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			The Dust That Remains

			J. H. Archer

			They died, all of them, fifteen years ago. They die, all of them, right now. They will die, all of them, night after night after night. 

			There, in the breach, holding the reliquary, our backs against the cliffside, the heathens stalking their way up the shore, turning the sand to glass under their feet. My surgical tools blunt with use. My robes, once white, now the colour of sanctifying wine.

			I see Sisters killed, friends I’ve known since my days at the Schola Progenium. Sister Solifa, her head turned into a rose bloom with a direct bolter round. Sister Pulsifer, gutted whilst bringing down her foe. Canoness Methusela, engulfed in holy flame, laughing at her righteous destruction until the end.

			And in my hands, her.

			A conscript, fresh out of training, her flak armour no more protection than thin plastek sheeting against a tank shell. Shards of it are in her chest, a sucking wound, and I can see that she’s barely able to breathe. Her left lung has collapsed. Blood flows freely from her neck. She tries to say something, but cannot. I do everything I can to save her. Everything. I apply all of my skill, my learning, my pure will into saving her, but it is not enough.

			The world around me is dying.

			They break through our lines. I look into the eyes of the enemy and see only darkness. I look down, and see the light fading. Her blood runs through my hands. I hold her as she passes.

			Then came the darkness. Then comes the darkness. And the darkness will come.

			I break out of my reverie to the sound of engines.

			For a moment I suspect it to be thunder, ripping through the night air, accentuating the beats between the ever-present forks of lightning. But then I see it: A troop carrier descending through the storm and landing on the blasted moorland that lies before the compound. Soon the high, iron-wrought gates open and in trudge a hundred shapes, huddled together like pilgrims, clutching cloaks and jackets tightly.

			I expect soldiers. Wounded soldiers, certainly, tired and stretched thin, the mud and dust from a hundred worlds still caked to their boots. What I am given instead are things as hollow as shell casings. They shuffle through in patrol formation, men and women whip-thin, cheekbones protruding, eyes darting along the rooftops and squinting at the floodlights, their hands grasping for weapons that are no longer there. They are bloodied, unwashed. I can see my medics attempt to hide their disgust. They greet the troopers at arm’s length, masks and gloves firmly on, assisting the ragged party out of the lashing rain. The Commissariat guards don’t even give the troopers that courtesy, clenching their hands around the weapons that hang by their sides, turning to put their backs to the prevailing gale, or barking orders to speed up the disembarkation.

			The Guardsmen notice the change, I’m sure. A few of them even refuse to walk further, herded in as they are, noticing the reactions they inspire in others, but thankfully their protests don’t last long and they are pushed in from behind by the veterans still coy enough to know what will happen if they are uncooperative.

			I stand on the second floor of the hospice, watching this happen, taking my notes as per usual, when one of the troopers stops in his tracks and looks up in my direction. Dark hair, and darker eyes, dried blood on his cheeks. He smiles at me. Just a simple smile of relief, I think, to be back amongst the righteous, rivulets of rainwater running down his face, washing off some of the filth. One of the Commissariat guards pushes him forwards, and the unexpected momentum sends him tumbling to the ground, and he is lost to me in the crowd.

			‘They’re not much to look at, are they, Sister?’

			I feel her presence behind me, looming, like the knowledge of a sheer drop close by as you walk in darkness. She’s a giant, almost a foot taller than me, encased in battle plate that seems to be welded together. At her hip, an ancient plasma pistol. On her back, a long power sword. On her face, a mask of perfect white porcelain. She begins to cough, rasping, rattling and dry, but her bio-harness hisses as some chem is injected directly into her bloodstream, and she recovers.

			‘They’ll do, inquisitor,’ I say.

			‘Of course they’ll do. They’ve already been officially written off as missing in action. A hundred Guardsmen is nothing. It’s as simple as moving a decimal point in a Munitorum ledger.’

			‘And if they are infected, as the report suggests?’

			‘Then we dig a hundred shallow graves, and we both agree that what happened here never did.’

			I gather the medicae staff for a briefing.

			The facility is sterile, white and untouched, like the hessian shift of a saint. I am standing in the middle of ward one, on the bottom floor, with rows of steel beds flanking me on either side. In a semicircle in the centre of the space are thirty pale faces in pure white medicae robes. They’re shifting about uneasily on their feet, looking to me for understanding.

			‘One hundred days,’ I say. ‘We have one hundred days to see these troopers fit for duty. They’ve just come directly from a holding camp, and before that the front line. They’ll be on edge and possibly violent, so expect resistance, both physical and in general attitude. You must wear your protective raiments at all times.’

			I hand out a list of symptoms.

			‘If at any point you begin to feel any one of these, or you believe that anyone might be suffering from the same, you must report it immediately. Any serious infractions, consult a member of the Commissariat guard. Understood?’

			‘Yes, Hospitaller Isolde,’ comes the reply.

			‘Good. Get to it.’
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