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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.

CHAPTER 1

Hearing a man die was no pleasant thing. Listening to ten ¬thousand scream their death songs in unison was almost too much for even a hardened veteran to bear.

Glavia Aerand turned on her small, firm bedroll, pulling a threadbare woollen blanket tighter around her shoulders. The aged fabric scratched against her pallid, brown skin, stretched gossamer-thin over her gaunt frame and streaked with rivulet shadows of fine veins beneath. She closed her eyes and tried to drown the screaming out, then cursed and swung her feet onto the icy stone floor.

Even with her eyes closed she saw it. Perhaps even especially then. That brilliant, burning spear of silver-gold light, charging through the deepest recesses of her mind. Blotting out every shadow. Every small preserve of solitude. Every scrap of the soul that had once been her own. 

Slowly, she drew herself down to the floor, the frigid dark stone of her chamber burning like fire against warm skin. She let her blanket fall to the side, only a thin shift between her and the chilled morning air, then crossed her legs and began to pray.

‘O Immortal Emperor,’ she whispered, lips trembling in the cold. ‘I lay myself bare and true at the feet of your eternal Throne. I prostrate myself in silence for I am not worthy to speak. Only a broken servant in the face of your power. May your unending light fall upon me and strip me clean of the taint I carry within my soul.’

Words spilled from her lips like water from a drowning man’s lungs, in a desperate gout devoid of preparation or elegance. She had once believed that the words themselves had meaning. She had once clung to their phrasing and cadence with devotion and fear. She had burned litanies and rogations on the surface of her soul, like so many who called on the God-Emperor’s name, yet all that time her supplications never gleaned a response.

But she knew the truth, now. 

Not that no one was listening, but that to the one who listened, her frail voice formed only a single drop in an ocean. And in that seething sea of suffering, wretched human souls reaching out to the Holy Throne of Terra across the maddening, formless void of the galaxy, what had she done to earn anything more than cold indifference? And yet, if the preachers and firebrands spoke true, the God-Emperor of Mankind heard her every word.

As Aerand’s lips stilled, she felt her mind slow and focus, drawing ever closer to that terrible, brilliant light. Five years ago, she had not even known what to look for. Four years ago, and she had not wanted to see. Two years ago, it had still pained her to look upon it for too long. 

But now she could not turn away even if she wished to.

Slowly, the light of the Astronomican swelled within her, washing her skin in a prickling, burning peace. Like a pillar of living, breathing fire, the psychic beacon lanced through the fabric of the immaterium, carrying the God-Emperor’s will, and His power, to the furthest reaches of the galaxy.

As Aerand drew closer, the beacon resolved, a single cable clarifying into its component fibres. Ten thousand individual, blessed threads, twisting through the hollow dark of the empyrean. Ten thousand strained, angelic voices, screaming their own harmonies into that endless void.

Ten thousand Chosen. 

Ten thousand dying psykers seated in the chamber of the Astronomican beside the God-Emperor Himself on Holy Terra, throwing their minds, and His will, into the frigid, lifeless reaches of the warp, knowing they had no hope of surviving the act.

A single tear rolled down the side of Glavia Aerand’s face. Not of sorrow, for she did not envy the psykers she envisioned. Better than most, she understood the extent of their service to the Imperium. Of their full and total surrender to, and usage by, the Golden Throne. Nor did she weep from joy at escaping their fate, for when she spoke to herself in the night with honesty on her lips, she knew that in many ways her own fate was harder. That she might be consumed in a slower burn, but that she would be consumed all the same.

No, instead she wept as only a once-soldier could, at the beautiful, terrible, enviable purpose carried undeniably in every single note. Ten thousand lives joined in unison for a moment of glory. Ten thousand voices howling in the face of cold fate. And Emperor-be-praised, she missed that purpose, maybe even more than she missed the soldiers she had once shared such purpose with.

Suddenly, however, another sound broke the music.

Aerand started from her meditation, catching a deep and gasping breath. It was not uncommon, she knew, for a psyker to lose themselves so completely within the beauty of the Astronomican that they could forget to sleep, or eat, or even breathe.

As she forced her attention away from that terrible music, and pulled her eyes from the scintillating white fire of the Astronomican, a sound from the wall of her chamber came to her again.

Thump. 

The sound of flesh striking resistance.

Thump. 

The sound of meat being thrown against stone.

Before she realised precisely what she was doing, Aerand stood at the door with her robe drawn around her. Its folds swallowed her thin, gaunt form in rippling waves, and she found herself, not for the first time, missing the soldier’s physique that she had long carried before five years at the scholastica psykana had turned her body into a weak, lank shell. Instincts, however, did not atrophy quite as quickly as strength, and while violence between acolytes of the schola was strictly prohibited outside of formal exercises, someone was being assaulted in the room beside her. 

Aerand threw her mind across the doorway, but nothing moved in the narrow hallway beyond. Through the wall, however, in the chamber beside her, a blistering, multicoloured darkness roiled.

For a moment, Aerand’s mind recoiled from the raw warp energy gathering only yards away. For five years, she had trained to channel such forces, to reach into the Chaotic, dark space beyond the material world and bend its power to the Emperor’s will. But it was precisely that knowledge that made her painfully aware of how dangerous such forces could be.

Soon that wave of animal fear was replaced by one of confusion. Even with half a foot of psychically shielded stone separating her from that twisting, sickly darkness, she should have felt a power this strong before now. Even with her mind attuned to the light of the Astronomican, a shadow this deep should have blotted it out. 

In one movement she threw open the door to her chamber and swept into the corridor outside, preparing mentally to overwhelm whatever psychic barriers had been placed on the entrance to the chamber beside hers. Instead, however, its door lay ajar and unguarded, no sound emerging but that horrible, meaty drum.

The taste of bile rising slowly in the back of her throat, Aerand toed the dark wooden door open and looked on at the macabre scene in utter disgust. 

The small sleeping chamber was identical to her own in every respect aside from one. On the bare stone floor beside the adjoining wall, a young man sat in a pool of his own blood. He was naked from the waist up, and his nearly translucent skin coursed with thin, serpentine veins over emaciated bones. At the end of each of his battered wrists hung a mass of mangled, bloodied meat that had once been his hands. With a sickening drip, blood fell in coagulating droplets from the shattered mess of tendon and crushed bone at the end of each stump. Quickly, Aerand scanned the room but found no other occupants. 

‘Acolyte,’ Aerand called, her voice measured but anxious. ‘Tell me who did this to you.’

The scholastica psykana was not a gentle place. To take a wild, unbroken psyker and turn them into something stable enough to be used required patience and cruelty in equal parts. These halls had not been kind to her, or the countless thousands of psykers who had walked them before her. Feuds and infighting between the academy’s myriad clandestine cabals were not only common, but encouraged, and violence between individual acolytes was simply a fact of life. But there were rules to that violence, proper outlets in which it was to be expressed, and for a student to be ambushed in the middle of night, then left to bleed out alone in the cold and the darkness…

Something turned in Aerand’s gut at the thought. 

‘Acolyte,’ she called again, anger lacing her voice. She could not call the man a friend. Such words had no meaning in a place like this. But she’d been blessed with true friends once – names like Corwyn, Olemark, Vyse and Argos – and she knew precisely the fury that she would have felt if she’d found any of them in this same sorry state. 

When she called, the young man did not turn. Instead, he lifted his right arm, its mangled remnant trailing a stream of dark crimson, then smashed it into the wall in front of him. 

Thump. 

‘Acolyte.’

Thump.

His other arm struck the wall with a wet, splintering sound as the bones of his wrist shattered against unyielding stone. When he pulled away, a clump of yellow fat and blood hung in its place, rolling down the wall to join the charnel pile at his feet. Aerand took a step into the room. Violence was one thing. She understood violence. But this was something else entirely.

‘Acolyte,’ she said slowly, reaching towards the young man’s bloodied arms. ‘Can you at least tell me what you’re doing?’

‘The light,’ he mumbled. ‘I have to reach the light.’

Aerand sighed. Of course. 

She rested her hand on the young man’s shoulder. His frame was slight, but she knew better than most exactly how strong the mind inside that frail body was. 

Gifted. Tainted. Cursed. Burdened. As heavily as she carried the weight of those words, this young man bore them a dozen-fold more. Acolytes talked. Acolytes gossiped. And she’d seen enough from the boy to believe the rumours that he’d nearly been classi¬fied as a beta-level psyker during his first Assignment. Never once had she stopped to think that the burdens he carried would scale with the enormity of that raw power.

If the beautiful, terrible light of the Astronomican swam behind her eyes even when she slept, how much brighter must its sun have burned behind his? If the haunting, beckoning song of its dying wove melodies into her mind with every waking breath, how strong must that symphony have blared within his?

‘Acolyte,’ she whispered, setting her hand on his shoulder. ‘You can’t reach it. You can’t reach the Astronomican.’

‘But I have to,’ he replied, raising his arm once again.

Aerand stared at the dripping lump of flesh, at the mess of shattered bone and sinew that had once been the young man’s hands. As he made to strike the wall once again, she threw her mind against the motion.

His hand halted inches from the wall.

‘Why?’ Aerand asked. ‘Why do you have to reach it?’

The young man turned his eyes towards her, acknowledging her existence for the first time since she’d entered the room. Aerand expected an expression of pain, or at least distress, but instead, his lips curled upwards in a terrible, mindless grin.

‘I have to reach the light,’ he whispered. ‘I have to reach the light, so I can put it out.’

As she met his gaze, something within Aerand shivered, the taste of metal and blood suddenly coating her tongue. Where the young man’s irises should have been sat two pools of that same, undefinable darkness, reaching out towards her with a terrible, desperate hunger.

Suddenly, the thing wearing the acolyte’s body lifted its bloodied arm towards her, and Aerand found that she was the one unable to move. 

‘Come with us,’ it implored, in a thousand voices. ‘Come with us and help us extinguish the flames.’

Aerand tried to step backwards, but found her feet set in place, as the acolyte rose to an unnatural height. As he uncrossed his legs, she saw with horrible realisation a pair of bloodied stumps at the end of them, matching his arms.

‘Think of the light,’ the thing whispered, lips unmoving. ‘Think of the light and the music and that accursed choir. I can give you the shadows back, child. I can give you the silence. I can give you your mind.’

Aerand watched, horrified, as her hand rose before her. As her fist drew back and then turned itself towards the wall against her will. The power behind the compulsion was staggering.

‘All I require is that you help me reach the light.’

Beside her, the thing that had once been human grinned, and a presence like ice raked its unholy claws against her mind. She winced, watching her fist charge forward, sped by that terrible, obscene power, and she did nothing to resist it. Instead, just before her bones struck the stone wall, she summoned her will and redirected the blow. The acolyte reeled as her fist struck the young man in the face, and Aerand found herself in control of her body once again. 

She may have left a soldier’s life behind when she came to the scholastica, but she would always have a soldier’s mind. When her enemy pushes, the wise soldier does not push back, she redirects her enemy’s own power against him. 

Free for a moment, Aerand moved in a blur. An elbow into the young man’s face. A sweep with her leg to send him toppling. Without feet to steady him or hands to catch his fall, the acolyte’s head struck the stone floor with a sickening sound.

Thump.

The young man’s body lay motionless as Aerand caught her breath in ragged gasps. It was a simple thing, in the end, to break a body already so physically weakened. A simple thing that the gifted so often forgot. The mind might be strong, but it dwelt in terribly fragile vessels.

She looked down at the blood dripping from her own elbow, thin sickly skin split like gossamer over her bones. Five years ago she would not have been damaged so easily. Five years ago she would not have even been out of breath. She let out a small sigh, then halted abruptly as the corpse on the floor began to move.

In the corner of the room, the single, dim torch lamp stuttered, red flame flickering an unnatural grey. On the floor, the broken body lifted bloodied arms up to its own face. In a horrible motion, it clawed with shattered stumps at its own eyes, and as it did, something else began to emerge.

With an alien, unnatural motion, the broken heap of flesh rose to its feet. From bloodied, deep-set, sunken eyes, a terrible shadow began to spill out like oil. Aerand’s throat filled suddenly with the flavour of blood, as her skin erupted with a telltale burning. 

The corpse took a step towards her, shredded legs bending sideways, as the raw energy of the warp flowed out from it, completely unchecked.

‘Come now, child,’ it crooned gleefully. ‘You cannot truly be so simple. Break the vessel and you simply unlock the cage. Shatter the walls and you merely release what they hold.’

Thump.

Another step towards her. 

Thump. Thump. 

Two more and it was close enough to touch.

Aerand threw her hands forward and silver-gold fire erupted from them, swallowing the young man’s shattered body in a veritable pyre. Flame splashed against the stone walls, scorching them black, but when the flames died away, the corpse still stood. Amidst the smell of charred flesh, its burnt face cracked and grinned, then a bloodied stump reached up and struck Aerand in the chest.

She slammed into the wall, her back squelching against warm blood and bits of leftover flesh. 

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The corpse strode towards her with a grotesque grace, its arms upraised, suspending her in the air. Aerand lifted a hand and the torch lamp flew off the wall, shattering against the side of the abomination’s head, but the husk did not slow. Darkness poured in waves from its eyes, pooling across the floor, seeping into the hall. Desperate, Aerand scrambled against her invisible restraints, but found herself unable to move, unable to breathe. 

Thump. 

The corpse stood directly before her now. Close enough to smell the sickly-sweet char of its flesh. Close enough that the darkness pouring from its eyes dripped against her body with a sickening chill. She closed her eyes as its charnel breath rolled against her, desperately seeking that music in the back of her mind.

‘Ahhhhhh. Yessssss,’ the thing before her whispered. ‘The light. You must help me find the light.’

But for the first time since she had arrived at the schola, the light of the Astronomican was gone.

Aerand’s eyes opened to the impact of a lance haft cracking against the exposed small of her back. Gasping, she buckled forward, catching herself against the rough, aged wood of a chamber door.

She whirled as the whoosh of another strike reached her ears. Her hand caught the haft of the lance an inch from her face, and she looked up into the expressionless, reflective faceplate of a suit of obsidian armour. In its glint, she caught a brief glimpse of herself, unbloodied and utterly unharmed.

Aerand swallowed as she stared at the towering form before her. 

Premonitions were tricky, feckless things, and this was not the first time she’d found herself awakening from a vision into circumstances remarkably different from the ones she had foreseen. It was, however, perhaps the most dangerous.

The creature paused for a moment, then ripped its lance from her grasp, a dark gauntlet charging towards her stomach instead. Aerand bent herself over the blow, allowing it to land, but avoiding the worst of its impact. She stepped sideways and backed slowly away. As she did, a pair of obsidian-clad figures turned with her, crystal-tipped lances glittering towards her chest. 

‘My lords,’ Aerand stammered with the most deference that she could manage. ‘My apologies.’

Throne be true, she didn’t want to apologise. She wanted to scream. 

Beside her stood two fully armoured Black Sentinels, the scholastica psykana’s infamous guardians. Every inch of its members’ bodies coated in night-dark, psychically shielded armour, the order represented both the schola’s protectors and gaolers in one. Charged with the defence of the academy’s acolytes from threats both peripheral and internal, the sentinels faced their role with vicious dedication.

Still reeling mentally from the clarity of her premonition, the last thing Aerand wanted was a fight. She might walk away if she was lucky, but Black Sentinels did not carry those lances for nothing. 

‘I’m not certain what happened. I think I can explain.’

Unfortunately, the sentinels’ impenetrable armour shielded not only their faces, but also their minds, making it nearly impossible for Aerand to gauge either figure’s reaction. The fact that neither sentinel had impaled her yet was precious little ¬reassurance that things were going well.

‘An acolyte found outside her chamber after hours.’ The lilting, almost inhuman voice that emerged from one armoured carapace sent a chill down the back of Aerand’s neck. Five years in these halls, and she’d never heard a sentinel speak. ‘And I can smell the bitter warp taint surrounding her from here. I don’t believe I require any information beyond that.’

Aerand cursed as the sentinels advanced. A beating at least. Certainly worse if she resisted. At each of the towering figures’ hips a small, black rod hung loosely from their armour, crackl¬ing and humming with a terrible life. In each weapon’s place a small hole glittered in the empyrean, the weapon destroying the link between the warp and the physical world. While the sentinels’ lances were more than capable of bleeding her to death from a dozen wounds, a single brush with the night rods they carried on their hips would be more than enough to cataclysmic¬ally overwhelm her psychically active mind and turn her into a seizing, frothing invalid. 

Unfortunately, she didn’t have time for a beating – one that would leave her bruised and hardly able to speak, let alone pass on the warning she carried. She turned, ready to run, before noting the matching pair of obsidian figures behind her. Four to one. Not good odds. Not good odds at all. 

Aerand’s eyes flicked to the door, memories of her portent flooding back in a wave. If she could only convince them of the danger within.

‘You don’t understand,’ she said. ‘It’s not me you should be worried about. I need to warn–’

A lance haft cracked against her flank. Aerand stumbled, then sidestepped the follow-on blow. 

‘I’m telling the truth,’ she stammered, as another blow fell, dropping to her knees to narrowly avoid a thrust intended for her face. 

Four to one. She would not walk out of this fight. And even if she did, she would find herself hanging, regardless.

Aerand closed her eyes and cast her mind towards the door to the chamber beside her. Behind it, the smallest of dark energies waited. 

Small for now. 

Contained for now. 

But it would remain neither of those for long.

Wincing, Aerand let a blow fall across her thighs. There was no time for this. No time for simple rules executed by petty, mundane enforcers incapable of looking more than seconds into the future.

She reached out for the burning light in her mind. The Black Sentinels might be shielded from direct psychic forces, but the material world around them was not. Gold flame flickered to life at the tips of her fingers, as the deathly chorus of the Astronomican chanted in her ears. She waited for another blow to fall, but instead, a new sound interrupted that music.

Aerand opened her eyes to find an obsidian lance haft suspended inches in front of her face. The weapon shook slightly as the sentinel wielding it struggled against invisible shackles, and his breath rose and fell in winded gasps. At his side, his night rod crackled with rage, as it tried desperately, and failed, to overwhelm the psionic force directed against him. Over that sound a staccatoed clicking rose, and Aerand turned to see a hunched form approaching slowly down the hall. 

She breathed a sigh of commingled relief and fear. 

In any other situation, the sight of Lord Prefector Dariya Ule and the broken shell of a human crawling before him might have shattered her courage. The ancient ecclesiarch had long since cast most of his physical body aside, and the figure that approached was sculpted more of metal and holy fetish than of flesh. One by one, each of his dozen multi-articulated adamantium legs rose and fell in an inhuman, serpentine motion, carrying the man on a scintillating metal wave. An ecclesiarch’s robe fell atop the writhing appendages, bound tightly around his chest with two rows of ivory linkages, each fashioned in the sacred shape of a human skull. As the lord prefector’s garment billowed around him, row upon row of holy scripture inscribed in golden leaf glinted against leathery skin stretched thin across his emaciated ribs. 

If the apocryphal rumours among the scholastica’s acolytes were to be believed, the only organic component of the man that remained was the deeply wrinkled, ochre-dark face rising from the shadowy recesses of his cowl, entirely unmarred by the fabrications that consumed the rest of his body. 

Within those shadows, the gleaming surface of two adamantium eyes stared blankly outwards. And despite their lack of any appreciable markings, the lord prefector’s gaze unmistakably fell on the sentinel holding his lance at Aerand’s neck.

‘Lord prefector,’ the sentinel mumbled. ‘An acolyte of yours, I belie–’

The old priest grunted, raising a skull-capped cane, and the sentinel’s voice fell into choked silence. From the base of the macabre device, a twisting column of fused vertebrae stretched to the ground, laced with a short leash of gossamer-thin silver wire. At the other end, an emaciated husk of a man knelt on the stone floor shivering in silence.

Ule’s hound shook with the pressure of psychic exertion, his soul burning like a pyre in Aerand’s mind. Blood dripped in a slow stream from the pitiful man’s nostrils, commingled with the dark ichor that wept from the wounds where Ule’s psionic goad entered his skull. What the psyker had done to deserve such a fate, Aerand could not even begin to imagine, but his penance would be blessedly short. She had seen Ule on only a few fearsome occasions, but a different psyker had accompanied him each time.

A single glance at Ule’s hound and the sentinel smartly with¬drew from the lord prefector’s path, his lance remaining suspended where it stood. A strange noise emerged from the guard’s obsidian armour, as if he had thought to object to the seizure of his weapon, then reconsidered.

As the other sentinels followed suit, withdrawing to the edges of the hallway, Lord Prefector Ule arrived at Aerand’s side and reached a single, multi-articulated arm towards her. As he lifted her to her feet, there was not the slightest of sounds. No whirring of hidden internal servos, no squeaking of aged, imperfect hydraulics. For if the rumours were truly to be credited, not a single thread of wire or tubing marred the lord prefector’s simulacrum body. No true augmetics, merely a cluster of machine-like attachments powered entirely by the wretched psyker at his feet.

‘A premonition?’ Lord Prefector Ule asked slowly, a sullen grimace written across his face. 

Aerand nodded. 

‘How soon?’

‘I’m not certain, lord. Soon enough.’ 

A simple grunt escaped Ule’s ancient mouth. The man’s gaze fell on her once again, eliciting the faintest sensation of animal fear in her mind. Ule’s hound twitched and a brief feeling of loss washed over her, her own memories of her vision greying slightly before returning to that same uncomfortable clarity. 

The lord prefector nodded. ‘Ugly enough, acolyte. You were right to venture out to find me.’

‘But I–’ Aerand began, before Ule’s empty gaze cut her words short. 

Of course Ule knew she hadn’t ventured out to find him. But not even the lord prefector of the scholastica psykana would choose open conflict with a squad of Black Sentinels when given the choice. And an acolyte fleeing her quarters to seek out a prefector was a more palatable explanation for them than the truth. 

‘Thank you, lord prefector,’ she replied. ‘I’m simply pleased you heard my summons and arrived.’

‘Come,’ Ule said, turning towards the dark, rough-cut door to the chamber beside them. As his hound turned with him, the sentinel’s lance clattered to the stone.

‘Wait outside,’ the lord prefector ordered. ‘But in the unlikely event that your services are needed…’ 

The sentinel snatched up his fallen weapon, then fell into line with his three comrades.

As Aerand entered the small chamber behind the seething ¬metallic form of Lord Prefector Ule, the echo of a premon¬ition washed over her. 

‘It is strange, I imagine,’ Ule said, ‘to tread a place once in your mind, then a second time, in body.’

Aerand shivered at the subtle intrusion into her thoughts. That she had not detected the faintest whiff of the lord prefector’s hound touching her mind made the breach all the more disconcerting. And yet his words were undeniably true.

As they swept into the spartan chamber, trepidation gripped Aerand like an anxious vice. This was the curse of premonition, the subtle danger of portents and forewarnings, always. She had watched herself die in this room only moments before, and she had played long enough at the game of soothsaying to know false visions from those that might one day come true. But whether her premonition carried warnings for this moment or next century, was a skill even the most powerful diviner struggled to master.

Even still, a true future was not one that was destined to come to pass. Just as the trunk of a tree could support myriad true-born branches, so the flesh of the present fed and nourished an infinite progeny of fates. The very presence of the lord prefector in this room was evidence that he meant to prune those branches.

‘Acolyte.’ Ule’s voice echoed as he settled into the small, dim-lit room. The torch lamp beside the young man’s bed flickered against the prefector’s steely form, reflected in waves of glimmering starbursts against the stellated, ochre-dark stone walls and ceiling. For now, the torch lamp’s flame burned true and yellow, but Aerand could not help but recall the unnatural grey hue it had assumed at the moment her premonition faltered.

Aerand stepped beside the lord prefector to find a young man lying in the centre of the room. He curled at the foot of a rough-spun bed, its firm fibres soiled with a thick sheen of sweat. His thin blanket discarded, the young psyker shivered, a glazed expression across his taut, drawn face.

‘Acolyte,’ Ule repeated, tapping his cane a single time against the stone floor. Ule’s hound shivered and the air rippled with the unmistakable tenor of psychic compulsion.

The young man’s gaze flicked up to acknowledge the lord prefector, and his cracked lips parted in silent greeting. For a moment, something akin to composure returned to his face before vanishing, swallowed again by a knit brow and the weight of mindless, animal fear.

‘Come,’ Ule spoke, a heavy sigh escaping the ecclesiarch. At his words Aerand felt that indescribable gravity and the faintest hint of copper at the back of her throat. Briefly the hymn of the Astronomican swelled in her ears at the strength of the hound’s compulsion.

Hesitantly, she crossed to the other side of the bedroll as Ule settled onto the stone floor with a quiet rustling of metal. As his gold-trimmed robe settled around him, a thin, silver arm emerged from a voluminous sleeve. Gently, the appendage settled on the young psyker’s beaded forehead, and the man shivered briefly, then stilled. As the lord prefector’s empty eyes settled on the man, the acolyte’s gaunt form convulsed slightly, then fell still.

‘Close your eyes,’ Ule ordered, meeting Aerand’s gaze. ‘Close your eyes and tell me what you hear.’

Her tongue suddenly dry, Aerand voiced no response. Instead, she shut her eyes as instructed and fell instantly into the First Meditation. The Meditation of Silence, the Meditation of Self, the Meditation of the God-Emperor’s Grace. Before a nascent psyker could learn to understand the raging power within them, let alone the God-Emperor’s will for its use, they needed to learn simply to observe. 

As the room stilled around Aerand, her thoughts slowing with each breath and the pounding of her heartbeat, the sound of subtler things crept into her awareness.

‘I hear the soft grinding of tendon over bone as the man on the mat before us shivers. I hear the quiet vibration of the torch lamp’s glass casing, expanding and contracting with the wavering flame’s heat within. I hear the holy music of the Astronomican, lord, the song of ten thousand psykers crying out in both torment and blessed rapture at the God-Emperor’s feet.’ 

Something else, amidst it all…

‘Lord prefector,’ Aerand added. ‘I hear something amiss.’

Quiet at first, almost imperceptible, and yet unavoidable once she had noted its presence. All at once, the skin along Aerand’s back erupted in gooseflesh, and the taste of fresh blood trickled into her throat. Like the grinding of metal against a stone surface, that thrumming rhythm reverberated in her mind, clashing with the Astronomican’s hymn. 

‘Good,’ Ule grunted, nodding to himself. On the bedroll before him the young psyker shook as Ule’s hound threw the full weight of its mind against him.

‘There is a common misconception,’ Ule said. ‘Even among the… gifted, that the energies of the empyrean differ in aspect. That the underlying sources of power behind the miracles of the blessed saints and the perverse ravages of heretics and daemons must somehow be inherently, morally separate. Like water from a cistern, power drawn from one focality of the immaterium will sustain and enliven, some believe, while that pulled from another might poison and corrupt. Entire cults and cabals revolve around such misguided tenets, determined – often with obscene focus of purpose – to find “pure” wells from which they might draw without risk. 

‘Even within the scholastica, acolyte, these beliefs are not entirely unheard of, though I have worked tirelessly to suppress such nonsense as heresy.’

A chill washed over Aerand as the man on the floor pushed back against the lord prefector’s hound. The psyker reeled as if struck, and for a terrible moment, the swirling energy within the young man swelled. Instinctively, Aerand threw her own mind forward before she was slapped back by the hound.

Ule raised his hand in her direction.

‘There are no safe havens within the torrent of the warp, acolyte, because there are no incorruptible fragments of the human soul. The immaterium, like all other realms of the universe, holds no innate spiritual predilections at all, and the raw, Chaotic energy of the empyrean can be no more hallowed nor corrupt than a given sea wave or breeze. And yet, unlike the ocean or sky, the fabric of the immaterium is inevitably, inextricably shaped by the moral composure of the souls that access it. And while the source substance might be spiritually indifferent, the resulting symbiosis certainly is not.

‘In the best of cases, the empyrean, accessed by a mind resting at peace within the Emperor’s will, produces wonders unbeliev¬able to behold. In the worst, when given to a mind under torment, that same power takes on another flavour entirely.’

‘Lord prefector,’ Aerand gasped, stifling a sudden wave of fear. Her eyes flashed open to meet Ule’s empty silver gaze.

As she stared at the ecclesiarch with a growing panic, she noted the subtle shifting of his hands. With serpentine fluid¬ity the fingers of his right hand quivered in rapid succession, thrumming against his skull cane in the strangest, most unsettl¬ing metallic dance. Kneeling beside him, his hound shook, blood-tinged spittle dripping from his mouth. 

‘Lord prefector.’ A more desperate appeal this time. With alarm, Aerand noted the room’s sudden darkening, and turned to face the torch lamp’s newly blackened flame. A faint haze of frost crept slowly across the glass.

On the bedroll before her, the young psyker stirred suddenly, his eyes flashing open as that screeching, metallic cry swelled in her mind.

‘Lord prefector!’ Aerand shouted, casting her own mind towards the young man. She was thrown back unceremoniously by a rigid wall of writhing multicoloured shadow, and a piercing inhuman screech that threatened to burst her ears. Then, just as quickly as it arrived, the noise vanished, and she found herself cognisant only of the sound of her heartbeat crashing in her ears.

Slowly, Lord Prefector Ule stirred, his coiled legs unwinding like a tree spreading roots. As he rose to his feet, the shivering form on the bedroll fell still, and the young man’s breathing settled into a comfortable pattern. 

‘Come,’ the lord prefector ordered, casting a final glance back towards the psyker. Aerand noticed an almost imperceptible flick of the ecclesiarch’s fingers as his dull grey eyes fell upon the young man one last time. At his feet, Ule’s hound twitched and the movement of the acolyte’s breathing stilled. The man’s glassy eyes fell gently open.

The most natural shade of earthen brown.

CHAPTER 2

The Colonel had always hated the rain. 

Give him desert, mountain, jungle, ice – even the sterile, putrid surface of a death world like Kvaran where the acrid gases which amounted to an atmosphere burned and blistered your airways the moment you breathed – but keep the rain, and the wet, and the filth that it brought. The heat of the sun could be blocked in the shade. The cold could be fought off with blankets and fire. And while he would never forget the stale flavour of air rebreathed for weeks on end by a full company of sweating troopers, all other evils could be circumvented. Rain, on the other hand, could not be denied.

The Colonel grunted, stepping out from the relative shelter of dark, mossy ruins and into the sky’s full onslaught. Water poured in thin streams from his oiled field jacket, searching out every seam in the ageing uniform. The dour, flooded landscape before him did nothing to assuage his foul mood. On the dark stone a dozen corpses lay still, their skin bare and cold, beaded with raindrops like wax. Behind him, two of his troopers trudged up oversized stone steps and deposited a thirteenth corpse on the stone. A huddled figure shuffled up beside him.

‘Thirteen dead,’ the crone called out in a voice like steel against his spine. 

‘Thirteen who were not worth keeping alive,’ he replied.

The witch let out a strange snickering sound. ‘Which of us are?’

He glanced down at the woman, bent and nearly crippled by years dabbling in the occult and obscene. Drenched robes of handwoven grey-brown plant fibres hung limp over her twisted frame. Under any other circumstances he would have killed her long ago, and would have relished the opportunity to do so. No doubt she would have done the same to him.

He took a step forward and watched her recoil, then spat towards the corpses on the stone.

‘Again,’ he muttered. ‘We try again.’

Aerand’s skull rang with the sound of the scholastica psykana’s first summoning. Like a bell, the wordless psionic sending ripped through the minds of each of the gifted, tearing thousands of psykers from dark and restless dreams. The lord prefector’s hound whimpered before rushing forward on bloodied palms and knees to keep pace with his master, who was unminding, like any other mundane, of the siren reverberating through his halls.

‘It is an unfortunate thing. To kill an acolyte.’

Aerand swallowed, bile rising suddenly in her throat. An acolyte of the scholastica psykana did not refuse when the lord prefector ordered her to accompany him. Yet, her unease had grown with each step they’d taken away from her chamber door.

‘But in this circumstance, perhaps a merciful act,’ she offered.

‘There was no mercy in it,’ Ule replied. ‘There never is. Such emotions are the domain of heretics and cowards. It is painful, however, to squander a resource so scarce.’

And yet the scholastica psykana did so every day. Already, Aerand sensed thousands of souls waking around her, opening doors to honeycombed hallways and trudging towards -austere chapels and bloodied arenas where indifferent servants of the Adeptus Ministorum repeated severe lessons in asceticism, self-deprivation and the finer points of combat, both psychic and physical. 

Those who endured the seething, undisciplined madness of the schola’s Originatum – the single unsupervised hall devoted to the scholastica psykana’s newest acolytes during their first solar year in the institution – were just as likely to be killed directly by their training as they were to be disposed of by a prefector’s hand, or the unflinching lance of a Black Sentinel. 

‘Of course,’ Aerand replied, her hand drifting to the deep scar along the left side of her chest where a condemned heretic’s blade had raked her ribs, just before she put a knife through his skull under the watchful eye of an underwhelmed Ministorum crusader. She had been forced to repeat the task each day for a month given a ‘lack of zeal’ in her first attempt.

Aerand limped forward on bruised, shaky legs, painfully aware of the fact that no one other than Ule accompanied her down the dark corridor, and that the lord prefector could end her life with little thought and even less consequence. 

Lord Prefector Ule rounded a corner and paused before a pair of imposing, ornately carved doors. Inlaid in gold across their dusky surface curled an endless landscape of incomprehensible patterns. The shapes themselves defied description or classification; it appeared as if their ouroboric forms could not possibly exist in the material world. As Aerand looked upon each, a vague unease settled upon her, not at some hidden obscene revelation, as the images of the occult often inspired, but at the simple realisation of the limits of her own mind. 

The hallway had begun to widen a few hundred yards prior, the low, curved ceiling opening into a vaulted anteroom. Along the edges of the hemispherical chamber, gilded statues lined the room in an imposing vigil, each of the scholastica’s prior lord prefectors perched in eternal remembrance of the ¬schola’s lineage. 

‘Come,’ Ule ordered, resting his hands against the monstrous doors, which slowly creaked to life and swung back on titanic hinges nearly as large as the lord prefector himself.

As the ancient ecclesiarch ascended the stairway in silence, Aerand trailed in his wake, her trepidation growing. Even had she tried to imagine what lay behind those imposing, impenetrable doors, however; even had she collected every whispered rumour and myth surrounding this most ancient, central structure of the scholastica psykana’s campus; even had she been given its description in vivid detail, and shown drawings and picts to her heart’s desire, the chamber at the top of the stairs would have defied her every expectation. 

In all her life, Glavia Aerand had seen but one library. A small archive of perhaps a few hundred volumes of military history and tactical doctrine buried deep within the heart of the massive carrack transport where she had lived out most of her childhood years. In retrospect, to call that rubbish heap a library seemed a terrible insult to the word itself.

As she stepped into the lord prefector’s sanctum, she found herself dwarfed within a living cathedral of knowledge. There were no pillars within the vaulted chamber, no visible beamwork or trusses, nor any of the usual structural trappings of such an enclosure. Instead, every visible inch of the titanic hall was coated entirely in darkly bound sheaves of vellum. Throughout those seemingly infinite stacks, a flock of chittering servo-skulls swept like a swarm of insects. 

Aerand bowed her head in reverence and awe.

‘Ah, yes,’ Lord Prefector Ule remarked, the sceptre in his hand meeting the floor with a sharp clack that caused his hound to wince. ‘Quite a remarkable collection, or so I’ve been told.’

Aerand scarcely heard his words, however, for in that glassy sea of polished marble flickered the most fantastic, impossible lights. Slowly, she raised her eyes towards the thin silhouettes of ornate struts suspending a dome of perfectly transparent crystalflex over her head. Through that fragile, glassy structure, the unfiltered light of innumerable stars fell gently across her face. 

‘Bless the Emperor,’ she managed, awestruck once again. It had been five years since she had entered the scholastica. Five years since she had seen the sky or stars. Five years with no mention of the world outside these walls, and to drink it in now was almost too much to fathom.

A strange disappointment took hold of her, as familiar patterns caught her eye. A brief memory of her father crossed her mind, the first time that she had learned these constellations. They had been a marker for her on every world she’d travelled in the Segmentum Obscurus since. A reminder of him. Of Cadia. Of the life that had once been, when she was entirely too young to cherish it. 

And yet, she had not expected to see them here.

Slowly, Lord Prefector Ule’s own gaze drifted to the tapestry overhead, then his dull, metallic eyes settled unmistakably on her own. ‘No,’ he remarked. ‘This is not Terra.’

Aerand nodded and swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, lord. I had assumed. From what I had heard.’

Inwardly, she chided herself. There had been rumours during the sparse conversation that cropped up between acolytes. Of course they had been brought to the Holy World. What other location could the Emperor possibly choose to train His most sacred servants? Those who bore His own burden. Those who knew His own heart. Those who could be truly grateful for His gracious protection, because only they daily encountered what waited beyond His light? 

But now, the certainty of those convictions evaporated in the face of solid reason. The sheer logistics alone would be mind-numbing. How many millions of psykers? How many millions of light years? To simply house that many tainted in one location would surely consume half the Holy World itself. 

Something akin to a chuckle escaped the lord prefector. ‘Do not judge yourself too harshly, acolyte. You have fallen prey to a very intentional deception. One nearly every psyker brought here believes at one time or another. The less even the gifted know of the scholastica’s myriad, scattered locations, the less the chance of assault or infiltration. But, no. You have not travelled quite so far.’

As he spoke, the chittering form of a servo-skull darted down from the shadowy recesses of the sanctum’s far reaches and settled into a tight orbit around the lord prefector’s head, bearing a small, leather-bound volume with gold-embossed characters along its tattered cover. Ule snatched the volume from the creature and set it reverently atop the ornate lectern before him. His inhuman fingers flitted along fragile pages with an unexpected dexterity, until he settled on one and met her gaze. 

‘Glavia Aerand,’ he said. ‘Of Cadia, which once was. I might have known that simply by the colour of your eyes. Last night, one of my acolytes died. A young psyker with a gift for tele-pathy and biomancy.’

Aerand opened her mouth, but the lord prefector held up his hand. 

‘Of course you know this, because you stood beside me when I sat at the foot of his bed and took his life. Of course I know this because I performed the act, but I find there are times when the speaking of specific words is terribly important, even if their meaning is already known to any who hear them.

‘What you likely do not know, however, is that I had no knowledge of that acolyte’s impending madness. And had my hound not felt the force of your premonition, I cannot imagine what dark events might have unfolded. I stand swallowed within a sea of esteemed servants of the Cult Imperialis and Adeptus Astra Telepathica, yet none of them could sense the taint festering in our presence. But you did.’

Once again, the lord prefector’s steely gaze fell onto Aerand, and she nearly buckled beneath that weight. Instinctively, she threw up a ring of psychic walls, feeling his hound’s mind instantly slip their heights. A sudden urge to defend herself rose within her. 

‘I was simply meditating, lord. I’d been woken from sleep and the premonition came to me while practising the Third Meditation.’

A nod from the lord prefector only. ‘And yet this is not the first such occurrence.’

‘Lord?’ she replied, confused, before realising his meaning.

Aerand had almost forgotten the event. It was during her first year at the scholastica, merely weeks after she’d arrived at the Originatum. 

There was a young woman, scarcely old enough to have been a recruit in a Whiteshield platoon. Aerand had watched her steal a carving knife from one of the kitchens, then plunge it into the neck of Prefector Belile. Before she’d had time to even realise the vision was a premonition, Aerand had thrown herself into the girl’s path. She still bore a small scar on her left shoulder where she’d deflected the blade. 

‘That was different, lord,’ she managed. ‘There were other signs that violence was about to occur. The girl’s body language. Her posture. Subtle changes in her stance.’

‘Equally visible to anyone with eyes, and yet no one else in the room sensed the impending danger.’ 

Aerand bristled with fear and anger. The implication that she shared a unique connection with a pair of psykers on the edge of falling to the warp was a damning one. ‘Soldier’s reflexes,’ she rebutted.

The lord prefector scoffed. 

‘Acolyte,’ he continued, ‘I do not accuse. I have your record before me and have seen the results of your training. I watched you stand firm before four sentinels who had no intention of sparing your life.

‘My duty here is the painful salvage of the broken. The tempering of unholy, but necessary, power into a vessel that the God-Emperor might use. In most cases I am strong enough to admit that I fail. But in you…’ Ule paused momentarily. ‘In you I believe I may have done my duty.’

Aerand felt the breath rush from her lungs. She had been prepared for chastisement or worse, but the unexpected praise set her even further off balance. But, as Lord Prefector Ule sensed her contentment, any expression of pride drained from his lined face.

‘And yet, I fear that may not be enough.’ Slowly, sinuously, the man’s legs rolled into motion, carrying him across the room to a second lectern bearing a massive tome.

As Ule beckoned her towards him, Aerand caught sight of the volume’s yellowing pages. The lord prefector flipped through countless ancient sheaves of parchment, each coated in row after row of dark numerals, before finally settling on a single page inscribed with crimson symbols beside black ink. On the left of the volume lay a mess of handwritten numerals, enough ink to almost coat the page entirely, and on the right, a handful of solitary marks. 

‘Five hundred and twenty-nine thousand,’ the lord prefector spat, his eyes fixed on the two pages before him. ‘Five hundred and twenty-nine thousand acolytes who have disembarked from those accursed Black Ships since the day I assumed care of this paltry scholastica world. Half a million future witches, or possessed, or heretics that the Inquisition delivered into my care. And from that mass, only a few thousand that I have been able to salvage for a fate more useful than fodder.’

From somewhere in the recesses of his robe, the lord prefector produced a thin, silver quill. Before Aerand noticed the motion, the tip had drawn blood from the base of her wrist. Slowly, meticulously, he made a new mark on the right side of the ledger.

‘Come now, adept. You are an acolyte no longer. But there is still work to be done before you leave us.’

CHAPTER 3

The Dorean regimental flag fluttered in a gentle breeze, damp and sagging beneath the oppressive, insistent rain. Grey hammers crossed atop a field of blue, ringed by an unbroken chain of gold. Beneath that sigil, the numerals of the 19th showed proudly, seemingly undimmed despite the years.

The Colonel grunted as he stepped out from his command tent to face his waiting regimental sergeant. The grizzled man before him nodded in response, words no longer required between the two for anything but the most complex of conversations. 

Sergeant Gross was of the old breed, as was the Colonel – troopers hardened by battle on a dozen worlds before they had ever set foot on this accursed one. Of those veteran Doreans, only a few companies remained, the rest of their force now composed of fresh conscripts liberated from this drowning, two-bit planet. The first compromise they had made, but far from the last.

And now their compromises were finally beginning to catch up.

‘Three more platoons decimated. In full,’ Sergeant Gross mur¬mured, in a voice strangely soft for a man of his intimidating proportions. He idly tapped the silver sword strapped to his waist belt, a nervous gesture he had possessed since even before the Colonel and he had first met as little more than fresh recruits themselves.

‘And their wargear?’ the Colonel replied. Replacing two hundred green troopers on this backwater world was a daunting, but entirely possible, prospect. Securing the weapons and flak armour to outfit those replacements, however, was a challenge almost entirely insurmountable. 

‘Secured. Mostly.’

‘A small grace, then.’

In the distance, the dull echo of mortar fire and krak missiles broke the still evening with an occasional drumbeat.

‘They never stop,’ he cursed softly.

‘No, sir. They do not.’

‘Nearly two companies lost already in exchange for what? A few squads, perhaps a platoon of theirs?’

‘It seems some reputations are well deserved.’

‘Cadians.’ The sound fell cold and bitter across the Colonel’s tight, cracked lips.

‘Cadians,’ Sergeant Gross replied, as if that single word were explanation enough. 

Down.

The titanic lift, carved from a single block of obsidian stone, just like every structure within the scholastica psykana, seemed to drop as if released above water. Behind the lift’s ornately frescoed, gold-trimmed walls, Aerand sensed the churning, fractured mind of a servitor psyker and was reminded that worse fates than death existed in this place. At her side, Ule’s hound cowered on the floor, shielded within the nest of the lord prefector’s serpentine, inhuman appendages.

To have one’s life reduced through complex and inescapable machinery to an isolated forebrain tasked with nothing more complex than elevating and lowering a carved stone box, or mindlessly projecting a decrepit priest’s will, was almost too terrible to imagine. She shivered briefly at the thought. How many such unfortunate creatures lingered within the shadows of this place? And how many, had they not been mad to begin with, were driven so by a lifetime of such monotony? 

She whispered a silent prayer of thanks, for somehow she appeared to have avoided such a fate. 

As the lift descended smoothly through the heart of the schol¬a¬stica, Aerand grew increasingly anxious. The superficial structures of the scholastica psykana were well known to her, but rumours abounded of the compound’s hidden underbelly, restricted to the lord prefector’s most trusted and therefore the subject of unending speculation. She was not naive enough to believe the most outlandish stories, but even those that carried the flavour of truth were enough to set her mind on edge. 

You did not bury something deep under the earth unless you had good reason to do so.

Cautiously, Aerand cast her mind out from the lift. Unsanctioned acts of psychic power were strictly forbidden to the scholastica’s acolytes, but she was aware of no such restrictions on adepts, even newly titled ones. As she probed beyond the lift’s stone walls, she sensed nothing around her other than bedrock. 

Lord Prefector Ule’s hound lifted its swollen, bruised head and turned a pair of hollow eyes in her direction, but showed signs of no reaction other than mild curiosity. Gradually, the lift slowed to a halt, and a burgeoning presence flickered at the edge of her mind. A squad of Black Sentinels stood at rapt attention along the walls of a dark corridor as the lift’s massive door slid silently open. Not the faintest sense of their souls was detectable to her through the hermetic substance of their armour, but the night rods at each silent warrior’s hip stood out like holes punched in the fabric of the warp.

She glanced at Ule, then limped forward, remembering her last encounter with these stoic guardians. 

Ule noted the awkward exertion and followed, a hint of concern creeping into his guarded expression. ‘I had hoped for a more thorough recovery for you, adept. Though I suppose that this will have to do.’

All at once, Aerand’s anxiety returned. ‘I had hoped I might not find myself brawling for my life twice in the span of two days.’

‘Come,’ the lord prefector grunted, striding between the upheld lances of the sentinels, his hound whimpering in protest at their proximity. ‘I do not suspect your physical wounds will hinder you in our upcoming endeavour.’

At his words, an icy weight descended on Aerand. The vaguest hint of premonition, perhaps, or simply a basic, instinctive reaction to the sudden gravity in the ancient priest’s voice. 

‘Another trial, then?’

Ule remained silent. The only sounds in the long and narrow hallway were the clattering of his legs against dark, rough-cut stone, and the slide of Aerand’s own boots as her left leg dragged behind her. 

‘No more trials, adept. Simply a tempering. You have been forged and shaped already. All that remains is to harden you one final time.’

Aerand swallowed, his words doing nothing to allay her disquiet. 

‘No,’ Ule replied to her unspoken thought. ‘No tool enjoys its own forging. Although I imagine that it enjoys breaking even less.’

They made the rest of the journey in near silence, their steps accompanied only by Aerand’s growing doubts, until they found themselves, at least half a mile further, at the end of the long and isolated corridor. A simple gateway faced the pair, a low stone door frame leading to a darkened room, unmarked by any of the scholastica’s typically ornate sigilry. A distinct notion of tremendous age crossed Aerand’s mind at the sight of the arch’s rugged surface, as if this corridor and the room before her had been carved by crude instruments millennia before any of the gilded halls above her.

Lord Prefector Ule paused just before the threshold, then turned to face her with a rustling of metal. 

‘I am afraid that I can neither provide you guidance, nor prepare you for what you are about to encounter.’ The ecclesiarch’s eyes bored into her with unsettling intensity, and she had no doubt as to the sincerity of his words. ‘Not because I am unwilling, adept, but because I am ignorant. My suspicions of what you may find within these walls would form only the crudest, most misleading map. So,’ Ule muttered, something that might be mistaken for uncertainty entering his voice, ‘I will offer you only this.’

Slowly, the lord prefector stepped back from the threshold, and crossed his alloyed arms before him in the sign of the aquila. He gave Aerand the slightest of bows, and as she stepped across the threshold his voice echoed at her back. 

‘O Eternal Emperor

Who alone watches us,

And rules the tides and storms,

Be compassionate to your servants,

Preserve us from the perils of the empyrean,

That we may be a safeguard to the Domain of Men.’

As the lord prefector closed the door behind her, Aerand was swallowed by an utter, impenetrable dark. There was a time in her life when such darkness would have frightened her. First as it frightened any simple human child, then later as it unsettled a soldier who understood the dangers of losing a sense she relied on when her enemy might not suffer the same disadvantage. Yet as she found herself sealed in the small, aphotic chamber, miles beneath the bedrock of some distant scholastica world, the only thing that left her vaguely insecure was her memory of the lord prefector’s expression in the last glimmer of light falling in from the corridor. With a sigh she turned away from the door, to face whatever made even the arch-priest grimace so. 

As Aerand cast her mind against the walls of the rough-cut stone chamber, she sensed nothing to inspire fear. A dozen yards across and half as many high, the room appeared to have been carved from the raw, unaltered bedrock into the crude shape of an octagonal ring. In the centre of the chamber, a small stone pedestal stood only a few feet tall. 

The psychic signature of unliving, unbreathing stone was the most unrevealing of any material, and she was confident that nothing else that drew breath stood in this room beside her. Yet to bring her here for a simple meditative trial seemed superfluous in the extreme. 

Gently, Aerand probed each corner of the room with her mind, noting nothing but dust and empty air. Just as in the lift, however, her psychic senses failed her entirely when she tried to sense beyond the room’s walls. She had no doubt at the source of that sensation, for if the room itself had not been intentionally shielded, the corridor through which she had entered should have blazed with a beacon of psychic light due to the presence of the lord prefector’s hound.

As she settled into the empty room, a somewhat darker suspicion found its way into her mind. Every stone in the scholastica psykana possessed some level of innate psychic shielding, whether an inherent property of the bedrock from which it was carved, or the intentional work of the compound’s architects. But even there, no psychic shielding was complete.

Even through walls and sturdily reinforced gateways, the faintest of psychic echoes still persisted, like cracks of light finding their way beneath a door frame. Not enough to see by, but enough to know that the light was there. Here, however, even as Aerand threw her mind fully against the door of her lonely chamber, that darkness was utter and complete. 

Miles below the scholastica proper. So far away from any other living human that such heavy dampening would be completely unnecessary to provide an isolated psyker mental solitude. Which meant the space must be warded for some other reason.

Rapidly, Aerand surveyed the chamber once again.

As she did, an instinctual suspicion drew her attention to that lone pedestal. Here, she thought she might detect the faintest presence. The dimmest flicker of psychic activity in a room that was utterly dark. Slowly, she found her way through the darkness, until she set her hands against the pedestal’s icy surface. 

And recoiled.

Aerand froze, bringing all of her psychic attention to bear on the small plinth. In the emptiness just above that surface of rough-hewn stone, a psychic signature glimmered softly, and Aerand vividly recognised its tenor. 

She had been only a child the last time she had looked up from Cadia’s doomed surface into the swirling violet tendrils of the Eye of Terror. Nearly three decades, and at least a dozen worlds, had passed before her eyes since that fateful vision, but she was certain she would never forget the colour of raw warp space, no matter how many other skies she came to witness.

Aerand took an unsteady step back from the pedestal, the warp rift glowing bright enough, now, to see with her naked eyes. 

‘Emperor save you, lord prefector,’ she cursed, the man’s haunted expression now fully explained. 

The only thing she could imagine more painful for a psyker than the complete, suffocating psychic suppression of a night rod or a Black Ship was exposure, full and unshielded, to the raw empyrean itself. And here, buried miles beneath the scholastica’s sacred campus, locked in a chamber behind yards of psychically sealed stone, lay a single, almost microscopic rift into that untamed, unthinking mire.

As the sinking feeling within her chest grew, so did the ribbon of gleaming violet light in the centre of the room. Desperately, Aerand tried to calm her racing mind, hoping that muting her own emotional response might retard the structure’s rapid expansion. 

In a wave, frost rushed out across the chamber’s walls, her own breath falling in white, crystalline clouds. Beneath her skin, her nerves writhed like a living creature. Her mind recoiled from the irrational darkness, even as its unfathomable churn drew her in. 

By the time the rift had grown to the size of a man, she had managed to steady the beating of her heart. By the time it reached the ceiling, she had forced her hands to stop shaking. And by the time that seething, Chaotic tear reached out to plunge her mind beneath its infinite surface, she had done all she could to prepare herself for the expanse of mindless, roiling madness as it engulfed the last corner of the chamber whole.

She had, of course, been utterly mistaken on that account.

Glavia Aerand was drowning. She was certain of that. Never mind that she could breathe without any hindrance, or that she felt no need to breathe at all. Never mind that the sea of roiling, frenzied currents that swirled in every imaginable direction around her was not made of water but of pure, unbridled psychic energy. She was drowning beneath its crashing waves and its irresistible tides, and it would kill her every bit the same.

There was no telling how long she tossed like flotsam before her mind imposed the first stitch of order onto the frayed, unruly threads that entangled her. 

First, some sensation of self returned to her, then the knowledge of an ancient, timeless Other. Finally, a crude scaffold emerged for her mind to place those two beside each other. The sea itself was a reasonable enough simulacrum, and she found herself no longer drowning, but desperately bobbing instead. 

Eyes closed, Aerand saw the immaterium’s surface rolling out towards the horizon as far as she could sense. Her mind scarcely above those maddening, twisting currents, she thrashed like a piece of wreckage in the chop. Above her, a fractured, violet sky swirled with searing bolts of psionic energy and the crack of white lightning. Billowing, dark storm clouds crowded the all-too-narrow sky, revealing only another plane of waves above her in the rare moments when they chose to clear. The effect was unnerving, as if the sea on which she floated wrapped around to stretch over her head, and the utter disorientation of viewing its surface both beneath and above her was almost enough to plunge her beneath the waves. 

Some instinct warned her that to do so would be utterly suicidal. That once she dived into those waters, she would never rise again.

As she turned her attention downwards, a deep, animal fear gripped Aerand whole. Far beneath that translucent, blood-red surface, dark shadows curled in the murky depths. Too deep, too clouded, to make out their true shapes, but the scale of such massive, swirling behemoths was unmistakable. Another wave washed over Aerand, submerging her for just a moment beneath the empyrean’s lifeless surface. 

Now merely inches closer to those leviathans – but some indescribable barrier broken – she saw one of those shadows start to slowly rise. Desperately, Aerand clawed her way back to the surface, towards the glimmer of myriad, burning lights scattered dimly atop those churning waves. As she surfaced, the dark form beneath her turned aside, but the glowing auras beside her remained. 

Suddenly, the writhing border on which she floated was dotted with stars every bit as thick as the night sky. In every direction, scattered like sawdust atop the water, small flickers of unmistakable light blinked above the crimson sea. A current twisted slowly beneath Aerand, bringing her closer to a small cluster of the illuminants. Most shone dimly atop the surface, hardly more than a faint lightening of the dark water, but a single light within the cluster shone brightly enough to illuminate the space around it. Gently, Aerand reached out and touched the light with her mind. 

And recoiled, as she was met by a flood of unbidden, alien thoughts, then thrown back into the murky darkness. Startled, Aerand fought to keep herself above the surface, consumed by the utter familiarity of that sensation. The same sensation as trying to breach a mind that carried its own psychic defences. 

Realisation washed over her, as a flicker drifted past on the immaterium’s surface. She reached out and grasped it, her mind suddenly full of unbidden thoughts.

Damn foreman, the new voice within her mind muttered, tailed by a crystal-clear image of a man’s thick, calloused hands gripping a power-pick and bringing it down against pale stone in a narrow, crowded tunnel full of cloying smoke. The man coughed, then breathed out a terrible curse, the spark of his flame flaring for just a moment. 

It was said that every creature with a soul left its own mark on the fabric of the immaterium, and here she swam among those indelible marks. Gently, Aerand released the man’s mind, whispering a silent prayer in awe of the endless sea of souls around her. 

Here swam every living creature in the universe, more numerous a thousandfold than the stars. And over them all the God-Emperor Himself watched. The sight alone was nearly enough to drown her. 

Yet, as she surveyed the endless pool, some patches faint and distant, others gleaming as if fire had been set to the sea, one particular cluster of lights drew her attention. As she swam slowly through their clustered midst, a vague sensation of familiarity washed over her, as if she had felt these psychic tones before. 

Gently, Aerand reached out towards the dimmest of those lights, and then froze. An unbidden psionic intrusion from the depths of the warp was not something to be trifled with. She knew better than most that such a thing could leave lasting marks even if it was never noticed by the subject of such an intrusion. And if she truly did recognise these signatures… Well, to do so to a friend would be almost unthinkable. 

Slowly, reluctantly, Aerand withdrew, the small constellation of lights flickering around her. In their centre showed a light far brighter than the rest, illuminating the murky surface. And suddenly, in the glow of that illumination, something shifted in the darkness below. 

The entire ocean surged, as a massive shadow uncoiled from the depths. The serpentine, empty form unravelled itself from the twisting mess of darkness beneath her and rose towards that glimmering light. As it did, the soul before her flared brightly, then began to grow with a steady strength. For a moment, the shadow seemed to recoil, then rose up to snatch the flickering light whole. 

Aerand screamed as the shadow grasped hold of that strange, familiar glow. The soul flared, suddenly an unchecked conflagration, and she was pulled in by a mind she remembered all too well.

A single moment of contact. 

A single moment of unfettered psychic communication.

An image of soldiers in dusty-grey flak armour filled Aerand’s mind, unbidden. The smell of oiled lasguns and stale, unwashed sweat. The feeling of cool mist against her skin, and wet boots wrapping her feet. Of blood and fear, and all the accoutrements of war. 

She stood in a dim chamber, dark brackish water to her waist, and stared dumbstruck at an intricate, woven structure, jagged silver fibrils rising from a shallow sea to intersect and split apart in a million impossible patterns. Beside her, a soldier spoke in a voice she recognised well, panic lacing his tone, as the structure before her came to life, a strange shadow engulfing those labyrinthine silver branches. 

The mind she rode raised its own pale hands before her, twisting in intricate patterns as a dozen wards flew from the soldier’s grasp. As he spoke, his voice vibrating through her very soul, Aerand sensed a matching desperation in his words. 

Unspoken, a warning echoed across the empyrean, before a mind she knew almost as well as her own shoved her away. 

+Flee, Glavia. There is only death here. Death and hunger and enough bitter regret to drown in.+

The message poured down like a torrent of water, before the very fabric of the empyrean erupted into spouting plumes and roiling madness. For the briefest moment she glimpsed the surface of that infinite sea once more, the thin tendrils of a terrible shadow brushing against her mind. A horrible, ancient presence rushed towards her before the churning currents pulled her away. 

And down. 

And suddenly she was drowning again.

CHAPTER 4

Eight of his witches had died in the night. An unholy portent if he’d ever seen one.

The Colonel did not mourn the loss of the creatures themselves. They were spiteful, petty, reprehensible things, most often than not lost in the stupor and madness that came from their bitter union with the warp, reeking of acrid smoke from smoking the dark, hallucinogenic root of the Throne-cursed, stunted trees that lined this world like a strange, obscene fur. He could replace marsh priests at a whim, for he suffered no shortage of the tainted on this planet. The same could not be said for the equipment and ammunition that he collected and guarded like a dragon’s hoard. 

Even still, the precedent was unsettling, and if it posed a danger to his soldiers, he needed to know.

‘The primaris psyker?’ he asked the thin, shrivelled woman who paced the floor of the small tent before him. Last he’d seen of the Cadians, a psyker lord had walked in their midst. The Colonel had fought beside enough Imperial battle psykers to have no doubts that the man was more than capable of executing a handful of his paltry sorcerers while they slept. 

‘No, no, no,’ the woman muttered, the bitter smell of almonds drifting from her putrid mouth. What few teeth remained in it were stained an unhealthy grey from the foetid corpsewood tea she constantly sipped. She was intoxicated more often than not, like some filthy, stimm-shooting hive-dweller on Fenksworld or Malfi, but he’d seen the woman unleash enough raw psionic power not to question her opinion on matters of the occult and arcane. 

‘You don’t understand.’

Unmistakable glee laced the witch’s words, and she practically danced before him with nervous energy. He sighed, wishing not for the first time that he could simply put a bolt through her head.

‘Then make me understand.’

‘Of course, of course,’ the old witch crooned, toying with the tangle of twigs and moss woven around her neck in a filthy cowl. ‘Not the primaris psyker. Not an attack at all.’

‘No?’ he asked. ‘You mean to tell me your comrades are merely so undisciplined that they did this to themselves?’

The marsh priest spat a thick glob of dark phlegm into the dirt, the vile substance dissipating almost instantly into the moist earth.

Wet. The Colonel cursed inwardly. Why was everything on this planet wet?

He lifted his gaze. ‘I cannot imagine a more fitting failure.’

‘Not a failure.’ The witch spat again. ‘A success.’

His ears perked up at that, and he set aside the small ledger in which he had been sketching new formations and allotments.

‘Then our goal has finally been accomplished?’ Doubt laced his tone, hiding excitement. He had hoped against hope that the Cadians’ primaris psyker might fall prey to the trap that had been set for him, but he had expected to feel something… more… if this had been the man truly intended for that purpose.

‘No. And yes. And no. Not quite,’ the woman muttered.

The Colonel paused, his enthusiasm dying as he listened to the quiet of the night around him and felt the same musty air resting still on his skin. If the crone had truly succeeded, the night would be raging with forces he could not even imagine.

‘Out with it,’ he cursed. ‘No more riddles or quibbling. Is your patron released? Is the psyker lord dead? Was he the one who could finally free it?’

The marsh priest paused, considering her words carefully, and ran her ancient, bony fingers through tangles of unkempt hair. When they emerged, a swarm of thin, eight-legged insects coated the woman’s hand in its entirety.

‘No. Not free. But finally awake. And the one who will free it is on her way.’

Insects dropped from the old hag’s hand like black water.

Portents on portents tonight, it would seem. 

The taste of blood and metal lingered on Aerand’s tongue long after her mind left the warp behind. Yet, just as waking from a deep and seamless dream took time, one did not depart the empyrean all at once. 

For what felt like hours, but must have been days, she found herself waking time and again, utterly convinced after each iteration that her mind had finally returned completely to its normal state. Yet, invariably only a few hours later, she would stumble across the exact same sensation, and realise that what she had just perceived as wakefulness was nothing more than a slight lessening of her stupor.

So, when she finally opened her eyes to see Lord Prefector Ule seated at the end of her bed, his hollow gaze bearing down on her with something amounting to impatience – and noticed for the first time the presence of his hound’s mind beside her own – she cursed herself once again for thinking she had been awake at any point before this.

‘Lord prefector,’ she mumbled softly, her cracked lips tasting slightly of copper as she ran a desert-dry tongue across them. The starch-rough texture of linen fabric grated at her back except in those places where it was replaced by the sticky, moist warmth of weeping bedsores. As she tried to lift her head, searing pain shot through her neck, muscles straining against some new and unfamiliar weight. Slowly, she lifted a hopelessly thin arm, covered in bruises she had no memory of earning, towards the back of her skull. 

Where thick, dark hair had once grown, she now felt only smooth, cool skin alternating with the cold, inhuman sensation of metal cables coursing from the base of her neck along her scalp. Her hand came away streaked with macabre strands of old, rusty blood and fresh serous fluid. She stared at the ancient ecclesiarch before her.

‘Of course,’ the lord prefector replied to her unvocalised question. ‘I will tell you what I can. Although I suspect you’ll find any answers I can offer less than satisfying, for I’m afraid I know little more than you do of precisely the events that brought you to this moment.’

Aerand grunted, and forced herself upright in bed. ‘And of more basic matters?’ she asked, gently touching the augmetics lining her scalp.

‘There I might be more helpful.’ As Ule spoke, another figure entered the small, dimly lit room through a low, curtained door. 

The resemblance between the lord prefector and the Adeptus Mechanicus magos was uncanny, both metal-bound masses of articulating limbs. Where the lord prefector’s face lay, however, the Adeptus Mechanicus tech-priest wore a pair of glowing crimson optic bionics and a gruesome vox-enhancer. The inhuman creature shuffled alongside Aerand’s bed in the narrow room, an articulated appendage capped with a third optic bionic reaching out over a shoulder to survey his work as his vice-like upper extremities extended towards the cables lining Aerand’s scalp. 

She recoiled at the approaching mechanical limbs before ¬settling under their cool, surprisingly gentle touch. As he worked, the tech-priest muttered beneath his breath in that strange, guttural, mechanical language that Aerand had only heard spill from the mouths of enginseers and servitors on a few uncomfortable occasions. 

‘There may be some pain,’ he managed eventually, in a terrible voice reminiscent of grinding metal and gears. Then he grasped a single cable at the back of her scalp and pulled.

There was a wet, gulping sound as the magos ripped the coupling from the base of Aerand’s skull, followed by a terrible, mind-numbing anguish as thousands of individual, hair-thin tendrils tore free from the individual synapses of her brain. Aerand found herself unable to focus enough to form words, or even scream, as the tech-priest tinkered with the wires remaining on her scalp. The copper tendrils of the cable he had removed from her skull dangled from the prehensile grasp of his unnatural tail-like appendage as he worked, dripping blood and fluid across the pale sheet atop her. Then, almost as suddenly as the pain had arrived, the tech-priest completed his strange ritual, and her discomfort faded.

Stepping back, the magos made a strange, recognisably approving sound, and departed the room to the clatter of plasteel. 

‘It has been some time since I last sat in this position, but I can assure you that I have never seen one of the gifted find comfort in the placement of their first bridle.’ 

Ule’s articulated hand fell softly towards the head of the hound beside him – a cowering psyker who bore no resemblance to the figure that had crawled beside him when Aerand had last seen the lord prefector. Amidst the tangle of other raw augmetics, a small, dark box glowed faintly with green and violet light atop the creature’s neck. The hound flinched, then settled beneath the unnervingly fond gesture. 

‘I am certain that you do not currently feel grateful for Magos Fenestrus’ administrations, but for now, simply know that without the psychic suppression afforded by the device he provided, I am not certain we would have ever recovered you from the empyrean. Besides, once the pain fades, you may come to find the device’s other enhancements even positive.’

Aerand groaned, the inside of her skull still buzzing slightly with that strange, burning sensation. She would have to trust the lord prefector’s assurances. 

‘Questions,’ he stated. ‘I know you have many. I will answer them as best I can.’

‘Very well,’ Aerand replied, shifting in the narrow bed and pushing herself slowly upright on arms that felt impossibly weak. ‘To begin, how long has it been since our last conversation?’

‘The emergence of a new primaris psyker is not a common occurrence, even in the scholastica psykana, adept. Nor has Magos Fenestrus been alone in his work. I have visited this room frequently since you arrived, and done my best to survey your mind on each visit. You have had little to say but moans and prayers.’

‘And how long since the last conversation I remember?’

‘Nearly six solar days,’ the lord prefector replied flatly. ‘One in the rift chamber itself, and another five lying on this gurney. It is no surprise you find yourself substantially weakened. Your strength, I promise, will return with time.’

Aerand grimaced. ‘And what, precisely, did that return cost?’

A flicker of uncertainty crossed the lord prefector’s face. ‘I must admit, I am not entirely certain, and my assessment of your passage is as limited by your memory as your own. 

‘You must understand that you are not unique in this, adept. The scholastica has rescued nascent psykers from exposure after far longer, but six days is no short time to be lost in the empyrean. Your training and your strength of will, alongside the God-Emperor’s grace, are the only reason your mind, and soul, remain intact. My priests have scoured your memories to the limits of their power, and the magos has probed your mind with the extent of his arts. We see no lingering taint of the warp within you, and I do not fear that you have been broken or seeded, but the immaterium leaves its marks on all who touch it. I’m afraid that it may be quite some time before we know the full extent of the scars of your tempering.’

As he spoke, a vague memory returned to Aerand, of darkness deep and unimaginable, of a thousand memories, or premonitions of the future. For days she had swum in those mad, darkened currents, among the hungry, grasping shadows and those burnt, bloodied skies. 

Slowly, an unbidden urge to move growing within her, Aerand swung her legs over the side of the bed. Taut skin and cramping muscles, unused for the better part of a week, protested the movement, but she found that the physical pain brought a strange clarity to her mind.

For the first time, she noticed the silver staff resting on the foot of her bed. Gently, she reached out and ran her fingers across the intricately wrought aquila mounted atop the weapon, feeling a sudden thrum of movement beneath her skin. Electric. Like touching the warp itself, but tempered by the sensation that its power came from within her, rather than some forbidden, alien font.

‘Ah yes,’ the lord prefector murmured. ‘A second gift for you from the magos, adept. A force staff attuned to the best of his artisans’ abilities. A proper weapon for one such as you.’

Aerand turned the stave in her bony grip, planting its tapered base against the floor. Sweating, she grasped the cool metal and pushed herself to her feet. 

‘One final question, lord prefector. When may I leave this place? And where does the God-Emperor will me?’ 

A glimmer of pride crossed the ancient priest’s countenance as she took a wobbling step towards the door.

‘Tell me, adept. What else do you remember?’

‘No,’ Aerand stammered, surprised to find herself uttering the word.

The lord prefector stared down at her and the hololithic display with the patient sufferance one might show to a particularly dense child. With a flick of his fingers, the glowing display began to spin, a small world taking shape on the pedestal between them. Aerand had scarcely completed the short walk to the lord prefector’s sanctum on her atrophied legs, and now wished that she had not made the journey at all.

‘I am afraid that choice is not yours to make.’ 

Aerand stared at the small, revolving planet, her memories of the rift chamber suddenly as clear as the glowing orb twisting before her. ‘Your prefectors have seen my memories, lord,’ she whispered. ‘They have laid my mind bare. You know why I cannot go to this place.’

‘And yet, I must send someone.’ Ule halted the hololithic globe and spread his fingers, the map viewer expanding onto a single island of green on a world painted almost entirely blue.

‘Visage. Witchhaven. Pythonissa, on the old High Gothic charts. A middling, unimportant frontier world by all accounts, except the ones that truly matter. 

‘There was a time, millennia past, when the tithe of gifted from Pythonissa exceeded that of the rest of its sector combined. For the last millennium since its recolonisation, however, it has defied every attempt at Imperial control. In the last century alone almost a dozen regiments have been squandered attempting to pacify what should be little more than a feral world occupied by primitive familial factions and outmoded animistic heretical beliefs. And yet–’

‘And yet you have seen what lingers there,’ Aerand interrupted.

‘As have you.’

A vivid image of that strange, branching silver artefact rose suddenly to the front of her mind. Its arcane geometries still made her mind spin, not unlike the symbols inscribed on the lord prefector’s chamber door, or the ornate calligraphies tracing what few scraps of his metallic torso were visible beneath the folds of his robe. Yet there was a bitter taste to that particular memory, the faintest echo of the immaterium itself. And behind that, the sensation of a singular intelligence rising from the depths of the warp to swallow her whole.

‘My lord, do not think that I am afraid.’

‘That is precisely what I think,’ Ule replied harshly. ‘But you have every reason to be frightened. Whatever lingers on Visage is not something to trifle with, and yet, trifle we must, adept. To secure Visage and its tithe of gifted would not shift the tide of the great struggle on its own, but it certainly would not damage the effort. And to lose that world at a time when we are so desperate already… Well, you are more than capable of prophesying those consequences yourself.’

Aerand opened her mouth to protest, but Ule cut her off.

‘I see your concerns. I do not need to scry your mind to do so, for they are written plainly across your face.’ 

The lord prefector’s expression softened slightly as Aerand’s hand went again to the wires on her scalp. 

‘I have read your records, adept. I know you had a life before this place. I may not look it, but I am still human enough to know that over the last five years you have clung to memories of that life, and the comrades with whom you shared it. Perhaps, even when things were the darkest, you let yourself dream of someday returning to them, however absurd you knew that fantasy might be. And I am certain, as well, that you were wise enough to know those dreams for the bitter fiction that they were. There are risks to this reunion, adept. Not just for your ego, but for your former soldiers as well. 

‘But you have also seen the danger that faces them. You know their strengths and weaknesses better than anyone else. Do not think that I do not realise the pain this will cause you. Do not think I do not realise the risk. And yet…’

‘And yet they already have a primaris psyker, my lord,’ Aerand replied. ‘And Jarrah Kellipso is a far more capable man than me.’

A pained grimace accompanied the lord prefector’s next words. ‘Several days before you entered the rift chamber, Jarrah Kellipso’s regimental commander filed a routine brief with the lord general militant’s retinue, reporting significant progress in the hunt for a powerful psychic artefact on Visage, and making particular note of Kellipso’s efforts on this front. Less than a week later, I received an urgent requisition from the Departmento Munitorum, authorised by the lord general militant’s own hand, for a primaris psyker to be assigned to a vacant billet in the same regiment, with no mention whatsoever of Jarrah Kellipso. Nor has he been named in any subsequent report.

‘Despite a dozen callings and missives, despite the attentions of my most powerful astropaths, there has been no word from Jarrah Kellipso since the day you encountered his mind in the warp.’

‘He warned me,’ Aerand interrupted. ‘He warned me of what awaits on that world.’

‘I heard,’ Ule replied. ‘My prefectors saw. Do not think that his warning was meant solely for you.

‘And yet,’ the ancient psyker continued, fixing her with a piercing, sightless stare, ‘when have old soldiers ever listened to warnings?’

CHAPTER 5

It had begun with a woman, as such things often did. Only not in the way that he would have expected.

He had not been the Colonel then. Only a captain. Not even the captain. The sergeant had still been the sergeant, although only in the company grade. Before years of war stripped them both of enough superiors that they eventually found themselves in command.

They had been planetside for less than a month, but were already learning what life on a world like Visage would be like. Lightning raids into putrid, damp bogs. Shadows at the edges of hasty camps in the night. Non-existent supply lines. Naval assets more mercurial than the weather, which might depart orbit entirely for a season or a year with little more than a few hours’ notice. 

And above all of it, the filthy taint of Chaos.

None of these were new challenges to troopers of the Astra Militarum. The Imperial Guard, even regiments from a young world like Dorea, prided themselves on their ability to fight, and win, under precisely such circumstances. What he’d had yet to learn was the human cost.

He had never even learned her name.

Years later he thought he might have found a pict of her in a discarded Adeptus Administratum filebook. If so, then she had been a minor clerk in the employ of the Imperium bureaucracy once – a lavish opportunity for an uneducated commoner on a world without so much as a schola. That said, the records had been water-stained badly enough, and his only glimpse of the woman so entirely fleeting, that it might have been any one of a hundred other dead he had seen that day.

Throne be true, it wasn’t the woman that mattered, it was the thing bundled in rags crying in her arms. 

They couldn’t just leave the girl. 

He’d had children, once, in another life. Before Dorea, and the Emperor, and the endless void. So had the sergeant. So had half the troopers in the 19th Regiment. And for a time, it had felt like they’d gained those lives again.

The killing didn’t stop. The killing never stopped. That was the lot of a soldier, and he did not begrudge it. But it had a purpose once again. A reason for the violence. A small, growing light full of wonder and hope. 

Until the Emperor took that from them, too. 

‘What?’ the Colonel managed eventually, stripped from the bitter memory by a polite cough from Sergeant Gross. 

‘There’s a woman,’ the sergeant repeated. ‘A new arrival for the Imperial detachment, who seems to fit the description of a psyker lord. Just a few glimpses from a dockhand friendly to the cause, but enough that I’d stake blood on it. Tall, thin. Cadian herself based on the eyes. A robe, a staff. All the usual accoutrements. And there’s an anxious soldier at her back with a bolt pistol that he looks only too ready to fire.’

‘Very well,’ he grunted. 

It had begun with a woman. It would end with one, too.

Glavia Aerand stepped out of the Arvus lighter and into a hanging drizzle. A thin, white haze obscured her first vision of Visage, already dampening the folds of her thick robes and beading like sweat against the surface of her skin. If not for the weapon pressed into the small of her back, she might have turned around.

‘Move,’ called the stretched and nervous voice of the thin, prim adjudicant tasked with delivering her planetside. The young man wore an immaculately pressed jacket of Bulean wool that shouted wealth and impracticality to anyone with eyes. That coupled with a clear lack of the experience or composure usually required for the position he held spoke of family connections Aerand could hardly imagine.

She had not bothered to learn the man’s name, although he would have been an easy enough target. His mind lay bare beneath only the thinnest mental shields, but the psychic scent of thousands of unsanctioned, untrained psykers drifted from him as strongly as his cloying perfume. 

Six months aboard one of the accursed Black Ships that ¬traversed the galaxy in endless, dour cycles, gathering the warp sensitive and depositing them on the scholastica psykana’s doorstep. Six months in the presence of thousands of undisciplined souls, screaming out into the empyrean in a single, massed voice. One trip on a Black Ship was enough to madden many psykers. She had never dreamed she would be forced to take a second, and Throne forbid she ever let herself take a third. 

‘I said move, witch,’ the adjudicant called again, pressing her forward with the barrel of his bolt pistol. She obliged, if only to have the satisfaction of seeing the man utterly ruin his garment. 

She had dealt with rain before. She could deal with rain. On worlds like Ourea and Flak she had practically lived in it. Within an instant, however, she knew this would be worse.

Rain could be guarded against by a simple cover overhead, but this breed of all-permeating mist surpassed any attempts at limitation, and flowed wherever air was found. The scant written briefings she’d been able to locate in the Black Ship’s memory banks about the rustic world had described its environ as ‘singularly dour and cheerless’. She could already guess that was an understatement. Moisture beaded on every inch of her skin, trickling down the cables of her psionic bridle and the force staff strapped across her back in neat rivulets that only grew in size with each step.

Hidden beneath the shroud of Visage’s omnipresent mist, the loose structure of a settlement began to emerge. Providence, Visage’s largest, perhaps only, true Imperial city was composed of a smattering of ramshackle buildings: a collection of hovels, brothels and Astra Militarum structures better fitted for some backwater outpost or hive belly than the Imperium’s seat on a strategically irreplaceable world. 

Aerand followed a narrow and winding path of crushed rock¬crete and metal shavings that had been piled to create an improvised road between the larger, more permanent landing pad and the settlement itself. On either side of the narrow walkway, dark, putrid-smelling water lapped within inches of its surface. 

‘Emperor save us,’ her chaperone muttered, stepping from a puddle of brackish water and looking down with dismay at the salt streaks already marring one of his exquisite boots.

Truer words than he knew.

Aerand had read every dossier available on the small, myster¬ious planet during her six-month journey here. Throne knew there was little else to keep her mind occupied and diverted from the endless screams and waves of psychic anguish emanating from the wretched gaggle of untrained psykers massed within the Black Ship’s fearsome hold. 

By all reports, even limited as they were, Providence was a military commander’s worst nightmare. Located in the planet’s lowlands, in the centre of one of Visage’s large and notoriously shallow seas, which amounted to little more than brackish, muddied swamps and marshes, the city was surrounded by hundreds of uncharted and indefensible approaches. A loose network of crumbling retaining walls ringed the city in a haphazard, jagged pattern, the failed efforts of the Adeptus Mechanicus to push that putrid water back.

But the tech-priests had left over a generation ago, and even from this distance, the moth-bitten, failing foundation of that stone could be seen slowly losing its battle without the constant ministrations of artisans and servitors to maintain it. Every few dozen yards entire sections of rockcrete had toppled into the water, giving the city’s defences the appearance of a gap-toothed grin. Within that wall’s poor protection, buildings massed against the hazy horizon. Poor, improvised shacks crowded the edges, gradually transitioning to spartan but structurally sound dwellings as one neared the heart of the city, and Providence’s only true structure worthy of the name.

‘Javax Cathedral,’ Aerand said.

‘What?’ 

‘You can see the building from here.’

The man stared back at her blankly, the name clearly meaning nothing to him. Too much of her to assume even that basic level of competence.

‘Named for Priest-Itinerant Lucius Javax, who accompanied the first Ecclesiarchy mission to recolonise and reconvert Visage following the Age of Apostasy.’ 

Whether by some trick of the eye or strange meteorological phenomenon, the mist itself seemed to thin slightly around the dark silhouette of the old gothic structure.

‘Reportedly, Javax found the cathedral entirely intact upon his arrival, and after locating almost a dozen smaller Imperial chapels scattered across the otherwise faithless, untamed world, he declared their creation a miracle and founded cities at the site of each of these wonders.’ 

Three years later, Javax and almost half of his colonisers were dead, but the locations, and the names, of their cities remained.

As Aerand stepped off the narrow causeway and onto Visage’s true soil, she caught sight of a cluster of figures approaching. Covered as they were in the deep, unyielding mist, she could not make out their form until they were only a few steps away, but her mind sensed them easily long before then. Flickering in various shades of violet and chartreuse, at least two dozen psykers approached through the mist. Most burned only slightly brighter than the ungifted pair of souls that accompanied them, but several among the group blazed like freshly lit torches.

As she closed her eyes and turned her vision inwards, Aerand felt a prickling discomfort at two dozen minds reaching towards her. Moments later, a cool chill spread from the base of her skull, as her bridle stymied the incursion. She felt the adjudicant step close behind her and press his weapon to her back once more as the approaching posse stepped into view.

‘No ideas, witch,’ he growled. ‘I’d have no second thoughts about purging you all.’

Twenty-four children stumbled towards Visage’s meagre space port, several among them scarcely old enough to walk. Thin chains connected the group in a single file, with heavier -shackles weighing the ankles and wrists of the older among them. Behind the prisoners, two darkly cloaked silhouettes shuffled, their ¬raiment dotted with blazing silver aquilas and skulls. As the two men ushered their prisoners out onto the causeway, their eyes settled briefly on Aerand, and both crossed themselves in the signs of the aquila and muttered in High Gothic beneath their breath. 

Aerand suppressed a shiver as the two preachers passed, realisation dawning slowly upon her. Twenty-four nascent psykers, all under a dozen years of age, at least several among them with the raw capability to reach zeta or epsilon class with proper training. Some populous worlds would not produce such a tithe in a decade, and this was the second Black Ship to arrive on Visage in a year. She turned towards the looming cathedral at the centre of Providence’s bleak landscape and muttered a silent prayer herself. 

‘Rank and regiment,’ said the short, rotund man seated behind the rickety, folding map-desk. He uttered the word not as a question but as a statement, in a voice remarkably nasal and slight for a creature of his particular girth. The man did not look up from the piles of ageing vellum covering his desk as he spoke, but Aerand noted the telltale sigil of the Adeptus Administratum embroidered just beneath his breast.

‘Glavia Aerand,’ she replied. ‘And I was under the impression there was only one regiment on Visage, adept.’

The man shuffled a stack of vellum beneath deft, calloused fingers, the only appendages of his body that appeared accustomed to exertion. ‘Rank and regiment,’ he repeated mirthlessly.

Aerand sighed and surveyed the scene. How a Departmento Munitorum ordinate had managed to secure a private chamber within Visage’s most ancient and sacred cathedral was nearly enough to make her doubt the Emperor Himself. And yet, when you were the one processing billeting assignments, strange mistakes could certainly occur. 

The small, dim room reeked of damp and ageing volumes cut only by the acrid odour of synthetical ink. Her adjudicant had not tolerated the fumes and paced nervously in the hall outside. Stacks of leather-bound ledgers and massive, ancient tomes covered every inch of the small chamber other than the open patch upon which she stood. 

‘Adept…’ Aerand began, but the man lifted a fleshy arm to halt her. 

‘My name is as insignificant as yours.’ The ordinate bent down for a moment, fumbling beneath his desk and emerging with an oversized brass seal, then stamped a trio of documents in a rapid flurry. ‘Rank and regiment,’ he repeated. ‘Or would you like to delay these acquisition orders even further?’

Aerand cast her mind out gently towards the man, and was instantly bombarded by an endless stream of figures and nearly infinite ledger columns. Somewhere in that tangled, data-riven mess, she stumbled across the information she sought.

‘Ordinate Jossen,’ she said, ‘I am quite certain only one new arrival was scheduled for today. And I am quite certain that you know who I am.’

At this, the man finally paused, and graced Aerand with a single contemptuous glare. If he felt any discomfort at the prospect of having his mind read, he did not show it. ‘Lord psyker,’ he replied. ‘Of course, I know what you are. I am aware of every piece of cargo that arrives or leaves this Throne-forsaken theatre. Who you are, on the other hand, is completely unimportant to me.

‘Rank and regiment,’ he practically growled.

Aerand sighed. The wise soldier knew which battles were simply better to avoid. ‘Primaris psyker,’ she replied. ‘Assigned to the Cadian Nine Hundredth regiment.’

‘Hmmph,’ the clerk grunted, flicking through a thick heap of vellum before finally taking hold of the very top sheet. He made a mark on a hefty and ink-stained ledger, then slapped the document into her hands, before returning his attention to filing the documents before him. 

Aerand scanned her orders briefly. ‘I’m afraid this must be some kind of mistake. It says here I’m to report to a Major Restripa. Colonel Yarin commands the Nine Hundredth regiment.’ 

‘Oh my,’ the ordinate muttered in mock surprise. ‘Thank you for that crucially important correction. It is only my entire purpose to know such things, lord psyker. General Yarin was promoted to the lord marshal’s staff almost a year ago. Major Restripa commands the Nine Hundredth, now.’ 

Despite her best attempts, a wave of disappointment crossed Aerand’s face. Obvious enough to prompt a small smirk from Ordinate Jossen. She turned towards the door before stopping.

‘Ordinate, if I may,’ she asked, gently layering a hint of psionic persuasion into her words. ‘There was a primaris psyker attached to the Nine Hundredth before me. A man named Jarrah Kellipso. I wonder if you’ve seen any mention of him in your reports.’

For a moment, the ordinate lifted his eyes, and she hoped he might provide her an answer. Then his gaze fell back to the mountain of paperwork atop his desk, which he began to stamp with a mindless glee. 

The adjudicant pushed himself off the cold stone wall and motioned curtly for Aerand to follow. Glassaic windows lined the upper surface of the hall, casting dimly coloured shadows on the dark stone floor beneath her feet. Sanguinius, Sabbat, Macharius, Drusus. Familiar faces to any Imperial Guard trooper, but new additions to the Javax cathedral if rumours of its founding were truly accurate. How many unrecognised martyrs had the last millennium produced? How many countless more would the next thousand years require simply to keep the Imperium of Man alive?

A thought of Jarrah Kellipso crossed her mind. She would never have mistakenly called the man kind, but he had been a good teacher at a time when she was desperate for learning, and he had done his best to spare her the worst possible fates. If not for the man, she had no doubt she would be either dead or maddened in the grasp of Chaos on Ourea or some other distant world. She looked down at the orders in her hands once again. If dealing with the ghosts of her past was what it would cost to find out what had happened to him, it was a small price to pay to return the favour and do right by him. 

Aerand looked up as a shadow crossed her path, nearly colliding with a tall man in voluminous robes. Folds of dark grey fabric covered the figure from his chin to his feet, embroidered in gold with the fine, elaborate characters of sacred passages in their original High Gothic. In one hand he grasped a jagged, dark thurible, wafts of steaming incense pouring from the vessel as it swung from its chain. In the other he loosely held the wooden shaft of a corseque, a sunburst of gold set atop the staff inlaid with a bone-white human skull. Both symbols of his office appeared more appropriate for a battlefield than the peaceful corridors of a church. A few paces behind the larger man, she spotted the preachers she had seen on the street before.

‘Confessor,’ she remarked, bowing slightly and stepping out of the trio’s path. Of all the records pertaining to Visage, those of the Ecclesiarchy had been the most thorough, if least useful for her purposes, and the name of Confessor Javard Libertinum had been featured prominently among them. In the absence of any true governor on Visage, the confessor represented the closest to civilian leadership on the world.

‘Lord psyker,’ the confessor responded, his voice an unsettlingly quiet whisper. Hardly what she had expected from a clergyman tasked with rousing orations and fiery sermons. As he paused, a pair of fluttering shadows swooped down from the rafters above, the twisted, inhuman forms of two cherubs alighting on his shoulders like terrible red-eyed infants.

‘May the Emperor’s light rest upon you,’ he whispered. ‘And do not bring your taint through these doors again.’

Gently, the confessor pointed his corseque towards her, resting its tip against her forehead, then each of her shoulders, marking her with the blessing of the aquila. Following his words, however, she could not help but interpret the gesture as anything other than a threat. 

She nearly opened her mouth to reply. 

Then thought better of it. Today was no day for pushing her luck. 

‘Major Restripa,’ Aerand muttered grimly, pushing her way beneath the relative shelter of a low, corrugated steel roof. The man leaning over the field desk beneath it glanced up briefly, then returned his attention to an unfurled map.

‘Adept Aerand, I presume,’ he replied absent-mindedly. The major had called her by a different title the last time they met, but his tone was precisely as she remembered. ‘And you are?’

‘Quite ready to leave this damned place,’ the adjudicant replied, opening the breast of his jacket to flash the seal of the scholastica psykana. ‘Could you not have sent your commissar to retrieve her?’

Restripa appeared unimpressed. ‘My commissar is dead.’

‘And your last primaris psyker?’ Aerand asked.

Absalom Restripa glared at her then turned towards the other man, who was already preparing to leave. ‘Consider your parcel delivered, adjudicant.’

Aerand sighed.

She had tried to convince herself a dozen ways to Terra on the short walk from the cathedral to the cluster of low buildings that made up the 900th’s regimental headquarters that she could not possibly be on her way to report to that Restripa. Surely, the Departmento Munitorum ordinate had made a mistake, or even better, her new commanding officer must have simply shared that surname by coincidence? And yet, here the man stood before her, as if ripped directly from her memories. And saints knew they were memories she preferred not to revisit.

Restripa laid a small, steel token on the map board, shifting several others an inch here or there. Satisfied, he grunted, then turned to the pile of crates stacked behind him, pulling out a stack of printed images, which looked to have been captured from orbit. As he straightened, a silver major’s starburst glimmered on the lapel of his drab, olive-grey uniform, slightly damp but otherwise nearly pristine. Aerand noted the row of thin ribbons beneath it. Both the rank and the commendations were new additions to his uniform, but the sneering smirk and tangled, curling dark hair above them were not.

‘I must admit I was surprised to see your name on my orders,’ she said. ‘The last time we spoke you were still scrubbing that white-painted stripe off the centre of your perfectly polished helmet.’ 

Restripa grunted coldly as Aerand’s eyes fell onto the gouged and dented helmet lying beside the map table, clearly scarred, but still burnished almost to a shine. ‘And the last time we spoke you were an indecisive, overly lax officer, who was still trying to pretend she was human.’

Aerand clamped her mouth shut. Aye, still the same saint-blessed soldier. Arrogant and self-righteous, and not afraid to speak his mind. What had been frustrating qualities in a fresh corporal had clearly blossomed now that the man bore an officer’s rank. What he could have possibly done to earn that promotion stretched even the bounds of the imagination of a woman who had swum through the warp itself. Even more painful was the fact that she no longer held the authority to make the pompous whelp scrub latrines for speaking to her so flippantly.

‘Yes, sir,’ she replied, the title like glass in her mouth. ‘I still am, in fact. Pretending to be human, that is. But I’m afraid I’ve misplaced my captain’s rank along the way.’

‘Some loss,’ Restripa replied, ignoring her and glaring at the map before him. 

The pieces atop it were arranged in a standard defensive array, straight out of the Imperial Infantryman’s Handbook. In the centre of the map, Providence lay outlined in black ink. A single chit bearing the dark silhouette of a lasgun and a numeral ‘I’ lay directly in the centre of that circle, accompanied by a miniature artillery battery. Two other rectangles, each numbered in ascending order, flanked the city on either side at a distance of half a dozen miles, and a third was spaced twice the distance away, forming an elongated triangle around the city. Between them, several miniature Sentinels were scattered in a roving pattern.

‘Ah yes,’ Restripa said, noticing her attention. ‘I imagine that battle plans and troop dispositions might be confusing for you now, considering how much you’ve undoubtedly forgotten.’

‘You’re a bit loose on your spacing, major,’ she replied, pointing to the single, isolated company forming the point of the elongated perimeter. ‘If you’re aiming for a standard Tyberian array.’

Secundus Company. Her old command. At the time, it had been the loosest of the 900th Regiment’s four primary companies. Lightly staffed and flexibly organised, Secundus Company was built specifically for the isolating, terrain-dependent environment of Ourea, the austere mountain world where she’d gained command briefly, and then surrendered it when she’d boarded a Black Ship bound for the scholastica psykana. If anything remained of that old organisation, it would not have been an unreasonable choice to place the more mobile company further from Providence itself.

‘And you’re a bit loose with your tongue, adept. If you’re aiming to keep your head.’

Across the table, Restripa looked up, his violet eyes meeting hers full of pure indignation. That glower scanned over her for a moment, seemingly for the first time taking note of the fearsome augmetics lining her scalp and the robes in which she was clad. 

‘I have been ordered by General Yarin to tolerate your presence, adept, but I plan to make little use of you beyond that. If I feel the sudden urge to consult a failed officer on matters of troop dispensations, I can assure you I will make the request audibly.’

Aerand chided herself internally. Better not to goad the man. Soldiers who were petty as subordinates inevitably turned into officers who held grudges.

‘Of course, sir,’ she remarked demurely, concealing her satisfaction at Major Restripa’s discomfort. ‘And what exactly would you have me do?’

As she spoke, a young man jogged up to the command post, a wet lasgun slung over his shoulder. His helmet and flak armour were drenched and dripping, stained with streaks of grey, loamy mud. 

‘Dispatch from Captain Vyse,’ he called breathlessly, snapping to attention and presenting a sharp salute.

‘And she couldn’t simply vox me?’ Restripa replied.

‘Vox is down again, sir. Kendricks says the brine in the mist has turned the mechanisms of all the units to solid rust.’

‘Very well,’ Major Restripa replied, motioning for the folded packet of parchment in the corporal’s hand. The young trooper snapped immediately back to attention after handing it to him, and resumed the salute that Major Restripa still had not returned.

‘Throne’s sake, trooper,’ Aerand remarked, noting the slight shake in the boy’s legs while holding his position. ‘How far have you come?’

Instead of relief, however, the boy’s face flushed with discomfort as he regarded the primaris psyker. Fear dripped from him almost as visibly as water, matched only by his terror of his commanding officer. The corporal looked to Major Restripa and held his position. 

‘Twelve miles. And he might have done it faster, if this dispatch is truly as urgent as Vyse implies. Throne, Justine,’ he cursed. ‘She wrote this message last night.’

‘I know, sir. Sorry, sir. Found myself turned around in the mists and the dark, and it took me some time to regain my bearings.’

Restripa grunted and pulled a fresh piece of parchment from his desk drawer, then scribbled an almost illegible message across it. He folded the missive and sealed it, then turned to his map table and slid Secundus Company’s marker slightly closer to Providence.

‘Not a quality becoming of a courier, Justine,’ he remarked, handing the folded orders to the corporal. ‘Perhaps you’ll make the journey back faster now that you know the way.’

‘Sir,’ Aerand began. ‘The boy’s run half to death.’

Major Restripa held up his hand. ‘And he’ll run the other half if I so order him, adept. Emperor’s breath, you’ve been here hardly an hour, and already you presume far too much. I will remind you one final time that you have not been assigned to this regiment to command it, whatever delusions to the contrary you may possess.

‘Although,’ the major continued, a perverse grin spreading across his face, ‘since you are clearly preoccupied with the well-being of Corporal Justine, perhaps he might find his way more quickly with you at his side.’

The acrid odour of decay hung heavy in the air, almost as thick as the perpetual mist around Providence. Before her, Corporal Justine trudged through brackish, dark water up to his mid-thighs. She’d forced the boy to take a few minutes of rest, and to at least refill his canteens and shove rations in his mouth before turning around to begin the outbound journey. 

For the first mile outside Providence’s sea walls they had made decent time, marching through scattered puddles atop crushed rockcrete causeways and a cluster of low, raised islands, bristl¬ing with sheet-metal shanties of increasingly poor repair. Soon, however, the landscape had devolved into little more than a waist-deep sea, only rarely interrupted with scattered patches of dry, loamy earth. Now they had begun the gruelling trudge in earnest.

Aerand grimaced as she waded past an ancient, shrivelled tree trunk. Even though dry earth had vanished several miles behind them, the prospect of vegetation on this dour world had not. Scattered like huddled masses of misshapen bodies, a strange, dark tree seemed to thrive in Visage’s clime. How it survived an environment with so little sunlight perplexed her, but survive it did.

Every few hundred yards a small grove of the short, spindly trees arose, black trunks maybe two handspans across diving down into the dark, murky water. Gnarled, twisting branches stretched just along the water’s surface and tangled together to form knotted clusters that were almost impossible to pass through. As each copse of trees was small, bypassing the groves was no real inconvenience, but something in the plants’ strange, sickly shape, and the way their branches seemed to be reaching out rather than up, set Aerand on edge.

As she stepped out of the way of one such grasping branch, her boot snagged against something beneath the mire, and she pitched suddenly forward. Stumbling, she found herself facing the water, and for the briefest of moments, the murk beneath her cleared. Only a few inches beneath the surface, the bloated, desiccated face of a corpse stared back at her. The corpse’s clothes had long since frayed into a drifting, threadbare, bleached mess, but she could still make out a silver aquila flickering atop the helmet strapped to the body’s head. Around that helmet wove a tangled web of thin, tendril-like roots, curling around the corpse’s face and plunging into its eye sockets and mouth. Aerand froze.

‘Throne above,’ she cursed, eyeing the grove of trees with new-found suspicion. ‘What happened here? Are we in danger?’

‘Um, no, sir. Lord psyker. No, I don’t believe so. The sergeant told us not to be afraid of the corpsewood trees. They only feed that way on those already dead, he said.’

Aerand allowed her perception to creep out gradually, just enough to capture the surrounding area in its grasp. And true enough, while the boy continued bleeding fear into the water around him like a cornered prey animal, all of it was directed towards Aerand herself. 

Grunting, she pulled her foot free from beneath the corpse, and turned back to follow Corporal Justine. 

‘The sergeant,’ she said, something akin to good humour returning to her voice. There was only one soldier in the regiment old and weathered enough to wear that title without a name attached. ‘That’d be Sergeant Corwyn, then?’

Justine nodded.

‘He’s still up with Vyse?’

‘Yes, lord psyker. Sergeant Corwyn has been with Captain Vyse and Secundus Company ever since I arrived here.’

A speck of good news in the mountain of bad, then. Olevier Corwyn was as good a sergeant as they came. And a better friend. He’d stood beside her since her first bloody day in the 900th. If she could hope for any welcome here, it would be from him. 

Aerand pushed herself forward through the water, coming abreast of the corporal. The boy might be terrified of her, but he’d have to learn to tolerate her presence. 

Grey-brown eyes, not unlike the murky ocean around them. Not the violet of her own eyes. Not the violet of a proper, true-born Cadian who had spent a childhood staring up into the Eye of Terror. 

‘How old are you, corporal?’ she asked eventually. 

‘Um,’ the boy murmured. ‘I’m not rightly sure. I never knew my parents long enough to ask. Grew up on the Ledgermain with all the other war orphans.’

That answered a few questions of its own, then. Life aboard an Astra Militarum transport was hard enough as a soldier, even more so as a soldier’s child. For those unfortunate enough to lose both parents in the Emperor’s service, and they were many, the only option was counting the days until you were old enough to join a Whiteshield platoon.

‘Let me ask you another way. How long since the first time you fired a lasgun?’

‘Ah.’ A flicker of a smile escaped onto the trooper’s face as he patted the weapon in his hand. He quickly noticed the indiscretion and buried the expression. ‘I’ve had this particular weapon just under ten solar years, lord psyker. But I had another for almost three years before that.’

Thirteen years since his first arming. Likely at age six or seven. ‘You’ve lived just under two decades, then, trooper.’

‘If you say so, sir.’

Not all that young in truth. Plenty old enough to know how to use that weapon. Plenty old enough that he’d surely used it before. And yet, for all that, too young to have ever seen Cadia. Too young to fully understand what he’d been trained to wield that weapon to avenge. 

A strange sense of loss settled onto Aerand. Not for the world that she had once called home – she had long ago made peace with its destruction – but for the camaraderie she had felt standing beside soldiers for whom Cadia’s departure was as brutally and personally painful as it was for her. 

Five years was a long time.

Major Restripa. Vyse. Argos. Corwyn. There had been perhaps three dozen other names that she recognised out of five hundred on the regiment’s new roster. Maybe half a dozen among those that she had truly called friends.

Saints knew she hadn’t been looking forward to this homecoming, but she hadn’t expected it to feel so damned lonely. 

‘Come along, corporal,’ she muttered, picking up her pace.

For his part, Corporal Justine was a reasonable guide. The young trooper held a mostly true course without the aid of compass or map, even accounting for Visage’s brutal geography. At best, the cloying mist around them grew thin enough that she could make out the silhouette of tree groves, or the low, humped form of small islands when they were still a few dozen yards away. At worst, she might have easily lost sight of Corporal Justine despite only being a few steps behind the trooper, if not for the psychic signature his mind registered to her own.

Still, the boy did well, and only once or twice did she have to nudge their course slightly northwards towards the distant but easily detectable psychic signature of Secundus Company. Other than the monotony of gruelling physical travel, and the relative silence of her companion, the journey itself had been unremarkable until now, when the cluster of souls that made up their destination lay hardly more than a mile away.

Corporal Justine stumbled forward before her, rising with exertion onto a low, submerged bar of earth, until all but his boots had emerged dripping from the water. The boy shivered slightly with the sudden chill and weight.

Say what one might about walking through a veritable sea, but the relative warmth and buoyancy it provided were noticeable in their sudden absence. As the young trooper stepped onto solid earth he stumbled, falling to his knees in the mire. 

The water was scarcely deep enough to submerge his forearms, but even so, he took some time to recover. Two dozen miles in a day might not be much to remark upon for a Cadian trooper under normal circumstances, but that same distance through an ocean that rose between your waist and chest was another enemy entirely. The young man was fully spent, and she feared he might not rise again under his own power.

‘Come on now, corporal,’ she said, stepping up beside the young man and grasping him by the shoulder. With a heave, she had the trooper on his feet, and even if he had wanted to recoil at her touch, he was far too exhausted to act on that impulse. 

Even his thoughts, which had leaked from him like a sieve when they first began their daunting journey, now dripped forth at only an occasional trickle. The boy was practically asleep on his feet, and although Aerand could see no sun behind the ever-present vapour that made up Visage’s atmosphere, she had noted a slight darkening of the environs beginning almost an hour before. 

While she harboured no childish fear of the dark, she had spent decades cultivating a far deeper one. Any soldier knew that darkness provided advantage to the combatant who knew the battlefield best, and here Aerand found herself utterly unacquainted. The last thing she wanted was to spend whatever amounted to night on Visage in the wilds with a soldier who could scarcely keep his own eyes open.

‘Tell me, Justine,’ she said. ‘What happens to us if we lose our way?’

Justine blinked, a thin wave of fear washing from him. A cruel but powerful stimulant.

‘I-I don’t know, sir,’ the young man muttered. ‘There are stories.’

‘What kind?’

‘They say a whole regiment got swallowed up here. Maybe ten years before we landed on Visage. Just walked off into the mist and never came back.’ 

‘They have a name?’ she asked. They always did.

The boy nodded. ‘The ghost regiment.’

Aerand scoffed. ‘Every planet has such legends, corporal. Although I can imagine how such a thing might happen here. It’s far more likely that your “ghost regiment” simply encountered an unexpected ambush in the night, but I have no desire to put that assertion to the test.’ 

Gradually, Aerand closed her eyes, gently probing out with her mind towards Corporal Justine. If the trooper noticed the incursion, he certainly gave no sign of it. Slowly, the world around Aerand fell dark, as she opened herself to the presence of the empyrean. A slight chill settled on her, along with the taste of stale and bitter blood.

Here was the key to every psyker, the ugly truth that the ungifted could not understand. Even as that acrid sensation repulsed her, it also left her craving more.

Just a slight exertion. Only enough to see the boy’s mind blazing beside her and to tease at those outer threads of fatigue. One by one, she unwound them with deft, careful fingers. Toy with a man’s mind blindly and you were likely to leave him a blubbering fool, but a small adjustment on the surface, under well-practised hands, was often enough to make the animal mind forget its troubles. 

For the boy’s body, Aerand could offer nothing. His strength was spent and his muscles failing, and there was little she could do to correct that. It was easy enough, however, to make the young trooper’s mind forget the brutal extent of that exhaustion.

Slowly, she unwound herself from Justine’s thoughts, feeling the young man steady slightly beside her. As he did, some brightness returned to his face, and he finally noticed his proximity to the psyker. 

‘Thank you,’ he remarked, pulling away from her grasp. ‘I’m not sure what happened. I must have lost my footing.’

Aerand nodded. She would have time to be offended by his revulsion later. For now, she simply took it as a sign that the young man might make it the final distance. 

As she pulled her awareness fully back to her body, feeling her own fatigue settle in with its full weight, something strange appeared at the edge of her perception. She paused, closing her eyes again, and drawing a deep breath. No time, or space, for a full meditation, but even that simple gesture drove the world around her away.

And instantly, Aerand regretted that she hadn’t done so sooner.

Just over a mile away, in the direction they headed, a blazing cluster of souls cast their light on the fabric of the empyrean. Perhaps she had been too focused on that destination. Perhaps the strength of that blaze had simply been too bright. But much closer, nearly on top of them in fact, a small cluster of sparks had suddenly appeared. Ten. Fifteen. Difficult to discern in the single snapshot that flashed before her. Of the group, most scarcely left a mark on the immaterium, but one of those flames flickered brighter than the rest. 

‘Stop,’ Aerand ordered, opening her eyes. 

A few feet away, Corporal Justine looked confused, but complied. ‘Something wr–’

She held up her hand and silenced him. 

+See to your weapon,+ she ordered the trooper without speaking.

She was no skilled telepath, and even at such a short distance, the psychic message would not arrive fully intact without a willing, trained recipient. Even so, a look of confusion crossed the boy’s face before he responded to an unplaceable urge to ready his weapon and scan the horizon. 

Good lad. Aerand drew her laspistols from the holsters at her hips and did the same.

Instinctively, she crouched and darted towards the relative cover of an isolated corpsewood tree sprouting from the water a few feet away. It was no bastion wall or fighting position, but on a battlefield of open sea, even the slightest cover could make all the difference. Taking a breath, she closed her eyes again, the scene around her now arrayed in blistering detail.

Thirteen souls approached through the fog, less than a hundred yards away. She had hoped they might simply pass by in the mist, but it was clear now that their course would see them directly intercepting Aerand and Justine. She chided herself slightly, but whether her minor psychic exertion had alerted them to her presence, or whether they’d been detected by more conventional means seemed immaterial at this point.

As Aerand probed around the edges of the approaching minds, she caught notes of uncertainty but nothing approaching fear. Good enough. She could work with uncertainty. She would let the fear come later.

By now, the low splashing of bodies moving through water was audible through the dense fog, and Justine did not need any psychic prodding to kneel behind a corpsewood tree of his own and turn his weapon in that direction. 

Stay, she ordered with a movement of her hand. No psychic will here, just the simple battle signs familiar to all Cadian children even before they learned to speak. Then she stepped out into the fog.

For the briefest of moments she was met with a strange sensation of weight, as if something in the water vapour resisted her movement, then as surely as the sensation had arrived, it passed. She shook the thought. 

Laspistols at the ready, Aerand waded through the mire with eyes half dulled to the waking world. Instead, overlaid on the bleak landscape of murky water and mist flickered the faintest echoes of the immaterium beyond. As a dozen dim flames approached through that fog, a single soul ventured out towards her from the rest.

Aerand smirked. 

She threw her mind towards the isolated individual, breaking through flimsy mental defences and unleashing a barrage of thoughts. Unfocused, unorganised images assailed her. Bare hands grasping a rusted stubber. Bare feet sloshing through mud. A brief glimmer of instinctive, animal terror, as her subject recognised something amiss in his own mind.

And that fear itself was all she truly needed. Aerand arrived beside the man before he even noticed her approach, and before he could scream or fire his own weapon, hers was already pressed to the side of his head. A more gifted telepath might have simply shattered his mind from where she had stood a few yards away, but at this distance a las-round did just as much damage as any psychic assault ever could. Better to save her will for when she might truly need it.

The sound of her laspistol cracked through the evening, echoing off the water before being swallowed by the surrounding mist. In the distance, voices shouted and began moving her way. The man flopped into the murky water with a muted splash, slowly enough for Aerand to quickly assess his wargear.

Standard Echon-pattern assault stubber, rusted and scuffed beyond what any respectable Imperial Guardsman would tolerate. And while the man wore muddied, faded flak armour across his chest, deep gouges lined the breastplate where a regimental insignia had been scraped loose. 

‘To the xenos, death. To the traitor, damnation,’ Aerand grunted. The Guardsman’s Consecration. Of all the enemies of the Imperium, Traitor Guardsmen held a special place in her heart.

She threw her mind outwards again into the mist. Twelve souls burning against that shrouded white cloak. Thirteen, counting that of Corporal Justine, still huddled obediently at the centre of the corpsewood grove. At the sound of her laspistol, the enemy formation had split in two, and six silhouettes approached her now through the mist. The crack of a stubber split the air as one sprayed aimlessly in her direction. A better stratagem, perhaps, against a foe without the gift of foresight.

Thoughtlessly, Aerand watched the cloud of metal slugs scatter into the water around her, moments before the splashes actually arrived. A difficult trick to master in the midst of a blazing firefight, but easily enough accomplished with only one enemy firing. 

Drifting through the water towards the incoming fire, Aerand raised her laspistols and closed her eyes. The fog was too thick to see through properly, but it was easy enough to aim at the psionic fires blazing against that white. Three bodies dropped in quick succession, their flames sputtering out with startling ease, before the remaining enemy opened fire as well. Now, a rain of las-rounds and stubbers spraying towards her, Aerand lifted a hand and began her work in earnest.

To the ungifted, one psyker was no different from another. With no knowledge and abundant fear of their powers, a witch was a witch was a witch was a witch. But to those with any understanding of the arcane arts that access to the empyrean enabled – to those able to look beyond the thin veil of labels such as ‘tainted’ and ‘witch’ – the distinctions made themselves immediately clear.

Biomancers, telekines, telepaths, pyromancers. Of the psychic disciplines, these were by far the most common, and most blatant. A battle psyker raising a single finger to obliterate the platoon beside you with fire was certainly a demoralising thing to behold. To see your own bullets turn and whistle back towards you was enough to shake the hearts of most men. Watch a comrade crumble to a lifeless husk beside you, or see your greatest fears materialise before your eyes, and few soldiers could maintain the will to keep fighting. 

And yet, what a single diviner could accomplish in the midst of battle often put those other psykers to shame.

Of all psychic disciplines, divination was by far the most fickle. To cast one’s mind beyond the present was no easy task. Yet, somehow, in the middle of a firefight, to do so came almost as naturally as breathing. 

Aerand had heard even the ungifted speak of the sensation. Of the veteran soldier, practised through hundreds of conflicts, reading the battlefield and the fire pattern of his opponent and seeing the rifts appear in the enemy’s lines moments before they actually did. Add to that veteran’s instinct even mere seconds of true psychic foresight, and a battlefield became a strangely predictable place.

As Aerand weaved through inbound fire with an ease that approached the choreographed pattern of a martial dance, she felt her mind drift even further into the dark of the empyrean. Las-rounds whipping around her, she dived into the fray, dropping another Traitor Guardsman with a pistol shot from point-blank range. His two companions wheeled to face her and she watched them take aim before their weapons even began to rise. Darting in the opposite direction, she arrived beside them in time to place two expert shots beneath the folds of their armour. 

The bodies slumped into the water as she turned to face that last flickering glimmer of light.

Aerand’s eyes might have missed the woman entirely, if not for the psychic flame matching her in the warp. A frail, ageing frame, even slighter than her own, shrouded in a deep brown cloak drawn around her. The woman’s gnarled hands gripped a staff of dark, twisted wood, and she muttered under her breath in some unrecognisable cant.

‘Come now,’ Aerand murmured, firing a pair of shots from her laspistols. Instantly, their light was swallowed by a sudden flaring of the woman’s psychic signature, and Aerand raised a wall around her own mind moments before it was met by a cascade of raw psychic power. She stumbled, throwing the rush of mental energy to the side, and swallowed her scoff.

Perhaps not something to be trifled with, after all. 

‘I see you, sister,’ the woman cawed, looking up with milky-white, blinded eyes. ‘And I feel the shackles clasped on your mind.’

Aerand leapt to the side as another invisible wave rushed towards her, the surface of the water rippling in its wake. In the back of her mind, a white-hot, threading sensation drove towards her psyche like the tip of a spear as her bridle absorbed the brunt of the witch’s assault.

No, not something to be trifled with, in the least.

Aerand rushed towards the witch, her own hands outstretched, round after round erupting from her laspistols in unison. Her bridle bearing the brunt of the woman’s assault, her mind was free to place a piece of her own psychic energy behind each well-placed shot. With each hammering into the woman’s defences, she watched the witch’s flame begin to dim.

‘We can free you,’ the witch crooned. ‘From your chains and your false god. We can show you a world without cages or masters.’

When she was only a few precious steps away, the witch’s flame flickered once more and Aerand felt a sudden weight around her right wrist. Pulling forward, she felt herself suddenly restrained by the dark, woody branch of a corpsewood tree wrapping itself around her arm. Aerand glowered at the roots rising out of the water, beginning to entangle her ankles as well. 

It was an impressive feat, truly, for the witch to manipulate the physical world around her so deftly, all the while maintaining a separate direct psychic assault. And the tactic would have almost certainly been effective against any other enemy on a distant, backwater world like this. There was strength in this witch, yes, but it was raw, unrefined and utterly untrained, fuelled by nothing more than blind emotion and the filthy, unreasoning madness of Chaos.

‘You are not free, witch,’ Aerand replied. ‘And I am not a prisoner of either the God-Emperor, or you.’

Without training, the gifted were inclined to forget that the psychic world was not the only one which mattered. With her still-free left hand, Aerand pulled her combat knife from its sheath along her thigh and plunged the blade into the witch’s chest. 

The woman’s violet flame flashed brightly and then vanished, the corpsewood tendrils falling slack at Aerand’s feet. As she turned, those ink-black roots reached out towards the dead body in the water. 

As the immediate world around her fell eerily silent, the scattered sound of las-fire echoed across the water from only a short distance away. Aerand cursed and turned back towards Corporal Justine, a sinking feeling inside her chest. As she approached the clearing, fearing the worst, she passed a trio of corpses floating in the sea, ratty uniforms scorched with opposing las-fire. She threw her mind forward to sense only two living souls ahead, and picked up her pace. 

She burst through the mist in time to note the final few Traitor Guardsmen scattered dead around the base of Justine’s tree. The young trooper dropped the muzzle of his weapon once he recognised her, and a look of mild relief flooded his face. 

‘Lord psyker,’ he muttered. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come back.’

Aerand surveyed the carnage, impressed. ‘It certainly seems that whatever his faults, Major Restripa hasn’t allowed the Nine Hundredth’s marksmanship to slouch.’

A small smile crept onto the young trooper’s face, but as he opened his mouth to reply, the crack of a stubber swallowed his voice, and a bloom of crimson sprouted across his chest.

Aerand froze, blinking away the premonition, and Corporal Justine stared at her strangely. She whipped her head to the side just in time to see an injured Traitor Guardsman lift his weapon out of the water and take aim at the corporal.

There was a time for the subtle grace of divination, then there was a time for the sheer psychic power of the mind.

The Traitor Guardsman erupted into a gout of golden flame as Aerand flicked her wrist in his direction. Corporal Justine’s eyes flashed to the man, whose screams of agony drowned out any reply, then gazed back at Aerand with pure animal fear. 

She sighed. Better that the trooper should dread her than find himself breathing water beneath corpsewood roots.

CHAPTER 6

‘She’s here,’ the crone muttered, her simple green eyes rolling back into her skull as she drifted slightly on her feet. The woman was lost, more often than not, in the haze of corpsewood root and whatever other pungent intoxicants her kind managed to scrape from this feral world, but this was the worst the Colonel had ever seen her.

‘Finally,’ he muttered, ushering away the two troopers who had escorted the woman here. They both looked pleased to be rid of her, and of him. ‘Sit,’ he ordered, clearing a space on a low camp stool beside his drawing table. Their fourth camp in as many days, courtesy of increasingly aggressive Cadian patrols.

Six months against the legendary Cadians, and he had grown to believe all the tales of valour that had trickled down through the Astra Militarum ranks. This regiment – even those who had never seen their home world, and even those transplants with no Cadian blood to speak of – had more than lived up to the expectation. Yet, in the end, they died like anyone else.

‘The primaris psyker has arrived,’ the crone muttered again. ‘I have tasted the flavour of her soul on the warp.’ In her left hand, a thin stone blade glinted with blood, a gash on her right palm still dripping. The Colonel shoved a rag towards the woman, if only to stop her bleeding onto the maps and records strewn across his camp table.

‘I know,’ he replied angrily. ‘I’ve had reports already. Make yourself useful, witch, or get out of my sight.’

The bitter stink of woodsmoke and Chaos drifted off the woman, and he found himself retching within his mouth. He would kill this woman one day, he vowed yet again. But not yet. Not quite yet.

‘No,’ she cackled, wobbling on her chair. Her eyes flashed forward, suddenly lucid. ‘Not just here on Visage, you fool. She is here, close at hand.’

The crone tossed aside the rag and opened her palm, a patchwork map of blood suddenly visible on her weathered skin. Crude, aye, but not so different from the charts on his table, creases and folds aligning with the contours and terrain on his own battle map. Where blood should have drifted across that papery skin equally, it had coalesced upon a single point. 

At this, the Colonel took notice, orienting himself to the fleshy map. A mile. Maybe two. 

He left the crone laughing madly in his command tent and stepped out to view the falling sun. Sergeant Gross met him at the door.

‘Call them in,’ he muttered. ‘As many warbands as can make it by daybreak.’

The Cadians, brave as they were, would not move under darkness, and by the time the sun rose, his Doreans would be waiting.

Aerand stumbled into the first outer picket long after the damp chill of night had fully settled, carrying an unconscious Corporal Justine over her shoulders. 

So much for a speedy final mile.

About a hundred paces beyond the clearing where they’d left a dozen dead in their wake, the young trooper had simply collapsed before her. Initially, she had feared that he’d suffered some injury he’d simply been too afraid, or too proud, to admit to. But after a cursory search she had assured herself that the only blood staining the corporal’s damp, salty flak armour was the blood he had painted there from others. 

Despite his uninjured state, no amount of mental prodding could rouse him, and she’d been left at the only possible conclusion: the young man was fully and utterly exhausted. Psychic suggestion might allow a soldier to fight on long past the point at which mental fatigue would normally stop them, but eventually the body simply failed. To push it any further would risk irreversible damage. 

She had considered that option. If the missive Justine carried to Captain Vyse was truly urgent, a few hours of notice might be worth the young man’s life.

The thought left her feeling callous, but she’d spent enough time as a commander before boarding that dark, accursed Black Ship, to understand such brutal arithmetics of war. Then again, if Major Restripa’s message to Captain Vyse had truly been so time sensitive, the major would have been a fool to put it in the hands of an exhausted courier who had only just finished his inbound journey.

So, both Restripa’s and her own pride be damned, she had propped the young trooper into a standing position, then draped him ungracefully across her thin shoulders. Not an easy burden to carry, as poorly conditioned as her time at the scholastica had made her, but certainly not the heaviest she had carried. Now, however, hours later, the muscles of her shoulders and back screamed their regrets.

She stumbled onto the first sentry almost by surprise, her own exhaustion so intense that she’d limited her psychic perception to a few dozen yards before her. Without even that minor augmentation, however, she might have walked right past Secundus Company in the dark. While she was still a few feet away, she prodded the man’s mind slightly to awaken him.

The bleary-eyed sergeant startled from his sleep, levelling his lasgun at her as he became suddenly alert to the silhouette splashing through the water towards him.

‘Hold!’ she called, just enough psychic suggestion in her tone to keep the grizzled veteran from pulling the trigger.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he called into the darkness. ‘Don’t know any troopers stupid enough to sneak up on the lines in the night.’ The torch beam mounted to the sergeant’s helmet suddenly blazed to life. Somehow, the mist seemed to have grown even thicker now that the air had cooled, and the illumination did the man little good, scattering against that blanket of white. 

Aerand turned slightly so that Justine’s face fell into the weak beam of the watchman’s lamp. ‘Corporal Justine with an urgent missive from Major Restripa. And in no condition to be making intelligent decisions.’

The sergeant let out a chuckle as she stepped closer. ‘Emperor’s piss,’ he muttered. ‘Come on in then. I don’t know what the hell you think you’re doing out there. I don’t care how urgent the missive is that you’re carrying, I’d tell the warmaster himself to shove it back up his armour if he wanted me to carry it out here in the dark. You’re lucky I didn’t burn a hole straight through your forehead. I swear I thought you were a mist corpse coming back from the grave.’

The man’s good humour vanished, however, as soon as Aerand drew close enough for him to see her clearly.

‘Emperor’s grace,’ he mumbled, making the sign of the aquila without thinking. His eyes fixed on the fearsome augmetics coursing across her scalp, then the trooper slung over her shoulders and the gnarled corpsewood staff nestled beside the corporal.

‘Trooper Justine is alive,’ she assured him. ‘Simply exceedingly tired. And the weapon, I promise you, is not mine.’

‘Of course, lord psyker,’ the sergeant mumbled, half beside himself.

‘Just point me in the direction of Captain Vyse, if you don’t mind.’

The panicked man was only too happy to oblige.

‘And try to stay awake on your watch, sergeant, lest something even more frightening than I sneak up on you in this fog.’

She did her best to ignore the waves of terror radiating from the man. A grizzled veteran more frightened of what she had become than of an unknown threat emerging from the dark. 

The scattered light of small cook fires glowed orange and warm against the walls of several ancient stone buildings that lined the narrow, muddy roadway leading to Vyse’s command post. Charity, this settlement had been marked on Major Restripa’s map, if Aerand remembered correctly. Most of the structures around her looked old. Too old to have been built after Visage’s resettlement, and those that were more modern – made of rockcrete and steel – looked even more worn than their ancient counterparts.

Perhaps something in the environment degraded the newer substance? It would explain the odd state of disrepair of the more recently constructed buildings around her, as well as the crumbling sea wall around the planet’s capital city, while Javax Cathedral and other older buildings showed fewer signs of disrepair.

As the earth rose slightly, firming to something more than the gelatinous mush that made up most of the ‘islands’ she’d encountered throughout the day, Aerand noted that the corpsewood trees abruptly fell away, not a single one of the twisted, blackened plants sprouting more than a few feet from the edge of the water. 

Aerand caught sight of the small stone chapel at Charity’s apex, and turned her heading in that direction. Her breath fell in heavy gouts of steam, laboured as it was from carrying Corporal Justine up the slight incline, but she felt it pick up even further at the thought of encountering Captain Vyse. Corporal Justine, the sergeant, even Major Restripa. She’d either never known those soldiers, or never called them friends. But here, just a few yards down a narrow dirt path, lay her first true reunion with a former comrade. 

And Throne above, she found herself terrified.

‘Captain Vyse,’ she called, stepping beneath the chapel’s low, stone archway. The building had nearly toppled, a portion of the south wall spilling outwards like a melting block of ice. Of the ornate glassaic that had once graced its soaring windows, only a few scattered shards clung to those frames, and the slate roof was pocked with shell holes and debris. Yet as Aerand stepped inside, she felt an undeniable lightening, as if some of the weight of the cold, mist-filled night stopped at the door. 

‘Who’s that?’ called the woman hunched over the altar. Her flak armour hung across a splintered lectern, her helmet resting on the debris-strewn floor beside it. A narrow sleeping mat was unrolled in one corner of the small room, although it looked as if it had not been used recently. Atop the narrow set of stairs that led to the chancel, seated on a worn and unrecognisable statue, the captain leaned over the chantry, cleaning an autogun.

‘Is that Sergeant Maltia? If so, you’re late. I told you I wanted your platoon ready for patrol half an hour ago. These warbands and their bloody marsh priests have given us enough headaches already. If one more soldier walks off into this Throne-cursed mist, I swear I’m going to desert myself just so I can find and execute them.’

Unbidden, a small smile crept across Aerand’s face, as she watched the precision and ferocity of the woman’s work. Aerand herself might have changed, but this was still the same Hadria Vyse she remembered. As good a replacement to follow her in leading Secundus Company as she could have ever asked for. 

‘It’s not Maltia,’ she replied. ‘It’s Aerand. Glavia Aerand… sir.’

Vyse looked up. 

For a moment, the woman’s face became a mess of emotions. Surprise first, then something almost akin to happiness. Both expressions were quickly stifled by a mask of genuine suspicion. Vyse rolled her muscled shoulders casually beneath her olive-grey gambeson and rose from her position. Aerand noted that the autogun did not leave her hands.

‘Lord psyker,’ Vyse replied coolly. ‘Major Restripa informed me that you would be arriving, but I’d assumed he would be making use of you in Providence.’

Aerand’s excitement faded at the icy formality in Vyse’s tone. ‘Yes, sir. It seems the major found use for me elsewhere.’ She bent down and deposited Corporal Justine on the floor. 

‘Alive,’ she assured Vyse. The second time already she’d had to assure a former comrade she was not a murderer. 

Slowly, Aerand knelt beside the young corporal and set her fingers gently against his temples. Just a whiff of power into the boy. Enough to reverse the sedation she’d already laid on him and only a flicker of energy beyond that.

Groggily, Justine opened his eyes, then started at the sight of the primaris psyker only inches from his face.

‘Be still,’ Aerand ordered, and the boy calmed slightly. ‘I believe you’re carrying something for the captain?’

‘Um. Yes. Yes, I am.’ 

Justine stumbled slowly to his feet, eager to be out of Aerand’s reach, but exhausted beyond measure, and produced Major Restripa’s folded orders from some hidden pocket deep within his uniform. The oiled leather message case had done its job well, and the yellow parchment bore only a few scattered drops of moisture.

Vyse accepted the missive, then looked the corporal once over. ‘Throne, Justine. You look like hell. Go see Argos, then find yourself a rack for the night. If anyone bothers you before sunrise tell them to come and talk to me.’

The boy mumbled a thank you, then hastily limped from the room. Whether he was more excited by the prospect of a dry bed, or simply eager to finally escape Aerand’s presence, she couldn’t tell.

By the light of a dim torch lamp, Vyse reviewed Restripa’s orders, a grimace falling across her face. ‘Seems Corporal Justine’s rest might have to be cut short, after all. We’ve been ordered to abandon Charity. But I’ll wait to break that news until morning.’

‘I see,’ Aerand replied.

Vyse tossed the orders to the floor and returned to cleaning the barrel of her weapon with a fine-toothed steel brush. ‘Your first night here?’ she asked Aerand.

‘Yes, sir.’

Vyse grunted. ‘See, there are only two problems as far as I can tell with this accursed planet. The first one is the mist. Can’t see worth a damn, can’t get aerial support for piss. Normally I wouldn’t mind either of those. Fewer birds up above means more shooting on the ground and more traitor blood for me and mine. But it’s hard to fire a weapon when it’s sprouting rust faster than half my troopers can grow a beard.’

She sighed, holding the brush up to the torch lamp, its ¬bristles stained red-orange.

‘But the second problem, the bigger problem,’ she remarked coolly, ‘is that the planet is swimming with Throne-cursed psykers.’

Aerand stiffened as Vyse’s violet eyes flashed up and met hers. As the woman spoke, the thin scent of camphor drifted from her mouth, her pupils pushed wide by the constant stream of stimm tablets that Vyse kept pocketed in her cheek like candy. 

‘Hadria,’ Aerand mumbled. ‘I’m not some heretic witch. I served the Emperor beside you for nearly two years.’

‘And that’s the only reason I haven’t put a las-bolt between your eyes. You were a fine commander for a few months on Ourea, but where have you been for the last five years? How am I supposed to know what you’ve become in that time?’

Aerand found herself at a loss for words. I’m the same person I was, she wanted to scream back, but even she knew that was far from the truth.

‘We’ll both just have to find out.’ 

With a clatter, she threw the witch’s corpsewood staff to the floor. ‘One fewer warband and marsh priest for you to worry about, captain.’

Vyse looked down at the weapon, and grunted indistinctly, then returned to cleaning her autogun.

Aerand slept fitfully on a patch of damp earth accompanied by the vague sensation that she was sinking slowly into the spongy loam. Her thick cloak, still soaking, provided little warmth, and if not for the sheer exhaustion that wracked her body, she doubted her eyes would have ever fallen shut. And yet eventually, they did.

She remembered precious little of her dreams. A blessing given what they had started to become even before she boarded a Black Ship to the scholastica years before. She remembered a time when her sleep had only been plagued with memories of battle and bloodshed, as any common soldier’s were. Now, however, it seemed that rather than truly sleeping, her mind waded through a twisted world of premonitions and poorly defined fears each night. 

It was common knowledge among the gifted that sleep brought the soul dangerously close to the edges of the empyrean, and that border became paper-thin for those accustomed to walking either side when awake. 

One image remained with her in the morning, although it was difficult to say if it had truly been a dream, or just some conjuration of her sleep-addled mind imposed upon a brief memory of waking. She remembered sitting on that loamy earth, feet outstretched, boots submerged in a small puddle before her, but as she craned her neck to see the puddle’s bottom she could not find one. Instead, beneath the murky surface that initially appeared only inches deep, the light continued to descend into an infinite darkness. As she stared, faint colours erupted in that impossible deep, and somewhere lost within those endless depths, an even darker shadow heaved.

Slowly, from the water, a thin web of corpsewood tendrils crawled upwards, grabbing hold of her legs and pulling her into the sea. 

Aerand woke with a start to a hand on her shoulder, her own grip darting to the laspistols at her side. 

‘Easy,’ whispered a voice directly beside her. In the still-dark of night, she could not make out the face, but she would recognise that voice anywhere. 

Gleaming brass chevrons glistened with dew on the figure’s epaulets. A sergeant. The sergeant. Olevier Corwyn. Her one true and honest friend throughout all that had befallen her, from the day she first joined the 900th, until her last…

‘Corwyn,’ she muttered, trying to suppress her relief. She pushed herself upright, noting that her boots and breeches were soaked almost up to her waist. Even on the damp earth they should have dried with the rest of her clothing.

‘You have to be careful,’ the sergeant muttered as she shivered slightly and pulled her robes tighter around her. ‘There are three small moons here on Visage. Too tiny to make much of a tide, but they orbit as fast as any battle cruiser, and even a few inches can be the difference between staying dry and drowning.’

Aerand turned towards him, surveying the grizzled veteran. If the last five years had been rough on her body, Olevier Corwyn somehow wore that time even more harshly. His long, shaggy hair had been speckled with wise-appearing flecks of silver last time she’d seen him, but she now struggled to find a single strand of black in the bleach-white mane atop his head. Deep crow’s eyes and sunspots marked his weathered face, yet, through it all, he still cracked that same, unassailable smile. 

‘And you,’ she replied, ‘need to be careful to start avoiding the mess tent, otherwise you won’t fit into your flak armour for long.’

Corwyn chuckled, patting his slightly generous abdomen. Not a single soldier in the regiment would dare call the man fat, but he carried the body of an experienced veteran who had earned the privilege of letting younger troopers do most of the footwork. 

Then just as soon as it arrived, Corwyn’s smile faltered. The old sergeant surveyed the woman before him, and for the first time since adolescence, Aerand felt self-conscious of the body she wore before a man. The friend that had left him was a strong, respectable soldier. What must he think of the weak creature that had returned?

‘I promise,’ she said, ‘I have not changed nearly as much as it appears.’

‘Nor have I,’ Corwyn replied kindly, although it was clear to them both whose changes were more alarming. The sergeant forced a smile, but there was uncertainty behind his words.

‘You need something,’ Aerand stated.

The sergeant nodded, and for the first time Aerand looked beyond the man’s expression. Slowly, her mind trickled into the space surrounding her and reached a gentle probe towards the sergeant. 

She recoiled.

There was some happiness there, but also fear, and anger directed at her. Even though Corwyn made an effort to bury them, the presence of those emotions in her oldest friend wounded her far more deeply than even Major Restripa’s blatant enmity. 

‘We’ve got orders to roll back towards Providence as soon as what amounts to morning settles on this place. I know you know that. Vyse told me you delivered the orders yourself. Problem is, we’ve got two troopers missing from the count.’

As company sergeant, both security and desertion fell under Corwyn’s personal purview. The sergeant she remembered faced both of those responsibilities with deadly severity, and a pair of soldiers missing always meant a lapse in one of the two. Or that somebody had merely miscounted.

‘Already recounted,’ the sergeant grumbled. He needed no gifts to read her mind. The two had practically been neurally linked for the year that she commanded Secundus Company. ‘I’ve been out with Primus Platoon scouring half the quadrant since the moment Vyse heard the rumour they were gone. At this point I probably would have called it quits, if it wasn’t for the trooper who claimed he just saw them.’

Aerand’s ears perked at that, a sudden chill washing across her. 

‘Show me.’

Corporal Justine somehow looked even worse than he had when Aerand watched him leave Captain Vyse’s chapel the night before. The young trooper sat on an empty lasgun power pack crate wrapped in a thin, damp, olive-grey blanket.

‘I was sleeping,’ he muttered, ‘just like Captain Vyse ordered, when I heard something sloshing around in the water.’

‘I know,’ Corwyn replied. ‘I told the lord psyker that much already, but I need you to tell us both what you saw.’

Justine shivered slightly. ‘I-I’m not sure I can, sergeant.’

‘That’s okay,’ Aerand replied, trying to sound reassuring. ‘The mist was thick, and it was dark. But anything you were able to make out might help.’

The corporal stared straight back at her. ‘No, lord psyker. That wasn’t the problem. I saw them both clearly enough. I’m just worried that if I say it aloud, both of you are going to think I’ve gone mad.’

Aerand frowned. The trooper she’d marched with the day before had been shy and deferential, but he was no coward. She struggled to imagine what had shaken him so badly. 

‘Emperor’s bones, soldier,’ Corwyn muttered. ‘I’m going to think you’ve gone mad either way, if you keep sitting there jabbering on about nothing.’

Justine reached into his pocket and pulled out a small flask. He took a swig of something dark that Aerand could smell even a yard away. The fact that he’d swallowed hard liquor while on duty in direct view of his company sergeant was even more a testament to the frayed state of his nerves than the gentle shaking in his hands. 

‘Aye. I suppose you are, sergeant.’ He looked nervously in Aerand’s direction. ‘Just promise me she isn’t going to touch my mind again. I don’t want her to break me any further.’

Corwyn eyed Aerand strangely and after a brief moment of doubt, she scoffed.

‘Anything you saw overnight had nothing to do with me, corporal, and if it truly frightened you so much, I’m the best one to tell it to.’

‘Macharius’ tears,’ Corwyn growled. ‘Get on with it, boy, or I can just assume you helped the pair of them desert. Maybe I’ll assign you to be the lord psyker’s aide permanently as punish-ment.’

A dismayed look stole across Justine’s face, and the boy took another swig of alcohol. ‘No, sergeant. Wasn’t like that. I don’t think they deserted.’

‘Go on,’ Aerand mumbled, a familiar tingling down her spine. She put just enough will into the words that Justine’s shaking hands stopped their trembling and his tongue loosened.

‘I was sleeping,’ he muttered, slowly at first. Like a scolded child about to admit to wrongdoing. ‘When I heard something moving. So I grabbed my lasgun and looked to see what it was. Only the mist was too thick. I could hardly see the walls of the shack beside me, so I pulled on my cloak and crept out onto this little spur.’

The trooper motioned to a narrow strip of land jutting out towards the water beside him. A low stone wall followed the raised strip of earth, its base half-submerged in the brackish sea. 

‘Hadn’t made it halfway down to the water, when I caught a glimpse of Gordard and Blythe on the other side of the wall. They were whispering something to each other, but I couldn’t quite make it out. They were huddled close together funny, and I didn’t know why, but I had the feeling I didn’t want either one to notice me. So I got on my hands and knees and crawled along the wall, till I was near enough that I should have been able to hear them speaking.’

‘And?’ Corwyn asked, fidgeting impatiently with his lasgun.

‘Wasn’t what I heard,’ Justine muttered, taking another longing look at his flask. ‘Was what I saw. They must have walked no more than three feet away from me, but it was like neither of them could even see me crouching there. They was turned the other way at first, so I didn’t realise.’

‘Didn’t realise what?’

‘Didn’t realise that they were already dead.’

‘Tranch’s nameless saint, Justine,’ Corwyn cursed with a sigh. ‘I didn’t think you were such a coward to believe in ghost stories and nurse’s tales for misbehaving children. If you tell me you watched them wander off as a pair of mist corpses to go swim in the sea or whatever those boogeymen are supposed to do, I swear I’ll add you to their number.’

Justine looked down. ‘I told you that you’d think I was mad, sergeant. But I promise, I’ve got no reason to spin you a tale.’

Corwyn sighed and ran a calloused hand through his hair. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled to Aerand. ‘I thought we might actually have something here. I was hoping you could maybe get the poor lad to remember.’

‘Corporal Justine,’ Aerand asked, surveying the boy. There wasn’t a scrap of dishonesty radiating from him. Whatever the boy was spouting, he believed it in earnest. ‘Tell me exactly what you saw. Tell me what made you think Gordard and Blythe were dead.’

The boy shuddered slightly, and for a moment she caught a whiff of something in the air around him. Aerand closed her eyes and noted a subtle change in the psychic signature of the young trooper. Not something new, entirely, and certainly not possession, but the residue of another presence lay atop him, as if his own aura had brushed against another and carried the shadow of that second presence along with it. 

‘Corporal Justine. Tell me,’ Aerand repeated, throwing her will into the order.

The young trooper’s face fell slack and his voice became mono¬tone as he replied to the psychic compulsion. ‘They looked wrong, ma’am. Almost like the both of them had been drowned. There was muck and dirt all over their uniforms, and they looked like they’d been covered in roots. And…’ the boy stuttered.

Aerand gave him a little nudge.

‘And there was something wrong with their eyes. They were empty. Like little pools of dark water. Like they couldn’t even see me. They walked straight past and right off into the mist.’

No sooner had the young corporal finished talking, than he began to shake slightly and clamped his jaw shut. Aerand withdrew her will from the boy, and he wrapped the blanket tighter around himself, staring up at her with abject fear.

‘Drusus save me,’ Corwyn scoffed, turning from the soldier. ‘Childish nightmare tales and cook-fire stories running amok in my company.’

‘Maybe,’ Aerand replied. Leaving the shaken corporal behind, she walked to the low stone wall where the young trooper claimed to have seen the apparitions.

‘Come, now,’ Corwyn muttered, trailing in her wake. ‘You don’t believe that trooper witnessed a pair of ghosts.’

‘No,’ Aerand replied. ‘Most probably not. Although such things are not entirely impossible.’

Corwyn scoffed. ‘Nor is it entirely impossible for a simple company sergeant to be made into Lord Militant Solar, but you don’t see me holding my breath for the promotion.’

In fact, after the diatribe, the man’s face did look a bit rosy, as if in his frustration, he was doing precisely that. 

‘No, sergeant. I agree. If there were a witch on this world powerful enough to turn the very dead against us, we’d have been overrun already.’

She walked along the low stone wall, a thick, dark moss covering the ancient-laid blocks like fur. Slowly, she reached a hand out and ran it across that damp, salty surface, an image of a corpsewood tree coming unbidden to her mind. 

‘The vegetation here on this world, Sergeant Corwyn. Do the locals have any similar legends about it?’

Corwyn frowned, confused. ‘I’m certain they do. Seems the Visagers have a tale or a monster for everything they encounter, but I haven’t made it a habit to listen to such nonsense.’

‘Like marsh corpses?’ she asked. ‘Or the ghost regiment?’

Corwyn frowned. ‘Sure. Except that last one is easy enough to explain.’

‘Oh, is it?’ Aerand scoffed. ‘Some natural phenomenon that simply whisked an entire regiment off into the dark?’

‘You could call it that,’ Corwyn muttered. ‘But it wasn’t an act of nature. It was a man. Who in the Emperor’s name do you think we’ve been stuck out here fighting?’

‘They call him the Witchbringer,’ Corwyn spat. ‘Or they call themselves that, collectively maybe. It’s hard to tell from the limited vox traffic we capture, but it’s a pissing arrogant name for a pissing arrogant heretic, if you ask me.’

The sergeant traipsed through knee-deep water behind her, pure disgust written across his face. In her hands, Aerand cradled a weathered lasgun, her suspicions growing stronger with each step. She’d found the weapon abandoned in the thick, loamy mud just at the base of the ancient stone wall where Corporal Justine had last seen Sergeant Gordard and Blythe. 

She was no Adeptus Arbites intelligencer, but the deserters she’d encountered in the past didn’t leave their weapons behind. Neither did soldiers heading out on patrol. As innocent explanations for the soldiers’ disappearance vanished, a cold suspicion grew ever stronger in her chest. 

‘Traitor Guard, then?’ she replied. She’d guessed as much from the weapons and armour of the small warband she and Justine dispatched the day before, but on a planet at war as long as this one, it would have been easy enough for elements with no Imperial affiliation to get their hands on surplus wargear, regardless.

‘Aye. A full regiment of them deserted, almost to the man. The official reports are hopelessly sparse, but Major Restripa found some logs from a sergeant that took over with the next task force. Four hundred soldiers just upped and left their posts around Providence in the middle of the night, all under the direction of their Throne-cursed traitor commander. Seems there was only a squad or two who didn’t join in the mutiny, and that must have been more a matter of convenience than anything else, because they disappeared soon after to join the remainder. All to link up with the smattering of native warbands and local cultist marsh priests that they’d been fighting only a few days before.’

‘Impressive,’ Aerand replied, then noted the curious look on Corwyn’s face. ‘Not the act of desertion, but the ability of the officer to bring his entire regiment along in it. You or Vyse would have put a bolt through my head had I ever commanded such a thing when I was your captain.’

Corwyn stiffened. ‘We would have. And I can’t speak for Primus or Tertius companies, but any soldier in Secundus would have done the same. As they still would today if Major Restripa tried to give that order.’

Aerand chuckled at mention of the major. ‘I would be surprised if every soldier in the regiment didn’t already have a dozen reasons to sink a las-bolt in Restripa’s thick skull.’

Corwyn stopped. 

Aerand slowed at the sudden absence of his splashing and turned to face him.

‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’

‘Come now, Sergeant Corwyn,’ Aerand replied slowly, surprised by the sudden wave of indignation that washed off the old sergeant. ‘You remember the major when he was only a corporal. I’ve spent barely ten minutes with him since returning, and that was nine minutes more than I needed to tell he’s still an arrogant twit.’

Corwyn grunted. ‘Find me an officer who isn’t.’

Aerand brushed off the jab and continued, pulling her focus back to the weapon in her hands. She drew her mind away from Corwyn and back into the lasgun, feeling a gentle, familiar tug as she attempted to dowse the weapon’s owner. Like a thin current in shallow water, she felt the psychic connection between the weapon and the man who had carried it tugging gently on the fabric of the empyrean.

The two troopers could not have ventured more than a few miles since Corporal Justine claimed to have seen them, and she should have sensed their presence like a lightning strike with an object one of them had owned grasped firmly in her hands. She brushed the thought away and kept walking.

‘Still,’ she continued, ‘the corporal I remember was so tied up in knots over which regulation to follow that he could scarcely put his uniform on each morning. Forgive me if I find it hard to imagine what he could have possibly done to earn such a meteoric rise.’

‘Five years is a long time.’

Those words hung in the air between them. It seemed more than just personnel had changed. 

‘Witchbringer,’ Aerand said, changing the subject to something only marginally less uncomfortable. ‘That’s quite the epithet our adversary has chosen. Has he shown psychic abilities of his own when you’ve faced him, then?’

Corwyn shrugged. ‘No idea. We’ve been killing his soldiers for six months and none of us can recall ever meeting him on the battlefield, but our intelligence suggests the title has more to do with his goals than his person.

‘A few weeks after his regiment disappeared into the mist, psy¬kers started going missing in the fringe settlements. People were used to children being taken by the governor, witches rounded up and disappeared. The tithe was always met. Only these psykers never showed up in the logs. They simply weren’t heard of ever again. It took us all of a week here to realise where they were going. The first warband we encountered was almost evenly matched Traitor Guardsmen and native psykers both.’

‘Throne,’ Aerand muttered. ‘I’ve seen those ledgers. You’re saying this Witchbringer has been capturing young psykers from settlements across Visage and massing them for the better part of a decade?’

Corwyn nodded. ‘Not capturing, liberating, if you hear his soldiers say it. And not just psykers any more. Almost a thousand people lived in Charity twelve months ago, and now it’s nothing more than a ghost town.’

‘Emperor save us,’ Aerand mumbled, doubting herself for a moment. ‘What did Lord Kellipso think of all of this?’

She’d hardly comprehended the mess Restripa had been dropped into. It was one thing to fight a war of insurgency against seditious elements on a backwater planet, but facing well-trained, well-equipped opposition with the moral support of the world’s populace was another matter entirely. Add to that Visage’s brutal geography and a clime that clearly favoured those with intimate, local knowledge. 

Restripa was a pompous, hard-headed officer for certain, but he’d been handed a nigh-impossible task. 

Before the sergeant could answer, Aerand felt the lasgun in her hand quiver. Close, she signalled Corwyn in battle sign, suddenly hesitant to speak. Even though it seemed unlikely Gordard and Blythe had deserted, she still preferred they remained unadvised of her approach.

Slinging the lasgun over her shoulder, she drew her laspistols and saw recognition flash in Corwyn’s eyes. Aye, she had changed, and five years was a long time, but she’d managed to keep at least these two pieces of her old life. Sergeant Olevier Corwyn had stood beside her when General Yarin, only a colonel at the time, had gifted her the two Mars-pattern Mark IV command pistols the day she was frocked into her first company command. 

She’d been only a lieutenant at the time, serving above her rank due to the horrible losses the 900th had suffered in the first days of a bitter campaign on the mountain world of Ourea, and she had cherished the mementos every moment since. How the two weapons had survived her first journey on the Black Ships – or her five years at the scholastica psykana itself – was still a mystery to her, but when Lord Prefector Ule handed them back to her as she departed those halls on her way to Visage, she instantly knew she had Jarrah Kellipso to thank. Just another debt she owed the fabled primaris psyker. One she hoped he might be alive to repay. 

Aerand swung around the thick, dark tangle of corpsewood branches, ready to fire, then stopped. With a sigh, she slowly holstered her pistols. Just below her, propped slightly out of the water, lay the corpses of two Imperial Guard troopers. She recognised one as the sergeant sleeping at his watchpost when she’d entered Secundus Company’s camp the night before.

‘Gordard? Blythe? I presume,’ she muttered.

Corwyn stepped past her and gave both men a small nudge.

‘They’re dead. I assure you,’ Aerand said, casting her mind gently into the immaterium. Not another soul moved within half a mile of their position.

‘Macharius’ tears,’ Corwyn spat, looking down at the men. ‘I would have never pegged either of them for deserters.’

‘No,’ replied Aerand. ‘Lazy perhaps, but not disloyal.’

Slowly, she unslung the lasgun from her shoulder and crouched down in the water beside the first corpse. 

Nothing. She moved along to the second. As she brought the weapon up against the man’s chest, she felt a telltale trickle of psychic energy between them. ‘Blythe’s then,’ she muttered.

‘I could have told you that,’ Corwyn replied. ‘The lazy slouch hadn’t cleaned the thing in nearly a week.’

Aerand grunted a reply. The sergeant’s ballistic cleanliness was hardly among her concerns. Carefully, she reached out towards the corpse and set the weapon in his hands. 

‘Cool skin, but still warmer than the water around him. He hasn’t been dead for more than a few hours.’

‘Come now, lord psyker,’ Corwyn sighed. ‘This isn’t an Arbites investigation. I think we know what happened here.’

‘We do?’ Aerand replied. ‘Because I don’t see a single wound on either body, and I haven’t met many troopers who would willingly drown themselves in this mire.’

Corwyn grunted, disbelieving, stepping up to survey Sergeant Gordard’s corpse. ‘Maybe they fought. Maybe one of them drowned the other then got trapped in the branches, or tripped and couldn’t get up.’

It was Aerand’s turn to look incredulous. 

‘I may not be an investigator, Sergeant Corwyn, but five years is a long time, and I’ve managed to acquire a few useful skills.’

Slowly, she knelt beside Blythe’s cool corpse. She had the man, freshly dead, and the weapon he’d left behind. She’d carried his lasgun for the last hour, and had met him the previous night. Hopefully that would be connection enough.

‘Tell me, Sergeant Corwyn. What do you know about the subtle art of psychometry?’

Corwyn grunted, shaken, and took a step backwards as Aerand set her fingers gently against Blythe’s bloated face. A thin veneer of frost spread out from them across the man’s dark skin.

‘Corporal Justine’s fears are misplaced, I assure you. There is no danger of these corpses rising ever again. But there are other ways, sergeant, for the dead to speak to those of us who know how to listen.’

‘Psychic compulsion,’ Aerand repeated slowly. ‘As certain as I am of my very own name.’

Captain Vyse looked at her with a hint of frustration.

‘I thought you would be relieved, captain, to know that two of your senior sergeants didn’t desert in the night.’

‘Blood of the saints,’ the captain cursed. Behind her, a dozen troopers waded through the waist-deep, acrid ocean, a pair of Sentinel walkers ranging at either flank, the bipedal vehicles squelching awkwardly through the muddy water with every step. 

‘Of course I would prefer that they had deserted. Soldiers desert from every other regiment on every Throne-cursed planet in this sector each day. I’m fortunate enough to command Cadians, not cowards, but I could handle that problem if it ever arose.’ She motioned to Sergeant Corwyn, who walked beside them. ‘I know how to deal with deserters, lord psyker, and I know how to make examples so the rest of my troopers don’t follow. But mind tricks and trances? What am I supposed to do about that?’

‘Why would they do this?’ Corwyn replied. ‘Seems an awful lot of effort to kill two troopers that could have been just as easily shot.’

‘Maybe,’ Aerand replied. ‘Maybe they have psykers to spare. Sergeant Corwyn mentioned their particularly unbalanced composition.’

‘That’s not it,’ Corwyn replied. ‘The Witchbringer might be a heretic, but nothing he’s done so far makes me think he’s a fool. If he had too many sorcerers, he’d find better ways to use them.’

A reasonable conclusion. Wise commanders didn’t expend resources simply because they possessed them. An image of Corporal Justine shaking returned to her, and as she cast her mind out just far enough to trace the emotions of the soldiers around her, an answer became abundantly clear. 

‘Fear,’ she replied. ‘They did it to stoke fear. To make poor young troopers like Justine start believing the stories they’ve heard about mist corpses and whatever else.’

‘Aye,’ Vyse replied. ‘Except this is worse.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘This is worse, because this is real. Not a word of this to anyone,’ Vyse ordered. ‘Ghosts and goblins are one thing, but enemy psykers luring troopers off to their deaths is a problem I’m not ready to confront. This conversation doesn’t go beyond we three.’

Aerand agreed, but it might be wise to have some of the platoon leaders and other officers aware of the threat as well. She nearly voiced the thought before a muffled explosion echoed through the mist.

Vyse threw up her hand and the column paused. A moment later another explosion sounded closer. Static crackled on both Vyse and Corwyn’s miniature pack-voxes, the only communication equipment functioning with any reliability in the constricting environ.

‘Well, Celestine’s bloody blade,’ Corwyn cursed. ‘If those weren’t Accatran mortars, then I’m a pissing Whiteshield.’

Vyse bent her ear to make the most that she could out of the garbled speech emerging from her vox. ‘Hostile Baneblade,’ she muttered, a look of recognition in her violet eyes. ‘Get us ready for them, sergeant. Lord psyker, you’re with me.’

Vyse took off as fast as the murky water allowed, her tall, thin frame moving with surprising efficiency even through the mire. Aerand did her best to match the athletic pace, Corwyn already barking orders behind them. Around them, the column increased its pace and began a gradual, mobile transformation from a drawn-out column to a compact fighting circle. 

‘They’re going to be fodder for a Baneblade when they’re massed like that,’ Aerand remarked, half out of breath. 

‘It’s not the Baneblade I’m worried about,’ Vyse replied. ‘It’s the nightmares that’ll come through the hole it punches in our line.’

As they pressed into the tide of half a company of oncoming soldiers, they crested a small rise of damp land. As Aerand looked behind her, most of the figures rushing past were already disappearing into the mist, which somehow grew even thicker with each passing breath. 

‘You’ve seen this before?’

Vyse laughed. ‘Only every time more than a squad or platoon tries to move more than a few miles from the group. Why do you think I didn’t want to travel during the night? I thought we might make it a hair closer to Providence, or that Lieutenant Kobald’s Sentinels might give us a few more minutes’ warning before they found us, but–’

Another explosion, closer this time, followed by a horrible, grinding screech of metal bending and tearing.

‘Seems like Kobald’s Sentinels were the ones who needed the warning.’ 

Aerand grimaced, throwing her mind into the mist. Faint flames flickered in the cloying white cloud that somehow permeated even this space in her mind. ‘Psykers,’ she muttered, and Vyse merely nodded.

‘Psykers, and lasguns, and Emperor knows what else. We’ve only had reports of one functioning Baneblade on this world, and if the Witchbringer’s here, then he’ll have all his toys with him. They’re going to harry us all the way back to Providence.’

‘Providence? I thought Major Restripa’s orders were to establish a hold point a few miles out.’

‘They were. We’ll fight every step of the way back, but if Restripa thinks I’m going to try to dig in while a mega battle cannon devours the better part of this company – without so much as a functioning vox-caster in miles – then he’s lost his saints-blessed mind.’

Marching back to Providence wasn’t a foolish choice, but it was a journey Aerand didn’t relish. The march from the capital had been brutal enough without enemy elements harrying her and Justine the whole way. And if the traitors were mounted, then there was no telling what kind of bloodbath the 900th would be trailing as it moved. 

‘And us?’ Aerand replied. ‘What are we doing?’

A foolhardy grin spread slowly across Vyse’s face, as she loosened the twin bolt pistols strapped to her chest. She called out to a group of passing troopers, who quickly rushed to join them atop the small rise.

‘We,’ Vyse replied, ‘are going to slow them down.’

Hundreds of souls swam in the murky half-light – as best as Aerand was able to sense – partly hidden by the physical and psychic shroud that covered Visage in thick, damp white sheets. 

‘A comparable element,’ Sergeant Maltia remarked, toying idly with the charging handle of her weapon. ‘Don’t see why we’re running when we could just wheel on them.’

Vyse glared at the sergeant, a stout, hard-faced woman who toted a stripped-down autocannon in her burly arms, and Aerand was reminded of the younger woman’s grit. A corporal’s chevrons had marked her uniform the last time Aerand had seen her on the mountain world of Ourea, but the promotion had done nothing to stifle her daring. A true Cadian. A true fighter. And one Aerand was glad to stand beside. 

There were just under a hundred troopers in Secundus Company, and at least three times that number waited out in the mist. 

‘A comparable element in name only,’ Captain Vyse replied coolly. ‘And while I’m confident your heavy squads could outgun these heretics all the way to Holy Terra, you and I both know how little use your autocannons are when you can’t see further than the hands in front of your face.’

Maltia chuckled. ‘Speak for yourself, captain. But it’d be a pissing-fun bloodbath either way.’

It would be a bloodbath, that was certainly true. As Aerand probed the approaching contingent, she noted the relative strength of the inbound psychic auras and paled. 

‘How many psykers are you expecting in an element like this?’

Vyse shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t know. Haven’t seen more than a platoon at a time since we pulled back as a full regiment from Resilience, and on that trip, we didn’t exactly stick around to count. But that warband you and Justine faced last night was probably representative.’

One psyker per dozen then. At least a score in this group. And if Aerand’s count now was correct, likely closer to twice that number. She shuddered inwardly. Forty psykers, even untrained, massed within combat troops would be almost completely shielded from physical attacks by simple concealment alone. There was little telling what kind of damage they could unleash. Slowly, she pulled her mind back as a small cluster of signatures drew closer.

Five hulking silhouettes stormed forward through the mist, then settled just a few yards from the pair of heavy squads gathered beside them. With a metallic groan, the squadron of Sentinels settled, their dark steel legs dripping with mud and brine.

‘Hussar and Vast are dead,’ a familiar voice boomed from the lead vehicle’s indwelling vox-amplifier.

Vyse crossed herself briefly and bowed her head. ‘Bodies?’

‘What do you think?’ Lieutenant Kobald replied. ‘Without gyrostabilisers running, the mud and water swallowed both vehicles faster than you could blink. Besides, we weren’t exactly sticking around for a kind discussion with the Baneblade.’

Through a faceplate of armaglass, coated with minuscule droplets of water and a thin frosting of fog, Aerand saw Lieutenant Kobald shift uneasily in his command cradle. Behind the bombast, her old comrade appeared shaken. No officer liked losing soldiers. They liked leaving those fallen soldiers behind even less.

Aerand surveyed the motley crew arranged around her. A dozen heavy troopers in dripping, muddied flak hoisting modified autocannons and krak launchers on their shoulders huddled in the shadow of five heavy Sentinels. The vehicles, although rusted by the planet’s damp and salty environment, appeared in good repair and sported an assortment of fearsome armaments.

‘You wanted their vanguard slowed, captain,’ Aerand said, a stratagem forming in her mind.

‘I would prefer them dead. What are you thinking, adept?’

‘I’m thinking they won’t be expecting us.’

To cast a passable glamour was not a simple task. As an acolyte at the scholastica, she had hated the exercise. Simply obscuring an object was no intricate thing, but the art of the discipline lay in achieving true concealment.

As Aerand strode forward through the water, she brought her fingers together in an intricate weaving pattern. A common misconception among the ungifted was that psykers performed their supernatural acts with their hands. That was nonsense, of course. Accessing the immaterium did not require physical direction, or even physical existence, but the corporeal bodies of psykers themselves did. 

As she brought her thin fingers together, then apart, then together again, she felt her mind slow and focus with the simplicity of the physical ritual.

Under normal circumstances, what she was attempting would have been madness. She’d seen her mentor, Jarrah Kellipso, once cast a glamour upon an entire coven of cultists that had been convincing enough to allow a hundred Cadian soldiers to walk unmolested through the front gate of an enemy stronghold. But Jarrah Kellipso had been a masterful telepath, and she herself could never hope to accomplish such a feat. 

Thank the Emperor, there were simpler ways to accomplish the same task. 

The air swirled around Aerand in a thick, billowing cloud, streaming out behind her to enclose Vyse and her two squads of heavies in a growing blanket that settled over the entire area. Somewhere in that gathering fog, five massive figures splashed through the water, Kobald’s Sentinels relying on their vehicles’ auspexes to guide their movement.

There was more than one way to hide an object, and while sending tendrils into the minds of hundreds of enemy soldiers to convince them that the light reaching their eyes deceived them was a daunting task for even a master telepath, simply gathering a thicker cloud of mist over this area from the blanket of fog which already covered the water like a bastion wall was a relatively easy telekinetic exercise. Hiding her companions’ souls, however, was another matter entirely.

As Aerand breathed, the murky, damp world before her wavered, the familiar empty surface of the warp stretching out before her like a pane of glass. From this distance, the empyrean appeared still. No waves or currents to be seen on that roiling plane. She still remembered how it felt to be tossed by those swells – to feel the swirling call of things ancient and dark and hungry – but at this distance, those memories felt oddly dull. Just as cloud coated the surface of Visage’s physical face, so a thin veil hung over this section of the immaterium.

Three hundred flames burned ahead in the water, matched by Secundus Company falling away behind her, and desperately Aerand dampened those flames. As she tugged at that strange, inexplicable veil, she felt a chill along the edges of her mind. There was something indescribably wrong in the sensation of the strange immaterial substance that covered Visage. Something both psychically dead, yet active all at once. Carefully, Aerand attempted to shape the material, just as she had the physical mist, but with each attempt it seemed to slip further from her grasp.

Aerand cursed. She knew of only one other way to reliably conceal her companions from the warband’s psykers ahead.

With half-blinded eyes, she drew her staff from the thin leather loop across her back and planted its tapered base into the muddy earth between her feet. Mist beaded off the golden aquila before her, glittering like tears in Visage’s eternal twilight. Slowly, Aerand knelt in the briny water, and whispered a wordless prayer. 

With a deep breath, she released her grasp on Visage’s psychic veil, and drew her attention instead to that structure’s antithesis.

She had sought the Astronomican’s presence only briefly since arriving on the world of Visage, and now, as she searched she realised for the first time how horribly dim even that beacon burned here. Slowly, a faint music rose in the back of her mind. A familiar, pained symphony that filled her with warmth. Throne, that music was terribly quiet at first, as if the veil around Visage could obscure even the God-Emperor’s presence, but as she listened the melody swelled. Around her, a dim flicker began to grow, and she watched her own flame flare with a warm, golden light. 

Sometimes, the best way to hide a candle was to place it directly beside an inferno.

Sergeant Raniais Maltia had only seen one true witch before she set foot upon the planet of Visage. That sorcerer, wreathed in blazing blue flame and striking down soldiers with hardly a thought, had ultimately been killed by the woman now standing beside her. A woman who now appeared remarkably similar to the sorcerer she had dispatched years ago.

That irony wasn’t lost on Maltia, although she would find another time to appreciate it. Perhaps over a flask of something bitter and strong when Captain Vyse and Sergeant Corwyn weren’t looking. She stared at the primaris psyker walking beside her and muttered prayers at a pace she was certain she had not matched since she was a young girl attending Sanguinala services.

She’d met Captain Aerand as a fresh transplant to Secundus Company. She’d come to respect the woman’s strange instincts before they had eventually evolved into something more, but to see the officer who had once commanded her company walking beside her in the throes of psyker magicks was enough to startle even a veteran.

Maltia shook off the chill that had settled onto her and spat into the water at her waist. Aye, something bitter and strong. Maybe a Gresian rye.

‘Tighten up that spacing, Ebonwelter,’ she muttered at the pair of troopers walking beside her.

‘Which of us?’ one of the twins responded. Impossible to tell in this Throne-cursed mist.

‘Don’t care,’ she mumbled absent-mindedly. ‘Both.’

She had hoped speaking might clear the burnt taste from her tongue, but if anything, it only made the sensation worse. The billows of cloud surrounding the two troopers behind her edged slightly closer together. Still wider intervals than she’d like, but good enough.

‘Captain,’ she asked, the vox-piece in her helmet crackling. ‘You’re certain this is a good idea?’

There was a brief burst of vox static. It held for a few seconds, in silence.

‘No.’

Honest, at least. She appreciated that about Captain Vyse. When Vyse had been a lieutenant, Maltia hadn’t much loved the woman. She seemed too hard, too distant for that more intimate role. But as a captain… Well, perhaps she just seemed better in comparison to the string of nightmares that had arrived after Captain Aerand left.

And now… a strange sensation washed over her as the robed woman in front of her slowed, then stopped. It was hard to square that thin, sickly profile twitching like some invalid and mumbling to herself, with the commanding officer that had left the 900th on Ourea. She hadn’t known Aerand well as an officer, but she’d been a good soldier, that much was obvious. And now she was… What? A monster. An unholy abomination.

As the psyker lord slowed, a small billow of mist approached from behind her. 

‘Advance,’ came Vyse’s tense command, when the woman was only a few yards away. Even at this distance, the captain’s face was little more than a flicker beneath the swirling beads of mist. 

Maltia nodded and started moving to the right. The plan sounded strange enough, given the psychic intervention, but at its heart it was straight from the Imperial Infantryman’s Handbook. Every Cadian child old enough to play a game of regicide knew that this was the oldest, and surest, stratagem in the book. 

As her squad of heavies pushed out beside her without command, a bit of pride swelled in Maltia. Evrik and Tannius Ebon¬welter might be insufferable loudmouths, and Trooper Bantholo could scarcely put a sentence together, but the men slung autocannon rounds like no others she had met, as whatever approached through that mist was about to find out. Unseen, a few hundred yards away, Sergeant Insley’s squad of heavies pulled up into a matching line, ready to soak the Witchbringer’s forces in enfilading fire. 

Maltia knelt behind a dark tangle of branches and rested the barrel of her autocannon on the gnarled, split branch of a corpsewood tree. An uncreative name for such unimpressive vegetation, and she had never understood the disquiet most other troopers displayed at proximity to the trees. 

Vyse tapped her on the pauldron twice as she passed.

Fire on the captain’s lead.

‘Fair enough,’ Maltia whispered to herself. 

In the centre of the clearing, the once-captain Glavia Aerand knelt slowly in the water, and the air around her began to spark with gold.

Maltia made the sign of the aquila, mumbling a final prayer as the first shadows emerged from the fog.

Aerand foresaw the wall of blistering gunfire emerge from the fog long before it actually came. The expected mess of scattered, ineffective las-beams massed with bolters and stubbers. A bright burst of melta shot scoured through the mist, evaporating the water, then was gone.

Normally, a single soldier would scarcely merit such a show of power, but these were the drawbacks of putting yourself on display. Had she, as a commander, seen a single psyker kneeling before her approaching army, blazing with the light of the Astronomican itself, she would have thrown every weapon she had at them, too.

As hundreds of projectiles sped towards her undefended form, she braced herself for the inevitable wave of psychic assaults which would follow on the heels of the physical one. 

She was stretching herself dangerously thin, and that left her horribly vulnerable. The illusions around the waiting Cadian ambush as well as the energy it would require to shield herself from the oncoming barrage were a more intense exertion than she had ever attempted at once. She would have precious little ability to fend off whatever blows the Witchbringer’s own ¬psykers might throw at her afterwards, yet with the pulsing, agonising fire of the Astronomican blinding her to anything else, she felt utterly prepared for them both.

With an idle gesture, she raised one hand from her staff, focusing on a small point of space only inches before its aquila. Most of the gunfire streaming towards her would miss on its own; this was the ugly reality of long-range warfare. Her only job was to detect those shots that were true. In the span of a heartbeat hundreds of projectiles rushed past her, and she threw her mind into that single point of air.

A sudden light blazed in the mist before her, pure and golden and utterly painful to behold, as she directed all of her will into a space smaller than the size of her fist. A dozen bolts vanished into that point and emerged with barely altered trajectories. Two slugs from a heavy bolter detonated directly at the site of the psionic fulcrum, shrapnel spraying in gouts around her staff like waves crashing against a stone and speeding harmlessly around her. On their heels the white-hot blaze of a meltagun beam collided with that burning point of psychic fire. For a moment, the two flames seemed to add to one another, before dissipating into gouts of white-hot plasma, splattering in a fan into the air.

Water steamed around Aerand as she deflected the attack, the sudden warmth on her skin almost unbearable. A clever trick, a psionic fulcrum, but one not easily maintained. Her hand quivered, then fell, as she opened her eyes. 

The ball of light before her collapsed, leaving the clearing oddly dim. In that sudden shade, the steam around her dissipated, revealing a harrowing line of dark silhouettes facing her only a few dozen yards away. At their centre, a grey and rusting Baneblade destroyer turned its mega battle cannon directly towards her. Atop the vehicle, the pintle-mounted meltagun grafted onto its battered surface steamed in the cool air. 

Aerand closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer, the world greying in her vision as she neared the full extent of her energies. Then, from behind her, she heard the telltale crack of two bolt pistols as Vyse’s contingent unleashed a blistering counter-attack.

‘First Squad, fire. Second Squad, fire,’ the captain’s voice shouted. 

A dozen autocannons, half as many krak missiles, and the combined armament of five heavy Sentinels poured into the massed enemy at a range almost close enough for a melee.

Aerand collapsed into the water, the illusion around her comrades dropping with her, unnecessary now that its goal had been accomplished. As her vision flickered, she watched Traitor Guard fall by the dozens, the withering fire of synched auto¬cannons punching through aged flak armour as if it were paper. 

‘Close on the flanks!’ Lieutenant Kobald shouted over a nearby vox, above the creaking sound of sprinting Sentinels. ‘Kill that bloody Baneblade!’

Four krak missiles splashed against the Baneblade’s hull, tossing a tread loose like a cut piece of ribbon. From Aerand’s right, a pair of Sentinels crashed into the enemy line, massive footpads plunging several bodies beneath the murky water. Paired lascannons swept through the mire at their feet, eviscerating the squad of Traitor Guard grouped before them.

Aerand staggered as the warp fell nearly silent before her, lives blinking out with staggering speed. Then, almost as soon as the ambush had arrived, it ended. 

Three platoons of Traitor Guardsmen, at least, had been decimated in a few seconds of concentrated Cadian fire. The empyrean screamed with that sudden loss of life. Catching her breath, Aerand pushed herself onto her feet and stepped towards the Baneblade. As she did, she felt her connection to the warp waver, then go out. She staggered.

Behind her, a dozen Cadians rushed forward, pouring through the decimated enemy line. A pair of Maltia’s heavies popped onto the smoking Baneblade, emptying an autocannon into the top hatch until it groaned open. 

‘Nothing moving in here,’ one called from atop the vehicle.

Catching her breath, Aerand stepped away from the cloying smoke and carnage, watching the immaterium suddenly take shape again in her mind. 

Three platoons silenced, and not a single psyker among them, at least none that had put up a speck of a fight. Still, she braced herself for an impending psionic assault, as she ventured out with her exhausted senses, then recoiled. A few hundred yards away, the rest of the Witchbringer’s host was approaching. At least two hundred troopers and three dozen psykers blazing through the warp along with them.

Vyse stepped up beside her, setting a hand on her shoulder and helping her to her unsteady feet. Aerand had never seen the woman shaken before, but she felt hesitancy in Vyse’s touch, too tired to probe the emotion further.

‘We need to leave. Now,’ Aerand mumbled, her eyes swimming.

Vyse’s strong arms grasped her as she dropped to her knees. ‘I don’t need a Throne-cursed psyker to tell me that.’

CHAPTER 7

She had stood less than a dozen yards from him.

She had stood less than a dozen yards from him, and now she was at least a mile away.

The Colonel shook as rough hands tore him from the smoking carcass of his Baneblade, coughing as he pulled a respirator from his face. It had taken two plasma cutters nearly half an hour to burn through the blistered, dented armoured panels that had pinned him in the pilot’s throne. Gouts of oily smoke plumed from the dying vehicle behind him, as he pushed the sergeant away and stumbled to his feet, coughing. 

‘Gone,’ he managed eventually.

The sergeant nodded. ‘Two veteran companies are in pursuit as we speak.’

The Colonel cursed himself. Close enough that he could have put a bolt straight through her head, but the psyker was no use to him dead. ‘We should have pushed her harder.’

The sergeant simply shrugged. Such things were often clear in hindsight.

But Throne, she had been glorious.

‘She’s the one, then?’ the sergeant asked.

The Colonel managed a tired nod. He’d poured half a company and a Baneblade into her, and she’d simply brushed it all aside.

‘As powerful as her predecessor, without half the experience.’

Veterans, no matter how strong or skilled, did not face down a Baneblade in the absence of cover. 

‘The marsh priests will be pleased that you’ve found their messiah,’ the sergeant replied humourlessly. 

‘I’m sure they will.’ 

Aerand wiped a thin trickle of blood from her nose with a hand that would not stop shaking. A tremor wracked her body, pitching her forward, as the psionic bridle on her neck blunted yet another psychic attack. The branching cables rooted in the base of her skull grew suddenly hot, and she wondered, not for the first time, if the scent of burning flesh in her nose was merely an after-effect of the warp assaults being thrown at her like missiles, or true physical damage to her body from her augmetics being pushed past their mechanical limits. 

Aerand stumbled once, then righted herself, flinging a feeble counter-attack back at the unseen assailant. She was no formidable telepath to begin with, and she hardly qualified as a psyker at all in her current state, but perhaps it would make the next marsh priest hesitate.

To say she was exhausted would be almost heretical in its understatement. To say she had reached, and then burst through, her psionic and physical limits felt more accurate, although that must not have strictly been true, for she still walked under her own power, if barely. 

Beside her, Captain Vyse grunted, sloshing through dark water just over her waist. Even without the psychic burden Aerand carried, the quick march from Charity had been gruelling, but the captain showed no signs of physical fatigue. At her side, a squad of heavy troopers roamed with autocannons and lascannons trained on the rolling waves of mist behind Secundus Company. It had been nearly a mile since the last of the Witchbringer’s forces had physically harried the retreating Imperial Guard, but now was not the time to take chances.

‘I felt that one,’ Vyse said, a grimace across her face. The unseen accusation behind her words was that Aerand should have done something more to stop the psychic intrusion.

‘I imagine you did,’ the psyker responded. ‘And it might have been a hundred-fold worse.’

Aerand stumbled again as the ground rose beneath the water, looking up from her feet at the small patch of earth rising out of the murky ocean. The faintly dark hue of rockcrete marred the otherwise verdant patch of undergrowth.

‘Thank the Emperor,’ Corwyn muttered beside her, stepping up onto the disrepaired pathway. Gravel crunched beneath his sopping boots and his feet sank slightly in the muddy earth, which had already been churned by the hundred troopers who had passed before them. Not exactly a kasr parade ground, but a blessed relief after a dozen miles of unending sea.

Aerand allowed herself a sigh of relief. If they had already reached the outroads trickling towards Providence, that meant the capital city, and the relative protection of its sea wall, lay precious little distance away. 

Perhaps they would make it, after all.

As she stared forward into the mist, searching for any sign of Javax Cathedral’s dark silhouette, a searing lance of pain shot directly between her eyes. The taste of copper filled her mouth and her vision swam before she found herself on her knees in the mud. Her bridle warmed for a moment, then she felt the assault subside. It seemed their enemy realised that Secundus Company would soon become more challenging quarry and were playing their final cards. 

Rough hands pulled Aerand back onto her feet, and Vyse looked at her with a hint of concern before stifling the emotion.

‘How far away are they?’ she asked, her voice like ice. 

Aerand allowed herself a bitter chuckle in response, and spat blood into the dirt. She hardly had the energy to see the path beneath her feet, let alone the psionic signature of souls on the surface of the empyrean. If not for the tendrils of platinum embedded in her neural cortex and the psionic dampener in the cradle on her neck, she would be no more useful right now against the Witchbringer’s psykers than any of the ungifted who walked beside her.

She had pushed herself hard in the initial counter-attack against the Witchbringer’s forces, then spent every bit of will she had remaining drop by drop over the course of the last six hours. A handful of troopers lay dead in the murky waters behind them, but most of Secundus Company would have been drowned beside them if not for the unceasing vigil she had held, and both Vyse and Corwyn knew it.

A dozen minor sendings to throw false trails to their pursuers. Twice that many subtle telekinetic twists to clear corpsewood groves from their path or speed lagging troopers. And atop it all she had blunted more direct psychic assaults meant for the soldiers around her than she could keep count of, each one striking a bit harder and a bit deeper as her will began to flag.

‘She comes with us the entire way,’ Captain Vyse growled at a young trooper. ‘I don’t care if you have to carry her through the gates yourself.’

Obediently, the soldier grasped Aerand’s arm and threw it over one of his shoulders. Even as exhausted as she was, his unease at her touch was practically bright enough to burn her. Aerand allowed herself something close to a smirk. That was the closest to thanks she could expect from the captain or any of the troopers around her. 

‘Thank you,’ she allowed herself to say. Let the lad hate her if he must – let them all hate her as much as the heretics behind them – but they’d arrive in Providence alive thanks to her. And Sergeant Raniais Maltia.

A burst of las-fire echoed from the mist precious few yards away, and dark shadows flitted between the scattered twists of corpsewood groves. Vyse’s vox-bead crackled and Sergeant ¬Maltia’s voice barked something Aerand was far too exhausted to decipher. 

Emperor bless that trooper. Trailing the main body like the razor-sharp tail of a bovarc, Sergeant Maltia and her single squad of heavies had done nearly as much to save Secundus Company as Aerand herself. 

And it showed.

Slowly, the sergeant slogged out of the mist, dirt and sweat plastering her short hair to her face beneath the shadow of her battered helmet. The dark char of a deflected las-bolt streaked across the armour just over the woman’s left brow, and the chestplate of her flak armour was studded with half a dozen autopistol rounds. She limped slightly on her left leg, which oozed a thin trail of crimson into the dark water. 

There were no soldiers in all the galaxy to match Cadian shock troopers, but it appeared their enemy were no amateurs at war, either.

‘At least a company trails us,’ Maltia barked, jogging double time to catch Captain Vyse. ‘I don’t have a clue how the hell they made up that distance after we knocked them back just an hour ago.’

Vyse grunted. ‘Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they have another dozen platoons pouring in from nearby. Maybe they have transports out there that we don’t even know about. Our intelligence has always been precariously thin, and it’s next to non-existent now that the whole regiment is holed up in Providence.’

The woman cursed and cycled her autogun absent-mindedly, then spat into the water, the iridescent shimmer of residue from a cheeked stimm-lozenge drifting out in a small ring. 

‘At this point I don’t really care how many they have on our tail. Only one question that matters.’

‘Will they beat us there?’

Vyse nodded.

A glimmer of pride blossomed in Aerand. Despite the chilly reception from Secundus Company, these had been her soldiers once, and they had grown into capable leaders in her absence. She was not arrogant enough to believe that evolution had anything to do with her, but it was good to be back in the company of tacticians. 

‘Take your squad and push east with Lieutenant Nalus,’ Vyse said. ‘Tell him to hit and fall back like we’ve been doing the whole way.’

It would have been one thing for the Witchbringer’s forces to engulf them hours ago in the midst of Visage’s wilds. The outcome of that assault would have been a complete decimation of Secundus Company, isolated and alone without reinforcements for miles. But the Cadians would have made the Traitor Guard and witches pay for every single trooper’s life, and they knew it.

Better instead to pursue the Cadians doggedly for a dozen miles, then cut off the fleeing soldiers when they were exhausted and spent. If the Witchbringer’s force flanking them was allowed to eclipse Secundus Company, they merely had to stall the main body long enough for the rest of the heretic army to descend upon them like a hammer.

‘Yes, sir,’ Maltia replied. ‘We’ll do it just like on Prost. Lieutenant Archibald Nalus and Sergeant Raniais Maltia. The heroes of Visage, I can see it now.’ 

The entire manoeuvre was a gamble on their enemy’s part – move too slowly and the Witchbringer would lose his quarry altogether – but one that any self-respecting commander would gladly make. Heroism aside, when given the choice between a sure and bloody conflict or the possibility of a clean slaughter, the wise soldier always chose the latter. Heroic losses might win individual battles, but they almost inevitably lost long wars. 

‘Forget the jokes, Maltia. I don’t need any martyrs. Tell Nalus I’d rather put his troopers’ names in the supply log than the regimental honour roll. In fact, tell him that if he gets himself killed, I’ll put him in for court martial rather than a post¬humous medal. I think that should adequately convey my intent.’

‘Will do, sir,’ Sergeant Maltia replied with a smirk, then turned to limp back into the mist.

‘On second thoughts,’ Vyse called after her, ‘that goes doubly true for you, sergeant. Get yourself killed and I’ll sift through the corpses myself, just so I can put another through your skull for desertion.’

The captain turned towards Corwyn and sighed. ‘I swear to the Emperor’s boots themselves, that trooper is trying harder to get herself killed than the enemy is trying to kill her.’

Corwyn chuckled darkly and glanced towards Aerand. ‘I seem to remember a pair of young lieutenants with a similar penchant for gallantry, sir.’

Vyse frowned at the implication, and Aerand nearly opened her mouth to protest, before an uneasy energy suddenly enveloped her. 

If not for the young trooper supporting her, she might have fallen, a sudden weight in the air around her. Instantly, she threw up what paltry mental defences she retained, but found no psychic assault rising up against her. Even so, the skin on her arms rose in gooseflesh, each breath laced with the cloying flavour of burnt flesh. Rapidly, she pushed her mind out with what little psionic energy she retained. Far enough to glimpse the souls around her and the lead elements of Secundus Company moving forward through the mist.

She had not realised just how far they had fallen behind the remainder of the company, but where the Cadian vanguard should have already been nearing the outermost of Providence’s sea walls, they had instead clustered along a narrow strip of land hardly more than half a mile away. Aerand pushed her mind farther, her grip on the psychic world blurring, but found no sign of any force blocking their path. No signatures of fire-bright souls lacing the dark, misty fabric of the immaterium. 

But just beyond the cluster of Secundus Company, splitting the path between the Cadians and Providence itself, the dark surface of the warp was boiling. Aerand’s grip on the empyrean flickered and then faltered before she could see whatever was trying to emerge from that churn.

‘Move,’ she gasped, leaning heavily on the trooper beside her. ‘We need to move.’

In the distance, the first scream filtered back through the mist.

‘Was a dead man’s hand, or I’m the Arch-traitor himself,’ the trooper remarked grimly. He wore a corporal’s chevrons, though Aerand did not remember his face. ‘You know me, sergeant. I don’t spin tales.’

‘I know, Pashta,’ Corwyn mumbled, throwing an uneasy glance Captain Vyse’s way.

The woman muttered a curse under her breath. ‘You know that’s nonsense, don’t you?’

‘I know, sir,’ Pashta replied. ‘But there isn’t any other way to describe it. Trooper Inset stepped into the water, then an arm reached up and pulled him under, plain as that.’

‘And you’re certain it was a corpse’s arm?’

Pashta shrugged. ‘No, not at first. Not until another one did the same thing to Johanns. Caught part of the face of that one, desiccated and bloated. Looked like it had been under the water for the better part of the decade.’

Vyse simply grunted, but Aerand immediately thought back to the body she’d seen pinned beneath the roots of a corpsewood tree, oddly preserved by the acrid, alkaline water of Visage’s sea. If she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn that the strange, twisted plant had been feeding on some part of the corpse, like an arachnid on a captured insect. 

‘Stranger things, captain,’ she mumbled slowly, her mind struggling to keep up with new facts in its exhausted state. For the witches behind them to have truly summoned corpses from the bottom of that sea would be an act of almost unthinkable psychic power. It would be easy enough, on the other hand, for a high-strung soldier to mistake the grasping tendrils of a corpsewood tree for a limb of one of the deceased pinned beneath it. 

Aerand glanced up at the wall of white behind Corporal Pashta. If the troopers of the 900th had feared Visage’s mists before, they now held a special flavour of dread. A wall of impenetrable white vapour had coalesced between the detached remnants of Secundus Company and the settlement of Providence, at least several hundred yards wide and Throne only knew how deep. Beyond the margin of its clearly demarcated border, her vision, both physical and psionic, failed completely. 

Clearly, the mists had been summoned to delay Secundus Company’s passage. The anvil against which the Witch¬bringer’s forces would hammer them. But if the marsh priests in his ¬retinue were truly powerful enough to reanimate the dead, then why go through such a roundabout ordeal? Throne knew Aerand could no longer put up any resistance. Why not simply shatter the minds within each trooper’s skull?

‘It’s another illusion,’ she said. ‘It has to be. If they had the skill to raise corpses there would be no point in the effort. They could smite us directly with half the exertion, and I have nothing left within me to stop them.’

Vyse’s face knotted at the admission, and Corporal Pashta shrugged. For his part, the trooper was handling the situation with remarkable composure. Perhaps the fact that at least a dozen other troopers had witnessed the event had saved him the second terror of thinking himself mad.

‘Wouldn’t know anything about that, lord psyker,’ he replied. ‘But I’ve put enough heretics in the ground to tell a corpse from the living.’

With a wave of her hand, Captain Vyse dismissed the corporal. 

‘An illusion,’ Aerand repeated. ‘I promise you that.’

‘Corpse or not, two of my troopers were drowned. I’d prefer not to march the entire company into the same fate.’

As she spoke, Corwyn rose from a knee and stepped towards the seething wall of white vapour separating Secundus Company from Providence. A hundred soldiers and half a dozen Sentinels massed on a narrow strip of land just before the point where the mist thickened abruptly. The old sergeant stepped up to that border and reached his hand into the fog.

A brief look of anxiety crossed his weathered, scarred face, then one of almost surprised relief when nothing reached out of the mist to grasp him. He withdrew his arm, thick beads of dew coalescing and dripping from his gauntlet.

‘It’s wet,’ he muttered matter-of-factly. A painfully obvious assertion, perhaps, but one that any soldier immediately realised was worth stating. Providence’s walls lay less than a mile away, but it would be a miserable, cold slog through that mist, any other threats set to the side.

Aerand threw her weary mind against the barrier one final time, only to be unceremoniously pushed away. As she closed her eyes, a hundred souls blazed brightly on the fabric of the empyrean around her, the empty earth beyond them arrayed in muted, rough architecture. But past the wall of mist behind her, the world simply vanished, as if the space itself had been removed from the landscape of the empyrean, yet churned with the immaterium’s energy all the same. She shivered at the odd, disconjugate sensation. As if the space were dead to the warp, yet bursting with its energy at the same time. 

Looking in the other direction, however, provided no such obstacles. 

‘I’m not sure we have any other alternatives,’ she said.

In the distance, the scattered staccato of las-fire sprinkled the evening, growing ever closer. Three squads of Lieutenant Nalus’ heavies were leapfrogging back towards the company as they spoke, buying every precious second they could. Only a few hundred yards away, countless souls approached through the inky dark of the warp.

As Lieutenant Maltia limped into view, the Ebonwelter twins flanking her on each side, Captain Vyse surveyed the company hastily digging into the peninsula around her.

‘What’s the best way to survive an ambush?’ she muttered.

The question needed no reply, because every Cadian within earshot already knew the answer.

You simply push straight through.

Beads of salty water clung to Aerand’s skin like insects, coating her head to toe in a thin, briny film. Initially, she’d tried to wipe the rivulets from her face and keep the stinging liquid from her eyes, but she soon gave up the Sisyphean effort. Now, her eyes red and burning with salt, her mouth full of a constant trickle of alkali, she trudged forward into a cloud that seemed to be growing even thicker.

Beside her, Vyse cycled her autogun idly, as if afraid the weapon’s action would rust shut after only a few minutes in these conditions. Before her, a young trooper marked a pace count and produced a compass.

‘If we could just find the road again,’ Corwyn muttered beside her. ‘We couldn’t have been more than a mile from the outer sea wall when we entered.’

Aerand shrugged, feeling helpless. Each platoon’s own point trooper was repeating the same ritual only a few hundred yards away. Vyse had brought the whole company tight, at nearly non-existent intervals, the moment they stepped into this warp-spawned mist. A stratagem that would make them all a horribly easy target for any burst weapons if the Witchbringer drew within range, but that was a better outcome than becoming separated in the fog. 

Each time she caught her breath enough to stand steady, Aerand threw her mind out into that impenetrable white, hoping to provide something more than the point trooper’s compasses could, but she’d had no more success than the magnetic devices. At least the mist blocked the effects of the Witchbringer’s psykers as well. She had not felt her bridle absorb a single attack since setting foot within this mire.

A few yards away, a cluster of shadows approached as Lieutenant Graves and his point trooper loped into view. A red flare burned atop the young conscript’s pack, casting a flickering glow into the muted air. 

‘Hand me to an inquisitor, but I’ll be a heretic if this compass is telling true,’ Graves muttered grimly. The older officer was short and stout, and wore his uniform and rank with practised precision. Another new addition to the company since Aerand’s departure. 

A senior sergeant from a regiment they’d encountered on Prost, transplanted into the 900th when his mother regiment had been disbanded. There had been only two troopers left alive in the Cadian 490th when the 900th had absorbed them at the end of that brutal campaign. Vyse had offered them both platoons on the spot.

As if on cue, Graves’ counterpart, Lieutenant Jilsau, arrived at his side and glanced down at the wayfinder in Graves’ hand. The tall, lanky woman held her own rusted wayfinder next to his and then spat. The magnetic arrows on both devices pointed firmly ahead. 

‘Now I know that can’t be right,’ she mumbled. ‘Because we’ve walked at least two miles in this direction already.’

Vyse sighed, and removed her helmet, running a gleaming hand through her short, buzzed hair. She looked to Sergeant Corwyn for suggestions.

‘We keep going,’ he replied. ‘Not sure what else we can do. All our wayfinders, even the Sentinels’ auspexes, say we’re marching straight towards Providence. I can’t say anything other than we should be there soon.’

‘And if we already were?’ Jilsau replied. ‘What if we already walked past the whole city in this mist?’

Corwyn let out a grim chuckle, as if he had not even considered the idea. ‘It’s not that large a planet, lieutenant. If we’ve already marched past the capital city we just march a few thousand more miles, and we’ll hit it on our second go around.’

‘Aye,’ Vyse nodded. ‘Maybe with all of that walking, we’d find something on this world to make the miserable slog worth our time.’

At her words, Aerand started, recalling the vision that felt so distant to her now. Somewhere in these mists, something sinister waited, whether or not she wanted to admit it. As he turned to leave, Aerand watched the flare glimmer on the back of Graves’ point trooper’s pack. 

‘In the meantime,’ Aerand remarked, gesturing to the trooper, ‘it might not be a terrible idea to light the way.’

The first troopers disappeared only a few minutes later. By pace count, they’d put nearly three miles into the ground, trudging through brambles and uneven, marshy wetland. Vyse’s orders had gone out by word of mouth, each trooper within eyesight of the trooper behind him, and now all the soldiers of Secundus Company carried lit flares strapped to the back of their kit, flickering like torchbugs in the cloying white. Even so, Aerand could see no more than a trio of figures moving beside her until a pair of flares burst through the mist.

‘Halt the column, captain,’ Sergeant Maltia panted. The woman’s leg still oozed blood, and she looked winded for the first time in the day’s running battle. Quickly, she fell into step beside Vyse, who increased her pace, if anything.

‘Why?’ she grumbled. ‘So we can spend another eternity wandering inside this mist?’

‘You know I don’t like this any more than you do, sir. But I can’t find one of my autocannon teams.’

‘Corwyn,’ Vyse grumbled. ‘You have your sidearm handy? Go find Trooper Bantholo or whichever of Sergeant Maltia’s block-skulls figured this was his chance to desert, and offer him your laspistol or mine. I’ve had enough with ghost stories and monster tales.’

Corwyn shifted uncomfortably and looked over to Maltia.

‘It’s the Ebonwelter twins,’ she mumbled. ‘You know as well as I do that they’re hard-headed, but true. They’re also not pale. There’s not a chance they wandered off, or got lost.’

‘I didn’t hear any las-fire,’ Vyse shot back. ‘Or any returning autoweapon discharges. And I can hardly see further than the lashes in front of my own eyes, so don’t try to tell me the Witchbringer is somehow picking us off without our notice.’

‘No,’ Maltia remarked. ‘But something is.’

‘Not you, too,’ Corwyn mumbled. 

The sergeant stared at him stone-eyed. ‘First Justine, and then Pashta. The men have been seeing things, sir.’

‘Aye,’ Vyse replied coldly. ‘Faces in the mist. Just like constellations, or cloud shapes, or any other dozen natural phenomena that human minds personify when they have nothing else to occupy them.’ She looked towards Aerand. ‘Have you sensed anything, lord psyker?’

‘No,’ she replied. Nor had she sensed anything when Justine or Pashta witnessed their apparitions. Yet, her sight was far from infallible, especially now. ‘Although I’m not certain how much that means, under the circumstances.’

Vyse met her gaze questioningly.

‘It’s as if this mist is covering more than just the physical space around us.’

Before she could elaborate, another beacon materialised in the gloom. 

‘Sir,’ Lieutenant Graves barked. ‘I think you’ll want to see this.’

If she didn’t know better, Aerand would have thought the trooper had been crucified. 

She’d seen the punishment delivered only twice in her life. Once, as a young girl, when a cell of death cultists had been uprooted by the local inquisition just outside Kasr Heveron, then once as a Whiteshield when a particularly zealous commissar had sought to make an example of a deserter. Both had been painful to watch – the languishing process from bleeding to death far longer than she would have ever anticipated.

And this appeared to be no exception.

Aerand stumbled into the small ring of troopers on the heels of Captain Vyse and Lieutenant Graves. Sergeant Henderson, one of Graves’ squad leaders, ensured the wall closed again the moment they entered. 

Good man. Better the rest of the company not see this quite yet.

At the centre of the ring, a single corpsewood tree sprouted from a patch of sodden ground, amid a small depression in which a pool of dark, murky water gathered. Even without its grisly trophy, the tree sent a familiar chill down Aerand’s spine. It, like the mist around them, carried that same dual sensation of being both psychically active and inert at the same time. 

As she traced the dark roots from the murky pool, however, she quickly spotted the object that had captured Graves’ attention. Three twisting roots rose up from the mud and wound together to form a sinuous trunk. Several inches in the air, on the far side of the tree, a pair of boots hung.

‘Saints’ blood,’ Corwyn muttered, circling the trunk. ‘That’s a bloody grim ritual, even for a world as backward as this one.’

Vyse nodded as she inspected the corpse. ‘Looks like he’s been here for some time.’

The trooper bound to the corpsewood tree was already ashen and bloated. Whether the mist or merely time had caused him to decay, his skin already bore the sickly grey tone of a living thing on the edge of decomposition. His dark hair hung slick over one of his eyes, and dirty water dripped down his face in mirrored streams. His head had been positioned angling backwards, so that rain gathered in a small pool in his open, slack mouth.

‘You would think,’ Graves replied.

Vyse looked on with confusion, until Graves bumped the corpse’s arm with the muzzle of his lasgun, shifting it out of the way of the nameplate on his chest.

Monsk. One of Lieutenant Jilsau’s newest recruits.

‘Emperor save me,’ Sergeant Corwyn muttered. 

‘I checked with Jilsau already, and she grilled his squad sergeant. Sounds like no one could confirm they had seen him in the better part of an hour.’

‘How the hell did they manage to capture and then hang him without any of our troopers taking notice?’

Vyse cursed under her breath. ‘You know what that means, don’t you?’

‘Aye,’ Corwyn replied. ‘Maybe not ghost stories after all.’

Vyse shrugged. ‘Maybe not. Even worse, it means we’ve been marching in circles.’

At the revelation, a small shiver shifted down Aerand’s neck, and for the first time since entering the mist, her bridle emitted the faintest warmth. 

Subtle. So subtle. Almost too insignificant for her to notice if not for the cool mist coating the rest of her skin.

Aerand froze, and took another step towards the tree.

If Graves was correct – if this trooper really had been taken less than an hour before – then why did he look as if he had been rotting for a week?

As she moved towards the shrivelled, twisting branches of the corpsewood tree, the heat on her neck began to grow. Without warning, the familiar taste of blood and copper reached her tongue, and a whisper spoke in the back of her mind. 

‘Captain Vyse,’ she murmured, summoning what little will she had left and throwing it into the command. ‘Get a flamer. Now.’

The woman looked at her strangely for a moment, then shouted out into the mist. ‘Flamer!’

Aerand took another step.

At first, she thought Trooper Monsk had been bound to the tree. Dark, sinuous cords wrapped around his wrists and his ankles, holding him tight against its slick, black trunk. But as she neared, it became obvious that those were not cords at all, and the trooper bore no other wounds on his entire body. Aerand shivered, her bridle pulsing with heat.

A look of sudden distress crossed the faces of the soldiers around her, as they too felt – but failed to understand – the psychic forces gathering around them. 

At the back of Aerand’s mind, those whispers continued. Not a single voice, now, but a dozen. The words were still too faint to make out, but she was confident that would not remain so for long.

‘Flamer,’ she repeated, feeling sluggish. Around her, not a single trooper moved.

She was afraid to throw her mind too fully into the empyrean, not knowing what else waited in those depths. But even as she probed its edges, she could find only a glimmer where the light of the Astronomican should have blazed.

Another step. Whether by her own will or some strange gravity, she could not be certain. 

It was not cords that bound Trooper Monsk to the trunk, but the sinuous tendrils of the plant itself. They wormed their way into his skin, hundreds of them cutting into his back, slicing into his flesh. Slowly, Aerand grasped the hilt of her combat knife, and drew her blade against the first of those tendrils.

A noise like death raked through her mind the moment the steel in her hand touched that withered, black bark. Aerand stumbled, almost dropping the blade with the sudden weight of the psionic assault. 

At her neck, her bridle blazed like a coal against her skin, and she vomited twice into the mud. Before she had time to recover, she felt the slick, solid sinew of a corpsewood root grasp her wrists and pull them towards the ground at the base of the tree. With a lunge, she snapped their grasp and rose to her feet, to stare directly into Monsk’s open eyes. 

For a moment, the young soldier’s mouth opened and closed, as if the trooper were trying to speak. Despite the pool of black water pouring from his mouth, she heard his voice as clear as day.

Kill me. Kill me, please.

Stumbling backwards, Aerand drew a breath and summoned what little psionic strength she had left, a flicker of golden flame gathering around her hands. Not a single Cadian moved around her, Vyse and Corwyn transfixed by whatever voices claimed their own minds. Slowly, thin, black tendrils arose from the dirt around their feet, slithering like worms towards the entranced troopers. 

Desperate, Aerand unleashed a gout of golden flame, watching with relief as the roots withered and recoiled. The scream within her mind returned, then vanished, as a dozen more tendrils sprang from the ground. Suddenly faint, Aerand attempted to raise more flames, but found nothing but sparks at the tips of her fingers. Her vision swimming, she stumbled, raising her combat knife, before a dozen roots grasped her ankles firmly.

Slashing madly, she managed to sever a few of the bonds, but each was replaced by a dozen more. 

Suddenly, footsteps pounded to her side.

Sergeant Raniais Maltia stared dumbfounded at the scene around her, cradling a slate-grey carbine in her hands, a massive canister of promethium protruding from its underbelly.

Aerand raised a shaky hand towards the corpsewood tree, and saw realisation cross the sergeant’s face. The trooper nodded, and unleashed a terrifying gout of flame, wrapping both the tree and the accursed corpse on its branches in wave after wave of cleansing fire.

Aerand closed her eyes, the psionic shriek within her mind rising to an impossible volume, before blessedly falling silent. Minutes later, when she opened them again, the tree before her was nothing more than an ashen husk, steam rising from the earth around her in gouts. 

‘Emperor’s breath.’ Sergeant Maltia looked down on her with a satisfied grin. ‘Better?’ the sergeant asked, reaching out a hand. Somehow, impossibly, the heavy trooper appeared unshaken.

‘Better,’ Aerand managed, rising shakily to her feet.

Behind her, Vyse, Corwyn and Graves started as if awakened from a particularly vivid nightmare.

‘What the hell was that?’ Graves muttered.

Beside him, Corwyn and Vyse locked eyes with Aerand. The ageing sergeant and the captain did not need to speak to signal that they already knew precisely the cause. They had stood beside Aerand over five years ago, the first time both of them had felt such effects, facing down a Chaos sorcerer on the mountain world of Ourea. 

‘That, Lieutenant Graves,’ Aerand responded for them, ‘was the feeling of an unshielded psionic assault. And a rather diffuse, undirected one at that.’

Aerand watched with satisfaction as any doubts the lieutenant had about the protection she’d previously provided the company vanished completely. 

Vyse stepped up to stare at the charred husk of the corpsewood tree, still steaming in the misty netherlight. ‘From that?’ she muttered, almost unbelieving.

Aerand nodded. ‘Yes, but I’m not exactly certain how.’ There was no use elaborating on her suspicions until she had better evidence to back them up. But there was no question, any longer, as to the source of the attack. ‘They may be the source of the mists, as well.’ 

‘I would bet as much, lord psyker,’ Corwyn replied grimly, lifting the barrel of his lasgun and taking aim at a point just behind her.

Aerand turned, noticing a small clearing that had formed in the mist around the burnt tree. At the edges of that clearing, however, the white fog had grown even thicker, and forms began to coalesce along its edges. 

As she watched, her bridle began to warm yet again. Bipedal shapes started to rise in the mist around them. First, they were only vague homunculi woven from slightly thicker billows of fog, but they gathered form and detail with alarming speed. Slowly, a single ghost detached itself from the wall of mist, its face carved from vapour but entirely unmistakable.

‘Macharius’ tears,’ Corwyn muttered, aiming his lasgun at Trooper Monsk’s likeness. Already, the old sergeant’s eyes were beginning to glaze. In the mist, the sounds of las-fire and shouting rose.

Vyse looked over to Aerand, the first hint of fear rising in the stoic captain’s expression. 

‘Fire,’ she ordered, turning to Maltia. ‘Give me enough fire to turn this whole accursed planet to ash.’

The night glowed like the great primarch’s shrine on Sanguinala, the flickering spouts of flamers ringing Secundus Company like a moat. The company marched in ranks, condensed into a single, small block, safe for now in the shelter the cleansing flame afforded. At each corner of the formation, one of Lieutenant Nalus’ heavy troopers bore a flamer, spraying gouts of scalding promethium into the encroaching mists, holding back the myriad faces that now prowled those depths, and singeing the twisted forms of corpsewood trees as the company marched past.

While the flames afforded some blessed relief from that accursed substance, the mist itself had grown thicker at the fringes of the opening. A wall of solid white encircled the company like a gaping maw, ready to swallow the hundred troopers of Secundus Company the moment the light of their torches fell dark. 

And fall dark they would. Soon. 

A heavy flamer was an offensive weapon, designed to engulf and overwhelm any foe within seconds. The weapons, even well crafted and fastidiously maintained, were not designed for con¬tinuous defensive use. Three of the company’s flamers had shorted or run dry of promethium already, and Sergeant Maltia carried their only remaining spare, marching at Captain Vyse’s side. 

Aerand had insisted the sergeant remain with the command squad after her performance in Trooper Monsk’s accursed grove. Whatever had allowed the woman to continue functioning when the rest of the company had fallen victim to the corpsewood’s assault could prove invaluable in the inevitable chaos to come.

Beside her, Vyse wore a mask of stone, leading the march herself at a breakneck pace. Every trooper behind her knew the bitter truth of the situation – either the company reached Provi¬dence before those remaining fires died out, or they would share the same fate as the faces in the mist.

‘Ghosts,’ Corwyn muttered, marching beside Aerand. ‘I’ve seen my fair share of monsters in this world, but never thought I’d be killed by a bloody ghost.’ Despite the fatality of his statement, the sergeant grinned. It had always been his most supremely valuable quality – the ability to maintain an unshakable good humour in even the most dire of straits. Aerand had never mastered that same skill.

‘Not ghosts,’ she muttered bitterly. ‘Psionic projections. Echoes. These are not lost souls wandering, unable to find rest. They are simply the creation of some psychic entity with a memory of those poor troopers’ faces and mannerisms.’

The distinction brought little comfort, perhaps, but she had already confirmed it a dozen times. The countless shades wandering the mists around them left no more mark on the fabric of the empyrean than would an unliving mound of stone. 

‘Some psychic entity…’ Corwyn chuckled. ‘You spend five years at the scholastica psykana and you come back talking like an Adeptus Administratum curator. You mean a witch. One of the Witchbringer’s marsh priests?’

Aerand shrugged. Once again, the thought seemed ludicrous, yet she could think of no more plausible explanation. For a single psyker to manifest her will across such a space for such a long duration would require a power that she could scarcely imagine. Why waste such power on one-off murders and apparitions?

‘Perhaps. Perhaps all of them, together. Perhaps something else entirely.’

‘Something else? Like this Throne-cursed planet itself?’

Aerand paused, the thought striking a certain chord. ‘Something like that.’

Breaking ranks, she ventured to the edge of the formation, drawing up beside the Ebonwelter twins as they poured a gout of flaming promethium at a corpsewood tree as the company passed. It turned out the two troopers had not been taken, after all. Simply disoriented in the previous thick mist, but quickly able to find their way back when Captain Vyse had given orders to light up the night. The two corporals were lucky they had not been mistaken for mist corpses themselves, but Evrik and Tannius now manned two edges of the fire wall with stunning enthusiasm.

As one swept a cone of burning promethium along the company’s left flank, an uneasy grimace flitted across his face. In the wake of the flames the faces of a dozen mist corpses evaporated into steam, only to coalesce again a few seconds later. Aerand recognised none of the spectres that wandered the mists, but the effect was unnerving, nonetheless. A vivid reminder of the fate that might await them all. And despite her confidence that the spectres were not truly ghosts, she had no similar reassurances that they could not do the Cadians real harm.

Absent-mindedly, Aerand snapped her fingers, a small, golden flame gaining life within her palm. Whether the reprieve bought by the heavy troopers’ flamers or simply time was to thank for it, she could feel a flicker of power returning to her. Not enough to fully counter whatever waited in those mists, but perhaps enough to buy her comrades a moment’s respite, if need be.

Shutting her eyes, she tried, and failed, to enter the Third Meditation. The Emperor’s grace reached every corner of the galaxy, but she could not bring herself to feel it here. She settled instead for the simplest of soldier’s prayers. 

‘God-Emperor, do not let your servant die. For then she cannot dispatch any more of your enemies.’

Tannius – or Evrik – Ebonwelter heard her mutter and turned towards Aerand with a glare. She grunted, sensing a wave of suspicion rushing off the young trooper. She did not blame him. For the ungifted, one psyker was the same as any other, and a witch muttering to herself while ghosts paraded through the mists would raise any reasonable Cadian’s hackles.

‘A prayer,’ she assured him. ‘To the God-Emperor.’

The trooper nodded, but his aura did not change, and a moment later, the flamer in his hands began to sputter. Aerand cursed, doubly so. Both for the Chaos about to engulf them all, then again for the fact that anyone within earshot would forever associate that flamer’s failure with her prayer. 

‘Evrik, Tannius,’ she ordered, throwing just enough will into her voice to forestall any questions. ‘Cover down as best you can.’

As the twins assisted each other, one flamer sputtering in its death throes, the other unleashing a torrent of fire, Aerand sprinted to Vyse.

‘It’s about to get ugly, isn’t it?’ Sergeant Corwyn said, glancing over Aerand’s shoulder and assessing the situation. 

‘Very,’ she replied.

Corwyn merely grunted. ‘Was only a matter of time. We’re walking blind through the wilds, Emperor knows how far from Providence. It’s a bloody miracle we made it this far.’

‘Pull the ranks tighter. Sergeant Maltia,’ Captain Vyse ordered, a grim finality in her voice. ‘Go fill that gap. We’ll double time for as long as those flamers stay lit, then stand and fight whatever comes through afterwards. As long as we can, at least.’

Sergeant Corwyn nodded, and turned to relay her orders, but before he could, Evrik Ebonwelter’s flamer died completely, and the waiting mist rushed in through the gap.

Like a raging stream overwhelming a dam, the thick, cloying cloud burst into Secundus Company in a torrent. Aerand had thought the fog was thick before, but as the wave rushed in, it nearly knocked her off her feet, and she found her lungs suddenly heaving just to breathe with the weight of the air around her. Her eyes burned with the rush of briny mist, and she blinked away tears to reveal a world of solid white. 

A sea of faces swam in that indiscernible miasma, and a moment after the physical wave, the psionic force of the mist struck her in full. 

Aerand fell to her knees, the cables on her neck instantly white-hot, her mouth dry as bone and suddenly full of blood. Despite her bridle, thousands of voices reached her ears unbidden, a cacophony loud enough to drown out even her own thoughts.

Before her, a dozen faces formed in the mist, twisted in various stages of agony. A cold, white hand reached out and brushed against her face, a sudden chill left behind in the spectre’s wake. The marsh corpses could not touch her, but the pain brought by the psionic force of thousands of dead crying out fought to bring her low. She was trained to resist this, she was protected… but the rest of Secundus Company would fall to this attack as readily as if the spectres had cut their throats.

Finding herself, Aerand breathed, then lifted her hands and raised a ring of flame around her. Golden fire flickered to life in a bastion wall, the mist retreating with an audible scream. Another breath, and the ring collapsed then re-formed, wide enough now to shelter several others in its embrace. Two troopers lay curled in the dirt beside her, one gasping for air, while the other shook slightly, a thin stream of blood trickling from his nose. 

‘Up,’ Aerand ordered, with all the will she could manage. One soldier stood, and blinked, then reached down to help his companion rise.

Another breath, and the circle grew wider still. Vyse. Corwyn. Maltia. Bless that sergeant. Somehow the woman still stood on her feet. Maltia shook herself, and suddenly her flamer roared to life, joining Aerand’s psychic flame to force the mist back even further.

Shaking, Aerand tried to force her will farther forward, only to find the resistance increasing the larger her ring of flame grew. As if she had drawn the attention of something in that miasma, she found the exertion of holding even what she had gained suddenly almost beyond her abilities. 

‘Can you push it wider?’ a voice asked quietly beside her. 

Aerand looked up at Captain Vyse, and her haggard expression must have spoken for her. The captain stared out into the mist, where myriad faces clawed and scraped against a precariously thin wall of golden flame. 

‘You’ve done well enough, adept. I trust you’ll hold them for as long as you can.’

‘Until the last drop is spilled,’ Aerand whispered.

Vyse smiled sadly at the use of the 900th’s regimental motto. ‘Every last one,’ she replied. 

Closing her eyes, Aerand cast her mind into the empyrean, the familiar iridescent waves overlaid atop the world around her. The surface of the warp churned like the sea in a storm, being rocked by her exertions and the emotions of the living souls close by. Beyond that, however, within the waiting mists, the immaterium was shrouded by that same white veil. 

To cast such a pall, not only on the material world, but also the empyrean itself, was almost unthinkable, and Aerand shivered again at the strength of whatever lay behind that force. Desperate, she cast her mind even further, and for the first time felt something alive in those depths.

Something she recognised. 

Aerand recoiled, her mind retreating from the touch of something dark, and unmistakably ancient. Her thoughts flashed back to her vision in the warp chamber at the scholastica, the same swimming, dark force coiling in the mists around her. 

At the back of her mind, a voice attempted to speak, low and quiet, and almost unintelligible. Aerand steeled her mind and cut off its attempts, her bridle raging with the effort. 

As long as she could. That was all she had promised, but against such a force, that might be only a few breaths. 

The weight of the mists pressing down against her, Aerand felt her strength flag. At the edge of the circle, Vyse and Corwyn had gathered their few remaining troopers with Sergeant Maltia in the lead. The heavy trooper’s flamer burned at one edge of the circle, pushing back the white and forming a thin corridor before her. 

A foolhardy but valiant plan. With no other options, they were going to try to push their way forward, shielding themselves as best they could with that single remaining weapon. Aerand would assist them as much as she was able. 

Closing her eyes once again, she searched desperately for any sign of the familiar glow of the Astronomican. There was no magic in it, no additional source of power, but perhaps that beacon’s purity might allow her to find some remaining untapped power within herself. Or at the very least, when she died, overwhelmed by that darkness, she would die with the Emperor’s music in her ears. 

Within the mist, she found the faintest of glimmers. Focusing all her energy on it, she willed it to grow brighter, but found it drawing closer, instead. Desperately, she listened for any hint of the Astronomican’s familiar music, but found only the grating clamour of myriad overlapping whispers.

Aerand’s eyes flashed open. 

Only feet away, at the edge of the mists, a shrouded face hung looking out at her. Shadow and light danced across the tepid apparition, like viewing the waxy skin of a corpse beneath water. Unlike the other ephemeral ghasts, there was a permanence to this particular mist corpse. Something substantial about it in both the physical world and the world underneath.

Aerand forced her mind towards its weak empyreal anchor and felt herself unceremoniously thrown back. 

Lord psyker, a voice raged above the ghastly chorus. You should not have come here.

For a moment, something grey and cold glimmered with life where the apparition’s eyes might have been, before the fabric of the immaterium shifted beneath it. Fire coursed across Aerand’s skin as her vision blurred for the span of a moment. A shadow rose before her, looming over the apparition as if summoned. A shadow that seemed to draw her to it like gravity. In the back of her mind, the whispers only grew, and she felt herself rising slowly to her feet. 

Suddenly, the flames before her gained a new life, her paltry ring of fire erupting into a raging inferno. Golden flame coursed through the fog, pushing back the mist corpses like a charging regiment, until clear air surrounded the entire company. Rushing forward, Vyse and Corwyn roused the troopers to their feet, those well enough to stand lifting those who could not. 

The flames continued expanding, leaving charred groves of corpsewood trees in their wake, until suddenly, they reached a massive rockcrete gate, and a man in grey robes, bearing a massive corseque, standing vigil just outside it.

Aerand stumbled past Confessor Javard Libertinum, assisted by Sergeant Corwyn and a second trooper whose name she had not yet learned. The grim-faced ecclesiarch met her gaze only briefly, muttering in High Gothic as he read from a massive yellowed volume, its cover bound in human bone. In his other hand, a brilliant, sunburst-topped corseque was planted in the earth just beyond the gate’s stone foundation.

‘This is the last one,’ Sergeant Corwyn said as they passed, another trio of troopers carrying a litter at their side. 

The confessor simply grunted, then returned to his homily. At his side a pair of attendants gently wafted incense from a silver brazier. Along with thick, oily smoke and the scent of conifer needles, the faintest ripple emanated from the clergy, causing the warp itself to quiver like hot air over a flame.

And just as she had pressed back against the mists with the energy the immaterium channelled through her, so that cloud of roiling white recoiled from the confessor’s ritual, though the effort seemed to tax the man far less than it had her. The grace of the God-Emperor Himself made concrete in a way she could not hope to comprehend. For now, such holy mysteries meant precious little to her, and her mind pounded with far more urgent needs. 

Water. Sleep. Food. In that order. 

‘He’s held vigil outside the Sun Gate for the last day and a half,’ the trooper supporting her muttered to Corwyn. ‘Since the moment the mists began to surround Providence.’

Aerand sighed. Let the confessor hold his vigil until he died if he liked. Perhaps the man did not need rest, but she certainly did. 

As they passed beneath the massive arch of rockcrete sepa¬rating Providence from the wilds beyond, the sodden mess of Secundus Company came into full view. Fewer troopers than there should have been. More lying on cots than standing, it seemed. Already, Vyse prowled the small courtyard, irate, rousing those that could stand, and leaving the rest for Argos, the company’s chief medicae. The veteran trooper circled the wounded with a bioscanner and a pouch of bloodied instruments, patching what he could and rapidly dispatching the remaining casualties in the direction of the regimental chirur¬geon’s tent. 

‘What a bloody mess,’ she muttered to herself. Along a side street the company’s five remaining Sentinels groaned beneath the ministrations of their harried pilots. Secundus Company would take weeks to recover from this, if it ever managed to recover at all.

‘Aye,’ Corwyn muttered, reading the guilt written across her face. ‘And a mess I’m damned grateful to have.’ The veteran trooper fixed her with steely violet eyes. ‘I don’t even want to know the rumours that will be floating around by morning, but Vyse and I know exactly what happened out there, even if the captain is too proud to admit it. Without you there wouldn’t be a mess at all, just one hundred more faces waiting out in that mist. Would have been a shame to end up dead less than a hundred yards from Providence’s gate.’

He glanced over at the waiting row of deceased troopers, strips of cloth already bound across their eyes in the traditional Cadian fashion. A ritual that had travelled along with the 900th from Cadia herself. A final chance to be free from the sight of the roiling Eye of Terror overhead. It was a symbolic exercise only, now, and nothing more than the dim glow of cold moonlight trickled through Visage’s almost impenetrable cloud cover. But symbols were all that remained of Cadia. Symbols and the hardened troopers who continued them, and Corwyn took seriously this company sergeant’s final, most important duty to his soldiers. 

‘You’ll be all right?’ he asked, clearly anxious to leave her and attend to his duties. 

‘Yes,’ Aerand sighed, probing the man’s aura gently. There was an honesty there, refreshing as always, but beneath the sergeant’s gratitude and concern, a darker flavour waited. He might recognise that she had saved his life, but he still harboured fear and suspicion beneath that. Prudent, on his part, if painful for her. 

For the first time since arriving on Visage, she could breathe enough to notice that space. A space that had never existed when they were captain and company sergeant together. 

Now, more than ever, she longed for the presence of another gifted. One she could trust. One like the man she had been sent to find, or avenge.

‘Corwyn,’ she called after him as he turned. ‘Lord Kellipso. Did the company treat him the same way?’

‘Who?’ Corwyn asked.

‘Jarrah Kellipso,’ she repeated. The sergeant’s ears must have been ringing after the din of las-fire and autoweapons. 

Olevier Corwyn stared at her blankly, his face falling utterly expressionless. He recovered a moment later, his demeanour replaced by one of confusion. 

‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name.’

CHAPTER 8

A strange nostalgia washed over the Colonel at the sight of Providence’s walls. Strange to think that he had once commanded the guns lining them and the soldiers sheltered behind them. Even now, years later, he recognised each footing and segment of foundation and could picture the convoluted, twisting streets within.

All the easier to raze the city entirely, then.

‘You must understand,’ he said softly to the prisoner beside him. ‘I bear no ill will towards you or your comrades as individuals. Only to the idea that you, as a whole, represent.’

In the mud beside his feet, a Cadian trooper squirmed.

The young man, wearing a simple private’s rank insignia and scarcely old enough to shave, groaned slightly as the Colonel set a mud-caked boot atop his broken ribs. He leaned forward with an unfortunate crack.

‘Quiet,’ Sergeant Gross grumbled at the sudden scream.

The trooper caught his breath in shallow gasps and finally managed to give force to the words he had been mouthing for the last minute.

‘Go to hell,’ he muttered. ‘The Emperor protects.’

The sergeant raised the butt of his lasgun, but the Colonel held up a patient hand. He set his foot back into the shallow puddle of sea water that gathered over the small rise like an oil slick. 

‘I thought that once, myself, too, but I learned. The Emperor did a poor job protecting the rest of your squad.’ The Colonel knelt down and grabbed the trooper by the collar, turning his body so he had no option but to stare into the faces of the eight dead men and women lining the small rise beside him. ‘He did a poor job protecting your home world, too.’

Behind him, the crone paced like a caged animal, keeping her distance from the Colonel and his last living prisoner. He’d allowed her the first opportunity to crack the captured squad of Cadians, but after she’d driven two mad with little additional information acquired he had turned to more conventional means. Leave the witch her voices and visions and torments, he needed little more than a boot to extract information. 

At the sight of her, the man in the dirt raised a battered arm in a pitiful attempt to make the sign of the aquila.

‘Don’t mind her,’ the Colonel ordered. ‘Her petty gods care no more about you than your Emperor does. Now, show me the access chit for the service corridors.’

This was the problem with gods, whether dark or light. The Colonel did not deny their existence, only their interest in the fleeting, futile striving of their servants. Blood for the Blood God. Change for Tzeentch. But how many more martyrs lay at the feet of the God-Emperor of Mankind, however pure His motives?

Let them wage their petty wars in heaven. Let crusaders, black or light, throw their lives away on behalf of whatever deity or power they chose. Neither great movements nor their deities gave a single thought to the humans dying in agony to sustain them.

So let the gods grapple. Let them tear each other piece from piece. And perhaps in the end, there would finally be space for humans to exist in peace.

‘The Emperor…’ the man coughed, doubling over. ‘The Emperor protects.’

Throne above. He had believed such nonsense once, too, but he’d had the good sense to learn his lessons. The Colonel froze as he watched the young man reach quickly into his pocket and shove a small, silver fleck between his teeth. 

Before he could bring them together and shatter the device, a silver blade erupted from his throat. Sergeant Gross sighed, pulling his sword from the Cadian’s neck and bending down to slip the bloody chit from the man’s mouth as he coughed up red sputum. He dropped the dripping tech into the Colonel’s hand.

‘We will see if He does, I suppose, after all.’

Aerand shook like a fresh Whiteshield before battle, unable to still unsteady limbs and her swimming vision, as she pulled a small, inconspicuous package from her voidlocker. The entire container – hardly large enough to store her pair of Mars-pattern command pistols, a light breastplate of flak armour, and a few extra garments – was all she had been allowed to carry aboard the Emperor’s Grace. But among those scant and spartan belongings, the small black package now resting in her hand was by far the most powerful and the most dangerous.

Gently, she untied the thin silver cord around the bundle and unwrapped its thick, black leather casing, the soft white glow of liquid crystal suddenly suffusing the tiny room. Already, a coolness washed over her, the temperature of the air dropping several degrees. Careful not to touch the deck itself, she placed the cards of the Emperor’s Tarot on the dirt floor before her. 

‘Steady now,’ she whispered to herself, as doubts began to ambush her. The Emperor rewarded courage, not cowardice.

A casting of the Tarot was a perilous affair even under ideal circumstances, with more opportunities for failure than success. In the most benign missteps, the cards might simply fall treacher¬ously, revealing a clouded vision of the future that left their reader more lost than before they’d been laid. In the worst, the invocation of such potent psionic forces could draw any number of unwanted entities from the warp. For this reason, in the schol-astica psykana the Tarot was rarely cast by fewer than three psykers, and rare still less than two. And yet, she found herself desperate enough to try alone.

‘Besieged without and within.’ So began a prayer she’d once heard on the lips of a nameless Cadian watchman. The man had died before he’d had a chance to finish it.

An unknown force surrounded Visage. An unholy alliance of perverse and potent empyreal powers strong enough to raise echoes of the dead and several regiments’ strength of traitor militias, well trained enough to stand toe to toe with Cadian shock troopers and not immediately crumble. Within those ranks waited dozens, if not hundreds, of psykers, and Jarrah Kellipso – her mentor and the only other gifted on this world loyal to the God-Emperor – was dead, or worse. And somehow, inexplicably, no soldier of the 900th Cadian Regiment seemed to even remember that the man had ever existed.

The look of utter confusion across Sergeant Corwyn’s face hung in her mind like a poor piece of painted art. The pained juxtaposition of a mind struggling against itself would have been obvious to anyone with eyes. Aerand had stood beside Olevier Corwyn the first time she had met the primaris psyker Jarrah Kellipso, and somewhere within the folds of his brain, the man harboured years of memories of the psyker lord. Yet another, more powerful compulsion held those memories from his conscious mind. Even more worrisome, of the dozen other troopers she’d interrogated since, even under the subtle influence of her will, every one showed the same, unnatural division.

Aerand’s own mind felt far too feeble to even begin teasing apart that deeper mystery, yet she knew that sleep would not possibly come until she had at least started down that treacherous path. Slowly, she crossed her aching, cramped legs, and forced her mind into the First Meditation.

‘I turn my ears, O God-Emperor, towards the sound of your silence. That I may recognise your voice when it speaks.’

Silence. 

Not quite, unfortunately. 

After her display outside Providence’s gates, she’d had no trouble finding isolation from the remainder of the 900th Regiment. The only thing that travelled faster than a las-round was a war story, and already whispers of her exploits had circled wide enough to reach back to her. If the soldiers of the 900th had been wary of her before, most were now utterly terrified at even the sight of her.

And yet, the small hovel she had taken for her quarters provided precious little quiet. 

Outside the flimsy, corrugated steel door, the sound of artillery and mortars rang out like a drumbeat. Vyse had assured her that no attack was imminent, yet the company of Basilisks attached to the 900th was not about to take any chances. Even now, the mist-strewn wastes around Providence boiled with the surging impacts of high-explosive and incendiary shells.

Despite the constant intrusion, Aerand found the booming rhythm almost soothing. Slowly, she synched her breathing with the rise and fall of the shells, until their sound began to fade from her mind. In its place, for the first time since arriving on this planet, the subtle hint of a familiar chorus rose in her ears.

‘I turn my eyes, O God-Emperor, towards the sight of your servant, that I may see my failings and judge myself true.’

The dark, multicoloured fabric of the empyrean rolled out around her, swallowing the dim glow of her sleeping room. Outside the thin walls, souls swam like sparks from a fire, troopers and civilians milling about, making preparations for the violence to come. In the centre of that mess, a single soul glowed like a beacon, and Aerand drew her attention around herself like a mirror.

The primaris psyker had not slept in over thirty hours. She had not eaten in that time, and had scarcely drunk a sip. Her body protested with every minor movement, a dull ache suffusing all of her limbs. Sharp discomfort emanated from a dozen bruises along her shins and knees, and the skin at her wrists and ankles protested where corpsewood roots had left it lacerated. A deep gash ran along the length of her right ankle, from her desperate attempt to split those tendrils with her combat blade. With her attention fully turned to the wound, she felt the slow ooze of blood from the capillaries beneath her skin, and the faint tug of flesh already beginning to reknit. 

She was exhausted. She was desperately hungry and thirsty. She was falling apart both physically and mentally. 

In short, she was already only inches from the warp. 

Finally, content that she was as prepared for this moment as she could be, she turned her attention to a second, brighter light.

‘I turn my soul, O God-Emperor, towards the light of your grace, that I may surrender before it and burn just as brightly.’

At the centre of Providence, where Javax Cathedral towered above the city, a silver-white glow dominated the immaterium. It was not uncommon, she knew, for the Astronomican’s psionic light to be more easily sensed near places of faith. Despite that knowledge, she found herself surprised at the strength of the beacon after so long in those mists, unable to sense its signal at all. It blazed clear and true in her mind now. 

Her ears full of the Astronomican’s hymn, and its light bathing her like evening sun, Aerand turned her attention to the cards on the floor.

Seventy-eight wafers of liquid crystal lorelei glowed like souls of their own in the immaterium. 

Powerful enough to form the basis of force weapons and psychic hoods, lorelei was also subtle enough to be cast into paper-thin sheets. It was one way to produce a copy of the Emperor’s Tarot, one that had the potential for stronger readings but also invited more risk. The deck had been presented to Aerand as Ule’s parting gift. Yet the substance, psionically active as it was, could respond to any other psychic force, as well. Even to touch the deck physically risked corrupting a casting. 

‘Let me see true,’ Aerand whispered, the diviner’s simplest and most honest prayer. With a flick of her finger, the first card rose from the deck and came to rest on the dusty floor.

The Soldier, upright. The first of her cardinals. The pre-eminent figure in the casting to come. Not an unexpected archetype to appear in the midst of a warzone. In a city literally laid to siege.

A stoic figure knelt amid a field of corpses, bloodied battle armour draped across his frame. The card was painfully vague, and while the silhouetted warrior held something in his hands, she could not make out the weapon’s specific design, nor any other features of the soldier who bore it. 

Such an obscured cardinal could portend many things. Multiple individuals competing without their knowledge for a role within diverse fates to come. An intentional concealment of identity on the part of the card-bearer or another force acting on his or her behalf. Or simply an exhausted diviner who should not have attempted such a ritual alone. 

In all cases the Soldier foretold war and blood, but neither of these were revelations for a primaris psyker of the Astra Militarum. Slowly she placed the next card beside it.

The High Priest. Inverted. A more interesting character.

A breath of chilled air filled Aerand’s lungs as she inspected the casting, the first hints of hoar frost forming in the dirt around the cards. Upright, the High Priest signified nothing more than the presence of the Ecclesiarchy, and the Emperor’s Church as a player in this muddled game. Inverted, however, the card told of obscene cults or corrupted parishioners, or perhaps a confessor who held secrets of his own.

Aerand could not help but recall the look of unease she’d received from Javard Libertinum as she’d passed him on her way through the Sun Gate. As if he were less than happy to see her alive. The man robed in crimson on the card before her bore an unmistakable resemblance to the confessor, and even from this distance, she caught the faint hint of a psionic ripple in the air around the ecclesiarch’s head.

A nervous energy collected in her, and she found herself turning the third card, unbidden.

The Witch. In opposition to the Soldier. A sorcerer? A primaris psyker? Aerand herself? Jarrah Kellipso? The cards made no distinction between such subtleties. 

Aerand’s breath caught as she laid the card flat. A face twisted in agony adorned the liquid crystal wafer before her, lined with pain and age, with the sharp glow of warp lightning around it. Grey eyes bored out of the crystal at her, and she could practically hear Jarrah Kellipso’s voice in her mind.

Death and hunger and enough bitter regret to drown in. A clear enough warning, and one she’d chosen to ignore.

Her heart racing, Aerand scrambled to draw the next card. 

The final of her four cardinals fell to the dirt with an unnatural weight, as if the character had sped its own arrival on the field. The flavour of blood filled Aerand’s mouth, and her skin came to life with the raw energy of the empyrean. From around the card, frigid air erupted, crystallising beads of moisture on the damp floor and walls, Aerand’s own breaths falling suddenly in rapid clouds. 

The Beast. Upright. Major arcana. The final of her cardinals, and therefore the position which flavoured each of the others in this particular casting.

Despite the fact that she knew each card in her deck to be precisely the same dimensions as the others, that single card suddenly loomed larger than the other three on the field. A dark, twisted monstrosity seemed to swallow the entire lorelei wafer, faint hints of the iridescent, unbridled warp filling what little open space it left on the card. Even just glancing at its form, Aerand found her mind swimming, a terrible pressure behind her eyes and a burning at the base of her neck.

Whatever blinded artisan had crafted the psionic images on this deck, the psyker had seen true enough to capture this form perfectly. Aerand shivered as memories of her time in the unshielded warp returned to her, threatening to swallow her in those waters again. Somehow, that terrible shadow rising beneath her had found its way to her again in the mists just outside these walls. 

A casting was always a dangerous affair, and this one had clearly gone on long enough. Deep below her, she felt the empyrean swirl.

The Soldier in opposition to the Witch. The High Priest, inverted, in opposition to the Beast. No clear vision of either the present or the future, and too many possible alignments for any to ring true. Did the Soldier and High Priest conspire together against the Witch? Did the Witch stand opposed to the Beast or beside it? A darker thought filled her mind at the memory of Jarrah Kellipso. Had all three – the Soldier, the High Priest, the Beast – conspired together to effect his demise?

With a sigh, Aerand lifted her palm from her knee, but found that none of the tarot on the field moved with it. She swallowed as a flurry of cards erupted from the deck, unbidden. 

The Sword falling atop the Soldier, spinning slowly without finding a steady position. A warrior assailed on all sides, unsure where to direct his violence. 

The Candle beneath the High Priest, flame reaching out beyond the borders of the liquid crystal to lick the edges of the card above it. Illumination. Supplication. Purifying fire. 

The Blind Seer, between the Witch and the Beast. Linking the two cards, or standing between them?

Vision swimming, Aerand watched another card rise from the deck, hovering just above the centre of the field. At the back of her mind, the song of the Astronomican warred with a choir of whispering voices she had no desire to entertain. Her breath fell in thick white gouts, as ice hardened along the walls of her small, austere shelter, and the field before her wobbled in front of her eyes. The final card of the casting slammed into the dirt with enough force to scatter the others. A sudden will assailed her from the card itself. The will to turn over. The will to be seen. 

Aye, she was a Blind Seer, indeed, and an utter fool. This casting had gone on long enough, and any tarot card with such a desire to be seen was not a portent that could be easily trusted. Before the card could reveal itself, Aerand slammed her hand atop it, the sudden physical connection of her skin scattering the psionic energy swirling around the deck.

She took the lorelei wafer, unseen, and tucked it into the folds of her robe.

Her dreams were haunted, as always, without the double-edged respite of poor sleep. Normally, her nightmares were cut mercifully short by the frequent wakings of a pressured mind and fragile body, but tonight exhaustion gripped her whole. 

As a child, before being granted her own white-striped conscript’s helm, she’d been too young to stand her own vigil on the barren moors of Cadia, where young troopers either learned to survive or died. Yet, by the time she had emerged from her own ritual a decade later on another world after she’d lost her own, cast into the savage wastes of Bellarus Prime to survive forty days in those frigid wilds alone, she’d learned the lesson painfully well.

On such a world, a soldier had three hours to find shelter. Three days to find water. Three weeks to find food. And only as long to find a weapon as the enemy was willing to give her. 

Of all a soldier’s true necessities, however, shelter and sleep always came first.

On Lincress, she’d gone thirty-nine hours without a drop of water. On Ourea, all of Secundus Company had eaten nothing but a single crate of nafar biscuits for a week. But keep any soldier awake for much more than a day – no matter how many stimms you pumped into their muscles, or how gruelling the duty you forced them to endure – and you would find their flesh simply did not comply. Even worse, when that body did finally fail, it would fail harder for each effort made to keep it awake unnaturally.

So, despite visions even more unsettling than usual, Aerand did not leave that miserable little room until the sun had set and nearly risen again. Unfortunately, the dawn brought precious little clarity.

The Soldier in opposition to the Witch. 

The 900th Regiment, as a whole? One trooper in particular? Opposed to the Witchbringer? To Kellipso? To Aerand herself?

The Tarot, like all forms of divination, was a fickle, hungry beast at the best of times. She had no doubt the cards’ message would be painfully clear in retrospect, but at the moment they did nothing other than cloud the way forward. Even so, there was one combination of those actors who needed no divination to reveal their animus.

Major Absalom Restripa strode atop the narrow sea wall with an arrogance visible from the shallow ocean below. How a man could stuff so much pride within such a small vessel was beyond even a primaris psyker’s knowledge, and yet she wished that the weight of that ego would pull the man directly over the wall and hold him beneath the turbid water below.

The major had exchanged his traditional dress uniform for a drab green suit of flak armour more appropriate for combat. His favoured laspistol was strapped to the front of his breastplate, and a well-oiled lasgun hung across his back. His helmet dangled from a strap over his left shoulder, as he knelt to inspect a heavy bolter position being erected along the sea wall’s outer contour. 

From the other shoulder of his armour, a silver rod sprouted several feet over his head, carrying a crimson pennant which fluttered in the slight breeze. Two golden pillars ensconced on a field of crimson, a golden skull suspended between them mounted on an aquila’s wings. There was nothing unique in the heraldry of the 900th Cadian Regiment, other than the numerals emblazoned in white beneath Cadia’s common seal. 

As she drew closer, a hundred small tears became visible in the ancient banner, patched by generations of honest, but unskilled hands. Like any of the few surviving orphaned Cadian regiments, the 900th’s colours had been carried from the home world itself, and while Major Restripa’s shock troopers were well practised at mending uniforms and rucksacks, none could claim skill as fine tailors or craftsmen, or anything other than soldiers. The tattered fabric was faded almost beyond recognition, and while the damage did nothing to add to the colours’ legibility, it was only fitting to represent troopers every bit as scarred.

While it remained widespread among the storied regiments of the Astra Militarum, the practice of a standard bearer carrying the regimental colours into battle had fallen away for the 900th on the dispersed, isolated world of Ourea. Only once in that entire, brutal campaign had the whole regiment fought together in one place. And at that point, there were few enough troopers remaining in the 900th to waste even a single set of hands holding a flag.

The fact that Restripa had resurrected the custom, after a fashion, would have been almost laudable if it were not such a startlingly easy way for the regiment’s commander to make himself an easy target for their enemy.

‘Major,’ Aerand said, drawing to attention a few paces from her kneeling commander. 

Restripa looked up briefly, then returned his attention to the gun mount. One of Kobald’s Sentinel pilots knelt beside him trying without success to coax a plasma welder into acceding to his will. The 900th had lost more than just rituals on Ourea, and Kobald’s pilots were the closest thing the regiment possessed to an enginseer on this forsaken world absent the Adeptus Mechanicus’ presence.

‘Adept,’ he replied coolly. ‘I trust you’ve rested well.’

For a moment, the aura around the man glimmered with a hint of something akin to fear, before he masked it with condescension. No doubt, Vyse had already filed a report on the action en route from Charity, and if it would not buy her Restripa’s respect, she would have to be content with her commander’s discomfort. 

‘Yes,’ she lied, pushing back against the insinuation. ‘A need for sleep is one crucial weakness I still hold in common with the human members of your regiment.’

Restripa glanced up, confused, until he remembered his comment in their last conversation. ‘Regrettably,’ he mumbled, then shooed Kobald’s pilot away. The trooper rushed off to the next gun emplacement a dozen yards further along the wall. 

Restripa sighed once the trooper was out of earshot, and turned to face the world outside Providence’s walls. Aerand took that as an invitation and drew up beside him.

The sky over Providence hung dark and heavy, but at the centre of the city, just over the vicious peaks and crenellations of the towering Javax Cathedral, the sky cleared enough to make out the twinkling of stars. Three dull moons hung over the city like orbiting voidcraft, each trailing the other like a passing flotilla. On another world, in another life, she might have been glad for the blanket of grey covering this forsaken planet, for even though she had not seen its obscene violet glow in decades, the memory of the Ocularis Terribus still spoiled her ability to appreciate the beauty of any night-time sky. Those memories held special dread for her now that she had stood within the roiling sea of the warp’s raw Chaos which had lain within that Eye, and knew what utter madness it contained. 

For his part, Major Restripa appeared just as disquieted by the sudden, unnatural break in the clouds. He trained his violet gaze, instead, on the mist-strewn wilds that lay beneath. 

Despite the cathedral’s imposition over the town itself, the Ecclesiarchy’s power appeared to extend little further than Providence’s walls. Thick white mist gathered in billowing waves a few hundred yards from the inner sea wall, a narrow firebreak holding those hidden depths from the city. In that mess, beyond the dawn gate, a faint lightening of the horizon was waking, but there would be no true sunrise on this world.

A beautiful, if disquieting vantage point. And a besieged commander’s greatest fear.

‘Captain Vyse,’ he began slowly, ‘said you gave an honourable account of yourself on the road from Charity.’

Aerand’s grimace softened slightly. It wasn’t quite an admission of thanks from the major, but it was the closest she was likely to receive. 

‘By the Emperor’s grace, I did all I could.’

Restripa’s head turned at the remark.

‘I may be nearly a heretic in your mind, sir. But I assure you I am far from one in my own regard. My devotion to the God-Emperor is every bit as strong as it was the day before I discovered my gifts.’

The major was quiet for some time. ‘I think nothing of the sort.’

Restripa turned and strode several paces down the sea wall. A trail of fog curled over the moth-eaten rockcrete on a gust of sudden wind, beading along the edges of the man’s armour and dripping down the banner pole mounted on his back. 

Aye, he could be painfully stubborn and proud, and he deserved every drop of ire directed at him, but he had earned a right to those colours every bit as much as she had. 

For a moment, she saw him not as her commander but simply as a fellow soldier. One who had risen through the ranks meteor¬ically and – arrogance aside – must recognise he lacked the experience to match his rank. How would she have felt if, only months after assuming her own command of Secundus Company, one of its former officers had returned as a witch in her midst? How strong would her own desire be to protect her soldiers from that possible danger?

They’d had their differences, but his disdain of her was rooted in something far deeper.

‘You merely believe me to be dangerous.’

Restripa nodded. ‘As our enemies have recently discovered. And do you blame me? After what I’ve seen? After what every soldier in this regiment has? We lie besieged by witches on a planet that breeds them like insects. What kind of commander would I be if I wasn’t wary of one more?’

‘I am not–’

‘A witch?’ Restripa cut her off. ‘But aren’t you, adept? I know little of psyker lords, and even less of true sorcerers and heretics, but each time I look at you, I see the same haunted void in your gaze that appears in the eyes of the stricken and possessed. Does the power you wield not stem from that same unholy darkness?’

Aerand paused. Despite the accusation, there was wisdom in those words. ‘I am not one to assign blame, I was going to say.’

For the most fleeting of moments, the major’s face softened, and she caught a glimpse of the young corporal she had once commanded. Then, as quickly as it had vanished, his commander’s mask returned.

‘I have no need for your pity, adept.’ 

‘Nor I for yours.’

‘Then pity aside, a request. Captain Vyse told me you were able to scry the Witchbringer’s forces while they were still at a distance. Could you do the same now?’

As the major spoke, a low humming rose in the air, followed by a series of concussions along the eastern wall a few hundred yards away. Rockcrete and metal reinforcing struts toppled in chunks from the sea wall as a trio of mortars struck the makeshift battlements directly. 

In response, a massive shell ripped out from the Earthshaker cannon mounted on the Basilisk in the courtyard below. The tracked vehicle shook with the sudden recoil of the steeply angled shot, a small plume of smoke erupting from its main gun. The sky whistled for a painfully long interval, as the shell rose through the dark clouds and then crashed back to the earth. Even at a distance, the sudden light of the high-explosive round was visible as a dim orange flash through the obscuring mists. 

However impressive the display, there was little chance the round had found its unseen target in that mire.

Restripa did not flinch at either impact. ‘There have been a few dozen such attacks since sunrise, and I can do little more than fire blindly back into those clouds. You know how this story ends, adept. We are surrounded by a force of unknown strength on a world whose citizens hardly tolerate our presence. No vessels orbit overhead, and even if they did, what use could I make of orbital support on a planet invisible from the sky? 

‘Six months ago, the situation was unfavourable. Three months ago it was dire. But now the very air and bones of Visage itself seem to have allied with our enemies, who have proven more capable than I could have ever expected.’

Restripa turned to survey the line of troopers rushing towards the damaged section of sea wall to recover the mounted heavy bolter, which now teetered dangerously close to the ledge. ‘There are few soldiers in the galaxy that could match this regiment in even combat. But I fear even we are out of our depth.’

For a moment, a flush of spite washed over Aerand. To have been dismissed so suddenly, then called upon only in a time of desperate need. But as her eyes rose again to the flickering colours mounted on Restripa’s back, she pushed any personal grudges aside.

‘I will do what I can,’ she replied. ‘For them.’

Restripa nodded, and began to march slowly towards the damaged section of wall. ‘Perhaps I was too rash, adept. It seems we may find use for a psyker after all.’

At his words, a strange foreboding struck Aerand. Something in the tone of which he inflected that word set her mind alight. She had asked a dozen troopers this question already, and had no reason to expect a different response. Even still, she called out after Restripa.

‘Major. Your last psyker, Jarrah Kellipso. What happened to him?’

The small sense of shame she felt at using her will to compel a response from her commanding officer vanished instantly as Restripa turned. For a brief second, a horrible contradiction split the man’s expression, his mouth beginning to speak, while his eyes struggled against her psionic compulsion. 

‘I-I-I’m sorry. I can’t say I’ve ever heard that name.’

The correct response – the same words as Sergeant Corwyn, and every other trooper she’d asked about her former mentor – but delivered incorrectly. As Restripa walked away, she cast her mind gently towards him, and felt the guilt dripping from the man like this accursed world’s never-ending rain. 

‘Volunteers,’ Lieutenant Nalus barked from across the courtyard, walking towards the cluster of heavy troopers circled beneath a makeshift canopy. Two of the lieutenant’s heavy teams sat resting and cleaning weapons while the other half of their platoon manned positions on the wall. Nalus’ sergeants had managed to commandeer a local vendor’s market stall for the moment, a few sheets of corrugated, rusting metal making an admirable attempt at keeping out the rain. A small fire blazed in a steel drum at one corner of the shelter, and several of Lieutenant Graves’ troopers huddled tightly beside it. A pile of rations and bullets, and a small copper flask lay on the damp, packed dirt floor in the centre of their circle.

‘You all know what that means,’ the trooper across from Sergeant Raniais Maltia grumbled.

Evrik Ebonwelter nodded. ‘Aye. Us heavies are about to get pissed on again.’

‘How do you figure?’

Evrik’s twin brother, Tannius, replied in an identical tone, ‘No one asks for volunteers for an easy mission. And that’s the only thing they’d trust you and Lieutenant Graves’ platoon with, Garb.’ 

A grin twitched across Maltia’s face, as a cluster of dice flashed into the air and landed in the centre of the ring.

There were precious few things you could count on from a trooper of the Astra Militarum. She would fire true when commanded. She would charge bravely when allowed. She would die honourably when required to. And she would gamble away every possession she touched the moment you gave her the opportunity.

As the cluster of dice struck the earth, six hands shot out from the circle of waiting troopers, each clasping one of the handcrafted game pieces in place.

‘Like as not, it’s probably something to do with that damned primaris witch,’ Corporal Garb muttered, his hand covering a small eight-sided die formed from a milled piece of the main strut of a Chimera chassis and dotted with diodes from some ancient, dismembered machine.

‘If so,’ Maltia replied, ‘she’d best hope you’re better at shooting that lasgun than you are at playing rivets.’

Rivets was a time-honoured Cadian tradition, rumoured to be nearly as old as the lasgun itself. While apocryphally named for the construction materials of the game’s first playing pieces, modern rivets dice were constructed of anything solid enough to survive in a flak-armour pouch. Fashioning their own die was one of the first non-essential functions every Cadian White¬shield completed. 

The game, like the profession of its players, was simple and fast. Bets were placed, then the dice were cast in the air, each player securing another player’s die the moment it struck the ground. Slowly, each of the six slid their captured die towards their body, lifting their hand gently to eye the number beneath, while keeping careful watch to ensure their opponents did not manipulate the face on their own game piece.

Garb grunted, and the sergeant beside him smirked slightly, his thumb toying with the edge of the die beneath his palm.

‘Don’t know what you’re smiling about, Henderson,’ Maltia called, pointing an accusing finger towards his hand. ‘I doubt you’re any better than your trooper at either bluffing or shooting.’

Each eight-sided die was handcrafted with the numbers on each face arranged in a unique, random order, in an attempt to subvert opponents’ ability to subtly shift their game piece, and favour, without looking. But cheating was not only allowed in rivets, it was actively encouraged – provided the player was subtle enough not to be caught.

‘Still don’t trust her,’ Garb mumbled. ‘She’s practically a witch.’ Another clatter of belongings entered the circle, as each player weighed their own hidden showing against the odds.

‘A witch who saved all our lives,’ Sergeant Maltia replied.

‘This time.’ Garb shrugged. ‘But who’s to say it’s not her we’ll need saving from next? And all that proves is that she’s more dangerous than whatever else was following us back from Charity.’

‘Volunteers,’ Lieutenant Nalus barked again, reaching the circle. As if summoned by their words, a robed figure stepped out from behind him. Maltia felt a thin tickle of gooseflesh along her back.

‘Lord psyker needs them. Major Restripa’s orders. If I don’t get any volunteers, I’m more than happy to just start choosing names.’

Glancing beneath her palm at a die showing a six, Sergeant Raniais Maltia eyed the squad sergeant seated across from her. ‘What do you say, Henderson? I took half your squad’s belongings already. Why don’t I give you a chance to win them back?’

She shoved a small trove of bullets, coins and rations into the centre of the circle. 

‘All other players out. Just you and me. If I’m high, you take your squad as volunteers with the lord psyker. If I’m low, then third squad and me will volunteer, and you sorry suckers get your losings back.’

A flurry of whispers darted between Sergeant Henderson’s soldiers before the stocky trooper simply nodded. Behind him, Lieutenant Nalus shook his head, but even he knew better than to interfere in the almost-sacred ritual of chance.

‘A true wager,’ the hooded figure beside the lieutenant remarked. ‘Best of luck to you both.’

At the sound of the psyker’s voice directly behind him, Sergeant Henderson winced, his fingers instinctively gripping the dirt in discomfort. They spread just enough for Maltia to spot the number atop his die before he quickly concealed it again.

Six to six. A deadman’s wager.

‘Show ’em.’

There was a subtle flick of the psyker’s wrist the moment before Sergeant Henderson uncovered his die, which now lay in the dirt showing a seven. Confusion crossed Sergeant Henderson’s face, and the psyker smirked slightly beneath her cowl.

Whatever she was now, Captain Aerand had been a true Cadian soldier once. She knew the rules of this game as well as anyone else.

But she was out of practice. 

Sergeant Maltia pulled her hand from her die, now suddenly displaying an eight to Henderson’s seven. An audible groan escaped the troopers of Henderson’s squad.

‘Keep your luck, lord psyker,’ Sergeant Maltia said, raking in another pile of winnings. ‘I’ve never found much use for it, myself.’

Eagerly, her heavy troopers pounced on the pile of loot, adding strings of autocannon rounds and spare blades to their already exuberant loadouts. With a grumble, Henderson’s squad rose to their feet, donning their flak armour and helmets.

‘Give us five minutes to stow all this gear, Henderson, and we’ll join your sorry souls out there in the rain,’ Maltia called, grabbing the small copper flask from the winnings. She sniffed at the amber liquid within and took a small swig. ‘What, lord psyker?’ she asked, turning to face Aerand. ‘You didn’t think us the type to say no to a fight, did you? Especially now that we’ve got enough bullets and liquor to enjoy it properly.’

CHAPTER 9

Dark water swirled in putrid currents around the Colonel’s sodden boots, drifting towards the walls of the city ahead. For centuries, those relentless waters had inexorably undermined the unmaintained foundations of Visage’s ancient capital, hunks of rockcrete bearing adamantium reinforcements crumbling along the ancient sea wall like shed skin. Leave a city – or a planet – in disrepair long enough and it eventually turned back to nothing but dust. 

Tonight those walls would fail completely.

Thick white fog surrounded the clearing in which the Colonel stood alone, a ring of clear air eaten out from the storm wall around him like a bite out of some terrestrial cloud. Above, the bright discs of Visage’s triplet moons occupied the fringes of that clearing, drawn slowly together over the silhouette of the city. There they trembled, like shivering torch lamps, their orbits forced into alignment for only this night.

His disdain for the marsh priests with whom his movement had united was no secret among his Dorean inner circle, but there were times the psykers’ power could not be denied. To perform such an unthinkable feat would strain even the fabled Adeptus Mechanicus’ arts to the extreme. He tried to put out from his mind the terrible cost of such power.

‘You could have stopped this,’ he whispered softly into the night. ‘You could have stopped all of this if you had only willed it.’

Behind him, a cruel voice crackled in the night. ‘Your Corpse-Emperor cannot hear you, Dorean. Just as He could not hear the screams of the child He took from you.’

The Colonel simply grunted in reply. Even after all this time, he disagreed. 

The crone bent slowly towards the water with her twisted back, dipping blood-clotted arms into the foul mire. How many of her witches had died tonight to fuel her depraved magicks? How many of them had been no older than the girl, when the Emperor had taken her from him?

The Colonel stared at the dark silhouette of Javax ¬Cathedral, his last memory of the child an image of her being led in ¬shackles through those accursed doors. He should have led a mutiny the moment the black-robed preachers seized her. He should have known what was going to happen next.

And after they burned her…

After they burned her, he should have levelled their city, instead of simply fleeing out into the wastes. 

But he had been soft then. Naive. He had still carried too much faith along with him.

He had faith in precious little, now. Only that he would watch that accursed temple fall, and that the God-Emperor of Mankind would hear his every word when he cursed the Golden Throne over its ruins.

‘I am a fool in man’s clothes,’ Sergeant Henderson muttered, crawling over a block of crumbling rockcrete at the base of Providence’s southern wall. He slipped back into the briny water on the other side, lasgun raised overhead as the murky sea rose to his shoulders, sloshing just high enough to cover the brass chevrons inlaid on his battle-scarred pauldrons.

‘Wet clothes, more specifically,’ Maltia called back with an impudent grin. ‘But I won’t make the argument that you aren’t a fool.’

Aerand moved between two groups of troopers, Maltia and her three heavies leading the detachment with Henderson and his eleven rifles at her rear. Under the scant cover of evening, they made their way through the debris field along the base of Providence’s southern sea wall, interwoven with a patchwork of shoddily constructed wooden hovels and walkways suspended over the ocean on rickety stilts. 

‘They call this the Skirts,’ Maltia said, watching her eye the precarious buildings. ‘Narrow strip between the city’s outer sea wall and the inner dyke. It’s been good for little more than an esplanade since the outer wall failed decades ago, but it’s also the only shelter for miles for those too poor, or too unwelcome, to be tolerated inside.’ 

Aerand grunted a reply, distracted.

Overhead, the troopers of Primus and Tertius companies were hard at work by the light of red helmet-lumens, lugging gun mounts and sandbags up the poorly kept wall to create a series of improvised battlements. But despite the sheen of sweat on their brows, none of those faces looked down on the troopers in the water with envy. With the coming of evening, the haze around Providence had grown thicker, contracting around the city like a hungry noose. Now, only a few dozen yards from the wall, those billowing clouds teemed with countless ethereal forms and the inhuman, bodiless voices of the dead.

‘Stand ready. It’s beginning already. Again,’ she mumbled towards the sergeant.

Toting her own laspistols overhead to keep them from the corrosive currents, Aerand fingered the single tarot card tucked against her chest. With the wafer of lorelei brushing against her skin, a faint warmth emanated from the card itself. The secret to the Tarot was that its players wanted to be seen. But she would deny this portent a little while longer. 

Jarrah Kellipso was missing or dead, and Major Restripa alone among the soldiers of the 900th seemed to know why. He had lied to her on the sea wall, she would stake her life on it. And it seemed, then, that only two possibilities remained. Either Kellipso had vanished naturally, and the major sought to obscure the circumstances of that disappearance, or the major had arranged for the primaris psyker’s departure himself. She could imagine -precious few motivations he might have for such an act, and none of them were forgivable.

‘Mist’s getting closer, sergeant,’ Tannius Ebonwelter called, nervously tapping the barrel of his flamer. 

‘I’ve got eyes, trooper,’ Sergeant Maltia replied without a hint of alarm. 

Somewhere in that unbreachable white, a ritual was beginning. Aerand had felt the first echoes of it on the wall with Major Restripa. And now, as the mists warred against whatever unseen forces emanated from Javax Cathedral to shelter the city, it appeared the darkness outside the walls was winning. 

‘It’s almost like the damned fog’s breathing,’ Evrik replied. ‘It’ll be on us in full, soon.’

Indeed, with starts and retreats, like the inhale and exhale of breath, those cloying white mists marched ever closer to the wall. With them, a tide of morbid, long-deceased faces, and mad, unintelligible whispers grew ever closer at hand as Aerand felt the warp reach out towards her mind.

‘Then we’ll burn them back again,’ Maltia replied. ‘Just like we did last time.’

Evrik nodded dumbly, but appeared unrelieved.

Each trooper in this formation had stood within those clouds unshielded and knew first-hand the frenetic draw of that unthinkable madness. And it showed. There was no trooper in the 900th that could be rightly called a coward, but it was clear that none of them savoured the thought of repeating that experience. 

Except, perhaps, for Sergeant Raniais Maltia. 

As she crawled atop a small outcropping of stone, all but her boots rising dripping from the murky, sodden water, the sergeant’s face was set in its resident smirk, as if the palpable enmity leaking from the very air around them did nothing to touch her unshakable resolve. Thoughtfully, Aerand reached into the empyrean, confirming once more that a dim flame flickered on that ephemeral fabric directly where the sergeant stood.

Even rarer among the human species than the mutations that led to the formation of individuals capable of consciously controlling the warp’s power were the opposing null genes that rendered their bearers utterly immune to the empyrean’s effects. Aerand had spent more than enough time in the presence of those who possessed the pariah gene during her two voyages on those accursed Black Ships. And after feeling the horrible, unnatural presence of even remote proximity to a true psychic blank, she had no doubt she would never forget the experience. 

There were, of course, subtler forms of that same unnatural deviation, which rendered their bearers disconnected in lesser degrees from the warp, but she felt no such aura around Sergeant Maltia, simply an utter and unshakeable lack of fear. One that Aerand could not explain. 

Ahead, a row of tiny, dilapidated shacks rose from the water on stilts, hugging the rockcrete of the sea wall like forest creatures sheltering beneath a tree. 

‘Storm’s coming,’ Sergeant Maltia remarked after making eye contact with a young man inside one of the shelters. ‘You’ll be wanting to find yourself inside the walls when it does.’

The gaunt man shivered beneath a muddy blanket but made no reply, his arms lined with the telltale pockmarks of sedative addiction. As she passed, Aerand caught a flicker of heat from her bridle, as the man’s mind reached out, unbidden, towards her own. 

‘They’ll bring you nothing but more pain,’ Aerand whispered sadly. ‘There is no salvation for you within those mists, only madness.’

The man made no reply, only curled around himself more tightly, the voices from the mist undoubtedly filling his mind. This was the psyker’s fate, after all. Isolation and madness. Perhaps he viewed the risk of death to come as a blessed relief rather than a danger.

Aerand’s hand fell again to the card at her chest, and she whispered a silent prayer of thanks. If not for men like Lord Prefector Ule and Jarrah Kellipso, those haunted, empty eyes might have very well been her own.

‘I swear, this water is getting higher,’ Trooper Bantholo called back, crossing beneath a rickety scaffold on a narrow wood plank. ‘Remind me exactly why we’re traipsing through mud and piss out here when there’s a perfectly good wall only a few yards away?’

Sergeant Maltia looked down at the turbid ocean beneath her, now scarcely inches from the rotting planks under her boots. ‘Because that wall isn’t going to mean much for long.’

Aerand’s premonition had been brief, but explicit, as she stood atop the breakwater beside Major Restripa earlier in the evening. A dark sea. Three red moons. A city swallowed by the ocean. For his part, Restripa had not seemed entirely surprised at her interpretation or their enemy’s stratagem, only the fact that the Witchbringer believed his marsh priests capable of executing it. 

Dark water now sloshed atop the planks of the Skirts, washing decades of debris and detritus into the shallow sea. With every moment, the mists around Providence drew closer, and those persistent waters continued to rise. 

Providence had survived for five thousand years by keeping Visage’s relentless ocean at bay, but decades of disrepair had left the city’s defences against the sea almost as brittle as its defences against opposing troops, and its walls, no matter how impressive, were not impermeable. Buried deep beneath the city, a series of enormous, ancient bilge pumps laboured endlessly to remove the water which crept through cracks and pockets in the ancient sea wall. But without any Adeptus Mechanicus presence in nearly a decade to minister to the massive, ancient machines, it would take precious little to flood the city entirely. 

Overhead, the clouds broke for a precious moment, as Aerand shuffled between two leaning, shadowed buildings. The light of the triplet moons filtered down through the array of rotting, moss-draped scaffolding that made up the Skirts. 

‘It’s unnatural,’ one of Henderson’s troopers muttered, looking up at the sky.

‘Unholy,’ Trooper Bantholo replied, shaking his head and touching the small silver figure of Saint Crassus around his neck.

Once in a millennium, the random orbits of Visage’s three moons would bring each of the celestial bodies into alignment at once. Despite their small individual size, the combined gravity of all three moons could pull massive swells of water to a specific point on the planet. Tonight, the three sisters lay only inches apart, directly over Providence.

The savants of the Departmento Munitorum had predicted no such event for the next hundred years.

Aerand closed her eyes and gripped her force staff, casting her mind into the deep fog that now lay only a few hundred yards away. The weapon in her hands practically shook from the sheer ambient psychic power flickering through the night. Within the darkness of Visage’s mists, hundreds of individual coals glimmered, the psychically attuned minds of the Witchbringer’s psykers engaging in deep communion with the warp. 

‘Turn left,’ Aerand called to Maltia, turning down a narrow corridor. The toppled debris of a former storefront obscured the path ahead. One of Sergeant Henderson’s troopers strode past, his boots splashing through the thin film of ocean water now covering the rough-planked boardwalks. The orange-red light of Visage’s triplet moons shone off the mirror-dark surface with almost distressing brightness, bathing the entire night in a fire-like glow. The trooper stepped, his boot falling suddenly through an unseen gap in the rotten floorboard, but Aerand grabbed his arm before he plunged beneath the water.

‘Careful,’ she muttered. ‘Treacherous footing tonight.’

The trooper muttered an unintelligible thanks, but shook off her grasp as quickly as he could manage. Sergeant Maltia strode past him, no such unsteadiness to her stride, and clapped him on the shoulder.

‘Not much farther, Garb,’ she called, nodding at the solid wall of mist only feet away. 

Swirling, pale droplets swallowed the Skirts entirely beyond this point, faint shapes rising and then falling from their surface. Maltia paused and signalled back to her heavies in battle sign. Trooper Bantholo stacked against a plank wall behind her, while the Ebonwelter twins faced them across the narrow way. 

With a motion of his hands, Sergeant Henderson’s squad followed suit, twelve lasguns prepped and trained on the swirling gloom ahead. Slowly, Aerand strode through the corridor of flesh and steel, until she stood face to face with the tangled wall of white. 

Hundreds of witches raged within those swirling billows, their souls bright enough to be seen in the empyrean even through the mist’s unnatural veil. Truth be told, she had sensed the psykers’ burgeoning power long before her premonition had shown her the intent of their foul ritual. For a single psyker to manipulate a moon was an utterly unthinkable task. For even a thousand acting in concert to do so was madness, something she would have thought impossible. Until tonight.

Nine clusters of flame burned through the empyrean surrounding the besieged city of Providence. Nine. The number of madness. The number of the twisted, fickle sorcerer-god. A bitter wheel surrounded the entrapped city, threads from each of those rungs reaching to the moons overhead. To pull against that wheel was utterly beyond Aerand, but break a single spoke and the wheel would fall apart. 

Major Restripa had wanted her to bring a whole company, but two hundred soldiers stood no chance of hiding, even in these mists. 

Sixteen, though. Sixteen shock troopers and one psyker…

Opening her eyes, Aerand stared straight into the wall of white, a face coalescing directly across from her within that utterly colourless void.

‘Stay close,’ she called to the troopers behind her, her voice dripping with the iron grip of her will. ‘And once we find them, you burn everything, living or otherwise.’

Casually, she raised her staff and split the mist corpse before her in two, a ring of golden flame lacing her steps as she walked into the fog.

‘You’re not afraid, are you?’ the hooded woman asked her.

Raniais Maltia had been scarcely eight years old the first time she’d witnessed the effects of Chaos. The daughter of a veteran of the wars of the Eye, she had seen the scars it left on her father long before anyone else. Perhaps because she had never met the man before he returned home from the Cadian Gate. Perhaps because she was only a child, and still understood a child’s fear of the dark. 

She remembered blessed little of her time in that small hab in Kasr Breck, other than the brisk bite of the wind streaming off the Rossvar Mountains. The roll of the grey ocean. The violet light of the Eye overhead. And the feel of her father’s fists against her ribs with his breath reeking of amasec. Too many soldiers beat their partners. Too many fathers beat their children. She knew enough of the galaxy to recognise that now, and to know that not every coward who struck a child had been broken by the warp.

Yet, she would never forget the day she returned from the game fields to find the man who had sired her in a pool of his own blood, his service lasgun hanging limply in a lifeless hand. The note beside his body had described the things he’d seen while at war – the memories he’d tried, and failed, to conquer – and even mention of those horrors had made her mind reel.

She had done, of course, what any God-Emperor-fearing Cadian child would have done, and after her father’s blasphemous letter was burned, she hailed a passing arbitrator, who offered to bring her to the doors of the schola progenium. 

She had declined. Many of those who entered the schola progenium became clerks and priests. Not all became heroes. The Emperor had enough paper-pushers already. Instead, she took her father’s lasgun and reported to the barracks of his regiment. To fulfil the duty of the Maltia who had forsaken his. 

Her regiment had been spared the Fall. Or deprived the honour of it. They’d been in transit from a distant expeditionary world called Perth when their home world had vanished into the warp. But in four years as an aide to the regimental commander of the Cadian 490th, she had crossed six times into the fringes of the Cicatrix Maledictum. On three of those expeditions, she had ¬carried the regiment’s colours herself. On the battered, warp-touched fringe worlds of the Cadian Sector, she had seen more heretics and possessed than she’d known sane men in her life. 

And for a horrible moment, she understood that draw.

At twelve years old, she had seen the same terrible shadow creep into the face of the commander who had raised her as his own. And so, after the commissar had ended his heresy, and that of half the officer corps of the regiment, she had vowed to herself that she would never suffer to see that same look upon the face of another person she loved. That she would take their life at the first hint of that terrible madness.

So, no. She was not afraid. She had learned long ago that Chaos died just as soon as it was brought into the light.

Lord Psyker Glavia Aerand, formerly Captain Glavia Aerand, looked towards her awaiting a response, a thoughtful expression stretched across the psyker’s gaunt face. Within the shadow of her cowl, the dark circles beneath her violet eyes appeared even deeper, her paper-thin skin stretched enough to see the crimson vessels coursing beneath it like roads on a map. 

The primaris psyker’s face wore a pained expression of its own, and the mark of the warp was clear enough across her. A thin wall of golden flame streamed out from the woman’s staff, encircling the small contingent of Cadian troopers in a living bastion of fire.

Raniais Maltia stared deeply at that face once again, her fingers drumming against the cool barrel of her flamer. Despite the fact that the woman beside her wielded the warp as a weapon, despite the fact that her soul clearly swam in those unholy waters, there was no hint of perversion in her eyes. Only the haunted clarity of a woman who had seen the same things Maltia herself had.

‘No, lord psyker,’ she replied. ‘I’m not afraid. This darkness burns just the same as any other.’

Down. Down. Always down. The stink of Chaos, like water, somehow seemed to find its way deep beneath the earth into tiny, subterranean spaces.

Aerand cursed to herself as she pushed a thin wall of flame before her through the labyrinthine maze of tunnels. They had wasted precious time searching half blinded in the mists for the small port entrances to the maintenance tunnels that serviced the ancient bilge pumps beneath Providence’s inner sea wall. Aerand was no engineer, but even she knew that only the hubris of the tech-priesthood could have allowed them to construct such important devices so deep beneath the sea they battled back. And despite centuries of Herculean efforts, those bilge pumps were slowly losing the war.

By the best reports Confessor Libertinum could provide, only three of the city’s original dozen bilge halls still functioned, and of their current condition, almost nothing was known. The chambers had been left to their own for good reason. The claustrophobic tunnels which began within the wall itself careened downwards at a series of obscene angles and unreasonable slopes, clearly designed for creatures with mechanical limbs, and steel hearts.

‘Watch your footing,’ Sergeant Maltia called through the vox-bead in her ear, the glow of her helmet-lumen flashing white against the mists that obscured their path even this far below Visage’s surface. Aerand lowered herself through a narrow opening in the floor behind the sergeant, a small cascade of turbid, dark water splashing over her arms and head as she did. She spat the taste of salt and metal from her mouth.

Another corridor, nearly identical to the level above, stretched out before her, sloping slightly downwards with a small stream of water pooling at its centre. From those frigid depths, the unholy scraping sounds of metal limbs on stones rang out, accompanied by the deep echoes of inhuman machine-speech.

‘Damned tech-priests,’ Maltia muttered. ‘Stay close and stay ready.’

As she passed a small alcove, the sergeant stopped, her lumen falling upon the alien, unnatural form of a mindless servitor twisted almost beyond recognition by the endless modifications the Adeptus Mechanicus imposed on its cybernetic servants. The caustic waters of Visage had claimed the creature long ago, its torso and legs pinned within a crumbling corridor and covered in a layer of moth-eaten rust. There was no head or face on the creature at all, merely an articulated stalk bearing a single augmetic ocular extending from its chest, coiled with sparking wires and cables dripping thick, dark fluid. The crimson light of its lone eye flickered dimly in the darkness, and a single one of its four hydraulic arms twitched rhythmically in a briny pool.

‘It was protecting something,’ Aerand called, reaching out to nudge the broken machine with her boot. 

Beneath the servitor’s shattered body, a second small machine was sheltered, saved from the collapse of the corridor by the dying Mechanicus servant. The small centrifugal bilge pump emitted an unsettling hum, dark water pouring into its ravenous maw and vanishing into the system of convoluted piping buried into the walls around it.

Even in death, the servitor had accomplished its purpose. 

‘Aye,’ Maltia replied. ‘Valour I might even respect, if not for the thought that the moment those machines fail, we’ll find ourselves drowning in these depths.’ 

Aerand reached out, probing the broken servitor gently with her mind, but found nothing on the empyrean where its shattered form lay. All around her, however, the warp was buzzing with life.

Near, she signalled in Cadian battle sign. A vox-bead, while convenient, was not a necessary crutch for practised Cadian soldiers. 

Ahead, the floor of the tunnel began to level, dark water pooling in shallow puddles on the floor. In this direction, the deep, thrumming heartbeat of the wall’s great bilge hall grew from a quiet drumming to a shaking rhythm that could not be ignored. With each heave of those ancient, mechanical beasts, the water coating the floor seemed to withdraw, then return, like breath.

Aerand cast her mind forward more forcefully, risking exposure but counting on the fact that any witches in the enemy party would be fully engaged in whatever rite had brought them here. Within a massive chamber surrounded by heaving, mechanical giants, nineteen marsh priests stood amidst at least two platoons of Traitor Guardsmen. Ten plus nine. The number in itself was unsettling, although perhaps less so than the simple fact that there were more psykers in the room before her than troopers in her whole detachment.

Aerand threw back the hand signal for platoon strength twice, then pointed to herself and signalled another platoon. 

Sergeants Maltia and Henderson gave her a questioning expression, then echoed the sign back to her.

She nodded grimly. Almost a full platoon of psykers alone. 

‘I will do my best to hold the witches at bay,’ she said into her vox-bead. ‘Tell your troopers to give me space and keep their guns off my back, but beyond that I leave any specific tactics to you.’

A brief nod from Maltia, then a flurry of battle sign between her and Henderson. Suddenly, sixteen Cadians disappeared into the network of branching tunnels and massive pillars around them. As Aerand strode forward, the flickering blue werelight of warp energy scintillated beyond the edge of the mists.

Within the centre of the massive bilge hall, the Witch¬bringer’s marsh priests had cast their own barrier against the fog. It was useful to know that the traitor forces themselves were not immune to the Chaos they summoned. The witches, clad in drab brown and grey natural-fibre tunics, encircled a tangle of adamantium and steel larger than even Aerand had imagined. Despite the reprieve from the mists, the ancient bilge pump stretched high enough that the top of its structure was lost in the shadowy recessed ceiling of the chamber. Its two promethean pistons rose and fell in a slow but steady heartbeat, as they had for centuries.

Such a structure could not be easily undone, as the telltale scars of flamers and krak missiles along its massive tubing showed. Despite the tech-priesthood’s retreat from the planet, the artefacts they left had been built to last, and it would take more than petty, hand-carried weapons to stop a labour that had been ongoing for half a millennium.

That ancient giant, however, no matter how resilient, was not truly immune to time, and the dark stains of corrosion lined its frame like scars on a veteran soldier’s skin. As Aerand watched, that oxidation crawled across the bilge pump with visible speed. Her neck prickled with the strength of the warp energy emanating from the psykers surrounding the structure. The pump was immune to most physical, and even psionic, insults they could muster, but all things gave way to time in the end. 

Maltia and Henderson’s troopers moved at the fringes of those unholy mists, courageous despite their fear, using the maddening phantoms that circled within as cover for their movement. A faint ring of flame encircled each of the soldiers, as Aerand split her will sixteen different ways. A chorus of mad whispers beckoned at her back, taunting her to let those flames flicker away.

Slowly, she closed her eyes and drew a deep breath, then finally gave in to the urging.

Dropping her wards around her troopers, Aerand threw the full strength of her will against the single marsh priest who had devoted herself to keeping the mists at bay. The witch shrieked and then crumbled as Aerand shattered her mind, and ghosts swept through the chamber like a bitter wind, sixteen Cadian shock troopers rushing in on their heels. 

Aerand was not certain which of the two were more worthy of fear. 

Suddenly, the subterranean chamber echoed like a chancel with the cacophony of lasguns, autocannons and human screams. On the plane of the empyrean, a dozen traitor souls suddenly evaporated as sixteen professional killers stalked the mists beside her. 

In the milky currents, a drab grey form rushed past her, Sergeant Henderson visible just long enough for her to watch him unload an entire power pack into a squad of Traitor Guardsmen forming up a few dozen yards away. With a sickly shift, the sergeant’s practised movements took on a halting, unnatural cadence as he stumbled, then fell awkwardly to his knees. Clawing at his own throat, the trooper looked towards her, violet eyes meeting her own for only a moment, as a bubbling pool of blood began to pour from his mouth.

The bridle on her neck flashed white-hot.

Aerand threw her mind back against the psionic assault, then scoured the immaterium for the brightest soul she could locate. Across the chamber, just beside the massive bilge pump, a small inferno blazed with an unholy blue light.

+Come now, child,+ a voice boomed in her mind. +We cannot all be blinded by stealing our sight.+

Throwing a wall of hasty wards into the chamber before her, Aerand drew a laspistol and rushed towards the invading voice, her boots splashing through the shallow pools of offcast water, quickly turning red in the frenzied melee. Las-rounds scattered through the dim world around her, brilliant white bursts slicing through the fog like starfire. As they tore through the ¬wavering forms of mist corpses, the faces of the dead simply parted, then re-formed around them.

A few feet behind her, another Cadian dropped in the mire. A sudden splash, then a gasp, then silence. 

Before her, a trio of silhouettes appeared, and she felt a sudden heaviness in her limbs as she tried to step towards them. With no corpsewood trees to enact their dark will, the trio of marsh priests resorted to more traditional psychic compulsion. 

Stop.

Rest.

Sleep.

Three voices rose above the chattering of Visage’s dead, as three frail figures emerged from the fog before her. A thin woman, clad in furs, hair white and wispy like loam despite her young age, flanked on both sides by young men of similar proportions, each bearing a nearly identical face. Aerand shook the triplets’ will with the assistance of her bridle, now a lance of white-hot fire along her neck, and planted her force staff in the bloody water at her feet.

+Burn.+

Confusion dripped from the witches at such an unreasonable, impossible command, before gouts of golden flame erupted from the floor beneath their feet. A trio of las-bolts ended their screams.

Diving into a tangle of shrouded shapes, Aerand raised her staff to counter the oncoming thrust of a crude bayonet affixed to a rusted lasgun. It was a reasonable attack from a well-trained trooper. Despite their heresy, she could not fault her enemy on technique. But the trooper, no matter how well trained, was no Cadian, and she had learned to parry bayonet thrusts nearly as soon as she could walk. 

Hooking the lasgun’s barrel with the silver aquila mounted atop her staff, Aerand stepped inside the impending discharge and drove her pistol into the Traitor Guardsman’s left axilla, just at the crease between his flak plate and pauldron. She pulled the trigger, and the man crumbled onto the damp floor beside a Cadian trooper pinned beneath a hulking ogryn.

Sergeant Maltia looked up with an expression of panic. The trooper had managed to wrestle a crude club crafted from a length of solid pipe out of the hands of the hulking mass of a woman atop her. From the two dead Cadians beside her, however, it appeared she had not been alone in the task. 

+Wait,+ Aerand called as the sinew-laced giant raised an impossibly large hand over Maltia’s throat. The ogryn paused for only a moment before Aerand’s staff followed her words.

The tapered base of her force staff sank into the woman’s barrel chest, piercing only muscle, and the las-bolt into her thigh that followed the strike did little more than cause the ogryn to roar. Despite Aerand’s will, the mutant threw her back, before Maltia managed to raise a fallen lasgun in the moment of reprieve. A rain of blistering las-fire tore through the ogryn. 

The sounds of ranged weapons faded from the room as the Cadians and Traitor Guard drew close enough for melee, replaced by the din of metal on metal and flesh against flesh. Above that sound, the whispering jabber of mist corpses continued, surpassed only by the thrumming heartbeat of the bilge pump, which had taken on an unnatural, straining sound.

‘With us,’ Aerand called to anyone who might listen, voice dripping with the remainder of her will. 

Aerand and Maltia limped towards the bilge hall’s centre, a small cluster of souls blazing ahead in the mist. Six marsh priests and a full squad of Traitor Guardsmen remained huddled against the bilge pump, completely ignoring the chaotic melee unfolding in the chamber. 

Two armoured forms burst through the white fog to join them. For their part, the Ebonwelter twins didn’t stop to ask questions, nor did they seem particularly perturbed by Aerand’s sudden psionic imposition on their minds. Maltia’s heavies were nothing if not excellent soldiers, but the autocannon-toting veterans had long since gained a reputation for following orders with precious little thought of their own. For such a trooper, the difference between psionic compulsion and a sergeant barking commands might not have truly been so large.

+Flanks,+ she ordered, and Evrik and Tannius split instantly to ten-yard spacing, perfectly executing the manoeuvre without question or confusion. As their presences drifted towards the cluster of souls surrounding the bilge pump, Aerand felt the bridle on her neck grow warm. For a moment, a dozen faces appeared in the mist before her, speaking nonsense into the din of the battle.

She pressed through, and into a small, quiet clearing, a massive tangle of steel and adamantium shadowing a small cluster of robed figures like a looming primarch. Las-fire met her the moment she stepped from the mist, followed by the crack of a heavy stubber. Sergeant Maltia dropped to a knee, pouring las-fire back at two teams of Traitor Guardsmen massed behind the scant cover of the twisting pipes, which stretched from the enormous machine like metal veins. Between them, a ring of marsh priests chanted.

Aerand raised her staff, and a Traitor Guardsman erupted in a plume of brilliant golden flame even as the Ebonwelter twins loosed paired autocannons against the waiting party. Another trio of Guardsmen dropped, followed by the inhuman scream of a marsh priest as her light snuffed out from the immaterium. The sudden absence of a presence so bright caused Aerand’s mind to briefly spin, a throbbing scar left on the warp where the witch’s soul had previously stood. 

As Aerand sprinted towards the five remaining psykers, a sudden weight buffeted her to the side. She toppled, her bridle searing across her skull.

+Things with claws get treated like pests,+ that same, crooning voice boomed. One of those five remaining psykers was a powerful telepath, indeed.

Raising her own mental defences, Aerand lashed back half-heartedly, throwing barriers between the witch and Maltia’s ¬heavies, as well. A psyker’s mind split three ways was less than a third as powerful, but without the drumming suppressive fire of the heavy troopers’ weapons, the Traitor Guardsmen would take her life even before the witch could.

With what little psychic reserve she had left, Aerand cast her mind forward among the small cell of psykers sitting at the base of the bilge pump a few yards away. Four remaining marsh priests and the crone who led them circled a tiny tangle of steel. At first, she took the small mess of wire and tubing to be a mechanical device of its own, before she saw the runes painted in blood along its surface.

A simulacrum. Old magic. Unsophisticated, but effective. When an object itself was too complex, or too large, to be easily manipulated by a psyker directly, it could be easier to concentrate efforts on a smaller, simpler replica of that thing. And while the human mind perceived a difference between such linked objects, the empyrean did not. Aerand watched as the sheen of greenish-red rust crept across the small metal model, matched moments later by corrosion on the surface of the bilge pump’s titanic twin. 

As las-fire continued bouncing between Maltia, the Ebonwelter twins and the few remaining Guard flanking the marsh priests, a terrible groan filled the air. For a moment, the floor beneath the bilge chamber heaved, as some massive mechanism in the ancient machine roared in protest and then gave way. Without warning, pipes the size of a grown man’s trunk burst against the sudden, unexpected onslaught of pressure, the resulting shrapnel shredding half a squad of Traitor Guardsmen.

Aerand pushed herself to her feet before that same psychic weight buffeted her again. This time, prepared, she cast it to the side. Her laspistol rang, and a pair of witches dropped from the accursed circle. 

But too late. 

Another mechanical screech escaped from the bilge pump before her, as dark, salty water began to pool at her feet. Aerand threw her mind against the three remaining witches, feeling their efforts falter for a moment before another presence intervened.

+Time devours us all,+ the crone chattered. +Against that there is no reprieve.+

Even without speech, the woman’s voice was scattered and dishevelled, laced with the telltale pressure of a mind drinking too deeply from the warp. With a grunt, Aerand dropped her wards around her comrades and threw her will directly against the crone.

The woman faltered, before her three remaining marsh priests rushed to her aid and the bilge pump began to shake. Another pipe burst beside the colossal machine, as the foundations of the sea wall itself began to shiver. 

The pump was lost, that much was clear now, and Aerand pushed herself onto her feet as muddy water rose to her knees. How many million tons of ocean waited to swallow them whole? How heavy did the weight of this entire world press on the monstrous relic of metal and gearwork before her? 

For the pump to fail was one thing – the ensuing flood¬waters would turn most of the inner city into swamp – but if the marsh priests before her continued their work, the massive construction might very well explode beneath the sudden weight of an entire planet’s sea. She had no doubt the whole sea wall would collapse along with it, and there was no telling what devastation that would wreak.

Aerand lifted her laspistol, a single shot driving directly through the hooded figure at the head of the circle. The witch laughed, the round vanishing into the growing shadow gather-ing around her.

+Yes, child. The sea. The sea covers all in the end. Can’t you hear? Don’t you recognise the faces floating in these mists?+

The crone’s voice came even faster now – more pressured. The signs of a psyker on the very edge of true madness. On the surface of the immaterium, the woman’s flame suddenly flared a sickly black.

Aerand rose to her feet as the first convulsion seized the crone, a gout of dark water pouring from her mouth. The skin along the woman’s frail arms rippled. Black roots suddenly burst from the witch, impaling the three psykers at her side and the few remaining Traitor Guardsmen beside the bilge pump. Greedily, the tendrils began drinking the bloody water pouring from the ancient machine, the scintillating peristalsis of some obscene mechanism coursing down their length with each ravenous gulp.

Like a pit of snakes, seething, monstrous appendages suddenly coursed along the floor from the witch, rushing towards Aerand. She raised a wall of fire and drove them back.

Why do you fight us? a voice raged in her mind, the crone’s tenor nearly lost beneath a sudden chorus of morbid voices. The sea claims all in the end.

Beside her, the souls of the Ebonwelter twins dimmed, both troopers collapsing to the ground covering their ears. Shivering, Raniais Maltia dropped to her knees.

Desperately, Aerand threw her mind against the terrible, dark scar emerging on the surface of the empyrean, the bilge pump groaning as a dozen obscene roots coursed into its body through the open pipes arrayed around its base. As the crone continued her dark metamorphosis, the mists themselves drew closer around her, the macabre faces of mist corpses circling like eager spectators.

Don’t you recognise their faces? the thing before her asked again. The crone’s face rippled, replaced suddenly by that of a rotted, bloated corpse. Don’t you recognise Visage’s dead? Don’t be afraid, child. The sea does not forget her own. 

Aerand diverted a fraction of her will from her efforts to hold the bilge pump together, and another gout of flame rushed towards the monster before her. The thing that had once been the Witch¬bringer’s crone laughed, a root rising from the ground to split Aerand’s attack harmlessly. And with her will distracted for even a fraction of a moment, Aerand felt the bilge pump screech yet again.

+Come,+ she called, desperately. +Anyone. Now.+ 

The warp rippled, the combined force of the crone and Aerand’s will ringing out like waves atop troubled water. And beneath that churn, a shadow rose.

Around the monstrous perversion between her and the bilge pump, the mists suddenly coalesced. Beside the crone, a second figure stood. White face. White flesh. Rippling white robes. And eyes of a steely, haunted grey.

I warned you. 

A whisper in the back of Aerand’s mind. For a moment, her will faltered, then was steeled, but before she could look again at the figure, the bright white glow of las-fire burst from the mist.

Slowly, with staggering, pained movements, Sergeant ¬Raniais Maltia rose to her feet. Blood was splattered across the woman’s face and streamed in crimson gouts from a trio of deep wounds along her left side. Still she advanced, straight towards the monster emerging before her, wielding a lasgun in each of her hands.

Two streams of white fire poured from the weapons, pummelling the twisted remnants of the crone. The creature screeched for a moment, before its cry became laced with an equal measure of glee as it saw its assailant was a simple ungifted.

Stop, the creature ordered. Turn your weapon on your companions, then on yourself.

For a terrible moment, Sergeant Maltia slowed, her lasguns falling silent and drifting towards the Ebonwelter twins, who cowered in the rising pool of water on the floor.

Aerand threw her mind against the crone’s compulsion, adding her will to the sergeant’s own. The fact that Maltia had not immediately complied with the daemon’s order was almost impossible to believe, but no untrained human mind could maintain such resistance for long.

In Aerand’s ears, the sound of the Astronomican swelled, and she threw the full brunt of that terrible, beautiful music directly towards the sergeant’s mind.

Maltia blinked. The sergeant’s lasguns roared to life, two streams of white-hot fire boring into the Chaotic obscenity crawling its way loose from the crone’s failing body. 

Stop, the creature roared again, but with its will broken once, the sergeant paid no heed. Undaunted, Maltia strode towards the monster, until she pressed both her weapons directly into what remained of the crone’s twisted, cracked chest. 

Aerand split the rippling, Chaotic wards around the abomination as Sergeant Maltia’s lasguns roared, ripping entirely through the creature. A horrifying shriek emerged from the obscenity, followed by an equally terrible silence. As its myriad appendages writhed and shrivelled in the rising water, Maltia bent over the woman to whisper in her ear.

‘I have stood against more terrible monsters than you.’

The sudden weight of the crone’s psionic presence vanished from Aerand’s shoulders, so disorienting that she found herself vomiting into dark water nearly up to her waist. Unhindered now, she threw a wall of flame out around her, pushing the mists back to the edges of the room. 

Slowly, Sergeant Maltia lifted the Ebonwelter twins to their feet and threw their arms around each other, since neither were fully able to stand on their own. On the other side of the room, Trooper Bantholo and two of Henderson’s troopers stumbled towards the groaning bilge pump.

‘Out. Now. Bantholo, take point,’ Sergeant Maltia ordered, passing by Aerand with the slightest of smirks. ‘The boy might have nothing but voidspace in his brain, but he’s got a nose for direction. I swear he could have been a navigator, if there had been anything in his head at all.’

Aerand simply nodded, the levity lost on her, and stepped towards the twisted remnants of the crone, slumped against the rusted base of the ancient bilge pump.

The dark flame within that shell of flesh was quickly fading, but a flicker of the crone’s soul still remained. The woman’s eyes hung open, half glazed in the slow process of death. She blinked as Aerand stepped up beside her, then coughed a thin plume of oily bile and blood. 

‘The Witchbringer,’ Aerand demanded. ‘Where is he? If he wants a war, I will give him one myself.’

A look of confusion passed across the crone’s dying face, then a horrible cackle from a void-dark maw. ‘The Colonel? That crusty fool? We do not worship a man, you ignorant child. The Witchbringer. The sea. They claim all, in the end.’

The ramblings of a dying madwoman.

Aerand pressed her laspistol against the crone’s forehead. 

CHAPTER 10

The Colonel felt the crone’s departure. Or rather, he alone did not.

Around him, the night breathed a palpable sigh in the sudden absence of the mad witch. On the knoll behind him four of her marsh priests collapsed, blood pouring from their eyes and ears, convulsing in a mess of wretched little tremors. Those witches still standing appeared suddenly burdened, as if holding the weight of the moons overhead for the first time.

He looked up and watched the satellites shiver.

‘Dead,’ he cursed. There was no other reasonable explanation. The crone had met her match, and the Cadian psyker had dispatched her.

The Colonel turned from the city, back towards his command tent. If he had learned one thing in decades of command, it was that wars were determined mostly by failures and the ways in which armies responded to them.

The Doreans would charge the wall, then. Or undermine it. Or engage in any of a dozen other stratagems that had not even occurred to him yet. But they would take the primaris psyker in the bitter end, even if it cost him every life, including his own.

As the Colonel departed, a rough hand stopped him, and he turned to face Sergeant Gross. 

‘The crone is dead,’ the man confirmed, a hint of pleasure in his expression. None of his Doreans had borne any love for the witch. ‘But she did not fail,’ the sergeant continued. With an outstretched hand he touched the point of his longsword to a stone on the ground. The silver blade quivered slightly in the moonlight.

The Colonel paused.

Another ripple. Subtle, but undeniable.

Then the earth heaved beneath his boots as something cracked behind him, and a stretch of sea wall nearly a mile long disappeared into the sea. Water rushed past the Colonel in a hungry torrent, sweeping shivering witches off their feet beside troopers of the Dorean 19th. Overhead, Visage’s moons drifted slowly apart, the weight of the surging ocean too much for the ¬psykers who remained. 

But that mattered not, now. Their task had been accomplished.

Through the rent in the wall, the sea came to Providence. 

‘The Witchbringer is not a man.’

Aerand strode into the cupola and dropped an ancient, stained volume into the middle of the hololithic display that dominated Javax Cathedral’s most isolated, private room.

‘Emperor’s bones,’ Major Restripa shouted. The pixelated, ghostly blue light of the hololithic model of Providence scattered as the tome descended, then re-formed, a dark square in the centre of the viewfield. ‘What the hell is the meaning of this?’

Beside him, the company commanders of the 900th Regiment each reacted in nearly identical fashion. Of the six officers gathered at the small, round table, only Lieutenant Kobald responded with anything other than pure frustration. The small grin on the Sentinel pilot’s face only doubled when the robed figure across the table practically spat a mouthful of dark wine into the air. Those droplets floated in a mist across the hololithic image, like a blood-red fog descending on Visage’s capital city. As fitting an omen as Aerand had ever seen.

‘I warned you not to return to this place,’ Confessor Javard Libertinum growled. The massive, robed man stirred on his chair of dark polished wood, the ghastly cherub atop its backrest fluttering away at the sudden commotion. Libertinum looked over his shoulder towards the arching doorway, where two of his preachers had stood vigil only moments ago. 

Aerand had done no harm to either man, and they would soon discover that the voice which had summoned them down the hallway was nothing but a figment in their minds.

‘I go wherever the God-Emperor commands,’ Aerand replied, staring out of the panoramic armaglass window that encircled the entire rotunda. From atop Providence’s only building of import, the damage already caused by the loss of the ancient bilge pump was painfully clear.

The hololithic chart around which Visage’s principals gathered showed the city as it had stood several days ago. On that display, three companies of Cadian infantry marked even intervals along the city’s inner wall, with a dozen Basilisks encircling a perimeter less than half as wide. Two squadrons of Sentinel walkers roved across the translucent display, drifting like predatory fish to support a roving picket just beyond the inner sea wall. 

A strong defence. A textbook defence. And one that was certain to shatter almost instantly at the first enemy assault. Because what the map at the centre of the table did not show was the raging sea pouring in through Providence’s sea wall, claiming more of the capital every hour.

Less than a quarter of the inner city remained above that salty mess, and the few sections of the city not entirely submerged now resembled the outskirts more than anything else. After only three days without the aid of millennia-old engineering, the city outside the window looked little different from the rest of the planet. Scattered patches of high ground rose just above the water’s edge, those buildings whose foundations had not already toppled in the sudden mire emerging like corpsewood trees from the mess. 

Kobald’s armourers – the closest the regiment possessed to engineers or savants – had already ruled out any chance of repairing or replacing the dead bilge pumps or the sea wall itself. And while they seemed confident that the water would rise little further, even a few more feet would be enough to drown every inch of the city aside from the single, central hill atop which Javax Cathedral stood.

The rifles of Captain Ulrich’s Primaris Company had already been pulled back from the wall and were desperately encircling any depot or building of import with crudely packed sandbags full of dripping mud, accompanied by two platoons of Captain Havas’ artillery, who had been forced to abandon their Earthshaker cannons to the sea when the bilge pump initially died. A squadron of Kobald’s Sentinels had tried to rescue one of the artillery pieces, only to see it drag two of his walkers into the mud.

It was clear to Aerand, even without access to the constant reports streaming in from squad and platoon leaders to this room, that Providence’s defence could handle little more than a stiff wind at the moment, much less a full assault from an organised force with more than a regiment of trained troopers and an untold number of psychic irregulars. 

The only blessing in all this was that their enemy had somehow failed to notice that fact.

At the head of the table, Captain Vyse sighed, running a muddy hand through damp hair. Every commander at the table looked similarly dirtied and exhausted. Other than frequent, but brief, battle councils in this chamber, the officers had been slogging through that same mess with their soldiers. If Vyse had slept more than three hours in as many days, Aerand would have been willing to decry the Emperor Himself.

‘Speak your piece, Aerand, if the major will allow it. You’ve interrupted already, and Captain Havas should thank you for stopping the nonsense that was coming out of his mouth. I doubt anything you have to say could possibly be less helpful.’

The burly artillery captain glowered at Vyse, but didn’t reply. Inwardly, Aerand thanked the captain for the opening, turning towards Major Restripa.

‘What are you waiting for?’ the major asked crossly. ‘You didn’t ask my permission to enter this council or to open your mouth the first time, so I’m not sure why you want it now. Be brief, then be quiet. And hope to the God-Emperor that when you’re finished I don’t believe you’ve wasted our time. With the confessor’s permission, of course,’ he offered.

Across the table, Libertinum fumed, but nodded. While the officers of the 900th were technically his guests in this cathedral, there was a reason they outnumbered him six to one. Whatever power the Ecclesiarchy had once wielded over Providence had shattered along with the city’s wall. 

This was now a world under martial law.

Aerand did her best to bury her satisfaction at the confessor’s uncomfortable accession, and stepped up to the hololithic table. With a flick of her wrist, the machine whined and then died, the top of the table falling suddenly dark. From the pages of the ancient tome atop it, she carefully unfolded a fraying, yellowed map.

‘The answer was painfully clear once I knew what to look for, and where to look for it. Before landing on this Throne-cursed surface, I surveyed every paltry piece of Imperial data in the Emperor’s Grace’s archives that fell below my security clearance. There was precious little, but the conspicuous absence of any aerial imaging told me that even basic mapping of this world had not been completed in centuries. Truth be told, I should have seen the connection sooner.’

From a satchel on her back Aerand pulled out a small, dark box. It gave her substantial anxiety to think of the deck of the Emperor’s Tarot that had previously occupied it. Unprotected and unshielded from the warp, the deck within her pocket was at risk of unknown contamination, but she had needed the psionically shielded vessel for something more important. Carefully, she set the box on the table and lifted the lid.

‘I don’t know why it took me so long to see the obvious linkage. The mythos surrounding the corpsewood trees should have been more than trigger enough. The name alone and the curious method of their growth make it painfully evident in retrospect.’

As Aerand reached into the psionic box and removed the tiny corpsewood sapling, she felt the familiar chill of the empyrean lance up her arm. While it had taken her days to suspect that such a thing might – must – exist, it had taken her only a few hours to find one once she knew what she was looking for. She’d ventured to the very edge of the mist wall, now encroaching through Providence’s inner breakwater at the places where it had already failed. 

The ocean still poured in slowly through those gaps, carrying the flotsam of war along with it. Within minutes she had come across a body, bloated and pale already only a few days after it had been drowned. The corpsewood sapling had already sunk its roots deeply enough into the man’s flesh that she’d had to bring the corpse’s whole hand with her.

The raw, cold flesh flopped onto the table with a sickening thud. The Cadian veterans who watched showed no sign of surprise, but Confessor Libertinum practically jumped from his seat.

‘What is the meaning of this, adept?’ he shouted. ‘You profane this holy place with your very presence, let alone the mutilated flesh of heretics!’

‘I do,’ Aerand admitted. ‘To illustrate a point. Why are there no corpsewood trees in Providence, confessor? Why did they reach no further than the very outskirts of Charity when they cover the surface of this Throne-cursed planet like grass?’

‘They are not savages here,’ Major Restripa replied. ‘The populace knows to clear and burn their dead, and they are more than capable of felling arborage.’

‘This corpse had been dead no more than a few hours, sir. And Charity has not been occupied in a year, and yet this is the first sapling I’ve seen growing near any Imperial settlement. And I suspect the first you’ve seen since you arrived on this world.’

As she spoke, the thin, wispy stalk sprouting from the corpse’s hand began to shrivel, until it was soon nothing more than a limp stalk of wood. At the sight, Libertinum made the sign of the aquila and muttered a benediction beneath his breath.

‘That tree was healthy a moment ago, within a psionically shielded vessel.’

Silence at the table before Kobald raised his head. ‘There were trees at Burnum,’ he mumbled. ‘But not Temperance or Justice. I don’t remember seeing any near Fortitude either, but that’s hardly more than a chapel’s ruins.’ As he spoke, the lieutenant seemed to realise his own point. ‘The chapels. Holy sites.’

Aerand nodded towards Libertinum. ‘I think so. I sensed a latent taint on the trees the first time I saw them, but not strong enough to confirm my suspicions. But now I’ve watched witches twist these roots and branches with ease and seen new saplings grow beyond their previous boundaries only under the cover of accursed mists in which the faces of the dead walk again. The only conclusion is that these twisted, stunted trees possess a psionic connection to a powerful psychic entity. One that cannot survive proximity to the Emperor’s light. The trees could not spread before, but as we lost battles, and chapels fell to the traitors and were defiled, their pestilence rushed into the gap.’

‘That bloody Dorean colonel. Or one of his witches,’ Captain Havas hissed. ‘Let me loose my remaining Earthshakers and turn this entire quadrant into a muddle of potholes. Chances are we’ll catch the bastard in the crossfire.’

‘Emperor’s bones,’ Captain Vyse sighed. ‘You get more idiotic every time you speak, Havas. These trees have grown across Visage for ten thousand years. The Doreans arrived less than a decade before us.’

Captain Havas nearly rose from his seat, the man’s burly shoulders curling up as his face turned beet red. ‘Who then,’ he hissed, ‘if not for those heretics? Are you volunteering as the culprit or simply admitting that your ceaseless patrols have failed to turn up anything more than empty cities and Imperial casualties?’

The room fell silent following the exchange, before Major Restripa eventually sighed.

‘Enough theatrics, adept. Get to the point. If not one of the Doreans or their marsh priests, then who?’

‘The Witchbringer.’

Libertinum scoffed. ‘The Witchbringer? Didn’t we just discount that deluded fool of a colonel? I remember him from the moment he stepped off his landing craft. The man was scarcely capable of commanding a regiment, let alone a whole planet.’

‘Despite the confessor’s condemnation, the Dorean has proved capable of much more than that – organising a guerrilla insurrection for the better part of a decade while uniting former Imperial soldiers and a native Chaos cult,’ said Aerand.

But whatever his virtues – whatever his strengths – she believed what his crone had uttered with her final breath.

‘The Witchbringer is not a man,’ she repeated.

Finally, she turned to the ancient volume on the table. One that had been far more difficult to find than the withered corpsewood sapling resting beside it. 

In the deep recesses of the cathedral, Ordinate Jossen lay curled in a sobbing ball. She had left the Departmento Munitorum clerk’s mind full of nothing but endless series of unbalanced ledgers and equations fraught with fallacies. She had offered the man an opportunity to help her, even used her will to push him towards compliance, but in the end his own stubbornness had been his downfall. 

She’d had no time to complete the veritable mountain of requisition forms he’d required in order to peruse the archives under his control, so she’d settled for a faster, less elegant solution.

She nodded towards the confessor. ‘The oldest map I could find of Visage’s founding. From Lucius Javax’s original ¬ledgers. If I’m not mistaken, I believe the map itself may have been penned in the priest-itinerant’s own hand.’

Javard Libertinum’s face grew somehow even darker as he reached out for the volume before Vyse snatched it away.

‘Adept,’ he growled. ‘You presume too much. That is a sacred relic and the sole property of the Ecclesiarchy. Leave this cathedral immediately. Else I am not to blame for what I might do.’

The pair of cherubs perched on the rafters behind the confessor suddenly took flight and circled over him like waiting raptors. Aerand had no illusions that the creatures were anywhere near as placid as their childlike forms might suggest. 

‘Do as he says,’ Major Restripa sighed. ‘I’m done with this charade.’

‘Sir–’

‘Enough. The confessor is right. You presume far too much, Adept Aerand. You do not command this regiment, nor even one of its companies any longer. And it appears you have lost even the ability to command yourself. Although I’m not sure I should have ever expected more from a psyker.’

‘Sir–’

The major shot a glare of pure ice in her direction, then briefly made eye contact with the confessor. His hand drifted to the sidearm on his belt. Slowly, Aerand nodded, then turned to leave the room, drawing out the moment as long as she could.

Then, just in time, Captain Vyse spoke.

‘Throne above,’ she muttered, staring down at the map. Lieutenant Kobald leaned over the dusty volume, then let out a long and slow whistle.

‘Major,’ he called. ‘Come and look at this.’

Begrudgingly, Restripa rose from his chair, motioning for Aerand to wait. 

‘It always seemed that there should have been a pattern,’ Kobald muttered, turning the volume for Restripa and the remaining officers to see. ‘Providence, Temperance, Fortitude, Ire. I’ve had squadrons through half a dozen settlements on this planet, and it always seemed they were too regular, too symmetric, to be random. But there weren’t enough left standing for us to see the pattern.’ The Sentinel commander’s voice was laced with excitement, which Captain Vyse more than matched, her eyes riveted on the yellowing page. 

‘There have to be a hundred chapels marked on this map, all massed into rings nearly the entire continent wide. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was a cordon.’

‘Just like Providence’s sea wall.’

Vyse paused at that, then looked up towards Aerand. ‘Except this wall was designed to keep something in. Wasn’t it?’

Aerand nodded. ‘I believe so.’

‘And “Witchbringer”. That’s not just a name, is it? ¬Whatever’s sitting in the empty space on this map is the reason there are so many psykers on this world. The reason a ragged cult of swamp-dwellers had the strength to pull three damn moons over our heads.’

Major Restripa glared at Vyse, then shared a look of mounting concern with Confessor Libertinum.

‘This is nonsense,’ Captain Havas barked. ‘It might just as soon be that spot is useless for building. Or a trench where the ocean is twice as deep.’

Silence for a moment. It was possible, certainly, yet every person in the room knew the idea was patently false. 

Too many coincidences. Too many secrets that fitted. 

‘And what do you want me to do with these suspicions?’ Major Restripa leaned over the table, both hands gripping its worn, dark edges. The man looked exhausted, harried. 

Vyse and Kobald responded almost in unison. ‘I want you to pursue them.’

‘How?’ Restripa sighed. ‘We are besieged and surrounded. We are barely holding the last reservoir of Imperial power on this world. If I send a single soldier beyond these walls, I am afraid they will utterly collapse around us.’

‘So let them,’ Aerand replied.

Conversation ceased at the audacity of the thought, an ugly mix of emotion dripping from the cupola’s occupants. A slow, cool rage flowed from Confessor Libertinum, laced with the bitter flavour of suspicion. Major Restripa himself was more difficult to read, as if he wanted to be convinced, but something unspeakable held him back. Aerand resisted the urge to reach out and simply knock down the mental walls the major had erected. The rest of the 900th’s commanders appeared uncertain, aside from Captain Havas, who was clearly eager for nothing more than the major’s approval.

‘Major,’ the confessor remarked slowly. ‘Providence’s cathedral is the only sanctuary you have. If you let it fall into the hands of the cultists, there will be no safe place on this planet.’

Captain Vyse scoffed. ‘Look around you, confessor. Look at the tide rising outside your window and the scorch marks already staining these walls. How safe, exactly, do you think your cathedral is?’

‘Without the Imperial Guard it will burn completely.’

‘Then let it burn,’ Kobald replied. ‘We’ve been tasked with defending a planet, not a building. If surrendering Providence means winning us Visage, then it’s a price we should be more than willing to pay.’

‘And if you are wrong?’ the confessor shot back. ‘If there’s nothing more than an empty swamp waiting on that map and you’ve abandoned the city to gain you nothing?’

‘Then we’re no worse off than we will be here tomorrow,’ Aerand replied. 

In the last moments, there had been a shift in the room, and if she could not drive the dagger home now, then she would at least give it an earnest shot.

‘I am not suggesting we trade victory for defeat, major. I’m suggesting we abandon a clearly failing stratagem in favour of one that has an actual chance to succeed.’

Around the table, half a dozen faces waited for the major’s decision, orders of march and supply lists already racing through their heads. These officers could stomach the prospect of defeat. What they could not tolerate was the thought of inaction. 

Restripa released the table and sighed, casting one final look towards the confessor. 

‘Very well,’ he muttered. ‘If we must burn, we will burn brightly.’

‘Adept,’ Major Restripa called as she passed beyond the outer door of Javax Cathedral. As she crossed the threshold, she felt a weight rise from her shoulders. From one of the saint-encrusted windows above, Libertinum stared out at her with ire, those accursed little cherubs fluttering around him like carrion fowl. 

‘Major,’ she replied, drawing to attention in preparation for the castigation she’d undoubtedly earned.

Restripa paused before her, drawing himself up. For a moment, he looked as if he might strike her, then the fight faded from the man, and he deflated. Where Confessor Libertinum’s aura had exuded nothing but spite, the major’s was laced with more subtle notes, and it did not take a witch’s sense to discern that the man was exhausted. Torn in a struggle between duty and the fear of something greater, and at the moment she could not tell which held the upper hand.

‘The confessor has requested that you do not accompany the regiment beyond Providence’s walls.’

Aerand winced. She had been prepared for a battering, but not for this. ‘And who will keep the mists from swallowing the regiment, sir?’

‘Confessor Libertinum has assured me that he and his preachers are more than capable of performing the necessary rites.’

Aerand scoffed. ‘And they do not need to sleep or rest? They may offer as many prayers and consecrations as they like, but those will not stop las-fire or burn your enemies.’

‘I agree. And I told the confessor as much. That said, the man does not trust you, adept. And quite frankly, neither do I. When we pass beyond these walls you are not to leave my sight. If you do, I shall assume that you have deserted, or worse.’

Aerand opened her mouth to reply, but the major raised a hand. 

‘No debate, Aerand. For once just shut your mouth and take a bloody order.’

There was something tired in the major’s response. The frustration of a man who had struggled internally for too long, and Aerand could sympathise with that weight. She had carried her own command only briefly, but she understood those pressures better than almost anyone else. And yet, more was buried in the major’s unease. A fear – not only of her, but of what waited for them when they finally arrived at their goal. 

The kind of fear only felt by one who knew what would face them.

Aerand probed out discreetly towards Restripa, his aura laced with foreboding and guilt. She thought again of Jarrah Kellipso, and the major’s response when she’d asked him about the primaris psyker days ago on the wall. Her suspicions drifted to Restripa’s shared glances with Confessor Libertinum, unspoken conversation that hinted at dark secrets shared between the two men. Slowly, she pressed her mind towards the major, the fingers of her consciousness brushing the edges of his thoughts. 

‘The Witchbringer,’ she said. ‘You always knew what it was.’

In her voice, the slightest hint of her will. She watched Restripa’s face twist painfully, as if he wanted to confess but couldn’t quite bring himself to. He started to open his mouth, and she pushed just a bit further. Then, suddenly, she felt her intrusion slapped back.

Restripa’s violet eyes bored into her own, his face once again a mask of cold iron. ‘You’re dismissed, adept,’ he growled. ‘We leave within the hour.’

Chiding herself, she nodded, slowly raising her cowl.

‘And lord psyker,’ the major called out after her. ‘Touch my mind again, and I will put a bolt through yours before you unwrap a single bloody thought.’

CHAPTER 11

One thousand torch lamps glimmered in the sweating night, the bright flames of a conflagration streaming around them. The Colonel felt the earth shake as another fusillade from the Basilisks within the city tore into the soft earth around Providence like jaws. Already, muck and mire boiled in the wake of an endless bombardment from the full force of the Cadian artillery company. But for all of its anger, the campaign had done nothing more than complete the utter devastation of Providence’s outer skirts, and draw more attention to the sortie it was trying to mask.

‘There have been casualties,’ Sergeant Gross remarked coolly, practically reading the Colonel’s thoughts. The two had stood side by side for enough years that no psionic connection was required for such a simple feat. ‘But still fewer than those missing from the flood by half.’

The Colonel nodded. Casualties were expected – inevitable, even – and the Dorean losses had been far fewer so far than either he or Sergeant Gross had any right to expect.

‘It appears the crone’s efforts were more than enough, then, to bring the Cadians out from behind their walls. And it appears they’ve brought the psyker lord with them. I had feared them to be wiser than that.’

Beside him, Sergeant Gross allowed himself a brief smile. It was truly a rare expression for the man, a brief softening of the dark wrinkles and crow’s feet etched into his countenance from decades of responsibility and hard living. There had been a time the man had smiled more. A time they all had. 

The girl had done that for them.

Sergeant Gross had cared for her more than anyone other than the Colonel himself. They’d had children, both, on Dorea, and lives of their own, before the God-Emperor had decided those lives were not worth living. A single foundling child could not replace what had been taken from each of them, but the girl had reminded them both of what they’d lost. So perhaps, in that way, he and Sergeant Gross had felt it most severely when the Emperor took even the girl from them, too. 

Gross had stood beside her the first time she showed the curse. The first time she twisted the world around her with the power of the warp in order to save the sergeant’s life.

The sergeant had never forgiven himself for that. The Colonel would not forgive himself, either. If they had done a better job keeping the girl out of harm’s way, maybe she never would have felt the danger that woke the darkness sleeping within her.

And then, just as soon as it had arrived, it was gone. Nothing more than a flicker of madness behind her eyes, and a handful of men dead in the mud. Men the regiment wanted dead already. It was no different than if she had been old enough to use a lasgun like any other Dorean trooper.

Except the scent of burnt copper had scarcely washed from her hair before she did it again. This time in a crowded square full of bystanders, and a damned procession of Ministorum preachers. 

A young officer’s pleading could do nothing at that point. 

‘They escape,’ a grating voice called beside him, as a man in brown robes approached unsteadily.

The crone’s heir was a frail man barely in his late twenties, and he wore a role too large for him by half. That he could not hide his discomfort at the Colonel’s presence did nothing to assuage the officer’s doubts about the witch’s abilities. Apparently, the crone had shared a similar assessment, for she had not informed her successor of even the most basic details of their plans.

‘They escape nothing,’ the Colonel replied, watching the Cadians stream out into the night.

The witch’s mind shattered like a brittle, untempered blade, a sudden shadow in the empyrean where his soul had burned. Aerand’s legs trembled for a moment, vertigo seizing her, as her own mind detached itself from that of the dead man lying a hundred yards away.

‘Dead,’ she reported, her voice shaking and faint. 

‘Quickly enough?’ Major Restripa asked.

Aerand shrugged as the sound of las-fire trickled away. There had been five psykers accompanying the platoon of Dorean Guard that the 900th Regiment had just overrun. All had died within minutes of first contact with the Cadians, but there was no way to know if any of their marsh priests had had enough time to release a final psionic warning to their comrades.

Restripa grunted. 

The major was thorough, but the point was in many ways moot. There was no way to hide a full regiment of Cadian shock troopers marching double time for long. Their only hope of avoiding a pitched battle now was speed. 

And distraction.

The muddy ground at Aerand’s feet shivered, another fusillade of Earthshaker shells pounding Providence’s perimeter with unyielding fury. Captain Havas had got his wish in the end, and his dozen Basilisks and set pieces were doing their level best to draw the Witchbringer’s attention by turning the entire grid square into a sterile parade ground. All except the narrow corridor along which the remainder of the 900th marched.

Nearly one thousand pairs of Cadian boots pounded the earth in a staggered column a quarter of a mile long. Even then, the troopers of the 900th were packed tightly, a poor formation for battle, and they counted on speed and sheer firepower to overwhelm any threats that appeared in their path. At the front of that massive formation, a full squadron of up-armoured Sentinels ranged on massive gyrostabilised legs, pouring a river of fire from mounted flamers in front of the regiment like a crest of foam atop a wave. The landscape simply vanished into that inferno, mist, corpsewood trees and Traitor Guardsmen alike vaporised to little more than crumbling, unrecognisable monuments of ash. 

Even so, what those fires left behind was unnerving.

‘Didn’t know there could be this many corpses on a planet,’ Sergeant Corwyn muttered, stepping past a charred husk of roughly human shape. 

The ashes of the ancient corpsewood tree growing from the carcass’ chest still flickered with a dozen small tongues of flame. Unceremoniously, Corwyn pushed the barrel of his lasgun against the charred pair, toppling both the corpse and the tree to the muddy earth.

With a look of annoyance, Confessor Libertinum stepped around the ashes, flicking a drop of consecrated, incense-infused water from his fingers onto the tangled mess. The liquid steamed, then drifted slowly into the sky, the slightest ripple in the warp where the steam rose as he muttered a hasty benediction.

‘This galaxy is built on little more than the bones of the dead, sergeant,’ the confessor muttered.

Aerand eyed Libertinum with growing suspicion. ‘Yet most worlds do not make such an effort to hide theirs.’

There was a moment of tension before Corwyn laughed. The deep, throaty chuckle that only the sergeant could muster. Aerand thanked the Emperor yet again that Restripa had pulled the sergeant up to the regimental command detachment, if only to serve as a buffer between her and the priest.

‘I’m afraid the humour is lost on me, sergeant,’ Restripa mused, his vox crackling.

‘I was just thinking, sir,’ Corwyn replied. ‘That these corpses should be thanking us. It must be the first time in millennia that they’ve been dry and warm.’

No one else laughed, although Aerand allowed herself a small nod, if only to the sergeant’s unerring good humour. The sudden pull of Visage’s ocean towards Providence had left the surrounding areas unnaturally dry. And while Corwyn was more than likely correct – it was clear the patches of muddy earth beneath their feet had not tasted the sky in untold generations – the macabre scene the shallow ocean left behind was more than unsettling enough to outweigh that wonder.

They were barely five miles from Providence’s walls, with only a skeleton crew left to defend the capital city, and they had already passed thousands of corpses. How many millennia of dead had hidden beneath Visage’s sea? How many dark, abhorrent corpsewood trees had spread their roots here even before the world’s second founding?

Aerand tried to wipe the thought from her mind as she marched past another trio of bodies, these fresher and slightly less charred than the rest. Two men and a woman leaning against one another, the scorched steel of Kantrael-pattern lasguns still grasped in their ashen hands. The twisted root of a single corpsewood tree bound the trio together, a thin trunk erupting from the larger man’s head. Straight through a cracked and scorched Astra Militarum helmet, proudly inscribed with the numerals 9-0-0.

Aerand froze.

‘Major Restripa,’ she muttered, pausing. ‘I was under the impression the regiment hadn’t ventured more than a few miles west of Providence since arriving on Visage.’

The major looked strangely at the trio of corpses, faces bloated and charred, and beyond recognition.

‘We haven’t,’ Sergeant Corwyn answered for him, his smile fading as he knelt in the mud. The sergeant’s vox crackled to life, and his scowl deepened. ‘Captain Vyse. She says they just found a corpse of their own wearing Nine Hundredth regimental armour. You sure we haven’t got turned around, sir?’

Major Restripa gave no answer, turning to face Confessor Libertinum. He whispered something inaudible to the priest, then holstered his vox mouthpiece and continued marching.

‘I’m certain.’

By the time they had marched another five miles, the 900th had passed nearly one hundred of their own. 

‘I don’t understand,’ Sergeant Corwyn whispered, passing another singed husk of a man. Corwyn bent over the corpse, its charred face little more than a mask of soot, and stared at the aquila on the trooper’s helmet. ‘If these soldiers were ours, why don’t I know their faces?’

Aerand surveyed the charred mess beneath the Cadian’s helm – hardly recognisable as human let alone a specific individual – but she did not doubt the sergeant’s words. Corwyn carried responsibility for every trooper in Secundus Company, and as the 900th Regiment’s senior company sergeant, he bore some authority over every soldier in the unit. Even if they were scorched beyond recognition, Aerand had no doubt the veteran sergeant would know each trooper underneath Major Restripa’s command.

She shivered slightly in the chill evening air, allowing her mind to reach out slowly towards the sergeant, detecting the same strange psionic imbalance about him that she had felt when she’d asked about Jarrah Kellipso. She swallowed the taste of metal and pulled back from Corwyn. 

He knew these troopers, but something had made him forget. Or someone.

‘Major Restripa,’ Aerand called, jogging to match pace with the major and the massive ecclesiarch who strode beside him. In the orange light of the blazing promethium wall that surrounded the regiment, the silhouettes of Restripa and Libertinum had become almost inseparable.

A wave of annoyance washed off the pair as she approached, the hushed words they exchanged suddenly falling silent. From the dark sky, a single cherub descended, alighting on one of the confessor’s broad shoulders. The lines of his scowl were only highlighted by the flickering shadow of fire before him. 

‘Adept,’ Restripa replied. ‘What is it?’ The man made little effort to hide the hostility in his voice. 

‘That’s another dozen Cadian corpses, sir. That makes nearly a full company.’

Restripa grunted. ‘I’m aware.’

Aerand closed her eyes, frustration gripping her like a vice. Even while trying to ignore them, the massed emotions of the troopers around her assaulted her mind, and what had begun as a whisper of gentle unease among the 900th’s rank and file had quickly grown to an almost unanimous fear.

‘The regiment is unsettled, sir. They want to know how these bodies got here. And they want to know why none of them can remember.’

‘Thank you, adept,’ Restripa replied. ‘Your concerns are noted.’

‘And you don’t?’

‘What?’ Restripa sighed, gaze lost in the mists that still rolled around the column of troopers beyond the Sentinels’ fire wall. 

‘You don’t want to know how a company of your soldiers ended up dead in a sector you’ve never set foot in?’

Restripa shrugged. ‘Currents. Tides. Foul psyker magicks. I am more concerned, adept, with the task at hand.’

‘If you know something, sir, it’s past time that you tell us.’

‘Watch your tone,’ the major muttered, but there was no bite in the rebuke, his mind clearly elsewhere. ‘You step out of place. When I am interested in an interrogation I shall ask for one.’

At the major’s side, Confessor Libertinum grew suddenly tense, as a second dark shadow dropped from the sky to rest on his shoulder opposite its companion. The fleshy cherub leaned towards the confessor’s ear and whispered.

‘Sergeant Corwyn,’ Major Restripa called, locking eyes with the confessor, who merely nodded towards him.

‘Yes, sir,’ the sergeant replied, huffing slightly as he ran to catch up with the trio.

‘Order the column to halt. Strike a camp for the moment. Double watch. Roving patrols. One-hour interval rests until the sun rises.’

‘Sir?’ Corwyn asked. ‘We must be nearly there, and every traitor on the planet will be following close behind us.’

‘I know.’ Restripa nodded. ‘We’ve nearly reached the Witchbringer. And I’d rather face a dozen regiments at our rear than march into what waits ahead in the dark.’

The surface of the empyrean swirled beneath Aerand’s touch. Dark and warm. Welcoming and terrible at once.

This was the secret in every psyker’s possession. The immutable truth so many gifted tried to deny, even in the silence when alone with only their own thoughts. As strongly as Aerand reviled that tainted, bitter darkness; as much as the very thought of those unholy depths made her skin crawl and scream; as much as she desired nothing more than to open her eyes and drive any thought of the immaterium away, and be nothing more than a simple, ungifted soldier again…

As much as she hated the warp, so she utterly craved it.

Aerand sighed, seated in the mud atop a small rise at the centre of the 900th’s emerging camp. Previous threats neglected in the midst of the day’s events, Major Restripa seemed to have forgotten her for the moment, distracted by the burdens of command. 

Finally alone, she closed her eyes, pushing her thoughts even deeper, sending tendrils of her mind across that cursed, churning sea. A thousand souls burned atop those swirling currents, minu¬scule beacons of life in a wasteland that was otherwise dark. In the misty, obscured reaches around the 900th, the scattered souls of the Witchbringer’s warbands roamed loosely, coalescing and dividing without seeming pattern. 

In the wake of the 900th, however, along the charred, packed road they had beaten from Providence, the depths of those mists had only recovered slightly. And along that road, another army approached.

Five thousand? Ten? She could not be certain at this distance. More souls than she’d seen anywhere beside the capital city itself.

As predicted, the forces arrayed against them were gathering, and the 900th would soon find itself overwhelmed. And yet, as Aerand watched in the darkness, that massing army crawled towards them with painful lethargy. Far too slowly for a force whose strength lay under threat.

A vague foreboding washed over Aerand yet again. 

The 900th Regiment had abandoned Providence in a desperate effort to strike at the seat of the Witchbringer’s power. Yet their enemy seemed utterly unconcerned with intercepting them.

She cursed this world and its secrets. There were too many questions that remained. A dozen premonitions swam before her eyes at once, each as spectacular and tempting as the last, yet none that bore the signature of true portents. 

Aerand sighed, tempted to try her hand at a casting of the Tarot, yet she knew how foolish that decision would be. To scry the future here – beyond the protection of Providence’s cathedral and well within the domain of whatever evil lurked nearby – would only invite trouble on her and her companions. To reach down into the depths of the warp seeking answers only risked drawing out whatever shadows dwelt there. Slowly, Aerand reached within the confines of her robes, where a single, thin wafer of lorelei lay pressed against the skin of her chest. 

A casting here would be utterly suicidal, but her first casting still had secrets to give her.

Gingerly, Aerand drew the tarot from the folds of her robe, feeling the warmth of the card, sensing its light in the warp. For three days this card had called to her. For three days it had practically begged to be seen, and yet something within her had denied that urge. There was a danger, always, in portents that wanted to be revealed. An omen too easily given was a dangerous thing to trust.

And yet, what other choice remained?

Aerand set the card atop the small, mossy patch of dirt between her legs, then flipped the wafer over with her mind.

‘Emperor save me,’ she muttered, opening her eyes.

For a moment, the dim glow of the liquid crystal swelled to an almost unbearable brightness, the layers of the warp still overlying her vision of the physical world. As her sight cleared and she returned her concentration to realspace, the image on the tarot came into full view.

A hundred corpses stretched across a barren field, each charred and twisted in positions of agony. Ash and blood lay mixed on the macabre field, and at its centre only a single figure stood.

The Buried Man. An omen unerring in its severity. A portent of death behind and death to come. 

But as she stared at the faceless corpse standing amid that bloody field, a new wave of dread washed over her, for she recognised those bodies burned in the dirt and the single, lifeless face standing over them all.

Lord Psyker Jarrah Kellipso was dead. 

Aerand had suspected the fact for the better part of a year, but the certainty of it was now beyond any question. Her fingers trembled slightly as she held the thin tarot card between them. 

Damn her sensibilities. Damn her caution. She’d allowed herself to be distracted far too long.

As her skin came into contact with the psychically active wafer of lorelei, Kellipso’s likeness staring back at her from the Buried Man, a slow hum vibrated up her arms. Dowsing a tarot card was undoubtedly reckless, but the time for caution had long since passed.

A sickening pit formed in Aerand’s stomach as she felt the pull of the card on her mind. She had hoped that the tarot bearing Kellipso’s dead face would seek to draw her out into the mists. That way she might convince herself that the entire omen was simply a trick being played by whatever sinister force the 900th Regiment approached. Or alternatively, that if the portent were true, Kellipso’s death had come at that same dark power’s hand.

But instead, the Buried Man did not seek to lure her away from the 900th. Rather, the card drew her directly to the centre of the regiment’s camp. 

The regiment’s hasty bivouac was little more than bedrolls in the mud, sunk in shallow defensive trenches already filling with brine. Troopers tossed fitfully in damp beds, exhausted enough to sleep even in these conditions. A rough earthwork surrounded the small clearing in the fog, held open by Kobald’s roving Sentinels and a trio of Libertinum’s preachers chanting constant sanctifications in throaty High Gothic. At the centre of the camp, two canvas tents stood alone, the only structures of any note within the encampment.

‘Where’s the major?’ Aerand asked a pair of young corporals posted outside the smaller of the two pavilions. 

The troopers started at her approach, both clearly almost asleep on their feet. 

‘Lord psyker,’ one muttered.

‘The major,’ she repeated.

‘I-I’m not certain.’

Not good enough. She threw her will against the pair.

‘He left with the confessor more than an hour ago, sir. Didn’t say where he was going or when he’d be back.’

Another push.

‘They looked anxious. Both of them. In a hurry. Like they were worried that someone might try to follow them.’

‘Thank you, corporals,’ Aerand replied, before sending both soldiers to sleep. They dropped to the mud and would wake well rested with the dawn.

Aerand cast her will across the narrow tent-flap, sensing no one inside, and slipped into the command tent with her cowl raised, one hand on the tarot card, the other on her combat knife. There was little other than outright heresy that could bring her to kill a fellow trooper of the 900th, but she would have no qualms about delivering the butt of her knife hilt to the face of a comrade in the name of expedience.

Thankfully, the room was just as empty as it appeared. Spartan. Neat. As an officer’s quarters should be. Major Restripa had not even unpacked his rucksack.

Aerand had expected nothing less. Whatever sins Major Restripa had committed, whatever he had become, he was every bit a consummate, scrupulous officer of the Astra Militarum. 

Closing her eyes, she raised the Buried Man above her palm, then released the card to travel of its own will. Instantly, as if drawn by some unseen gravity, the tarot flew with a smack onto the lid of a small void chest at the foot of Major Restripa’s bedroll. Aerand knelt beside the chest, set her hand against the small, rusted locking mechanism, and then threw the lid open.

She did not know what she had expected. Symbols of Chaos? Forbidden xenos tokens? Some obvious sign of sedition or unforgivable corruption? Instead, the chest was full of neatly stacked commander’s logs and a series of immaculately folded, classified maps. Guilt set aside, Aerand rifled through the documents, until her hand struck something cool and metallic at the chest’s floor.

Aerand froze, her fingers closing around two small, flawless spheres of metal. An icy chill shot up her arm from the psionic strength of the objects and her instant recognition of them. Slowly, she pulled Jarrah Kellipso’s psi-bolas from the chest and held them up to the light of a flickering torch lamp.

‘Aerand,’ a voice called suddenly behind her. ‘What are you doing?’

She froze, turning to face Olevier Corwyn.

‘Sergeant,’ she said. ‘It’s not how it looks.’

Corwyn frowned. ‘I hope not. Because it looks like you assaulted two corporals from the major’s command detachment so you could rummage through his private effects. Is that about right?’

‘Yes,’ she replied with a sigh. ‘And no.’

Aerand turned to face him with the metal spheres in her open hand. As the light of the torch lamp caught both objects, a faint pattern of iridescent blue light appeared on their otherwise wholly unmarred surfaces.

Corwyn’s face twisted as he stared at the objects.

‘I-I should recognise those, shouldn’t I?’ The sergeant’s hand drifted slowly away from his sidearm, the wheels behind his eyes grinding against an unseen barrier.

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Just like you should have recognised the name of the primaris psyker who wielded them. Just like you should have recognised those corpses out in the mud.’

At the mention of the psyker lord, Corwyn’s face contorted even further. ‘I-I-I don’t know what’s happening to me.’

Aerand sighed, her suspicions confirmed. ‘I do. Someone has been inside your mind, sergeant. Not only yours, but every other trooper’s in this regiment. They’ve taken memories from you, Corwyn. Memories of a primaris psyker named Jarrah Kellipso. And memories of a battle, it seems.’

‘Who would do that?’ he replied, the pain on his face only growing greater.

‘I don’t know,’ she lied. The better question was who could have done that, and only two faces came to her mind. Confessor Javard Libertinum and Major Absalom Restripa held secrets and motive, but neither possessed the power to perform such a feat alone, though she had no clue what other instruments the two men kept at their disposal. And what better way to hide consortion with hidden, unsightly powers than to project outer revulsion at the very idea?

Her mind still swam at the implication. 

If Restripa and Libertinum simply wanted the regiment to fail, there had been myriad opportunities to arrange a defeat before now. Clearly, they still thought of the Traitor Guardsmen and marsh priests as their opposition, but to what end other than their own control of whatever artefact waited ahead in those mists?

‘Major Restripa?’ Corwyn asked, putting together the pieces.

She nodded grimly.

For the first time in the conversation, Corwyn shook his head with determination. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘That I do not believe. I know you can’t stand the man, but you need to shut your mouth about him unless it’s something you can prove. He’s overly tight, and he has enough pride for two men, but he’s a decent enough officer. Better than the string of self-serving, opportunistic commanders that came after you. You’ve been back only for days, yet all I’ve heard you do is slander him.’

‘I’ve protested,’ Aerand admitted. ‘I’ve objected because the man can’t be trusted. Because the only thing he can see is his oversized ego and his mindless desire for even greater power. I’ve complained because everything is different. Because there’s no place for me any more, courtesy of Restripa.’

‘You think you’re ostracised just because of him? You haven’t exactly endeared yourself to any of our new recruits.’

‘Endeared myself to them? Listen to yourself, Corwyn. They won’t even talk to me. And Throne, I thought you’d understand this better than most. I’m not meant to be their friend, I’m meant to save their sorry lives, and I’ve done that more times than I can count already.’

Corwyn just nodded.

Aerand sighed, collapsing with her head in her hands. ‘I know what you’re thinking, Olevier. I can feel the emotions dripping off you like a poorly masked stench. There’s anger there, and so much of it directed at me. I should not have come back. I told the lord prefector as much. I could have saved you all this bitter reunion.’

She turned and made to leave the tent, but Corwyn reached out and grasped her. In all the time they had known one another, the sergeant had never put a hand on her, and now, she did not even need her psychic abilities to sense the rage that was about to burst.

‘Go eat dirt,’ Corwyn spat, so quietly his voice was hardly a whisper. ‘Aye, I’m angry, and yes it’s with you, but not for the reasons you think. You keep going on about how you shouldn’t have returned. Emperor’s bones, Captain Aerand. You never should have left! You think it must be some great surprise to see you back here wearing those ridiculous robes. That Vyse and Maltia, and Argos and myself must be so shocked that the captain who kept us alive, by anticipating ambushes and counter-attacks we never could have predicted, has a lick of psychic skill about her? Call us what you will. Blind. Soft. Bloody heretics, even. But don’t you dare imply that any of us were fools. You think I’m angry because you came back a psyker? Throne, I knew what you were before you ever did.’

Aerand froze. ‘What? Why didn’t you say something?’

A soft chuckle escaped Corwyn. ‘Because I didn’t need to. It wasn’t some great pissing secret. Barely two hours after securing Apex Inruptus back on Ourea, before the blood had even had time to cool on the stones, while you were still sleeping in one of Argos’ sick cots, Colonel Yarin called me into her headquarters. She asked what my opinion was of you as an officer, but that’s not what she was really getting at. After that, she never brought it up again.’

Aerand found herself moved, and equally guilty at the weight she had placed on her soldiers to hide a secret she had not even known yet. ‘And what did you tell her, Corwyn? It must have been some answer.’

‘What any trooper in Secundus Company would have, sir. I told her you were the best damned commander I’d ever had the honour to serve with.’

The sergeant paused then, an inexplicable moisture in his eyes. 

‘I cannot imagine the doubts and burdens that plague you. I can only see the horrors of this galaxy with my eyes, and for me that is already more than enough. And I can’t speak for Major Restripa or any of these fresh transplants. But I know that every soldier of the Nine Hundredth Regiment who ever served beneath your command or fought beside you would have no problem repeating these words. Whatever you were, whatever you have become, you are and always will be one of ours. 

‘So,’ the sergeant continued after some time, ‘I cannot abide baseless defamation of my commander, but whatever you need beyond that, adept, you simply have to ask.’

CHAPTER 12

The Colonel crushed a charred Cadian corpse beneath the heel of his boot, the strange sensation of flesh crumbling to ash beneath his step. A dark fate, but a pure one for the thousands of corpses lying in the Cadian 900th’s wake.

There would be no such salvation for him, even in death.

At the fringes of the ragged column of Dorean troopers and Visager irregulars, a ring of marsh priests held the mists at bay, yet the faces within raged just as strongly at the forces marching to their aid. 

The Witchbringer knew no difference between Cadian and Dorean. The dim memories of the dead remembered not even themselves. If the Colonel succeeded in his terrible purpose – when he succeeded – the force within that artefact would rip this world apart, and like the restless dead that milled around him, he too would wander in those mists. There could be no forgiveness for arranging such an atrocity, yet he desired no absolution.

‘They’ve made camp,’ Sergeant Gross reported, breaking off his conversation with a lieutenant from the 19th’s scouting platoon. ‘Hasty, but well arranged.’

The Colonel grunted. 

Displacing the Cadians would be a bloody task, but the one resource he had in excess was human life. True to form, the Cadians had proved stubborn combatants, and he doubted – even outnumbering them as he did – that his forces could destroy theirs in outright pitched battle. But he had no desire to decimate their ranks.

The Colonel had levelled regiments before. He had wiped Imperial task forces from this world. But like insects, like dirt, like bloody water, they always – always – found their way back.

The deployment of Cadians had been an escalation for the Imperium. If he defeated them, he would only find two regiments in their place. But if he succeeded in forcing the primaris psyker’s hand, the Witchbringer would wipe this entire world clean. Clean enough that no one – the Imperium included – would return to the accursed world for millennia to come. 

A bitter victory, but he had become a bitter man.

If they could not capture the psyker lord, they would push her to desperation. 

‘Harry them, sergeant. Push them forward. I am tired of waiting.’

The Dorean sergeant nodded without hesitation. They both had been waiting for nearly ten years.

Aerand slipped through the 900th’s pickets with Corwyn’s assistance, and ventured out alone into the night. She had doubted the mists could possibly grow thicker, but she had been utterly wrong on that count. She fought through twisted brambles of ragged corpsewood trees growing from the piled detritus of emaciated skeletons that had slept in this place for ten thousand years. Even now, Visage’s dark waters were slowly returning, the once-in-a-millennium tide dissipating to lie in its familiar bed. Soon, this world would be bathed in waist-deep water again, its dead reinterred in their watery graves.

And yet, the lifeless here seemed to get little sleep.

Flames poured from her hands with increasing ferocity, driving back the myriad faces arrayed in the ever-thickening wall of white around her. These were not souls. She knew as much. For one, such a thing was utterly heretical. For another, they left no real signature on the warp. And yet, somehow, the presence waiting for her in those mists had pulled the slightest piece of Visage’s dead back to life, if only their physical likenesses and the sounds of their voices. And their memories.

Aerand had no doubt any longer about the misty figure she had dreamt her first night on this planet and again outside of Visage’s walls and beneath them. The figure that had not summoned the Witchbringer’s shadow, but had tried to stand between it and her. Some echo of the soul of Jarrah Kellipso had remained fresh enough to still cast a glimmer into the warp and sane enough to recall its final words to her.

Flee, Glavia. There is only death here.

A desperate man’s final warning. Kellipso must have known of Restripa’s betrayal in the end, then. He must have suspected that the major and confessor would do the same to her as they had done to him.

Kellipso’s image burning on the wafer of liquid crystal pressed against her chest, Aerand said a silent prayer for the late primaris psyker. Like all of their kind, he had lived a tortured existence, yet it was also from him that she had learned there was hope for joy – or at least meaning – for a psyker. Wherever he rested, now, in the Emperor’s light, she hoped it was blessedly more peaceful than his service to the God-Emperor had been during life. 

Now she would do what she could to give his echo that same rest.

Aerand tucked the tarot card back within the confines of her robe, between her damp, salty skin and the rough edges of her flak armour. She had little suspicion she would encounter danger of the physical variety ahead, but the habits of an old Astra Militarum captain died hard. In her palm, she twirled Kellipso’s psi-bolas in the idle gesture that she had seen him employ so many times.

She had seen Kellipso utilise the weapons to their full effect only once, each of the psychically paired force weapons splitting into a thousand razor-sharp shards which he had used to dispatch dozens of enemies in seconds. Kellipso had spent a lifetime perfecting their use, and she had no illusions she would be able to match the same effect, but the devices served as a powerful link to their deceased owner, more than strong enough for her to dowse his corpse’s location. 

In truth, she had little need for such detailed guidance, for the Witchbringer itself was easy enough to sense. Despite the unnatural, oppressive tenor of the mists pressing around her, the artefact’s massive warp signature was impossible to ignore. That psychic weight was already enormous, like the gravity of a sun pulling her closer at will.

She had travelled less than a mile in the last hour, hindered by the ever-thickening copses of larger, more ancient corpsewood trees, but now the artefact lay almost directly ahead. Pressing forward, she pulled her mind free from that darkness, searching in the mists for any hint of the Astronomican’s familiar, silver light.

Aerand’s mouth was nothing but copper and blood as she stepped beneath the ancient stone arch. This had been a temple once, although not to the God-Emperor. If Javax Cathedral was truly ten thousand years old, the walls housing the Witchbringer had stood ten times longer. Massive, cyclopean stones joined together before her with scarcely a joint, seemingly unbound by time’s laws, stretched in proportions and angles that could not have been dreamt by human minds.

As she crossed the threshold, the psychic weight of the Witchbringer became a palpable thing. Slow, thin waves of dark water poured in sheets over the alabaster stairs upon which she walked, flowing down towards the structure’s single, central chamber. Within these walls, Visage’s mists finally faded, replaced instead by the thin silver light of a massive, metallic tree at the centre of the room.

That she recognised the Witchbringer instantly was no surprise. She had seen it before, if only in a vision.

The artefact stood about as tall as a man, twisting branches of some strange, xenos material rising from the white stone at the centre of the chamber and erupting into ten thousand symmetrical shoots. As brine cascaded over the raw stone walkway, it rushed towards that structure, the Witchbringer drinking the fluid like a greedy plant. Just beyond the tips of its branches, thin tendrils of mist coalesced over the artefact like a cloud, rising towards the chamber’s vaulted ceiling.

Beautiful, in its own fashion, if not for the stench of Chaos all about it.

As Aerand approached, she spotted an uneven current in that thin veneer of dark, salty water. Slow cascades poured over Jarrah Kellipso’s robed, rotting corpse, and in the faint mists over the water, a single figure coalesced.

For a moment, Kellipso’s echo met her gaze, the same grey eyes she had remembered so well from his life. Slowly, she knelt beside his remains, a gentle hand descending to touch the bare bone of the man’s skull.

She was bombarded immediately by a deluge of thoughts, the last memories of the primaris psyker still clinging to his flesh. Throwing up her own psychic walls, so as not to lose herself in the deluge, she drove all but the strongest of those reverberations away. 

This room. Jarrah Kellipso. A laspistol pressed against his temple. The man holding it, one she recognised well.

Aerand opened her eyes, her darkest fears confirmed, and looked up at Kellipso’s mist corpse. The spectre opened its mouth to speak, then evaporated at a voice from the tunnel behind her.

‘You stupid, insubordinate, bloody fool.’

Major Absalom Restripa practically spat the words, his face curled into a mask of pure anger. In the man’s hands, the barrel of a lasgun stared directly at her. 

‘Leave here. Now, adept. Before I put a las-bolt through your chest.’

Aerand swept her hand to the side, sending the major’s weapon spinning across the room. Rising, she extended her wrist and threw the man against the wall.

‘I think not,’ she replied. ‘And I am a fool. A fool not to have seen you for what you were from the start.’

Aerand’s hands shook as she stepped towards him, the sudden surge of the empyrean rushing through her like pulsating blood. Against the pale stone wall of the chamber, the major was pressed flat like a leaf in the wind. 

‘I knew you were proud, Restripa. I knew you were ambitious. But even I put something like this beneath you.’

On the wall, Restripa laughed bitterly, the vessels in his neck straining as he turned his head towards her. ‘And I, heresy and desertion beneath you.’

Aerand spat to the side, rage building within her. In her hand, Kellipso’s psi-bolas began to spin. She was no great telekine. Not like Jarrah Kellipso was. Not like Jarrah Kellipso had been. But in this moment, with rage opening a door to the immaterium like a spillway in a dam, she had no doubt she could manage enough skill to do the job. With a flick of her fingers, a lacework pattern of bright blue light erupted on the dark metal orbs, then they jumped into the air above her hand, splintering into a thousand orbiting shards.

‘So now you’ll kill me?’ Restripa shouted. ‘You’ll use the weapons of your mentor to murder his commander and usurp me? What do you think Jarrah Kellipso would say about that?’

Aerand looked down at the robed body, rotting away in a pool of dark, briny water. ‘I don’t think he would mind me avenging his murder.’

‘Murder?’ A bitter laugh escaped Major Restripa. ‘Is that how you’ll sell it when you return to the regiment and claim my place? How many Cadians do you think will believe the lie? Will you kill those who don’t fall in line, like you’re about to kill me?’

‘It’s not a lie,’ Aerand spat. ‘I watched you do it. I saw you place a laspistol against his head and pull the trigger.’

A swarm of black metal shards orbited Aerand like the rings of some distant gas giant. She could send all thousand projectiles surging straight through Restripa with nothing but a thought. At this distance, there would be nothing left of the major to protest. 

And she would. In a moment. But first she wanted to hear him say it.

‘Admit it,’ she hissed, her voice dripping with will. ‘Admit you killed the man who saved my soul.’

A terrible look of anguish crossed the major’s face as he tried to resist the focused force of her will. For a time, he looked as if he might succeed, before the words came bursting out.

‘Of course I did!’ Restripa shouted. ‘Of course I killed him, and you would have too! The psyker lord begged me to. And when I refused he simply moved my hand for me.’

With the dam broken upon Restripa’s mind, raw emotion spilled from the major like a wave. Anger. Guilt. Only a hint of fear. But above all, the overwhelming flavour of truth. Aerand froze, the swarm of shards gathered around her stopping inches from the major’s face.

‘Explain. Now.’

‘Where do you think we are, adept? What do you think the Witchbringer is? It’s a trap,’ he continued before she could answer. ‘It’s a trap built specifically for creatures like you.’

Slowly, Aerand felt her anger ebbing, the surge of raw warp energy she had channelled pulling away like the tide. Dropping her hand, she released Restripa, and the major fell ungracefully into the mud. Pushing himself to his feet, he straightened his epaulets and turned to face her.

‘How do you know?’ she asked. 

‘Because Jarrah Kellipso told me the night before he made me take his life.’

The major pointed towards the branching structure that dominated the centre of the room.

‘We found the maps less than a month after we landed on Visage. We didn’t know what we were seeing, but we were keen enough to recognise the pattern. Every original settlement on the planet had been built in a ring around this place, either trying to avoid it, or trying to cage something in.

‘I told Kellipso to dig, with the confessor’s help, and the two unearthed tomes within Javax Cathedral almost as old as the Imperium’s presence on Visage itself. This place was ancient even when they were written, and they referenced it only in passing, but it was clear those first settlers recognised what took us too long to decipher. That the object beside you is the source of Visage’s unique curse. What wasn’t clear was why they allowed it to stand.’

‘A fiend’s bargain,’ Aerand muttered bitterly. ‘The Imperium depended on Visage’s tithe of psykers then even more than it does now, and they could not risk losing that stream of gifted for the sake of destroying one warp-tainted artefact.’

Restripa shook his head. ‘We thought the same, and like any loyal servants of the Emperor, we were determined not to be tempted by such heretical logic.’

‘Thought? Past tense,’ Aerand replied.

‘We don’t have the time.’ Grabbing his lasgun from the floor, Restripa pointed it once again at her chest. ‘Out,’ he ordered. ‘Now.’

Aerand raised her hands and chuckled grimly. ‘Didn’t we just do this, major? I’m not leaving without answers. And if this place is as tainted as you suggest, I’m not setting foot from this temple until we destroy the Witchbringer.’

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Restripa muttered. ‘Not like we were. Why do you think Jarrah Kellipso forced me to kill him? Why do you think that in his final act, he purged the memories of every trooper in this regiment besides me so that they could remember neither this location, nor him?’

The major’s voice had risen to a fever pitch, and for the first time Aerand noticed the faintest vibration in the air. As Restripa finished speaking, what had been an inaudible whining suddenly became loud enough to hear. Behind her, a low blue glow blossomed along the arboreal tines of the Witchbringer, like flickering flames consuming the branches of a tree.

As she turned to face that alien structure, a horrible knot developed in her chest. Suddenly, the surface of the empyrean surged, an ancient shadow rising from its depths.

Aerand’s vision swam, and her knees buckled beneath her, splashing down into that dark, unavoidable sea. She felt Restripa’s hand grasp her, shouting something her ringing ears couldn’t understand, and let the major drag her towards the door.

Because something terrible was trapped within the relic behind her. Something waiting for a vessel strong enough to escape in.

CHAPTER 13

‘Not a traitor, then,’ the confessor remarked coolly, a frown of disappointment written across his lined face. Aerand was too shaken to reply. 

The tension in his shoulders dissipated slightly at the sight of her stumbling, half supported by Major Restripa, but his grip on the corseque remained every bit as tight.

‘No,’ Restripa replied. ‘Not a traitor. Just a fool.’

Libertinum grunted as the ground shivered, a deep keening moan echoing from the stone archway behind them. ‘Has she woken it then?’

Restripa looked to Aerand.

Slowly, she cast her mind backwards, towards the swirling stain that marred the warp behind her. Just beneath the surface of the immaterium, an ancient, sinewy shadow swirled, the fabric of the empyrean churning like choppy water above it.

‘It’s been awake, confessor, since before I arrived on this world.’ She held up her hand before he interrupted. ‘But the answer is no, to the question you intended. The presence within the artefact is stretching its chains, but it has not yet broken them completely. When it does, you will not need my confirmation to know it.’

‘And if it does,’ Restripa said. ‘Well, that is why we brought you.’

The confessor scoffed. ‘Why I insisted on coming, you mean? Never send a witch to do the God-Emperor’s business.’

Even as the man spoke, a thin wisp of translucent energy emanated from the ecclesiarch, like the corona of a star shifting in a solar wind. In that aura, only self-righteousness and contempt radiated. Aerand might have challenged him in any other situation, but they would need every weapon at their disposal tonight.

‘I’m afraid I still don’t understand,’ Aerand said. ‘What’s the plan here, sir? I can see the crooked wisdom in keeping this from the regiment. They are courageous and true, but I imagine few of them would have returned to this place knowing what awaited them. But why hide it from me?’

Libertinum scoffed. ‘So that you wouldn’t do something precisely this stupid.’

‘Because I didn’t know you,’ Restripa replied. ‘The captain that left this regiment was foolhardy and bold. I can see that neither of those qualities has changed.’

Aerand made to reply, but Restripa cut her off.

‘As intolerable as I found you as a commander, you never gave me reason to doubt your loyalty to the Imperium. That said, adept, time has changed us both. I needed to know what you had become.’

Behind them, the ground shook again, thin ripples racing across the black water pooling at their feet.

‘As far as a plan,’ Restripa muttered. ‘I had hoped to surround the foul temple at daybreak and pit every weapon at my disposal against the darkness within, including both you and Confessor Libertinum.’

Aerand laughed. ‘That’s not a plan, major. That’s a prayer.’

‘As you suggested in the cathedral rotunda, adept. A prayer was all I had left.’

‘Throne,’ she muttered. ‘That was the best case?’

Restripa nodded. 

‘And now…’

Beside the major, the confessor began to mutter, an ancient tome open in his hands, his corseque planted into the soft earth. Slowly, Aerand felt an unnatural stillness settle on her soul, in the face of the darkness gathering behind her. Remarkably, for a moment, that shadow recoiled.

‘The Witchbringer touched Jarrah Kellipso for only seconds,’ Major Restripa remarked with a bitter frown. ‘It never even gained full possession of the man, merely channelled its latent power through him, but that was enough to leave almost a company of Cadians dead. The plan now is to get you as far away from this place as quickly as we can.’

As he spoke, Aerand cast her mind into the warp, feeling the shadow behind her surge again. Whatever hindrance Libertinum might pose to a will so ancient and massive would only represent the smallest of hurdles. And beyond that darkness, two masses of human souls approached. 

Aerand paused. ‘No. No it isn’t.’

Restripa frowned.

‘When is an army most vulnerable, major?’ she asked, driving herself deeper into the warp. Her body felt like little more than a shadow, now, too. A thin cord holding her soul back from the warm, dark currents of the empyrean. Beside her, the surface of those waters roiled, something hungry and mad rising from their depths.

Restripa’s aura flared briefly with annoyance, then fear, as he understood the implication in her question. ‘When it is moving,’ the major replied. ‘But, adept, this is not some ¬trifling warband to ambush. Even if the daemon within risks exposing itself to assault when it emerges, I fear we might not be up to the task.’

Beneath Aerand, the empyrean boiled, the sheer weight of the daemon almost unthinkable in scale, enough to crush her petty flame with little more than a thought. And yet, behind millennia of untapped hunger, there was a hesitancy, as if even a presence so unthinkably primordial recognised the existence of powers even more ancient.

Aerand threw her mind out past the small clearing in Visage’s fog afforded by the confessor’s presence. Already, however, those psionic mists were fading, pulling closer, concentrating on the Witchbringer itself as the daemon that awaited within prepared to emerge. And somewhere, deep below the surface of the empyrean, far below, but no longer impossible to see, a familiar pillar of silver light blazed.

Aerand reached for the glimmer of the Astronomican, her mind breaking the churning surface of the warp. As she touched even the edges of that terrible, eternal beacon, she felt her own soul flicker suddenly to life. A thousand auguries flashed before her eyes, her mind blazing with almost unimaginable strength. At the base of her neck, her bridle became white fire, the Emperor’s Tarot at her chest burning painfully bright.

They were dark futures that passed before Aerand’s eyes, every last one. But if the galaxy were not dark, there would be nothing for the Emperor’s light to shine against. 

Beneath her, the Witchbringer let out a terrible, pained screech, before surging upwards and away from that terrible light. At the edges of her perception, thousands of souls rushed towards her, as the Cadian 900th and the traitor regiments closed in.

Fleeing had never been an option, anyway. 

Throne above, it was a beautiful, bloody mess.

Sergeant Raniais Maltia practically grinned as her battered autocannon bucked in her hands. She forced her aim down against the constant upward action, the steel barrel already glowing a dull orange, droplets of steam rising from the superheated weapon.

‘Emperor’s breath,’ she chuckled, turning to the Ebonwelter twins. ‘It’s been too long since we’ve had a proper fight.’

Only a few yards away, another squad of Traitor Guardsmen emerged through the tangle of black, twisting brambles, an ancient corpsewood tree skewering an unwary corporal with a sinewy branch before Maltia’s gun took both the troopers beside him. The remaining six Dorean soldiers closed, bayonets affixed to their rusting lasguns. A single trooper made it close enough to attempt a desperate lunge. Maltia sidestepped the clumsy melee and dropped the man with her foot, then pressed the searing barrel of her autocannon into his open mouth. He screamed for only a moment.

Beside her, Evrik Ebonwelter pulled his combat knife from a filthy, unkempt Traitor Guardsman. ‘Not sure I’d call this a proper fight, sergeant,’ he muttered.

Maltia scoffed, dropping back behind another low, muddy berm, her boots submerged in briny sea water. She had blessed the shallow ocean’s absence, although its return meant equally treacherous footing for their enemy.

‘They outnumber us five to one,’ she called back. ‘Even if they don’t match us in skill.’ Even at tight intervals she would not have been able to see the corporal through the mists less than an hour ago, but something seemed to be pulling that cursed fog away from them. ‘Whatever other advantages they lack, I call that a fight.’

On her left flank, Tannius Ebonwelter protested. ‘What about the sea wall? They outnumbered us there too.’

‘Fair enough, but there was only a squad of us there.’

‘So not a real fight, then?’

‘No.’

‘Maybe a scuffle?’

‘Fine.’

The twins both grinned as they slogged through the muddy terrain towards her, an unmistakable energy gripping them both. To the untrained eye, their good humour in the face of gruesome bloodshed might appear callous, pathological even. But she’d seen soldiers go mad with battle lust before – watched them slash at their comrades as well as the enemy, even themselves when there was no other flesh near enough to bleed – and this was nothing of the sort. 

Grim as it was, the soldiers around her were expert killers, and Emperor-be-true it felt good to do something they excelled at.

‘Push out that flank,’ Maltia barked towards Trooper Bantholo. If the mists were going to give them the visibility, they might as well take it. ‘Just keep out of the way of Second Squad’s fire.’

All along the thin front, platoons of the 900th Regiment interlocked like a chain, executing a rolling withdrawal from their now-abandoned camp, pummelling the traitor regiments every inch of the way. Raniais Maltia wasn’t fond of retreating, but she’d stood beside Sergeant Corwyn and Captain Vyse and heard the major’s orders before he left. 

‘Don’t die for this puddle, Vyse,’ the major had told her just as he and the confessor departed. ‘If they reach you before Libertinum and I return, follow us slowly, but make them purchase every step.’

And paying they were.

Maltia fed a new belt of ammunition into her autocannon as a screaming woman crested the berm. She was clad in little more than a shift of coarse fibres, like moss woven to cover her sickly pale skin. Maltia felt the brief press of the woman’s mind as the witch tried to reach into her thoughts. A tongue of sickly blue flame burst to life in the psyker’s hand. 

Clumsy. And weak.

Evrik Ebonwelter blinked hard at the brief psychic intrusion, then tore a hole through the witch’s chest with a focused burst of las-fire.

Slamming the action of her weapon home to secure the fresh clip, Maltia popped her head over the berm to see another wave of disorganised infantry approaching on their left. She thumbed her micro-bead to send a warning to Sergeant Gaines and his rifles, who were scattered along a narrow ravine beside her squad, wading through water almost up to their necks. 

Before she could complete the transmission, a pair of Sentinels burst out from the mist and levelled the enemy platoon with the paired action of two multi-lasers and a heavy flamer.

‘Come on now,’ she muttered, snagging Trooper Bantholo by the collar. ‘I know the lights are pretty, but we can’t stay to watch.’

Vyse’s Primus and Tertius platoons were already well behind them, and she didn’t even want to think of the lecture she’d get from Lieutenant Nalus if her squad was the one to break the line. A gauntleted hand clasped her shoulder as she turned from the front. 

‘Thought you got lost,’ Sergeant Corwyn growled. ‘Only reason I could think you’d be moving so damn slow.’

‘On it, sergeant,’ she replied, shoving Bantholo forward. ‘Just wanted to get off a few extra shots.’

The company sergeant puffed away as her squad of heavies picked up into a double-time scramble across the muddy terrain. Troopers could joke all they liked about the sergeant’s grey hair and the augmetic leg beneath his left trouser. He might puff like an engine at anything faster than a walk, but she’d never seen him fall behind in a battle.

Corwyn grunted, passing her, and pushed forward towards the twinkle of flare sticks strapped to Cadian packs in the thin mist ahead. The devices were almost unneeded now. The barren, skeletal landscape lay unobstructed for the first time since she’d set foot on the planet. It was an ugly, emaciated, decaying place, not unlike its inhabitants.

It would be a shame to die here, but there had been no grumbling when Restripa had ordered the regiment out from Providence’s walls. Six months had been enough on this barren world, and soon it would be over. 

One way or the other.

‘Come on now,’ she barked towards the troopers behind her. ‘You want to survive long enough to see the next cesspool they send us to?’

Behind her, a chorus of raw laughter echoed, as her heavies pushed themselves to keep up. They each had their faults, but they were good troopers to the last. She’d never let them hear her say it, but it would be an honour to die standing beside them, if needed.

She swallowed uneasily as the ground shivered slightly. No one around her reacted, as concussions were a normal part of war. The blast could have been an exploding mortar, or one of Kobald’s Sentinels erupting in flames, and Maltia would have quickly dismissed it as such, if not for the faint scent floating on the air.

Maltia swallowed and tried to turn her mind from the bitter, coppery taste. Gunpowder. Munitions. Maybe the psychic flicker of the dying witch behind her. 

But the veteran within her knew better, and something had been picking at her mind for some time, like a cluster of buried memories trying to escape. The ground shivered again, throwing her off her feet, and a horrible, unearthly screech echoed above the din of battle. 

Maltia retched, then vomited as both her eardrums ruptured. Only a few hundred yards away, a beacon of unearthly blue flame spouted towards the sky like a tree erupting from the earth.

The memories came flooding back.

‘There it is,’ the Colonel grunted. ‘Took damned long enough.’

A searing plume of unholy blue light crowded the night sky behind the Cadian 900th like a wicked new dawn, scattering shadows across the previously blank landscape.

The Colonel turned to the vox-bearer beside him and the cluster of his few truly loyal lieutenants. ‘You know what that means, then. Time to push in and finish this.’

Orders blazed out from his small command retinue, the troopers of the Dorean 19th forming up together, pulling out of the massed formation like a structure materialising from sand. In moments, an organised regiment had appeared, flanked by the untrained, unwashed masses of Visage’s marsh priests and militia.

The Colonel sighed, something like satisfaction gripping him, or at least the release of responsibility after years of preparation. No manoeuvre ever went completely to plan, but it appeared the primaris psyker had taken his bait, and in that bloody distance, the Witchbringer was emerging.

‘My lord,’ a wizened voice called beside him. His shoulders tensed with the grating, infuriating sound. ‘The Witchbringer awakes. We must go to its aid. It will be vulnerable for a short time, but once it has taken possession of the primaris psyker, it will be unstoppable. It will lead us into a new future. One where witch and human–’

The Colonel’s fist cracked against the side of the marsh priest’s jaw. Stumbling back, the young man clutched his face.

‘My lord?’ he managed.

The Colonel spat. ‘Be quiet,’ he replied, surveying the battle-field. 

He had four solid companies at his disposal. Most drawn from his original veterans, supplemented with native Visagers whom he’d had the chance to train over the last ten years. There were perhaps three times that many irregulars massed around his core of Dorean rifles. That gave him four thousand troops to throw against a full Cadian regiment. Even on his best day he would not relish those odds.

And yet, he had no intention of defeating them outright.

‘Push forward,’ he called to his lieutenants. ‘Kill the Cadian witch. Once she is dead, the rest will fall.’

In the mud, the marsh priest struggled to his feet.

‘My lord. You cannot kill the primaris psyker. The Witchbringer requires her presence as a vessel.’

The Colonel struck him again, his hand tingling with satisfaction.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘You require her presence.’

The Colonel rolled his shoulders, aged flak armour sliding against his skin, worn to fit perfectly. He had been a soldier for as long as he could remember. He was no expert tactician, but he understood stratagems well enough. For ten years the high priestess of Visage’s pathetic marsh cult had used him. He had never been under any illusion about that. And for ten years he had used her as well. Now, he would use that daemon just as he had its pawn.

‘You require her to house your accursed, heretic god. But I want to see that daemon tormented, unchained. In a body, the Witchbringer might do exactly what you expect. Build a planet of witches and crown itself king. But what do you think it will do when it is disembodied and exposed? Its very existence on this plane a thing of constant pain?’

He stared down at the marsh priest with nothing but disdain. He had respected the crone, at least, as much as he had despised her arts and dark religion, but this fresh pup was both an affront and a fool.

‘It will rage,’ the Colonel answered for him. ‘It will rage as any injured, mindless animal would do. It will cleanse this world of both your kind and the Imperium alike. And when it has torn Visage piece from Throne-forsaken piece, there will be nothing left for anyone to return to.’

The marsh priest’s face curled from confusion to rage, and he raised an outstretched hand towards the Colonel. ‘You cannot,’ he muttered, blue fire flickering at his withered, pale fingertips. 

The Colonel stepped towards the man and laughed as the flames died away.

‘You forget what I am, witch,’ he spat. ‘You forget what I’ve lost. They took my life. They took my future. They took the only consolation I had left. I can do whatever the hell I like.’

In one smooth, practised motion, he lifted his bolt pistol, and the marsh priest’s head evaporated to mist.

At his side the Dorean 19th surged forward.

Raniais Maltia shivered beneath the weight of memories long buried. She remembered not only this abomination in particular, but all the others she had faced in her life long before.

Blood trickled from her ears and nose, her mouth full of the flavour of charred soot and scorched flesh. Against her mind a terrible pressure railed, like a tide screaming to be let in. Her hands and feet shook uncontrollably as she pushed herself up from the cold, muddy earth and fumbled with the weapon that normally fitted her hands like an extra limb.

She turned slowly to face the monster.

The flashing tower of blue werelight was fading, replaced by a titanic monstrosity of swirling white mist. Suddenly, the landscape below was clear, as Visage’s fogs coalesced upon that sinewy, writhing form. Countless faces twisted and sprouted from the leviathan, contorted in various stages of pain and distress. Arms and legs emerged from the bloated behemoth, like thousands of corpses caught together in some vast, perverse current. And from that abomination, all their voices screamed together.

Maltia wiped blood from her useless ears, but the sound persisted even without them. It vibrated through the ground. It crept in through each breath. It echoed through the confines of her mind itself. The echoes of ten thousand years of Visage’s dead crying out in unison. 

It was enough to drive even a stalwart trooper mad.

Beside her, Bantholo lay shaking in the dirt. She knelt and shook the man without any response. The Ebonwelter twins fared only slightly better. Evrik leaned against Tannius, eyes glazed and wandering, while his brother looked helplessly towards her.

Come, she signalled in shaky battle sign. Tannius dragged his brother to stand beside her.

Others, she signed. Rally. 

Across the empty plain, their enemy was massing. At least four companies of well-organised Dorean troopers marched in unison towards the disarrayed Cadian 900th. All across that line, clusters of Cadians rose to their feet and slowly gathered together just as her squad did now. But with the enemy only a few hundred yards away, they had precious little time to organise a defence.

If they didn’t, the horror raging behind them would be the least of their concerns.

Maltia had seen what happened in that situation before. A unit shaken by Chaos collapsing beneath its own weight. She would not allow it to happen again. 

Together, the trio of heavy soldiers stumbled towards the platoon of rifles on their left. Maltia rushed towards a young trooper with his gun pressed into his mouth. She slapped it away, and stared into his terrified eyes, breaking him loose for a moment from the psychic grip of the monster on the horizon.

‘You weren’t trained to be a damn deserter!’ she screamed, hardly able to hear her own voice. ‘You don’t get to die that easily, soldier!’

Beside her, a young corporal grabbed the trooper and set him back onto the line. He nodded towards her, levelling his own weapon towards the enemy, steel in his eyes. Justine, the corporal’s nameplate read in weathered, stained script. She would have to remember that name.

All down the Cadian line, Maltia and the Ebonwelter twins pulled shaking soldiers to their feet and placed them back in formation.

Fire, she signed to a young lieutenant. She grabbed his lasgun and pressed it into his hands. Normally, he might have baulked at the order, but the officer was in no shape to take any offence.

‘Which direction?’ he replied, his voice hardly audible.

Maltia turned, the charging Doreans on one side, that terrible warp-cursed presence on the other. Beneath the monster, three small, dark silhouettes huddled, as the Witchbringer began to descend from the sky.

Enemies on all sides. Utterly outnumbered. Was there any other way for Cadians to fight?

‘Whichever direction you goddamn well please, sir!’

The earth around the artefact shattered as the Witchbringer burst from its ancient cage. For a terrible moment, Visage’s surface heaved, as if the very bedrock of the planet might give way to the sudden rush of psychic power erupting from the now-crumbling temple. A column of scorching blue witchfire tore from those ruins through the cloudy sky above.

Aerand staggered. First from the physical shockwave that ripped across the briny water in which she stood, then again from the sudden shock of the daemon’s psionic presence. She clung to her force staff, reeling, as an impenetrable cloud descended from the sky upon her.

In all her life, in all her training, she had never imagined a presence so strong.

Beside her, Major Absalom Restripa collapsed, and Confessor Libertinum wavered on his feet. As the confessor staggered, reaching for the aquila around his neck, Aerand felt herself crumble to her knees.

The Cadians fought every bit as bravely as the stories would have had him believe. Yes, he’d scrapped with the 900th over the last six months, but never a full, head-on assault like this.

The Colonel’s bolt pistol bucked and jumped in his hands, punching a hole through a squad of the Cadian 900th as his First Company engaged their front line. Flashes of las-fire left his vision clouded with pale violet after-burn as he pressed forward into the melee.

The Cadians had earned every legend told about them, but he had trained his own troopers well. The two formations crashed together with the sound of las-fire and melee, gun barrels and trench knives suddenly flying between bodies pressed into close combat.

There was little need for command and control, now. No brilliant stratagems left to deploy. Simply two masses of humans pressing together in that final, bloody dance, and a single unwavering, animal objective. 

Kill before you were killed.

The Colonel threw himself into that terrible churn. His bolt pistol cracked as he dropped a Cadian sergeant before crashing into a pair of heavy troopers struggling to disengage and fall back with an autocannon. He caught one along the side of the face with a moving shot, a deep crimson rift suddenly appearing from the corner of the man’s mouth to the edge of his ear. The trooper’s helmet cocked on his head, but held fast, and he brought his autocannon crashing into the Colonel’s chest.

The Colonel dropped, the sudden impact striking his flak armour like a battering ram. For a terrible moment, he sank beneath the dark, briny water, a pair of boots pressed against his back. Fingers grappled in the darkness for his neck and then suddenly released. A pair of rough hands pulled him from the water.

‘Intact?’ Sergeant Gross asked him gruffly.

The Colonel nodded, looking down at the pair of dead Cadians, each bearing the telltale marks of Sergeant Gross’ handiwork. The long, curving sword in his grasp dripped a neat stream of crimson into the sea.

The press of the two units wavered for a moment, each recoiling from the gruesome first impact. For their part, the Imperials had held, and the few Cadian survivors on the line pressed forward again into a desperate counter-attack. But a lifetime of war had taught the Colonel that valour could only overcome sheer numbers for so long. His Second Company pressed forward through the ranks of his First, and the remaining Cadians crumbled before them.

A clear path lay between him and the primaris psyker who was trapped beneath that abomination in the sky.

‘Come on now,’ he shouted, coughing and rising to his feet. ‘Almost there, sergeant.’

Gross nodded, raising his bloody longsword and waving it forward. The Dorean 19th surged forward with him until a twisting wall of flame enveloped the left flank of his line. 

Blue witchfire arced and roiled along his ranks, the air suddenly full of the screams of his troopers being roasted alive within their flak armour. As the conflagration faded, leaving ashes in its wake, he spotted a mass of marsh priests pressing his way.

‘Turn Third Company to cover our flank, sergeant,’ he grunted. ‘We don’t stop for any other bloody damn thing.’

The heretics were killing each other.

Sergeant Maltia raised a hand to cover her eyes as another wave of witchfire splashed into the Dorean formation. What she’d first attributed to miscommunication or the confusion of battle had clearly been an intentional act.

The main press of the Doreans pushed forward against a broken Cadian line, now little more than an inconvenience for the surging Traitor Guardsmen, but along the edges of that formation, it appeared the enemy forces were beginning to devour themselves. 

Two krak missiles soared from a Traitor Guardsman on her right, striking a Sentinel and dropping the vehicle in a flameburst. No sooner had it fallen, however, than a mess of black vines sprouted from the ground to devour the Traitor Guardsman entirely. She raised her autocannon and put a burst through the witch who had performed the act.

Any semblance of organisation in the battle had completely evaporated. She’d managed to rally the remnants of three platoons into something resembling an organised force, but the remainder of the battlefield had devolved into a disarrayed melee. At her fore, the Dorean rifles charged forward, devouring the disarrayed Cadian line. At its flanks, Traitor Guardsmen and irregulars turned on one another, while behind her, the nascent daemon still raged. Her troopers gathered in a solitary ring, engaging on all sides while drifting steadily backwards towards that twisting, repulsive monster and the primaris psyker and major trapped beneath it. 

Now that they’d weathered the daemon’s initial assault, her mind – and the minds of her soldiers – seemed to have steadied. Perhaps it was simply the distraction of having more pressing threats immediately present, but the myriad voices screaming in the back of her skull had faded to only a dull cacophony.

Another wave of Doreans crashed into her survivors, pressing against their ranks and then washing around them. She raised her autocannon and pounded out a continuous rhythm, dropping a squad of rifles as they streaked past. At least two company-sized elements approached. More than enough to wipe her small detachment from the battlefield. At their head charged a greyed trooper in an officer’s cap. 

‘Steady!’ Maltia shouted. ‘Double ranks. Push out on the left.’

Less than a platoon remained to her. They would fight bravely, but the outcome was clear. As it had always been, perhaps. She braced herself for the impending charge, and for the bloody death that would undoubtedly follow.

As the Doreans rushed in, a wave of witchfire washed over them, enveloping the regiment whole. For a moment the assaulting line was completely lost in the surging wall of abominable blue flame, before bursting back through the other side.

A brief cheer went up from one of her troopers, before he realised that the Doreans had emerged almost unscathed. At the fringes of the formation, a few scattered soldiers smouldered, but at the centre of the line, those flames dissipated harmlessly, as if something had sapped them completely of their strength. 

Her eyes flashed again to the officer leading the charge, a tarnished aquila now visible on his epaulets. The Colonel’s element pounded into her weary line, but instead of stopping to roll the Cadians away, it split around them like a river surrounding a stone. Once behind them, the Doreans charged yet again. Straight towards Glavia Aerand and the daemon above her head.

Aerand’s world was nothing more than screams and darkness.

She struggled to breathe as a weight like mountains fell upon her, her mind spinning with the unwavering, brutal assault. The twisting currents of the warp threw her aside like petty flotsam as a great, ancient maw rose out of the deep.

She was aware that in realspace, her physical body was kneeling in the mud with dark, briny water rising up to her waist. Beside her, a robed man stood bearing a corseque, his voice screaming into an immutable wind, the faint golden glow of the God-Emperor’s power pouring off his skin like steam. Another Cadian lay on the soft earth beside her, shaking slowly in the briny sea.

She would return to them, eventually. If only she could find her mind again.

Around her the immaterium roiled, as that ancient shadow shattered its surface. A million voices erupted beneath her like a choir, thousands of clawing consciousnesses pressing in at once against her own. The dead of Visage swarmed like carrion fish around that massive, emerging behemoth. 

Throne, how they wanted to be let in.

And yet Aerand held.

For a moment she pressed back against the Witchbringer, rising above the waves long enough to catch sight of the myriad souls blazing and flickering out around her. Close by, Javard Libertinum burned like a torch, the only thing holding the darkness back from extinguishing them all.

She pressed harder against that shadow, and watched with surprise as it hesitated. But not because of her. On the surface of the warp, something else approached her. Something empty, and unholy, and utterly void. 

Something that even a mindless daemon would fear.

The Witchbringer recoiled as the Colonel approached, an ungodly screech emerging from the twisted abomination. Whether out of true pain or simply outrage at being separated from its prey, he did not know. And quite frankly, he found he did not care.

The Cadian psyker knelt on the earth before him, her frail body limp and empty, and only faintly breathing. Beside her stood a man he recognised well.

‘Confessor Libertinum,’ the Colonel grumbled. ‘I’m surprised to see you beyond your cathedral walls.’

The confessor started as he noticed the Colonel’s presence, his litany fumbling and then falling away. 

The last time the Colonel had seen the confessor, his face had been lit by the flames of a pyre. The God-Emperor may have decreed the girl’s death, but Javard Libertinum had been His hands in the matter. An added gift, then, to have him here beside the psyker.

The Colonel raised his bolt pistol and took aim at the priest.

‘Colonel Oire,’ Libertinum muttered. 

No need for any further conversation. The Colonel pulled the trigger.

As he fired, a lasgun cracked, and a sudden weight spun him to the side, driving his aim wide. Beside the primaris psyker a Cadian major pushed himself off the ground, a steaming lasgun in his hands.

The psyker opened her violet eyes.

A blank.

The traitor colonel was a bloody psychic blank. A soulless abomination immune to the warp, formed by mutations even rarer than those that had created her.

The realisation made a perfect, ugly sense, the moment Aerand could no longer ignore it. It was the reason the man had avoided murder or worse at the hands of the witches he consorted freely with for years. It was the reason the Witchbringer had retreated before him. It was the reason he left no mark at all on the warp, and why she could not sense even the most peripheral of his thoughts. He stood before her, unknowable, a dirty, empty scar on the empyrean.

The Colonel twisted with the impact of Major Restripa’s shot, then righted himself and brought his bolt pistol to bear on the major. 

‘Down!’ Aerand screamed as Restripa tried to stand, still recovering from the sudden absence of the Witchbringer’s immense psychic weight. That the major hadn’t lost his mind entirely during the daemon’s uninhibited assault was testament enough to his will.

Aerand tackled the Colonel to the mud as his bolt pistol flashed. She reeled briefly, her last thread of connection to the immaterium shattered by her proximity to the Dorean. Aerand rolled, drawing her combat knife as the man rose, dropping a spent magazine from his weapon and inserting another. 

Around the Colonel, twisting fog raged. Disembodied echoes of the daemon pressed towards him, then flinched away, like waves lapping against a shore.

‘You know what you are!’ Aerand shouted over the din. ‘You could end this all. You could destroy this monster!’

‘And what of the monster you worship, Cadian?’

Unthinking, Aerand threw her mind towards the Colonel, striking nothing but an empty void where she should have encountered a human soul. For the first time in half a decade, the empyrean was dead around her, muted completely by the blank standing feet away. At first, the sensation was a blessed relief, then a terrible emptiness filled her. Aerand pulled away from the Colonel’s mind, then burst from a crouch towards the man.

There would be no answers, then, for why he had done this. But no answer she might have found in his thoughts could have justified his actions, regardless.

Aerand struck the man as his weapon fired, tearing a burning streak along her left flank. She stepped past him before he could fire another shot, her knife raking his shoulder as she pushed through his grasp. The blade glanced harmlessly off a hardened pauldron before slipping into a crease in his armour to bite the warm flesh underneath. 

A grunt from behind her, as she turned to re-engage. A cluster of figures emerged from the mist as the Colonel stepped to the side, shifting his aura of protection with him.

A bloodied Dorean sergeant slid a longsword from the stomach of a Cadian trooper while another emptied a lasgun into the fog. At least a full squad of Traitor Guardsmen followed him into the eye of the unholy storm.

‘You don’t have to fight us,’ the Colonel shouted. ‘We can end your torment painlessly, witch. Your God-Emperor has used you, Cadian. Taken your life. Taken your world. He will burn you like a candle until nothing remains, and He will kill you in the end just as surely as that daemon would.’

He was right, Aerand knew, in his own twisted fashion. The God-Emperor would take her one day, once she had served her purpose to Him and His Imperium. It was only what she did before then that mattered.

‘Then I shall burn as brightly as I can, heretic.’

Aerand rushed forward as a Cadian trooper erupted from the fog behind the traitors, driving the Dorean sergeant into the ground. Raniais Maltia battered the Traitor Guardsman with empty fists, as another Dorean turned his weapon on her. Aerand dived forward and sunk her blade into the man’s chest, turning at the sudden ring of metal behind her.

A Dorean bayonet hung inches from her neck, foiled by the thin, shaking metal of a decorative corseque. Javard Libertinum grunted with the sudden exertion, the melee standing still as its participants adjusted to the sudden new additions.

Confessor Libertinum met her eyes for only a moment, then swung his weapon towards the Traitor Guardsman. The Dorean’s helmet shattered under the impact, blood spraying from his mouth as the side of his face evaporated. From the sky, the bloodied form of a single cherub crashed down through the mists and sunk dark, curling claws into the neck of an unaware traitor. On the ground, the Dorean sergeant raised a booted foot and kicked Maltia across the face.

Their tiny bubble raged like the eye of a storm, as Libertinum and Maltia began the melee in earnest. Two Dorean troopers raised lasguns towards the priest, and Aerand sprinted the short distance towards the pair. Before she reached them, both dropped with smoking holes in their chest, Major Restripa having found his feet once again.

‘Kill him!’ Restripa shouted, his weapon singing, as another squad of Traitor Guardsmen battled their way into the clearing. ‘Kill the damned colonel.’

As the Doreans passed through that swirling wall of ghosts, long, dark claws raked across them, bloodying the troopers as they passed. With every moment that the Colonel held the daemon at bay, the echoes trapped within it seemed to grow more corporeal. Libertinum and Maltia rushed towards the bloodied enemy, as Aerand turned to face the Colonel once again.

At the centre of that raging storm, the man stood firm, white mists crackling with foul warp energy swirling around him in Chaotic anger. Thousands of faces swam in that maddening mist, growing more detailed each moment the Witchbringer gathered strength within the physical world. Appendages flowed together, melding echo and flesh in a gruesome, unholy amalgamation, matched only by mouthless, tormented screams. 

It was enough to drive any mortal man mad, and yet the ¬Colonel’s eyes blazed only with dark purpose.

She threw her mind towards the traitor once again, grasping for any hold on the man’s mind, but found none. Slowly, he levelled his bolt pistol at her chest, and she felt the painful absence of her divinations. 

But Glavia Aerand needed no connection to the warp to foretell this end. She knew precisely what such a weapon would do without her gifts to counter it. Only a single choice remained, then, and it was a damned ugly one. With a desperate prayer, she raised her force staff before her and fell back into the Witchbringer’s roiling madness as the bolt pistol flashed in the Colonel’s hand.

The primaris psyker vanished into the mists. The Colonel’s bolt pistol bucked once, then fell silent in his hand. Behind that wall of swirling, impenetrable madness, a light flared as her magicks warred against the weapon. 

Clever soldier. A doomed effort, but admirable.

The Colonel walked forward, mists falling back with each of his steps. He lowered his pistol as the Cadian psyker staggered forward, catching the woman if only to prevent her from knocking him off his feet. Her body twisted in time to reveal blood streaming from her left chest, and her face and neck had been raked by the daemon’s countless, mindless claws.

She had distanced herself far enough from the Colonel to summon just enough of her dark magick to blunt his killing blow, but in the end those unholy forces had injured her just as surely.

A sigh escaped the Colonel as he lowered the psyker to the dirt. He bore no particular hatred towards the woman, only the twisted society that had created her. In fact, as he stared at her ashy, bruised skin and the rusted, weeping cables along her skull, he felt a twinge of something almost akin to pity. 

‘Sleep, now,’ he whispered, as the woman coughed blood. ‘Your torment will be the last on this accursed world.’ 

Around him, the Witchbringer screamed with rage, and the Colonel lifted his eyes with bitter satisfaction. Damn the daemon. Damn the Emperor. Damn every creature, dark or shrouded in light, that claimed itself a god and used that to justify tormenting the souls of innocent, helpless mortals. 

As he looked down, the psyker’s violet eyes flicked open. Warmth blossomed across his neck as she buried her combat knife in his throat.

The Witchbringer descended on them like a wave.

One moment, Sergeant Maltia drove a bloodied fist into the face of a helmeted Traitor Guardsman, and the next, the man was ripped from her grasp. A sea of twisting, dark appendages grasped the man on all corners and tore his head and an arm away from his torso, as the aura of protection collapsed around them. 

Desperately, Maltia pulled her lasgun from the mud and fired indiscriminately into the pressing mist. The surface recoiled from the blazing barrel of her weapon, but simply flowed around the fusillade like water. Beside her, Confessor Libertinum stumbled beneath the sudden force of the daemon’s unblunted psychic presence before righting himself and bringing his corseque to bear. With a hollow crunch, he drove the ornate weapon into the chest of the Dorean Guardsman beneath his foot, then raised its finial towards the mists. The sea around them halted, the confessor’s voice giving the daemon pause.

Dropping to her knees, Maltia rummaged within the webbed combat pouches strapped to her flak armour, her fingers closing around the cold, smooth surface of hard metal. She pulled the plasma grenade from its pouch.

‘Emperor’s breath,’ Major Restripa called beside her. ‘What are you waiting for, sergeant?’

‘Well, I’ve been saving this,’ Maltia grumbled with a shred of disappointment. 

‘For what?’

The sergeant grunted and lobbed the grenade into the mist, then covered her eyes.

A small sun blazed in the air above her, but Aerand might not have noticed the plasma grenade’s discharge if not for the daemon’s reaction. For a blessed moment, the mists above her limp, bleeding body tore open with the light and heat of an infant star, and on the surface of the empyrean the shadow around her reeled. 

Aerand took a deep and shuddering breath, her left chest little more than an aching, flapping mess as shattered ribs pulled open a lung half-flooded with blood. She had blunted the Colonel’s shot, but not stopped it entirely, and now it would kill her just as he had intended. The psyker cursed, driving the physical pain out of her mind, and forcing her attention back into the warp. Not a difficult task. She already walked the border between the physical and psychic realm. And as battered as her body was, it appeared she would soon make that transition permanently.

The Witchbringer lashed out as she re-entered the warp, sinewy tendrils of dark shadow flogging her mind in a pained assault. She drove the attack back, but felt the bite of those limbs deeper into her defences than minutes before. She had stood her ground before the daemon from the start, but with each passing exchange her resistance flagged.

Until the last drop is spilled. 

That had been her motto, once, and she still drew breath, no matter how ragged. Aerand gathered her will and struck back towards the daemon. As her mind touched the twisting, serpentine shadow, a thousand voices responded in disorganised protest, the echoes of countless dead rising to the creature’s surface.

It was evident now that the Witchbringer was just as fragmented within the confines of the empyrean as its physical form was in the realspace of Visage. Whatever sinister symbiosis existed between the daemon, the artefact and the planet’s unholy arborage, its outcome was now painfully clear. For untold millennia, the daemon trapped within that artefact had drawn the souls of Visage’s dead to itself, amassing layer upon layer of abhorrent echoes until its original sentience had been lost in its perverted efforts to sustain so many others. What might have been a true, focused intelligence once was now nothing more than a feral, animal will, torn in myriad directions by the memories of a million lives.

And yet, that amalgam proved almost impenetrable.

Until the last drop is spilled. Every last one.

Aerand threw her mind against the abomination again, unable to avoid its inevitable response. Dark claws raked across the surface of her mind, the memories of a thousand lives assaulting her in an instant. She staggered beneath the weight – nearly enough for her to lose her own will – and then forced herself to the other side.

As she withdrew her mind from the twisted conglomeration before her, she felt something within the shadow tear. The smallest of rifts in that seething, impenetrable armour, but large enough for the faintest hint of light to emerge.

As another massive, seething limb descended upon her like the shadow of a moon, Aerand drove her mind forward into that rift and whatever soul lay trapped within.

To die for the Emperor was no painful thing. Sergeant Raniais Maltia had known this since before she could speak. 

All loyal servants of the God-Emperor of Mankind gave their lives, in the end, for their immortal ruler and for the vision of purity He embodied. Only the form of those inevitable deaths varied. This is what the Ministorum taught. This is what every preacher she’d ever met had told her. And this is what she had reminded herself countless times when she stood on the brink of her most dangerous battles.

And yet, as she hammered her last power pack into the steaming clip of the lasgun she’d carried since Cadia, and felt the unholy claws of disembodied limbs tear across her shoulder just beneath her pauldron, she found that the God-Emperor was the last thing on her mind. 

And whatever the Ecclesiarchy might say, dying for the Throne still hurt like hell.

The sergeant’s skin seared and bubbled at the unfiltered Chaotic contact as she hammered the powercell home and unleashed a stream of searing white las-fire into the daemon. The mist corpse beside her howled, then evaporated, a dozen more flowing out of the swirling monstrosity in order to take the spectre’s place.

Her back pressed against Libertinum and Restripa, the trio stumbled through the fog blindly. The plasma grenade had bought them time enough to regroup and choose a direction to retreat, but nothing more. 

Talons passed by her head, catching Major Restripa’s helmet and nearly strangling the man with its chinstrap, before Libertinum’s corseque shattered the ghastly appendage. The major stumbled, coughing, back to his feet. All of them had fallen already, and soon one of them would not be able to rise. Then, the end would be swift for the pair that remained.

Overhead, a beam of light pierced through the shadows. Lascannon, from the colour. Likely as not fired by one of Kobald’s Sentinels. Someone still remained alive on the outside, then, with enough good sense to pour whatever armament they had left into the boiling Chaos abomination before them.

Restripa met her eyes and nodded as she pulled the confessor in the opposite direction of that blast, and further into the heart of the daemon. If any of the 900th remaining outside this hell¬scape were to survive the hours – nay, minutes – to come, they had only one possible remaining hope.

As Maltia pushed forward, pouring a wedge of las-fire into the mists and rushing into the gap it created, she felt her foot catch on something soft and warm. She tumbled forward over the corpse of a Dorean officer, blood still streaming from a gash across his neck. As she tried to rise, the mists washed over her head.

For a terrible moment, Sergeant Maltia was drowning, until the booming voice of the confessor echoed above her, and the ghastly face before her own drew slowly away. Rough hands pulled her to her feet and pushed her onwards, straight towards another corpse, this one clad in a psyker lord’s robes.

Maltia’s last hope faded to ash within her, but then Glavia Aerand took a ragged, shaky breath. Above her, the daemon swirled like a torrent, driving down towards the dying woman in a tangle of razor-sharp appendages. Whatever war was raging between the daemon and the primaris psyker’s soul would matter little if it simply destroyed her body.

Maltia crouched, preparing to throw herself in front of that blow, ready to die. Not for the Emperor, but for that woman in the mud. That woman, who had once been an honourable soldier. And still was.

Before she could, a ghostly, ephemeral figure stepped out from the mists and drove the daemon suddenly back.

Jarrah.

Even in death, the tenor of the primaris psyker’s soul was utterly recognisable to her. Kellipso’s mind had been the first to ever touch hers directly. The first against which she had trained and sparred.

For a moment, the dim, fading soul before her winced, before it recognised her as well.

Glavia. 

She knew enough not to expect joy from the man, but the bitter rage which emanated from Kellipso’s echo took her wholly by surprise.

I warned you. I warned you not to follow me here.

Aerand shivered against the sudden assault. Around the pair, the Witchbringer had briefly relented, and Aerand was peripherally aware of three other souls gathering in realspace around them.

+And yet here I am.+

Kellipso seethed. You fool. You bloody damned fool.

Tendrils of shadow slowly overwhelmed whatever resistance the three souls around them had mounted, then drew in closer to the pair. Kellipso threw them back. 

I sent you a vision. Across half the damned galaxy. With my last thought I tried to push you away. Tried to spare you this fate.

+And yet.+

Kellipso reached out towards her mind and she opened its door, her memories becoming his own. The psyker’s anger faded, swallowed by a nihilistic sense of defeat. 

And yet that is precisely what brought you here.

Despite the fact that there were no words spoken, Aerand could hear the unmistakable regret in his thought. This was the trap of divination, always, especially for the unpractised. Jarrah Kellipso had attempted to push her away, but his very warning is what had led to this moment. 

Around them, the Witchbringer suddenly raged, one of the three souls standing vigil over her body in realspace flickering defiantly in reply before it was snuffed out completely. Through the gap in that wall, the daemon surged towards them, but Kellipso suddenly turned it away.

For a moment, an image flashed through Aerand’s mind, of her body bleeding into the cold, churned mud. Of the molten, shattered remnants of her bridle carving a searing river down the skin of her back. Of two shadowy silhouettes standing vigil over her. 

Tell them to end it. Tell them to kill you before the daemon takes control. 

The pain in Kellipso’s thought was undeniable, but he spoke the order with icy resolve. He had taken that bitter path in the end, and it had cost him torment she could not even imagine. But there was little question as to what he had saved.

Another psionic wave pressed against her from the Witchbringer, and Aerand felt it bite deep into her defences. There was little left now within her to keep that ravenous shadow from the very substance of her soul, and the body beneath. What it would do with that power, she could scarcely imagine.

Slowly, Aerand reached out towards the two mortal minds beside her. She envisioned a bloodied laspistol in a bloodied hand.

Now, Aerand. If you can. It will end us, and them, soon. 

Aerand readied her will, looking back at the last flickering echo of the man who had once saved her from a similar fate. And as she did, she noted the faintest glimmer of something alight in the swirling mess around him.

+No.+

Kellipso’s echo raged. The Witchbringer struck out towards him, and he swatted it away.

Don’t be a fool, Glavia. Without your body, without your mind, the daemon will tear this world apart, but it will remain on this insignificant planet only. With a vessel – with you as a physical vessel – there is no telling the destruction such a presence could wreak. 

+I know.+

The Witchbringer drove towards her with a hunger unmasked. Aerand summoned every bit of will she had left, then reached out towards the psyker beside her. As she touched Kellipso’s echo, she felt her strength grow, like a deep breath of cool air after drowning. Together, they forced the Witchbringer a step back.

Aerand, this is no victory. How long do you think the two of us can resist, even together?

Already, the daemon was advancing. Aerand pulled from Kellipso and pushed it back again. The Witchbringer writhed as their combined wills struck it like a blade, another faint chink opening in that swirling shadow. And within, once again, the faintest of lights.

+You are not the only one, Kellipso. You cannot be the only one. This daemon has raged for ten thousand years. How many loyal servants of the God-Emperor lie within this prison? How many others still maintain some will of their own? Find them. Find them for me, Jarrah. And together we will attempt what you alone could not.+

For a moment, Aerand felt the warp around her shiver, as Kellipso’s echo blazed like a sun. One by one new embers appeared in the swirling mists of the Witchbringer’s clutches. Aerand cast her mind to them each like a rope in deep water, and one by one they came.

There were no voices remaining. Not even faces for most. Echoes of souls lost for so long within the warp’s darkness that they retained no memory even of themselves. 

But they remembered the God-Emperor and His holy light.

For ten thousand years the Witchbringer had devoured and swallowed, consuming souls by the thousands hoping to find a single vessel strong enough to sustain it. And now, with those souls suddenly blazing once again within it, the daemon screamed.

As hundreds, then thousands of burning fires flared to life within that impenetrable darkness, Aerand summoned the last remaining shred of her will and drove her mind towards them all like a shower of spears. As she spoke, her voice was joined first by Jarrah Kellipso’s, then an untold choir of Visage’s dead.

‘I turn my soul, O God-Emperor, towards the light of your grace, that I may surrender before it and burn just as brightly.’

With a horrifying shriek, the Witchbringer shattered around her, before the warp swallowed her whole.

CHAPTER 14

Major Absalom Restripa had never understood funerals. Never made sense of the effort and expense poured into the fate of those already dead and unable to appreciate it.

He could grasp the theoretical reasons for such rituals. He understood that the common masses required such displays of extravagance and ceremony in order to temper their base animal fear of an event as natural as death. And yet, he found, no matter how hard he tried, he could not personally connect any emotion to the endeavour.

Yet, as he stood on the damp, cracked staircase beneath Javax Cathedral – the first light of dawn washing down through multicoloured glassaic over the dark, murky waters which were only just beginning to recede from their high point at the apex of the city – and looked on at the blazing pyre in the courtyard below, he found, for the first time, a hint of comfort in the measured precision of the Cadian troopers and Ecclesiarchy preachers carrying stretchered bodies towards those purifying flames.

The dead had burned for three straight days on a dozen pyres surrounding Providence’s last vestige of Imperial strength, and still they streamed in from the dark, shattered buildings of the city and washed up like flotsam on the salty, bitter tide. After days submerged within those acrid, pungent waters, little remained to tell loyalist and traitor apart, and all burned in the hungry, cleansing fires. Haggard preachers spoke benedictions on unending rotation, hardly stopping to eat, or to sleep. 

The sheer volume of the dead precluded any attempt to discern between the faithful and the heretic, and it would be up to the God-Emperor to recognise His own. Restripa had no illusions that the fires would go hungry soon. They would still be burning bodies a year from today.

With a sigh, he surveyed the shattered city around him. Dark water still lapped across worn cobbled streets, chewing at the foundations of structures already crumbling. What a dozen traitor regiments and cults had not accomplished in centuries, the simple weight of water had achieved in a week. 

General Yarin had assured him a detachment of engineers and tech-priests had been dispatched to the planet, and would arrive by the end of the season to evaluate the support required to rebuild Providence’s sea walls and repair its ancient bilge pumps, if possible. The most generous estimates of the Departmento Munitorum claimed they would have a complete assess¬ment within a solar year, and would only then begin to determine what resources might be available to actually begin reconstruction.

It was a laughable, if predictable bureaucratic outcome.

The truth, already, was painfully clear. Visage stood, only barely, but it was already dead. With the destruction of the Witchbringer, the planet’s tithe of psykers would dry up, and without that single worthwhile resource, the Imperium would never look towards the planet with anything but casual indifference again.

Nearly half a Cadian regiment had died to secure a future of eternal obsolescence for this desolate world. And they would have to claim that as a victory. 

Tired eyes stared back at him from lines of his soldiers as Major Restripa descended the cracked and dripping steps. Even with the departure of the Throne-cursed daemon, Visage’s weather had not improved a bit. 

Behind him, six acolytes clad in drab black cowls carried a shrouded corpse on a litter. Ornate, gold-wreathed fabric fell flat over the body, the crimson of a Cadian flag laid across its eyes. Restripa led the honour guard towards the pyre in silence, as troopers snapped to attention on either side. There were no words as they passed beneath an arbour of raised, dripping lasguns and exhausted salutes. The very act was more than speech enough from troopers who scarcely deigned to speak to non-combatants. 

To the best of his knowledge, Absalom Restripa believed this was the first time his regiment had ever given formal Cadian honours to an ecclesiarch.

As the acolytes deposited the last remains of Confessor Javard Libertinum atop the blazing pyre, Restripa stepped to the side and watched the flames hiss. As the man’s body went up in a gout of fire, the smell of burning flesh and metal drifted towards his nose.

‘Do you think he would have been pleased, in the end?’ a voice called softly. 

A robe drifted to his side in the rain, pain written across the thin woman’s face as she settled to a position of attention. She leaned heavily against her thin, silver force staff, but even with its support she looked as if the simple exertion of holding her body upright might be enough to floor her.

‘Pleased with what, adept?’ Restripa replied bitterly. ‘His funeral? His death? His broken world?’

Glavia Aerand looked towards him for a moment, idly spinning a pair of black metal spheres in one hand. The gesture appeared somehow terribly familiar, yet equally foreign at once when performed by anyone other than the psyker lord Jarrah Kellipso. He had never liked the man, just as he did not care for his successor, but Kellipso had served well and had died, in the end, with honour, and such a reminiscence of him raised a strange nostalgia within the major.

‘His cathedral still stands,’ the primaris psyker said. ‘So do we.’

‘So do we,’ Restripa whispered in reply.

After some time, the major turned away. 

‘It’s good to see you out of the medicae’s tent,’ he managed. ‘New orders from General Yarin this morning. To a world called Burl. If history has been any lesson, I suspect we will have need of you in the future.’ Not camaraderie, but the best he could manage. For all her faults, the woman had shown herself to be a formidable asset. 

As he met the primaris psyker’s eyes – the same battle-hardened violet that he knew showed in his own – the intensity of her gaze set him aback. For three days the psyker lord had lain shaking on a damp cot in Chief Medicae Argos’ tent. For three days she had done nothing more than babble and whimper, and now that she was awake she bore the look of a woman haunted by knowledge she did not want. 

For her part, she carried it well, but the weight of the realisation pressed on Restripa.

‘Adept,’ he began slowly, unsure he even wanted to ask. ‘At the end. The Witchbringer. The amassed souls of Visage. What did they show you on the other side?’

Aerand remained silent for some time, as hesitant to answer as he had been to ask. ‘Not they. It. There was a single shadow at the bottom of it all. The solid, perverted core around which every other soul had adhered.’

‘It, then,’ Restripa replied tenuously. He knew he would not like the answer, but asked, ‘What did it show you, lord psyker? I must have some right to know.’

Glavia Aerand stared at him. Hollow. Then finally nodded.

‘It showed me, sir, the way the Imperium breaks.’
