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WARHAMMER 40,000

It is the 41st millennium. For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile
on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the master of mankind by the will of the gods, and
master of a million worlds by the might of his inexhaustible armies. He is a rotting carcass
writhing invisibly with power from the Dark Age of Technology. He is the Carrion Lord of
the Imperium for whom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day, so that he may never
truly die.

Yet even in his deathless state, the Emperor continues his eternal vigilance. Mighty
battlefleets cross the daemon-infested miasma of the warp, the only route between distant
stars, their way lit by the Astronomican, the psychic manifestation of the Emperor’s will.
Vast armies give battle in his name on uncounted worlds. Greatest amongst His soldiers are
the Adeptus Astartes, the Space Marines, bio-engineered super-warriors. Their comrades
in arms are legion: the Astra Militarum and countless planetary defence forces, the ever-
vigilant Inquisition and the tech-priests of the Adeptus Mechanicus to name only a few. But
for all their multitudes, they are barely enough to hold off the ever-present threat from
aliens, heretics, mutants — and worse.

To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruellest
and most bloody regime imaginable. These are the tales of those times. Forget the power of
technology and science, for so much has been forgotten, never to be re-learned. Forget the
promise of progress and understanding, for in the grim dark future there is only war. There

is no peace amongst the stars, only an eternity of carnage and slaughter, and the laughter
of thirsting gods.



CHAPTER ONE

Say nothing, listen with utmost care,” he said. ‘You understand me. You are in danger — you know this.
You can see the tools against the far wall. But do not look at them. Look at me.’

The speaker held the man’s staring eyes with his own, which were deep grey and did not blink.

‘I brought you here following testimony from those who know you,” he said. ‘They came to me, and |
am bound to listen. Their words have been recorded. You can see them on the tabletop, those volumes
there. No, do not look at them either. Look at me. You are afraid. If you let it turn your mind, it will be
the end of you, so I will ask you to remember that you are a human being, a master of your passions.
When I ask you a question, you will need to answer it, and if you do not speak the truth, I will know.
The truth 1s all I desire. You have one chance left, so hold on to it. Hold on to it. Clutch 1t. Never
deviate from it. Do you understand what I am telling you?’

The man before him tried to do as he was bid. He tried to hold his interrogator’s gaze, to keep his
hands from shaking uncontrollably, and that was difficult. He looked 1ll, he stank. Two days in a cell,
listening to the screams filtering up from the levels below, would do that to you.

He couldn’t reply. His scab-latticed lips twitched, but the words would not come. He shivered,
twitching, fingers flexing, unable to do what was asked of him.

His interrogator waited. He was used to waiting. He had overseen a thousand sessions on a hundred
worlds, so giving this one a little more time would serve well enough. He sat back in his fine
orlwood chair, pressed his hands together and rested his chin on the apex of his armoured fingers.

‘Do you understand me?” he asked again.

The man before him tried to answer again. His face was ashen, just like all lowborn faces on Terra —
Throneworld-grey, the pallor of a life lived under the unbroken curtain of tox-clouds.

‘I...” he tried. ‘I...°

The questioner waited. A thick robe hung from his armoured shoulders, lined with silver death’s
heads at the hem. His hair was slicked back from a hard-cut face, waxed to a high sheen. His nose
was hooked, his jawline sharp. Something faintly reptilian lingered over those features, something
dry, patient and unbreaking.

Over his chest lay the only formal badge of his office — a skull-form rosette of the Ordo Hereticus,
fashioned from iron and pinned to the trim of the cloak. It was a little thing, a trifle, barely larger than
the heart stone jewel of an amulet, but in that rosette lay dread, hard-earned over lifetimes.

The bound man could not drag his gaze away from it, try as he might. It was that, more than the



instruments which hung in their shackles on the rust-flecked wall, more than the odour of old blood
which rose from the steel floor, more than the scratch-marked synthleather bonds, that held him tightly
in his metal chair.

The inquisitor leaned forwards, letting polished gauntlets drop to his lap. He reached down to the
belt at his waist and withdrew a long-barrelled revolver. The grip was inlaid ivory, the chamber
adorned with a rippling serpent motif. He idly swung the cylinder out, observed the rounds nestled
within, then clicked the chamber back into place. He pressed the tip of the muzzle against his
subject’s temple, observing a minute flinch as the cool steel rested against warm flesh.

‘I do not wish to use this,’ the inquisitor told him, softly. ‘I do not wish to visit any further harm upon
you. Why should I? The Emperor’s realm, infinite as it is, requires service. You are young, you are in
passable health. You can serve, if you live. One more pair of hands. Such is the greatest glory of the
Imperium — the toil of uncountable pairs of hands.’

The man was shaking now, a thin line of drool gathering at the corner of his mouth.

‘And I would not waste my ammunition, by choice,” the inquisitor went on. ‘One bullet alone is
worth more than you will ever accumulate. The shells are manufactured on Luna by expert hands,
adept at uncovering and preserving the things of another age, and they know the value of their art. This
1s Sanguine, and none but two of its kind were ever made. The twin, Saturnine, has been lost for a
thousand years, and has most likely been un-made. And so, consider — would I prefer to use it on you,
and cause this priceless thing some small harm, or would I rather that you lived and told me all you
know, and allowed me to put it back in its holster?’

The man didn’t try to look at the gun. He couldn’t meet the gaze of the inquisitor, and so stared in
panic at the rosette, blinking away tears, trying to control his shivering.

‘I... told you...” he started.

The inquisitor nodded, encouragingly. ‘Yes, you did. You told me of the False Angel. I thought then
that we might get to the truth, so I let you talk. Then your fear made you dumb, and we were forced to
start again. Perhaps everything you have told me was a lie. See now, I am used to those. In my every
waking hour I hear a lie from a different pair of lips. Lies are to me like teardrops — transparent and
short-lived. If you lie to me again, I will perceive it, and Sanguine will serve you. So speak. Speak
now.’

The man seemed to crumple then, as if a long-maintained conflict within him had broken. He
slumped in his bonds, and his bloodshot eyes drifted away from the rosette.

‘I made an... error,” he murmured, haltingly. ‘You know it. You knew from the start. A mistake.” He
looked up, briefly defiant. ‘A mistake! See, how was I to know? They spoke of the things that priests
speak of. I was confused, in my mind.” Once the words started to come, they spilled out fast, one after
another, propelled by fear. ‘It is hard, you know? To live, to... carry on [iving. And then someone
comes and tells you that there’s another way. There’ll be rations — better than we have now. More
hab-units, given to those that need them. And they’ll stop the killings, down in the underhive. They’ll
send arbitrators down there, and they’ll stop the ones that hunt us. You know that we’re hunted? Of
course you do. They find the bodies all the time, and no one does anything — they never have. So I
listened to that, and I knew it was wrong, somehow, and that our only protector dwells on the Throne,
but he’s here, the Angel, now, and he listens, and I go to listen to what his preachers tell us. And if
they gave us instructions to store supplies or carry weapons, then I did it because I wanted to believe.
And I did. Throne save me, but I did.’



‘Slower,” warned the inquisitor, dragging the muzzle of his revolver down the man’s cheek and
placing it closer to his lips. ‘Order your thoughts. I have seen the results of your work. I have seen
corpses with terrible things done to them. I have seen blood on the walls, smeared in mockery of holy
sigils. These are not the work of cutpurses. They are the work of heresy.’

‘No!” The eyes went wide again with terrible fear. ‘You have it wrong!’

‘Most strange, how many who come here say that.’

‘It 1s true, lord, true. I know nothing of these... crimes, only that he told us we must arm against the
dark, for no one else—’

‘Does anything. But now someone is doing something. I am doing something. I would like to do
more. [ would like to root this out.’

‘Yes, yes, you must root it out.’

‘Where do you meet?’

‘Malliax.’

“You have told me this already. You know what I need. The place. The place where you went to hear
these things.’

‘I do not...” The fear returned. ‘I do not know the name. I cannot take you there.’

The inquisitor’s grey eyes narrowed by a fraction. His finger, finely armoured in dark lacquered
plate, slipped away from the trigger, but he kept the barrel pressed against the man’s chin. For a long
time the two of them looked at one another, one desperate, the other pensive.

‘See, now I believe you,’ the inquisitor said at last, withdrawing the gun and slipping the safety catch
on.

The man took a sucked-in breath — until then, he had hardly dared to. He started to sweat again, and
his trembling grew worse.

‘It’s true!” he blurted, his voice cracking from fear. ‘It is true — I can’t take you there.’

The inquisitor sat back. ‘I know it,” he said, easing the pistol back into its soft real-leather holster.
‘You are not foolish enough to lie to me. I could break you apart, here, now, and you could tell me no
more than you have already.” He flickered a dry smile. ‘Consider yourself fortunate you met me this
day, rather than when I was a younger man. Then, I would have rendered you down to your elements
to seek what you hide, just to be sure. Not now. I know when there is nothing left to find.’

The man did not relax. A different fear entered his eyes, one of new cruelty — a deception, one of the
thousand that the agents of the Holy Inquisition knew and practised. There was no way out for him
now — once a mortal man entered the black fortresses, that was the end. All knew that. Everyone.

‘I would tell you,” he stammered, breaking down into tears, ‘if I could.’

The inquisitor rose from his chair, and his robes whispered around his ornate boots. Fine ceramite
armour pieces slid across his body as he moved, each one as black as obsidian, each one edged with
a vein of silver. His movements were precise, feline, barely audible despite the power feeds coiled
tight inside every segment.

‘Yes, yes,” he said.

‘Please,’ sobbed the man, slack in his bonds. ‘I would tell you.’

The inquisitor reached for the table on which the testimony parchment had been piled, and pressed a
command bead. He looked over the scrolls absently — heaps of yellowed, scaly hides bearing the
blood-brown scrawl of scholarly transcription, each one sealed with his own personal sigil of
authority.



‘That 1s all I asked you,’ the inquisitor said, almost to himself. ‘You are free to go. You have done
me some service, and you should reflect on that, when you are able, with pride. It is through loyal
souls that we are able to do our work.’

The man stared at his interrogator, open-mouthed. Lingering suspicion played across his ravaged
features.

The inquisitor glanced over towards him. ‘We’re not monsters. You have nothing more to tell me. If
you recall more, you’ll come to me, I’'m sure.’

The man began to believe. His eyes started to dart around — at his bonds, at the tools, at the barred
door beyond. ‘Do you mean...?’

The inquisitor turned away, moved towards the door. As he approached it, thick iron bars slid from
their housings and the armoured portal cracked open. A dull red light bled from the far side, snaking
over the dark stone flags of the interrogation room. For a moment, the inquisitor was silhouetted by it,
a spectral figure, gaunt and featureless.

‘All we wish for 1s the truth,” he said.

Then he moved out into the long corridor beyond. The air was sterile, recycled down through the
levels of the Inquisitorial fortress by old, wheezing machines. Black webs of damp caked the
flagstones, and the filmy suspensor lumens flickered. An augmetic-encrusted servo-skull hovered
down to the inquisitor’s shoulder, bobbing erratically and trailing a thin spinal tail behind it.

‘Hereticus-minoris,’ it clicked. Phylum tertius. Tut, tut.’

At the end of the corridor, a man waited. He wore the thick-slabbed armour of a storm trooper
captain, dun-grey, battle-weathered. His face was similarly seasoned, with a shadow of stubble over
a blocked chin. His black hair was cropped close to the scalp, exposing tattooed barcodes and ordo
battle-honours.

He bowed. ‘Lord Crowl,’ he said.

‘Something keeps him from talking, Revus,’ the inquisitor said. ‘A greater fear? Maybe loyalty. In
either case, it 1s of interest.’

‘Will you break him?’

‘We learn more by letting him go. Assign a watch, mark his movements until you gain the location. 1
want him alive until then.’

‘It will be done. And afterwards?’

The inquisitor was already moving, his boots clicking softly on the stone as he made his way
towards the next cell. ‘Termination,” he said. ‘I’ll oversee, so keep it contained — I want to see where
this leads.’

‘As you will it.’

The inquisitor hesitated before entering the next cell. The sound of panicked weeping could already
be made out through the observation grille in the thick door. ‘But I did not ask you, Revus — how is
your sergeant, Hegain? Recovered fully?’

‘ Almost. Thank you for asking.’

‘Give him my congratulations.’

‘He will be honoured to have them.’

The servo-skull bobbed impatiently. ‘ Numeroso. Dally not.’

The inquisitor shot the thing a brief, irritated look, then reached for the armour-lock on the cell door.
As he did so, he summoned a ghost-schematic of the next subject’s file, which hovered for a second in



an ocular overlay. Reading it, his lips tightened a fraction.
‘I will need my instruments for this one,” Inquisitor Erasmus Crowl told Revus, then went inside.

Terra.

Holy Terra, marvel of the galaxy, heart of wonder. No jewel shone more brightly, no canker was
more foul. At its nexus met the fears and glories of a species, rammed tight within the spires and the
vaults, the pits and the hab-warrens. Spoil-grey, scored and crusted with the contamination and
majesty of ten long millennia, a shrine world that glowed with a billion fires, a tomb that clutched its
buried souls close. All the planet’s natural beauty had long since been scrubbed from its face,
replaced by the layers upon layers of a single, creeping hyper-city. The sprawl blotted out the once-
great oceans and the long-hewn forests under suffocating mountains of rockcrete and plasteel, tangled
and decaying and renewed and rebuilt until the accretions stretched unbroken from the deepest chasms
to the exalted heights.

No part of that world was free of the hand of man. Viewed from space, the planet’s night-shrouded
hemisphere glittered with constellations of neon and sulphur, while its sunlit hemisphere gasped in a
hot haze of pale grey. Its skies were clogged with voidcraft and lifters, packed with the manufactures
and commodities that kept the teeming world from starving itself. With those commodities came living
bodies — pilgrims by the million, products of a migration that never ended, bringing souls from across
the vastness of space whose only wish was to live long enough to reach the sacred precincts of the
Palace itself; to somehow endure the crowds and the hardship and the myriad predators that circled
them for just one glimpse, even the smallest, of the golden towers portrayed in the Ecclesiarchy vid-
picts, before they died in rapture.

So few made it. Most died on the warp journey, either of old age or through the loss of their ships in
the void. Those who reached the solar system waited for years in the processing pens on Luna, then
the vast orbital stations within sight of the planet below. It was said that a man could be born, live
and die within those cavernous holding centres, all while his documentation worked its way
tortuously through the offices of scribes and under-scribes. Often it would be lost, sometimes stolen, a
mere speck amid the avalanche of parchment folios that fuelled the administrative machinery of the
Imperium’s sclerotic heart.

And yet, those few who by luck or the will of the Emperor made it to the sacred soils of humanity’s
birthworld still numbered in the millions, such was the fecundity of the eternal pilgrimage. Like the
forgotten tides of Old Earth, the flow waxed and waned, governed by the great festivals of the
Ministorum, the feasts of the saints and the Lords of Terra. And of all the sacred days ordained for the
masses to partake in, by far the most sacred was the remembrance of the Angel — Sanguinala, the Red
Feast, the Festival of the Blessed Sacrifice. On that day, once every solar year, the numbers swelled
beyond reason, and the pilgrims crammed like cattle into the feeder stations, clawing at the gates and
screaming at the guards to let them in. The most exalted of all, so they said, would be permitted to
approach the Eternity Gate itself, to witness the rites of remembrance performed on the site of the
Angel’s legendary stand as the feast reached its frenetic climax.

Now Sanguinala was just a week away, and the canyons of Terra’s world-city were already bursting.
Every looping thoroughfare and crumbling causeway was swollen with a living carpet of supplicants,
chanting the rituals, swaying in unison, moving with the inexorable purpose of an invading army
towards the cavernous maws of the Outer Palace itself. Over them all hung the attack craft of the



Adeptus Arbites, the black-clad judges, more watchful than ever for the bad seeds hidden among the
multitudes. Every passing hour saw them swooping into the throngs, dragging out a ranting disciple or
witch-in-potentia and bundling them into the crew-bays of their hovering scrutiny-lifters.

The air was hot. Frenzy gripped the megapolis, and supplicants went mad amid the dust. Looming
above the lesser towers, massive beyond imagination, the titanic walls of the Outer Palace soared in
tarnished splendour, waiting for the inundation to crash against their flanks.

Interrogator Luce Spinoza watched those walls now, their outline half-lost in the haze of morning.
The parapets were over fifty kilometres away, but still they dominated the northern horizon, as
imposing as the mountains had been that now served as their foundations.

She stood before a floor-to-ceiling crystalflex window set atop the highest level of a spire’s crown,
over a kilometre up, just one of thousands of towers that jostled and crammed the cityscape in all
directions. Away in the east, the dim light of the world’s sun tried to pierce the ever-drifting clouds of
smog, casting a weak and dirty light across the steel and adamantium.

Spinoza had never laid eyes on the Palace before. To witness the holy site, even from such a
distance, gave her a kind of vertigo. Somewhere within, she knew, buried deep inside that man-made
continent, He endured. The thought of it was enough to make her weep for the sacrifice, as she had
done, many times.

Spinoza was so lost in contemplation that the soft approach of her superior went unnoticed. On
another day she might have been given penance for the lapse, but Adamara Rassilo understood the
occasion, and made no note.

“You never get used to it,” Rassilo said, coming to stand beside her. ‘Seeing it unfiltered, knowing
what it holds.’

Spinoza bowed to her. ‘I can only imagine, lord.’

Inquisitor-Lord Rassilo wore armour of deep crimson marked with the fleur-de-lys of her allied
Chambers Militant. Her hair was olive green, sheer and close-cut, exposing a smooth face that gave
away no determinate sign of age. Her rosette was a pearl-ringed jewel, at first glance as clear as
glass, but which on closer inspection reflected the icon of an Inquisitorial skull from within its
depths.

‘How was the journey?’ Rassilo asked.

The journey had been hell. Nine warp stages from the outer edge of Segmentum Solar, all taken in a
battle-damaged ordo frigate with a depleted crew and an astropath who had gone mad on the run from
Priax.

‘It was fine,” Spinoza said. ‘I am glad to be here.’

‘And we are glad to have you. So, come, let us speak.’

Rassilo turned away from the viewing portal. Her chamber was large and luxuriously appointed. A
patterned marble floor, worth a governor’s stipend alone, underpinned an artful arrangement of
Vandire-era furnishing, most fashioned from genuine organics and only a few betraying the telltale of
synthesis. Wax candles flickered in wrought-iron holders, augmenting the always-weak daylight from
the windows.

Rassilo gestured towards a chair for Spinoza, and the two of them sat opposite one another, framing
a holo-fireplace that cracked and spat in an antique grate. Rassilo clicked her fingers and a
diminutive dwarf-servitor scuttled to her side, arms stuffed with reams of parchment. The dead-eyed
creature handed one to her, burbled something, then wobbled away.



‘Interrogator Luce Spinoza,’ read Rassilo, leafing through the file. ‘Admitted from Schola Progenium
Astranta under the watch of Inquisitor Tur. Initial actions performed with commendation. Graduated
to Explicator under Tur’s tutelage, before his lamented death on Karalsis Nine. Thence several further
appointments — [ will not list them all. Notable attachment with the Adeptus Astartes.” She looked up
at Spinoza. ‘The Imperial Fists, eh? How did you find them?’

Spinoza remembered every moment. They had been perfection to her, the very embodiment of His
divine will. They had accepted her, too, in the end, and the alliance had been fruitful — so much so that
Chaplain Erastus had gifted her his crozius arcanum, Argent, when they parted after the successful
reduction of Forfoda, an honour beyond words. Even now, five years later, the gesture still humbled
her.

‘They were true servants,’ she said, with feeling.

‘And dangerous ones,’ said Rassilo. ‘No world knows that more than this one. But it is good you are
returned. The Throneworld has need of witch hunters. There are never enough.’

Spinoza stiffened. Returning to the heart of the Imperium had never been her plan — the void was
where the true war was. And yet, in Tur’s absence, there was no resisting orders from the centre, for
she was not inquisitor yet, and she had always known another mentor would be found for her.

‘No greater honour exists,’ she said, and that was truthful enough.

Rassilo nodded. ‘You’ve seen the state of things. This world is invaded every hour in greater
numbers than our enemies could ever muster. Think on that. Every single pilgrim is screened, and
screened again, but it can never be enough. All are suspect, all are dangerous, and if taint is suffered
to flourish here, then we are lost.’

‘I yearn only to serve again.’

Rassilo closed the file and laid it on her lap. ‘You’ve been asked for by the Inquisitor Erasmus
Crowl — do you know the name?’

Spinoza shook her head.

‘Perhaps not the master I would have chosen for you, but I cannot refuse him. He has been here too
long, alone, but no servant of the Throne is more dedicated. He will drive you hard, in his own way,
but he 1s fair, and you will learn much if your ears and eyes stay open.’

Spinoza’s expression never flickered. She remembered the killing fields of Forfoda, the glory of the
Space Marines: unstoppable, a living wall of gold set against the parapets of faithlessness.

‘What does he require of me?’ she asked.

‘He has no retinue,’ said Rassilo. ‘For years he never demanded one. Now he wishes for an acolyte.
Why? I do not know. It is his right, though, and I suppose he judges your qualities will balance his
own.’

‘I will learn what I can.’

Rassilo smiled. ‘You need not hide your feelings, interrogator. This station will not last forever.
Acquit yourself well here, and there are those in the ordo who will notice.’

‘My apologies, I did not mean—’

‘You are young, you have ambition.” Rassilo clicked her fingers again. ‘Your time will come. In the
meantime, let me make your path a little easier.” The dwarf-servitor waddled back into the room, this
time towards Spinoza. In its chubby grey hands was another file, bound with snapwire and sealed
with a thick dollop of wax. The servitor held it up and gazed at Spinoza with a vacant, dumbly
sorrowful expression.



Spinoza took the file. It was marked in the ordo routine cipher: Crowl, E., O.H. 4589-643.

‘Read it,” said Rassilo. ‘It will assist your introduction.’

Spinoza looked up at her. ‘Is this...” she started. ‘Does he know?’

‘I doubt it.” Rassilo leaned forwards in her chair. Her armour-plates were artfully made, and moved
like folds of fabric around her. ‘Consider it a gift made in recognition of sacrifice. This is Terra,
child — one gift given, another returned.’

Spinoza looked down at the file, and ran her finger down its spine. The servitor stalked off again, its
bare grey feet tottering across the wooden floor.

‘Thank you,” she said.

Rassilo waved that away. ‘I appreciate your vision of service. We talk and talk — puritans, radicals,
whatever that means — but ignore the real divisions. We need those whose blood is hot.’

Rassilo rose from her seat, and Spinoza followed suit. The interview was at an end. The two of them
walked to the door, Rassilo ahead, Spinoza following. Before taking leave, Rassilo embraced her
formally, then studied her a final time.

‘There are many battlefields, interrogator,” she said. ‘This 1s just another one — just as deadly, just as
noble. Remember that.’

Spinoza nodded.

‘I will,” she said.



CHAPTER TWO

From Rassilo’s tower, within sight of the Palace walls, Spinoza took an air shuttle to travel south.
The pilot wore a dark grey uniform bearing the ordo symbol — a bronze skull superimposed on the
Inquisitorial ‘I’ device. As she boarded, she glanced at his neck just above the stiff collar and
invoked the filter over her left iris. A false-colour security tattoo showed up on his flesh: barcode, the
reference number, operational history.

‘Location, interrogator?’ he asked as she took her seat next to him.

‘Down-grid, Salvator sector, 456-42-Delta-Delta,” she said, securing herself.

The air shuttle powered up from the pad, its landing gear folding inwards as it turned on a wave of
superheated downdraught.

Spinoza looked out of the nearside portal. The airspace around them was thick with boiling tox-
spirals, twisting up from the cityscape below. The shuttle pushed up into regulated airspace — the
preserve of Adeptus Arbites, the Inquisition and other exempted Imperial agents — and the craft’s
macro-turbines opened up.

Below them, a thousand lesser aircraft plied filth-trailed passages from spire to spire, feeding the
gritty haze that shrouded the depths below. Marker-lumens, red and filmy, blinked by the million, faint
beacons amid a sea of perpetual murk.

Above them, just visible against the bone-grey of the sky, were the shadows of the sentinel watch-
stations, hanging in low orbit, each crammed with listening devices and augur batteries, forever
scanning. Above them in turn were the behemoths of the defence grid, some as old as the Imperium
itself, and above them, out into the icy vacuum, were the voidships — millions of them, embarking,
arriving or engaged in ceaseless patrols.

Spinoza had served with Tur on major hive worlds, but the multitudes here were still numbing. She
looked down, watching the airborne fleets mingle and congest, and knowing that below, far below,
groundcars and grav-transits were crawling through stacked-deep tunnels and catacombs, ferrying far
more souls than could ever hope to afford privileged above-ground passage. She also knew that what
she witnessed was the same on every single square kilometre of the world’s surface — there were no
forests, no seas, just an unbroken press of spires, hab towers, temples, gaols, crypts and garrisons,
grasping and throttling the entire globe in a vice of iron and rockcrete.

As they travelled south, the monumental profile of the Outer Palace finally dipped below the
horizon. The tips of the spires below them became less ornate, the film of smog thicker. The



background stench of unwashed humanity, always present on Terra, became more pungent. They were
heading into less exalted zones.

Eventually the pilot brought the air shuttle down, spinning it on its axis as it descended past the
tower-crowns. The light around them faded, and the flanks of the spires rose up on all sides, dark
with age and pollution. Directly below, less imposing than the colossal constructions soaring up
around 1t, was another tower — coal-dark, buttressed and crenellated in the classical gothic style.
Steep-angled roofs and stacks of age-darkened blast shielding gave the impression of a rambling,
tottering mortuary, archaic and lit from within by strange fires. At its summit was a wide landing
platform, ringed with las-batteries and marked with an ordo skull sigil.

The shuttle touched down and the doors released, ushering in a waft of hot, astringent air. Spinoza
disembarked, to be greeted by a storm trooper captain, clad in battle-armour though helmless. A team
of servitors limped across the platform to retrieve her sealed void-crates from the shuttle’s hold.

As standard, as she walked, she scanned the man before her.

Physique human-normal, she noted. Heavily built. Trace stance-type indicates non-progena
intake. Hellpistol, combat-knife. Nine visible combat honours, three of them exemplar militaris.
Impressive.

‘Welcome to Courvain, interrogator,’ the captain said, making the sign of the aquila. ‘Captain Maldo
Revus, personal attachment commander to the Lord Crowl. The inquisitor awaits within.’

As they walked towards the exit ramp, hot wind whipped across the platform, stirring up the films of
fine dust that coated every exposed surface. Ordo gun-drones whined overhead, tracking every
aircraft within a few hundred metres of the fortress. The sounds of the infinite world-city rose up
around them, above and below, a dull roar like the crash of the planet’s long-forgotten waves.

‘You have served here long, captain?’ she asked, wishing to see if his answers matched the
information she had already processed.

‘Eight years,’ said Revus.

‘That is good,” Spinoza said. To stay alive that long in the company of an active inquisitor was rare,
and indicated either great luck or capability. ‘That is very good.’

Revus didn’t reply. Perhaps he considered the subject beneath him.

Once inside, thick blast shutters closed over them both, sealing them within an environment-type she
was familiar with. The walls were black, glossy, embossed with litanies from major Ministorum
devotion screeds. The sealed atmosphere was filtered, pulling out the worst of the filth but exposing
the other aromas of an ordo fortress — warding incense, surgical chemicals, the lingering human
excretions of fear.

They descended steep flights of stairs. They passed robed scribes, their faces hidden under heavy
synthwool cowls, shuffling between scriptoria with dusty bundles of parchment clasped under their
arms. Servo-skulls blundered through the shadows, chittering mindlessly. Echoing clanks, origin
indeterminate, rose up from the depths below.

Spinoza took in the detail. Tur’s demesne had been different. He had been a crusading inquisitor, as
most were, forever tracking the void in search of deviation, and so his travelling entourage had been
extensive — assassins, gun-servitors, priests, together with standing response arrangements with three
separate chambers of the Adepta Sororitas. As a result, Tur’s permanent base of operations, on the
death world of Regita V, had been an echoing, half-empty place, visited only to consult the archives
or interrogate the most challenging of subjects.



But this fortress was very much occupied, very much in use. Spinoza could hear the overlapping
whisper of leather-soled sandals, hundreds of them, moving from one candlelit chamber to the next.
She could sense the press of warm bodies above and below her, teeming like flies on rotting sugar,
stuffed tight, running down level after level, until the holding chambers were reached, and despair
was the only emotion left.

Revus showed her to a pair of closed wooden doors, finely made but sparsely adorned. Over the
doorway was a brass death’s head, spotted with patina, under which was inscribed the High Gothic
Servitio Aeternam Ad Mortem.

‘I will leave you here, interrogator,” he said, bowing.

“You do not smile much, captain,” Spinoza said.

‘This 1s Terra, interrogator,” he said, shrugging, and withdrew.

Rassilo had said the same thing. It seemed to be something of a mantra, This is Terra, used when no
further explanation could be given.

Before she could reflect on that further, the doors before her opened, swinging silently on hidden
hinges.

The chamber beyond was lit poorly by a few suspensor lumens. Just as elsewhere, there were no
external windows. The entire place felt as if it might have been buried underground.

Her new master sat beneath two great iron candelabras, robed in silver-lined black, his face
illuminated from below by the flickering green of a data-slate. Above his shoulder hovered a servo-
skull, its single red eye glowing in the gloom.

‘Closer,’ he said.

She took in more details as she approached, automatically appraising, judging, filing. The inquisitor
was tall, gaunt, clad in extremely fine armour. His skin was pale and ridged with a faint crust of old
scar tissue.

‘Thank you for your summons, lord,” Spinoza said, coming to stand before him.

‘Nothing to thank me for. And call me Crowl.” The man’s voice was dry as a gnawed bone,
unfiltered by vox enhancement. He pressed an armoured finger to the data-slate, and the green light
flickered out. ‘You spoke to Rassilo?’

‘Idid.”

‘She’ll have given you a file on me.” Crowl smiled, and it made his pale face flex strangely. ‘Read it
yet?’

‘I have seen no file.’

‘Good answer. Sit down.’

There was a heavy seat, carved like a throne, opposite Crowl’s. Everything in the chamber had the
weight of age on it. Spinoza did as she was bid, trying to work out how much of the inquisitor’s
display was genuine and how much feigned.

‘I’ve been following your career,” Crowl said. ‘I suppose it’s now that I tell you what a good man
Tur was, and how sorry we are that he died like that. But he wasn’t, was he?’

‘He was an excellent inquisitor.’

‘That’s possible too. Did you conduct many actions?’

‘I think I earned my position.’

‘I agree.” Crowl!’s forehead was lit by the soft blush of red from the servo-skull’s hovering presence.
‘You were tutored on Astranta. You must like rain.’



“Then you know 1t?’

‘A long time ago. What did they teach you there?’

‘Everything that [ needed to know.’

“To love the Imperium, I suppose, which endures forever.’

‘Of course.’

‘What would you say if I told you that it was a lie, and that nothing lasts forever?’

Crowl’s speech was rapid, his mouth moving economically. Spinoza could see how that might
unsettle an interrogation suspect, and resolved to study the auditory patterns later.

“Then I would call you heretic,’ she replied, ‘and have you terminated.’

‘Good again,” Crowl said. ‘But down here, every spire has a million tongues, and every tongue is
forked against its neighbours. We tell them to inform on their own kind, and they do. All the time. If I
wanted, I need never leave this tower, and still they’d find their way down here, all ripe for
destruction. You’d be busy, if you terminated them all.’

‘Better to die, than to—’

‘—infect an innocent. You’d be burning the bodies of liars. They come to us because they’re jealous,
lustful, or their minds have gone. I had a man tell my processors his own mother had fallen to the
dark. He wanted to take her hab-unit. Three metres square, stinking like a grox-pen, underground,
unheated. But it would have been Ais.’

‘I hope he was punished,’ said Spinoza.

‘Nothing I could devise would have been worse than the life he’d made for himself.” Crowl leaned
forwards. ‘Here’s the point, interrogator. There are witches on Terra, but to see them, you have to
filter out the noise. Pay no attention to the voices you can hear. Pay attention to the ones you can’t.’

‘I shall heed the warning.’

Crowl laughed, a dry chuckle. ‘Maybe you even will, in time.’

‘Ignoro, child,” rasped the servo-skull suddenly, whining as it gained loft. ‘Filth foto mundo. Burn-
burn.’

Spinoza raised an eyebrow.

‘This 1s Gorgias,’ said Crowl.

‘The skull has a different philosophy to yours, then,” said Spinoza.

‘It’s good to be faced with contrary views. Some of the time. Now, are you ready?’

‘Give the order.’

Crowl got to his feet. ‘I conducted an action yesterday,” he said, gesturing for Spinoza to join him,
and they walked back towards the doors. ‘A man. He had the mark. You know 1t? When you sense fit,
like a smell. I almost put him to the trials, but he was resisting me. Most of the time my presence
alone 1s enough to induce terror, but he was ready to face more of it before he broke. So that made me
curious, and I let him go.’

The doors opened. Revus was waiting on the other side, his armour now fully sealed and his black-
visored helm in place. Behind him were six others of the unit. The storm troopers offered salute, and
stood aside to let them pass.

‘Captain Revus tracked him,” Crowl went on, moving into the corridor. ‘The subject resisted
temptation for a while, but they always give in, sooner or later, and so he led us to his minders.
Someone has power over him, and I wish to know why.’

‘What do you intend?’ Spinoza asked.
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‘Cut out the den, find someone who knows something, bring them back here for a quiet conversation.
Crowl sniffed. ‘There’s something stirring out there, I think.’

‘And Sanguinala is coming.’

“You noticed that? Keep up, Spinoza — I want you close on this. It’ll be a good introduction to the
glory of our infinite city.’

They marched further into Courvain’s depths, always down. Revus and his squad followed close
behind. Gorgias whined overhead, staying close to Crowl’s shoulder. A wicked-looking needle gun
extended from a socket under its left cheekbone.

They reached a blast door, which slid back on their approach. A low hangar chamber opened up,
lined with personnel carriers. Most were Nighthawk gunships, black liveried with Inquisition sigils,
capable of carrying twelve and armed with rotary cannons under their stubby wings. They were squat,
blunt things, designed to operate at close quarters in confined spaces, their twin-angled turbines
giving them lift in any direction.

Spinoza clambered inside one, following Crowl. The storm troopers piled in after, shackling their
hellguns to wall-mounted claws and buckling up. Before the outer hull doors locked closed, Spinoza
glimpsed the entire hangar wall fold slowly outwards, exposing the grey haze of the Terran exterior.

She sat back as the turbos juddered into full power. Things were moving fast, but that was no bad
thing. It was better to be in action than mired in sloth, and she mentally ran down the pre-battle
litanies to aid her readiness.

May He guide my arm, may He guide my strength, may He keep me from the crime of hesitation,
of weakness, of mercy.

The gunship lifted, then boosted clear of the hangar’s exit channel. They were out. Through a narrow
real-viewer slit in the armoured hull, Spinoza watched man-made cliffs soar up around them, lit from
within by sickly lumens. Then the gunship dropped, filtering through the lines of milling aircraft
below. The pilot drove the Nighthawk hard, heedless of the other vehicles hurrying to get out of the
way of the Inquisitorial transport. Soon the gunship was up to full speed and rattling along the
canyons between the spires.

‘How far?’ Spinoza asked.

‘Closer than you’d think,” said Crowl, allowing his body to sway with the gunship’s jerking
movement. ‘We’ll be out of Salvator soon, into Malliax Profundis. It only gets dirtier.’

The further they went, the more the weak sunlight faded away. Spinoza glimpsed vast arches passing
overhead, twinkling with watery light-points, and equally vast chasms below, yawning into blackness.
Perhaps, she thought idly, there was no ground level here at all, just an endless procession of deeper
foundations, spiralling down to the world’s core.

Despite the darkness, the press of humanity around them showed no signs of slackening. She could
see crowds everywhere, cramming the causeways leading to the spires’ enormous gates, cramming the
transitways that spanned the gulfs between them, cramming the plazas and cramming the dust-kicked
railheads. Soon they were unindividuated — all she saw was a slowly oozing swamp of grey work-
shifts, dirty synthwool cowls, head torches bobbing through the brume.

‘Locus approach, ten seconds,” announced Revus, pulling his hellpistol from its holster and checking
the power pack.

The boom from the gunship’s engines lessened as it spiralled to the drop-point. The storm troopers
calmly took up their hellguns, adjusted their helmets, made final equipment checks.



‘Standard purgatus,’ Revus told them calmly. ‘Take the leader, the rest to be terminated.’

Spinoza looked over at Crowl, who had closed his eyes. It looked like he was meditating, his
sidearm still holstered, his hands clasped loosely before him. She took up her own weapon. Even
after it had been modified, a crozius arcanum of the Adeptus Astartes was a heavy piece. She looked
down at Argent’s scrimshawed outer casing, the thick bone marked with battle honours, its charred
disruptor black from a lifetime of energy dissipation. Despite her physical conditioning, the equal of
any mortal human, without her armour she would not have found it possible to wield effectively. As it
was, though, given her artificer suit of red-gold plate, forged on the anvils of Ophelia itself, the
crozius made her deadly.

‘Five seconds,’ intoned Revus.

The gunship was dropping vertically now, exterior lights doused, whining down a well shaft into
nothing. The storm troopers’ helm-lumens flickered into life, glinting from black visors. From outside
the shaking hull, Spinoza could just about make out screams of panic, something crashing heavily, a
siren wailing.

Then the Nighthawk’s hull doors slammed open, and the storm troopers spilled out, leaping down
from the hovering gunship and into ankle-deep water. It was nearly pitch-black. Massive rockcrete
columns rose up on all sides, each one as wide as a Titan, dented and pitted. Crowds were scattering,
splashing and swarming like gutter rats into whatever crevice would take them.

Ahead of the dropsite was a gaping circular outlet, ten metres in diameter and rimed with a coat of
ancient rust. The iron bars that had once prevented entry had either rotted away or been broken, and
now the orifice gaped blackly, taller than a man and ringed by toothy oxidised stumps. Above it rose a
riveted wall of black steel, clustered with clots of grime.

The storm troopers sprinted to the outlet, leaping over the frothing lip and into the thick dark beyond.
Crowl and Spinoza brought up the rear.

‘Where is this?’ asked Spinoza, activating the disruptor on Argent and flooding the tunnel with
electric-blue light.

‘This 1s the foot of Spire Malevolens et Diabolus Traitoris Nine,” said Crowl, kicking up the foul
water as he strode. He had still not drawn a weapon. ‘You are as close to the earth of Old Terra as
most will ever come.’

The cold hiss of lasfire echoed from up ahead, distorted by the tunnel’s curve. The two of them
pushed on, reaching a domed chamber twenty metres high. Cascades of water ran from cracks in the
roof. Rows of pump stations, all inactive, sunk into the oozing mire, their valves and filters clogged.
More chambers stretched off ahead, linked by arched roofs, clustered with more defunct machinery
and tangles of corroded pipework.

The storm troopers were doing their work. Already the water underfoot had turned a murky red, and
bodies floated face down in the foam. Revus had pushed on ahead, taking three of his squad into the
chambers beyond. The remaining three skirted the dome’s edge, scanning for residual threats.

Spinoza went warily. The place stank of mouldering sewage. A hundred ambush points remained in
the claustrophobic dark, but Crowl strolled after Revus as if he were ambling in the cloisters of a
Ministorum oratory.

Then an explosion went off — a crack, muffled by distance and thrown-up water — followed by
agonised screams. Then more lasfire snapped out, echoing and overlaid on itself, then nothing.

Crowl led her into the chamber beyond, and the one beyond that. The storm troopers stayed close,



and the bodies piled up, more and more of them, punctured and bloody. Some of the corpse-faces
stared out from the foetid pools, grey and luminous under the glare of armour lumens, shock still
visible on their pallid features.

They reached a brick-lined arch, dripping with rivulets of oily liquid. As Spinoza ducked to pass
under it, she caught a flicker of movement to her right. Instinctively, she swung out, thrusting the
crozius protectively.

A man leapt out at her, rags sodden, his face contorted with loathing. He tried to slash out at
Spinoza’s face with a knife.

Spinoza pulled back smoothly, letting the man fall out of balance, then swung the crozius down onto
his neck. Her assailant screamed briefly, caught in the flare of corrosive energy, before his spine
snapped open and his body slapped, limp, into the water.

Crowl glanced down at the mess, then up at her.

‘Easy to use, that thing?’ he asked.

‘Not very.’

‘Heavy, I’d guess.’

‘There are exercises, to develop speed.’

‘You must show me sometime.’

Then he was moving again, passing under the arch and into the chamber beyond. Spinoza followed
him, stepping over the wet corpse at her feet.

This one was circular, thirty metres in diameter, crowned with another dome of sodden brick and
stone, a patchwork of old repairs that leaked in dirty cascades. Stalactites, black with age, hung from
the roof. The floor was lost under a morass of the same foul water, rimed with chem-yellow foam and
studded with more floating bodies.

Revus had already secured the space. Every enemy still drawing breath — three souls only by then —
was now isolated against the far wall. Two were abhumans: bloated, over-muscled, their pulpy necks
bulging against work-shift collars. They both carried cable-wrapped iron wrenches two-handed,
looted from some manufactorum assembly line and converted into primitive shock mauls. The third
was human-normal, wearing dirty robes, his head bare and shaved. The same look of almost fanatical
loathing lit his scrawny features, but he was weaponless and his hatred was impotent.

They had backed away, those three, until the wall rose up at their backs. Revus’ squad had them
pinned, and faint red points of sighting-beams rippled across their blotchy faces.

One of the abhumans was already twitching, its pudgy eyes flashing with panic. As Crowl and
Spinoza approached, it broke out, splashing towards the inquisitor. The storm troopers opened up,
punching a flurry of las-spears into the oncoming mutant, and it stumbled, crashing into the mire. The
foam boiled red around it.

That left two. Only then did Crowl take out his pistol.

‘To cleanse the soul,” he murmured, aimed, and fired a single bullet.

The robed man was caught in the chest, flung back against the wall and splayed like a spider. The
body slipped down into the mire, leaving a long black stain on the crumbling bricks, eyes wide the
whole time.

Spinoza looked at Crowl. ‘I thought you wanted him alive, lord?’

None of the storm troopers moved.

“This 1s Terra,” Crowl said, strolling up to the trembling abhuman. ‘I have the one I wanted.’



Only then, walking with Crowl, did Spinoza get close enough to see the surviving mutant’s eyes.
They were not as twitchy as the other one’s, not as febrile, although they gave away fear. A lot of fear.

Crowl came up close, heedless of the danger from the looming shock maul. Gorgias hummed
overhead them both, chuntering to itself semi-audibly.

“You’d rather have died without agony,” Crowl said, addressing the mutant. ‘You’d rather have given
up that slave to my knives, and he would have let you do it, too.’

The abhuman looked down at the inquisitor, defiantly, but his jowls quivered. ‘He was a faithful
son.’

‘There’s no faith in this place.’

“You won’t get what you want from me.’

‘No,’ said Crowl, turning to look at Spinoza. ‘But she will.’

Then the abhuman lunged, hammering the shock maul down at Crow]’s exposed head.

Spinoza leapt between them, skidding through the slime to bring her own maul to bear. The two
weapons screamed against one another, shrieking with unleashed electric power, before the
abhuman’s weapon cracked apart. Spinoza lashed out, left, right, smacking the shards away before
pressing her crackling crozius up against the mutant’s chins and driving him back against the wall.

‘Enough, Spinoza,’ said Crowl, coming alongside her and placing a restraining hand on her arm. The
stench of burning flesh rose pungently from the abhuman’s charred jowls. ‘But very good. Really, very
good. I can see why the Space Marines liked you.’

Spinoza relaxed the pressure, slowly. The abhuman had been surgically altered. Up close, she could
see the suture lines. Underneath all that blubber and vat-grown muscle fibre was a human-normal,
mutilated and stretched, but with standard mental capacity.

‘How did you know?’ she asked.

‘You get a sense.” Crowl studied the pseudo-mutant up-close, reaching out to feel the fat-rolls
between his fingers. ‘He’s yours now, anyway. Find out what they’re doing here.’

Then he turned, splashing his way towards Revus, who was waiting in silence at the chamber’s
edge, his hellpistol trained unerringly on the cult’s sole survivor.

‘All corpses to be preserved,” Crowl said. ‘Get them sent to Gulagh for processing. I’ll handle the
scholarship myself this time.’

Revus saluted. ‘Then cauterise?’

Crowl kept on walking. ‘Yes, captain. Burn it all.’

Gorgias, floating ahead with its eye glowing bloodily, clicked agreement.

‘Affirmativo,’ it chattered, mindlessly. ‘ Yes-yes. Combustum. 