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			Priad
Southern battlefront, Ghereppan

			‘Did you hear her?’ 

			Priad and the transport driver asked each other in unison, and then they laughed in unison too. The grim mood of the transport of just a minute before was gone.

			And grim it had been. 

			They had made good time out of Grawe-Ash’s bunker complex and into the zigzagging secondary streets of the tertiary hab sprawls. The driver had put the transport’s vox-pickup onto the internal speaker circuit and Priad had knelt in the rear compartment, eyes closed, matching what he could overhear on the Militarum bands with the random fragments of talk his armour was able to snatch from nearby.

			This was nothing like watching glowing runes move in a holotank in among the low voices of staff and the tick and click of servitors. The ever-thickening fighting was coming through to his ears in all its raw, unfiltered desperation. Frantic calls for support. Increasingly urgent reports of Blood Pact contacts, then engagements. Prayers and oaths cast into the vox-band as beleaguered units prepared for their last stands. Scraps of battle cries, pain cries, death cries as those last stands played out. Once or twice he caught a snatch of Pact battle-cant, a hungry snarl of a language with the cadence of a panting carrion-dog.

			There was nothing Priad could do about any of it.

			None of the transmissions were from Iron Snakes, or about them, and reaching his brothers was his only mission. Once he had rejoined them, and they had vanquished the traitors who assailed them, then this whole vast battlefield would be theirs, to go where they wished, save and slay whom they chose. But for now his mind, reshaped, conditioned and trained for war, simply filtered out the rage, distress and despair from the voices he heard, sieved out locations and force references, fitted them neatly into his mental battle-maps and moved on.

			And then, through the middle of it all, they heard her.

			54th Urdeshi Armoured
Transduct battle zone, west central Ghereppan

			When the green star appeared overhead, the guns on the Third Axial Transduct fell silent. For just a handful of heartbeats, the breeze-swept twenty-four-lane-wide battlefield seemed to hold its breath in the dark.

			The Imperial Guard had already been battering their way along the Third Axial for twenty-six hours, advancing by dogged brute force, grinding the enemy down, and back, and back. Vox had become patchier and patchier as the transduct climbed up above the rooftops of the southern belt and started weaving through the Conurb Quinta spire clusters. They had called in status reports, asked for reinforcements, but they could not be certain they had been heard. But their orders were to push forward as far as they could, and so on they pushed, as the spires around them and the streets below them came alive with weapons fire.

			The Leman Russ tanks of the 54th Urdeshi Armoured had long since used up the last of their heavy bolter ammunition and the sponsons on their sides had fallen silent. One or two still had a shell or two for the main cannon, hoarded against the chance that they might yet turn a decisive moment. Even their lascannon beams were starting to flicker and stutter as overtaxed and overheated energy systems started to take their toll. The two Griffon mortar carriages that had been so effective at the start of the advance were long out of shells, now only useful as rolling cover for the infantry slogging along behind the armour.

			The sole Rhino in the formation, in the scarlet livery of the Order of the Bloody Rose, drove in the last line of tanks, the braziers on each corner of the hull banked down to a dull glow but still bright enough to illuminate the banner of the Emperor Enthroned for the soldiers to lift their eyes and pray to. The Sisters Militant had divided themselves, most of them walking among the leading tanks ready for any enemy counter-assault, a few of them hanging behind with the Militarum troops, singing psalms and saying devotions on behalf of those too used up to raise their own voices.

			Their steady advance had left a trail of dead and wounded soldiers and discarded hard-ammo weapons whose magazines were long empty. The dozen armoured gun-servitors from the Xylanter foundry-temple had dismounted and dumped their shoulder-howitzers and grenade tubes somewhere around hour seventeen. After a shouting match with the force’s commissar just after hour nineteen, their attendant enginseer had grudgingly allowed them to be hung about with bandoliers and packs so that the exhausted troopers could move a little easier.

			It was the servitors who broke the reverie. They jerked as if stimm-jolted, every one simultaneously and then again in sequence, Alpha to Mu, Mu to Alpha. The connectors on their now empty weapon mounts waggled and clicked in the air. Enginseer Onnika’s sense-feeds lit up as every one of them suddenly shouted their status across the noospheric link, bright white and green, as fresh as if they had just stepped out of a full refurbishment. Onnika herself had a brief moment of confusion before she fully oriented herself, and then of course it all made sense. Everything was as it should be. Just as the woman in the sky had said it would be.

			Everything made sense now. And they had urgent work to do.

			The Sky Agora
Ghereppan Universitariate

			Bodies choked the gracious water-paths of the Sky Agora, and the flickering lights of war played over the tangles of the dead.

			Back before the war, that sky was what the Agora had reflected. The basalt paving was cut back and forth with geometric mandalas of water-channels that filled with the grey of the skies overhead, mellowing into burnished red-gold in the dawn and dusk when the students would gather to talk and court and sing.

			They were charnel pits now. Choked with corpses, grimed over with dust and ash, their edges splintered and chewed by weapons fire and tank treads, no water to catch the las-trails, the muzzle flare of the slugthrowers, or the green-white ferocity of photon grenades. They glinted instead off the polished iron of Blood Pact grotesques, off the red wire inlays that made the sneering metal mouths drool blood, and off the brass augmetic fittings of the twice-wrought war beasts at the teeth of the Pact advance.

			The beasts were coming again now, galloping on all fours between the crippled and gutted armoured vehicles that littered the Agora’s west side, rearing up onto two legs to clamber over wrecks or hurdle waterways, bellying flat for cover behind mounds of corpses left from the savage hand-fighting of two days before. Two of them were clinging to the sides of Jovani tanks that still had living crew, scraping the hulls with their grafted-in talons and clawing at the gun ports while the Pact troopers closed in with krak grenades. Another arched a barbed brass tail from its back whose tip was firing tox-bombs into the Urdeshi and Jovani trying to hold the cloisters and the eastern quadrangles. The three in the vanguard, each gifted with a second pair of arms reaching from behind their bulging, over-muscled shoulders, were grabbing up corpses and flinging them ahead into the dark, pelting the Imperials with friend and enemy alike. The macabre bombardment bowled soldiers over or pinned them under dead weight, knocked crew-served weapons flying, clogged positions and fire lanes with new corpse-piles as the Blood Pact ground forward.

			The leading beast, the alpha, panted yellow steam through a riveted-on silver grotesque as it shuffled forward in a simian crouch with half a dozen Death Brigade commandos sheltering behind it. They kept up a steady, staggered suppression fire as the alpha plunged its secondary arms into a rancid waterway and dragged out two corpses, a barrel-chested Pact grenadier missing an arm and a slim Jovani hoisted up by one rotting ankle. It hurled the first corpse forward with a gleeful howl that its human followers echoed, and drew the second back, muscles bunching, ready to whirl the body by its leg and loft it high.

			It stopped, the dripping corpse swinging back and forth from its mail-gloved fist. Fire flashed off its etched-brass armour as the commandos opened up with their autoguns to cover it. It didn’t notice. It was looking to the sky, mesmerised. Its eyes, deep-set, light brown, jarringly human, reflected something else. A bright green pinpoint high overhead.

			A hard round caught the alpha under the chin, cracking the twice-folded bone and lodging in its palate. It fell to its knees, gurgling in rage, but it could not take its eyes off that light above it, so small, so terrible. A fusillade of las-fire charred the side of its neck and set the armour plate grafted into its chest glowing cherry-red. Another hard round punched through the leering silver mask and the mouth behind it. It let the dead Jovani fall from limp fingers and brought the hand around to try and shield its eyes from the green star, but the arm was already peppered with las-wounds and the brain inside the reinforced skull was starting to feel pain mingling with the inexplicable fear.

			A commando went down, and then another. The rest of them threw themselves flat among the battle-wreckage and started to crawl backwards. The alpha did not really hear their shouts, or the cries when the Imperial gunfire found them, or the foghorn roars of its siblings as las and bullet slowed them, stopped them and killed them.

			The alpha was finally able to tear its gaze from the sky when a chainblade tore through its side between its two left arms. It bayed and swatted the Jovani officer away as a bayonet hamstrung its right leg. It clawed out, felt its fingers close on flesh, felt bones break as it tightened its grip, but gunfire was cratering its torso, bodies were crashing into it, bearing it back. When someone finally rammed the muzzle of a U-90 into the socket of its left eye and gave a burst of .45-calibre slugs, its right eye was still staring upward, catching the light of that single emerald star.

			The Saint’s voice did not ring out from her own lips, although there were those who would later remember turning to look up at the single green star in the black sky as they heard her speak. It did not spread like a blast-wave or roll over the city like a storm front, although that was how many would try to describe it down the years as the legend grew. And it left no trace of itself in vox-recordings or servitor pickups, no matter the countless hours Imperial adepts would spend combing for evidence of it. All who needed it, heard it. And that was enough.

			54th Urdeshi Armoured
Transduct battle zone, west central Ghereppan

			The tanks on the Third Axial ground to a halt and idled as if in thought. Then the forward line split itself neatly in two, half of the tanks rolling ahead and the rest reversing. The new front line smoothly rearranged itself into even spacing, the troopers behind them running forward into position around them. The rear line reformed, smoothly wheeled and drove to the transduct’s eastern edge, pressing up against the carved rockcrete retaining wall as though they were about to push right through it and into a twenty-one-storey fall to the streets and rooftops below.

			Another pause, engines rumbling. A close observer might have noticed their forward lascannons ticking through tiny adjustments and corrections as their crews aligned them to a precise firing solution. And in perfect unison, they let loose.

			Their beams struck a point on the wide, windowless flank of a hab-block two hundred metres away. A second salvo opened a second glowing gash in the rockcrete that criss-crossed the first. Then a third. 

			Another small, breathless pause. Some of the Urdeshi would remember that as the moment they glanced up and first saw the tiny point of emerald light in the heavens. Then the battle cannons spoke.

			The first shell hit the weakened rockcrete wall and blasted it inward. The second whistled through the breach and the explosion of the first, exploding the far wall and pulping the Sekkite soldiers who had been assembling to rush the stairwells and ambush the exhausted Guard troopers moving through the tower’s south wing. Those troopers were ready for the shell hits, because she had told them to be, and now they were not exhausted any more. The instant the second shell exploded they were in motion, smashing through broken doorways and ruptured walls, trampling and bayoneting the feeble remnants of the enemy as they stormed down the stairwells to the Archenemy enclaves below them. 

			The element of surprise was complete. Moving at a sprint, firing as fast and accurately as on a well-lit gun range instead of in a dark and half-ruined maze of habs, they ripped through the next floor and out onto the westward walkways and landing-shelves. The Sekkites crewing the autocannon and multi-laser nests along the walks barely had time to turn around before they were gunned down and overrun.

			The last gunner’s corpse was still plummeting towards the ground far below when the heavy weapons started to fire again, across and down at the broad rooftop plaza that led to the high-domed Administratum complex five hundred metres to the north-west. Now they were firing not on the Urdeshi and Helixid forces they had been suppressing but at the Archenemy positions across the square, lashing out with terrifying timing and precision.

			The Imperial siegers who’d been battling for control of that complex for ten days burst into a charge as soon as the suppressing fire from above began. Within minutes they were swarming the dome, breaking in its doors with grenades, weapons or their own bodies, pouring into the serried galleries inside it and raining fire down on the Sekkite command post on the dome floor.

			The two Sons of Sek platoons who’d been making ready to depart that command post ended up leading its final stand. They fought with all the discipline and savagery for which the Sons were notorious but still they died there, backed into impossible positions and crushed by the relentless Imperial advance. They had been about to descend to the sublevels under the northern Avenue Solar to intercept and trap a Pragar task force working its way north through the storm-sluice network. That force now had an open road into the Archenemy positions beneath the northern clade-houses and their plasma-pyre shrines, and they knew it. They were already racing forward through the storm-sluices, exultant, jubilant, with the echoes of the Saint’s voice in their ears.

			Back on the transduct, the retreating Archenemy soldiers had finally shaken off their own exhaustion and moved. Hounded into a run by their scourgers and led by a dozen Sons of Sek toting hellguns and melta bombs, they came howling from behind their rough rubble barricades. The Sons led the way with their armour-killing charges at the ready, their peon auxiliaries fanning out behind them, making for the gaps in the armoured wall to fall on the infantry beyond.

			They met the Imperial counter-charge three-quarters of the way to the tanks. Grim-faced troopers with guns flashing and bayonets fixed, led by a flying wedge of a dozen crimson-armoured Adepta Sororitas swinging adamantine swords and singing a High Gothic canticle in perfect close harmony. The junior-most Sister ran just behind the Sister Superior in the point of the wedge, carrying a stave topped with a bright gold aquila wreathed with red roses sculpted in steel. As they crashed into the enemy the green light that shone on them brightened and seemed to curl and trail around the aquila like a banner, showering the Sisters’ wake with rose petals and islumbine blooms.

			Mohgun Osh
Fifth Grand Cloister Orbital, west central Ghereppan

			Mohgun Osh. A short grunt of a name for a man so massive. Not that many people addressed him by name. ‘Scourger’ sufficed. Not that many people dared try to speak to him. A submissive lowering of the head sufficed. He wore his lash shackled to his right wrist; its haft had not left his grip since his echelon had been ordered to take and hold the Fifth Grand Cloister Orbital thirty-two days before. Such was the word of Sek, that drowned out all others: that the scourge should not be set down until the Scourger’s commander should release the battle-order and permit him to set it down.

			Osh was no sadist. The scourge was there to serve the Anarch’s purpose, not his own whims, but it had not proven necessary. The Imperials had hurled themselves at the Grand Cloister for thirty-one days now. They had dropped from the sky, stormed up the thick-legged arterial bridges rising from the southern conurbs, tried to creep in at the sublevels and up through the cloister’s hundreds of labyrinthine floors, and every time they had been denied. The cloister, its fortified halls, power banks and its commanding position over the city’s southern advances, remained firmly in the grip of the Anarch. Not a single Son of Sek under Osh’s command had faltered in the fury of the assaults. Not a single one had lost their discipline and gone rushing out from their position to chase down a retreating kill. Not so much as a twitch of the lash had been needed. Osh was proud of that.

			And now here they came again, trying to storm across the wreck-littered bridge that linked the cloister’s hundred and eighth floor with the 91st Orbital to the south. Did they hate their lives so much, all but begging the Anarch to reach out and take them like this? Were they so hypnotised by the twinkling lights of the battles that had broken out all across the city below them that they wanted to burn again too?

			His Sons of Sek had assembled at their ambush points around the portable flakpress barricades spiked into the cloister’s beautiful mosaic floor. They loaded ammunition belts, hefted grenade launchers, set themselves along marks sprayed across the multicoloured floor tiles and checked sight lines along the glossy black barrels of lasguns and the thick frames of Urdeshi stubbers. Their brothers were in place in the windows and galleries high above, the snipers with their long-las rifles, the heavy weapon crews preparing to turn the bridge into a foretaste of the hell that the Anarch and his Powers had waiting for the Imperials’ souls tonight. Behind him, the peons were scrambling to and fro under the whips of Osh’s subordinate scourgers, running trolleys back and forth between the stairs and winching pallets up from the sublevels, bringing ammunition, powercells and grenades. Osh nodded approvingly at the sight of them quailing away from the crack of the whips, ducking their heads to avoid looking at the scourgers’ faces. They deserved no better. The vermin of Ghereppan, trapped and captured by the Sekkites’ rapid advance, some here in the cloister itself, too broken to resist when the Anarch’s handprint was scrawled onto their faces with bayonet-tips and they were lashed into service.

			The clatter of rotary stubbers started to echo through the cloister, the high-speed seven-barrelled greaseburners from the northern Ghereppan fabricatories. That meant mostly infantry this time. If they were trying to push to the doorstep with armour again he would be hearing the chug and thump of the krak launchers. Osh walked to the rear of the interleaved barricades, where he could see all of his command with a turn of his head, and thumbed the hellpistol in his left hand to full readiness.

			Then the cannons fell silent, and the silence drew out, and out. Osh’s nose wrinkled. He could smell something: a sweet, sharp tang to the air that he couldn’t place; not the ozone of las-fire or the acrid stink of lubricant scorched into smoke by the rotator guns. From up above him where he should have heard cannon fire he heard instead a sudden burst of cries, and a body slammed into the bridge. Another. He heard the wail of fear as a third plummeted past the bridge and down into the deep rockcrete ravines that were central Ghereppan’s streets.

			Osh stood up – a breach of doctrine and orders when they were defending a line. He’d have scourged any man in his echelon unconscious for it, and accepted such a scourging as his due in turn. Nevertheless, he stood up, and while he was wondering about that he took a step forward, then another. His right hand was flicking back and forth like a hunting felid’s tail, back and forth, the links of the shackle clinking, back and forth, the lash’s barbs scratching across the tiles.

			Only half-deliberately he clamped his right eye closed, and the monoscope fastened to his helmet over his left eye lit up. Mohgun Osh stopped where he was, paralysed, his breath loud and harsh through the hand-mask that covered his mouth.

			The very instant the guns had fallen silent, Urdeshi had rushed the bridge, sprinting towards Osh’s line in utter silence. His scope showed him their battleworn uniforms and their gaunt and unshaven faces. These were the same demoralised wretches they’d already driven back time and again; how could they be moving like this after four gruelling weeks when even his own Sons were showing the strain?

			Finally a cannon started up again, and Osh snarled in satisfaction. But before he could lift his lash to signal his Sons, the shells started hitting barely two metres from him, smashing apart the barricade to his right. The fire team behind it tried to scatter from the incoming rounds until a burst of las-fire from the charging Urdeshi scythed them down.

			The cannon cut off. Too long a burst, barrels overheated, no discipline. The relief from that thought evaporated abruptly when Osh turned his scope upward to see the battered body of one of his sharpshooters pushed out of one of the high galleries to carom off a buttress and shatter against the mosaic floor behind him. He blink-zoomed on the window-arch where the Son had been, the blur of his eyepiece resolving into a cluster of ragged figures staring silently down. He gaped at them, for a moment too astonished to move. The Anarch taught that it was the nature of vermin to cringe and be broken, and once broken to be trampled and drowned out, and once drowned out to be forgotten. His Sons had bested these vermin and broken them. There was nothing in Osh’s understanding of the world to explain how it was possible for them to stand up again.

			That smell was in his nostrils again, and out of the warm, ashy night air came a clean, cold gust like the wind over a high mountain trail. Osh shouted, turned and fired into the sky, even though he knew she was out of range, out of reach. He knew that even without knowing who the thought referred to.

			His right arm jerked. He looked at it, looked down. A las-bolt had severed the shackle that bound his scourge to his arm. He had dropped his lash. The last thing he saw as the gunfire lit him up was three of his black-gloved fingers, welded to its grip.

			Priad and Dmorz
Southern battlefront, Ghereppan

			‘How straight is our way to the passage-point?’ Priad asked, because that was what she had told him. New work for him, through the passage-point and then north. He wasn’t going to join Damocles and Kalliopi any more.

			‘Another ten kilometres north on the freightway,’ said the driver, whose name Priad now knew was Dmorz. ‘Until it crosses the Chromanta Colonnade. There’ll be a fight there. Pact are trying to surround the point and break the Pragar tunnelhead, but they won’t have managed it by the time we get there.’ Because that was what her voice had told him. He was accelerating now, bouncing the transport over rubble, steering it through narrow gaps in buildings and barricades, swerving around buried mines and wheel traps. He didn’t question how he could suddenly drive at speed through an unfamiliar battle zone in the pitch dark, or how he knew every metre of the way to the passage-point as if he had driven this route every day of his thirty-eight years. Might as well question her. And there was no questioning her.

			To Priad, Dmorz was only visible as a shape against the instrument lights. For just an instant it had looked like he had been silhouetted by something else, a gentle green light suffusing the night outside, but then Priad had blinked and the moment was gone.

			The engine gunned and they picked up speed again.

			Damocles and Kalliopi
Avenue Vertegna, Ghereppan

			None of the Blood Pact artillery had escaped, and none had survived. Nor had any of the Blood Pact who had tried to guard them. In the light of the burning Usurper gun-wagons, the Iron Snakes stood guard over their fallen and looked to the north. None of them looked up at the green star, but they didn’t need to.

			Three of the Traitor Astartes were not accounted for. That gnawed at Kreios. Three of Kalliopi Squad dead, three of the enemy left alive. The symmetry of it seemed like an insult.

			Hemaeros and Skopelion were already moving north, bounding one another, scouting a way off the boulevard for when the squad moved. Kandax was standing guard over Hapexion while the Apothecary went to work on their dead brothers. The heavy narthecium housing around Hapexion’s left forearm had slid back and the reductor nosed forward, servos thrumming as the spike began to spin.

			Looking past him, Kreios saw Khiron standing a little way away with the knot of humans who’d come struggling up to the battle in Damocles’ wake. Kreios didn’t know what the Saint had told him, or any of them, but he was grateful that the old Apothecary had had the tact to stand clear, letting Hapexion tend to his own.

			‘We’re moving on as soon as we’ve claimed from them,’ he said, walking over. Khiron tilted his helm in acknowledgement. Behind him the three humans were all silent and wide-eyed. The tall one was watching Hapexion at work. The other two, the woman in the tattered Ecclesiarchal shawl and the heavyset Urdeshi officer, were staring skyward. Each lens of the colonel’s eyeglasses reflected a tiny point of green light.

			‘Do you need replenishing?’ Khiron asked. ‘Our Thunderhawk is under a building down yonder.’

			‘I saw it go in.’

			‘She told me our two brothers are unharmed in there. The armoury will be full, too. You need shells? Fuel?’

			‘Just revenge,’ Kreios said curtly. ‘But I’m told I shan’t have it. At least not straight blood for blood. She tells me I won’t cross paths with those traitors again. Other work for us tonight, riding the enemy out of Ghereppan all the way to the Oureppan gate.’

			‘Worthy work,’ Khiron said. ‘We’re going north-west, into the city’s heart, into the Sekkite lines that won’t break fast enough without us there. We were aiming to contact the brother-captain, but she’s sent him onward already.’

			There was a moment while they both considered the conversation they had just had.

			‘Hard to question her, isn’t it?’ Khiron said eventually. ‘After hearing her. Seeing her.’

			‘All the same,’ Kreios growled. ‘I’d have thanked her to keep her divine insights to herself until we’d made three more kills. Keep an eye out for them, Khiron. If you find them, say our brothers’ names while you kill them.’

			‘I will.’

			They looked over as the note of the reductor’s motor changed. With a single precise movement Hapexion drew it free, and there was a brief and pregnant pause while he tilted it towards his other hand. Something purple-red, the size of a walnut, hard like a cyst, slid into his hand, the blood around it already almost porcelain-hard and crackling around the Apothecary’s fingertips. It went into a little steel urn with engraved serpents coiling about its sides, and the reductor’s note changed again as it drove into Xenagoras’ sternum, drilling through the rock-hard barrel of his fused ribs.

			The second procedure took longer than the first. The gene-seed transformation stamped a strong resemblance onto all the Phratry but they were not simple copies, and Xenagoras had been long in the body and lean across the chest. Navigating by feel as much as by the anatomical maps stamped into his memory, Hapexion eased the whirring reductor through leather-tough organ walls and rapid-clotting blood until the haptics in his palm told him he had the second progenoid in his grip. A moment later it was sealed in the urn along with its twin and Hapexion was standing, flushing the blood from his machinery with drops of anticoagulant cleanser and little barks of pressurised steam.

			The Iron Snakes held funerals for those of their number whose bodies could be brought home to Ithaka, and they had battlefield rituals for those whose remains they had to leave behind, when they had the time. But this was the only funeral a Space Marine truly needed, passing on the progenoids that had been growing in his body since his initiation, to seed the transformation in two more initiates in turn. Xenagoras’ body had fallen in battle, his soul had gone to the Emperor, his flesh and blood returned to the Phratry. There was no more to it than that.

			‘The Archenemy owe us for three Ithakan deaths,’ Kreios declared over the rising sound of his jets. ‘I’m not sure there are enough of them in this city to settle up, but we’re going to find out.’

			Every Imperial within the borders of Ghereppan, soldier or civilian, Urdeshi or off-worlder, no matter their rank or age, no matter where they were, every one of them heard her. The sleeping, injured or unconscious awoke to her words. Those deep in battle still heard her with utter clarity over the din of combat. The Urdeshi heard her voice in the accent and dialect of their home islands or cities. The Pragar heard her speak in the rhythmic deep-hive argot of their home sublevels, and from that day would laugh and weep at the memory of that night and the memory of home that it brought. The Jovani heard the formal cadences of Old Jovea, the Helixid their own clan-cant. Her voice was soft as snowfall, inexorable as sunrise.

			Kellare
Midtract hab zone, southern Ghereppan

			‘There they are!’ Bekt Kellare shouted as the cargo-8 swung off the three-lane freightway and joggled over a double row of tramlines. A crowd of running figures was spilling across the tarmac to intercept them. Kellare felt the ghost of a horrific memory, a split-second flash of the tide of refugees swamping her convoy on the southern roadway and the monster that had been driving them. But no more than a flash, and quickly gone. The soft voice and the clean green light had washed away that memory’s power as surely as it had washed away the ringing in her ears and the vile after-images that wouldn’t leave her.

			This time was different. The figures swarming up into the trucks were all soldiers. Urdeshi regulars, a sprinkling of sappers and storm troopers, a handful of Pragar tunnellers –the remnants of who knew how many days and weeks of vicious street battles deeper in the city. They had been falling back southward, collecting other stragglers, trying to find an Imperial enclave with food and medics and the chance of more than an hour’s sleep at a time, too exhausted to think. Until the Saint had lifted them up again.

			They were armed and ready. Once they knew Kellare’s convoy had changed course and was coming for them, they had spent the wait redistributing powercells and fastening body armour back into place. She knew this the same way they had known precisely when she would arrive, and the way they all knew where they were going next. The Saint had told them.

			An enthusiastic banging on the back of the cab signalled that they were full, and Geizner accelerated straight ahead, crashing through the torn chainlink at the back of the storehouse precinct, bouncing over the broken ground beyond. Then this way through the tumbled-down particulate silos, that way around the labourer barracks still smouldering from the firefight three days ago, now down through side streets and laneways barely wider than the cargo-8s themselves, streets they would have avoided as deathtraps without her words to tell them otherwise.

			They came out into the great circular junction exactly at the moment she had said they would, exactly the moment the Blood Pact flanking force was bursting from its positions to assault the Militarum troopers ahead of them. The Pact were caught in the open, wide-eyed and flat-footed, the sudden blaze of headlights turning their metal grotesques from shadowy leers to comical gapes, until Geizner floored the accelerator and ploughed through them. Kolsh was already at the pintle, raking the Pact still behind cover, forcing them back as the other trucks roared out of the laneways and their gunners joined in.

			They finished up with the cargo-8 beached on a flight of steps, the blood-slick ram-bar crunched tight against the double doors of the food hall the Pact had used as their base, trapping the last of them inside and cutting off the retreat of the rest. Above them, Kolsh calmly loaded another belt in and kept on firing. The junction was lit from edge to edge with las-shots and flamer bursts as troopers leapt off the trucks in all directions and threw themselves into the fray.

			Kellare drew her pistol and kissed the Machina Opus sigil embossed on its top. Geizner had unclipped his bullpup lascarbine from the overhead rack. They grinned at each other.

			‘The Emperor protects,’ he told her.

			‘Throne light our way,’ she answered.

			They leapt down onto the steps, into the fire-flickering night.

			Hassard and Voord
Great Obilach Forge, northern Ghereppan clade precinct

			‘The servitors and menials are working again,’ Enginseer Voord observed. ‘Unexpected.’

			‘But positive,’ Magos Hassard replied. ‘Surely we need no recourse to analytics to agree on that.’ The magos-atmotect turned and bowed to the central pillar of the echoing conical vault they stood in. Voord echoed the gesture even though the machine-spirit housed in the gilded column had gone dark when the last of the main power coils under the Great Obilach forge’s enormous central ziggurat had blown. There was a single secondary coil operational now, just enough to keep the temple’s last vapour-mill running. The munitions lines in the surrounding clade-houses needed that mill, and the war effort needed the munitions, so when the Sons of Sek had finally broken the ziggurat’s gates and their ingeniants had begun to violate its systems, the two tech-priests had severed the mill from the surrounding systems and sealed themselves into the control vault to keep it running as long as they could.

			That had been three months ago. The forge-temple had been full of the din of battle when they had welded the doors behind them but since then they could only guess at what was going on outside. They had become uncomfortably aware that the menials they had brought in with them had used up their provisions and were starting to fail. The servitors would not be long behind them. Even their own organics were feeling the lack of nourishment. Still, tending to the mill, preserving its Machine-God-given dignity and utility to the end, making sure it would survive them at least by a little while, was as worthy an end as they could hope for.

			Until, of course, she had spoken to them. To all of them, at once. It was, the two priests agreed, remarkable.

			The menials had seemingly forgotten their degraded state and were swarming over the pipes and pressureworks, spinning the mill steadily up to its maximum output. Voord and Hassard watched with equanimity. At any other time they would be outraged, but the menials knew exactly how far to push the machinery now, and the priests knew they knew. It hadn’t come from instruments or calculations. It was simply there, the knowledge of exactly which settings and speeds and temperatures they needed. They were even compensating, effortlessly, for the effects of the mill running so long without maintenance, and there should have been no way to know that without a week of downtime and rigorous auditing and testing.

			The two magi knew what was needed of them, too. Before the ziggurat had fallen they had not been the most amicable of colleagues, but here at last they found they had nothing to disagree on. They bowed to one another and Voord walked to the steps that would take him up into the ductwork while Hassard stepped back and slid his spinal dendrites into the engine hub.

			The pipes were shuddering as Voord made his way up through them, but he was undaunted. The menials were cheering and saluting him. Up he climbed, to the spherical chamber that hung beneath the very peak of the vaulted roof. The conduits that fed the vapour up through the ceiling were glowing cherry-red.

			He already knew which of the regulators to break, of course, and after hearing her voice he knew exactly when to do it. He had flashed the timing into his most basic cerebral layer. The countdown was as fundamental to him now as his pulse.

			He lifted the heavy mag-manipulator and focused it on the regulator ring. He had time for one last delighted thought – what a happy end, compared to the one he had expected! – and he triggered it. The regulator tore open just as Hassard’s command threw the mill’s entire output into a single super-pressurised pulse.

			All through the base level of the ziggurat, the clade-house and the streets beyond, pipes blew open, seals gave way, vents were torn wide. The sudden miasma of white-hot vapour cooked over a thousand Sekkite occupiers alive, reduced twice that number again to staggering, choking wrecks, and blew apart the forge machinery the ingeniants had almost managed to turn to their own works.

			The 20th Urdeshi Urban, backed by several hundred Helixid heavy stormers, had been in cover on the clade-house approaches. The Sons of Sek attacking them from the cover of the house and the forge had had them under heavy pressure, but the Urdeshi only needed one chance to reverse the battle. When the vapour-blast blew open the enemy positions right in front of them, they were ready. Because she had told them to be. By morning, the only Archenemy left inside the Great Obilach forge-temple would be corpses.

			Wherever her light fell and her voice sounded, pain and fear and fatigue melted away. Soldiers starved of food and sleep in desperate days-long battles felt the fog lift from their thoughts and beautiful vigour course through their limbs. The displacees who had fled the warp-born carnage in the shanty-camps had the terror and despair washed from their minds. All across the vast and many-layered battlefield that was Ghereppan, exhausted stalemates turned into sudden thunderous assaults. Desperate retreats became ferocious counter-attacks. Enemy raiders who had thought they had targeted vulnerable Imperial positions found themselves running into the teeth of alert and zealous Imperial defenders. Pitched battles became routs as Imperial battlegroups struggling in the fog of war suddenly meshed together like perfectly interlocking gears. Exhausted and faltering soldiers now stood immovable in the face of assaults that had seemed unstoppable until the gentle words in their minds had told them just how they could be stopped. They drove into weak points in the Archenemy’s lines that they could not have known about until that quiet, miraculous moment.

			Invictus Antagonistes
Ghereppan Strait

			Moderatus Bernal had heard the Saint’s words in the lovely, slow, over-precise diction that the tech-priests used to conduct the Omnissianic Mass on Proximus, coming to him as the ghosts of sounds in his physical ears and as transmissions carried straight up his instrument links from Invictus Antagonistes’ transcept systems.

			His first action, his reflexive response to any change in the Titan’s status, was to bring up the vitae readouts for his princeps. For as long as he had done this, it had been with a sick tension in his belly, his rational mind trying to tell him that there would have been an alert if anything had happened, his gut insisting that this would be it, this would be the time he would find the readouts flat and grey and Princeps Gearhart finally, undeniably gone. Bernal realised that he felt none of that this time. Why should he? She had told him to be of good cheer. Antagonistes was in good hands, and there was a task to accomplish.

			He did not doubt what he had heard. Like everyone else to whom Sabbat had spoken that night, disbelief simply wasn’t in him.

			‘Closing to the shore, moderatus,’ Zophal said. The steersman had already taken them to walking speed, and the pict and pressure sensors on the front carapace were registering the change as a bow-wave built up against the enormous Titan’s chest. ‘Our full auspex and sensoria array will be clear of the water in moments.’

			‘Sensori, standing by?’ Bernal heard himself ask. He realised he was smiling.

			‘Aye, moderatus!’ came Rakolo’s reply. The man was smiling back at him, and actually clapped his hands. Even Dajien got in on it, calling a short binharic hosanna from his shrine behind the Warlord’s jaw.

			Bernal turned back to his controls. The Warhounds would each have a piece of the picture, but it was Antagonistes that was perfectly placed to marshal and direct them. The reignited Battle of Ghereppan would bring the Legio a very specific enemy this night, a powerful and dangerous one, but there was no trepidation in him now. That soft voice and that green light left no room for it.

			‘Warhounds,’ he said into the manifold. ‘Stand ready.’

			The data-shouts came back in an instant: Orfuls, Krugmal, Mereschel, Creel. Of course they had been ready. He had known they would be, because she had told him they would be.

			‘Full auspex, moderatus, and the manifold is bright.’ 

			‘Invicta,’ Bernal said, and his crew shouted it back.

			He had put from his mind the enthroned support tank that loomed behind their positions. And for once he wasn’t watching its readouts when they began to change, when the oxygen line showed an uptick of indrawn breath, and the figure floating deep in the murky grey amniotic gel began to straighten out of its foetal curl.

			The Imperial advance
Albarwise Bridge

			Two hours after Saint Sabbat spread her wings over Ghereppan, an Imperial wave came out of the hab-stacks in the mid-south conurb, flooding the streets and smoothly converging into a rolling wall of infantry and armour, closing in on the Albarwise Bridge.

			Albarwise was the southernmost bridge arching out from the western headland towards the surrounding islands, formidably protected and fiercely fought over. The Sekkite emplacements around the mainland area of the bridge dominated their surrounds with anti-air emplacements, mortar batteries, lascannons and sniper nests. But not tonight. Tonight the Imperial wave was met with barely more than a sputter of badly aimed gunfire as it crashed forward.

			The Archenemy had grown too used to ignoring movement in the tangled reef of wrecked boats that lined the headland’s western shore, too complacent about the wretched refugees trapped among the hulks, eking out the days gnawing on seaweed and scrounged provisions, too hungry and broken to be a threat.

			Tonight those pallid, hollow-eyed remnants had heard her voice among the lapping of water and the creak of metal shifting on the waves. Silently and solemnly, they had moved. They had crept through the mazes of wreckage, crawling along corroded hulls like lizards and slipping in and out of the water with ease born of practice. With no fear or despair left in them, they ghosted in through openings she had directed them to, blind spots the sentries didn’t know they had, up out of the water and into the fortifications while the enemy stared up at the green star overhead and felt the first stir of fear.

			Some had blades, some tools, some nothing more than jagged and rusty pieces of scrap they had picked up when they had heard her voice and leapt up from where they had been sitting. But once the sentries were dead, they had guns. Once the mortar crews were dead, they had bombs. And once they started they did not slow or stop, not until the Militarum troopers came vaulting over the trenches, shouting the Saint’s name and calling them to come on. 

			The Imperial surge went racing over the arch of Albarwise Bridge and down on Penekhi Island with a momentum that swept the surprised Sekkites before them, driving them out of their positions and back towards Borlaba Bridge to the north. Within the hour the next island would be burning. Another hour upon that and all the bridge defences would be crumbling, the Archenemy’s soldiery lying cold on the streets or swept into the sea.

			Engavol the Hunter
East Ghereppan waterfront

			Engavol the Hunter could taste his own blood. Maybe from his mouth, maybe his nose, he couldn’t tell any more.

			It wasn’t fighting that had set them bleeding, but his driving. He was hunched forward over the steering grips of the SCU-3 attack trike, peering into the nightvisor that had been fixed to the roll cage at eye level for him to see where he was going. The ingeniants had added another touch: a stamped-metal outline of a hand, so that when he leaned forward into the visor the hand covered his mouth to show the enemy his piety. Whenever the trike bounced over a crater or a chunk of rubble, Engavol’s face smacked into it. His lips and nose were bleeding and he’d chipped at least one tooth. He didn’t care. He could snuffle out the blood and cry about his lot once he’d led his squadron up the waterfront and safely out into the strait.

			Engavol had felt such a rush of relief when the message had come through to flee northward that he’d almost pissed himself. He suspected that made him a coward and he didn’t care about that, either. The Sons of Sek whose raids his squadron had escorted down into Imperial territory south-east of the cliffs, they weren’t cowards. It’d been beaten out of the big bastards on Gereon and wherever else they’d dragged them in from. That was why they were back somewhere in that mass of flashes and explosions in Engavol’s rear mirrors, getting killed.

			The eastern Ghereppan docks were a narrow shelf of flat, paved-over shoreline between the sea reaches and the sheer cliffs of the scarp. They had been solidly in Sekkite hands for more than a year, the southward end easily cut off with a line of fortifications from cliff-foot to waterfront that had been incessantly built on. They had all thought those lines unbreachable, until tonight. Engavol still didn’t quite understand what had happened, how it could happen. The rush that smashed the fortress lines open must have drawn in every warm Imperial body that side of the scarp. That made no sense. Engavol’s trikes had scouted that front themselves, and they were good at their job. There was no way an attack like that could have been organised so quickly with so little sign of preparation.

			And there was the way they had come on, the tanks and heavy guns unerringly hammering their hardpoints and defiladed positions, on the move and in the dark, the infantry piling out of the waves of carriers or racing along behind the battle tanks. Engavol had seen some of them when a flare had gone off over his own position. He didn’t want to believe how fast they had been running, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to call his own eyes liars. If the Imperial commanders had given their assault troops Frenzon… but they had been shooting, too fast and too accurately for that. The laughter and heckling from Engavol’s section of the line had died away quick-sharp when they realised what they were seeing. And then the line had caved in.

			Then the signal had come through, activating the orders they had all thought were a hypothetical, or a mistake, or a sign that the Anarch they all served and loved really had deserted them, or that his mind had deserted him. And Engavol had wheeled his trike around and left the massacre behind him.

			The roadway that ran north along the shore was unobstructed by most severe order to allow just this kind of rapid transit up and down the shore, and the SCU-3s were well placed to make use of it. Engavol swerved back and forth, dodging running pedestrians and slower vehicles, already resolved that he wouldn’t be stopping if he heard one of his squadron crash behind him. Not on this insane night.

			He almost didn’t stop when he heard the echoing boom from up ahead. His first thought was that it was the echo of something massive behind him, an artillery hit or an ammo bunker going up. There had been no flash of detonation ahead. But something was different in the fuzzy yellow image in his visor, and it took him precious seconds to work out what it was.

			When he realised, he stamped on the trike’s brake and went squealing and fishtailing out to his right, his gunner on the rear step yelling in alarm as he lost his footing and spent several seconds swinging from his harness-straps. The monolithic shape of the cargo container that had just crashed down into the middle of the freightway shot by on his left. Grit and rockcrete chips stung Engavol’s face and forearms, and then they were past it. His gunner started to shout a question and then just cried out the Anarch’s name, over and over.

			Ahead of them, a fifty-metre-long vapour tank plummeted out of the sky. It landed on its end and crumpled downward then tilted over and collapsed onto the docks, taking out a trans-strait hydrofoil and a crowd who’d been milling about, waiting to board it. Engavol sent the trike screaming back to his left as the tank rolled towards him. He thought he heard his second trike smash into it as he accelerated again, but he couldn’t be sure because he was weaving like a madman now, avoiding the hexagonal plasteel containers hammering into the ground around him by sheer luck. He had no idea what was in them but the air was suddenly full of an evil alkaline stink. Somewhere up ahead of him tracer fire was climbing up from the dockside, aimed up the cliff, but there was no telling what the gunner had seen. Engavol mumbled an oath through his blood-glued mouth and gunned the engine anyway, heading for the source of the shots. That seemed like as good a place as any to get to an evacuation boat.

			He nearly made it. He could see the wharf up ahead, crowded with panicked and scuffling figures, and beyond them the lines of a boat getting ready to move. He lowered his head. He would drive right down that wharf and mow down anyone he had to to be on that boat. He would have them gunned down – the hopper for the rotator cannon mounted over his head was still almost full. He would– 

			A bound pallet loaded with ceramite sleeper-staves shattered against a buttress just ahead of him and the impact burst the cargo apart with the force of a bomb. A whirling ceramite splinter the length of Engavol’s arm struck his gunner’s head off from the nose upward. Another crushed in the roll cage and broke Engavol’s shoulder just before a third came skimming in to smash the front wheel of the trike away. There was an instant of shock and blur and weightlessness and then Engavol was lying on his back with his ears ringing but empty of sound. He stared up through the wreckage of his trike to the row of enormous freight-lifters that sat with their backs to the cliff. By firelight and flare he saw the yellow-painted girder arm over his head as it ground forward to a new position. The conveyor cable running up its back was already dragging a new container out.

			Engavol was too broken to be able to turn his head, but when the container dropped out of sight he heard the crash and the roar and the splatter of water, and realised it had crushed the boat he had been about to escape on. He had had a stroke of luck. Now he would get to bleed out on land in a twisted metal cage with the reek of chemicals in his lungs. He couldn’t help but start laughing at that, kept at it even when the laughter was mostly coughing and he was sliding in and out of consciousness. He was dead by the time the next sleeper pallet landed squarely on top of him.

			The little scratch company of Imperial partisans had been harrying the operation of the docks for months, but they had not conceived of a strike like this until it came to them in soft words out of a dreamlike green light in the dark. Enough of them had worked on the lifters to know how to get half a dozen of them running again, and enough of them were left over to stand guard outside the lifter cabs and hold off the frantic Archenemy troops for another twenty minutes. In that time they pelted the freightway and docks with containers, clogging the way to the wharf, crushing boats, wrecking defences and killing enemy personnel by the dozen. Eight of them were still alive and fighting when the Imperial wave swept up from the overrun southern lines and carried them with it all the way up the headland. Three of them would even see the sun come up on the reconquered city the next day.

			So it went across the city and all its thousands of battles, from the western islands to the eastern docks, the northern shore to the southern hills, from deepest sublevel to spire-tip. The Miracle leapt out like a fire through a tinder-dry forest, ramifying and magnifying itself with every near-spent Imperial who suddenly rose to their feet, and every panicking enemy who was cut down. For that one night the voice of the Anarch was stilled, and it was the soft words of the Saint that filled the silence.

			Priad
Municipal passage-point CCS-13997, central Ghereppan

			Just outside the fortified passage-point’s south-east perimeter the night broke apart in blazing white muzzle-flare and the teeth-rattling staccato of autocannon fire. Three Blood Pact Chimerax carriers tore through the razor wire and clambered over the gravelbag barricades while the dust was still settling. A ripple of explosions preceded them as the infantry advancing behind them lobbed grenades overhead. Then the Chimerax were inside the perimeter, autocannons nosing for warm targets, their ramps dropping and hoarse Pact battle shouts tainting the already filthy air as red-white flares went off overhead.

			The commandos spilled out and spread forwards as their support scrambled through the ruins of the perimeter behind them. The flarelight sent hard shadows stalking and dancing between them. The Chimerax engines revved and the cupola motors squealed as the gunners swung their mounts back and forth.

			No fire came their way. None of the positions they rushed forward to had Imperial Guard troops lying in wait for them. The advance began to slow as the Pact soldiers became wary, double-checking for booby traps and ambushes. The high sirdar at the tip of the assault shouted back to them, keeping them moving towards the sound of las-fire and grenades from the far side of the point. The Imperials had run. They had thrown their entire weight against the opposite side of the encirclement, running into the guns of the stalk-tanks and Pact infantry rather than let the Death Brigade assault packs get to them. The high sirdar grinned beneath his silver grotesque. They were right to be afraid of his men. And wrong to think there was anything that could help them now.

			The Chimerax rolled slowly forward, ready to rip apart the enemy as soon as they came into view. Their engines easily made enough noise to obscure the sound of the cargo transport coming up behind them with its running lights off. Their rearguard only turned at the unmistakable clank of a hatch and something that sounded like oddly heavy running footsteps.

			The lightning claw of Damocles punched through the chest and face of the rearmost soldier, hoisted him like hay on a pitchfork and slung him forward. His corpse knocked two more sprawling for the steel-grey giant to crush and cripple as he ran over the top of them without looking down, eyes already on his next kill, his next, his next, a dozen dead Pact behind him now and the rear hatch of the nearest Chimerax yawning open in front. He vanished into it, the whole carrier rocking on its springs with each of his steps, and then finally the Pact were turning, suddenly aware something was badly wrong as the exploding autocannon magazines blew the turret into the sky.

			By the time they had turned to look for an enemy, Priad had smashed his way out of the first Chimerax and into the second. By the time two fire teams had started advancing on the stricken second carrier he was killing the third. The passage-point was sinking into darkness as the flares guttered out; the high sirdar was shouting for more when his voice turned into a guttural gurgle and fell silent. The rest of the Pact only saw the giant in glimpses after that, an outline sketched by flickering las-beams, a silhouette briefly painted by flamelight as a stalk-tank exploded somewhere on the perimeter. The glimpses didn’t last long; the Pact troops didn’t last much longer.

			When Priad arrived at the far side of the passage-point, the encirclement had been broken and scattered. The Urdeshi had thrown their full numbers at its weakest point, timing it for the moment that Priad arrived on the far side of their position and a score of Pragar came boiling up through the sublevel vents to enfilade the enemy ahead of them. Their would-be besiegers had been utterly unprepared for the sudden sortie; as he walked in among the milling Urdeshi and Pragar, Priad could not see a single Imperial corpse among the many underfoot.

			‘Going hunting?’ he asked a young Urdeshi captain, who was reloading his autogun while a medic pressed a dressing into place over a las-burn along his cheek.

			‘Going warring!’ the man said with a grin that had the medic tutting and adjusting the dressing again. ‘Enemy’s gone from here tonight, she tells us, but there’s hot fighting coming up over yonder around Steelwrights’ Arch that’ll need us.’

			‘Pick out your best for a vanguard, then,’ Priad said, ‘and point them back the way I came. Corporal Dmorz has a transport there that’ll take a squad in a hurry. He’s waiting for you.’

			‘You’re not coming with us, sir?’ the medic asked. Priad shook his head.

			‘My mission takes me onward, tonight.’ Priad turned his gaze northward, although there was nothing much to see. He was entering the hyper-dense conurbation of central Ghereppan now, buildings like mountains that could hold tens of thousands and canyoned streets where the roads and rails stacked up twenty high, all of it alive with pitched battle as the Miracle unfolded. Even for an Iron Snake, a journey through that would be a test. He looked across the perimeter to where the mob of Pragar soldiers waited for him around an open vent-lid.

			‘And she has shown me that the low road tonight is the fast road,’ he said with a smile. He looked back when the medic gave a little cough and spoke again.

			‘You’ll know her, I suppose, sir? Course you will. The stories said the Snakes stand at her shoulders. We all like to think we walk with her, but it’s not a figure of speech for you, is it? You’ve looked on her face?’

			‘I have.’

			The medic sighed and nodded.

			‘Remember us to her, sir, will you? Red Company, Eighth Regulars. We never lost faith in her.’

			‘Nor she in you,’ Priad said, and put his gauntlet on the man’s shoulder. ‘Throne protect you, Red Company.’

			‘Aquila watch you, Sir Snake.’

			The Urdeshi cheered as he raised his lightning claw in salute and walked away. The Pragar thumped their chests and clattered their battle harnesses as he stepped into the vent opening and vanished, and then went piling down into the dark after him.

			Brey Auerben
Imperial command, Ghereppan warzone

			The general’s command room had fallen still while they all stood listening, but now it was in motion again. Brey Auerben watched it from her position on the hololith platform, smiling a small, wondering smile.

			The officers at each tactical station were calling excitedly back and forth, clacking keys and levers and exchanging codes, sending signals and runners up to the hololith, whose display was changing by the moment. Contact markers were flickering into new shapes and shades, and the battle zone demarcations wriggled like snakes as reports of the gains picked up speed.

			Not gains and losses. Gains. Every Imperial report coming in was of a victory. Red incursion markers were fading to rust-brown and dragging backward as attack after attack was repelled. Positions that had been given up as overrun were flashing back into existence. Bright gold regimental insignia were touching off like fireworks where scattered and desperate units were suddenly reporting in again. The voices on the vox-links were jubilant, full of determination. But none of them were surprised, none uncomprehending. Everyone knew what had happened. A miracle.

			Still smiling, Auerben stepped down off the platform and walked over to the pew where the comm servitors sat. They were sitting as still and serene as the primarchs at prayer in the temple friezes of her home world. Their report tickers were still inching out, but their chorus of alarms had fallen silent.

			Auerben picked up one of the trailing streamers. She was curious about something. She held it up to the lamp but there was no need to try to read the tiny, grainy lettering of the timestamps along the top of the paper. She could see it at a glance: the point where the over­lapping alert stamps and distress messages had cut out and the steady tick of victory reports had begun. She wanted to see what the servitor had recorded at the moment the Saint had spoken.

			It looked like a jumble of code and characters, static on the paper, nothing more. Auerben was about to accept that and return to the platform when she realised what it was, and turned the tape sideways. The collection of symbols formed a rough but definite representation of an islumbine flower.

			She dropped the tape and turned at a shout from the hololith.

			‘Throne be praised! They’re running!’

			The Enemy
Torcher’s Colonnade

			The Torcher’s Colonnade curved around the northern end of a broad cobbled park east of Ghereppan’s central spire cluster. The torchers it memorialised were those who worked with flame, be it gas, laser or plasma, cutting, joining and shaping. Every column was a heat-carved statue of a torcher at their labours, in postures of heroic and devoted toil, faces invisible beneath goggles and shield masks. The delicate illustrated glasswork that had made up the roof had been long since reduced to dusty fragments littering the ground, but the mosaic floor was still intact. Here it showed a torcher on the forge-line sealing the armour plates on a tank, there welding a submarine pipe, there las-cutting the image of the holy aquila into sheet steel for a chapel window. Some passing hands had pulled out and smashed the tiles that made up the aquila’s image, but had let the rest of the picture be.

			Beyond the colonnade, the cylindrical tower of the Teyozah furnace-forge should have been blazing with light. One of Ghereppan’s proudest landmarks, claiming to be the oldest plasma furnace in this hemisphere, it had doused its lights when the Archenemy had captured it months before and had stood dark as a tomb since then. Only the magnetic signature and the dull leak of heat from the crowning minaret hinted that there was still life in the great toroidal plasma chamber deep inside it.

			An hour earlier, with no fanfare, the magnetic signature had stopped. It was a blip on the sensors of the Militarum observation posts hidden away in the Archenemy-held streets around it, barely noticed. It was an annoyance to the militia dug in nearby, who suddenly found themselves with auspexes and communications gear throwing odd results as they compensated for interference that was no longer there. From streets away the keen long-range auspex of Morbius Sire sniffed out the change, but the Titan’s crew had been on the hunt and not interested in such a curiosity. Until the lights came back on.

			Suddenly the walls of Teyozah were bathed in gold-white light. The Sekkite troops dug in around it looked about, wondering and blinking, trying to work out what it meant, when their vox and auspex packs suddenly burst into screaming static. A new, monstrous power spike was coming from below the tower.

			The gates sealing off the downramp into the furnace-forge’s main processional avenue ground open, tearing loose the flakpress fortifications leaning against them, scattering the cursing troops that had been stationed under them. Long sealed, with no enginseers to tend their mechanisms, the gates opened halfway and then halted. There was just enough of a pause for the gate guards to start cautiously venturing back, wondering what it was they hadn’t been warned about.

			Then the deep thrum of a plasma engine and the grind of enormous treads filled the rampway and it came into the light, a great land-crawling whale of fresh-made armour that glittered savagely as the thing’s fourfold treads dragged it forward. The top of its hunched back pushed the gates apart and then shattered them, leaving the arched gateway to collapse down onto the ramp in its wake.

			A handful of the Sekkite troops recognised the nerve-scraping hum coming from the thing and shouted for their comrades to run. And then its void shields flashed into place, the crack of materialisation knocking troopers sprawling, scorching and blinding the closest, shearing two or three of them apart. In the intricate cagework that ran up the thing’s spine, a dazzling stream of plasma was already running down into a launching cage.

			The plasmapult had reached street level now. Its prow broke the colonnade and its treads ground the statues and mosaic into gravel as the hulking machine turned itself north, towards the strait and the causeway.

			The Enemy
Knabanac Magna-Forge, Duodek Shrine Precinct, northern Ghereppan

			The plasmapult that fired up its furnace and voids at the gates of the Knabanac magna-forge was long and low, articulated at the waist, its crawler treads mounted out to each side of it. It had been made that way to fit inside the forge-temple’s atrial hall, where the charged copper-filigree roof helped to mask the building work from auspex. Now the thrum of its motor filled the hall from end to end and its ten enormous wheels began to turn. The fabricators who had laboured over its construction shrank back against the walls, raising fists in salute or pressing their foreheads to the floor in obeisance. The ingeniants who had supervised them since the Sons of Sek had conquered the forge stood proud, eyes closed and palms pressed over their mouths.

			There was trouble in the avenues outside, bad trouble, a great Imperial surge out of nowhere that the Sons had all rushed to battle stations to repel. When the ceremonial portals in the middle of the hall cracked and swung silently upward in the grip of their maglev mounts, the crews could hear gunfire and distant cries, here and there the explosion of a tank round. None of it mattered now, not to them. Their task was complete and their orders discharged. They had been the instruments of the Anarch’s will. It would be hubris to think there was anything more to live for.

			They knelt, or cheered, or prayed as the ingeniants took their leave, filing silently out behind their creation. It was time for the magna-forge to burn.

			Raptus Solemnus
Low Mercatory Cluster, north-west Ghereppan

			‘Not it,’ Princeps Arkaly Creel muttered, sparing barely more than a glance through Raptor Solemnus’ senses to a sudden burst of superheated vapour pluming out of a clade-house to her north-west. That was a sign of something, to be sure, but it wasn’t the sign of an enemy that the Saint’s voice had told her to prepare for.

			‘Still not it,’ she said when a transmission pulse went flickering across the northern half of the city like heat-lightning on the summer horizon. It was cleverly tuned and compressed, rippling back and forth from many small transmitters rather than a single powerful one. She let Solemnus read the signal, cache it and pass it back to Tech-Priest Inand to decrypt while they hunted.

			‘No,’ she said through gritted teeth, as they came prowling around the corner of the Kessowright clade-house and she saw the swirling brawl that was filling the long arterial road ahead of her. According to her maps she should have been passing out of a contested zone into Sekkite territory that the Militarum had been besieging for months. But the troops flooding the arterial for two kilometres ahead were all Imperial, silver-trimmed Helixid battle tanks islands in a sea of running Urdeshi infantry, black-armoured Jovani Sentinels scampering around out of her way as Solemnus stepped onto the road and declared itself with a blare of its klaxons. The visual flashes and sensor traces of intense street battle were far ahead, too deep into enemy territory to make sense. And it still wasn’t what she was here for.

			‘Warhounds, stand ready,’ Bernal told them over the manifold. Creel mouthed the words Ready for what? even as she sent her code-shout back. She took Solemnus a full stride onto the arterial, the guns on its arms warming up. Creel shrugged her arms and rolled her head as the movement of the autoloaders and pumping of coolant sent itchy feedback through her neck and shoulders. The dustkickers down around her ankles had better be ready to get their arses out of her way once she found her target.

			And then there it was, ahead of her around the curve of the road, almost at the far edge of the enemy zone and into the belt of contested city beyond it, a monstrous power spike the like of which she’d never seen before. Creel could barely process what her Titan’s senses were seeing; the nearest she could find to take its measure was a memory of Solemnus’ from before she had taken the princeps’ throne, from before her own birth: a circle of Titans standing in a ring around an open-shielded fusion reactor in the Proximan desert, paying respects to the mysteries of the Collegia Syntik. 

			After bare moments the energy signature changed, diminished and became coherent in a way Creel’s own memory could identify just fine. A powerful void shield had just sprung into being around whatever had blazed up beyond those buildings. Its distinctive tang faded from her senses as its energies were tuned and focused and then turned inward to interlace with each other. Creel bit her lip and scowled into her visual feeds, memorising the shapes of the spires around where she had seen the flare, as if Inand’s logisters and the Titan’s own cortex hadn’t riveted the location into their consciousness.

			She held Raptor Solemnus in check by main force of will, letting it do no more than raise a clawed foot and stamp down onto the road. The rolling crowd of Militarum ahead of her got the message, boiling with alarm before they parted for her as neatly as a set of temple curtains.

			Creel was leaning forward and panting with adrenaline, and Solemnus mimicked her by redirecting its venting systems and jetting a blast of superheated air out through the cruel bronzed-steel gryphon beak sculpted onto its head. The heat in her skull was too intense for words. She gave herself over to the hunt and the Titan’s legs sprang into motion, her crew shouting foul-mouthed encouragement as it ran.

			Morbius Sire
Grand Northern Transit, central north Ghereppan

			Morbius Sire came through the arch and got a thermobaric shell in the face, but that only served to make it angry. The AT-70 that had fired it jittered in place, as though it couldn’t decide whether to stay still to try and reload or reverse away as fast as its treads would carry it. A curt cough of plasma from Morbius Sire’s blastgun reduced the tank to half a chassis and two fused treads slumping down into a molten crater, and the question became moot.

			The Warhound strode forward again, the air around its vulpine metal face still smoking from the shell, its princeps’ teeth bared in imitation of the Titan’s snarl. In Maximilian Orfuls’ conscious mind, that part of it not taxed to the limit with battle inloads, mapping overlays and power calculations, he knew this was a triumph, a miracle, a victory that would tilt the balance of the war over this whole hemisphere. But that was almost drowned out by his hindbrain, his brute emotional consciousness, which the MIU opened up into a cave yawning behind him with Morbius Sire’s bestial aggression churning and roaring in the dark. This was not the hunt that the Orfuls/Sire coupling wanted. They shifted and growled with the feverish impatience of a hunter who sets out to slay lions and finds nothing but mice.

			Mice, ants, targets that Orfuls kept half-instinctually passing over, looking for voids to break and engines to crush, until he made himself concentrate because these fleeing specks of meat and trundling little tanks were all there were for the Legio to hunt. The resistance they tried to put up as Sire bore down on them, the little las-bites and missile-scuffs, stung the Titan just enough to infuriate.

			‘Accelerate, princeps?’ Moderatus Strakhov asked. ‘Striding speed and we’ll plough through them, break them up for the infantry. I’m reading signals from Urdeshi Storm Troop on the clan-house walls and Jovani Vanguard on the second-level arterials. They’ll do the job, surely? I wouldn’t even ask our own skitarii to waste their time mopping up that rabble.’

			‘Strak, if Lau could hear you talking about his warriors in that tone he’d take your–’ Orfuls bit off the rest of the sentence. He had intended the words as banter but Morbius Sire’s battle-rage was saturating his mind, filling his voice with heat, forcing the joke into a threat. ‘No,’ he said instead. ‘We are the mop-up. Keep them running. We’re muster-hounds today, not hunting wolves. Any of them that get stuck between us and the Militarum might bed down and make a pocket of resistance. We stay behind them and keep them moving. Just keep your eye out for anything that might be lobbing more of those pressure shells, and warn the others about them too. My ears are still ringing.’

			Lupus Lux
Tyrgos Processional, central Ghereppan

			A pair of muzzle-flashes from further along the Tyrgos Processional, and two thermobarics burst against Lupus Lux’s voids in deadly synchronisation. The monstrous orange-white fireballs bloomed into a single conflagration that slammed pressure-waves against the Titan’s torso and wrapped it in white-hot tornadic winds. The Warhound had been in mid-step when the blasts had gone off and for one stunning moment it actually teetered on one leg as the incandescent air battered at it.

			Then its foot boomed down onto the ghost-grey paving of the Processional and Lupus Lux strode forward out of the furnace, its silver-white livery seared away, the white silk banners that had spread from its shoulders and hips incinerated. The skeletal frames that had supported them swayed in the air like willow branches, trailing smoke.

			‘Thermobarics, you say?’ Princeps Leyden Krugmal said. ‘Thanks for the warning, Max.’ His voice was sour but his thoughts and nerves were already racing ahead. He could feel the aftermath of the hit, the crawling scorch like a patch of hot sun moving across his skin followed by a splashing chill as the voids stabilised around Lux’s hull and the cooling systems compensated. Lupus Lux leaned into another crashing stride as the great machine’s walking rhythm came back under control.

			‘Paint the two little crode-heaps that did that to us, Klyte,’ Krugmal ordered, and his moderatus lifted his right hand in assent. The stump of his left forearm was already twitching from the data load pouring through the web of leads that locked into the bright silver collar just above where his wrist had once been.

			While Krugmal’s lips were still shaping that order he was sending a silent command through Lux’s manifold to the tiny shrine-cell behind him. The four-dimensional directive rune lit up in the inload sluice of Tech-Priest Papagha’s senses and unfolded into an instruction for a damage audit. Krugmal could feel no alarming sense-analogues flashing in his nerve endings, but then how many soldiers would bull on through a hit without realising they were wounded? Krugmal couldn’t be that reckless. It wasn’t just his own body at stake. It was his crew’s, and the holy war idol he commanded.

			<We are blessed by the Cog,> he canted, apropos of that thought. Krugmal was a pious man.

			‘May it turn forever!’ returned his crew. The superstructure around them seemed to thrum and growl in reply, and Krugmal smiled. Lupus Lux’s temper was a glowering and brooding thing, smouldering where Lupus Noctem and Raptor Solemnus blazed, but its patience was not infinite. It needed to strike back. Krugmal pushed his senses out and forward.

			The pair of AT-70 Reavers had been crawling backwards along the processional, cannon elevated, waiting for Lupus Lux to cross their range as infantry and light carriers poured past them. The Reavers were crude adversaries compared to the elite armour of the Imperial crusade, slow to load and unsteady on firing, but Lux was an enormous target closing at a predictable speed and they had lit it up perfectly. Now, as they kept on reversing, they veered apart, the left one slowing and the right one speeding up, trying to spread themselves out so that at least one would survive the Warhound’s retaliation. Around them and ahead of them the troops whose retreat they were covering did their best to help, prickling Lupus Lux’s voids with small-arms fire. A HET-7 another hundred metres ahead was brave enough to stop and make a slewing turn, scattering running infantry, and conjured a crackling aurora off Lux’s shields with a probing yellow las-beam. Even some of the infantry weapon crews were finding cover behind stoops or door-arches and scrambling to load missile tubes or lock and aim tripod-mounted lascannons.

			None of it saved the further of the two Reaver tanks, which was gutted by a split-second flicker-shot from Lux’s laser destructor that slagged the front third of the vehicle in less time than it took the surrounding troops to blink at the energy flare. A heartbeat after that and thermobarics in the tank’s loader cooked off. The fireburst overwhelmed the whole processional with a white blaze before it collapsed and sucked back in on itself. Nearby tanks jolted and stalled. Groundcars and SCU-3 trikes slewed wildly out of control or were just bowled over outright by the searing shockwave. The blast batted running troopers away then remorselessly dragged them back as the fireball sucked in more oxygen, the nearest bodies limp, stunned or dead, the further ones thrashing wildly as they suffocated and then began to burn.

			‘Forward-left-forward, stately now,’ Krugmal instructed, and movement and mapping schematics flashed onto the displays around the bridge as Sola Encantor, his steerswoman, followed the command. The forward visuals were next to useless and even the regular auspex field was full of thermal and particulate churn, but Lupus Lux’s hungry mechanical senses were already starting to make out targets beyond the pyre in front of them.

			A streak of yellow light burst through the smoke, skated off the starboard angle of voids and punched a crater into the clade-house wall behind the Titan’s shoulder. The trail of sensor analytics it left across Krugmal’s vision proclaimed it to be a rocket-assisted piercing shell from a 105-mil cannon: the other Reaver shooting blind, switching its load to something it hoped would hurt them.

			‘Just be patient down there,’ Krugmal told it aloud, and let Lux give a bellow of its horns to back his words up. ‘You won’t be left wanting. Just wait.’

			‘Princeps?’

			‘I won’t approve if you’ve lost the solution to that second shooter, Klyte, but I won’t be too angry. We’ll be on them in a moment. I’m taking the laser for it. Double-check the mega-bolter loads so we can sweep the street a little too.’

			‘I obey, princeps, passing green lights on that arm to your feed. But it’s the auspex, sir.’

			‘Damaged? It’s reading clean.’

			‘Co-ordinates are in the manifold. Invictus Antagonistes has given a stand-ready order–’

			‘I heard that, Klyte, and I responded to it,’ Krugmal answered, slightly nettled at the choice of words. He respected Bernal tremendously, but a moderatus did not order a princeps.

			‘Then what shall we do with our new auspex sighting?’ Beyran asked, in the punctilious tone that meant he was waiting for Krugmal to catch on to something. The princeps let his pale grey eyes drift closed and drew the full bandwidth of Lux’s machine-senses up through the MIU into his own brain. The sensation was like drawing in an endless, enormous breath until the lungs were straining to hold it. A second, two, three, then Krugmal’s eyes snapped open and his face lit up in a smile. The energy blooms and void shield signatures scattered through the city ahead of them were now tagged and glowing on every pict-screen across every console. Krugmal’s brow became sheened with sympathetic sweat as Lupus Lux’s anticipation set the reactor furnace at its heart to boiling.

			‘I see them!’ he called. ‘Sola, mark time a moment, turn us on the bearing I’ve fed you. Now isn’t that a damned familiar-looking… Why, yes. Yes. Entascha, my love? It seems our little plasma-tossing friend from Perrima Suul was just one of a litter. Look! Siblings!’

			The Enemy
The Great Ascent

			At long last, dawn was starting to seep up from the horizon. The cloud cover and the waters of the strait out to the east were lightly brushed with grey light, and those in the city’s west could look up and see the skyline of the scarp just starting to emerge from the dark.

			Except that the Archenemy had brought dawn to Ghereppan a little early.

			The plasma cages flew high into the air, each making a little false sunrise in the streets it flew over, too bright to look at directly. One or two came apart in mid-air and dissipated into glowing, churning streamers, but most were made well enough to hit and break.

			They struck fires among the clerking-mills and fiduciarate precincts along the western Avenue Solar. They breached the walls of the hulking Zhein-Berek clade-houses and turned those ancient arcologies into blast-furnaces that consumed themselves from the inside. They reduced the iron statuary in the Capitol Akrostoa, untouched by either side since the war had begun, to a molten red stream.

			The Knabanac magna-forge was already burning. The plasmapult that it had birthed had orphaned itself immediately, raising and rotating the launch-rail from its hind section and opening its gullet. The firespout that washed over the magna-forge dwarfed the thermobaric blast that had almost toppled Lupus Lux. The northern steeple crumpled and fell within minutes, the energies it had contained arcing out and striking the surrounding buildings, earthing itself in the streets. The main dome began to sweat black smoke as the air inside it superheated, and small explosions started to burst around its edges as the internal structures collapsed and the machine-shrines overloaded and blew. The plasmapult crawler was already on its way north, drooling white heat into the walls of the clade-house fabricatories as it passed.

			The angular beast that had smashed its way clear of Emptor’s Ease was moving parallel with it, rolling down the centre of the Avenue Bastoka as it unfolded the catapult arm from its pointed peak. It stove in the side of a thirty-floor data-mill to its right, and dropped a plasma cage onto a road stack to its left that brought down eight levels of truck- and railways. As it slowed to make the turn onto the Avenue Ybzomen the other two crawlers caught up with it. For a moment there was a scream of clashing energies and the air all around them crawled with stinging discharges and ozone stink. Then their shields attuned and merged, the layers of energy so potent that they were visible as a hazy chromatic blister spanning the avenue, an oil slick curving through the air. Rolling in neat formation, the three plasmapults struck out northward. Ahead of them was the Great Ascent, the sweeping ceremonial ramp-road that rose up and met the Oureppan causeway coming in off the sea. And across the heart of Archenemy-held Ghereppan, their fellows came to meet them.

			Raptus Solemnus
Ascent approaches, northern Ghereppan

			The domed voids in her killsights shimmered and screamed, but they did not break. Arkaly Creel felt her throat working in a barely audible growl that Raptus Solemnus’ horns picked up and turned into a bone-buzzing bass rumble. She wasn’t going to let the dirty-hulled tread-crawling little bastards beat her. It wasn’t fair if Krugmal and Mereschel were the only ones who got to watch one die.

			Except this time there wasn’t just one, and that was the problem.

			Creel fired Solemnus’ laser destructor again. It was a longer burst than a moving Titan would normally fire, but Creel was a gifted princeps and the beam stayed steady, only shifting infinitesimally as Solemnus shifted on its feet like a pugilist sizing up a foe. The beam was barely visible at the weapon muzzle, only shimmering into sight just short of the target where it hit the vapour and smoke swirling around the plasmapult phalanx. As it hit the void blister, though, it spattered off it again in a dazzle of light and heat like a fire-hose jet pointed against a wall. She held the shot, held it until the feedback from the weapon’s core was like holding a hot wire in her hand and she could see the amber alerts along the arms of her throne starting to tinge red.

			And the voids, spit on their makers’ hides, were holding. Someone in the Archenemy fold knew more about the machine-mysteries than any heretek wretch had a right to. They had merged the plasmapults’ voids, aligned their structures, meshed their transmissions, mapped them over one another to create a single shield dome stronger than the sum of its parts. Creel had never heard of the technique being applied outside major cult fortresses and certain high ceremonies: it was hard to master, even harder to apply at scale, and of little use to highly mobile engines like Titans. If there were a Legio doctrine on how to break an interlaced void, she was not party to it.

			The shield dome was almost lost to normal vision now, so much smoke was being sucked into the air as her laser charred the ground under it and incinerated luckless enemies who had been too close to the path of the beam. Creel felt a snarling cry boiling up from Solemnus’ consciousness and over into her own, but she throttled it back to a hiss of frustration and took her mental grip off the destructor’s trigger. Through gaps in the swirling smoke, she could see the void dome shimmering again as though she had never fired at it. Fists clenched, she dragged her Titan’s anima back under control, shouted codes to Steersman Maharach, and together they danced Raptus Solemnus back between the blocky, taper-topped skyscrapers of the Lower Circulars. Two plasma cages smashed to the ground where they had stood, and for several seconds the street sloshed and foamed with murderous glare.

			Plasma. That was what it would take, she was sure. One blinding punch from the likes of Invictus Antagonistes, Sicarian Faero, the hellish long-range weapons of Cour Valant or even the blastgun on the Reaver Philopos Manix would cave those voids in and leave the enemy as naked as their cousin whose scalp Noctem and Lux had claimed. But Faero and Valant were leading a Legio task force away along the sea-cliffs to the east, days’ walk from Ghereppan by now, the backbone of the Imperial defence to stop the Blood Pact’s armoured divisions crossing the straits from the corpse-city of Xavec and crashing into the Ghereppan army’s flank.

			Worse still, the cunning, craven scrapshunts had made it up onto the Great Ascent. They knew that the kind of firepower to break their shields would bring down the ramp as well, sever the causeway, cut the city’s throat. They knew the causeway’s worth and they had taken it hostage.

			And so Arkaly Creel forced herself back into her command throne, bit down on Solemnus’ urge to rush forward seeking blood and burning, and tried to think about what they could do.

			Gearhart
Invictus Antagonistes, Ghereppan Strait

			Pietor Gearhart’s ghosts would not speak to him. He had listened to them in the hives and badlands of Orestes, and they had drifted in and out of his dreams in the long voyage-sleeps as the Legio had been carried through the Cabal Salient. He was sure he had heard them at engine-start in the Sehellen Valley landing steps, their voices in his ears as he had listened to Antagonistes’ great feet crunching the obsidian crust of the volcanic plain. At some level he had known they weren’t real. They were phantoms, perhaps echoes in Antagonistes’ own deep memories, perhaps just the last ephemeral dreams of an old man whose final days were quietly slipping away into the dark. But they had been real to him, realer in the end than the voices of his own Titan’s crew, realer even than Antagonistes’ embrace on his thoughts and senses.

			Perhaps that was wrong. He had a nagging sense that it might be. But it was hard to focus on that when the soft sleepiness and the voices of his memories were always there, lulling him, smoothing the edges away from his thoughts. But then even his ghosts had started to fade, their voices harder to make out, their words making less and less sense. And one by one they had fallen silent and left Gearhart to sleep alone in the thick, warm silence of his amniotic tank.

			Until tonight. The voice he had heard tonight was not one of the ghosts he remembered, the phantoms of his old friends and companions long gone. He had never heard this woman’s voice before, but still he knew it instantly. Her presence had come into his sleep like soft sunlight through a morning window, filling every sense he had. He had registered her in his physical hearing and as sound-analogue input on his cant channel. There had been a lovely, soothing warmth along his skin, dispelling a chill that he had not been conscious he was feeling. And although his nostrils had been sealed shut around filter plugs on the day he was prepared for his tank, for the first time in over a century he caught a scent. It was an astringent flower-scent, bright and lovely. He breathed it in.

			Under the membranous visor that held them gently closed, his eyelids twitched. He chuckled at the thought that he had actually tried to blink. For a moment he was sure he was about to pull the mask from his face and take a great gulp of air, the clean air of the mountain trails above the Doctrinopolis on Hagia, crisp and cold with the sweet-sharp scent of islumbine in flower.

			He had never been to Hagia. The Legio Invicta had never set foot on the Saint’s birth world, her shrine world. But the feel of its mountains were vivid in his mind to the last detail, not fading now but sinking down to the level of cherished memory rather than living experience. And he realised he could feel his actual reality surfacing in his senses again: the slightly bitter air piped into his life-mask, the glutinous semi-buoyancy of his tank, and the low rumble of Invictus Antagonistes’ consciousness, growling in his backbrain like a watchful bear. He moved again in his shrouding gel, tilting his head, pushing his shoulders back, hearing the clicks and cracks from his neck and back. Not quite smiling, Pietor Gearhart reached into his Titan’s systems and pulled himself back into the world of the living.

			Grawe-Ash and Auerben
Imperial command, Ghereppan warzone

			General Grawe-Ash’s command room was bathed in quiet and green. The angry glare of the hololith alerts had faded fast as the last night of the Battle of Ghereppan took shape in front of them.

			The scarp was green from the southern slopes to the cliffs that overlooked the Great Ascent. The strip of docklands looking out to the eastern strait showed a string of markers for engagements resolved and enemies fleeing out to sea. Only the very top of the east side was still a dull orange, and even now it was flecking to grey and to green as more intelligence came in. An emerald wave was washing up through the heartland hab precincts at the western foot of the scarp, and when Brey Auerben leaned in to peer at the shapes of the spires, she could see the tiny threads that laced them together changing colour too as the Imperium retook the soaring skyways and transducts.

			There was only one place inside the lith that still flashed red and amber: the elemental savagery of the war engine battle at the foot of the Great Ascent. The cluster of icons for the plasmapults at the foot of the ramp glowed like a litter of cinders while the bronze-and-green emblems for the four Warhounds flitted back and forth through the streets, fading out then flashing back to life as the Titans moved. The battle was turning Ghereppan’s northern tip into such an inferno that human observers could barely approach it; auspex and vox were swamped, blinded and swept away by the sheer power rampaging through those streets. They could hear the occasional burst of distorted voices, nothing more.

			Every eye in the room was turned to the battle. For now there was little else to do – the Miracle had left little room for generalship when every last Imperial soul on the promontory had been marshalled directly by the Living Saint herself. It would wear off with time (surely it would, surely such euphoria could not last, what simple human could stand the touch of the divine for too long?) and they would be needed again. But for now, all they could do was try to keep up.

			‘What’s that?’ Grawe-Ash asked, tapping the side of the hololith. ‘Status change. I don’t recognise it.’ Auerben peered through the lith at the newcomer, an elaborate device hanging over a Titan marker just offshore. ‘That’s not a tactical marker. Looks like a coat of arms. Heralds? Where’re the savants?’

			Auerben had already picked it, but it took a moment to speak past the sudden lump in her throat. She didn’t see how it could be, but what kind of night was this to question the impossible?

			‘That, ma’am,’ she said, ‘is the personal heraldry of the princeps maximus. He has–’ She stopped and gulped. ‘He has returned. Pietor Gearhart has retaken his command.’

			Gearhart and Bernal
Invictus Antagonistes, Ghereppan Strait

			‘Invictus Antagonistes. My warriors. Stand to your orders, stand to your oaths.’

			It took Bernal whole seconds to unfreeze, and at first all he could do was gape at the rest of them. Zophal’s shoulders were shaking. Rakolo had one hand out to the pict-glass in his control plinth as if to try and touch something he couldn’t believe he was seeing. Slowly, the three of them turned in their seats to stare.

			Behind them, their princeps hung framed by the silver scrollwork that surrounded the amniotic tank. He had uncurled from his comatose hunch and his aged body was as straight as a young soldier marching on the parade ground. Bernal watched the old man’s hands slowly lift to his chest and make the sign of the aquila. And then he couldn’t see any more because his eyes had blurred and stung.

			‘I’ve been away a long time, Bernal,’ the old man said. ‘It’s good to see you again.’ The fatherly kindness in his voice made Bernal want to weep. All the hesitancy, the incomplete words, the dreamy half-coherence was gone. The heart of Legio Invicta was beating again. The princeps was back. The princeps was back.

			‘I’ll thank her,’ Gearhart said. ‘I owe her thanks. But I owe her more than that. Invicta! Legio Invicta! We walk upon Urdesh, we walk upon Ghereppan! The war for this city has been given to us to end!’

			All the steel, all the force of will that had made Gearhart the father of the Legio was there in his voice. Bernal could feel Invictus Antagonistes quickening around him, see the changes in his feeds. The Titan was coming to full wakefulness. He was no longer clumsily piloting a machine. He was riding in a living god of war. Bernal dashed the tears from his eyes, laughed and shouted and the others joined in.

			‘Invicta! Invicta! INVICTA!’

			The Enemy
Ghereppan City

			By the time the eastern sky and sea were brightening to actual sunrise, the abandonment of Ghereppan was on in earnest. Ochre-uniformed soldiers came boiling out of buildings, bunkers and entrenchments, flooding towards the Great Ascent and up onto the causeway. They clambered aboard already loaded cargo drays or clung to the roll-bars of SCU-3s; the lucky ones crammed themselves into the troop compartments of ochre-painted Chimeras or long-bodied Urdeshi CTT-2s. But most just had to get through the canyon-streets of central Ghereppan as best they could on their own feet, labouring up the ramp in the half-light and beginning the long slog away to Oureppan, ready to chance their lives with a leap over the edge and into the water if they came under attack while so excruciatingly exposed.

			The Astra Militarum came behind them, fast, and implacable. The power and beauty of the Miracle was still singing in their veins, carrying them forward without tiring, but now it was tinged with something earthier and more human: simple fury. They had fought to the breaking point, not just to drag this city back from the Archenemy’s grip but to reclaim it intact. On this new dawning day that reclamation was so close they felt they could touch it, and now it was burning before their eyes.

			The Archenemy, their preachers would say, was not an adversary but a mockery, a twisting and mis-making. Turning the plasmapults onto the city they were fleeing, on the grand spires and ancient machines that both sides had understood were indispensably valuable, was the greatest mockery of all, a parting and cowardly insult. 

			The Urdeshi felt it most of all. They threw themselves at the heels of the retreating foe even while plasma cages crashed down among them and burst against building walls overhead. Their savagery was tinged with desperation. They prayed to the Saint, shouted her name as they killed, calling to her and the Emperor who bore her up to not let their city be taken from them. Not now, not like this. 

			But at the base of the Great Ascent the plasmapults stood firm, their rain of sunfire never letting up. With careful, methodical brutality their crews burned their mark into Ghereppan, a spreading semicircle of gutted and smoking buildings, streets awash in a hot sludge of disintegrating rockcrete and liquefied glass, walling off the path behind them with storms of superheated air.

			Priad
Beneath central Ghereppan

			Priad couldn’t feel the tripwires themselves, but where they had been set particularly tightly and sturdily he could just perceive a split second of resistance before they broke, barely noticeable unless he went through several at once.

			The consequence of breaking them, of course, was a little more noticeable. The crack of detonations filled the tunnel and ceramite flechettes and steel pellets spattered against his armour then ricocheted away into the dark. His hearing, superhumanly accurate and resilient to begin with, and protected and enhanced by his auto-senses, recovered almost instantly, so he could hear quite clearly the sound of the Pragar scrambling out of cover back at the intersection and getting ready to follow him. He pushed enough power into his lightning claw for a momentary bluish flare, the all-clear signal they’d settled on each time Priad broke an enemy trap. That same flicker showed him something moving along the tunnel ahead, sight and sound and scent making a fractured kaleidoscope picture of it, not clear yet but that didn’t matter. It was something he needed to kill.

			‘Burning your right!’ came a shout from behind him and he sidestepped left, hunching down and half-turning, wedging himself into the curve of the tunnel wall. Two chemical firebombs, the crude but vicious ones the Pragar liked to hand-make themselves, arced past him and shattered against the stonework ahead. Dirty yellow flames billowed across the tunnel, engulfed the moving thing, gave Priad a final couple of seconds to judge its movement and meet its charge with his own.

			They smashed into each other, his ceramite thudding on hide and flesh rather than clashing on armour. Even after only a few steps Priad had built up enough speed that he bulldozed the thing backwards barely slower than his running pace. He could hear metal scraping along stone as it tried to dig in and resist him, and some kind of limb was locked around his helmet collar trying to break the seal and prise the helmet free. Priad hunched lower and drove harder, pulling his left arm back and pistoning it forward, feeling the lightning claw flare and buzz as it sank through flesh.

			Then they were in mid-air, tumbling out of the tunnel mouth into one of the high-ceilinged junction chambers that Ghereppan’s builders had been so in love with, crashing down into shallow, filthy water. Whatever Priad was fighting was on top of him now, wrestling his arms with surprising strength as clawed lower limbs scrabbled to try and wound his legs. The face that it pushed into his own was a featureless mask of tarnished copper and silver, riveted to the front of its skull.

			It pinned Priad’s left arm down under the water with what felt like some kind of pincer-limb, then another one, and when it shifted its weight onto its two right hands Priad swept his own right around and clubbed the back of its head with his bolter, smashing its ugly metallic dish of a face into his own faceplate, then again, his bolter wet with its blood now as well as the water, something neon-yellow oozing from under the mask and onto him. It had a second left hand as well as a right and that jammed its buzzing tip up inside Priad’s pauldron, some kind of shrill oscillating blade or spike feeling for an armour seam. He drove his left knee up into it, tilting it off-balance for the moment it took for him to get his left foot flat on the floor and push himself up, still feeling the maddening mosquito-buzz of that spike trying to drill into his armpit, raking the points of the lightning claw up his attacker’s thigh and hip and finally skewering its flank a second time. The sizzle of scorching meat filled the air as Priad flashed full power into the claw and twisted his fist back and forth, ploughing up and cauterising the thing’s torso.

			Its aggressive clawing turned to panicked thrashing, and Priad punched it up off him. He could see its shoulders and head silhouetted in the last of the firebomb flames from the tunnel mouth above, and separated them with a twisting strike of his claw and an actinic blue lightning-crack. Even as its body went limp its pincer-hands were still tightening their grip on his armour, and it took three more slashing clawstrokes before he was finally free of them.

			He got his legs under him, but as he started to stand he heard bad sounds over the splash and scrape of his own movements: the grind of a heavy mechanised joint and the buzz of small motors, the size that might be found in a weapon mount. There was no time to try anything fancy: Priad launched himself into a long dive, crashing down flat into the water again as a lascannon flashed up a puff of steam from where he had been crouching a moment before. 

			Priad’s reactor pack stopped him from shoving himself cleanly over onto his back but he managed to roll up onto his side and fire two quick, wild, one-handed bolter shots up and behind him. The first detonated in among the stalk-tank’s legs, and the second caromed off its canopy, then again off the press-block wall above it and exploded in mid-air. The flash lit up a towering tangle of hooked metal limbs and glowering armaglass faces.

			Priad pushed up into a crouch, waited until he saw the stalk-tank’s cannon swing to bear on him again. He could make out no movement behind the canopy but he could see the odd temperature flashes as coolant pumped and then heated around the weapon mount, and he sprang away again as the beam triggered, firing a third round in return. It ploughed into the side of the lascannon casing and blew it apart, and the tank shuddered as the inside of its pilot bubble was spattered with spalling armourplas and jets of coolant.

			The Pragar troopers came pouring through the tunnel entrance, moving with the easy speed of hiveborn for whom climbing was as natural as walking and a discipline ingrained by long, brutal, claustrophobic battles beneath the cities of Ashek II, Balhaut and Urdesh. Their dirty grey camo turned them into shadows among shadows. Their helmets were full-face, no two alike, visages like dogs, rats, insects, snouted and bulbous with hearing-protection baffles and emergency oxygen caches. At a warning shout from their sergeant they grabbed and braced, and two more firebombs burst against the pile of tanks that filled the far side of the chamber.

			The pile of tanks. The Archenemy must have been more pressed and desperate than Priad could have hoped for. There was an access well behind that tangle of machinery, and to block it from the advancing Pragar the retreating foe had simply dumped a mob of stalk-tanks down it as their rearguard, scrabbling atop one other like crustaceans in a bucket. In the light of the firebombs Priad could see the gleam of razor wire festooning their bodies and legs. An attempt to protect them from a close assault, along with whatever that thing had–

			The second kill-construct came hurtling down from its hiding spot high in the heap of machines. Priad managed a shot as it fell, winging it but no more. He ran forward as it splashed down in a crouch among the Pragar, taking in a long curve of emaciated torso and two arms of obscenely uneven lengths –one a fat trunk of muscle whose hand was a ring of stitched-on human fingers and metal hooks, the other a too-long segmented thing of severed human arms bound by gleaming brass joints. Its face, its whole head and neck, were invisible inside a heavy iron basket that seemed to be jammed directly into the weeping flesh of its shoulders. From inside the basket came a constant, liquid panting sound.

			Its long arm was tipped with a bundle of short-barrelled flechette guns that went off in tight sequence. Several Pragar on that side of it had already thrown themselves down, but two more of them were caught and shredded, flopping lifelessly down into water that instantly bloomed crimson around them. Its other arm shot forward as the creature lunged, grabbing the Pragar sergeant by the collar and dragging her in. She got off two wild hellgun shots, one scorching the thing’s thigh and the second going into its belly, before she suddenly convulsed once, twice, thrice and a pistoning motion from that trunk-thick arm sent her flying. Her front was wet and red; inside the mismatched ring of fingers a spring-spike slid in and out of its mounting like an eager tongue.

			A salvo of las-shots struck puffs of cauterised flesh off the thing, and then openings like quivering gill-slits gaped down its flanks and breathed out a billowing, sickly fog that filled the bottom of the well, milky and blinding. Priad’s vision danced and refocused as his helmet systems searched for the right settings to compensate for it, but there was no time to wait until he could see again. Those same systems and his hyper-conditioned brain had made a millimetre-precise map of this battlefield without his conscious prompting. The white fog was full of noise now: the chatter of the flechettes, the crackle and bang of las-fire and hard rounds as the Pragar tried to bracket and kill their attacker, and that hot, foul panting.

			There was a hoarse wail of agony from in front of him and a Pragar trooper appeared out of the fog, left arm gone and left shoulder a gory crater, helmet visor cracked. Priad half-turned to let him fall, concentrating all his efforts on his hearing and smell, and when he heard the whoop of something heavy swinging through the air and the almost supersonic squeak of badly lubricated brass joints he shot his hand out flicker-fast, grabbing the strung-together gun-arm, cursing as it bounced back out of his grasp, then catching it again, locking his fingers so tightly around it that his armour protested the actuator strain with red pinpricks in his vision. Sweating skin split in his grip and the panting accelerated in pace as yellow blood slicked his hand.

			Priad yanked the thing towards him, so hard that the metal joint tore half-free. It lurched out of the fog towards him, easily visible in preysight now: the thing’s flesh was fever-hot. Priad severed the gun-limb with a claw-stroke, dropped it into the water and punched through the basket where the thing’s head should have been. He felt no resistance, as though whatever was in there were fragile as paper or even missing completely, but the creature hung on, caught on his fist, scrabbling to get away. Then a wide-bore stubber bellowed beside him and the thing dropped to its knees. Another two shots sent flesh and bright golden fluid pluming out of the creature’s back and it flopped into the water, dead.

			Priad was moving again before it had finished falling. The fog lit up as a lascannon beam sizzled through it, then two more, firing at crazy angles as the stalk-tank gunners aimed as best they could. One had some kind of small-calibre coaxial mount that was banging off hard rounds and sending ricochets singing. He needed to close in before one of them got a lucky hit. That last beast had done them a backhanded favour with its fog, but already it was starting to thin out and settle in an opalescent scum on the water. They wouldn’t have cover for long.

			Two strides took him to the tank at the base of the pile, borne down to its knees by the weight above it. It tried to drag its cannons up to bear on him but he sidestepped and the beam hissed past him to carve a glowing rut in the well wall. Priad gouged a criss-cross of claw-wounds into the front of its canopy and then smashed the weakened armourplas in with his boot, leaned in and tore the head off the figure strapped into the cockpit. Human or servitor, he couldn’t tell through the muck, scars and darkness. He picked his bolter out of the water, mag-clamped it to the side of his pack and began to climb.

			He was too close and too careful for any of them to be able to aim their cannons at him. One fired at him with an auxiliary stubber barely bigger than a handgun tucked in under its chin, and three rounds it fired actually struck chips off his faceplate before he answered them with a bolt-shell that pulverised the tank’s innards. He pulled himself up over that one’s wreck and made a claw-stroke that severed the cable-train under the next tank’s belly, and stilled it in a shower of orange sparks. 

			The one above that seemed inert, from the fall or the Pragars’ shooting or both. Priad had braced himself to tear away the garlands of razor wire to clear a way for the Guard troops to follow him when suddenly it jerked into life and fired the double grenade launchers that stuck out of its canopy like spider mandibles. One grenade rang off his helm, then off the wall and fell past him, the other exploded against his plastron and almost knocked him loose from his handhold. He roared down a warning moments before the second grenade went off beneath him, for whatever good that would do for humans unarmoured against the confined pressure blast, and then dragged himself up one-handed. The tank’s frame was groaning and deforming under his weight and the whole stack of them had started shifting ominously. Priad grabbed one of the grenade tubes and tore it away, bringing the guts of its motorised mounting with it.

			He had just tossed the tangle of machinery aside when a stunning blow to the back of his helmet sent him toppling forward with his vision flaring amber. Had he been a second slower he’d have crashed all the way back to the foot of the well, but he managed to twist and grab the limb that had hit him, the hoofed and hooked foreleg of the topmost tank that was now kicking its other legs against the walls and huffing hot, yellow bursts of promethium flame from its thorax mounts. Above it he could see the thick bars of the grille-gate up into the open air, and when he listened he could feel great shuddering concussions from above ground, getting louder, getting closer. Almost there. Not much time.

			He kicked loose from his footholds and hung for a moment, reaching up. The tank pawed at him with a second limb, trying to dislodge him, and he grabbed that leg in turn and hauled himself up.

			That brought him face to face with the pilot. Wide brown eyes stared at him from a bony, sweat-soaked face over a filthy bandana bearing a handprint insignia. Priad leaned back and then slammed the brow of his helmet into the canopy, sending the man jerking back in shock. The flamers triggered again. The angle was bad but the space was so tight up at the tip of the conical well that Priad was spattered with burning promethium gel. He grimaced at the dancing telltales in his faceplate display and cocked his arm back for a killing stroke with the lightning claw, but before he could land it the tank had started to tilt. The bank of legs on its opposite side pushed themselves straight and the whole machine teetered over to trap Priad against the wall. Cursing, he tried to find the leverage to push the tank away with his arms or legs but he could barely shift its weight. The pilot was still gawping at him from less than half a metre away, eyes reflecting the red light of his instruments, the Anarch’s emblem over his mouth billowing in and out with his terrified breathing. He didn’t seem to know what to do next.

			Then he flinched, a whole-body convulsion, as a burst of hard rounds cracked against the other side of the canopy. The lead Pragar troopers had climbed high enough to see what was going on and open fire. The Sekkite’s shaved head started whipping back and forth in panic as a second salvo crazed the glass even further. The red instrument lights that bathed his face brightened and began flashing, and the tank started to rotate itself, grinding Priad against the wall like grain under a millstone. The flamers triggered again but the motion of the tank had pushed their mounts the wrong way. One sprayed into the wall, the other billowed up through the grille overhead.

			Finally Priad was able to move. He got his feet against the well wall and used his whole body to push the tank outward, then braced his legs against it and shoved it hard across the well. With his hands behind him he slowly pushed his legs straight, pinning the stalk-tank as it had pinned him. Feedback from his armour systems scrolled in his vision and tingled in the haptics around his thighs and hips, but he kept the pressure on. The tank’s hull began to buckle. One flamer mount was already crushed to scrap. The pilot had succumbed to panic now, scrabbling around in the little coffin-shaped cockpit for a weapon or an escape. It was a weak, undignified ending even for a suicide post and a point-blank bolt shot through the damaged canopy put an end to it.

			The Pragar came swarming up around Priad with blasé underhiver agility, shouting and signalling to one another. Their instincts, training and lack of enveloping armour gave them a keen sense for balance and stability that Priad found it hard to match, and he watched in frank admiration as trooper after trooper zigzagged up the stalk-tank scrapheap, compensating effortlessly for the sway and shake of their makeshift ladder even as it started to slide away under them.

			Priad looked up. The whole well was vibrating. Those booming impacts up above ground were close enough to shake the walls, and when the walls shook, the pile of wrecked stalk-tanks shook with them. When the tanks had been dumped down the well they must have filled it almost to the street, but as they had died they had crumpled, the shocks from above had tumbled them down further, and now there was a three-metre gap up into the mouth of the well. The access ladder had been torn away, the walls were smooth. There was no way up.

			‘Grapple-line! Somebody top-heap bust out a grapple-line!’ It was a broad-shouldered Pragar with a rank badge Priad didn’t recognise, hanging casually off the wreck that the Iron Snake was still pinning to the well wall with his feet. ‘One of you ugly-arse beetles better have a line!’

			The impacts from the street were thunderous now. Priad could hear voices below, but it only took a few seconds to lose his patience.

			‘Moving!’ he shouted. ‘Brace!’ The Pragar troopers went for handholds and solid positions with pleasing alacrity. Priad twisted his body, flooded the tines of his lightning claw with crackling energy and drove it into the wall. Smoke coiled around the blades and tiny specks of cauterised rockcrete pinged off his armour. There was no time for more warnings or countdowns. He pulled his feet up and as the stalk-tank slumped down onto the pile he pulled the claw out and drove it in higher, pulling himself up again as though the claw were a piton. Feedback blared in his wrist and knuckles – his weapon had not been made to take a load like this. He forced it to anyway, lifting himself up on his claw arm then stabbing the wall again. A damage icon lit off as he dragged himself higher, one of the blade mountings giving out under the strain. Letting out an angry roar, Priad shot his other hand up and grabbed the access grille. The metal creaked in his grip but did not break.

			‘Climb!’ he shouted, and again when they didn’t move. ‘Battle won’t wait for you! Climb!’

			The man with the rank-badge was the first to obey, leaping up to grab Priad’s ankle and clawing his way up the reactor pack, hissing as he brushed against one of the hot conduits, then planting his feet on the helmet and pauldron and squeezing through the grille bars. Two more came after that, the second one trailing a grapple-line. Then two more, and then a trio hard on one another’s heels. Someone found the slider door in the grille and rolled it away, and then there was a clear square overhead that the Pragar could clamber through two at a time, some silent and some laughing at the sheer and delirious audacity of what they were doing.

			Priad came out of the well next to last, pulling himself one-handed, the very last escapee an injured Pragar clinging to his leg as the pile of dead stalk-tanks finally gave way and tumbled out from under their feet. The man’s squadmates rushed to help him, lifting him up and bundling him towards the edge of the street. They were shouting to Priad as well, pointing to the colossal shape that was bearing down on them out of the dark, the source of the shuddering impacts that had come to them underground.

			Priad rolled to one knee, looked up and grinned. He had made it in time after all.

			The Warhound Titan took another thunderous stride, passing completely over them, its bulk and noise blotting out everything for a moment before it took another step and another and suddenly seemed distant again even though its tread still shook the street underfoot. Its gait was proud and aggressive, the livery on its armour and the tattered black banners that fluttered from each shoulder that of the Legio Invicta.

			Priad sent a subvocal command to his helmet vox-systems, instructing them to search for a very specific band on which to talk. And then he ran, ran as hard as his armour systems and his own inhuman muscles could carry him, sprinting along the corpse-littered avenue at Lupus Noctem’s heels.

			Legio Invicta
Northern Ghereppan advance

			‘LEGIO INVICTA!’

			Maximilian Orfuls bellowed it in vox and code, and Morbius Sire took up the shout. As the crew of Raptus Solemnus whooped and drummed their hands on their consoles, Arkaly Creel leaned her machine to one side and fired the inferno cannon up into the sky, bathing the plaza she was standing in in orange-gold light and challenging for a moment the growing dawn and the plasmapult shots alike. Leyden Krugmal lifted the gilded-steel Machina Opus seal that hung at his chest, murmured a choked prayer of thanks into it and pressed it to his cheek before he opened his eyes and hailed his betrothed.

			‘Entascha? Lupus Noctem! Affirm your location! The princeps, Entascha, did you hear him? Did you hear?’

			‘Closing,’ Mereschel told him curtly, and fell silent again. All her concentration was on guiding Noctem through the maze of Ghereppan’s innermost spires, pushing its stride into a run. She felt every flare of the reactor furnace that pushed power to her enormous adamantine limbs, felt the great mechanisms in her waist and hips pushed to insane tolerances as they handled the weight, the speed, the impact of each stride, the balance and strain of each turn. She saw through the pict feed and the auspex, watched the milling people and vehicles, used the lightest of touches on Noctem’s superconductive carbon nerves to place each crushing footfall in a clear spot. Amion and Bodinel were hard at work at their stations but there was only so much they could do, and the work was stretching her mind to the limit.

			But there was still that tiny peripheral awareness of something new, a little speck of weight on Lupus Noctem’s right shoulder, the barest pinpricking itch of a magnetic field where something had locked on to her hull. It was the reason she had slowed in the first place, fallen behind the others as they moved to the Great Ascent. The reason she was speeding now.

			There would be time later, she promised herself. She had never heard Pietor Gearhart’s voice directly. The old man had already fallen into his slumber when she had brought Noctem to walk upon Urdesh with her new Legio. There would be time, later, to think about what it meant to hear him now, like this. Just… not…

			Noctem’s foot skidded and embedded itself in the foot of a mercatory tower, and the Titan’s shoulder and arm caved the front of the building inward before Mereschel could calm its howling distress and bring it back on balance.

			Just not yet, she finished the thought. She had done as the woman in the sky had bade her, but she wasn’t done yet.

			She had adopted what Amion called her ‘battle mien’, eyes closed, head pushed forward from her shoulders, teeth clenched. There were times after combat that her muscles were locked so fast she couldn’t open her mouth.

			<Lupus Noctem!> Orfuls’ cant-voice. <Affirm! Join your formation, Mereschel! The princeps is awake! We need you here! What delayed you?>

			‘What delayed me?’ Mereschel answered him, a little indistinctly. Amion and Bodinel both winced at the loud cracks from her jaw hinges as they loosened with her smile. ‘As it happens, Max,’ she said, ‘I had to collect a passenger.’

			Priad
Legio Invicta advance, northern Ghereppan

			From his perch mag-clamped on to Lupus Noctem’s shoulder, Priad could only track the engine battle by glimpses. They would hurdle a drift of rubble and he would catch sight of a salvo of plasma cages dropping out of their ballistic arcs, and a moment later see a roaring curtain of heat go up from beyond a jagged roofline or around a looming spire. They would race across a broad basalt-flagged park or around a Cult Mechanicus monument, and over the sound of Noctem’s footsteps far below him he would make out the angry bellow of klaxons as the Legio traded shots with the plasmapult phalanx or were forced back by a concentrated barrage. The sheer walls of the avenues turned the clamour of the battle into a clamour of echo and counter-echo that grew louder with every stride.

			His armour could sense the sudden feverish traffic in code-shouts to and from the giant machine he was clinging to, but it was couched in an esoteric Mechanicus dialect that his systems couldn’t parse. He put it from his mind. He had followed her words and they had brought him here just as she had promised. He still had his task to do. He put his faith in that.

			Invictus Antagonistes
North Ghereppan waterfront

			The foreshores around the Great Ascent were edged with sweeping, open concourses, built to allow everything from daily waterfront traffic to ceremonial parades hundreds of thousands strong, to mighty Mechanicus load-crawlers carrying enormous prefabricated works from the spire foundries. They were among the few structures in the city rugged enough to take the tread of a Warlord Titan without crumbling. It was on the waterfront east of the Great Ascent, beneath a cluster of slender volcanic-glass obelisks, that Gearhart brought Invictus Antagonistes to shore.

			The Warlord Titan rose up out of the sea like a released kraken, brushing aside broken ships, trailing wreaths and cables of seaweed, water cascading from its carapace and flooding across the concourse ahead of it. With both feet planted on the shore it stood silent, surveying its new domain. Its auspex pings rippled through the towers and streets, setting diamond-glass to thrumming in spire windows and sending strange squealing echoes out across the water, as though the cetacean species that Urdesh’s shallow seas had never evolved had finally appeared in them. Its voids hissed softly in the humid coastal air and flared into strange, crooning aurorae as they brushed against the stone underfoot.

			Gearhart looked at the obelisks ahead of him. Their needle-points had once supported ten-ton prayer wheels whirling on magnetic bearings, but those were long gone. The sacred code adorning their sides was still there, though, the titanium inlay covered in soot and grime but readable to the senses he shared with his Titan. The verse that caught his gaze was a psalm to the Emperor upon His throne, the union of will made flesh and will made machine. Gearhart nodded in approval. A good omen. A good omen for a good day.

			<Ease yourselves,> he said. <Stand back.>

			<They are wounding the city, lord!> Orfuls cried back, hearing his own cant but barely believing he was meeting the return of the father of the Legio with backtalk.

			<And they will pay,> Gearhart told him calmly. <Let me show you how. Rakolo is about to exload a firing solution. I want it perfectly inloaded, Orfuls. No static from struck voids. No high-energy weapon-wash. Inloaded and followed, on my command. Perfectly. Affirm.>

			<So affirmed.>

			Morbius Sire backed away, sidestepped and went prowling at a crouch through a loading-yard that had collapsed into its sublevel, behind a row of storehouses that blocked it from the plasmapults’ fire. Lupus Lux made an elegant one-heeled turn and raced into the aisle between two bomb-battered ceramite forges. One of the pults was sharp enough to anticipate the sudden rush and put a shot into its path, the heat of the bursting cage denting the voids over Lux’s shoulder and setting the generators screaming. Raptus Solemnus backed away like a defiant hound, head lowered, snarling over every vox-channel it had. Four plasmapult shots converged on it at once, merging just over its head and exploding in mid-air, the surrounding buildings shuddering and igniting in the blast, but when the sunburst finally cleared the Warhound was gone, vanished in among the buildings.

			Invictus Antagonistes began to walk, with a regal lack of haste, towards the Ascent. Somewhere under the dome of yowling energy one of the plasmapult crews realised something had changed, and crude mechanical senses swung out across the concourse. The pack of crawlers stirred like a pod of ambulls sensing the approach of a challenger. The ones highest up the Ascent tried to edge their way further up. The ones closest to the Warlord’s approach began backing and filling, trying to bring their catapults to bear on the new menace. Gearhart chuckled as he saw the shield dome ripple and distort. Whatever passed for an enginseer in among the enemy was struggling to keep the shields meshed. Poor upstarts.

			He felt the data exload go out. He needed no visual cue or word from Rakolo. His union with Antagonistes was total. He simply knew it had gone.

			<Affirm inload.>

			<Affirm!> from Maximilian Orfuls. Morbius Sire was sprinting through the high rhyolite arches around the Grand Tsirka to his firing vantage.

			<Affirm!> from Arkaly Creel, full of relish as she prowled forward, turbolaser mount already glowing with power.

			<Affirm,> Krugmal sent as Lupus Lux marched up the tiered slope of the Demipalatine amphitheatre, leaving ragged footprint craters in the stone. He listened for his lover’s cant-tone, and didn’t hear it. <Entascha, do you have a firing solution?>

			<Not for me, dear one,> she answered. <You’re going to beat upon the shields. I’m going to deliver the dagger.>
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