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TRIALS
A	Severina	Raine	story,
by	Rachel	Harrison

Columns	of	dirt	shake	 themselves	 loose	from	the	 trenchworks	around	Severina
Raine	as	she	follows	 the	rough-cut	 tunnel	 towards	Dugout	30.	The	damp	earth
scatters	against	her	armour,	coat	and	cap	with	every	heavy	detonation	from	the
surface.	 The	 Sighted	 have	 been	 systematically	 bombarding	 the	 length	 of	 the
Antari	 lines	 for	 days	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 break	 through	 to	 the	 port-city	 of	Atraxis,
forcing	 Raine	 and	 her	 regiment,	 the	 Eleventh	 Antari	 Rifles,	 to	 take	 shelter
underground,	in	the	tunnels	and	dugouts	and	bunkers	of	the	trenchworks.	Raine’s
world	has	become	one	of	cold,	dark	earth	and	stale	air,	of	thunder	and	quaking
and	palls	of	dirt	as	she	waits	with	her	troops	for	the	bombardment	to	break.
Or	for	something	else	to.
Raine	walks	the	tunnel,	as	she	does	every	two	hours,	checking	in	on	the	guard
posts	 and	 looking	 into	 the	 hollowed	 caverns	 and	 dim-lit	 chambers	 where	 her
regiment	 are	 billeted.	She	passes	 by	 roughly-hewn	 caves	where	 the	Antari	 are
sitting	and	eating	their	half-rations.	Some	are	praying,	too,	or	maintaining	their
kit.	 Some	 are	 playing	 half-hearted	 field-games	with	 hands	 of	 cards,	 or	 telling
stories.	 All	 are	 battered	 and	 bruised	 and	 bandaged	 from	 repelling	 the	 ground
assaults	 that	are	nearly	as	 frequent	and	systematic	as	 the	bombardments.	None
are	 sleeping.	 It’s	 impossible,	with	 the	 thunder	 from	overhead.	No	matter	what
they	are	doing,	the	Antari	all	stop	and	look	up	when	Raine	passes	through.	They
all	 acknowledge	 her.	 Some	 do	 so	 with	 softly-spoken	 words.	 A	 murmured
‘commissar’,	or	 ‘sir’.	Others	do	so	with	a	salute,	one	hand	over	 the	heart.	The
rest	 simply	 catch	 her	 eyes	 before	 quickly	 looking	 away	 again.	Raine	 does	 not
linger.	She	does	not	need	to.	It	is	enough	for	her	to	see	the	Antari,	and	for	them
to	see	her.	So,	she	keeps	going	down	the	tunnel	with	the	thunder	and	the	sound



of	 their	 lilting	songs	carrying	after	her.	Dirty	water	drips	down	around	her	and
collects	on	the	floor	in	dark	puddles.	The	air	smells	of	oil	and	damp	and	rot,	and
vermin	skitter	just	out	of	sight,	disappearing	into	the	dark	spaces	in	the	earthen
walls	between	the	support	beams.	The	string-lumens	rattle	and	turn,	making	long
shadows.
Overhead,	the	Sighted	bombardment	continues,	unbroken.
Dugout	30	is	the	last	one	on	the	tunnel	line,	and	the	smallest	posting	along	the
trenchworks.	It	is	old.	Older	than	this	war.	The	ceilings	are	low	and	oppressive,
supported	 by	 thick	 wooden	 beams	 and	 rockcrete	 blocks	 that	 creak	 and	 groan
with	every	detonation	from	above.	The	dugout	is	made	up	of	three	distinct	areas.
A	 barracks	 that	 is	 big	 enough	 to	 sleep	 six,	 but	 currently	 sits	 empty,	 then	 an
armoury	and	store	room	that	is	nearly	as	empty	as	the	barracks.	Lastly	there	is	a
small	room	that	is	little	more	than	a	cave,	used	for	planning	offensives.	It	 is	in
this	room	that	Raine	knows	she	will	find	Andren	Fel.
The	storm	trooper	captain	is	sitting	in	the	planning	room	alone,	his	hellgun	in
pieces	 on	 the	 table	 in	 front	 of	 him,	 each	 component	 carefully	 laid	 out	 and
arranged.	The	 barrel	 is	 heat-scored	 and	 blackened,	 and	 the	matt-black	 paint	 is
chipped	 from	 the	 stock.	 Fel’s	 carapace	 armour	 is	much	 the	 same.	Burned	 and
scored	and	split	in	places.	Fel	has	the	upper	section	of	the	rifle’s	receiver	in	one
hand	and	is	using	a	pin-shaped	tool	to	free	one	of	the	internal	components	with
the	 other.	 Two	 tin	 cups	 and	 a	 pack	 of	 dry	 rations	 sit	 on	 the	 table	 beside	 the
component	parts	of	Fel’s	rifle.
‘Captain,’	Raine	says.
Fel	looks	up	from	his	work.	His	face	and	throat	are	cut	and	bruised	and	his	grey
eyes	are	shadowed	from	lack	of	sleep.	He	is	still	sitting	up	straight,	though.	No
slouching.
He	still	smiles	at	her.
‘Commissar,’	Fel	says,	and	he	pushes	out	the	opposite	chair	with	his	boot.
Raine	takes	the	seat	he	offers	her,	and	then	takes	her	canteen	from	her	greatcoat
pocket.	 She	 fills	 the	 tin	 cups	 in	 turn	with	water.	 It	 is	 lukewarm,	with	 the	 oily
quality	of	recyc,	but	it	is	all	that	she	has	left.
‘Thank	 you,’	 Fel	 says,	 putting	 down	 the	 rifle’s	 receiver	 carefully.	 ‘Have	 you
eaten	anything?’
Raine	 has	 to	 think	 about	 it	 for	 a	 moment,	 counting	 the	 time	 backwards	 in
bombardments.
‘Not	since	first	watch,’	she	says.
‘Thought	 that	might	 be	 the	 case,’	Fel	 says.	He	 cleans	his	 hands	on	 a	 strip	of



linen,	before	opening	the	dry	rations.	He	snaps	the	bar	in	two	and	passes	her	half
of	it.
‘Thank	you,’	Raine	says,	in	return.
Fel	nods	and	goes	back	to	working	on	the	rifle’s	receiver	as	Raine	breaks	up	her
half	of	 the	ration	bar.	She	dips	each	piece	 in	her	own	cup	of	water	 to	soften	 it
before	she	eats	it.	The	bar	is	dense	and	mealy,	with	the	distinct	aftertaste	of	vat-
grown	protein.	It’s	something	that	she	somehow	finds	herself	missing	when	they
are	aboard	the	fleet.
‘Is	it	damaged?’	Raine	asks.	‘The	rifle?’
‘Not	yet,’	Fel	says.	‘The	focusing	crystals	just	need	changing.	The	output’s	so
high	 that	 it	 stresses	 the	array.	The	crystals	get	 fogged,	and	when	 they	fog	 they
grow	weak.’
There’s	a	 soft	click,	 then,	and	 the	component	gives	way.	Fel	 tilts	 the	 receiver
and	lets	the	crystal	array	fall	into	his	hand.
‘And	then	it’s	only	a	matter	of	time	before	they	break,’	he	says.
Fel	 leans	 across	 the	 table	 and	passes	 the	 array	over	 for	 her	 to	 look	 at.	When
Raine	holds	the	component	up	to	the	lumen	light	she	can	see	the	way	the	crystals
have	started	to	cloud,	from	the	edges	 inwards.	It	 looks	like	blood	dropped	into
water.
‘How	do	you	know	when	they	have	started	to	fog?’	she	asks.
Fel	sets	about	replacing	the	array	with	a	new	one	from	his	kit.	Raine	knows	that
he	could	rebuild	the	rifle	from	scratch,	if	he	needed	to.
‘Slight	 delays	 in	 trigger-response.	 The	 bolts	 hiss	 when	 they	 should	 whisper.
Sometimes	there’s	distortion	in	the	beam.’
‘You	just	know,’	Raine	says.
Fel	nods.	‘Aye.	You	just	know.’
A	silence	falls	between	them	for	a	moment	then,	the	sound	of	the	bombardment
growing	 to	 fill	 the	 space.	 Raine	 finds	 herself	 thinking	 about	what	 the	 surface
must	 look	like,	now.	She	has	seen	enough	warzones	 to	know	that	 there	will	be
little	left	of	the	Atraxian	Plains	but	blasted,	black	earth.	The	agri-pastures	will	be
gone.	The	irrigation	canals.	Even	the	remains	of	the	dead	will	have	been	made	as
earth	by	the	constant	shelling.	No	need	for	graves.
‘I	 spoke	 with	 General	 Keene	 earlier,’	 Raine	 says.	 ‘She	 said	 that	 the	 civilian
evacuation	is	taking	longer	than	they	expected.’
Fel	nods.	‘I	heard.	The	word	from	Operations	is	another	two	days.’
‘Then	we	should	expect	it	to	be	three.’
‘Sure	enough,’	Fel	says,	without	a	trace	of	bitterness	in	his	voice.	‘Whatever	it



takes.	Whatever	He	asks	of	us.’
It’s	the	kind	of	answer	Raine	has	come	to	expect	from	him.	Andren	Fel	isn’t	the
kind	to	flinch,	or	to	falter.	It	is	part	of	the	reason	that	Raine	trusts	him	in	a	way
that	 she	 cannot	 trust	 anyone	 else.	 Certainly	 not	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 regiment.	 She
thinks	of	 them	then,	sitting	in	 the	bunkers	and	the	dugouts,	singing	their	songs
and	their	praises.	She	 thinks	about	 their	bruises	and	bandages	and	 their	hollow
grey	eyes.	The	dead	they	have	had	to	leave	for	the	barrage	to	bury.	She	might	not
be	 able	 to	 trust	 the	 rest	 of	 the	Rifles,	 but	 she	 can	 read	 them	easily.	Anticipate
their	actions.	It	is	what	she	was	trained	for.	What	she	was	made	to	do.	Just	like
Fel	does	his	rifle,	Raine	knows	how	people	look	and	act	and	sound	in	the	instant
before	they	break,	and	she	knows	exactly	what	to	do	when	it	happens.	That,	too,
is	something	that	she	was	trained	for	at	the	scholam	on	Gloam.	Raine	remembers
each	of	her	trials	keenly.	The	lessons	learned	and	what	was	asked	of	her.	In	that
moment,	though,	she	finds	herself	thinking	of	one	in	particular.
‘The	last	trial,’	she	says,	putting	down	the	broken	lens	array.	‘Is	that	a	practice
they	kept	at	the	Schola	Antari?’
Fel	glances	up	from	the	rifle’s	receiver.	‘Yes,	they	did.’
‘Would	you	tell	me	about	it?’
Fel	nods.	‘The	last	trials	always	fell	in	midwinter,’	he	says,	continuing	to	work
on	the	rifle	as	he	talks.	‘We	were	told	very	little.	Just	that	we	would	be	taken	into
the	wilderness	and	left	in	the	deepest	part	of	the	black	forest,	alone.	That	to	pass
the	 trial,	 all	we	had	 to	do	was	survive	 the	 forest	and	 find	our	way	back	 to	 the
walls	before	the	sun	sank	three	times.’
‘But	it	wasn’t	that	simple,’	Raine	says.
Fel	smiles	again,	briefly.
‘No,’	he	says.	‘Nothing	ever	is.’
The	words	apply	 to	 so	many	 things	 that	Raine	can’t	help	 returning	 the	smile,
however	slight	it	may	be.
‘The	masters	kept	the	details	from	us,	as	is	their	right.’	There	is	still	no	trace	of
bitterness	in	Fel’s	voice.	Just	that	same	measured	calm.	‘They	did	not	tell	us	that
we	would	be	drugged	into	a	slumber.	Blindfolded.	Bound	at	the	hands	and	feet.
They	did	not	tell	us	that	they	would	take	our	armour,	our	gloves	and	our	boots
and	 leave	us	 in	 training	clothes	 and	 soft	 shoes,	with	only	our	blades	 to	 see	us
back	to	the	scholam	walls.’
Fel	puts	down	the	parts	of	the	rifle	and	takes	the	combat	blade	he	carries	from
his	 belt.	 The	 carvings	 on	 the	 hilt	 catch	 the	 light	 as	 he	 turns	 it.	 Raine	 sees
monsters	and	myths,	just	like	those	inked	into	Fel’s	skin.



‘It	was	dark	when	I	woke,’	he	says.	‘But	that	meant	nothing.	It	is	always	dark
that	deep	in	the	forest,	because	the	trees	twist	their	crowns	together	to	keep	the
sun	 out.	 There	was	 no	 snow,	 but	 the	 earth	was	 frozen	 hard	 as	 stone.	With	 no
moon	 or	 sun	 or	 stars	 to	 see,	 everything	 looked	 black	 and	 white	 and	 grey.
Everything	but	the	blood.’
Fel	 pushes	 the	 knife	 point	 into	 the	 table’s	 surface	 so	 it	will	 stand,	 then	 rolls
back	his	sleeve	and	traces	the	shape	of	a	long	scar	that	runs	down	the	inside	of
his	left	forearm	with	his	gloved	fingertips.	The	scar	is	pale.	Older	than	all	of	his
tattoos.
‘They	made	the	cut	as	payment	for	the	ones	who	watch	the	forest,’	he	says.
‘The	wyldfolk,’	Raine	says,	thinking	of	when	he	first	told	her	the	story,	sitting
on	the	hillside	on	Drast.	Not	more	than	six	months	ago,	but	it	feels	like	a	lifetime
thanks	to	all	of	the	blood	they’ve	spent	since.
‘Just	 so,’	 Fel	 says.	 ‘But	 the	 cut	 itself	was	 as	much	 a	 trial	 as	 the	 cold,	 or	 the
darkness.	 It’s	 not	 just	 the	 fae	 or	 the	 trees	 who	 want	 for	 blood.	 It’s	 the
wyldwolves,	too.’
They	are	another	Antari	creature	Fel	has	told	her	about	before,	though	this	one
isn’t	 folklore	 or	 fable.	 This	 one	 is	 real.	 Raine	 sought	 out	 texts	 on	 them	 after
listening	 to	 Fel’s	 stories	 of	 home.	 The	 biologis	 records	 list	 the	wyldwolf	 as	 a
category	 four	 apex	 predator.	 An	 intelligent,	 strongly-made	 pack	 hunter	 of	 the
Canid	genus	specialised	and	made	vicious	by	generations	of	isolation.
And	definitely	 the	 top	 of	 the	 food	 chain,	when	 all	 that	 you	 are	 left	with	 is	 a
knife.
‘I	found	the	way	east	and	kept	to	it,’	Fel	says.	‘The	black	forests	are	as	wicked
as	those	who	roam	them.	The	trees	will	turn	you	and	tempt	you	to	keep	you	from
finding	 the	way	out.	The	wyldfolk	will	 take	 the	 shape	 of	 briars	 and	block	 the
way.	They’ll	snag	and	slow	you	long	enough	for	the	wolves	to	make	ground.	The
only	way	 is	 to	stay	 the	course	and	hold	 to	 the	path.’	Fel	 shakes	his	head.	 ‘But
even	then,	the	wolves	might	still	catch	you	up.
‘By	the	time	they	did	I’d	used	two	of	my	sunsets,’	Fel	says.	‘There	were	two	of
them.	A	bonded	pair.	One	black,	and	one	grey.	Big	and	scarred	and	snarling.	 I
knew	 that	 there	 was	 no	 hiding	 from	 them,	 and	 that	 I	 wouldn’t	 be	 spared	 by
running.’
Raine	thinks	about	all	those	who	have	tried.	The	ones	who	allowed	themselves
to	weaken	 and	 break	with	 no	 thought	 for	 those	 left	 behind.	 She	 thinks	 of	 the
timepiece	she	carries,	ticking	away	the	moments	in	her	pocket.
‘Nobody	ever	is,’	she	says,	absently,	before	she	pushes	the	thoughts	away.	‘So,



if	you	could	not	run	or	hide,	what	did	you	do?’
‘I	stood	my	ground,’	Fel	says.	‘Held	my	knife	in	guard	and	waited	for	them	to
come	for	me.	They	howled	and	snarled	and	snapped	their	jaws,	trying	to	put	me
to	 flight,	 but	 I	 wouldn’t	 run.	 I	 shouted	 back	 at	 them	 until	 I	 was	 hoarse.	 That
made	the	black-pelted	wolf	wary.	It	held	its	distance.	But	it	angered	the	grey.	It
lunged	for	me,	and	knocked	me	down.’
He	 puts	 the	 flat	 of	 his	 right	 hand	 to	 the	 left	 side	 of	 his	 chest,	 across	 the
collarbone.	Just	shy	of	the	throat.
‘It	got	its	teeth	into	me	here,’	he	says.	‘Tried	to	shake	me	to	death.’
He	pulls	his	combat	knife	out	of	the	table.
‘But	I	had	teeth,	 too,	so	I	cut	 the	wyldwolf	back.	It	made	a	sound	like	all	 the
hells	come	at	once,	but	 it	 let	me	go,	 though	 that	hurt	more	 than	 it	did	when	 it
shook	me.’	Fel	shakes	his	head.	‘I	don’t	know	how	I	got	up,	but	I	did.	They	were
both	 looking	 at	 me,	 then,	 the	 wyldwolves.	 Not	 snarling	 or	 snapping.	 Just
watching.	The	grey	was	bleeding	all	over	the	floor,	and	so	was	I.’
‘More	payment	for	the	forest,’	Raine	says.
‘Just	 so,’	he	 says,	with	a	 smile.	 ‘And	perhaps	 it	was	enough,	because	when	 I
took	a	step	forwards	the	wyldwolves	turned	and	loped	away.	They	left	me	to	the
rest	 of	 the	 trial.	 After	 that,	 I	 kept	 going	 east.	 All	 I	 remember	 is	 walking	 and
bleeding.	 The	wolf’s	 fangs	 had	 split	 something	 inside,	 so	 I	 had	 to	 try	 just	 to
breathe.’
Raine	 knows	 that	 feeling	 from	 bad	 cuts	 and	 gunshots,	 and	 can’t	 help	 but
imagine	it	all	over	again.	Struggling	for	air	when	it	surrounds	you.	The	pinhole
wheeze	of	a	punctured	lung.	She	shakes	her	head.
‘But	you	reached	the	walls,’	she	says.
He	nods.	‘The	sun	was	low,	but	not	sunk.	It	set	the	sky	alight	to	the	edges.	All
gold.’	 He	 pauses,	 his	 grey	 eyes	 softening	 almost	 imperceptibly.	 ‘That,	 I	 do
remember.’
That	feeling	Raine	doesn’t	know,	and	she	can’t	imagine	it	either.
‘I	have	never	seen	a	sky	so	bright,’	Raine	says.	‘Gloam	was	always	dark,	save
for	the	light	we	made	ourselves.’
‘The	same	is	true	for	many	places,’	Fel	says.	‘Here,	especially.’
A	series	of	loud	booms	shake	the	room	again,	drowning	out	the	distant	singing
of	the	rest	of	the	Antari.	Raine	can’t	help	but	watch	the	ceiling	until	the	dirt	stops
falling.	The	dirt	made	of	the	dead.
‘Here,	especially,’	she	says,	with	a	nod.
The	noise	returns	to	background	thunder,	and	Raine	stops	watching	the	ceiling.



She	takes	a	sip	from	the	recycled	water	in	her	cup.
‘Our	 last	 trials	 came	 in	 midwinter,	 too,’	 she	 says.	 ‘In	 my	 final	 year,	 it	 was
almost	all	that	the	others	would	speak	of.	Always	in	whispers,	and	always	after
the	 lumens	 were	 dimmed	 in	 the	 evening,	 or	 before	 the	 dawn	 bells.	 On	 the
gantries	in	the	high	winds.	Somewhere	the	abbots	could	not	hear.’
Fel	 laughs	softly	at	 the	 last	part	as	he	goes	back	 to	 rebuilding	his	 rifle.	He	 is
almost	finished,	now.	Just	the	outer	casing	and	the	attachments	to	go.
‘The	others	would	say	they	had	heard	what	shape	the	trial	would	take,’	Raine
says.	‘That	we	would	be	tethered	at	 the	oceanside	like	animals	and	left	 to	face
the	tide.	That	we	would	be	forced	to	choose	from	three	chalices,	 two	of	which
were	poison.	That	we	would	be	bound	and	blindfolded	and	left	in	the	depths	of
the	undercroft,	or	made	to	fight	with	nothing	but	our	hands	until	one	candidate
remained.’
Fel	isn’t	laughing	now.
‘There	is	always	at	least	a	little	truth	in	rumour,’	he	says,	softly.
Raine	nods.	 ‘In	 the	months	 leading	up	 to	 the	day	of	graduation,	 the	whispers
stopped.	Talking	stopped.	We	existed	alone,	 together,	awaiting	 the	moment	we
would	be	tested,	but	never	knowing	when	it	would	come,	or	whether	it	already
had.	If	we	had	already	failed.’	Raine	shakes	her	head,	ruefully.	‘As	if	we	could
have	failed	without	knowing	it.	Without	punishment.’
She	takes	another	sip	of	the	oily,	gritty	water	in	her	cup.
‘As	we	approached	the	ceremony	day,	some	of	the	progena	vanished	altogether.
Our	numbers	dwindled,	the	dormitories	growing	emptier	and	quieter.	It	kept	me
awake,	that	quiet.	I	had	grown	used	to	the	company	of	others,	even	if	I	could	call
none	of	 them	friend.	 I	would	 lay	awake	at	night	 for	hours,	missing	 the	noise.’
She	pauses,	and	frowns.	‘Which	is	why	I	was	still	awake	on	the	night	that	Yuzoh
came	for	me.’
Fel	stops	his	work	on	the	rifle,	and	just	listens.
‘It	 was	 just	 less	 than	 ten	 weeks	 before	 our	 day	 of	 graduation,’	 Raine	 says.
‘When	the	dormitory	door	opened	and	closed	I	thought	perhaps	it	was	one	of	the
others	coming	back.	Illariya,	perhaps,	or	Cozelt.	But	the	footsteps	weren’t	right.
I	sat	up	in	my	cot	and	Yuzoh	was	there.	He	had	a	service	pistol	in	his	hand,	and
he	was	pointing	it	at	me.’
Raine	 remembers	 that	moment	with	 utter	 clarity.	 The	 dull	matt	 casing	 of	 the
pistol.	The	howl	of	the	wind	through	the	scholam’s	embrasures.
Yuzoh’s	dark	eyes,	and	the	desperation	in	them.
‘I	 kept	 a	 blade	 close	 by,	 of	 course,’	Raine	 says.	 ‘And	 I	 drew	 it	 on	 him	 even



though	I	knew	I	wouldn’t	be	quicker	than	a	pistol	shot,	because	I	was	damned	if
I	would	die	without	fighting	it.	But	Yuzoh	didn’t	shoot.	He	did	what	you	should
never	do.’
‘He	hesitated,’	Fel	says.
Raine	nods.	‘I	think	it	was	because	I	was	awake.	He’d	wanted	to	face	the	trial
quietly,	without	facing	me.	He	must	have	thought	it	would	be	easier	that	way.’
‘Killing’s	killing,’	Fel	says.	‘Nothing	will	change	that.	It’s	all	blood.’
‘It	is,’	Raine	replies.	‘In	truth,	I	was	surprised.	Yuzoh	was	a	good	candidate.	He
was	fiercely	clever,	and	I	had	never	once	seen	him	lose	his	composure,	no	matter
what	was	 asked	of	 us.	 In	 that	moment,	 though,	 he	 looked	 furious.	Frightened,
even.	He	looked	like	a	child.’
She	shakes	her	head.
‘I	 thought	 to	disarm	him.	To	knock	him	down	and	 take	 the	gun	and	use	 it	on
him	 as	 he	 had	 intended	 to	 on	me.	 I	 started	 to	move	 to	 do	 it,	 too,	 but	 then	 he
spoke.	Snarled	 the	words	at	me.	“Damn	you,	Raine,”	he	said.	He	kept	 the	gun
trained	 on	me	 all	 the	while	 as	 he	moved	 back	 to	 the	 door.	Before	 he	 fled,	 he
looked	at	me	and	spoke	again.’
Two	successive	booms	from	overhead	 interrupt	Raine	momentarily.	More	dirt
falls	around	her	and	she	brushes	it	from	the	table.	It	sticks	to	her	hands.
‘It	was	just	one	word	that	he	said,’	she	says.	‘“Sorry.”’
‘Do	you	think	he	meant	the	apology	for	you,	or	for	himself?’
‘Both,	I	think,’	Raine	says.	‘The	God-Emperor,	too.	All	who	saw.’
Fel	shakes	his	head.	‘He	must	have	been	afraid.’
Raine	remembers	the	way	Yuzoh’s	hands	shook	as	he	pointed	the	pistol	at	her.
‘Yes,’	she	says,	softly.	‘I	think	he	was.’
She	drains	the	rest	of	her	water.	It	leaves	a	fine	layer	of	wet	grit	and	recyc	scum
behind.
‘The	next	day,	Yuzoh	had	vanished	like	so	many	of	the	others.	I	reasoned	that	I
must	 have	 been	 his	 trial,	 and	 that	 he	 had	 failed	 in	 it.	 I	 continued	 with	 my
training,	and	my	duties,	and	I	waited	for	my	own.	I	felt	dread	over	it,	but	that	did
not	stop	me	wishing	for	it,	too.	That	probably	seems	like	madness.’
‘It	doesn’t,’	Fel	says.	‘Not	at	all.’
Raine	smiles,	faintly.
‘After	five	days,	I	returned	to	my	dormitory	to	find	a	sealed	parchment	scroll
waiting	 for	me.	None	of	 the	others	had	 touched	 it,	 because	 they	knew	what	 it
was,	just	as	I	did.’
‘The	trial,’	Fel	says.



Raine	nods.	‘When	I	opened	it,	there	was	a	number	written	there.	Five-oh-four.
The	number	of	one	of	 the	scholam’s	 isolation	cells.	The	order	script	beneath	 it
read,	Your	trial	is	judgement.’
Raine	shakes	her	head.
‘I	was	sure	then	that	I	was	to	be	hanged	or	shot.	That	Yuzoh	had	been	my	test,
and	that	I	had	failed.	But	 there	 is	no	denying	orders,	so	I	 rolled	the	parchment
and	took	it	with	me	down	to	cell	five-oh-four.’	Raine	pauses,	remembering.	‘You
could	hear	the	ocean	everywhere	in	the	spire,	but	especially	in	the	undercrofts.
The	water	 thrashed	against	 the	walls	as	 if	 it	wanted	to	break	them.	It	was	dark
down	 there.	Cold.	The	 undercrofts	weren’t	 just	 ice-rimed	 but	 covered	 in	 thick
coats	 of	 glittering	 frost.	 Five-oh-four	 was	 closed	 but	 not	 bolted,	 and	 when	 I
opened	the	door,	I	saw	no	abbots.	No	gallows.	I	saw	that	the	cell	wasn’t	for	me,
and	I	was	not	the	one	who	had	failed.’
‘It	was	Yuzoh,’	Fel	says.
Raine	nods.	Just	like	the	night	he	was	sent	to	kill	her,	her	first	sight	of	Yuzoh	in
that	cell	is	etched	into	her	memory	with	exceptional	clarity.	He	had	looked	like	a
shade,	or	a	poor	pict-capture.	Thin,	in	a	way	that	was	more	than	physical.
‘He	was	manacled	 by	 his	 hands	 and	 feet	 and	 between	 us	 stood	 a	 steel	 table.
There	was	 a	 service	pistol	 sitting	on	 it.	The	 same	one	he	had	 failed	 to	use	on
me.’
Fel	exhales	a	slow	breath,	but	he	says	nothing.
‘He	 looked	 up	 at	 me	 the	 moment	 he	 heard	 the	 door	 open,’	 Raine	 says.	 She
remembers	 Yuzoh’s	 eyes.	 They	 had	 looked	 like	 dark	 hollows	 in	 his	 face.
Desperate.	‘I	waited	for	him	to	get	to	his	feet,	but	he	didn’t.	He	just	sat	there.’
Raine	 turns	 the	 tin	cup	 in	her	hands,	absently.	 ‘He	spoke,	 then.	He	asked	 if	 I
was	there	to	judge	him,	and	I	told	him	that	I	was.’
Those	dark	hollows	in	Yuzoh’s	face	had	grown	wider	then.	More	desperate.
‘He	 told	me	 to	 be	 reasonable.	 That	 the	 trial	was	 a	 cruelty	 in	 a	 universe	 that
already	hates	us,	and	that	I	shouldn’t	give	in	to	the	abbots’	bloody	games.’
‘And	what	did	you	say?’	Fel	asks.
‘Nothing,’	Raine	says.	‘So	Yuzoh	kept	talking.	He	said	that	he	had	excelled	in
every	other	 regard.	That	 he	 didn’t	 deserve	 this.	He	 told	me	 about	 the	 heroism
and	nobility	in	his	bloodline,	and	how	that	should	be	enough	to	prove	his	worth.’
Raine	 shakes	 her	 head.	 Yuzoh	 had	 started	 crying	 then,	 without	 a	 sound.	 No
hysteria.	Just	tears	painting	slow	trails	down	his	face.
‘Yuzoh	told	me	that	he	didn’t	want	to	die.	That	he’d	spared	me,	and	didn’t	that
mean	anything?’



Fel	is	watching	her	carefully	now.	‘Didn’t	it?’
Raine	 has	 thought	 about	 it	 many	 times	 since.	 In	 some	 small	 way	 she	 thinks
about	Yuzoh	every	time	she	makes	the	choice	to	take	a	life	in	the	name	of	duty.
Because	it’s	always	that.
A	choice.
‘I	told	Yuzoh	that	his	failure	to	kill	me	was	just	that,’	she	says.	‘A	failure.	I	told
him	that	it	was	weakness,	and	that	his	apology	in	the	dormitory	was	proof	to	me
that	he	knew	it	just	as	well	as	I	did.’
‘So,	what	did	you	do?’	Fel	asks,	quietly.
Raine	 remembers	picking	up	 the	 service	pistol.	The	cold	weight	of	 it	 and	 the
sound	 of	 Yuzoh’s	 voice	 as	 she	 took	 aim.	 One	 last	 word	 that	 told	 her	 without
question	that	she	was	correct	 in	her	 judgement	and	that	Yuzoh	was	broken,	far
beyond	repair.
Please.
‘I	didn’t	hesitate,’	she	says.
Fel	falls	silent	then,	and	so	does	Raine,	and	for	a	moment	the	only	sound	is	the
thunder	of	the	artillery	as	the	Sighted	bombardment	continues	overhead.
Unbroken.
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Commissar	 Severina	Raine	 slides	 a	 fresh	magazine	 into	 her	 bolt	 pistol	with	 a
hard	 click.	 She	 has	 replaced	 the	 eight-round	magazine	 four	 times.	 Thirty-two
shots	fired.
Six	of	them	to	execute	her	own	troops.
Raine	has	fought	many	wars	on	many	fronts	across	the	Bale	Stars,	and	almost
all	of	them	have	been	against	the	Sighted,	or	their	splinter	cults.	She	has	seen	the
way	 they	 turn	 worlds	 with	 whispers	 and	 false	 promises.	 The	 way	 they	 set
workers	 against	 their	masters,	 and	 guards	 against	 those	 that	 they	 are	meant	 to
protect.	 It’s	 what	 makes	 them	 dangerous.	 When	 you	 battle	 the	 Sighted,	 you
battle	 the	 people	 of	 the	 Bale	 Stars	 too.	 Scribes	 and	 soldiers.	 Priests	 and
peacekeepers.	The	 poor,	 the	 downtrodden,	 the	 ambitious	 and	 the	 reckless.	 For
some	of	those	that	serve	with	her,	that	knowledge	is	too	much.	For	some	it	is	just
fear	 that	means	 they	 find	 the	 trigger	 impossible	 to	 pull.	No	matter	 the	 reason,
they	will	find	themselves	looking	down	the	barrel	of	her	pistol,	Penance,	in	turn.
Just	like	Penance,	Raine	is	made	for	the	act	of	judgement.	For	the	instant	before
the	strike	of	the	hammer	and	the	burst	of	flame.	She	understands	what	it	means
to	pull	the	trigger,	and	what	it	makes	her.	She	is	not	driven	by	anger,	or	malice.
That	would	undermine	her	purpose,	which	is	the	same	no	matter	the	crime.
To	eliminate	weakness.
Raine	 crouches	down	and	 takes	 Jona	Veer’s	 ident-tags	 from	around	his	 neck.
They	will	 not	 be	 sent	 back	 to	Antar	 as	with	 the	 honoured	 dead.	They	will	 be
disposed	of	at	 the	end	of	 the	 fight	on	Laxus	Secundus.	His	name	will	go	with
them,	to	be	forgotten	in	time	by	everyone	but	her,	because	Raine	never	forgets
the	dead,	honoured	or	not.
‘Commissar.’
The	 voice	 belongs	 to	 Captain	 Yuri	 Hale.	 It’s	 rough-edged,	 like	 he	 is.	 The
captain	of	Grey	Company	is	tall,	like	most	Antari.	Three	deep,	severe	scars	run
down	 the	 left	 side	of	his	 face	 from	hairline	 to	chin.	The	Antari	call	him	 lucky



because	he	managed	to	keep	his	eye.	They	say	he	must	have	been	graced	with
that	 luck	by	a	white	witch,	or	by	fate	 itself.	Raine	doesn’t	believe	 in	 luck.	She
believes	that	Yuri	Hale	survives	the	same	way	the	rest	of	them	do.
By	fighting	for	every	breath.
‘More	power	spikes	from	the	inner	forge,’	he	says.
Raine	puts	Veer’s	tags	in	her	pocket,	where	they	clatter	against	the	others,	then
she	gets	to	her	feet	and	looks	to	the	dust-caked	screen	on	the	auspex	kit	Hale	is
holding.	When	the	regiment	first	entered	the	forges,	more	than	six	hours	ago,	it
was	 registering	soft	 spikes.	Now	 the	peaks	are	 jagged,	with	 the	 regularity	of	a
great,	slow	heartbeat.
‘Whatever	 the	Sighted	are	doing	 in	 there,	 it’s	burning	hot,’	Hale	says,	and	he
frowns.	‘Kayd’s	been	picking	up	enemy	vox	too.’
‘On	an	open	channel?’
‘Aye,	it’s	as	if	they	don’t	care	if	we	hear	it.’
‘Anything	of	use?’	Raine	asks.
Hale’s	 frown	 deepens,	 and	 it	 pulls	 at	 the	 scars	 on	 his	 face.	 ‘The	words	were
Laxian.	Kayd	reckons	they	said	something	like	“it	draws	near”.’
Despite	 the	 arid	 heat	 of	 the	 forge,	Raine	 feels	 a	 distinct	 chill	 at	 those	words.
The	tactical	briefing	two	days	prior	had	been	clear.	The	primary	forge	on	Laxus
Secundus	 is	 an	 invaluable	 asset,	 both	 tactically	 and	 logistically,	 and	 not	 just
because	 of	 the	 super-heavy	 tanks	 built	 there,	 but	 because	 of	what	waits	 in	 the
inner	forges.	High	Command	did	not	disclose	the	purpose	of	the	machines	that
Raine	and	the	Antari	would	find	there,	only	that	they	must	not	fall	into	Sighted
hands.	That	 for	 the	enemy	to	use	 them	successfully	would	be	catastrophic,	not
just	for	the	battle	inside	the	forges,	but	for	the	war	effort	across	Laxus	Secundus
and	the	crusade	front.
‘We	are	running	out	of	time,’	Raine	says.
Hale	nods.	‘And	support	 too.	Blue	Company	are	pinned	down	on	approach	to
the	Beta	Gate,	and	Gold	have	yet	to	reach	the	inner	forges.	I’m	calling	the	push
now,	 before	 the	 Sighted	 can	 send	whatever	draws	near	 against	 us,	 or	we	 lose
everything	we’ve	bled	for.’
‘Understood,	captain,’	Raine	says.	‘We	will	not	fail.’
Hale	glances	to	where	Jona	Veer	lies	dead.	Raine	knows	him	well	enough	to	see
what	he	is	feeling	by	the	set	of	his	shoulders,	and	the	way	his	eyes	narrow.	Hale
is	disappointed.	Ashamed,	on	the	boy’s	behalf.	Raine	also	knows	that,	despite	all
of	Veer’s	failings,	it	is	hard	for	Hale	to	accept	judgement	against	one	of	his	own.
‘Is	there	anything	else?’	Raine	says.



Hale	looks	back	to	her.	‘No,	commissar,’	he	says.	‘Not	a	thing.’
Then	 Hale	 gets	 to	 rounding	 up	 the	 Antari,	 voxing	 orders	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 his
company	 pushing	 up	 through	 the	 machine	 halls.	 They	 have	 orders	 to	 fulfil,
traitors	to	silence,	and	those	machines	to	retake.
And	 her	 judgements	 are	 something	 that	 Yuri	 Hale	 knows	 better	 than	 to
question.

Lydia	Zane	can	feel	the	touch	of	death	on	every	inch	of	her	body.	It	makes	her
ache,	skin	to	bones.	The	Sighted	are	doing	something	in	the	forges	that	casts	a
long	 shadow.	 Something	 that	 echoes	 in	 the	 immaterium	 like	 a	 scream.	 It	 has
been	 the	 same	 for	 Zane	 since	 the	 moment	 she	 set	 foot	 on	 Laxus	 Secundus,
death’s	long	shadow	clinging	to	her.
Like	that	damned	hateful	bird.
It	 is	sitting	 there	now,	 talons	crooked	around	the	rim	of	a	girder.	 It	 is	so	very
still,	that	bird.	She	has	not	yet	seen	it	blink.	It	never	cries,	or	ruffles	its	feathers.
It	just	sits	still	and	stares.
On	 the	pillar	below	 the	bird’s	perch	 is	 a	 symbol,	daubed	 in	blood.	The	 smell
carries	 to	 Zane	 even	 over	 the	 heavy	 stink	 of	 smoke.	 The	 symbol	 is	 a	 spiral
surrounding	a	slit-pupilled	eye.	The	mark	of	the	Sighted.	The	rings	of	the	spiral
are	 just	 a	 hair	 off	 perfectly	 spaced,	 and	 it	 makes	 the	 breath	 in	 Zane’s	 lungs
thinner,	looking	at	it.	The	Sighted	who	painted	the	symbol	lies	broken	at	the	foot
of	the	pillar.	So	very	broken.	He	is	clad	in	fatigues	and	feathers,	his	skin	inked
with	iridescent,	metallic	tattoos.	The	Sighted	was	one	of	the	flock	hunting	Jona
Veer	 through	 the	 machine	 halls.	 Zane	 caught	 sight	 of	 him	 slipping	 into	 the
shadows	 between	 the	 half-built	 tanks	 during	 the	 gunfight.	He	 thought	 himself
hidden,	but	he	was	wrong.	There	is	no	hiding	from	Zane,	because	she	does	not
need	footprints	or	line	of	sight	or	even	sound	in	order	to	hunt.	She	followed	him
into	the	darkness	by	the	stink	of	his	traitor-thoughts	and	came	upon	him	painting
the	spiral	and	the	slitted	eye.
And	then	she	broke	him.
Zane	winds	her	fingers	 tighter	around	her	darkwood	staff.	The	psionic	crystal
atop	 it	 hums.	 One	 at	 a	 time,	 bolts	 pop	 out	 of	 the	 pillar	 and	 join	 the	 objects
floating	in	 the	air	around	Zane.	Tools.	Rivets	and	screws.	Empty	shell	casings.
Splinters	of	bone.	They	drift	 around	her	 absently.	The	 floor	 tremors	under	her
feet	as	 the	panels	 start	 to	bend	upwards.	Zane	 tastes	blood,	 running	 thick	over
her	lips.	Blood	on	the	pillar.	Blood	that	makes	up	the	painted	eye	at	the	centre	of
the	spiral,	unblinking.



Just	like	the	bird.
‘Zane.’
She	 turns	 away	 from	 the	 bird	 and	 its	 black	 eyes	 and	 the	way	 it	 never	 blinks
them.	Commissar	Raine	is	standing	there	with	her	pistol	drawn,	but	not	raised.	A
threat	 in	 waiting.	 Zane	 finds	 she	 cannot	 speak.	 It	 is	 as	 if	 her	 lips	 have	 been
sealed	 by	 all	 of	 that	 blood.	The	 objects	 circle	 her	 like	 a	 storm,	with	 lightning
arcing	between	them.	Raine	does	not	flinch.
‘Control,’	Raine	says,	the	word	carrying	clear.
The	pistol	does	not	move.	The	barrel	is	round	and	dark,	like	the	eye	painted	in
blood.	Like	the	eyes	of	the	bird.	Like	Raine’s	eyes,	unblinking.
‘Control,’	Zane	slurs.
More	blood	finds	its	way	into	her	mouth.
‘Tell	me	about	the	tree,’	Raine	says.
‘About	the	tree,’	Zane	says,	her	voice	a	rasp.	‘The	singing	tree.’
‘And	why	is	it	called	the	singing	tree?’	Raine	asks.
Zane	 blinks.	 Against	 the	 back	 of	 her	 eyelids	 she	 sees	 it.	 The	 singing	 tree
standing	on	the	cliff’s	edge,	the	roots	curling	over	it	like	the	bird’s	talons	around
the	 girder.	 The	 bone-white	 branches	 reaching	 up	 to	meet	Antar’s	 thunderhead
sky.
‘Because	 that	 is	 where	 we	 would	 go	 to	 sing	 to	 Him	 on	 Earth,’	 she	 says.
‘Because	it	was	as	close	as	you	could	get	to	the	heavens.’
‘And	He	spoke	to	you	there,’	Raine	says.
‘In	the	rustle	of	the	leaves,’	Zane	says.
‘What	did	He	say?’	Raine	asks.
Zane	feels	the	ache	in	her	bones	lessen.	The	objects	orbiting	her	begin	their	fall
to	earth.
‘That	I	will	be	tested,’	she	says.	‘And	that	I	must	never	break.’
Metal	objects	clatter	off	the	metal	floor,	and	it	sounds	like	a	storm.
‘Lydia	Zane,’	Zane	 says,	 finishing	 the	 ritual	words.	 ‘Primaris	 psyker.	Graded
Epsilon.	Eleventh	Antari	Rifles.’
The	 cables	 connecting	 to	 her	 scalp	 click	 as	 they	 cool.	 Zane	 wipes	 her	 hand
through	the	blood	on	her	face,	painting	a	red	streak	up	the	back	of	it.
‘Apologies,	commissar,’	she	says,	bowing	low.	‘It	is	this	place.	The	darkness	in
it.’
‘The	Sighted?’	Raine	asks.
‘I	know	the	shape	of	 their	darkness,’	Zane	says.	 ‘This	 is	different.	Things	are
changing.’



‘If	you	see	anything,	tell	me,’	Raine	says.
Zane	knows	 that	 she	means	 foresee,	 not	 just	 see,	 but	 it	 still	 feels	 like	 a	 cruel
joke	given	the	bird.	The	bird	that	she	has	been	seeing	for	months	now,	since	she
walked	the	crystal	 tunnels	on	Gholl.	The	bird	 that	she	will	speak	of	 to	no	one,
especially	not	to	Raine,	because	to	do	so	would	be	to	invite	death.
Because	Zane	knows	 that,	 like	every	 instant	of	her	 life	 so	 far,	 the	bird	 is	 just
another	test,	and	that	she	will	not	break.
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