should have long ago.’

			‘We shall see,’ said Morchrian. ‘I will await your tithe tonight.’

			‘And I’ll be awaiting him on the morrow,’ Uzkar growled, glaring eagerly at Heraklis.

			‘I will sign a new treaty,’ said Oten. ‘I will sign anything you ask. The Fyreslayer does not speak for Arbitrium!’ 

			‘Be quiet, Oten,’ said Nestira, and out of years of ingrained deference through having Nestira as his martial tutor, the young landgrave did just that. ‘We should have done this decades ago.’

			‘Until Ulgu waxes and night falls,’ said Morchrian. 

			The two lords of Ossia rose together. The Mortisan’s throne unfolded its long legs to raise him to near parity with the giant Liege-Kavalos while the four Immortis Guards closed ranks with a regimented stamp of nadirite plate.

			‘What have you done, Nestira?’ Oten mumbled.

			‘Given Arbitrium the chance to fight for its freedom.’

			The landgrave shook his head. He was still on his knees. His voice became a bitter hiss. ‘What have you done?’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			From the cloud-top citadel of the Swifthawk eyrie, the murmur of the coming battle was a distant insult. Large, oval-arched windows overlooked a black ocean of night sky. The blustering of disembodied voices were easily ignored from there, but it was also a clamour to which one might tarry and listen, if one had the patience and the luxury of time.

			Ethalien’s footsteps rang ahead of him, the assured stamp of silver mail worn by a prince. He carried a roll of parchment in one gauntleted hand. The short message it contained had been transcribed from military semaphore into Azyrite code by his personal notary. He had no particular fondness for the margrave. Nor was he so aloof as to be unaware that she did not like him either. He owed this city no loyalty. Indeed, given the blood he had shed and all that he had risked for their grandsires, the reverse should have been true. But he had a duty to bear. And as it seemed he was to be the last warden of Arbitrium to bear it, then bear it he would.

			He strode into the stables.

			A vast window looked out onto a void of cloud and deathless skies. A wind stitched together from the eerie voices of dead men scattered the carpet of sawdust.

			Valethwéir shuffled along his stone perch and beat his wings in greeting.

			His two equerries, aelves of lesser dynasties, although still kings amongst high-born or they would have found no place at all within the ranks of the Swifthawk, had already saddled the great hawk, affixed his diadem and silver wing guards, and so bowed low to the ground as Ethalien approached. Ethalien slotted the parchment roll into the message tube attached to the saddle. Then he laid his hand on the bird’s royal plumage and whispered words of kinship in the lost language of the Shy-gwythiar. All the languages of horse, eagle and hawk were known to him. Ignoring his still-prostrate equerries, he leapt into the saddle. Valethwéir sank as the hawk took his weight, then rose again, eager, extending wings sheathed in metal and flexing his flight muscles. Sliding his boots into the stirrups, Ethalien peered through the window. A handful of specks flitted through the air. Scouts and spies of the Ossiarchs. Their empire was vast and their reach was long. But no matter. Nothing that rode or flew could outpace the Swifthawk of Azyr when the speed was upon them.

			Valethwéir craned his neck towards him and crowed.

			Ethalien patted the hawk’s feathers. ‘The God-King gave them the freedom to be fools. Ours is not to question why.’

			Shrieking his understanding, for the hawk had vows of his own to honour, Valethwéir threw out his wings and cast them both into the Penultiman sky.

			Twenty units of Penultiman Outriders, two hundred battle-hardened horsemen and their steeds, give or take, clattered slowly through the North Wall postern in rough, skirmish formation. The postern was an old secret and had been since Stormstroke’s day, known only to the landgrave and a handful of senior Freeguild officers, Vagren included. It ventured out from a particularly labyrinthine district of the Old Quarter and exited from there into a deep ravine. The mountainous terrain on that side of the river obscured it from easy view. From what little the margrave had been able, or willing, to tell him it had been installed first by the Elder Counts, the vampires using it to come and go unseen, and untroubled by the light of Hysh. Etred Ridark and the Vanguards of the Azyrite Arbiters had exploited the secret way to sack the city, and bring about the downfall of the Elder Counts.

			Leaning forwards, Vagren drew the tube of parchment that was poking from his saddlebag. He unrolled it. Black wax from the margrave’s broken seal sprinkled his lap. He rolled his eyes. Even now, the margrave was a stickler. He shook out bits of wax, struggling to handle his horse and the unfurled piece of parchment with one hand, and studied it.

			It was a map, but it had been coded.

			Only by interpreting the symbols and letters in the proper way could he make out the outline of old Arbitrium, the mountains to the north, and all within those confines that fell between the river to the west and the Sea of Fading Hopes to the east. 

			Vagren hoped he was interpreting it correctly. 

			The margrave had revealed the cipher to him only last night, and then in some haste.

			It looked as though the ravine ran north for about another ten miles before opening out. From there, a skilled horseman, or at least a skilled horseman with good knowledge of their terrain, would be able to double back to reach a fordable stretch of river that did not appear on any other map of Arbitrium that Vagren had ever seen.

			He tore up the map and let the pieces fall.

			‘Yah,’ he muttered, and gave Silensa his spurs.

			The mare lengthened her gait from a walk to a trot. The rest of the regiment smoothly followed suit. Their strung-out formation, a consequence of being led blindfolded by their officers, streamed into something more orderly. There were no trumpeters to relay orders, no drummer to sound pace. The margrave had even specifically instructed him not to raise his voice once he was outside of the city limits, lest he be overheard and forfeit the element of surprise. It seemed like typical over-worrying to Vagren. Something in the ravine’s geology funnelled and withheld sound. The clop of their hooves bounced sullenly around clifflike walls. From beyond it, the tramp of perfectly synchronised marchers and the clamour of siegeworks, while distant, reverberated from its high sides. It was as though the rocks beat their drums in anticipation. Or harboured spirits that did.

			Vagren leant into the pommel of his saddle. The dry taste of death rushed past the metal flaps of his helmet’s ear guards. Silensa’s muscles flowed beneath his thighs. The Baise was so graceful, he barely felt her impact with the ground. Turning his head just slightly, he brushed his chinstraps across the lady’s favour, the white petals of an orchid that had been threaded between the splints of his jack. 

			He thought about the places he could have been now, rather than here. 

			Vassalage was not so bad. Not when your master called once or twice in a generation, and left a man the rest of his adult life unmolested. 

			Vagren had no children of tithing age. 

			Perhaps if he did he would feel differently, but he did not.

			‘Do you think we can win this, sir?’ Laster, his lance-corporal, galloped alongside on a dappled grey palfrey.

			‘The margrave thinks we can and I wouldn’t bet against her.’ He turned and adjusted the sit of his helmet to be slightly forward of his brow. Laster watched him do it with a trace of a smile. ‘Just think,’ Vagren went on, ‘we could be up on the West Wall. At least the Ossiarchs don’t know we’re coming.’

			Many miles behind the front lines of his legion, Heraklis, Liege-Kavalos of Ossia, sat in the hard saddle of his eternally patient steed and contemplated the nature of peace. 

			His was an existence of intractable contradictions. 

			He craved the quietude promised by the Principia Necrotopia, and yet he was a composite of a hundred champions and heroes, an amalgam of their boisterous and warlike souls, the blunt instrument of his body moulded into its precise form with their bones. He was a young being, and yet he was also old. Into him had gone the essences of war-beasts that knew nothing of time, of the aelf-like beings from the Perimeter Inimical who did not age as mortal creatures did, who had witnessed the first breaths of the gods and followed the fall and rise of civilisations as men did the growing of grass until the great inversion had heralded their fall. He had never led his legion in battle, and yet he could recall a thousand campaigns. He had marshalled armies of Order and Darkness. He had toasted victory and commiserated defeat. He had been fêted by a dozen divine and semi-divine patrons, and been banished from the graces of a dozen more. 

			Now, through him, all of those experiences were one in Nagash. 

			Around him, all was quiet. 

			At peace. 

			His great mount was as cold and still as a statue of neglected brass, eye sockets flickering with an intelligence that was at once greater than was strictly needed and lesser than it could have been. Enough to recognise its diminished status and rage against it, although not nearly enough to understand it, or to seek its betterment in any way.

			Nagash was just.

			The Kavaloi arrayed in their ranks around him were likewise still. 

			Only Soulmason Morchrian, in his distraction, still muttered.

			In the wake of their meeting with the Conclave of Arbitrium at the Tithing Nexus, the Mortisan had convened with the spirits of the aether and the dead sages of Penultiman lore and had summoned to this far corner of the empire an entire library of tomes from his great biblios in the necropolis of Kios. The hulking scarab creature so dispatched now squatted in the field of black maize, its whorled carapace unfurled to expose rib upon rib of neatly ordered shelves. Morchrian stood at a reading lectern within the biblio­scarab’s hollow thorax, scrutinising one by one the manuscripts, scrolls and treatises on precedent that bibliopomps continued to bring forth from the stacks.

			Heraklis was not sure why he troubled himself. There was only one sanction for defiance of the tithe. Death. And yet Morchrian insisted on cross-referencing and double-checking, ensuring every legality to be neat and ordered before delivering his judgement on Arbitrium’s fate. Heraklis wondered if, in the very duality that he lamented within himself, he might explain Morchrian’s inability to come to swift judgement. Hera­klis was capable of rashness, of instinct, of acting on impulse when decision could allow him to pre-empt an unready foe or unpredictability could be a virtue. 

			Morchrian could do none of these things. He was a creature of exaction, his rectitude predicated on dealing only in certainty. 

			Heraklis and his Kavaloi had been waiting patiently in the grass for many hours past the allotted hour of the tithing. The exact span was irrelevant to warriors who did not suffer impatience or tire, but to Heraklis it felt close to an age when Morchrian at last stirred from his deliberations. 

			The Mortisan lowered the scroll he had been studying and dismissed the bibliopomps from his lectern with a wave of his hand.

			‘It is decided,’ he announced.

			Heraklis felt something in him sink at the Soulmason’s words. 

			However he was made, whatever his purpose, war was always the last step of a road paved with failure.

			It was disorderly.

			‘The sanction as decreed by Mortarch Katakros is abundantly clear,’ Morchrian continued. 

			‘Death,’ said Heraklis.

			Visible to the sentries on Justice Gate and the West Wall by the amethyst witch-gleam of their eyes, the Ossiarchs rolled across the black quilt of the city’s fields. The bastion towers and battlements of the West Wall blasted their defiance of them with alarm bells and horns. Line sergeants screamed for men’s courage and warrior priests for their faith in Sigmar. The precision stamp-stamp stamp-stamp of marching feet rang out over the breathless chill, growing louder until it seemed the sky must fall, before the first rank of Bonereapers became more than a pair of eyes in the night, marching out of the Penultiman dark and into the arrayed lights of a Free City of Sigmar. 

			Caged stars situated atop of long poles bathed the city perimeter in radiance that many ardently believed the dead would not dare cross. Meanwhile, from the castellated ring of bastion towers that made up Justice Gate, teams of engineers cranked mirrored panes into position. From them, beams of reflected starlight stabbed into the night. The light rinsed white across the gleaming bone and gold of Ossiarch praetorians, glancing across the black nadirite of armour as though unable to touch it. 

			The phalanxes were perfect squares. The gaps between them were identical and unchanging, perfectly sized for columns of heavy Kavaloi to walk between, their pace set by the drum-step of the infantry. Hulking four-armed warrior constructs stalked the flanks, while giant-sized versions of the Mortek line-praetorian marched in protective blocks around more horrifying war machines yet.

			Nestira had never fought against the Ossiarchs. Not personally. But she had studied extensively from every scrap of lore and learned traveller that she had come across. She had scoured the city’s libraries, traded favours with the city Collegiate and Prince Ethalien, and had extorted traders from as far afield as Sendport and Carstinia for all that there was to be learned of their methods of war and their weaknesses. From what she had learned, and what her own eyes now seemed to confirm, the Ossiarchs built their legions around a core of highly durable elite infantry, complemented by the hitting power of their Kavaloi. Their principal weakness was immobility and a lack of range. Even the mounted Kavaloi looked slow in comparison to Arbitrium’s skirmish riders or the Knights of the Undying Crusade. 

			If she could hold them at bay with missile fire, keep them from ever closing with the walls, then victory would be hers. 

			‘Raise signal, fire!’ she barked, voice worn to a thin edge by a hard night spent yelling at soldiers. 

			‘Raise signal, fire!’ a fuller-voiced sergeant beside her bellowed.

			The shout was taken up further down the line. ‘Raise signal, fire!’ A signalman hoisted a coloured flag. A few moments later, identically shaped and coloured flags were shooting up poles along the length of the walls. Shouts of ‘Fire! Fire!’ rang out, pairs of soldiers converging on siege arbalests that had been bolted to the ramparts. The weapons were pintle mounted, one man responsible for traversing and elevating the giant crossbow while their partner handled triggering and reloading. Without a right arm between them, neither would have been able to manage the weapon alone. The city’s older traditions of target archery had not survived the tithe. It was a child’s sport. Even that was discouraged as bad luck by some, and in poor taste by most. Infantry fought with lighter weapons, and without shields. There were no halberdiers. No greatswords. No spears. There had been no crossbow regiments in the Arbitrium Freeguild for a hundred years. Even the once-famous Penultiman Outriders, her own former regiment, had abandoned the traditional repeating handgun and blunderbuss in favour of pistols, which could be fired and loaded, albeit with some difficulty, with one hand. 

			But they would fight. 

			She had given them the chance that their great-grandparents had been denied, and she would make sure they didn’t waste it. They would win. They would show to all the realms that the march of Ossia could be halted.

			An arbalest mounted a few merlons along from her loosed with an almighty twang. She felt the vibrations run down her throat as the foot-long bolt arced up and then down. 

			Nestira clenched her fist in triumph as it smashed through a Mortek Guard’s breastplate in an explosion of bone. 

			The Bonereaper misstepped, one stamp-stamp beat among two thousand sounding out of time, but then recovered to continue its march.

			Nestira swore.

			‘Haha!’ Uzkar roared, and slapped the flat of his palm on the parapet stone. ‘Look at that one! It’s not dead, but you could stick a bloody flag in it now, eh?’ He turned to the taller, but considerably gaunter, Freeguild swordsman beside him. ‘Eh?’ The soldier looked down at him grimly, and so the Fyreslayer turned to the man at his other shoulder. ‘Eh?’ The swordsman ignored him, watching the advance unsmiling. Deflated, the Fyreslayer shook his head, grumbling in his native tongue.

			‘They’re hard to kill,’ said Nestira.

			‘That they are,’ said Uzkar.

			‘I’ve heard they’re impossible to fully destroy.’ 

			‘I’ve waged war on the dead since I was swaddled in embers. Whether it’s mordants, death rattle or soulblight bloodsuckers, I find a runeaxe to the ribcage tends to do the job.’

			‘You’ve never faced the Ossiarchs.’

			‘Neither have you, so let’s not get haughty.’

			Nestira frowned, but did not argue before turning back to the Ossiarchs. ‘I’m told that the only way to end them permanently is to shatter the soultrap stones that harbour their spirits.’

			‘That’ll make it harder,’ Uzkar agreed.

			‘You sound distracted. Isn’t this the battle you’ve been craving since before you came here?’

			‘Aye, it is.’ The runeson looked up from his block of wall, ugly face scarred by a thoughtful frown. His helmet was half as tall as he was and, despite its open front and woven design, as heavy as a human man. Knotted bands of fyre­steel created the illusion of bones and the snarling likeness of an undying ur-reptile. Gold picked out the finer details, black gems the eyes and the teeth. His own red hair emerged from the golden reptile’s mouth like flame. ‘You know then, why I came to this city of yours?’

			‘Of course I know. Everyone knows. You scour the underworld in search of death and you decided that you would find it here. Why do you think everyone dislikes you so much?’

			The Fyreslayer shrugged. ‘Your city teeters on the brink of death. What better place for a duardin to go in search of his?’

			‘Do you hope to find the doom from your dreams today?’

			To her surprise, the runeson laughed mightily. ‘No, lass. Any fool can meet a prophecy, but I’ll be bound by no dream. I left my wealth and my kinbands behind me all those years ago to make my own doom, to kill myself before whatever fate has set for me can. That’s how Uzkar Karrudin spits in the Weaver’s face.’

			‘I’m told you’ve been having the dream for the better part of a hundred years.’

			‘Aye. Who’d have thought death would be such a hard thing to find in Shyish?’ 

			‘Then perhaps today.’

			‘Perhaps.’ Uzkar nodded slowly. ‘If I’m lucky and you’re not.’ He glanced up, regarding her with eyes less stupid than they appeared. ‘The two girls you apprenticed to Lungryr are safe in my lodge. For now at least. I left a couple of warriors to watch over the place.’

			Nestira’s frown hardened. She didn’t answer.

			Uzkar gave a grumbling sigh. ‘You’re not going to win this fight, you know.’

			‘What makes you say that? Of course we will.’

			‘Knowing what you know of me and of my kind, knowing what I’ve just now told you about my being here, you’ll not think it cowardice of me to say so – your certain doom is obviously no care of mine. But I just wanted to be sure you knew that.’ He shrugged. ‘One war leader to another.’

			‘We have the numbers, and the range. We have the walls.’

			‘Walls.’ Uzkar spat. ‘Look around you, lass. Look at these heroes you’ve surrounded yourself with. Look at the stones of your damned walls. No one’s looked after them properly in a hundred years. No one here cares. There’s no joy left here. No hope. They’re all beaten already.’

			‘You’re wrong. They’re fighting for their freedom.’

			Uzkar shook his head. ‘They’re fighting for a quicker end.’ He gave a toothy grin. ‘And because they’ve forgotten how to stand up to the likes of you and I and say no.’

			From the towers above them, guided by starlight and the shouted instructions of spotters with spyglasses, great­cannons and mortars spoke out in rumbling voice. The artillery blasted craters into ordered phalanxes and turned towering constructs to avalanches of bone. But still the praetorians marched, more and more of their number crossing into the field of illumination that encircled Arbitrium’s walls. The Ossiarchs had brought artillery pieces of their own. Nestira could see them, war engines that the Ossiarchs called Mortek Crawlers, enormous centipedes with bone trebuchets fused to their backs. But for now, limited by range perhaps, the Free City’s opening fusillade went unanswered.

			‘Do you think that this Heraklis might be the warrior from your visions?’ she asked.

			‘Hah! I hope not.’ 

			‘How will you know?’

			‘When the time comes, I’ll know.’ Turning aside from the wall as if the relentless march of Ossia no longer concerned him, he leant in towards Nestira. ‘How did you know I’d make them fight for my bones?’

			‘Credit me with knowing a little about your people before I invited you to my city. My younger brother, Darsil, was killed fighting Fyreslayer mercenaries in Stygxx, about thirty years ago.’

			‘Really?’ said Uzkar, suddenly interested. ‘My eldest brother, Mjorg, took a fyrd to contract in Lethis at about that time.’ He grinned savagely. ‘Maybe my brother killed your brother!’ 

			Nestira returned her attention to the battle. 

			Uzkar growled under his breath. ‘You see?’ said Uzkar, more softly. ‘There’s not enough fire left in your hearts for this fight.’

			‘We’ll see.’ 

			‘I’m speaking always of my family and the deeds of my brothers, but this is the first time in our talks that I’ve heard you mention yours.’

			‘My parents are dead. My brothers are dead. I had four children, three of whom are also dead. My husband is dead. Would you hear more?’

			‘No, that’s enough.’

			‘I hold the Ossiarchs responsible for them all. I have one daughter still alive, though we seldom speak any longer over our disagreements on this. That, and she wedded a fool.’

			Uzkar chuckled.

			‘Did I say something funny?’

			‘No. But there’s a crackling ember or two in you yet.’

			‘Go back to your fyrd,’ said Nestira. ‘I’ve been fighting this battle in my thoughts since I was seventeen years old, and I’m telling you that we’re going to win. I will show you my city’s fire.’

			While the Ossiarch legions commenced their assault, requiring little in the way of guidance, for each praetorian knew the will of Nagash as it pertained to them, their leaders stood in meditation. Soulmason Morchrian drew a vial from his robes. It was dark, deflecting what little of the city’s light gleamed from its surface. Heraklis knew the aetheric vibration of shadeglass, as a human might know the scamper of a fish in fast water, or the furtive twitch of a mouse in darkness. He and it had come to different ends, but they arose from the same power. They were fundamentally of the same matter. The Soulmason bent over the vial and whispered into it, the words imparted to him in fragment from the deep lore of Nagash himself sending splinters of livid frost crawling down its neck. The stopper dissolved into an amethyst cloud, and with his next utterance the Soulmason teased the spirit held within from its container.

			Like many spirits of uncommonly potent will, it had retained some sense of self-image in its new life beyond the grave, and now shaped its vaporous outline to suit. Where most with that degree of fortitude appeared as warriors or kings in armour, this spirit manifested in the garb of a slave. It was cloaked as if for a ball, a thin circlet pinching its brow and a pair of finely wrought bracers locked over its sleeves. The apparel might once have been deep black, the jewellery golden and fine, but now a greenish gloam lit it all through with the light of undeath.

			Some part of Heraklis recognised this spirit. 

			Not from a personal encounter, he thought, but from a statue, or a coin, or a piece of art. 

			‘Arbitrium’s warmest greetings to you, Morchrian of Kios,’ it said, its voice echoing as though the words were spoken not by the spirit but instead from far away. It lowered itself, its knee floating an inch above the ground. ‘Are there yet formali­ties to our contract to be agreed?’ The ghost breathed a sigh. Its form faded, becoming briefly transparent, although the bindings of the Soulmason’s phylactery would never allow the spirit to fully disperse. ‘It feels, sometimes, as though we have been at this for an age.’

			‘It has been no time at all,’ said Morchrian.

			‘It feels like… forever.’

			‘Soon it will be finished and you may rest.’

			‘I would like that, I think. Who would have thought that surrender would prove less terminable than death?’

			‘You have always seen clearly, Etred Ridark. Even when you lived, you saw the folly of defying the will of Katakros.’

			‘It was not a war Arbitrium could win. I hoped to buy time for our prayers to be heeded and Vigil Stormstroke returned.’

			‘They have not been heeded. Stormstroke is unreturned and victory in war remains beyond the city’s grasp. And yet, there are those among your descendants who lack your clarity of vision.’

			‘They have not known servitude as I have known it.’

			‘Then you must advise me one last time.’

			Morchrian turned his skull towards Heraklis, the soulfire in his eye sockets gleaming. They was a slyness in the Soulmason that Heraklis did not know in himself. He possessed a cunning and a need for aggrandisement that the Great Necro­mancer, in his omniscience, had permitted to be there. Much as there existed treachery in the Mortarch of Night, or subterfuge in his counterpart of Blood.

			Nagash was wise.

			‘Landgrave Ridark,’ said Morchrian, bowing his head to the hovering shade. ‘May I present to you my ally and equal in Katakros’ Legions Immortal, Liege-Kavalos Heraklis of Ossia.’ The spirit bowed to Heraklis in a highly formal, archaic style. ‘The landgrave has been of great assistance to me in keeping the peace with Arbitrium these past hundred years,’ Morchrian went on, but addressing Heraklis now. The spirit, dismissed, either did not hear the words or was servile enough to wait until he was spoken to. ‘But I am not a warrior, and not properly minded to consider warlike acts. Ask him what you will of the city’s defences, Liege-Kavalos, and as Nagash is eternal master to us all, he will answer.’

			‘For Sigmar, and for Arbitrium,’ said Etred Ridark, and his ghost straightened, somehow betraying both servility and pride as the wind gently tattered his astral form.

			The spirit waited, not with the patience of the Ossiarchs but with the obedience of a thrall, while Heraklis considered his many thoughts. The animated dead seldom perceived a changed world as it had truly become. Their memories were lengthy, but far from accurate. 

			His questions would need to be general.

			‘What would be Arbitrium’s first action in the event of a siege?’

			‘That is easy,’ said Etred, with a translucent smile. ‘They would send to Azyr for aid.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			The warhawk Valethwéir shrieked a warning, but Ethalien’s eyes were no less keen and he was already lending his weight to pre-empt the bird’s turn. 

			The Morghast that they had both spotted dropped out of the sky, its black armour turned ghostly in the underworld’s starless night, lit only by a trail of spectral light shed through tattered wings. Valethwéir banked to avoid the thrust of its spear, twisting mid-flight to rake talons across the back of its helmet. 

			The Morghast fell beneath them with a hollow roar. 

			Ethalien looked over his shoulder. 

			Swarms of lighter creatures, winged constructs of hollow bone and broad pinions that the Bonereapers called aviarchs, clouded the twilight. They were small, messengers and spies rather than killers, but they were numerous and swift. Nowhere close to swift enough to keep pace with Valethwéir when the wind was in his wings, but so long as the warhawk was forced to tarry with the more dangerous constructs then the swarm would continue to gain. 

			Ethalien drew his spear. 

			The tapering silver blade gleamed in the pinprick light of stars that mortal eyes could not see from beyond the Penultiman veil.

			A second Morghast swooped with a dry-bone hiss. Fleshless wings beat fiercely for speed as it thrust the hook-blade of its halberd towards Valethwéir’s breast. Ethalien blocked the Morghast’s blade with his spear, trading enough of the bone construct’s momentum to punt Valethwéir upwards and the infuriated Morghast down beneath. Starsilver sang. Nadirite hummed. Ethalien drew back the vibrating spear, and spun it overhead. The shaft appeared to split into two, three, doubling in length as, with an air of princely disdain, he spitted aviarch after aviarch from the flock that surrounded him. ‘This message is bound for the Shimmergate of Glymmsforge,’ he said, in the shrill voice of the Shy-gwythiar. ‘That Azyrheim might learn of her daughter’s plight and send aid. We swore an oath, my friend.’ He drew back on his spear, the enchantments innate to aelven metalwork preventing the corpse from sticking. Another scrawny body tumbled from the sky. 

			Valethwéir shrieked.

			‘They are too numerous! They cannot be outrun or outfought, so let us see if they have the deftness of wing or the guile to snare a Swifthawk in flight.’

			With an ebullient shriek, Valethwéir tucked in his wings. 

			He dropped like a starmetal comet, trailing bone-grey bodies like the funnel of a hurricane upended by the pull of the Nadir. Ethalien held on with knees alone, his spear aloft like the bowsprit of a dragonship. With the other hand, he shielded the message tube and its priceless cargo. With a suddenness that would have unseated, and most probably also rendered senseless, a human rider, Valethwéir flung out his wings, catching Penultima’s meagre thermals and driving himself back into a rocketing climb. 

			Ethalien hooted like a wild Kurnothi as the mob of aviarchs tumbled in their wake. 

			Though the constructs recovered themselves swiftly, flapping tirelessly, they were not nearly fast enough.

			Ethalien’s lip curled into a smile. ‘Well done, Valethwéir.’ 

			A tingle of aelven intuition made him look up.

			With superhuman swiftness he raised his spear. But reaction, however swift, was no substitute for premonition.

			The Ossiarchs were not simply pursuing. 

			They were waiting. 

			The Morghast hit like a trebuchet stone, one immense arm grabbling Valethwéir’s neck while simultaneously stabbing for Ethalien with its halberd. The Swifthawk drew one foot out of the stirrup and lifted his knee. The Morghast’s nadirite blade punched through the saddle leather where his leg had been and into the warhawk’s back. 

			Valethwéir bucked in the Morghast’s grip and shrieked.

			‘Valethwéir!’ 

			The Morghast wrenched its weapon free. Hatred bled from its black armour as it sprayed aelf flesh and ensorcelled bone with Valethwéir’s blood. The noble warhawk gave an erratic flap, like a chick stumbling for the first time from his mother’s nest. Perched lightly on his back, Ethalien felt himself tip towards the earth. The Morghast’s terrible weight on the hawk’s neck pulled them down.

			‘For Azyr!’ Ethalien yelled, and thrust his spear into the Morghast’s shoulder. While the construct raged, he ripped the message tube from its stitching and clutched it to his breast. 

			Together, all three of them began to fall.

			Leaving his spear embedded, Ethalien drew his sword.

			If he could not bear his charge to Glymmsforge, then he would take it to his grave.

			‘Fire!’ Vagren yelled. ‘Fire!’ But the staccato bang of pistol fire was already louder than he was capable of shouting. Horses stamped in shallow water, whinnied in panic. Vagren wheeled Silensa side-on, river water rushing across her hocks, and levelled his pistol at the oncoming Kavalos. 

			One moment his outriders had been walking across the ford, the next there had been knights thundering out of the fields.

			They had been waiting. 

			But for how long? And how? How could they have known that Vagren and his riders were coming?

			Even Vagren hadn’t known he was coming before he had unsealed the margrave’s map.

			The next blast added to the cacophony was from Vagren’s own weapon, and louder to his ears than everything that had come before it. When the smoke cleared from his vision the Kavalos bone knight he had been targeting was still there. Eight foot of him, shins and torso scalloped in dark armour, a broad shield dinged and scuffed by bone and pistol shot, but shockingly inviolate in spite of it. Even his mount was huge, stamped from the same hard, unnatural bone as its rider. It made the landgrave’s thoroughbred warhorse or Ethalien’s nimble charger look like a tottering foal. Its hooves were so heavy they demolished everything in its path. Every obstacle, whether animal or geological, that fell across its charge became dust. 

			The ford began to vibrate.

			Vagren fumbled to reload, cocked the hammer with his chin.

			Point-blank, he squeezed off a second shot. 

			The bullet punched through the Kavalos’ skull-face where the helm was open and cracked the back plate of the helmet on the other side. The Kavalos steed and its now-headless rider ploughed into the river regardless, drenching Vagren in freezing spray and missing Silensa by a whisker, slamming instead into Laster’s palfrey. The lance-corporal didn’t even register a scream. He was simply gone, as if the Undying King had reached forth from his great stronghold in Nagashizzar and flicked him from the water.

			Vagren mouthed a curse as more and more of the heavy Kavaloi crashed into the ford. His outriders were unprepared and thoroughly outclassed. They broke in seconds. The sounds of gunfire became sporadic, replaced by the sounds of foaming water around dying horses and the cries of panicked men. 

			He kneed Silensa hard in the ribs. His intent was to break out of the ambush and make for the east bank, but Silensa’s courage was so terribly shot that she reared, almost throwing him, and Vagren was forced to drop his pistol and grab hold of her mane as she took off. Climbing the shallow embankment, she clattered onto solid ground, nostrils flaring, eyes filled with terror, and tore off for the mountains with Vagren clinging to her back before he could think to scream at her to stop. 

			By the time he did think of it, he decided he did not want her to.

			It occurred to him that he should ride back, warn the North Wall garrison that the Ossiarchs clearly knew about the ford and so likely knew about the hidden postern as well. 

			Silensa’s gait lengthened to a ground-consuming gallop, and Vagren let it, the sounds of frothing water and death fading beneath the thunder of hooves. 

			Heraklis’ mammoth steed sloshed through the shallow waters of the ford with the second wave of Kavaloi. The horse was so huge that the bottoms of his feet did not get wet. Not that he would have felt it or cared if they had. Leav­ing the construct to navigate the corpse-strewn crossing on its own adequate initiative, Heraklis surveyed the light horsemen streaming in all directions into the surrounding hills. 

			His bones yearned to give chase, to cut them down as they fled in punishment for defying the writ and judgement of Katakros the Great, but his will was greater. Thus had he been fashioned, and so he ignored the broken riders. 

			For now. 

			Their spirits would be marked in the days that followed, and hounded wherever they fled to the end of days. Their bones would be taken, and an accounting made of all who wilfully abetted them in their flight. 

			Morchrian would later establish this more properly in law, of course, but Heraklis knew that it would be so.

			Thinking of the Soulmason recalled Morchrian’s final warning before he had retired to oversee the main assault on Justice Gate: ‘You are a Panopt of Ossia and not all are destined to be so. But rest uneasy, Liege-Kavalos. Until the last realisation of the Necrotopia there is no permanence, nor a fixed end to time in which destiny becomes set. One can always move downwards in the hierarchies of the Legions Immortal.’ He touched on the reins of his Kavalos steed. The bone mount issued a rumbling facsimile of a mortal equine snort and came about at his bidding. Heraklis was not sure what the late Liege-Kavalos had done to earn this diminished status as his successor’s steed, but it was a fate that Heraklis was adamant he would not share. He would serve Katakros and Nagash to his utmost, and in so doing he could surely do no wrong.

			With a word and a thought, he gathered his Kavaloi from their pursuit of the broken outriders. Together, they wheeled unerringly towards the hidden path that Etred Ridark had first discovered a century ago, and which had been revealed to Heraklis that night.

			Arbitrium would fall.

			And all would be one in Nagash.

			A steel-hooked scaling ladder latched on to the parapet. 

			The ladder was made of some kind of toughened bone, orruk or duardin or an alloy of both, that fractured under the determined blows of Nestira’s hammer, but wouldn’t break. ‘Hold!’ she roared as, all around her, the aviarch pests continued to harry the walls. To professional soldiers the imps were a buzzing nuisance, but distraction enough in the cauldron of battle to draw valuable shot from the main assault. 

			A hand, sheathed in black armour, appeared at the top of the ladder. It was followed soon after by a broad, grinning skull in a grand helmet. 

			Up close, Nestira could see the subtle joins in the bone. Discontinuities in colour where the bone of one creature had been moulded into that of another, shaped into this form that Nagash deemed sacred. The gauntleted hand gripped the merlon’s stone edge and drew the warrior up. Soldiers recoiled from it before they could even recognise and address their horror, the oppressor of their fathers and their grandfathers writ close and large in immortal bone. 

			‘Hold this wall, I said!’

			With a snarl, she swung her hammer backhanded into the warrior’s jaw. The blow cracked its mandible and struck it from the parapet. Sixty feet and a few seconds later it crunched to the ground, but did not break. It rose stiffly and from there looked up at the wall, a fell gleam in its fractured socket as though, through it, the God of Death passed judgement on Nestira’s actions and found them beneath contempt. 

			She suppressed a shiver, refusing to be cowed, as yet more Mortek Guard flung shields onto their backs and started up the scaling ladder. The construct she had just felled was already slotting back into the patient queue of warriors, taking a grip on the runner and setting its foot back on the bottom rung.

			‘They can be beaten!’ she bellowed.

			Further ladders crunched into the parapet. 

			The huge swords and colossal shields of the Mortek Guard effortlessly cleared mortal troops from the walls. 

			‘They can be killed!’ 

			With a triumphant shout, she succeeded at the fifth attempt to smash her hammer through one bone arm of the siege ladder. The Freeguild soldiers to either side ran up to the battlement and heaved against it. Bone and metal shrieked over stone as they forced it from the wall. It tipped backwards, a dozen Ossiarch praetorians clinging stolidly to it. A cheer took up as it crashed to the ground, but Nestira struggled to feel much triumph. The Ossiarch phalanxes were so precisely ordered that there had not been a single warrior under the ladder’s fall. Those who had gone down with it were already picking themselves, and the ladder, up and turning back to the wall. 

			It had to be possible to kill them.

			‘We will live free!’ she screamed. ‘Our children and our grandchildren will live free! They will live whole!’

			‘Look out!’

			A woman she never saw bundled her to the ground as a huge, skull-faced missile slammed into the parapet. 

			The rampart’s jagged edge scythed the missile to pieces, bone shrapnel ricocheting off nadirite warplate and dense Ossiarch bone, but withering through the crowds of lightly protected human warriors crowded onto the rampart. Her unseen protector gurgled, throat gashed open by a spinning disc of bone, missed a step, and pitched off the edge of the walkway. Nestira lifted her face from the stone and looked back. The woman was already gone. The wall under her groaned. 

			A cannon, buried somewhere in the projecting ramparts of its corner casemate, gave a retaliatory blast. War-horns and bugles blared out rallies and re-forms. Line sergeants fought to get their voices heard. 

			Someone offered Nestira a hand and helped her up. She hadn’t the time or the breath to thank them. She coughed, the air salted with bone dust and mortality. Her ears rang. 

			‘We stand! Arbitrium stands!’ With her hammer still in her grip, she beckoned for the nearest flag officer. ‘Reserve companies to the walls. We need to hold them here until Vagren and his outriders can draw them off.’

			The man nodded, and with the aid of a junior began running the coloured flags. Even from the distance of a banner pole away, Nestira could barely make out their shapes or colours. She cursed, coughing again on the heavy dust. ‘You.’ She singled out the nearest of her aides she could still see with the claw of her hammer. ‘Run to Martial Square. Find Mereget. Tell her to take command of half the reserves and bring them to Justice Gate.’

			The junior officer saluted, looking altogether too relieved.

			‘And hurry!’ she screamed after him, his footsteps ringing off into the haze. ‘The rest of you.’ She turned. ‘With me. We fight for Arbitrium. We fight for Azyr.’

			‘For Azyr!’ 

			With her soldiers’ cries ringing in her ears, she broke into a run. 

			The Arbitrium Freeguild where Nestira marshalled them had checked the Bonereaper assault, but there were several other places where the Ossiarchs had forced the walls. Towering Mortek Guards held the captured sections, fending off increasingly futile counter-attacks with their enormous shields while more of the battle-line constructs clambered to the summit behind them. The best that a mortal warrior half their size, with a padded gambeson and mail coif to guard against seven-foot-long spears and a notched short sword to pit against nadirite plate, could do was throw themselves into the fray and hope that someone could drag the attackers down. A futile hope and Nestira knew it. Confined to the width of the rampart, against foes so relentlessly strong as the Ossiarchs, superior numbers were meaningless. More of her soldiers fell screaming over the edge of the walkway than to Mortek spears. The Ossiarchs were simply too well protected and too strong. 

			She had been counting on holding them from the walls, at least until Ethalien could return with aid or she had depleted the Bonereapers’ numbers. 

			What in the underworld had happened to Vagren? 

			If he didn’t arrive and relieve some of the pressure on the West Wall then they wouldn’t hold another hour.

			She charged to the front rank of her green-jacketed defenders just as the swordsman ahead of her was run through with a nadirite spear. The soldier screamed and fell. Nestira charged under the spear without needing to duck, and rammed her shoulder into the Ossiarch’s midriff. 

			Even considering the disparity between its goliath mass and her own wiry frame, she had expected her momentum to unbalance it a little. 

			But it was like shoulder-barging the side of a house. 

			She bounced back from it and sprawled to the floor with a throbbing pain in her shoulder. The Mortek wrenched its spear from the swordsman’s corpse, but before it could turn the weapon on her, the fresh troops that Nestira had brought with her arrived.

			Venting four generations of fury, the soldiers rammed their short swords into the giant Bonereaper like enraged ants: scratching armour, chipping bone. 

			It punched a man to the ground with its shield and then swept its spear, knocking three more from the walkway. Nestira rose, swinging her hammer as she did so, and crushed one half of the Guard’s kneecap. The warrior toppled forward, lurched onto its broken knee. Nestira swayed to avoid it. A soldier with less experience looked up too late and screamed as the massive construct crushed his leg. Soldiers swarmed over the half-fallen giant, hacking, cutting, stamping on ridged vertebrae with steel-shod boots. But still it would not die. A dozen men on its back, and it was trying to rise.

			‘Break the soultrap gem!’ Nestira yelled. ‘That’s the only way to destroy them.’ 

			It was an easier thing to order than to carry out, she knew, but such was a general’s prerogative. The gems were of crystalised gravesand, themselves nigh indestructible, and first needed to be located from within a struggling monster’s body. Even while the tussle on the ground continued, however, Freeguild soldiers took advantage. 

			A second Mortek Guard was dragged down. A short sword wielded by another unsung hero sliced up between its ribs, under the nadirite pectoral, and cracked the soultrap gem. The lights in the construct’s sockets flared with spirit rage and then went finally dark. 

			Nestira raised her hammer and led her soldiers in a weary cheer. 

			There was hard fighting still to be done, more beachheads to be ground back over the battlements, but if she dared hope for some luck then Mereget’s reinforcements would arrive in time to push this brief advantage they had bought for themselves while it lasted. 

			But how many soldiers had it cost her to hold on to the West Wall? 

			Hundreds? 

			And how many of the Bonereapers had they destroyed, truly and finally destroyed, in repelling them? 

			Somehow, she doubted it was a blow that the Ossiarchs would reel from before renewing their assault.

			Where in the Eight Realms was Vagren?

			‘Margrave!’

			She turned from the increasingly desperate melee that was growing along the wall around her as a messenger came hurtling down the narrow staircase from Justice Gate’s gargantuan towers. The girl was draped in an emerald tabard, young enough to have both her arms showing through the sleeves. 

			Clearly of tithing age. 

			‘Speak,’ Nestira demanded.

			‘Justice Gate!’ the girl cried, already spinning around and haring off along the wall. ‘The Bonereapers attack the gate!’

			Reluctantly, Nestira backed off from the fight, more of her troopers hurling themselves onto the remaining Ossiarchs in her place. ‘Press the attack!’ she yelled to them as she left. ‘Hold the Ossiarchs until Mereget arrives to drive them back.’ Scowling, she turned, against all her instincts to stand and fight with her soldiers, and chased the message runner into the heavily castellated half-circle of battlement that projected from Justice Gate. 

			The ramparts over that stretch of the West Wall were thick and spectacularly high, having been built to be defended by Stormcast Eternals. A tall man could stand fully upright against their merlons with arms spread wide and never be in any danger of being struck by an assailant’s arrows. Arbalest points filled every wide crenel. Crossbow teams screamed at one another to shoot faster as the weapons thumped bolt after bolt after bolt into whatever nightmare it was advancing on the gate below them. 

			The girl pointed. 

			Nestira went to the wall and looked down.

			Mutely, she drew the twelve points of Sigendil across her chest.

			With the lolloping gait of a flightless bird, a hunchbacked, multi-limbed abomination of sculpted bone strode towards the gatehouse. Bolts feathered the enormous, shieldlike plates of its shoulders. A rigid square of Immortis Guards, the larger, even heavier versions of the Mortek line constructs, ran alongside it. Their movements were swift for the dead, more reminiscent of true life than its parody, sheltering the horrific war machine behind their shields. It was called a Gothizzar Harvester and she knew what it was for. 

			Breaking open stone fortifications was only the start of it.

			‘Bring it down with cannons,’ said Nestira. ‘Before it reaches the gates.’

			‘The gunnery master says it’s already too near the walls,’ the girl replied.

			Nestira turned and physically pushed the girl in the direction of the gun towers. ‘Tell him he’ll do it. And if he tries to argue again that his walls can’t withstand a stray cannonball then remind him that I’m on the walls.’

			The gatehouse and its great walls had been raised by the Azyrite Arbiters. Sigmarite and stormsilver had gone into their construction. They were close to inviolate. 

			The gates were another matter. 

			They had been replaced a dozen times over the lifespan of the castle, repaired or wholly rebuilt using Shyishan palewoods and limited mortal craftsmanship. 

			The girl was only halfway to the steps when the Immortis phalanx hinged open. The giant warriors at the front peeled back, producing a double wall of shields around the Harvester as the battering ram construct was permitted to gain a stride on its protectors.

			It struck the gate with a sound like that of wood being fed into an Ironweld steam-chipper. An explosion of pulverised wood pulp and shavings blasted up over the battlements. Nestira fell back with a cry. The arbalest teams let go of their weapons and dropped to the parapet, many with blood pouring from their eyes. The gate stood up to the abuse for another half-minute, time enough for the girl to scramble up the gunnery tower steps and disappear through a door, before the entire frame disintegrated with a shriek of metal. Nestira pulled herself up on the rampart, eyes red with splinters and gaping with horror as the Harvester sawed its way through the gate. The Immortis Guard smoothly reformed around it, the hard stamp of their feet rumbling from the confines of the barbican tunnel beneath her, like something big falling down a narrow well. Pistols cracked. Oil hissed. Nestira did not expect fire grates and murder holes to slow the Bonereaper any longer than Justice Gate itself had.

			Vagren was already too late.

			Even if he and his riders were to show up now it would be of little help. The walls were beset. Justice Gate was breached.

			Oten Ridark’s words returned to haunt her.

			What have you done?

			She pushed the doubting voice aside. 

			It wasn’t hers. 

			What she had done had needed doing, and should have been done a century ago. Arbitrium would have failed eventually, with the intervention of Ossia or without it. Maybe not in her generation. Or the next. But for the one after? And the one after that? Wasn’t it better to take the risk now, to chance their futures on a gamble while they still had some hope of winning?

			She had failed before, failed to fight when it had counted, and had regretted it forever. 

			She had not stood up for Seben when she could have.

			She would not be guilty of that again.

			Turning from the battlement she waved her arm overhead, praying that someone in the fug of bone, wood and gunpowder dust now blanketing the courtyard beneath her could see.

			‘The gate is breached!’ she rasped. ‘Stand by to fight–’

			Golden light blazed from the mouth of the barbican before she could finish, rune-fire silhouetting the monstrous shadow of the Gothizzar Harvester on the killing ground before the ruined gate. The gunfire from the murder holes inside petered away, the stones under Nestira reverberating instead to the rapid-fire slap of a barefoot charge. 

			A hundred or more voices roared out a cry she had been longing to hear turned upon the Ossiarchs since she had first encountered Uzkar Karrudin and his fyrd over the Buried Sea.

			‘Khazuk!’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The Fyreslayers barrelled through the tunnel. They ran in no particular formation beyond that which got each warrior soonest into the face of the enemy. The brothers Zunkrul and Stukkur, and Battlesmith Lungryr, kept pace with Uzkar. His doom was foretold and for reasons of grandeur and posterity they meant to be nearby when it came, but dozens of vulkite warriors streamed ahead into the darkness. There was not a warrior in the Uzkar dumfyrd who did not share their runeson’s haste. Joyous screams and flashes of rune-fire defined the curvature of the tunnel walls and the shape of the battle ahead. Uzkar bared his teeth, unthreatened by the approach of death even as a Fyreslayer went flying back over his helmet crest and thumped into the curve of the ceiling. He wished Trotha could have been there, but though the tunnel was wide enough to get an elder magmadroth down, he didn’t want to have to turn one around afterwards.

			And a part of him wanted to face this foe alone.

			‘Khazukan!’ he bellowed. ‘Dum-ha!’ 

			The gritty golden halo of his own body’s rune-glow drew an Immortis Guard from the tunnel’s gloom. 

			The breadth of its tower shield filled the passage. The height of its winged helmet almost scraped the ceiling. It was a giant of bone, encased in black metals that reflected none of Grimnir’s fire. Uzkar’s grip on Uzkrander tightened at the prospect of measuring it more closely, hand to hand. 

			Shimmying his feet, he pulled his charge short, stuck a foot out to the tunnel wall and pushed, lofting himself up enough to drive his axe deep into the Bonereaper’s skull. 

			His bare feet slapped to the ground as the gigantic praetorian collapsed into the wall like a broken doll, and then slid down the curve to the ground at his feet. Its skull made a wrenching, sucking noise, no different to the head of any other beast or monstrous creature that Uzkar had ever killed, as he tore his axe back out of it. He stamped through its hip bone for good measure. Dire warnings of Bonereaper invincibility had not fallen on entirely deaf ears. Even if close contact to the white heat of the Ulrung’s wrath had proven them exaggerated.

			Most things looked decidedly less all-powerful when they were dust under a Fyreslayer’s heel.

			He pounded his fist on his chest and roared. 

			Battle zeal and the war-chants of the Ulrung runesmiters made the ur-gold in his body glow hot. 

			‘Khazuk!’

			‘Khazuk-ha!’ came the furious reply.

			Uzkar watched with a fierce, paternal pride as his Fyreslayers tore into the Ossiarchs. Their movements were blurs of gold, their axes streaks of fire. Here and there though, it was almost as if the Ossiarchs’ Immortis were weathering them. Matching them even. The margrave woman had been right, though he wasn’t about to admit it. The Ossiarchs had little in common with the dead things he’d spent a lifetime killing. 

			They were big, yes, they were tough, yes, but they were also surprisingly good. 

			And they were fast.

			‘And thus did Morkai-Grimnir of the Ulfort stand before the dread Mortarch of the Sacrament, hot of blood and rune, and tell him no!’ Lungryr raised his icon staff high, high up towards the tunnel’s ceiling, as if to do so lifted the effigy closer to the source of the Ancestor Gods’ unbroken power and forced it to ignite. Around the battlesmith, the Bonereapers recoiled from its molten brilliance. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The Ulfort will never be your master’s. Its fyrds will never be your master’s.’ The battlesmith struck the icon pole on the ground, splitting it. Steam hissed up into the tunnel between the sundered slabs and the vulkite fyrds roared with their battlesmith as he spoke. ‘No!’

			Berzerkers screamed past him, inspired by his fiery rhetoric to tear into the Immortis anew as Lungryr himself, too weary to burn as bright, leant on his staff, turning to Uzkar with the question he always had.

			‘Is this it, runeson? Is this the battlefield of your dream?’

			And Uzkar replied as he always did. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘I should have followed your younger brother, Mothrigar, after your father died,’ Lungryr muttered. ‘I hear he still fights for gold.’

			Clapping his father’s old tutor across the shoulder, Uzkar left him to rejoin the charge of the vulkites and hurl himself back into the fray. 

			His fury made a mockery of Bonereaper strength. His axe clove through nadirite as though it were tin. 

			The berzerker to his right was lifted off the ground with a sword in his shoulder. He ignored it and ploughed on with a roar. A shield slammed the warrior to his left into the wall. Uzkar barely noticed. He chopped the praetorian’s spear in half and bulled his way through alone. 

			From some way ahead, Stukkur was screaming.

			The sound, high-pitched and shrieking, almost shook Uzkar from his battle-fury. It sounded as though some cruel duardin had beaten a rune of immolation into a small animal and now watched it burn. 

			The doomseeker was hung upside down, the crest of his helmet a foot off the ground. The claw-grip of the Gothizzar Harvester that Uzkar had just dimly glimpsed sawing through the mannish gate held him by the foot. Now it was sawing through Stukkur. Hooks, saws, skewers, pincers, shears and knives, all of them deadly sharp and attached to articulated appendages of bone, neatly stripped the flesh from the duardin’s leg the way a butcher would remove the bone from a joint. Longer knives followed: curved blades for cutting hard up to the bone, thickly serrated knives for sawing. With the skin already gone and Stukkur still thrashing and howling they deftly, delicately pared away the meat and pulled apart the skeleton. Through it all, Stukkur hacked in a frenzy of pain at the monster’s ribs, even as discarded meat slopped across the Harvester’s thighs and priceless, unwanted ur-gold tinked to the paved ground. 

			A mewling lump of torso, all that remained of the mighty doomseeker, was bundled into the upturned ribcage that formed a basket on the construct’s back. 

			Blood soaked through to the bottom and leaked between the Harvester’s ribs.

			Zunkrul gibbered in berzerker rage, bellowing his brother’s name, as he hacked at the monster’s side. 

			Uzkar charged after him, Uzkrander flashing with rune-fire as it struck one of the Harvester’s larger claw-arms and cracked the metal sheath of its blade.

			The Harvester defended itself with quick thrusts and myriad blades, and all the while tiny knife-claws articulated along the construct’s spine continued to stab down into the basket and pull what was left of Stukkur into ever-smaller pieces. Zunkrul stepped on a piece of meat and slipped. He fell to one side with a cry of outrage as, with an unexpected turn of speed, the giant construct suddenly scuttled towards Uzkar. The runeson wrenched his axe from the Harvester’s claw-arm, even as one of its main arms was grabbing him up by the hair. He raged against the indignity, kicking out at the smaller blades that snipped in to dice and peel him, holding his helmet down with one hand while swinging blindly up at the arm that had him with his axe.

			‘Sons of the Ulfort, defend your runeson!’ Lungryr thundered, behind him. ‘Drive the black legions of Nagash to their graves! Let his cold hand wither before Grimnir’s fire!’

			Uzkar kicked aside a set of meat shears, grunted in pain as they snipped away two of his toes, then hacked off another with his axe. Bits of bone and broken blades spun away from him as he raged. 

			He’d seen what the thing had done to Stukkur. 

			He would sooner meet his fated end than go that same way. 

			Another arm grabbed him from behind, and pulled. 

			He roared in surprise as his swing went wide and another bone-knife carved a square of skin from his shoulder. Several small and mannish-looking hands, for grasping rather than for cutting, dragged him up over the Harvester’s birdlike skull. He kneed and punched at its head as he went, but could not get a good enough swing with Uzkrander to do it harm. At its high-bladed shoulders the hands released him. He rolled down its spine, bumping painfully over scapula and vertebrae until he landed in the meat basket with a crash of bone. 

			He bellowed in swiftly muffled outrage and slow-kindling panic as several large, paddle-like hands descended to crunch him deeper into the basket’s bloody contents. 

			‘Runeson!’ came Lungryr’s muted roar.

			Uzkar struggled to turn his head. He bellowed like a beast caught in a quagmire and managed to raise himself an inch. A head tumbled towards him, a scrap of face still attached, a wide, bloodshot eye staring out from behind a grimace of bone. 

			‘Blood of Grimnir,’ Uzkar mouthed. 

			It was Stukkur. 

			Uzkar recognised nothing of the mighty warrior who had followed him from the ruins of the Ulfort in the hope of sharing in his runeson’s doom. And what a doom. How quickly a bold warrior could be reduced to gristle and bone. He roared, pushed again, even more frantic, but his efforts only brought the Harvester’s paddle hands down again to drive him deeper. He had been buried alive under the bones of his fyrd. Never in a hundred years of questing for it had he come so near to death. 

			The joke of it almost killed him. 

			It was no good end for a Fyreslayer.

			‘No!’ Uzkar yelled. ‘Not I!’

			Muscles bulging, he dragged on his axe. Bone shifted around it. It came an inch. Heartened by that small movement he gave vent to a mighty roar. The runes studding his body winked fire-bright under the rubble of death that buried him. He roared, again, and swung. The blow was short, with little power, and Uzkrander cracked against a hard rib. The bone splintered. With Grimnir’s rage firing his blood and hazing his eyes with gold, he struck again. The next blow his axe clove deeper, and then deeper again, like assailing a great tree with a sword, until at Uzkrander’s third blow the rib finally broke. Uzkar, in his frenzy, was drawing his axe back for another blow even as the basket’s bottom gave out under him and he, along with the rest of the Ossiarch’s grisly harvest, spilled onto the tunnel floor.

			The butt of Lungryr’s icon staff clanged to the ground by his ear.

			Uzkar looked up into the battlesmith’s weathered frown.

			‘Is today the day, runeson?’

			Baring his teeth in an exhausted grin, Uzkar firmed his grip on Uzkrander and rose. 

			His shoulder glistened red and fleshless where the Harvester had been at its work, striated sheets of naked muscle studded with gold where its blades had cut neatly around the outline of the runes. The pain was immense. With duardin stubbornness and Fyreslayer fury he fought it back, stumbling a moment as he put his weight to his maimed foot even as a livid Zunkrul finished his work of hacking the Harvester to pieces. Meanwhile, the rabid onslaught of the rest of the dumfyrd forced the remaining Ossiarchs to withdraw. They retreated in the same neat order in which they had advanced, tower shields up and locked, fending off the frenzied efforts of the vulkite berzerkers to run them down.

			Uzkar bared his teeth at them, breathing through his grimace as he bent to pick up a nub of bone that had spilled with him from the Harvester’s back. He made a fist and crushed it, then turned his axe so that he was looking down at its flat. The heirloom blade was an incandescent crescent of silvered fyresteel. Golden knotwork decorated a toothed edge. Emblems of his ancestors and the First Fires emblazoned the broad flat, positioned in accordance with runic geometries around a symbol reminiscent of the scythe of Shyish. ‘Unkuz. Anadzharr. Grimnyn,’ he muttered to himself as he roughed the ground dust into the blade. 

			He bent stiffly to pick up another, crushed it likewise and then, grunting in pain, repeated the ritual on his flayed shoulder.

			They were Ulrung.

			They walked so close to death that it was hard, at times, to know them apart.

			From the tunnel behind he could hear clear mannish voices. They shouted things like ‘Secure the gatehouse!’ and ‘Reinforce the inner gate!’ but they’d left Uzkar and his fyrd to the hard fighting just gone, and they could damn well handle this without him.

			‘Well, runeson,’ Lungryr prodded. ‘Is this the day?’

			‘It’s a day, battlesmith,’ said Uzkar, lowering a trembling hand from his gore-soaked, but newly bone-grey shoulder. ‘It’s certainly a day.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Nestira slumped onto the last bench in Martial Square that had not been cannibalised for stone or dragged across the courtyard by pony teams to make cavalry traps and stockades. It was situated in front of what had once been the Trade Pioneer’s Guildhall and which was now another temple to the God-King. From its high steps she could see right across the square to the work being done to buttress Justice Gate. Sweating teams of soldiers and press-ganged civilian labourers from the docks hammered bracing planks across the inner gates. Twice as many again screamed at them to hurry and be done, rolling up rock-filled barrels into a rough barricade. 

			Much as she ever had, eldest child of three, now margrave of a Free City, she felt driven to get involved somehow, to take charge. 

			Maybe in a moment.

			Just then, she felt every one of her fifty-three years as a ­niggle somewhere in her body. Her knuckles and the muscles of her hand were particularly painful. Her shoulder ached just from thinking about it. But more compelling than any of her body’s other aches and needs was the desire, just then, to be sitting. 

			Just one moment. One moment more, and then she’d take care of everything.

			Arbitrium stands.

			From somewhere amidst the infantry forming up into blocks in front of the temple, someone shouted an order, the labourers sprinting gladly back to the Freeguild lines. The same ponies that had pulled the old benches into place now strained to do the same with a pair of Helblaster volleyguns. Men in the all-black liveries of the Arbitrium gunnery regiments fussed over the field pieces, while yet more borrowed labour wheeled them into position. The engineers were, in the parlance of Arbitrium’s Freeguild, ‘book-taught’, while the guns themselves were what the Ironweld had left behind when they had fled the city a century ago. They would punish the Ossiarchs, but Nestira wasn’t nearly as confident as she had been that the artillery would hold them. Pistoliers mustered in the side streets, doing their best to calm nervous horses, ready to harry the Ossiarch legions if, when, the main battle line broke again. 

			The sounds of close-quarters fighting wittered on from the walls. Indistinct. Almost sweet-sounding. She could close her eyes and fool herself into thinking it was birdsong. 

			Aviarchs swooped low over the slums, but around Martial Square the massed regiments kept them at bay with just the occasional crackle of gunfire. Even the whoosh and crump of warring siege batteries seemed to be taking place on some other level to hers. 

			The way gods waged war.

			With Mereget’s reinforcements and the redeployment of a few of Uzkar’s more temperate warriors, the walls seemed to be holding. For the time being at least.

			The runeson himself was mounted again on his magma­droth. The high war throne gave him an imposing view of the entire square. An erudite outsider might have looked on him, decked in gold and surveying his troops from bestride his mighty reptile, and, if not for the complete disinterest he had for their work, assumed him to have been in command. For their part, the soldiers gave Uzkar and his remaining fyrd a wide berth. The berzerkers looked like ghosts come to stand amongst them, dusted from their bare toes to the tops of their crests in ground Ossiarch bone. It was an unnerving reminder of what awaited them, and that as fearsome as these allies were their preference was not to win this day.

			Nestira looked up as a rider clattered into the square at a gallop. Paying scant heed to the infantrymen forced to scramble from his path, he made a line towards the seated margrave, his black horse rattling up the steps towards the gold guildhall’s once grand front portico. He threw a salute, turning his horse to slow it, rather than simply reining in, and swinging out of the saddle before it had come to a complete stop. He saluted again.

			‘What is it?’ she said. She had no intention of standing.

			‘Margrave,’ he panted. ‘I bring word from the North Wall. Captain Hath and his outriders did indeed leave by the postern road as ordered.’

			‘Then where did they go?’

			‘That I don’t know.’ He slung his arm over his horse’s lathered neck and gave the animal a pat. 

			Nestira shuffled an inch sideways along the bench. She patted the stone beside her. ‘You’re exhausted. Sit.’

			‘No, ma’am. I shouldn’t.’

			‘Sit,’ she said again, and smiled to herself as a particularly unfunny joke occurred to her. ‘You can stand when you’re dead.’

			He nodded, probably too tired to have actually heard anything that she’d said, and sat down. He perched on the corner of the seat, clearly less than comfortable at sharing a bench with his commander’s commander.

			‘Has he deserted?’ she asked. ‘Taken two hundred riders with him and fled north?’ 

			Nestira had considered a similar course many times over the decades. Had she been cleverer, braver, then she might have done so, and before she had raised a family of her own to contribute to the tithe. It was the obvious thing to do, but for reasons of superstition, loyalty to Azyr and simple apathy, few ever took it. This was their home, after all. But there were always some who did. Like Darsil. For some reason, though, she would never have expected it from Vagren. 

			She would not have credited him with the imagination.

			The messenger shook his head. Now he was seated his head was slowly tilting back. His eyes were already half closed. ‘I… I don’t know, ma’am.’

			‘He must have. There is no way he could have been intercepted before making the crossing. No way. Unless you count Vigil Stormstroke then the landgrave and I are the only two still alive who know of the gate. Even Vagren had never taken that path before today.’

			‘Perhaps they lost their way in the foothills?’

			‘Penultiman Outriders?’ 

			The messenger again shook his head, but didn’t argue. 

			Nestira had been almost hoping he would. Perhaps it was a symptom of tiredness on her part, but she was prepared to be convinced that two hundred of her most experienced soldiers were still out there somewhere. 

			She leant her protesting body forwards, chiding herself for having sat down and allowed her muscles to stiffen. She wasn’t a teenager any more. She craned her neck to look north. 

			The broad stone frontage and celestial, gold-leaf façade of the temple filled her view. Even in the covered space under the portico, the air was hazed with bone-white dust and gunpowder smoke.

			‘Yours is the first word I’ve had from across the river in over an hour,’ she said. ‘Are there still no signs of the Ossiarchs moving against the North Wall?’

			The man’s eyes flickered open. His eyes focused on the battered gates across the square. ‘No, ma’am. It was very quiet when I left.’

			‘Perhaps they lack the numbers.’

			‘I wouldn’t know, ma’am.’

			‘This is good. We should consider forming a second line of defence there. The terrain is more defensible, and the old vampire manors are strongly built. The river will be as good a line to hold as the West Wall, and from there we will still be able to draw back to Vigil Gate and Arbiters’ Keep should we need to.’ Feeling invigorated by the mere act of planning, she snapped her fingers for paper and pencil. She carried both, but she was frankly too tired to remember where about her person she had put them. The messenger handed them to her and, with the metal plates woven into the padded cuisse on her thigh as a rest, she started to scribble out orders for the bridge garrisons. ‘Tell Captain Mornvel to send across more soldiers from the North Wall. However many he thinks he needs to hold both bridges. And have him send riders to evacuate any civilians still in the lower city.’

			She passed him the note. He took it. No sooner had he pocketed it than warning horns sounded from Justice Gate. 

			Despite the withdrawal of forces to Martial Square, the towers were still manned. Their greatcannons were too big to be removed, and as the horns blared they added urgency to the alarm with ragged barks of fire. 

			Ignoring the stiffness and the pain in her arm, Nestira drew her hammer and made a fist around its grip. ‘The Ossiarchs are coming!’ she yelled. ‘Stand now! Here is where we hold them. Here we repay them for our dead. Stand for Arbitrium, because Arbitrium stands for you!’

			The soldiers gave frightened cheers. 

			Trotha bellowed, belching a smoke ring that climbed slowly into the dusty sky. 

			Excelsior Haltem raised a hammer. 

			The war priest was in the front rank of the infantry, a foot taller than any other man and clad in golden armour. To people who had never seen one, he could have been a Stormcast Eternal. His hammer was sigmarite, gold trim tapering at the back to resemble a comet’s tail.

			‘For too long has Arbitrium walked the hinterlands of salvation,’ he cried, ‘gazing longingly at the Heavenly realm from across its borders, lacking the courage to cross it lest we stumble. But now? Now we throw off our shackles, and we cast them into the faces of our oppressors. We stand. Alone. And in so doing may we draw the eye of Sigendil to this underworld again. Fight with faith! Fight with heart! And I promise you that even in fair Azyrheim, Sigmar will see how brightly your souls burn. Fight well, show the God-King that this city is worthy of saving a second time, and the Azyrite Arbiters will surely return in our hour of need.’

			Nestira had lost that childish hope long ago, but the soldiers treated the war priest’s promises to a wilder cheer than her own short speech had garnered. 

			She did not resent them their hope. 

			It was no different, really, to her still holding out for Vagren’s return. 

			She saw Uzkar turn in her direction. There was nothing even remotely hopeful in his expression. There was nothing even human in it that Nestira could discern, but she thought she understood him better now.

			The Fyreslayer was afraid. 

			He was afraid that the death he sought would be terrible.

			She looked away, just as the gates exploded inwards.

			The forward ranks recoiled instinctively from the hail of splinters. 

			Nestira shouted ‘Fire!’ before she had made out any more than the hellish silhouette of the Gothizzar Harvester coming through. 

			The two volleyguns gave it all eighteen barrels, ripping what was left of the hanging gates to shreds and pulverising the Harvester framed like a target within the tunnel mouth. Bone burst into fragments under the fusillade, meat turning into an awful, sweet-smelling smoke and billowing out across the square as the ruined construct collapsed.

			Engineers screamed at one another as they began the torturous process of stripping the field guns’ barrels and reloading. 

			The Mortek Guard charged. 

			They did not march as they had before. They did not close with the fixed common purpose of the dead. 

			They charged. 

			The first rank bulldozed the roadblocks that had been laid in their way with their shields. Those behind flowed after them, moving more like wrathful spirits than the animated dead they better resembled. The nighthaunt had cruel and hateful personalities of a sort, but there was a robustness to the Ossiarchs that made them all the more dreadful, and their physicality was almost as terrifying to witness as a foe that lead or steel could not harm. In the legions of Ossia, Nagash had crafted for himself the perfect warriors. A triumphant union of spirit and bone. They were so imposing, so powerful, blessed with enough of a hero’s persona to be most useful to him in war, but not enough to be anything except absolutely loyal to the God of Death. 

			To see them in action made a mockery of all mortal conviction and strength of arms.

			Trotha gave an almighty bellow, as though affronted by a rival divinity’s show of strength, and reared up onto pillar-like hind legs. Her return to earth shook slates from the temple roof above Nestira’s head and dust from the colonnades, the soft scales of her throat ribbing as she vomited a river of molten lava over the wall of Ossiarch shields. 

			Desperate soldiers cheered as the unstoppable charge of Death dissolved before their eyes. Invincible warrior constructs floundered as blackened limbs shattered from under them. Soultrap gems exploded inside bodies that had become kilns. Even Haltem forewent his usual disdain long enough to praise the Fyreslayers as Heaven-sent agents of Sigmar’s will. 

			Trotha trumpeted her satisfaction. Uzkar brandished his axe at all who cared to see it. Even as the Bone­reapers reformed their front rank and smashed into that of the human swordsmen.

			There was no stopping them. 

			Not with any force that belonged to mortal men. 

			The Ulrung barked their oaths and counter-charged. 

			Trotha clamped her jaws over a Mortek Guard’s head, the towering warrior presenting the monster an inviting target, and wrenched it from the construct’s neck. Uzkar gave the war-beast a fatherly pat as the Mortek’s body went flying over his shoulder, and then lay about him with his axe. 

			They were going to win this.

			They were going to win.

			‘Ranks,’ Nestira yelled to the soldiers around her, her own junior officers and personal guard. ‘We’ll charge their flank and try to break them. Failing that, we’ll buy the volleyguns a minute to reload. Be ready to pull back on my order when they’re set to fire.’

			‘A-and what should I do, margrave?’

			The messenger was still standing with her, clutching his horse’s reins to the animal’s discomfort but too struck by the horror he was witnessing to notice.

			‘What are you still doing here?’ she said. ‘Go. I need every soldier of the river garrisons ready for our withdrawal.’ She gave him a shove. ‘Go.’

			The man stared at her as though he were no longer capable of comprehending human speech. Before she could push him again, she felt a thunder running through the ground. ‘What the…?’ She threw her arm out to one of the temple portico’s stone columns. It was trembling. It felt like the moments before a cavalry charge. Her first, foolishly hopeful thought was that Vagren and his outriders had returned. Or even that Landgrave Oten had brought a sally of Knights of the Undying Crusade from Arbiters’ Keep. 

			But the sound was wrong. 

			Heavier. Too solid. 

			Nothing at all like human cavalry.

			The soldiers at the back of the square saw them first. In the rear ranks of already-embattled units, where less courageous and faithful men tended to stand, they turned from the nightmare in front and screamed, as a wall of heavily armoured bone knights mounted on monstrous destriers fell on their rear. The best warriors in the Mortal Realms would have crumbled under such circumstances, and these were mere mortal soldiers. 

			They scattered rather than stand. 

			They did not run far. 

			The Kavaloi rode them down, punching through broken ranks and into the convulsing mass of Freeguild troops like a flurry of arrows going through a chainlink vest and into a human’s back.

			Only where sturdy buildings, such as the old guildhall behind Nestira, presented a bulwark between the Freeguild forces and the onslaught from the northbound roads did their formations hold.

			‘Gods above us…’ Nestira breathed.

			The north.

			They were attacking from the north.

			Vagren hadn’t deserted, or lost himself in unfamiliar hills. He had been discovered. How did not seem relevant just then. 

			The Ossiarchs had found the city’s hidden North Gate and used it against them.

			Just as the free people of Arbitrium had once used it against the Elder Counts.

			‘Fight!’ she heard Haltem bellow. The lightning-bolt motif emblazoned across his pectoral took on a piercing brightness, searing itself momentarily into Nestira’s vision as it leapt from the priest’s chest and blasted a four-armed Necropolis Stalker to charred bone. He pounded a Mortek Guard’s shield in a mouth-frothing frenzy with his hammer. ‘Fight!’ Nearby, Trotha, as strong a barrier as any coaching inn or house of Sigmar, swung her snout like a gargant’s club, demolishing a mounted Kavalos and bowling the remains of the rider to a neighbouring roof. The magmadroth stamped another, buried a third under a lake of magma. Uzkar waved his axe overhead to rally Freeguild and Fyreslayer alike to Trotha’s side. The pistoliers were spilling out of the side alleys to engage the Kavaloi, as Nestira had prepared them to do in the event of a fighting withdrawal or a rout. But no one in their right mind had thought to prepare them for this.

			Nestira looked one way, then the other.

			More Mortek Guard were coming through the sundered gate. They came at a more ordered pace this time, taking the extra seconds it took to form up into phalanxes and brace shields as they advanced on the melee that now occupied three-quarters of Martial Square.

			It was over. 

			Any fool could see that now.

			The Deathriders had come from the direction of the old city. They had crossed the bridges. Fall back now and there would be nowhere left to go. They would never get an army across the estuary to Arbiters’ Keep, not with the Bonereapers hard at their heels and in command of the bridges. That left defeating them here, hand to hand, and that, she saw, was beyond the soldiers she had.

			She had failed.

			Arbitrium had fallen. 

			Tightening her grip on her hammer, she turned to the messenger, who was still there, dumbstruck, by the bench beside her.

			‘I need your horse,’ she said.

			‘What?’ he said, but made no move to stop her as she took the reins from him and climbed onto his horse. A few of the soldiers around her called out in shock as she turned the horse east, towards the docks, but she ignored them. 

			It had been years since she had ridden in earnest, but like Vagren, she too had climbed the ranks as an outrider. It had been almost as long since she had seriously considered abandoning Arbitrium to its fate.

			Suddenly, it all came racing back.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Nestira galloped her stolen horse as recklessly as she dared. 

			The roads of lower Arbitrium were cobbled, but poorly mended since the departure of the Ironweld. Many of the cobbles were loose, or absent altogether, and many an inexperienced rider under her command had broken a horse’s leg or their own neck going too carelessly through its dockland streets. Tightly packed hovels streaked by to either side, screaming at her, it seemed, as people bundled up their families and poured onto the streets. A Morghast dropped out of the sky like a rock shorn from the heavens and crashed through a sagging roof. The dwelling collapsed about its shoulders, more screams sounding as the war construct set about its task of slaughter. Nestira ignored it, and them. She twisted in the saddle to look over her shoulder, long ponytail of greying hair streaming out behind her.

			The Kavalos Deathrider was about twenty lengths off her pace, but even from afar it was massive. 

			Its chest was broader than two armoured warhorses stood side by side. Its height at the shoulder was greater than Nestira’s mount at the poll, and the eight-foot-tall knight in its saddle rode level with the eaves. 

			On open ground, Nestira would have counted on a flesh-and-blood horse to outrun such an undead behemoth with ease, but her mount had been blowing from hard riding even before Nestira had climbed into the saddle. It was panting, its gait starting to lag despite Nestira’s best efforts with heels and crop to keep it moving. And worse, the undead knight did not share her wariness of the terrain, its weight sufficient to pulverise any obstacle from existence before it could present a threat to its steed.

			As she watched, a young man pulled away from his family and ran into the road, waving his right arm in the air as if to show his surrender to the tithe. The Kavalos took off the boy’s head with a single swipe of its sword and rode on.

			There would be no terms offered now. 

			No surrender accepted.

			The Ossiarchs were going to purge the city to its last living creature before returning to the business of empire. After today, Arbitrium would exist only as an example.

			And it was Nestira alone who was to blame. 

			She had wanted this fight and she had lost it.

			She hauled the reins left, dragging the horse onto a smaller street that ran parallel to the main road that she wanted to be following. The horse snorted, clattering downhill, past the boarded-up fronts of long-emptied warehouses. The stale smell of the Sea of Fading Hopes was stronger, even if she could not see it yet. If not for the drumming wail of the Ossiarchs’ trebuchets and the screams, she would have heard the maudlin hum of seabirds by now. 

			The horse made up a dozen strides before the Ossiarch Kavalos veered off the main road and thundered after her.

			Nestira cursed, spurring the horse harder. He gave a short burst of acceleration, before slowing to his earlier gait.

			She didn’t know if the Deathrider necessarily knew who she was and pursued her on account of her rank, or if it had simply caught her exiting the battlefield and given chase. Either way it was chasing her. It had passed over plenty of easier and more tempting targets on the main street in order to follow her. Urging the horse on with only her knees, she took the grip of her hammer, glanced back.

			She didn’t want to have to fight her way clear.

			She knew she would lose.

			An explosion of dust-brown brick spared her the decision. 

			A towering, bone-winged Morghast with a bleak helmet and slab-fronted visor shouldered through the front wall of a storehouse and burst out into the street in front of her. Bits of brick spilled across the road like foam from a breaking wave. Brown dust coated the furious killing machine.

			Definitely chasing her.

			The horse shied in terror, rearing onto its hind legs and flailing, throwing Nestira, who had no grip on the animal above her knees, from its back.

			It saved her life.

			The Morghast’s jagged sword decapitated the horse in a single, brutal sweep. Arterial spray fountained over the bone colossus’ breastplate and helmet. Nestira rolled to the edge of the road as the headless courser tottered back on its hind legs and then fell. She scrambled back to her feet as the Kavalos thundered in behind her, vaulted over a low wall and threw herself bodily through a boarded window. 

			The greyed and decades-old boards split like roasted bones, spilling her into what looked like a disused granary. Desiccated husks carpeted the ground. Old dust hung in the air, as if between death and life. The tired old walls and the boarded windows deadened the mayhem outside.

			Aching all over, she pulled herself from the wreckage. Around a rusted chute filled with dust. Through a door. Then another. 

			She had no expectation that a mere wall would hold a Morghast or a Kavalos Deathrider for long. 

			She fell into a yard where the old storehouse would have taken deliveries of dried grain and kept its horses. The uprights of a stable still stood to one side. She looked to the skyline, getting her bearings from the decrepit chimneys and listing cargo cranes, then turned and ran again, breaking through an old gate and throwing herself into a service alley.

			She bounced off the wall and ran.

			Behind her, she could hear the sound of brick walls being torn apart and she almost found it in her to smile as the Morghast trumpeted its fury at her escape.

			Leaving the maze of alleys behind, she ran onto the wide seafront promenade. 

			The docks sprawled out in all directions. Boats sat alongside bone and timber wharfs. Only the faintest nudge of breeze made them creak, masts tilting towards the jagged outcrop of Arbiters’ Keep across the still water and then back. The fortress was shrouded in amethyst fog, aloof as high Azyr, its battlements and its flags layered beneath necromantic wards and enchantment. It would hold a little longer than the rest of the city, but Nestira was in no doubt that it would fall.

			It was too late for her to care.

			Just across from her, facing onto the docks, was the high, spiked fence of the Ironweld foundry. A few rogue lights still glowed inside.

			She started towards it, just as the Ossiarch Kavalos emerged off the main street in a shriek of nadirite-shod hooves on cobbled stone.

			‘Die!’ she screamed, refusing to be denied here at the very last, and swung up her hammer. 

			The blow caught the underside of the giant horse’s cheek, but did no damage. The beast clattered backwards, understanding what its master required of it without needing to be bidden, as the Bonereaper struck down with its sword. 

			Nestira ducked under the horse’s neck, using the skeletal beast’s bulk as cover, and struck at it again, an overarm swing this time that chipped the construct’s thigh bone. She screamed in frustration as the horse turned on the spot, its massivity alone forcing her to give ground or be crushed by it.

			The Kavalos brandished its heavy sword, blocking her escape to the foundry.

			Taunting.

			Suddenly, the undead horse reared, but rather than charge at her as Nestira had expected, it folded back onto its haunches. She caught a glint of steel and gold as a Fyreslayer, an axe in each hand, launched himself at the now-unhorsed Kavalos. Nestira could not fathom the strength needed to block those blows, but that was what the Bonereaper did. It handled its huge tower shield like a gladiator with a buckler, intercepting the Fyreslayer and then throwing the muscular warrior back. A second Fyreslayer wrenched his axe from the stricken horse’s hindquarters and swung low to swipe out the Kavalos’ legs. The Bonereaper brought its shield down on his hand. Nestira heard the duardin’s fingers crack. A human would have been disarmed by such an injury, but the Fyreslayer merely bellowed like a fighting bull and threw his shoulder into the construct’s shield. The Kavalos’ heels scraped tracks into the road as brute Fyreslayer strength drove it backwards. Nestira had not even noticed the opening coming to her before she took it. Flipping the hammer in her grip to give her the claw end, she drove it with all the height and power she could muster into the back of the Bonereaper’s skull. 

			It did not die, but rather dropped heavily to its knees. The height was perfect for her to lever the hammer free and hit it again. 

			It still did not die.

			The first Fyreslayer scissored his twin axes across the Kavalos’ neck, and this time it slumped to the promenade and was still.

			The duardin on the ground nodded to her, huge muscles doused in sweat and trembling with the effort of felling a Bonereaper and its mount. 

			The other stowed one of his axes in order to pull his companion up, uttering something unkind about the toughness of his hand in the hard tongue of the Ulrung, and then bent to retrieve the duardin his dropped weapon.

			Nestira looked past them to the foundry gates.

			Her breath caught.

			Two young women stood there watching. 

			One had long black hair, the other a lighter shade of ­Shy­ishan grey. The first was eighteen years old and already as tall as Nestira though lacking the older woman’s strength. The other was fourteen, just turned as Vagren had remembered, and so beautiful. Her name was Malyssa. Her older sister was Lentiri. They were both wearing the sleeveless white smock expected of those of tithing age. Standing protectively over them was a woman who looked so alike to Nestira’s own mother at that age that sometimes she would utter a small prayer to be certain that it was no ghost she saw. She was too weary to take that precaution now. The woman was wearing a long black dress with a sewn sleeve over her tithed arm, and carried a short sword in her remaining hand. The point of it wobbled towards the heap of bones in the street.

			‘Thank you both for protecting my family,’ Nestira said to the Fyreslayers, never taking her eyes from the three women at the gate. ‘But I will take responsibility for them now. The battle is lost. Return to your runeson, and find your deaths as you are able.’

			The one with the broken hand nodded to her, and she watched them both for a moment as they charged off in the direction of the main road, before turning back to the foundry gate.

			‘Grandma!’ Malyssa shouted, and rushed onto the street towards her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Nestira sank to one knee and let her hammer drop with a thunk to the ground, freeing her one hand to embrace her granddaughter as Malyssa threw both arms around her neck. With the always surprising ferocity of an affectionate child, she hugged her. Nestira winced as the girl squeezed her bruised shoulders, smiling properly for the first time in days as Malyssa pulled away, looking at her with a concerned frown. Her face was ashen pale, prematurely lined and criss-crossed with blue veins as most were in that part of Shyish. But her eyes were bright with life. Eyes that would look up, even from the deepest underworld, and see stars. Nestira’s smile became brittle as she thought of the choices she had made so that Malyssa could one day be free. She thought of the children of other mothers who had had to die. She drew her granddaughter’s head back to her shoulder and cradled her there a moment so she wouldn’t see her guilt.

			‘What is it, Grandma?’

			‘Nothing,’ she said. Children, she knew, had the uncommon knack of knowing whatever adults would rather they did not. She pushed her guilt aside. She would have saved every child in Arbitrium if she had been able to. But she hadn’t fought for them. ‘I’m just tired, that’s all.’

			Lentiri came to join them, closely shepherded by her mother, Nia, Nestira’s last living daughter. They moved quickly and low, a necessary reminder that they were all far from safe yet. Aviarchs flocked the lower city in search of prey on which to call down the Morghasts, while the city itself seemed to groan under the near-constant bombardment from Ossiarch artillery. The shrieks of battle were getting nearer, as well as quieter, all the time. 

			She greeted Lentiri with a brisk hug. 

			To Nia, she ventured a faltering smile. 

			She had never been as certain of her own children as she had been of her soldiers. Sometimes, she wished she had known how to be.

			‘You’re covered in blood,’ said Nia, only then caring to lower her sword. 

			Nestira touched the breast of her gambeson. Her fingers left sticky prints and came away red. She hadn’t even noticed. ‘My horse,’ she said, after a moment’s thought, and rubbed the blood into her thigh. ‘Have the Ulrung kept you well?’

			‘Well enough.’

			‘Uncle Uzkar let me light the furnace,’ Malyssa declared proudly.

			‘Uncle?’ said Nestira.

			‘He insisted,’ Lentiri sighed.

			‘I’m sure he did,’ said Nestira, and then frowned. 

			She did not want to be thinking about the runeson just then. Instead, she ran her fingers through Malyssa’s hair and kissed the top of her head.

			‘What is happening, Mother?’ said Nia.

			‘I…’ Nestira hesitated. ‘You and your children are going to live free lives. That is what is happening now. Just as I promised.’

			‘Mother–’

			‘It’s too late for that argument now. We talked about this before I had Uzkar take you in. If Arbitrium could not defeat Ossia then it was always going to come to this.’

			She glanced over her shoulder, back towards the city, as a trebuchet skull struck the high tiered roof of the one-time guildhall turned Temple of Sigmar and demolished it. Roofing slats and stone entablature cascaded into rubble and dust rose high into the air on a plume of screams.

			She wondered what Arbitrium would look like in the new age of the necropolis.

			Perhaps she would return to see it one day.

			Perhaps she should return.

			‘Come on,’ she said, holding on to Malyssa’s hand as she had once held Seben’s, and drew her family to the docks.

			‘Where is Father?’ Lentiri asked, as they approached the wharf.

			Nestira hesitated before answering. 

			She had posted her son-in-law’s First regiment to Retribution Gate. She had expected the fight to be slower in reaching that part of the city, but he had probably been amongst the first to perish when the Ossiarchs had taken the North Wall. 

			Even in that small effort it seemed she had come up short.

			‘He would want for you to be free,’ she said, stepping onto the creaking pier.

			Several of the berths were empty, but not nearly as many as one might have supposed. Resignation ran deep in ­Shy­ishan marrow. The water was as still as a carpet of dust, black and opaque, returning no reflection of the four women, but murmuring with the echo of distant afterlives. Nestira picked what appeared to be a fast-looking boat at random. She was literate enough to know that the seas of other lands differed from hers, and that ships there were built in different ways to ride them. Those from the Sea of Fading Hopes’ Penultiman coast were flat-bottomed and low-hulled, designed to breeze silently through still waters and carry lightweight cargos swiftly to trade ports in Morthaven, Hallost and Skelt. Satisfied with her selection, she kissed Malyssa on the forehead and helped her over the gunwale onto the low deck. 

			She winced as she released her and rolled out her shoulder.

			Either she was growing feebler with age or the girl was getting heavier.

			‘I don’t think I’ll be able to lift you,’ she said to Lentiri.

			‘I’ll manage.’

			The elder girl leapt and scrambled over, and Nestira again felt the tug of a smile. 

			She turned to Nia, who threw her sword into the boat and then, after a fleeting moment of indecision, allowed her mother to help her over. The younger woman turned back and held out her arm.

			‘Now you, mother.’

			Nestira looked back once more to Arbitrium’s screams. 

			She closed her eyes, remembering the last time she had been surrounded by such pain and terror, wishing that she had acted, but having not. Out of fear. Out of indecision. Out of not knowing what was right. She made herself watch, and listen, to what her determination to account for that misdeed had inflicted on her city. 

			She had known it would come to this, but to experience it finally was different. 

			She could have died then, in Seben’s place. 

			She knew she could have. If she had stood a little taller, found her courage just a little sooner. 

			What difference did it make, then, if she died now? 

			It would be just as pointless, but just as right. She had already done what she had set out to do. She had spared her granddaughters. 

			Now she should pay for it.

			Someone had to pay for it.

			She made a fist around the grip of her hammer.

			‘Mother!’ said Nia.

			Her voice broke the past’s lingering spell, and Nestira turned her back on the failed city’s final throes. 

			Her daughter held out her hand. 

			Her grandchildren looked across at her. 

			They tore at her heart. 

			Arbitrium could have her death, but it didn’t need it. They needed her. Ossia had a navy, or so she had read, and there were dangers beside the Bonereapers on the Sea of Fading Hopes. She wanted so badly for them to live, but more than that, she wanted them to live free. 

			She wanted her granddaughters to see stars. 

			She wanted to be a great-grandmother.

			She nodded stiffly, relaxing her grip on her hammer and tossing it into the boat alongside her daughter’s sword. Then, she allowed Nia and Lentiri to help her aboard. 

			Life, suddenly, felt very tiring indeed.

			As Malyssa worked to free the scythe-shaped mainsail, chattering all the while of where and from whom she had picked up the skill, Nestira picked up an oar. 

			Allowing herself one last look at the city she had let die, she made herself a promise – someone would pay for it, even if it was not going to be her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Heraklis hacked down with his sword. It did not have a name. It did not need a name. The glyph-etched nadirite chopped through the horsehair stuffing of padded armour and deep into the warrior’s torso. The man might have screamed. It was irrelevant. Heraklis’ Kavalos steed rammed him aside with a grating neigh, recalling battles past in its own limited way, and punched through what was left of the Freeguild line. Heraklis twisted in the saddle, reversed his grip with a sound like bone popping back into joint, and chopped down on the other side, splitting a soldier’s skull open as he broke through the mortals’ ranks.

			They were familiar to him, these warriors. 

			Their emerald liveries. 

			Their comet devices.

			Even some of their faces. 

			Some of the battles he could remember had been waged from here, he thought. Not more than a generation past. 

			He reined in, his steed snorting bullishly, purple ectoplasm boiling from its fleshless nostrils as his Kavaloi pressed their charge. He had been hoping for the chance to face the margrave again, to punish her personally for her defiance at the Tithing Nexus. A part of her had gone into his creation. He had felt it then and he felt it now. She lived, and the discomfort of their concurrent existences was an itch he could not relieve, as if her continuance in some way diminished his perfection. 

			But he did not see her. 

			She must have broken, like so many of her soldiers.

			Heraklis was disappointed that any warrior who had gone into him could be so craven, or so tactically unsound as to stand against the legions of Ossia. 

			Someone should have to pay for this.

			He drew his mount further from the fray and observed as the charge of the Kavaloi put the Freeguild to rout. He was a general first and foremost, and a warrior second. 

			Everywhere that there were mortal warriors lying dead or in the state of dying, they were breaking for the imagined safety of temples and stockades. It was a pattern of mortal behaviour that had repeated itself in Heraklis’ past experiences many times over. 

			Except in one last place. 

			One final bastion where the Ossiarchs’ dominion had yet to be fully imposed.

			The Fyreslayer runeson and his magmadroth were a fortress of smouldering living flesh around which the mortals’ chaotic centre held. Shallow blocks of Freeguild swordsmen, banded together from several broken regiments, stood fast in the lee of its stony flanks. Its breath had already carved a bubbling moat across the courtyard to give even the Mortek Guard pause, but which the Fyreslayers struck across with gleeful abandon, before withdrawing to hurl their insults and sing their songs. Mounted human pistoliers moved about the raucous duardin at the gallop, and from within the living bastion a single Helblaster volley gun issued a fan of shot that dented nadirite shields and snapped Ossiarch bone. 

			The runeson paused in his own efforts to lead his fellow mortals in a throaty cheer.

			Heraklis felt his frown as a flicker in his gaping sockets as the Fyreslayer duelled with a Necropolis Stalker. The four-armed construct was a whir of blades, constantly shifting in pattern as it shuffled its warrior personas to best negate the Fyreslayer’s muscular fighting style. 

			The magmadroth bellowed, apparently losing patience with the stalemate, and butted the peerless warrior construct to the ground. Pinning it under one foot, the ur-reptile’s flaming snout came down like a hammer to break the Bonereaper open. 

			With an ululating yell, the Fyreslayer flung himself from the monster’s war throne and onto the broad shoulders of a second warrior tetrad, which he proceeded to summarily butcher with a series of brutal swings to the back of its head.

			It offended Heraklis’ sense of the natural hierarchy. 

			Were they not the praetorians of Nagash, perfect warriors, raised by his design and his hand to his own blessed likeness?

			His steed snorted balefully, but in this they were of one mind. Here was one challenge to their martial pride that the legion champions within them both would not allow to stand.

			‘Runeson Uzkar Karrudin,’ he cried, raising his sword in the manner of ancient kings, and spurred his horse to charge. ‘Ossia comes for your death!’

			Uzkar stumbled back from the murdered Stalker and shook the ringing from his ears. His muscles burned in silent protest as he hefted his axe again. He blew out through his teeth. The two Necropolis Stalkers had been particularly tough kills. If he didn’t say so himself.

			‘Runeson Uzkar Karrudin! Ossia comes for your death!’

			He looked up with a weary scowl as the Liege-Kavalos, Hera­klis, pounded across the courtyard towards him. His undead steed crushed a human Freeguilder under its hooves as the swordsman tried to get away. Zunkrul did the opposite, leaping into its path with a wild yell and an axe alight with rune-fire, only to be bowled aside like a rock struck by a much larger rock. 

			Uzkar breathed through his exhaustion and into a smile. 

			Somewhere nearby he could hear Lungryr bellowing the war-songs of their ancestors. Trotha tore at fire-roasted marrow. All was a mayhem of heat and noise in which dwelled the Fyreslayer heart, and to which his soul would wait out the long aeons of the Stone Sleep to return to after death.

			But this was not the place. 

			Today was not the day.

			With a savage cry, he cast himself at Heraklis, swiping up with Uzkrander to catch and deflect the Liege-Kavalos’ enormous sword. The sword went wide, but the Kavalos mount struck him at the gallop. Something in his chest cracked. Golden light rinsed out his vision for a split second as runes of endurance and strength ignited. When he came to he was skidding roughly back across the flagstones. Heraklis and his steed were already thundering in pursuit. The Bonereaper ignored the sporadic crackle of crossfire and the bodies in their path. He did not wait a single moment to marshal lost strength or to catch breath, and he permitted the Fyreslayer none. Uzkar rolled immediately to his feet, winced through a shudderingly painful breath, grinned for the great joy of it all, and raised Uzkrander up high with a shout.

			There was a crunch of bone and a wash of dry heat as the runeaxe sank into the horse’s skull.

			Uzkar, Heraklis and the slain steed fell together in a clash of gold, armour and bone. 

			The Liege-Kavalos was fastest to his feet, but so huge that by the time he was up Uzkar was already launching himself into the attack. He bellowed and he laughed, both with equal vigour, as his axe flurried sparks from Heraklis’ shield. The Bonereaper recovered quickly and countered hard, the swipe of his sword drawing spasming arcs of golden energies from the Fyreslayer’s protective runes. 

			‘Hah!’ Uzkar roared. ‘You think the fire of the Ulfort so easily put out!’

			His fist slammed a dent into Heraklis’ pectoral. 

			Heraklis gashed his bicep. 

			Uzkar drove him back with a frenzy of blows.

			He could not ever remember feeling such fierce joy, but even a Fyreslayer’s constitution was not bottomless. The night just gone had been the hardest he had known since the fall of the Ulfort. His shoulder was torn and aching. His ribs were broken. Breathing was starting to become painful. His missing toes, small hurt though it was in comparison, threatened more and more to upset his balance as he tired. He swung Uzkrander for a violent parry as Heraklis came at him again, tireless, as fast and as strong now as he had been when the first mighty blow had been thrown. 

			The Bonereaper’s sword leapt down from its great height and struck against his axe. Sparks spat across the border between nadirite and fyresteel, hissing where they landed on Uzkar’s skin. 

			He gritted his teeth, muscles bulging, as he held his foe at bay. 

			It wouldn’t last. 

			Not even a duardin could wear down the dead.

			He gave ground, axe glimmering in fury, gold teeth snarling in the naked light of so many blazing runes.

			‘You should have forsaken this city when the chance was offered to you,’ said Heraklis, his voice a hard, flat whisper suited better to a graveyard than the battlefield. ‘It would have been neat. Now look at the ruin that needless battle has made.’

			‘I am Uzkar Karrudin, runeson of the Ulfort, and I have never yet backed down on my word once given!’

			‘Neither have I.’

			Heraklis bashed the runeson with his shield, staggering him, and advanced with a flurry of blows that would have broken a runemaster’s anvil. ‘Brief are the lives of mortals,’ he said as he forced the Fyreslayer back. ‘But soon they will know peace. That at least I can grant them when your defiance is broken. They will know peace such as only an eternity of grateful servitude and toil can provide.’

			‘Never!’ Uzkar rasped, backing hurriedly out of the reach of the Bonereaper’s massive sword. Every breath was becoming a torment, every word he wished to utter a challenge to be overcome and defeated. He bared his teeth through the pain. ‘Uzkar Karrudin has never worked an honest day’s toil in his life. He’ll do no more in death.’

			‘Enough.’

			Heraklis drew his sword out wide for a greater swing.

			Uzkar grinned.

			So the Ossiarchs were not immune to rage.

			With his arm wide, Heraklis’ body was open and Uzkar wasted no time. He threw himself at the Bonereaper, dropping his runeaxe to the ground, for there was no room to strike a killing blow and only one chance left to finish this. Using the Bonereaper’s own thigh as a springboard, he launched himself up, fists clamping around Heraklis’ fleshless throat. His biceps swelled to the size of boulders. 

			He could not choke the life from the Bonereaper.

			But he could crush every bone in his foe’s neck.

			‘Got you this time, you–’

			Suddenly, he hesitated. 

			The same dream again, he almost heard Lungryr say.

			He gasped loudly as he felt Heraklis’ sword run through him. 

			A chill greater than any he had ever known or imagined possible spread through his body. It was the bitter loathing of the cold for all that was virile and bright. From somewhere, he could hear the distant drums of celebration. The Uzkar dumfyrd had waited a century for this day. He smiled in spite of his own long-prophesied downfall. Lungryr would be leading them in a song to speed their journeys on the long road to the Doomgron. 

			They would all be joining him soon.

			‘You may yet claim these bones,’ he managed to snarl. ‘But my soul goes to Grimnir, for the long Sleep of Stone before joining the final fyrd.’

			‘No,’ Heraklis replied with scathing certainty. ‘It will not.’

			‘My death is mine!’

			‘Your death is Ossia’s.’

			‘My soul belongs to the fire.’ 

			Heraklis pulled out his blade.

			Uzkar grunted, although in truth he barely felt it. He was too busy falling.

			It seemed to take forever.

			From that distant place he looked up. Heraklis stood over him. His solidity faded into Shyishan grey, a sad ghost in orbit of two hellishly bright eyes. ‘Your soul is strong,’ said the ghost. ‘We will meet again, I am sure. In some form.’

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Arbitrium was at peace.

			Heraklis allowed the amethyst flicker in his sockets to dim, the way a mortal might close his eyes and savour. Justice Gate was a slump of Azyrite stone behind him. Martial Square was rubble. The great crescent sweep of lower Arbitrium was in fog, dust sinking down from shattered buildings, mist rising up from the placid waters, the occasional spasm of wraith-light as a spirit found familiar paths no more. There was still some fighting in evidence from the old city beyond the river, but it was the nervous twitch of something already dead. The keep on the water was holed, half of it fallen into the estuary.

			Here, all was quiet.

			Had he the lungs to breathe in such air then he would have. But he did not.

			Perhaps that was why he felt so unfulfilled.

			‘Your first battle ends in Ossia’s triumph,’ said Morchrian.

			The Soulmason moved towards the Liege-Kavalos in his walking throne, surveying all around him like a lord come down from his high castle. The throne picked its way daintily over the corpses. Not because the Mortisan possessed any squeamishness or respect for the dead, but so as to minimise any damage done to the bone. Mornial constructs scurried out from underfoot, only to snuffle back in once the priest had passed. They picked at the corpses, cutting neatly with a blade for every type of joint and bone, pulling the bodies apart with utmost care to distribute most fairly amongst the Ossifacts and Emissarians of the legion. The Gothizzar Harvesters were crude engines of war. Heraklis much preferred the quiet diligence of the Mornials.

			‘Aviarchs have been dispatched to the Endgate where our lord campaigns to expand his empire, in order to inform him of your success.’

			‘Is this success?’ Heraklis looked again at the stillness around them. ‘Had we held Arbitrium in vassalage, this city would have provisioned us with bone for centuries to come. We enjoy the glut now, but there will be no more. Not from Arbitrium.’

			‘All things fail,’ Morchrian shrugged. ‘It is their nature. Only in death do they endure. But the empire grows. It must grow. This is the will of Nagash and the commandment of Katakros.’

			‘This feels like failure nonetheless.’

			Morchrian gestured idly for his throne to lower, which it duly did, sinking slowly to the ground. With a salvo of arthritic clicks, the Soulmason rose from his seat. He was a shade taller than the Liege-Kavalos, but even under his religious finery he was noticeably slighter, hollow of bone and frail where his warrior counterpart was hard.

			‘There is a difference between one’s own failures, and those engineered for us by others, events to which we can hope only to mitigate and adapt. The Mortarchs understand the distinction. But do not mistake their grace for mercy.’

			Heraklis nodded. ‘What was the sin of my predecessor that led to my creation?’

			Morchrian thought for a long while. There was nothing left in Arbitrium by which to measure it. That portion of the Penultima underworld had become timeless. ‘He ceased to be one with Nagash.’

			‘I understand.’ Heraklis lifted his gaze and turned north. The ridges of Retribution Gate were just visible through the pall, against the stillness of the hills. ‘Many escaped.’ He was thinking of the horsemen at the ford; the margrave, whom he could feel was still alive. Even a number from the decisive battle there at Martial Square were unaccounted for in the final tally, and the aviarchs had reported several empty berths in the harbour. Furthermore, the shade of Etred Ridark had informed him of numerous clandestine exits from Arbiters’ Keep, which the legion had been unable to seize before it had been too late.

			‘Some always will,’ said Morchrian. ‘Their souls have been marked and they will be found, and will, through their flight, lead us to new lands that will submit to the tithe or be remade. As Arbitrium and her people now have been.’

			‘What then do we do next?’

			‘The Kavaloi will be divided, and with the aid of the Morghasts and aviarchs they will follow the broken outriders north. They will be run down if it takes a hundred years. If they are able to gather aid or find sanctuary in another great city then word of it will return through us to Katakros. If he deems it needful then a new legion will be raised from the bone taken here to bring them to heel. Either way, the tithe will be exacted. The empire will grow. As for us…’ He raised a calcified limb to point across the distant water. ‘The divinations of my fellow Emissarian reveal that the margrave and the majority of Arbitrium’s survivors have fled that way, across the Sea of Fading Hopes towards the underworld of Hallost.’

			‘Hallost…’ said Heraklis. ‘What is there?’

			‘I do not know,’ said Morchrian. ‘But we will bring them peace.’
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			‘I was there at the Siege of Terra,’ Vitrian Messinius would say in his later years. 

			‘I was there…’ he would add to himself, his words never meant for ears but his own. ‘I was there the day the Imperium died.’

			But that was yet to come.

			‘To the walls! To the walls! The enemy is coming!’ Captain Messinius, as he was then, led his Space Marines across the Penitent’s Square high up on the Lion’s Gate. ‘Another attack! Repel them! Send them back to the warp!’

			Thousands of red-skinned monsters born of fear and sin scaled the outer ramparts, fury and murder incarnate. The mortals they faced quailed. It took the heart of a Space Marine to stand against them without fear, and the Angels of Death were in short supply.

			‘Another attack, move, move! To the walls!’

			They came in the days after the Avenging Son returned, emerging from nothing, eight legions strong, bringing the bulk of their numbers to bear against the chief entrance to the Imperial Palace. A decapitation strike like no other, and it came perilously close to success.

			Messinius’ Space Marines ran to the parapet edging the Penitent’s Square. On many worlds, the square would have been a plaza fit to adorn the centre of any great city. Not on Terra. On the immensity of the Lion’s Gate, it was nothing, one of hundreds of similarly huge spaces. The word ‘gate’ did not suit the scale of the cityscape. The Lion’s Gate’s bulk marched up into the sky, step by titanic step, until it rose far higher than the mountains it had supplanted. The gate had been built by the Emperor Himself, they said. Myths detailed the improbable supernatural feats required to raise it. They were lies, all of them, and belittled the true effort needed to build such an edifice. Though the Lion’s Gate was made to His design and by His command, the soaring monument had been constructed by mortals, with mortal hands and mortal tools. Messinius wished that had been remembered. For men to build this was far more impressive than any godly act of creation. If men could remember that, he believed, then perhaps they would remember their own strength.

			The uncanny may not have built the gate, but it threatened to bring it down. Messinius looked over the rampart lip, down to the lower levels thousands of feet below and the spread of the Anterior Barbican.

			Upon the stepped fortifications of the Lion’s Gate was armour of every colour and the blood of every loyal primarch. Dozens of regiments stood alongside them. Aircraft filled the sky. Guns boomed from every quarter. In the churning redness on the great roads, processional ways so huge they were akin to prairies cast in rockcrete, were flashes of gold where the Emperor’s Custodian Guard battled. The might of the Imperium was gathered there, in the palace where He dwelt. 

			There seemed moments on that day when it might not be enough.

			The outer ramparts were carpeted in red bodies that writhed and heaved, obscuring the great statues adorning the defences and covering over the guns, an invasive cancer consuming reality. The enemy were legion. There were too many foes to defeat by plan and ruse. Only guns, and will, would see the day won, but the defenders were so pitifully few. 

			Messinius called a wordless halt, clenched fist raised, seeking the best place to deploy his mixed company, veterans all of the Terran Crusade. Gunships and fighters sped overhead, unleashing deadly light and streams of bombs into the packed daemonic masses. There were innumerable cannons crammed onto the gate, and they all fired, rippling the structure with false earthquakes. Soon the many ships and orbital defences of Terra would add their guns, targeting the very world they were meant to guard, but the attack had come so suddenly; as yet they had had no time to react. 

			The noise was horrendous. Messinius’ audio dampers were at maximum and still the roar of ordnance stung his ears. Those humans that survived today would be rendered deaf. But he would have welcomed more guns, and louder still, for all the defensive fury of the assailed palace could not drown out the hideous noise of the daemons – their sighing hisses, a billion serpents strong, and chittering, screaming wails. It was not only heard but sensed within the soul, the realms of spirit and of matter were so intertwined. Messinius’ being would be forever stained by it.

			Tactical information scrolled down his helmplate, near environs only. He had little strategic overview of the situation. The vox-channels were choked with a hellish screaming that made communication impossible. The noosphere was disrupted by etheric backwash spilling from the immaterial rifts the daemons poured through. Messinius was used to operating on his own. Small-scale, surgical actions were the way of the Adeptus Astartes, but in a battle of this scale, a lack of central coordination would lead inevitably to defeat. This was not like the first Siege, where his kind had fought in Legions.

			He called up a company-wide vox-cast and spoke to his warriors. They were not his Chapter-kin, but they would listen. The primarch himself had commanded that they do so.

			‘Reinforce the mortals,’ he said. ‘Their morale is wavering. Position yourselves every fifty yards. Cover the whole of the south-facing front. Let them see you.’ He directed his warriors by chopping at the air with his left hand. His right, bearing an inactive power fist, hung heavily at his side. ‘Assault Squad Antiocles, back forty yards, single firing line. Prepare to engage enemy breakthroughs only on my mark. Devastators, split to demi-squads and take up high ground, sergeant and sub-squad prime’s discretion as to positioning and target. Remember our objective, heavy infliction of casualties. We kill as many as we can, we retreat, then hold at the Penitent’s Arch until further notice. Command squad, with me.’

			Command squad was too grand a title for the mismatched crew Messinius had gathered around himself. His own officers were light years away, if they still lived. 

			‘Doveskamor, Tidominus,’ he said to the two Aurora Marines with him. ‘Take the left.’

			‘Yes, captain,’ they voxed, and jogged away, their green armour glinting orange in the hell-light of the invasion.

			The rest of his scratch squad was comprised of a communications specialist from the Death Spectres, an Omega Marine with a penchant for plasma weaponry, and a Raptor holding an ancient standard he’d taken from a dusty display.

			‘Why did you take that, Brother Kryvesh?’ Messinius asked, as they moved forward.

			‘The palace is full of such relics,’ said the Raptor. ‘It seems only right to put them to use. No one else wanted it.’

			Messinius stared at him.

			‘What? If the gate falls, we’ll have more to worry about than my minor indiscretion. It’ll be good for morale.’

			The squads were splitting to join the standard humans. Such was the noise many of the men on the wall had not noticed their arrival, and a ­ripple of surprise went along the line as they appeared at their sides. Messinius was glad to see they seemed more firm when they turned their eyes back outwards.

			‘Anzigus,’ he said to the Death Spectre. ‘Hold back, facilitate communication within the company. Maximum signal gain. This interference will only get worse. See if you can get us patched in to wider theatre command. I’ll take a hardline if you can find one.’

			‘Yes, captain,’ said Anzigus. He bowed a helm that was bulbous with additional equipment. He already had the access flap of the bulky vox-unit on his arm open. He withdrew, the aerials on his power plant extending. He headed towards a systems nexus on the far wall of the plaza, where soaring buttresses pushed back against the immense weight bearing down upon them.

			Messinius watched him go. He knew next to nothing about Anzigus. He spoke little, and when he did, his voice was funereal. His Chapter was mysterious, but the same lack of familiarity held true for many of these warriors, thrown together by miraculous events. Over their years lost wandering in the warp, Messinius had come to see some as friends as well as comrades, others he hardly knew, and none he knew so well as his own Chapter brothers. But they would stand together. They were Space Marines. They had fought by the returned primarch’s side, and in that they shared a bond. They would not stint in their duty now.

			Messinius chose a spot on the wall, directing his other veterans to left and right. Kryvesh he sent to the mortal officer’s side. He looked down again, out past the enemy and over the outer palace. Spires stretched away in every direction. Smoke rose from all over the landscape. Some of it was new, the work of the daemon horde, but Terra had been burning for weeks. The Astronomican had failed. The galaxy was split in two. Behind them in the sky turned the great palace gyre, its deep eye marking out the throne room of the Emperor Himself.

			‘Sir!’ A member of the Palatine Guard shouted over the din. He pointed downwards, to the left. Messinius followed his wavering finger. Three hundred feet below, daemons were climbing. They came upwards in a triangle tipped by a brute with a double rack of horns. It clambered hand over hand, far faster than should be possible, flying upwards, as if it touched the side of the towering gate only as a concession to reality. A Space Marine with claw locks could not have climbed that fast.

			‘Soldiers of the Imperium! The enemy is upon us!’ 

			He looked to the mortals. Their faces were blanched with fear. Their weapons shook. Their bravery was commendable nonetheless. Not one of them attempted to run, though a wave of terror preceded the unnatural things clambering up towards them.

			‘We shall not turn away from our duty, no matter how fearful the foe, or how dire our fates may be,’ he said. ‘Behind us is the Sanctum of the Emperor Himself. As He has watched over you, now it is your turn to stand in guardianship over Him.’ 

			The creatures were drawing closer. Through a sliding, magnified window on his display, Messinius looked into the yellow and cunning eyes of their leader. A long tongue lolled permanently from the thing’s mouth, licking at the wall, tasting the terror of the beings it protected.

			Boltgun actions clicked. His men leaned over the parapet, towering over the mortals as the Lion’s Gate towered over the Ultimate Wall. A wealth of targeting data was exchanged, warrior to warrior, as each chose a unique mark. No bolt would be wasted in the opening fusillade. They could hear the creatures’ individual shrieks and growls, all wordless, but their meaning was clear: blood, blood, blood. Blood and skulls.

			Messinius sneered at them. He ignited his power fist with a swift jerk. He always preferred the visceral thrill of manual activation. Motors came to full life. Lightning crackled around it. He aimed downwards with his bolt pistol. A reticule danced over diabolical faces, each a copy of all the others. These things were not real. They were not alive. They were projections of a false god. The Librarian Atramo had named them maladies. A spiritual sickness wearing ersatz flesh.

			He reminded himself to be wary. Contempt was as thick as any armour, but these things were deadly, for all their unreality.

			He knew. He had fought the Neverborn many times before.

			‘While He lives,’ Messinius shouted, boosting his voxmitter gain to maximal, ‘we stand!’

			‘For He of Terra!’ the humans shouted, their battle cry loud enough to be heard over the booming of guns.

			‘For He of Terra,’ said Messinius. ‘Fire!’ he shouted.

			The Space Marines fired first. Boltguns spoke, spitting spikes of rocket flare into the foe. Bolts slammed into daemon bodies, bursting them apart. Black viscera exploded away. Black ichor showered those coming after. The daemons’ false souls screamed back whence they came, though their bones and offal tumbled down like those of any truly living foe.

			Las-beams speared next, and the space between the wall top and the scaling party filled with violence. The daemons were unnaturally resilient, protected from death by the energies of the warp, and though many were felled, others weathered the fire, and clambered up still, unharmed and uncaring of their dead. Messinius no longer needed his helm’s magnification to see into the daemon champion’s eyes. It stared at him, its smile a promise of death. The terror that preceded them was replaced by the urge to violence, and that gripped them all, foe and friend. The baseline humans began to lose their discipline. A man turned and shot his comrade, and was shot down in turn. Kryvesh banged the foot of his borrowed banner and called them back into line. Elsewhere, his warriors sang; not their Chapter warsongs, but battle hymns known to all. Wavering human voices joined them. The feelings of violence abated, just enough.

			Then the things were over the parapet and on them. Messinius saw ­Tidominus carried down by a group of daemons, his unit signum replaced by a mortis rune in his helm. The enemy champion was racing at him. Messinius emptied his bolt pistol into its face, blowing half of it away into a fine mist of daemonic ichor. Still it leapt, hurling itself twenty feet over the parapet. Messinius fell back, keeping the creature in sight, targeting ­skating over his helmplate as the machine-spirit tried to maintain a target lock. Threat indicators trilled, shifting up their priority spectrum. 

			The daemon held up its enormous gnarled hands. Smoke whirled in the space between, coalescing into a two-handed sword almost as tall as Messinius. By the time its hoofed feet cracked the paving slabs of the square, the creature’s weapon was solid. Vapour streaming from its ruined face, it pointed the broadsword at Messinius and hissed a wordless challenge.

			‘Accepted,’ said Messinius, and moved in to attack.

			The creature was fast, and punishingly strong. Messinius parried its first strike with an outward push of his palm, fingers spread. Energy crackled. The boom generated by the meeting of human technology and the sorceries of the warp was loud enough to out-compete the guns, but though the impact sent pain lancing up Messinius’ arm, the daemon was not staggered, and pressed in a follow-up attack, swinging the massive sword around its head as if it weighed nothing. 

			Messinius countered more aggressively this time, punching in to the strike. Another thunderous detonation. Disruption fields shattered matter, but the daemon was not wholly real, and the effect upon it was lesser than it would be upon a natural foe. Nevertheless, this time it was thrown backwards by the blow. Smoke poured from the edge of its blade. It licked black blood from its arm and snarled. Messinius was ready when it leapt: opening his fist, ignoring the sword as it clashed against his pauldron and sheared off a peeling of ceramite, he grabbed the beast about its middle.

			The Bloodletters of Khorne were rangy things, all bone and ropey muscle, no space within them for organs. The false god of war had no need for them to eat or breathe, or to give the semblance of being able to do so. They were made only to kill, and to strike fear in the hearts of those they faced. Their waists were solid, and slender, and easily encompassed by Messinius’ power fist. It squirmed in his grip, throwing Messinius’ arm about. Servo motors in his joints locked, supplementary muscle fibres strained, but the White Consul stood firm.

			‘Tell your master he is not welcome on Terra,’ he said. His words were calm, a deliberate defiance of the waves of rage pulsing off the daemon.

			He closed his hand.

			The daemon’s midriff exploded. The top half fell down, still hissing and thrashing. Its sword clanged off the paving and broke into shards, brittle now it was separated from its wielder. They were pieces of the same thing, sword and beast. Apart, the weapon could not survive long.

			Messinius cast down the lower portion of the daemon. There were dozens of the things atop the wall, battling with his warriors and the human soldiery. In the second he paused he saw Doveskamor hacked down as he stood over the body of his brother, pieces of armour bouncing across the ground. He saw a group of Palatine Sentinels corner a daemon with their bayonets. He saw a dozen humans cut down by eldritch swords. 

			Where the humans kept their distance, their ranged weapons took a toll upon the Neverborn. Where the daemons got among them, they triumphed more often than not, even against his Space Marines. Support fire rained down sporadically from above, its usefulness restricted by the difficulty of picking targets from the swirling melee. At the western edge of the line, the heavy weapons were more telling, knocking daemons off the wall before they crested the parapet and preventing them from circling around the back of the Imperial forces. Only his equipment allowed Messinius to see this. Without the helm feeds of his warriors and the limited access he had to the Lion Gate’s auspectoria, he would have been blind, lost in the immediate clash of arms and sprays of blood. He would have remained where he was, fighting. He would not have seen that there were more groups of daemons pouring upwards. He would not have given his order, and then he would have died.

			‘Squad Antiocles, engage,’ he said. He smashed a charging daemon into fragments, yanked another back the instant before it gutted a mortal soldier, and stamped its skull flat, while switching again to his company vox-net. ‘All units, fall back to the Penitent’s Arch. Take the mortals with you.’

			His assault squad fell from the sky on burning jets, kicking daemons down and shooting them with their plasma and bolt pistols. A roar of promethium from a flamer blasted three bloodletters to ash.

			‘Fall back! Fall back!’ Messinius commanded, his words beating time with his blows. ‘Assault Squad Antiocles to cover. Devastators maintain overhead fire.’

			Squad Antiocles drove the enemy back. Tactical Space Marines were retreating from the parapet, dragging human soldiers with them. An Ultramarine walked backwards past him, firing his bolter one-handed, a wounded member of the Palatine Guard draped over his right shoulder.

			‘Fall back! Fall back!’ Messinius roared. He grabbed a human by the arm and yanked him hard away from the monster trying to slay him, almost throwing him across the square. He pivoted and punched, slamming the man’s opponent in the face with a crackling bang that catapulted its broken corpse over the wall edge. ‘Fall back!’

			Mortal soldiers broke and ran while Squad Antiocles held off the foe. Telling to begin with, in moments the assault squad’s momentum was broken, and again more bloodletters were leaping over the edge of the rampart. The Space Marines fired in retreat, covering each other in pairs as they crossed the square diagonally to the Penitent’s Arch. The mortals were getting the idea, running between the Adeptus Astartes and mostly staying out of their fire corridor. With the fight now concentrated around Squad Antiocles, the Devastators were more effective, blasting down the daemons before they could bring their weight of numbers to bear upon Antiocles. Sporadic bursts of fire from the retreating Tactical Marines added to the effect, and for a short period the number of daemons entering the square did not increase. 

			Messinius tarried a moment, rounding up more of the humans who were either too embattled or deaf to his orders to get out. He reached three still firing over the parapet’s edge and pulled them away. A daemon reared over the parapet and he crushed its skull, but a second leapt up and cleaved hard into his fist, and power fled the weapon. Messinius pumped three bolts into its neck, decapitating it. He moved back. 

			His power fist was ruined. The daemon’s cut had sliced right through the ceramite, breaking the power field generator and most of the weapon’s strength-boosting apparatus, making it a dead weight. He said a quick thanks to the machine’s departed spirit and smashed the top of his bolt pistol against the quick seal release, at the same time disengaging the power feeds by way of neural link. The clamps holding the power fist to his upper arm came loose and it slid to the floor with a clang, leaving his right arm clad in his standard ceramite gauntlet. A century together. A fine weapon. He had no time to mourn it.

			‘Fall back!’ he shouted. ‘Fall back to the Penitent’s Arch!’

			He slammed a fresh clip into his bolt pistol. Squad Antiocles were being pushed back. The Devastators walked their fire closer in to the combat. A heavy bolter blasted half a dozen daemons into stinking meat. A missile blew, lifting more into the air. Messinius fell back himself now, leaving it to the last moment before ordering the Assault Marines to leap from the fray. Their jets ignited, driving back the daemons with washes of flame, and they lifted up over his head, leaving four of their brothers dead on the ground. Devastator fire hammered down from above. Anti-personnel weapons set into casemates and swivel turrets on the walls joined in, but the daemons mounted higher and higher in a wave of red that flooded over the parapet.

			‘Run!’ he shouted at the straggling human soldiery. ‘Run and survive! Your service is not yet done!’

			The Penitent’s Arch led from the square onto a wall walk that curved around to another layer of defences. His Space Marines were already making a firing line across the entrance. A gate could be extended across the arch, sealing the walk from the square, but Messinius refrained from requesting it be closed, as the humans were still streaming past the Adeptus Astartes. Kryvesh waved the banner, whirling it through the air to attract the terrified mortals. The Space Marines fired constantly into the mass of daemons sprinting after them, exhausting their ammunition supplies. Shattered false bodies tumbled down, shot from the front and above, yet still they came, overtaking and dismembering the last warriors fleeing away from the parapet.

			Squad Antiocles roared through the arch, landing behind their brethren. Messinius passed between them. For a moment he surveyed the tide of coming fury. Endless red-skinned monsters filling the square like a lake of spilled blood, washing over a score of brightly armoured Space Marine corpses left behind in the retreat. Several hundred humans lay alongside them.

			He opened a vox-channel to Gate Command.

			‘Wall batteries three-seven-three through three-seven-six, target sector nine five eighty-three, Penitent’s Square, western edge. Five-minute bombardment.’

			‘On whose order?’

			‘Captain Vitrian Messinius, White Consuls Chapter, Tenth Company. I have the primarch’s authority.’ As he dealt with gunnery control, he was also datapulsing a request for ­resupply, and checking through layered data screeds.

			‘Voice print and signum ident match. Transponder codes valid. We obey.’

			The far side of the square erupted in a wall of flame. Heavy ­cannon shells detonated in a string along the rampart. High-energy beams sliced into the square, turning stone and metal instantly to superheated gas. The approaching daemons were annihilated. A few bolt-rounds cracked off as the last daemons nearing the Space Marine line were put down.

			‘Company, cease fire. Conserve ammunition.’ Nobody heard him. Nobody could. He re-sent the order via vox-script. The boltguns cut out.

			Penitent’s Square was a cauldron of fire so intense he could feel the heat through his battleplate’s ceramite. The ground shook under his feet and he considered the possibility that the wall would give way. The noise was so all-consuming the idea of speech lost relevance. For five minutes the Lion’s Gate tore madly at its own hide, ripping out chunks of itself in a bid to scrape free the parasites infesting its fabric, then, as suddenly as it had begun, the bombardment ceased.

			Where the Penitent’s Square had been, a twisted mass of black metal and shattered stone remained. So formidable were the defences of the Lion’s Gate that the structure beneath had not been penetrated, but it was like this, in small bursts of destruction, that they could lose this war.

			Messinius accessed the gate’s noosphere. No daemons had as yet rounded the projecting Penitent’s Spur to come up against their new position. When the attack came again, which it would, it would come from the front.

			An ammunition train raced down the walkway from the fortress interior and came to a squealing stop fifty yards away. Medicae personnel jumped down. A Space Marine Apothecary came with them. Human peons rushed about with heavy sack bags full of bolter magazines, passing them out to the trans­humans. Spent magazines clattered to the floor. New ones were slammed home. Messinius contacted his squad leaders, taking a quick census of his surviving men, not trusting the digits that read ‘Company Casualties 23%’ blinking in the upper right of his visual field.

			Through the smoke given off by burning metal on the far side of the ruined square, he saw movement. Auspex returns tripped his armour’s machine-spirit, and it blinked warnings in his helm.

			<threat detected.>

			‘They’re coming again,’ he said.

			‘My lord?’ A soft voice, one that did not belong in that moment. He ignored it.

			‘Engage at fifty-yard range. Make every shot count.’

			The ammunition train was hurriedly relieved of their allotted supplies, and sped off, bearing the worst-wounded, to aid whichever beleaguered unit needed it next.

			‘Stand ready.’

			‘My lord?’ The voice became more insistent.

			The voidships in orbit were beginning to fire. Their targeting systems were perturbed by the boiling warp energy and the vortex in constant motion over the Imperial Palace, and many shots went wide, crashing down into the Anterior Barbican, a few falling as far out as Magnifican.

			Red monsters bounded towards them, as numerous as before, as if their efforts to thin them had been for naught.

			‘Fire,’ he said coldly.

			‘My lord, your duty rotation begins in half an hour. You told me to wake you.’

			This time he heard. Bolters boomed. Messinius froze them with a thought, and with another he shut down the hypnomat entirely.

			Vitrian Messinius awoke groggily.

			‘My lord,’ his servant said. Selwin, he was called. ‘You are returned from your recollections?’

			‘I am awake, Selwin, yes,’ Messinius said irritably. His mouth was dry. He wanted to be left alone.

			‘Shall I?’ Selwin gestured to the hypnomat.

			Messinius nodded and rubbed his face. It felt numb. Selwin flicked a number of toggles on the hypnomat and it powered down, the steady glow of its innards fading to nothing and winking out, taking the immediacy of Messinius’ memories with it.

			‘The wall again?’ Selwin asked.

			The hypnomat’s primary use was to instil knowledge without active learning on the subject’s part, but it could reawaken memories to be lived again. Full immersion in the hypnomat required cooperation from Messinius’ cata­lepsean node, and coming out of the half-sleep was never as easy as true waking. Reliving past events dulled his wits. Messinius reminded himself to be guarded. He forgot sometimes that he was not on Sabatine any more. The local saying ‘This is Terra’ encompassed a multitude of sins. Spying was among them.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Personal debriefing.’ He shook his head and unplugged the hypnomat’s input cables from the neural ports set into his arms and neck. ‘Nothing new learned.’

			Selwin nodded, then hesitantly said, ‘If I may be so bold as to ask, why do it, my lord, if you expect to learn nothing?’

			‘Because I can always be wrong,’ Messinius said. He pointed at the hypnomat. It was a bulky machine set on a trolley, but not too big for an unaltered man to move. ‘Take that away. Inform my armourer I will be with him in a few minutes.’

			Selwin bowed. ‘Already done, my lord.’
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			Though the shutters were barred, and the doors bolted, the Black Ship was more alive in the long hours of the night than it had been during the dreary grey day. The tavern was ablaze with the light of whale-oil lamps and its common room rumbled with the clamour of a hundred raucous conversations, people huddling together in the warmth that was absent in the cold streets. Flagons of ale, steins of beer, bottles of pungent vodka and glasses of dark wine were carried to patrons throughout the building’s three levels, borne upon wide copper trays by the buxom, strong-armed beer maidens employed by Effrim Karzah, the establishment’s roguish proprietor. Notes of music crawled through the rooms as a rotund performer worked a hurdy-gurdy and bellowed salacious sea shanties. 

			A long casketwood bar dominated one side of the common room. Patrons flocked to the counter, loudly shouting for more drink. Whalers with salt-encrusted slickers would brush shoulders with crookbacked lobstermen, their fingers and hands scarred from the claws of their catch. Stokers who worked the immense try pots to render blubber into oil sought to cool their hot work with cold ales. Drovers and stevedores propped their boots on the copper rail that ran along the base of the bar and swapped lies about the day’s custom. Among those seeking to retreat from their labours mixed those whose vocation catered to such relaxation. Gamblers and panderers, sellers of wares and seekers of services all ventured to the counter to engage those gathered there.

			Only at one spot was the bar not crowded. Towards the back of the common room, for a radius of a dozen feet, there was an open space. Within that space only two people stood. The two men had been there for some time now, yet none of the carousing inmates of the tavern intruded on their privacy. From the guarded looks that sometimes were directed their way, it wasn’t courtesy that provoked such distance, but fear. 

			One was tall with a light complexion and locks of fair hair spilling out from beneath his wide-brimmed hat. His features had a rugged handsomeness about them, with a hawkish nose and piercing blue eyes. A long coat encompassed his figure, but around the waist it was bound by a wide belt from which hung a rakish sword and a big horse pistol. It was not the open display of weapons that so unsettled the occupants of the Black Ship, however. Hanging about the man’s neck was a pendant, a little silver talisman cast in a symbol long taboo in Ulfenkarn. The hammer of Sigmar. To openly display veneration of the God-King in the city was to invite swift and terrible destruction. Had night not already fallen, were the doors not already barred, there were many who would have slunk back to their slovenly hovels. As things stood, they tried their best to keep apart from the stranger. When doom came for him, nobody wanted to share in it.

			Except perhaps the man who was with him. He was thin with short black hair and a trim moustache beneath his knife-sharp nose. Though he wore clothes that were rich by the standards of Ulfenkarn, his skin had the grey pallor of those who toiled away in the mushroom plantations beneath the streets. His eyes looked as though they were caught in a perpetual scowl, disdainfully appraising everything and everyone they gazed on. From his haughty demeanour and sinister appearance, there were many in the Black Ship who marked him as an agent of Ulfenkarn’s rulers, one who’d been promised the Blood Kiss by his masters. Why a spy for the vampires was sharing a drink with a Sigmarite was a mystery none felt inclined to explore.

			Gustaf Voss pushed back the brim of his hat so he could better see the bottles arrayed on the rack behind the bar. ‘They’ve a nice vintage from Carstinia there,’ he commented to his companion. ‘That is if you don’t think it would be too strong for you?’

			The other man gave him a stern look. ‘That’s an old Belvegrodian fable, you know. That they don’t drink wine.’ He frowned at his glass and tapped a finger against its stem. ‘I don’t like drinking in public. It dulls the senses and you never know what might be watching, waiting to exploit the first hint of weakness. If you’re going to have libations, it’s better to indulge when you’re alone.’ 

			Gustaf cast his eyes at the empty space around them. ‘We’re as good as alone right now, Vladrik,’ he said. 

			‘All it takes is wealth to be popular in places like this,’ he replied. ‘Though I don’t know if there’s enough money to make them friendly while you’re wearing that.’ He gestured to the hammer around Gustaf’s neck. 

			Gustaf took a pull from his beer stein and wiped away the residue of foam from his mouth. ‘There was a saying, something along the lines of “Let them hate as long as they also fear.” That wisdom has served me well until now.’ He gave Vladrik a more serious look. ‘If I make myself conspicuous then the man I’m looking for might find me, instead of making me find him.’

			‘Or you might draw attention from those you don’t want to see,’ Vladrik cautioned. ‘I’ve told you I’ll find Jelsen Darrock for you.’ 

			‘It’s been two weeks that I’ve been hearing that,’ Gustaf said. ‘You haven’t given me any results.’

			Vladrik swallowed some of his wine and dabbed a monogrammed handkerchief against his lips. ‘Better than anyone, you should know that those who serve the Order of Azyr can be very hard to find when they want to be. I think Darrock has been keeping himself under cover right now. He’s been busy. Only two days ago someone broken into Count Vorkov’s coffin and put a stake through his heart. Aqshian fyrewood. Very rare. Very dangerous. The kind of thing even a vampire doesn’t recover from.’

			Vladrik leaned closer and laid his hand on Gustaf’s arm. 

			‘That’s one thing I’m still unsure of. Did the Order of Azyr send you to Ulfenkarn to help Darrock or to stop him? You’ve never told me which.’

			‘No, I didn’t,’ Gustaf said. ‘If you expect an answer, find Darrock for me.’ 

			Gustaf spun around suddenly, one hand dropping to the big horse pistol on his belt. Someone had entered the circle of privacy that surrounded them. A haggard stevedore, the quality of his tunic and the polish of his boots indicating him to be a mark above the labourers who crowded behind him, marched towards the shunned pair. He threw back his head and gave Gustaf a sneering study. 

			‘You make sport of us, do you, outlander?’ He gestured at the talis­man hanging from Gustaf’s neck. ‘Even a fool fresh off the boat knows better than to wear that openly. So, if you aren’t a fool, you must be an idiot.’

			Drink slurred the man’s words, but Gustaf wasn’t one to allow even a tipsy antagonist to challenge him. 

			‘Where I come from, men are still men. They don’t hide their faith and cower in the shadows like vermin. They don’t bow and scrape to the monsters that prey on them.’

			The stevedore’s face turned red. His hands curled into fists at his sides. 

			‘He’s got a gun, Loew,’ one of the other labourers warned.

			Gustaf fixed his steely gaze on Loew. ‘I don’t need gun or sword to settle accounts with cowards,’ he said, moving his hands away from the weapons hanging from his belt. For a moment, the ­tableau held, the two men glaring into one another’s eyes, each ready for his foe to make the first move.

			Loud pounding against the Black Ship’s door interrupted the brewing fight. Silence descended on the tavern. Most of the patrons turned to look towards the barred entrance while others retreated into the nearest shadow. From outside, an imperious voice demanded entry.

			‘The Volkshaufen,’ Vladrik hissed. He quickly bolted what was left of his wine.

			‘Maybe,’ Gustaf said. It was rare for the watchmen to be abroad at night. Ulfenkarn had other guards who patrolled the city when the sun set… but not the sort to ask admittance.

			‘Make yourself scarce until we know who it is,’ Gustaf told Vladrik. He didn’t watch his companion withdraw and climb the back stairs to the Black Ship’s upper floor. His attention was fixed on the barred door and whoever was demanding entry.

			Perched on a stool near the entrance was a short, scrawny creature with long ears and scabby green skin. The grot looked across the room to where Karzah sat at one of the gambling tables. The Black Ship’s proprietor nodded reluctantly. The grot jabbed the hulking brute that stood beside it with a sharp stick. The square-jawed orruk roused itself from its fungus-addled lethargy and drew back the bar on the door. Karzah preferred to use the greenskins as his establishment’s first line of defence because their blood wasn’t appetising to the things that prowled the city.

			Instead of the Volkshaufen, it was a trio of men in finely cut sealskin coats who sauntered past the orruk. Gustaf noticed the mirror discreetly placed on the ceiling above the door. All three men were reflected in it, but that meant nothing. If one of them was a vampire and was aware of the mirror’s presence, he could project an image into the glass and thereby conceal his nature. 

			Of course, in Ulfenkarn, a vampire had little reason to hide what he was. At least from people who weren’t Jelsen Darrock. Or Gustaf Voss.

			‘Looks like it’s already too late to teach you anything,’ Loew told Gustaf, a trace of regret in his voice. ‘May the soil rest easy on your grave,’ he added, withdrawing back among the labourers. They retreated while the three men walked straight towards Gustaf.

			‘Now there’s a peculiar sight,’ one of the men quipped as he approached. He turned his ferret-face and glanced about the tavern. ‘It seems no one wants to drink with you. Don’t you have any friends?’ The question brought a cruel laugh from one of his associates, a bull-necked ruffian who looked more like a shaved bear than anything human. 

			‘No company is better than poor company,’ Gustaf replied. He raised his beer stein and took a quick drink.

			Ferret looked at his associates. ‘Bravado,’ he said. ‘I like that. I tell you what, I don’t like to see someone drink alone.’ He walked to the counter and snapped his fingers at one of the barkeepers. ‘Bring me ale,’ he demanded. 

			While Ferret waited for his flagon, the men with him circled around Gustaf. Bear took position to his left while the other, a nasty specimen Gustaf decided to think of as ‘Cur’, sidled towards his right.

			‘We’ll have a drink and then we’ll leave,’ Ferret said, a sneer on his face as he regarded Gustaf. ‘No smart words for me now?’ He glanced at his associates. ‘Notice how the banter falls off when they feel the noose get tight?’ 

			Bear laughed at the remark. Cur just closed his fingers around the grip of his sword.

			‘To your health, as long as it holds out,’ Ferret toasted Gustaf, raising his flagon. 

			At that moment the subject of his mockery exploded into action. To onlookers, it all seemed to happen simultaneously, so quickly did the outlander move. A boot kicked out and struck the flagon, bathing Ferret’s face in ale. Gustaf threw the beer in his stein into Cur’s face, blinding him. Bear sprang forwards, but as he did the stein came smashing down onto his head and dropped him to the floor.

			Gustaf dashed away from his reeling foes and hurried across the common room. Before he reached the door, the orruk had once more drawn the bar away. He lunged past the greenskin and out into the darkened street. He could hear angry oaths and the stamp of running feet from the building behind him. 

			Of more immediate concern were the men who’d been waiting outside.

			The ruffians converged on Gustaf the moment he stepped from the Black Ship. In their eagerness to seize their victim, they made a costly mistake. Like Ferret and his associates inside, these men discovered that their enemy was far from helpless. Steel flashed in the light escaping from the tavern as Gustaf whipped the sword from his belt. Its keen edge slashed across the face of the closest ruffian. He reeled away across the icy ground and pitched backwards into the arms of his comrades, screaming and clutching at the gory wreckage left by the blade.

			Shocked by the abrupt violence, the ruffians were slow to react when Gustaf turned from them and ran down the darkened street. It was only when Ferret appeared in the Black Ship’s doorway and cursed at them that they remembered their task. Leaving their maimed companion to writhe in the dirt, the thugs set off in pursuit of their quarry.

			‘You can’t escape, outlander!’ Ferret shouted as he led the mob. ‘I’ll carve your face worse than you did Karl’s before I turn you over to the boss!’ 

			Gustaf risked a glance over his shoulder as the threats reached his ears. There were nine men chasing after him, each brandishing a sword as they ran. A single adversary, even two, and he’d have stood his ground and crossed blades with them. These, however, were odds that surpassed even his confidence. 

			He saw the dark mouth of an alleyway ahead of him on his left, just beyond the shadowy hulk of a broken wagon. Gustaf feinted a sideways lunge to the right, then pivoted and threw himself to the left.

			‘He’s ducked under that wagon!’ one of the thugs shouted.

			Gustaf grinned and hurried down the alleyway. He’d soon put distance between himself and the ruffians.

			At least that was the hope, but after only a few steps into the narrow alley Gustaf was betrayed. Trying to keep tabs on his pursuers, he didn’t see the pillory until he blundered into it. The prisoner, some manner of thief to judge by the marks branded into his cheeks, had been left out to give back to the community what he’d stolen in the only way the poor could make recompense. Locked in the pillory, the prisoner’s blood could be drained by anyone who wished to offer it in place of their own as their blood tithe. Usually a prisoner didn’t live long enough exposed in the cold to see the sun set, much less to last after nightfall. By some perverse chance, there was just enough life left in the thief to cry out when Gustaf stumbled against him. 

			The cry carried out into the street.

			‘He’s not here, you idiots!’ Ferret roared. ‘He’s down there!’

			Gustaf ran as his pursuers picked up his trail. His lead was less than a dozen feet. The slightest setback would see him fall into the clutches of his enemies. When he dashed out the other side of the alley, he found that setback. The narrow pathway opened into a small courtyard bounded on all sides by dilapidated buildings. He was trapped. 

			Vicious laughter rang out behind him. Gustaf spun around to see Ferret and his men slowly emerging from the alley. 

			‘Outsmarted yourself, didn’t you?’ Ferret grinned. He waved for the thugs to spread out and encircle Gustaf. ‘Remember, the Elder said he wants him alive. Whatever else happens’ – he made a dismissive shrug – ‘happens.’

			‘I can promise a few of you won’t have an easy time of it,’ Gustaf swore, punctuating his words with a flourish of his sword. His other hand pulled the horse pistol from its holster. 

			‘Good.’ Ferret laughed. ‘If you kill a few that just means more pay for the rest of us.’ He gestured with his hand, motioning his confederates to close in. 

			Before they could, Ferret barked in alarm. His sword clattered against the cobblestones as he raised his arms in surrender.

			Standing behind Ferret, the edge of her sword pressed against his throat, was a woman wearing a long black cloak. Gustaf could only see clearly the hand gripping the sword. The skin was coarse and deeply tanned, the fingers calloused from rugged employment. The face was largely hidden by the shadow of a hood, but he could feel the intensity of her gaze as she looked at him.

			‘You seem to be the leader,’ she snarled at Ferret, pressing the sword closer so it drew a bead of blood from his neck. ‘Call your dogs off.’

			‘Do as she says,’ Ferret called to his men. None of them moved in response to his plea. ‘I’m the only one who knows the Elder. If I die, nobody gets paid.’ The last bit of logic swayed the ruffians. Sullenly they backed away from Gustaf and shuffled towards the edges of the close.

			Gustaf peered suspiciously at the woman behind Ferret. He kept a firm grip on his weapons, but didn’t move.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ the woman snapped at him.

			‘I’ve been in Ulfenkarn long enough to know better than to trust anything,’ Gustaf replied. He glanced around at the thugs and the narrow confines of the close. ‘Nobody does anything in this city unless it is to benefit themselves.’

			Ferret laughed. ‘Is that what you want? A cut of the reward?’

			The woman responded by whipping her sword away from Ferret’s neck and smashing the hilt against his ear. He crumpled at her feet, staggered by the blow. ‘Get moving or stay here with your playmates,’ she shouted at Gustaf. ‘I’ve done my part.’ 

			She turned and ran into the dark alley.

			Gustaf lost all hesitation. He sprang forwards and dashed into the alleyway, mashing Ferret’s face with his sword’s guard as he passed. 

			‘After them!’ Ferret shrieked, one hand trying to staunch the flow of blood from his broken nose. ‘I want them! I want both of them!’

			Gustaf reached the street and caught sight of his rescuer’s cloak whipping around a corner on the other side. With the sound of pursuing thugs behind him, he raced after the mysterious woman. He still had no idea who she was or what her motives might be, but at least it was certain she wasn’t in league with Ferret and his mob. For the moment that was enough to sway Gustaf.

			When he reached the next street, Gustaf glimpsed her dashing into a narrow gap between a half-ruined net-maker’s shop and a fishmonger’s stall. He rushed after her, slipping into the shadows a moment after she vanished from sight. As the dark closed around him, he felt the point of a blade pressing against his ribs. Only faintly could he make out the outline of a hood in the feeble light seeping down through the fog.

			‘Easy,’ he said. ‘I’m Gustaf Voss. The man you rescued just now.’

			‘I know who you are,’ the woman said. ‘I’ve been observing you for a week now.’

			The explanation escalated Gustaf’s suspicions. ‘So that swine was right. You are after my scalp. What are you? Bounty hunter? Assassin?’

			The blade was withdrawn. The woman took a step forwards and drew back her hood.

			‘Neither. I’ve nothing to do with such scum.’ 

			Gustaf could make out her face now. There was a loveliness there, but it was subdued, locked away beneath the resolute and uncompromising strength that dominated her visage. Her eyes were like flakes of steel and their gaze pierced him every bit as her blade had threatened to do. 

			‘I’m Emelda Braskov.’

			Her name made Gustaf’s fingers tighten about his sword. ‘Braskov!’ he cried. He raised the pistol, pointing it at her face. She met the threat with a steely stare.

			‘The last of the Braskovs,’ Emelda explained. ‘The last that… that isn’t one of his creatures. The last living Braskov. If you understand what that means, then you’ll know why a man like you interests me.’

			Gustaf peered keenly at the woman’s face, searching for the least hint of deception. Long years training in the Order of Azyr had made him an expert in distinguishing truth from trickery. 

			‘If you know who I am, then you know it is fatal to tell lies to a vampire hunter.’

			By way of reply, Emelda pressed her hand to the amulet Gustaf wore. He felt her fingers against his chest as they curled tight around the icon. 

			‘If I were one of them could I do this?’ she challenged him. ‘I tell you, I am Emelda Braskov. The last of my line.’

			Gustaf turned to face the street. He could see two of the ruffians hurry around the corner. It was obvious to him that the thugs were following their trail through the snow. 

			‘Braskov or no, right now we’ve other problems,’ he said. ‘Two against nine are still bad odds.’

			‘There’s a back way out,’ Emelda said. 

			The vampire hunter sheathed his sword and let her draw him down a darkened pathway. The buildings pressed close upon them so that Gustaf was compelled to remove his hat as they went. He could smell the chalky odour of a stone-cutter’s shop as they progressed. At the end of the path he saw a small yard littered with unworked marble and granite. A few partly carved stones were leaning against a wooden framework. A sledge and a small cart peeked out from beneath the shadow of a wooden awning. A rusty iron fence circled two sides of the yard, while the others were bordered by the surrounding buildings.

			‘We can lose them in those streets.’ Gustaf pointed to the dark lane outside the yard’s gate. He started towards it, but Emelda held him back.

			‘We’re not alone,’ she told him. ‘I’ve been around long enough to recognise an ambush.’ She reached down and recovered a splinter of stone from the cracked cobbles. With a powerful throw she sent it flying against one of the half-finished memorials. The impact brought the heavy block tipping over. It crashed against the ground with a resounding boom.

			All around the yard, figures sprang out of hiding. They started towards the fallen block, but quickly realised their mistake.

			‘They’re over there,’ Ferret snapped at the thugs as he emerged from beneath the awning’s shadow. He glanced over at Bear and Cur, who’d likewise been hiding in the dark, beckoning them forwards. Another man kept to the shadows, only the outline of his head and shoulders visible. ‘Get them before they get away again,’ Ferret ordered the ruffians. ‘They can’t take all of us.’

			‘Maybe not, but you won’t be spending any blood money!’ Gustaf shouted. He raised his pistol and fired at Ferret. Flame exploded out the gun’s barrel, briefly illuminating the yard. The bullet slammed into Ferret’s chest, the impact hurling him back like a rag doll. He crashed against the sledge, then toppled forwards onto his face, a gory hole the size of a fist in his back where the shot had punched through his flesh.

			For an instant, the remaining thugs stood in stunned silence. Then a raspy voice snarled at them from under the awning. 

			‘There’s still a fifty-weight of whalebone to share among you.’ 

			The speaker stepped into the dim light. The ‘Elder’ of which Ferret had spoken. A gaunt shape dressed in crimson, heavy cape drawn about his shoulders, feathered hat poised above his predatory features. His was a face impossible to forget, lean to an improbable degree, the flesh drawn tight about the bones. There was a savage aspect to his visage that evoked the snarling wolf and the prowling jackal. His eyes were like firebrands, shining with wicked hunger. His ashy skin was drawn away from his mouth, exposing the long, jagged fangs.

			‘Vampire,’ Emelda hissed when she beheld the creature.

			‘It calls itself Viscount Lupu,’ Gustaf told her. He thought about what Vladrik had said. There could be only one reason the vampire had taken such pains to lure him out of the Black Ship. It was looking for Darrock and had mistaken Gustaf for the witch hunter. Gustaf decided not to disabuse Lupu of the error. ‘It is a pity I didn’t find your coffin when I was disposing of Count Vorkov.’ He shifted his grip on the spent pistol, feeling the bite of its hot barrel through his glove. The heavy, studded butt of the gun would make a vicious cudgel. With his other hand he drew his sword. ‘At least you’ve done me the courtesy of not forcing me to look for you.’

			‘You destroyed the master,’ Lupu growled. ‘Without him, I don’t know what will become of me. But I know what will become of you.’ The vampire pointed one of his clawed fingers. ‘Kill them,’ he commanded the ruffians. ‘Kill them both.’

			The thugs came at them in a rush. ‘Guard my flank and I’ll guard yours,’ Gustaf told Emelda as he sprang forwards to meet the charge. He was startled to find that she’d lingered back in the alley­way, leaving him to face six killers on his own. There wasn’t time to consider her unexpected timidity. He had trouble enough to match the surge of enemies. In a swirl of blades, he parried enemy weapons and slashed at unprotected shoulders and arms with his sword and tried to club them with his pistol. None of his strokes did more than nip the skin of the ruffians, but it served to make them draw back. 

			While grateful for the respite, Gustaf feared the consequences of giving his enemies time to think. If they came at him with any measure of coordination, he was finished. 

			‘Lost your taste for blood?’ Gustaf mocked the thugs. ‘I can assure you your employer hasn’t. Right now, it’s probably lapping up whatever spilled out of your leader.’

			Before he could gauge if his taunts were having any effect, a scream rose from the alleyway behind Gustaf. He turned his head to see Emelda come rushing out. She’d thrown aside her cloak, revealing a hauberk of boiled leather and studded steel. The sword in her hand was stained with blood.

			‘The two we saw in the street,’ Emelda explained as she joined Gustaf. ‘When the wolf is before you, you can’t afford to forget the weasel at your back.’

			Gustaf nodded and glared at the other ruffians. ‘No more help,’ he warned them. ‘Just you and us. My only question is, who wants to die first?’

			‘Kill them or suffer,’ Lupu threatened the thugs. The vampire’s displeasure was more a menace in the minds of the ruffians than the swords of Gustaf and Emelda. Shouting fierce battle cries, they swarmed the two warriors.

			Emelda’s blade ripped open the leg of the first thug to get near to her. The man staggered back, wailing in agony. Two others closed with her, however, and gradually forced her back. Gustaf was left to contend with the remaining three. They fought with a sloppy, careless style, displaying the prowess of men unused to opponents who could fight back. To their slovenly technique, however, was added a frantic recklessness that made them attack with little regard for their own safety. Beset by such foes, Gustaf found he had to suppress his own instincts. If he capitalised on an enemy who blatantly left an opening for him, he would expose himself to the blades of the ­others. He was compelled to adopt a defensive approach and employ a caution he hadn’t shown since he’d first learned to swing a sword.

			At length, one of Gustaf’s enemies exposed a weakness that he felt safe to capitalise on. He plunged forwards, stabbing his blade deep into the ruffian’s chest when the man let down his guard. Blood spurted from the wound as the killer’s body sagged at the end of Gustaf’s sword. 

			Before he could wrench his blade free of the dying man, the vampire hunter was thrown onto the ground, his fingers ripped away from the weapon’s grip. The pistol went skittering away from his other hand.

			It wasn’t a mortal thug who had knocked Gustaf to the ground. Viscount Lupu leaned over him, the vampire’s rank breath blowing down into his face. The fiend had waited for his enemy to be disarmed before entering the fray. Now Lupu exulted in his supremacy. 

			‘See to the woman,’ Lupu snarled at the surviving ruffians. His claw-like hands pressed down on Gustaf’s arms, pinning him to the ground. The vampire’s fangs glistened in the moonlight. ‘This one… This one is mine.’ 

			Gustaf lifted his head and spat in the cadaverous face. Lupu hissed in rage, but then a wicked smile curled his withered face. 

			‘Killing you will be thirsty work,’ he promised.

			Gustaf closed his eyes and whispered a prayer to Sigmar. He’d resigned himself to a death like this when first he took it upon himself to hunt vampires in Carstinia. Even so, now that the end was upon him, he was determined to resist it to the last.

			A flash of spectral light caused Gustaf to open his eyes. The ­pressure against his arms lessened and he wrested himself free of Lupu’s grip. He found the vampire writhing in agony. The ashy skin was blackened and crumbling, flakes falling away to disintegrate on the ground. 

			While Gustaf crawled away from the vampire, there came a second burst of spectral light. This time he saw the glow envelop Lupu, watched as the undead sizzled within the horrible luminescence. The vampire opened his mouth to scream, but as he did, teeth fell free from the jaw and the charred residue of his tongue fell back into his throat.

			Across the yard Gustaf spotted a sinister shape draped in black robes. The man held a crooked staff topped by a scythe-like blade in the pale hand that he was pointing at Lupu. The interloper had a dark and morbid countenance, drawn and wasted in its expression. Gustaf could see the narrow slit of a mouth moving, whispering words he knew to be some manner of incantation. While he watched, an orb of ghostly energy flitted away from the staff and struck the vampire. This third blast of arcane power was too much for the undead. Lupu was bowled over by the assault and when his burnt body struck the ground, it disintegrated into a mound of ashes.

			The vampire’s destruction provoked screams of terror from the surviving ruffians. To a man they fled across the yard, leaping over the iron gate and scattering into the surrounding streets. Emelda leaned down and cleaned her blade with the shirt of a fallen enemy. Then, like Gustaf, her attention was fixed on the strange interloper.

			‘Your help was rather timely,’ Emelda said, an edge of suspicion in her tone. Though she’d cleaned her sword, she made no move to return it to its scabbard.

			The wizard brushed aside the complaint. ‘No more so than your own, Emelda Braskov. Like yourself, I’ve taken an interest in our friend Gustaf Voss. It would have been inconvenient to me if he’d perished for the sake of that grave-leech’s petty revenge.’ He made a dismissive wave at Lupu’s ashes.

			Gustaf recovered his own weapons. He replaced the pistol in its holster but like Emelda, he kept hold of his sword. ‘You’ll be welcome to my thanks once I know your motives…’

			‘Morrvahl Olbrecht,’ the wizard said, stroking the long black beard that hung from his chin. ‘I see that name means little to either of you, but there are some in Ulfenkarn who have reason to tremble when it is invoked.’ He nodded and wagged his finger at Gustaf. ‘Yes, it would surprise you who does know me here. For the nonce, let us say I intervened because we share mutual enemies. That makes us friends, doesn’t it? Or am I presumptuous?’

			‘It makes you hasty,’ Gustaf said. ‘At best. I know something of magic and its character. What you used to destroy Lupu… that was necromancy.’

			‘A necromancer,’ Emelda growled, brandishing her sword.

			Morrvahl shook his head. ‘There isn’t time for this,’ he said. ‘You picked a poor night to tussle with Lupu and his hirelings. This district will soon be crawling with patrols.’

			‘Because of Lupu?’ Gustaf asked.

			‘No,’ Morrvahl said. ‘Because of the murder.’

			A bitter laugh escaped Emelda. ‘Murder? There are murders every night in Ulfenkarn!’

			Morrvahl turned towards her. His eyes had an intense quality to them. ‘Not like this one there aren’t.’ He glanced about the yard and swung around towards the gate. ‘Come along with me. I know a safe place to hide that isn’t far from here. You can lie low there until the hue and cry dies down.’ 

			Emelda looked over at Gustaf. ‘I don’t trust him.’

			‘That’s two of us,’ the vampire hunter agreed. He glanced at the heap of ashes then back to the robed wizard waiting for them at the gate. ‘I confess I am intrigued to know what kind of game he’s playing.’

			‘So, what do we do?’ Emelda asked.

			‘For now, we follow him,’ Gustaf said. ‘Just keep your eyes open.’ He nodded at Emelda’s blade. ‘And keep your sword close. If Morrvahl is up to something, he won’t give us much time to do anything about it.’

			‘Hurry along,’ the wizard urged them. ‘If we tarry too long the Ulfenwatch will decide one of us is the killer. Trust me, that’s one death you don’t want blamed on you.’

			Dragomir was unique among the ranks of the Volkshaufen. He hadn’t bought his captain’s commission through either bribery or blackmail. He’d risen through the ranks by dint of his skill alone. He’d proven himself a keen investigator and a remorseless persecutor of the city’s criminal elements. Whether uncovering the hiding spots of those who would defy the city’s blood-tax or rooting out a nest of proscribed Sigmarites, his accomplishments had garnered him notice. Even the corrupt mortals who administered the slums of Ulfenkarn knew better than to defy the desires of the vampires who ruled the city.

			In all his years patrolling the streets and back alleys, Dragomir couldn’t remember a scene to equal the ghastliness of that within the courtyard. It was remarkable enough that even his commander had agreed with him that the nobles should be informed of what had been found. It still came as a shock to him when a troop of Ulfenwatch arrived to cordon off the courtyard while an emissary from the Ebon Citadel itself investigated the scene.

			Dragomir had a twinge of envy as he watched Silentiary Arno. The man had a bloodless pallor to him, yet exuded a sense of strength and vivacity that was largely absent in the mortal denizens of Ulfenkarn. A gift from the vampires. Some small part of their own immense power bestowed on a favoured servant. Arno was bundled up in a fur-lined cloak, the jewelled pectoral of his station hanging loose against his chest. There was a hungry light in the silentiary’s eyes as he crouched over the body, his gaze roving over every inch of the victim’s butchered remains.

			‘It certainly wasn’t robbery,’ Arno said. He shook the purse of pearl discs that had been found alongside the corpse and nodded at the dead woman. ‘One look at her could tell you that, though. No thief would be that depraved.’

			Arno nodded and stepped away. As he did, Dragomir again was afforded a view of what had been done to her. There wasn’t any face left. The murderer had carved away every shred of flesh and muscle until all that was left was a grinning skull. The face had been utterly obliterated, denuded by the killer’s knife.

			‘We know who she was,’ Dragomir explained. ‘People recognised the clothes. She was a cutpurse named Annika. If the killer was trying to hide her identity, they did a bad job of it.’

			‘Yes,’ Arno agreed, ‘but it is the murderer’s own identity that is of consequence here.’ He frowned at the corpse. ‘I’ve tried to call her spirit, but it won’t respond to me.’ He raised a finger to emphasise his point. ‘That is unusual.’ He pointed down at the bloodied cobble­stones. ‘That is also strange. The blood is discoloured. I’ve never seen blood look like that before.’

			Dragomir realised the silentiary was speaking more to himself than the captain. Arno turned away and gestured to the closest of the Ulfenwatch. Silently the skeletal warriors marched over, their ancient glaives held at the ready. Arno plucked the weapons from their fleshless claws and dropped them on the ground, then waved at the murdered woman. 

			‘Pick it up,’ Arno commanded the skeletons. ‘Take it back to the Ebon Citadel. Chamberlain Torgillius may be interested in it.’ 

			The undead advanced and clumsily picked the corpse off the ground. One gripped her feet, another pulled her up by the shoulders. Together the skeletons carried her away. 

			Arno turned back to the bloodstains. He leaned down again and used a knife to scrape some of the residue into a glass vial. ‘Very unusual,’ he muttered as he walked away. The remaining Ulfenwatch fell in around the silentiary as he left the courtyard.

			‘Can you beat that?’ one of his watchmen whispered to Dragomir when the undead were gone. ‘Silentiary Arno is interested in this killing. Torgillius might even look into it. You’ll have the notice of important people if you do things right.’ 

			Dragomir shook his head. ‘It’s dangerous for small people to be noticed by their masters,’ he told the watchman. He didn’t like attention from the dreadful beings who ruled Ulfenkarn.

			If there were more murders, Lord Radukar himself might notice them.
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			o 3.1 you provide the e-book to any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

			o 3.2 you make the e-book available on bit-torrent sites, or are otherwise complicit in ‘seeding’ or sharing the e-book with any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

			o 3.3 you print and distribute hard copies of the e-book to any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

			o 3.4 you attempt to reverse engineer, bypass, alter, amend, remove or otherwise make any change to any copy protection technology which may be applied to the e-book. 

			* 4. By purchasing an e-book, you agree for the purposes of the Consumer Protection (Distance Selling) Regulations 2000 that Black Library may commence the service (of provision of the e-book to you) prior to your ordinary cancellation period coming to an end, and that by purchasing an e-book, your cancellation rights shall end immediately upon receipt of the e-book.

			* 5. You acknowledge that all copyright, trademark and other intellectual property rights in the e-book are, shall remain, the sole property of Black Library.

			* 6. On termination of this license, howsoever effected, you shall immediately and permanently delete all copies of the e-book from your computers and storage media, and shall destroy all hard copies of the e-book which you have derived from the e-book.

			* 7. Black Library shall be entitled to amend these terms and conditions from time to time by written notice to you.

			* 8. These terms and conditions shall be governed by English law, and shall be subject only to the jurisdiction of the Courts in England and Wales.

			* 9. If any part of this license is illegal, or becomes illegal as a result of any change in the law, then that part shall be deleted, and replaced with wording that is as close to the original meaning as possible without being illegal.

			* 10. Any failure by Black Library to exercise its rights under this license for whatever reason shall not be in any way deemed to be a waiver of its rights, and in particular, Black Library reserves the right at all times to terminate this license in the event that you breach clause 2 or clause 3.
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