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			Vasila Manatu wanted to do her best. She wanted to achieve great things for humanity, and for the Emperor. She just could not understand why her tutors at the Aquilonis Porta Schola Progenium persisted in getting in the way.

			‘Do you understand why you are here?’ Master Sakir said, scowling from behind his desk. They were in the old east wing, which was draughty in the cold winter months and, as now, roasted in the summer. Time seemed to pass especially slowly here. Vasila’s eye was drawn to a winged insect struggling against strands of spider silk laced across a window pane. No matter how it fought, it made no progress against the near-invisible snares which held it in place. She sympathised.

			Nazos nudged her in the ribs, and she realised she had not responded, so she ducked her head and spoke meekly. ‘Yes, master.’

			It was perfectly true. She knew why she was there. Whether she agreed with the rationale for it was not the question she had been asked. It was not a question she would ever be asked.

			‘If I had my way, I would beat the pair of you,’ Master Sakir declared. Despite the fact that age and his service in the Astra Militarum had left him with a wizened frame and one good arm respectively, he was perfectly capable of doing so. Vasila kept a catalogue of all the many bruises she had suffered at Aquilonis Porta, and Master Sakir had long been at the top of the rankings for both number inflicted, and severity.

			‘However,’ Sakir continued, ‘the commandant has declared that this may be counterproductive in your cases, or at least not actively beneficial.’ The sniff that followed that sentence left no illusion as to Sakir’s opinion of that. ‘He has ordered that you translate three chapters of the text in front of you from Low Gothic into Antimosian, in the hope that it will encourage you to follow instructions to the letter. Your food rations will be withheld until this is done.’

			Vasila eyed the text in question: Treatises on High-yield Hydrofarming, by Lavren Gabrell. It was ancient, bound in leather over wood, and as thick as her twelve-year-old fist.

			‘Which chapters, master?’ Nazos asked. Sakir smiled, the smile of a predator who sees something small and fluffy and defenceless in the long grass.

			‘The commandant instructed me that I should have you translate three chapters. He did not instruct me that I had to tell you which chapters they were.’

			Vasila glanced sideways at Nazos, and found him looking back at her. In order to give Sakir no excuse to punish them further, they would have to translate the whole thing. A typically Sakir twist, showing exactly the sort of inventiveness for which they were being punished.

			Well, this would teach her a great deal about high-yield hydrofarming. Vasila could not see a likely use for this knowledge in the future, but she refused to let Sakir win. She would absorb anything he tried to use to punish her, and thereby make herself stronger.

			Sakir opened his mouth to speak again, but was cut off by a whine from outside, which rapidly turned into a roar. He rose from his desk and moved to the window – a shocking occurrence in and of itself, since Master Sakir prided himself on his ferocious and unbreakable concentration. However, Vasila did not think she imagined the slight flinch that passed across his face as the noise grew in volume. Master Sakir had heard this before, she was certain, and it held bad memories for him.

			She and Nazos looked at each other again. Then, on the basis that they were in trouble for disobedience already, and Master Sakir had not actually ordered them to remain in their seats, they slipped off their stools and sidled as unobtrusively as possible to the window next to his.

			The source of the noise dropped from the sky in exactly the manner it looked like it should. It was blocky, and bulky, and not at all elegant. This was not a craft that glided on the wind or soared delicately through the atmosphere: this punched the air out of its way, and dared it to hit back. It bristled with brutal weaponry, which Vasila’s well-trained brain catalogued without thinking. Dorsal-mounted battle cannon, wing-mounted lascannons and Hellstrike missiles, hull-mounted heavy bolters…

			‘Saints have mercy,’ Nazos breathed. ‘That’s a Thunderhawk!’

			‘Remain here,’ Master Sakir snapped. ‘Do not leave.’ He turned to look at them, a strange expression on his face. ‘Vasila Manatu! Nazos Zernas! Do you understand? Do not leave this room, for any reason!’

			He swept out of the door and slammed it shut behind him. It took a few seconds for Vasila to finally place the emotion Master Sakir’s face had been broadcasting, since it was not one she had seen on him before.

			It was fear.

			Outside and below them, the entrance ramp of the Thunderhawk lowered, and enormous, silver-armoured warriors began to descend.

			Commandant Vissarius paced his office in the grip of an unfamiliar nervousness. He would receive most visitors sitting in his high-backed chair behind his desk of ancient bloodteak, to leave no doubt as to his authority. Higher-ranking officials of the Missionarus Galaxia would be greeted by him on one knee as they descended from their craft. But this…

			Emil Vissarius had no context for this situation.

			The Emperor’s Angels of Death were on Antimos. The Demeter Sector had been plunged into turmoil three Terran years ago by the arrival of forces claiming allegiance to all sorts of heretical powers, so it was by no means unreasonable for the Adeptus Astartes to have been called in, but Antimos had been spared the war so far, by the grace of the Emperor. That being the case, why had His mightiest warriors come to this world? More to the point, why had they landed a Thunderhawk on the premises of his schola? Was there an imminent invasion of which he was unaware? Had heretics or traitors been uncovered on the planet?

			A knock jerked him from his mind’s feverish freewheeling, and he realised he had still not decided how best to greet his guest. He would simply have to make the best of it.

			‘Come!’ he barked, placing his hands behind his back and facing the door.

			‘Captain Solomon Akurra of the Silver Lions,’ announced Peric, his aide. The young man retreated from sight immediately, and was replaced in the doorway by a figure infinitely more intimidating.
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