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			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.

		


		
			


			Ten shells in each mag, manstopper and scatter, sucking sour air through the respirator. Knees bent, crouched behind a half-demolished wall, lost in the shadows cast by a single flickering lumen. The girls all around, similarly hidden from even her view, waiting on the guests that Breen had promised would be coming this way. Once upon a time this hab dome in Necromunda’s Hive Primus would have undoubtedly rung to the sounds of heavy industry, but no more. An uncontrollable fire had supposedly broken out, decades or even centuries ago, burning buildings and critically weakening gantries and walkways, and leaving thick mounds of chem dust and corpse ash everywhere. Even the most unofficial attempts to repopulate it had failed: the atmosphere was still just too toxic for humans to survive in for long. However, the main thoroughfares remained fairly clear, providing a good route along which to move heavy cargo if you didn’t mind taking a risk on your lungs. 

			‘Jarene.’

			Larina. Barely more than a kid, her face would have still held the plumpness of youth if she’d been eating well enough. As it was, her close-shaved head, pale skin and sunken eyes gave her the look of a skeleton-in-waiting. Could be, for all Jarene knew. Juves didn’t eat until the rest of the Wild Cats had taken their fill, and that sometimes didn’t leave much. Elena Wild believed in keeping the kids hungry; kept them keen, she reckoned. Keen to prove themselves, keen to get recognition, keen to get a bigger share. And if they died, so what? Plenty more where they came from. There were innumerable Escher girls in Hive City who would view the choice between a future of eighteen-hour shifts in the chem factories until they died from old age or toxin build-up, or picking up a gun and fighting their way into legend in the underhive, as no choice at all.

			‘What?’ Jarene asked, feeling the warmth of her breath reflected back onto her lips by the mask she wore. She’d been a Larina not so many years ago, when the fights she’d always got embroiled in had started involving knives and the Enforcers had come looking for her. Then it was time to go downhive. Her, Elena and Kay-Kay had started this gang, but Elena had always come up with the best plans.

			‘We sure they coming?’ Larina whispered. Her flak vest was too big for her, but it’d do its job well enough. Better too big than too small, as Kay-Kay always said. It just meant that when Larina crouched down, like now, the neckline of the vest rode up to swallow her chin like she was a sump-turtle trying to retreat into its shell.

			‘Breen’s not been wrong before,’ Jarene told her. ‘She always know what going down. I’d swear she Delaque, if she didn’t have too much hair.’

			‘But–’

			‘Hush.’ Jarene dug into a pouch and pulled out half a protein bar. ‘Here.’

			Larina fell on it like a ripperjack, stuffing it into her mouth with one hand and chewing frantically. The other hand still clutched her autopistol, because she’d feel the butt of Jarene’s shotgun in her forehead if she put her gun away when they were waiting for visitors. The Wild Cats had no time for those who lacked focus.

			A shifting of shadows, a glimmer of approaching light through the fusty gloom, and Jarene felt a ­tingle run through her body. Not excitement exactly, but not fear either. Expectation, perhaps. Awareness. Awareness that they’d shortly be rich – in that they could eat comfortably for a few days, buy ammo without needing to haggle or prioritise, and maybe snag a few little comforts and luxuries – or, equally, might shortly be bleeding or dead.

			She elbowed Larina in the ribs. ‘Eyes on.’

			Larina swallowed hurriedly and noisily, and brought her autopistol up. The gun looked huge in her hands, but maybe that was because her cable-thin arms didn’t seem like they should be able to hold it steady. They couldn’t, always, but that was probably just nerves.

			The caravan came closer, the beams of luminators marking its progress. Three wagons, Breen had said. Three wagons pulled by two haulage servitors apiece, wired in and non-combat. Two guards to a wagon, plus the caravan master. Six gun hands, maybe seven, whereas the Wild Cats had nine. Closer to even than they’d have liked, but the payoff should be worth it. Iron ore was the main part of the cargo, apparently, and too bulky to be worth stealing, but there should be aconite crystals too, possibly even spook.

			Now the wagons came into view. Three of them, as promised. Squat, blocky, ugly things made of sheet metal and rivets, with seats for two guards on top and large, rugged wheels designed to make the best of the underhive’s treacherous terrain. Even so, they couldn’t take all the paths available to parties simply made up of pack slaves on foot. They’d traded off versatility for sheer volume of haulage.

			It made it easy to predict their route. To set an ambush.

			The servitors were visible now, plodding mechanically along. No arms, the bar of the yoke passing straight through their sternums, legs replaced by bionics with hydraulic claws for feet to get the best grip through the drifts of underhive dust or puddles of sludge. Jarene suppressed a shudder at the sight of their unthinking gait. Dead-eyed, dead-brained shells of people. She’d rather her body fed the rats and the ripperjacks than end her days as a servitor, no matter what they said about the automatons having no memory of who they used to be.

			The caravan reached the spot the gang had agreed on. Jarene sprang up out of cover and aimed her shotgun at the closest wagon, and all around her the ruins of the shanty town suddenly sprouted guns as her sisters responded to the same cue.

			‘Hold it!’ Elena bellowed, training her bolter-needler on the caravan. The guards Jarene could see froze, save for their heads, luminators casting beams here and there as their wearers looked around and realised they’d suddenly become sitting rats. They hadn’t been as alert as they should have. Going for a gun would be tantamount to suicide.

			The servitors, however, kept plodding. They were incapable of independent thought, and none of their owners on the wagons had given them an instruction.

			‘She said hold it!’ Larina screamed at the still-advancing wagons, her voice edged with panic. Jarene drew in breath to tell the juve to shut up, that they’d stop in a moment, to stay quiet and let Elena handle the talking.

			Larina opened fire.

			The autopistol went off with a rattle, sending a spray of small-calibre shells at the wagons. Sparks flew and the Wild Cats ducked instinctively as ricochets spanged off into the darkness. A servitor staggered as a hydraulic or important piece of circuitry was hit. Jarene swore and drove the stock of her shotgun into the side of Larina’s head, dropping her, but the damage was done.

			The guards might have frozen when violence was merely threatened, but they weren’t going to just sit still once some freakhead juve had started trying to waste them. They drew their guns and began firing­ back.

			‘Down!’ White Eye shouted from somewhere off to the left and Jarene threw herself to the ground, landing uncomfortably on top of the semi-stunned Larina. White Eye must have hit her detonator only a second later, because the frag trap the old woman had half buried in a dust drift went up with a flash and a roar. Jarene scrambled back to her feet, chambering a manstopper round and assessing the situation with an expert eye.

			The lead wagon had been tipped over by the force of the blast, its servitors now little more than shredded meat and twisted metal. One of the guards didn’t seem much better off, but the other must have been largely shielded by the wagon’s bulk, as she’d been thrown clear and was clawing in the dust for her lasgun.

			Jarene sighted for half a second, then blew the guard’s head apart.

			The chatter of autogun fire, the bark of White Eye’s shotgun. The cracking hiss of another lasgun rang out and was answered by the distinctive roar of ­Elena’s bolter, to little obvious effect. Then a screaming shadow sprang out of the gloom and bodily tackled another guard from the front of a wagon, down into the dust. Quinne landed atop her victim and raised her crackling powerblade, apparently oblivious to the second guard, whose stubber was now tracking towards the back of her head.

			Jarene’s heart leapt and she fired from the hip, but her shot went wide. She opened her mouth to scream a useless warning to Quinne and braced herself for the muzzle flash – surely he couldn’t miss at that range…

			Half of the guard’s upper body disappeared as ­Elena’s bolter found its mark this time, and Quinne stabbed downwards to finish off her own opponent without having her brains blown out. Beyond her, the guards of the rearmost wagon were suddenly enveloped in a hissing cloud of gas and fluid as Kay-Kay’s chem-thrower hosed them down. Jarene ran forwards, ignoring the suddenly retching duo. Someone else would make sure they didn’t cause any more trouble.

			She grabbed Quinne by the bicep and hauled her upright. ‘You trying to get yourself sumped?’

			Quinne grinned at her, her eyes and teeth points of bright, bloodthirsty mischief in her death’s head face paint. ‘Knew you’d have my back, Jay.’

			Jarene swallowed a sudden surge of bile. ‘Elena made the shot. I missed.’ It was bad enough that she’d thought Quinne had been reckless. It was worse to find out that Quinne had trusted Jarene to cover her, and Jarene had failed.

			Quinne shrugged, apparently unbothered. ‘Still alive. All that matters, right?’

			‘Not even wearing your respirator,’ Jarene muttered. In answer, Quinne reached up and tugged Jarene’s mask off, causing the straps to tangle in her hair, then grabbed the back of Jarene’s head and pulled her in for a kiss. Jarene got a momentary taste of the chalky paste on Quinne’s lips that mimicked a skull’s teeth, and a brief flash of whatever Empress-forsaken booze she’d had a slug of before they’d laid their ambush, and then Quinne drew back, smiling.

			‘You worry too much, Jay.’

			A door of the nearest wagon slammed open, metal clanging off metal as it hit the wagon’s frame, and a hooded shape leapt out. Quinne whirled, her power­blade crackling to life again and her stiletto knife, the twin of the one sheathed at the small of Jarene’s back, suddenly in her off-hand and held low and ready. Jarene brought her shotgun up, determined not to fail her partner a second time.

			Kay-Kay’s shock whip lashed out and wrapped around the hooded figure’s throat, arresting its attempted flight. The figure’s hands flew up to grab the constricting cord, and in the low light Jarene saw something glinting on its chest.

			‘Wait!’ she shouted at Kay-Kay, but it was too late. Her old friend flicked a switch and electrified the whip, and the figure collapsed into a spasming heap. A couple of moments later the thrashing had devolved into nothing more than twitching, the muscles reacting to the current still coursing through them but the body now dead in all other respects.

			Now Kay-Kay shut the power off. Jarene saw her cock her head, her eyes reflecting puzzlement above the lurid designs painted on her own respirator.

			‘What?’

			Jarene edged past Quinne, avoiding her partner’s powerblade, and knelt down next to the body. She tasted the acrid stench of the remains of Kay-Kay’s chem blast and clamped her respirator over her face: a blinding headache would be the least of her troubles if she breathed in any more of that, even just wisps of it.

			She set her shotgun down and pulled back the robes; heavy, ornate things they were, denoting an individual of considerable wealth and resources, at least by the standards of the underhive. And that wasn’t surprising when she found what she thought she’d seen reflecting the light, the thing she’d most feared to see.

			A Guilder badge.

			‘Oh, skut.’ Jarene got up and backed away from the corpse instinctively, but uselessly.

			‘What is it?’ Elena Wild rounded a wagon, her combi-weapon held ready. The other Wild Cats were appearing now. Everyone seemed unhurt; apart from Quinne they’d all hung back, leaving the guards with nothing but shadows to shoot at. Now Kay-Kay and Sorcha were examining the Guilder’s body, and Jarene heard them both mutter curses of their own.

			‘’S a Guilder, boss,’ Jarene told Elena, feeling her stomach twist. ‘We scragged a Guilder.’

			Elena’s face settled into the blank mask that Jarene had long since worked out meant that somewhere behind her eyes, the leader of the Wild Cats was screaming in rage.

			‘We what?’

			‘Got a badge,’ Jarene said helplessly. ‘Legit. This a Guilder caravan.’

			‘Jacques,’ Sorcha said from behind her, her finger tracing along the Guilder’s badge. Most Escher girls could read to some extent, mainly because those that couldn’t decipher chem labels tended to die early. ‘Yanai Jacques. Anyone heard of her?’ 

			There was a general muttering and uncomfortable shuffling. No one had, but that didn’t matter. A Guilder was a Guilder, and a dead Guilder meant fast trouble. Lord Helmawr’s Enforcers could be avoided, with some effort; the Merchant Guild were everywhere, trading the goods that virtually everyone relied on, and for all their infighting they had a zero-tolerance policy on violence towards their members.

			‘Why in the name of the Abyss did the kid start shooting?’ Elena demanded, rounding on Jarene. ‘Was s’posed to be a stick-up, not a shoot-out!’

			Jarene shrugged. ‘Panicked, I guess. That ain’t the problem now.’ She gestured to the carnage around them. ‘We ain’t hiding this. Even if we ditch the bodies, we can’t lose the wagons so easy.’

			Elena glared at her. ‘Yeah, I know. Don’t mean it has to be linked to us, though.’ She raised her voice. ‘Leave the dead, and their stuff. We don’t want to be seen with it. Take what you can carry easy from the wagons, only the most valuable! Rayvenne, Downpipe!’ She pointed at Guilder Jacques’ body. ‘Hide that one, but before you do, mess her up proper. Don’t want anyone to see it was a shock whip what killed her, even if she gets found.’ She hissed in frustration and rolled her left shoulder; Jarene heard the joint click, an old injury from a Goliath wrench. ‘Anyone tell anyone, and I mean anyone, that they was coming here to do this?’

			The gang shook their heads as one. Loose lips emptied clips, as the old saying went. You told someone outside the gang where you were going or what you were doing, odds were you’d have to fight someone else off your score before you were done.

			‘You know there’s one,’ Jarene said quietly.

			‘Breen,’ Elena replied, nodding, then turned the movement into a shake of her head. ‘Can’t believe it. She been good, for years. Why would she set us up?’

			Jarene felt her eyebrows rise in shock. ‘You think she did that deliberate?’

			‘That girl the best source this side of Filth Pond,’ Elena said sadly. ‘No way she know about this but not know it a Guilder train. Breaks my heart, but she don’t just decide to sump us off her own back. Someone got to her.’

			Jarene nodded. It made a certain amount of sense. ‘What we gonna do?’

			Elena licked her lips, like she always did when she was thinking. ‘We’ll tidy up here. You take your girl and go see Breen. Find out who put her up to this – don’t care how you do it.’ She sighed. ‘Then make sure she never do it again.’

			Jarene swallowed, but nodded once more.

			‘Get going,’ Elena told her, looking around. ‘I’m gonna go find that kid, see if she can give me a good reason why I don’t scrag her myself here and now.’ She strode off towards where Jarene had left Larina nursing her head.

			Quinne came up behind Jarene, slid an arm across her shoulders. Jarene squeezed her around the waist in return, taking momentary comfort from her partner’s warm, solid presence.

			‘Tell me again,’ she murmured, ‘about how I worry too much?’

			Kal’s Town was about as close to neutral ground as you got. Kal himself was lost to the mists of time, but whoever he’d been, the settlement he’d founded had survived and thrived after he’d gone. It had ended up as the meeting point of territory for three different gangs: the Wild Cats, the Steel Spider Clan of the Orlocks and the Van Saars of Old Blood. If any one of them had tried to lay undisputed claim to the whole settlement then the other two would undoubtedly have teamed up to drive them out, and so everyone hung back, spoke cautious and kept one hand on a gun at all times.

			Stan’s Hole was a bar on what was nominally the Wild Cats’ side of town, though you could find members of any of a dozen gangs in there if business or thirst took them that way. Stan paid the Cats a chunk of credits, and in return, they made sure that anyone who caused trouble there developed a newfound awareness of their own kneecaps. It was a relationship that worked for all parties, so long as your idea of a party wasn’t starting trouble in Stan’s Hole.

			The Hole had two doors, front and back. The front led straight into the bar, a single narrow room with a floor so sticky that if you stood in one place for too long then ‘rooted to the spot’ ceased being a figure of speech, with repurposed packing crates serving as benches and tables. Going in through the back door meant you could turn left into the bar, or you could go straight up the narrow stairs ahead of you to where Stan rented out a small room to Breen. There, if she was in, and if she’d see you, you could ask Breen what she knew about this or that. Her info was good, and she made it policy not to sell on what she’d already told someone else, or what someone else had asked about. In that way, she managed to balance the demands of many mutually hostile masters while keeping her nose out of all the trouble. That commitment to neutrality was what made her recent omission so concerning.

			Although not as concerning as the fact that her door wasn’t locked.

			‘Breen?’

			Jarene rapped on the door with her knuckles. It was freeze-dried fungus starch, light but strong, and made a thin, hollow noise. There was no answer, but the door didn’t quite fit snugly in the frame and she could see that the narrow bar of shadow from the deadbolt was missing. Breen always kept her door locked; she’d be an idiot not to. Jarene pressed her eye to the spyhole, but the tiny lens in it only worked one way.

			‘Trouble?’ Quinne asked from behind her.

			‘Pro’lly,’ Jarene muttered. She raised her voice a little. ‘Breen! You in?’

			No answer.

			Jarene ran her tongue across her teeth. Pushing your way into someone else’s space was a good way to take a las-bolt to the face. On the other hand, she wasn’t here to be polite anyway. Breen had crossed them, and there was only one way that was going to end.

			She took stock of her options. Her shotgun would be unwieldy in the close quarters. Her other gun, a plasma pistol of ancient design and uncertain temperament that she’d nicknamed Spitter, could melt a hole right through someone if it didn’t blow up in her hand first. She really needed Breen to answer some questions.

			Scattershot it was. If she had to use it, at least there was a pretty good chance that Breen would stay alive long enough to talk. She racked the shell and didn’t bother asking Quinne if she was ready. When it came to a fight, her partner was always ready.

			The door swung open the moment she twisted the handle, and she’d brought her hand back up to brace her shotgun by the time she’d taken her first step in. Quinne rolled in under her line of fire, blades held out and ready, but there was no need for violence.

			Violence had already been and gone.

			Breen was face down, arms limp by her sides, knees tucked underneath her so it might have looked like she’d fallen asleep while praying to the crude drawing of the God-Emperor on her wall, had a fair amount of her head not now been decorating said wall and part of the floor.

			‘Ewww,’ Quinne said with a grimace, straightening up and wiping her boot to get rid of some of the blood she’d stepped in. ‘That’s skutty.’

			Jarene couldn’t help but agree. She’d take someone out for sure, if it was them or her, or them or her gang, or them or her being able to eat proper, but she didn’t have much stomach for killing someone in cold blood. She’d have left the job of scragging Breen to Quinne, if it had come to it.

			‘Well, guess someone done our job for us,’ Quinne continued.

			‘We was s’posed to find out why she set us up,’ Jarene reminded her partner, her stomach twisting in a way that had nothing to do with the unpleasant sight in front of her. She hated feeling that someone was a step ahead of her. ‘She been killed, means we can’t do that.’

			‘Means someone killed her to stop her talking,’ Quinne sighed.

			‘Means someone did get to Breen, and now they’ve made sure we don’t know who they was,’ Jarene said grimly. Still, she found herself oddly comforted that even though Breen had betrayed them, it looked like she’d been forced into it. If she hadn’t been, who’d have known or cared to silence her before the Wild Cats came back to get revenge? Jarene would have been hurt if Breen had just decided to screw them over. Enemy action, though; she could do something about that.

			‘What’re you doing?’ she asked Quinne. Her partner looked up from where she’d just been digging in the wall with her stiletto knife.

			‘Got the deadshot,’ she replied with a grin, holding up a mangled, bloodstained slug of metal. Quinne held to the belief, pretty common among some gangers, that owning the shot that had taken someone else’s life – the deadshot – helped protect your own. Jarene had always found it a rather grim notion, but she shrugged. Whatever made her happy.

			‘So,’ Quinne said, tucking the slug away into a pouch. ‘Stan?’

			Jarene nodded. ‘Stan.’

			Quinne sheathed her power sword but kept her knife out, and headed for the stairs. Jarene tailed her down the narrow, steep steps, both of them hopping over the dodgy third one that could send you sprawling onto your face and into the bar at the bottom. There were nine people in: seven more-or-less upright and two prone, one of those stretched out across a crate and the other with her face resting on a tabletop in an unnerving parody of Breen’s final genuflection upstairs, although the faint snores emanating from the drinker’s mouth suggested her repose was rather less terminal. Jarene quickly scanned the faces that turned to look at her and Quinne, and relaxed a little after a second. No one she knew, and she was pretty sure she had an idea of most of the enemies she might find wandering the streets of Kal’s Town.

			‘Stan!’ Quinne bellowed. ‘Who was last down those stairs?’

			Stan jumped, but held his ground behind the bar as Quinne advanced on him. He was a ratty-looking man with a narrow face, silver-shot dark hair and a couple of truly unsightly boils, but he had enough steel in him to run an underhive bar, which wasn’t nothing.

			‘Now, you know that’s Breen’s business, Qui–’

			Quinne reached out, grabbed Stan’s collar with one hand and hauled him bodily across his own counter with one heave. The barkeep thrashed for a moment until he felt the edge of Quinne’s knife at his throat, at which point he abruptly stopped moving. You didn’t want an Escher’s blade to even nick your skin, not unless you liked the feeling of your nerves on fire, or held a powerful desire to experience internal organ failure.

			Jarene raised her shotgun a few degrees, just in case any of the punters felt like jumping to the defence of the man who’d been providing them with liquor. None of them had moved a hair, save to look down at their drinks. It was amazing what underhivers could ignore if they felt it was in their best interests to do so.

			‘Breen’s dead, Stan,’ Quinne hissed, and Jarene saw both the barkeep and the conscious drinkers stiffen in surprise. ‘Makes it our business. Ain’t asking you again.’

			‘I swear t’God-Emperor, I dunno!’ Stan burbled, his eyes wide with fear. ‘I don’t pay no mind less someone comes through my door. ’S not worth me knowing who goes up there or comes down again! I just serve the drinks and pay you your cut.’

			‘Not helping me out here, Stan,’ Quinne commented, pressing her knife a little harder.

			‘I swear! God-Emperor on the Throne, I swear.’ Stan looked over at Jarene, his eyes pleading. ‘Jarene. Call her off!’

			Jarene raised her eyebrows. ‘I don’t tell her what to do, Stan. You best give her a reason not to cut you.’

			‘Quinne…’ Stan broke off into sobs, screwing up his face as tears rolled across his cheeks. Quinne looked around at Jarene, her expression questioning. Jarene had told Stan the truth – she didn’t tell Quinne what to do – but that didn’t mean Quinne just ignored her opinion.

			‘Leave him,’ Jarene sighed. ‘If he knew something, he’d have told us.’ Quinne shrugged and heaved Stan back onto his feet as easily as she’d hauled him off them in the first place. Jarene turned to the drinkers who’d been studiously ignoring them.

			‘Anyone else got anything they wanna share? Seen anyone come and go? Got some credits with your name on, you give me something what checks out.’

			There was a general muttering and shaking of heads. Jarene hadn’t expected anything else. Underhivers who meddled in gang affairs didn’t tend to come out well, and most people knew that.

			The bar’s front door banged open. Jarene’s shotgun was up before she’d even realised it, her finger edging the trigger. Finding Breen’s corpse had keyed her up wire-tight with the knowledge that someone somewhere was playing them, or trying to.

			She might have pulled the trigger, too. She was looking at another Escher, but not just some downhive girl who’d come for a drink at a very inopportune moment. This one had a dark triangle of violet paint, or possibly a tattoo, covering her mouth and nose, near converging between her eyebrows with a similar one reaching down from her hairline. Half her head was shaved, and feathers from some sort of avian were woven into what hair remained. The lasgun she carried was slung across her back, and that was the only thing that saved her from a face full of scattershot, because she was wearing gang colours, and they were not Wild Cats colours.

			The corner of Jarene’s mouth twitched upwards into a snarl of its own accord, and she felt more than saw Quinne drop into a ready stance at her side.

			‘You just walked into the wrong bar, friend.’

			The other ganger raised her hands, palms outward. She was framed against the open doorway, caught cold. She opened her mouth uncertainly, then her brows quirked.

			‘Quinne?’

			Quinne straightened, some of the tension dropping from her to be replaced by… something else. For pretty much the first time since they’d known each other, Jarene’s partner seemed uncertain about something.

			‘…Jemini?’

			Jarene didn’t take her eyes off the newcomer, but tilted her head slightly towards Quinne. ‘You know her?’

			‘Been a goodly while.’ Quinne sniffed, a hesitant breath. ‘We grew up together.’

			‘Nearly didn’t recognise you,’ Jemini acknowledged. ‘You look different.’ She licked her lips nervously, looked back at Jarene.

			Quinne bared her teeth in a grin that was all ferocious mischief. ‘I look better.’

			‘Those are Violet Death colours,’ Jarene said. She didn’t give a damn how Quinne knew this woman, given the current circumstances. ‘Now, we got no grox with you and your girls – you always stayed your side of the line – but this ain’t a good time.’

			‘It’s worse than you know,’ Jemini said. ‘You’re Jarene, right?’

			Jarene nodded. ‘And why do you care?’

			‘Cos word’s gone out that the Wild Cats be out-lawed.’

			Jarene felt her stomach plummet. That was it. That was what she’d feared would happen from the moment she saw that Guilder badge. The Merchant Guild didn’t really give two damns what the gangs did to each other, but they’d be out for blood the moment one of their own was harmed. Down here, there were only really two types of law: house law, which meant you paid heed to what your clan house said, and guild law, which you abided by unless you wanted to spend the rest of your days being hunted, or hiding out with the scavvies and the mutants. Imperial law never made it past the lowest levels of Hive City. It was one of the reasons Jarene had come down here in the first place.

			‘Says who?’ Quinne demanded.

			‘And why you telling us?’ Jarene added. She’d seen an eye or two among the drinkers twitch at the news. Outlaws meant bounty. The Guilders wouldn’t come for their enemies themselves, they’d just put a price on their heads and let other people do the hard work. With that one sentence, Jemini had made them a target for anyone short on cash and common sense.

			‘Cos we ain’t got no grox with you, neither,’ Jemini replied. ‘You’re Escher. Don’t mean we’ll stand with you against the Guilders, cos we ain’t outlawed and we ain’t looking to get that way, but Scorpia said to come find you and warn you.’

			There was a tone to Jemini’s words that Jarene didn’t like, something lurking unsaid. ‘Warn us what? That we been outlawed?’

			Jemini took a breath, eyeing Jarene’s shotgun nervously. ‘We heard King Viktor and the Iron Tyrants are coming for you. Straight outta Filth Pond. Got a tracker with them, couple bounty hunters, the works.’

			‘They moved quick,’ Quinne muttered.

			‘We best do the same, we gonna get back to Bad Ford in time,’ Jarene replied grimly. The Iron Tyrants were the zone’s most feared Goliath gang, a rogues’ gallery of gene-jacked, over-muscled savages who’d kill you as soon as look at you. It was one of their gangers that had damaged Elena’s shoulder, back in the day. The Wild Cats had tangled with them a couple of times and it had never been anything less than brutal. Thankfully the two gangs were separated by some distance, so they rarely had cause to butt heads.

			It sounded like the prospect of a juicy bounty had caused King Viktor to rethink that.

			Jarene strode in through the outer entrance of Wild Haze, not bothering to catch the door before it thudded into the wall, then peeled her glove off and slapped her hand onto the palm scanner that controlled access to the main foyer. Customers had to wait and identify themselves before the internal lock would be released; gang members came and went as they pleased.

			The lock snapped open with a buzz, and she barged the second, rather heavier and sturdier door open with her shoulder. The Guilder who’d sold it to Elena had claimed it was industrial-grade plasteel, reclaimed from a demolished Enforcer precinct. Whether that was true or not, it had certainly proved resilient to anything any of the Wild Cats’ enemies had thrown at it so far. Up to and including, on one memorable occasion, a krak grenade.

			Wild Haze was a hallucinatorium as much as it was a gang hideout, a place where those with money to burn could come and find chemical release from their stresses and worries for a few hours at a time, and Elena had spared no expense on the decoration. Lurid pinks and purples streaked the walls in hypnotic swirls of colour that looked both deliberate and abstract, as though done by someone in a fugue state. Swathes of brightly printed, patterned cloth looped from corner to corner, softening the lines of the main atrium. 

			Noola looked up from behind the reception desk. She and the other girls in Elena’s pay took the credits and guided customers to the room containing their chosen intoxicant. They didn’t handle the security of the place: that was dealt with by gang-wannabes and, if the unruly elements were particularly unlucky, any of the Wild Cats who happened to be around at the time. Quinne had hurled more than one troublemaker bodily out of the door, although she’d never had to do it more than once to any one individual.

			‘Where’s the boss?’ Jarene demanded. She’d been praying all the way here that Elena’s reaction to the news of their outlawing would be to make themselves scarce. There was no paying off your bounty once you’d killed a Guilder, but there were other places to set up shop. Personal pride was a fine thing, but there was no point facing down the Iron Tyrants and their hired guns if they didn’t have to.

			‘Out back,’ Noola said, pointing. She was wearing flugs, so the seal on the obscura room must be going again. Jarene wasn’t going to be sticking around long enough to be affected, so she didn’t bother putting her respirator on. Instead she held out one hand.

			‘All the cash you’ve taken today. Now!’ she snapped, when the girl hesitated. Noola jerked as if slapped and hastily handed over a small strongbox. Jarene opened it, grabbed a fistful of credits and shoved them at her.

			‘Take these and run,’ she said to the girl’s confused and worried expression. ‘Don’t come back.’

			‘But–’

			‘Trouble’s coming,’ Jarene told her sternly. ‘You don’t want no part of it. Get out, stay low, don’t let on to no one you worked for us. Clear?’

			‘Clear,’ Noola gulped, grabbing the proffered credits and making a batline for the door. Jarene closed the strongbox again and headed for the next door, the one that led into the Wild Cats’ private chambers. That opened to her hand print as well, and she backed her way into the short corridor beyond with the strongbox cradled in her arms.

			The inner rooms were the height of underhive luxury, or at least that was what Elena had always claimed. She said it stacked up well against even the most prestigious Hive City apartments, near as good living as in the Spire itself. Jarene wasn’t sure about that, but then she’d never been anywhere near even the best of Hive City, let alone where the toffs lived. Elena had come from money, at least in relative terms, so she might know what she was talking about. Then again, she might just be trying to make her gang of girls, mainly born and bred in these badlands, feel good about themselves and what they’d achieved. Jarene figured there was little wrong with that; if any of them ever got rich enough to find out that Elena had been telling them wrong, they’d hardly be likely to come back and take issue with her.

			The walls were hung with trophies: the symbols of other gangs the Wild Cats had broken up, or simply given a kicking so bad that Elena had been able to wander in and take whatever she wanted from their hideout. There were weapons of enemy fighters bested by a Wild Cat in combat, which could also serve as a last-ditch arsenal if Wild Haze came under attack, and, in one corner, a clear vacuum-sealed container out of which stared the malformed head of the scavvy boss who’d called himself the Ticklord, at least until Elena had blown most of his chest to smithereens. The girls affectionately referred to his tongue-lolling visage as ‘Ticky’, and would sometimes call on him to adjudicate arguments (and then swear at him when he didn’t respond).

			The sweet scent of lho-sticks hung in the air. None of the Wild Cats used the heavier drugs from Wild Haze – Elena wouldn’t allow it, she said you never touched your own product – but no gang leader was ever going to stop their fighters from smoking. Jarene just hoped they hadn’t hit it too hard while she and Quinne had been at Kal’s Town.

			‘Boss?’ she hollered as soon as the door had swung shut behind her. ‘You here?’

			‘Jay?’ Thank the God-Empress, it was Elena’s voice, sharp as a knife. Jarene hurried into the main chamber, where the rest of the Wild Cats were lounging on overstuffed recliners upholstered with the hides of exotic xenos predators from off-world. Elena’s takedown of the Delaque gang the Whispering Knives and the resulting elimination of the spy network they’d been running had been looked upon kindly – if circumspectly – by the Escher matriarchs, and a few luxury status symbols had been quietly passed the Wild Cats’ way for a short while thereafter.

			White Eye looked to be asleep, stretched out in her regular spot in the corner with her boots propped up on the table, although Jarene knew the old woman could be awake and ready to fight in a matter of moments. Sorcha and Rayvenne were playing dice, their expressions fixed in furious intent. Kay-Kay was off to one side, shuffling a pack of tarot cards from which she drew one and laid it on the table in front of her, then scowled at it. Larina had Elena’s combi-weapon stripped down and was determinedly cleaning it under the boss’ watchful eye. Perhaps that was her punishment for being too trigger-happy.

			Elena’s eyes fixed on Jarene as soon as she came into view, and the boss’ expression shifted from disapproving to alert.

			‘Assume there’s a reason you carrying that loot?’

			‘We been outlawed,’ Jarene said bluntly. ‘Got found by a Violet Death at Stan’s, she told us.’

			‘She try to collect?’ White Eye asked without opening her eyes.

			‘No.’

			‘Then we ain’t outlawed,’ the old woman drawled. Now she did open her eyes, and fixed Jarene with her twin stares of piercing crystal blue and milky blindness. ‘Violet Death ain’t so flush they gonna pass up a bounty.’

			‘There was one of her and two of us,’ Jarene snapped. ‘Plus she knew Quinne from way back. Said Scorpia told her to come warn us – we been outlawed, and the Iron Tyrants be coming to collect.’

			That got the girls sitting up straight and taking notice, even White Eye.

			‘And they bringing help,’ Jarene added. ‘A tracker, couple bounty hunters, is what she said.’

			Elena’s eye twitched, and she held out her hand. ‘Gun.’

			Larina hastily reassembled the combi-weapon, snapping the bolter mag in almost without looking but taking far more care with the delicate needler parts. In a few seconds the whole thing was back in working order and she’d passed it to Elena, who got to her feet.

			‘Everyone grab what you can,’ Elena said firmly, and Jarene heaved a silent sigh of relief. She’d been so worried that Elena would argue, or refuse to believe, or would order them to stand and fight. ‘We know where they coming from?’

			‘Filth Pond,’ Jarene replied. ‘Probably to hire them hangers-on.’

			‘Shortest route to get here from there goes past Worstwood,’ Elena mused. ‘We go Cliff Town.’

			Jarene grimaced. Cliff Town stood at the edge of a huge rift in the structure of Hive Primus, where a hive quake had ripped open some ancient structural instability and left a gaping chasm down into the depths. Some say it went all the way to Hive Bottom, some said it went further. Every now and then something scaly, slimy or both would crawl up towards the light and have to be killed, or at least driven back. Most of the time, however, the ladders down into the gloom served as a quick way to get to the levels below – albeit an alarming one, if you lacked a head for heights.

			‘Ain’t that dangerous?’ Sorcha asked. ‘Dogs could try to jump us for the bounty too.’

			Elena shook her head. ‘Cliff Town Dogs don’t take no sides. They’ll want a cut from us to use their ladders, but they ain’t in the business of scaring away traffic. Too many outlaws go through their turf to make it worth their while.’

			‘We don’t want no heavy stuff if we going down them ladders,’ Rayvenne said with a shudder.

			‘Drugs, creds, ammo to get us to Cliff Town,’ Elena instructed, counting off on her fingers. ‘Don’t need much food – it only a day’s walk, we can buy more when we get there.’ She clapped her hands twice and the girls jumped into action, having been given their orders. Jarene turned as Elena took her arm.

			‘Where’s Quinne?’

			‘Gone to see her ma,’ Jarene said. ‘Telling her to lay low.’ She looked around again. ‘Where’s Sal?’

			‘Downpipe Sally? Her sister gone into labour,’ Elena said grimly. ‘She looking after her.’

			Jarene’s stomach clenched. ‘Skut. Thought she weren’t due yet?’

			‘Nor did anyone, but things happen as the Empress wills,’ Elena replied.

			‘They tight,’ Jarene said. ‘Don’t know if Downpipe’ll leave her.’

			‘That up to her,’ Elena said heavily. ‘I love the girl, but I can’t risk no gang over a baby what ain’t here yet. Take a small stash with you, creds and drugs. If Downpipe won’t come, give her the stash and our love – maybe it’ll see her through if she sheds the gang colours and keeps quiet. Then get your girl and come find us. Think we’re gonna need Quinne’s right arm before this is done.’

			Jarene nodded grimly. ‘You and me both, boss.’

			Pipe End was its own little neighbourhood on the south side of Bad Ford, where a huge wall sprouted two dozen or so massive pipe openings. No one knew what they used to carry, but most of them had long since dried out, and so people had made their homes in them. The uppipes, high in the wall and reachable only by ladder and handhold, were safer from random intruders and the more terrestrial of the underhive’s wildlife. The downpipes were only as safe as you could make them, which in general was none too safe at all, and usually meant sleeping with your eyes half open and one hand on a gun. Sally and her sister Varena had lived in one with only each other since their ma died when Sally was seven and Varena was nine.

			Jarene heard the shouting before she could even see Sally’s home.

			‘You best sort her out now, or you gonna be missing a head!’

			Jarene cursed under her breath and broke into a run. That was Sally’s voice, and Downpipe didn’t have a level temper at the best of times. Right now, with the recent caravan debacle fresh in her memory and the health of her sister and the baby on her mind…

			She rounded a corner to be greeted by the familiar sight of Downpipe aiming one of her laspistols at someone. They were matched pistols, an elegant pair of long-barrelled duelling guns that had presumably once belonged to a considerably more wealthy owner. The empty sockets on the butts had already had the gems prised out of them before Downpipe laid her hands on the weapons, but the quality of the work was still evident in their lines – that and the fact the focusing crystals hadn’t misaligned even after the many times Sally had reversed the pistols and used them as makeshift bludgeons.

			The person on the business end of the barrel understandably didn’t look like they cared anything about the gun, other than the fact it was pointed at them. Doc Haddaway, skin like old leather and greying hair collected into chunky locks that swung down near to her waist, was staring at Downpipe with the wide eyes of someone hoping she could spot a finger tightening on a trigger before it resulted in a las-bolt to her forehead. She’d been a medic in the Astra Militarum, apparently: Necromundan Fifth, or so she said. Doc claimed she’d been discharged after getting too old for active service, but rumours persisted about falsified documents and an Administratum scribe who’d been susceptible to either bribery or blackmail.

			‘Sal!’ Jarene shouted. ‘What you playing at?’

			Downpipe Sally turned a furious, tear-stained visage towards Jarene. ‘This gutter rat said she gonna help, but she ain’t! Vee’s in pain, and she ain’t doing skut!’

			‘Shooting her ain’t gonna achieve nothing either,’ Jarene argued, approaching cautiously. She raised a warning finger as the target of Downpipe’s ire shifted slightly now Sally’s attention was directed away from her. ‘Hands where I can see ’em, Doc. We all know you keep a stubber on your belt. Downpipe ain’t no scavvy raider, she don’t need a slug in the gut.’

			‘I don’t shoot for the gut, Jarene,’ Doc replied. Her voice was high and clear despite coming out of such an old face, and remarkably steady under the circumstances. ‘That’s a bad death. But I’m not looking to die myself, however it comes, so I’d appreciate it if you could persuade Sal here to put her gun down.’

			‘What about it, Sal?’ Jarene suggested, walking closer. ‘Doc’s not gonna do you any good if she either dead on the floor or standing there stiff as a Van Saar.’

			‘She ain’t doing me no good no how,’ Sally growled, turning her attention back to the wandering medic. A scream tore out of one of the pipes, the echoes twisted by the acoustics, and Downpipe’s face contorted in anguish. ‘You hear that? That’s my sister! You help her!’

			‘I can’t help her here,’ Doc yelled back in frustration. ‘I told you that, Sal.’

			‘You ain’t moving her!’

			‘If I don’t move her, I can’t help her, and if I don’t help her, she’ll die,’ Doc raged, her patience apparently snapping. ‘Her and the kid. Throne, you gangers make me sick sometimes! Not every problem can be solved with a gun, Sal.’

			‘Yeah?’ Sally snarled, pulling a knife. ‘Maybe you right, so how about I carve bits off you instead ’til you help, huh?’

			Jarene racked a shell and fired it into the air. Doc and Sally flinched and turned towards her instinctively.

			‘You stopping this now,’ Jarene stated flatly. ‘We ain’t got time. Sal, you listen to Doc. You let her take your sis to her place where she can help her proper, because Varena don’t want to be staying here.’

			‘You dunno what you’re talking about, Jarene,’ Downpipe said through her teeth.

			‘No, Sal, you don’t know what I’m talking about,’ Jarene said. She stepped closer, close enough to make sure no one else whose attention might have been attracted by the noise could hear. ‘Word is we outlawed now, and the Iron Tyrants coming to collect. Elena and the girls are making for Cliff Town. You can come with me and Quinne or you can stay with Varena, but anyone who’s heard your name gonna know where you live. They gonna come asking questions, and they’ll find your sis if she stays here.’

			Sally wiped at her face. ‘Helmawr’s arse. I can’t just leave her, Jarene. Not with a new kid. Who gonna provide for ’em?’

			Jarene hesitated for a moment, but she’d been contemplating this before she’d even got to Pipe End. It wasn’t exactly what Elena had said, but Jarene was pretty sure it was in the spirit of it, so she pulled out the small strongbox with the stash she’d taken from Wild Haze.

			‘Elena took care of that. This’ll see her through.’

			Downpipe took it, flicked the lid open and rifled through the contents. ‘Yeah, might just at that. But she not in any state to look after it right now.’

			Jarene turned to Doc. ‘You patched half of us up, of a time. Sal’s sister more valuable to us than this box anyhow. We get her to your place, you take care of her and the kid, we can trust you to give this to her when she back on her feet?’

			Doc nodded soberly. ‘You have my word, Jarene. I’ll see it’s done fair. And should they come asking, no one’s going to learn who Varena is from me, or where you’ve gone.’

			Jarene smiled at her. ‘Knew we could count on you, Doc. Sal?’

			Downpipe grimaced, but nodded. ‘All right. But she screams as soon as you touch her, so how we gonna move her? That’s the problem, Jarene, that’s why I didn’t want her moved.’

			‘This,’ Doc said, reaching into the strongbox and pulling out a small red phial. ‘That’s anastase. Should’ve known you girls would have some. She won’t feel a thing if I give her this. It’ll make it easier for her at the other end, too. Easier for me as well, come to that.’

			Jarene nodded. ‘You got your ride?’ Doc’s methane-powered buggy was short-ranged, but was enough for her to get patients to and from her place if she needed to.

			‘I wasn’t thinking of carrying her on my shoulders,’ Doc grinned. ‘I’ll bring it up.’

			Varena screamed again, and Downpipe flinched. ‘Let’s do this, then.’

			Quinne was waiting for them outside her ma’s place – a converted Munitorum container – holding out her arms and letting the local kids hang off her. They squealed and kicked their feet as they tried to drag her down, but they always failed.

			‘Quinne!’

			Jarene’s shout made the kids scatter like vermin caught in a luminator beam. Kids loved Quinne but didn’t tend to take to Jarene. The feeling was mutual.

			‘Hey.’ Quinne sauntered over to meet them and dipped in for a kiss, which Jarene returned with feeling. Quinne had scrubbed off her face paint, since her ma didn’t like it. She looked younger and less ferocious without the grinning death’s head staring out from under her blood-red spikes of hair: less the ganger whose punch had shattered a Goliath’s jaw one time and more a slightly baby-faced girl who just happened to also look like she could arm-wrestle an ogryn.

			Jarene was suddenly overcome with a deep, aching longing to throw her shotgun away and… Well, no. Not throw it away. That would be stupid. But put it on a shelf some place. Just find somewhere to live with Quinne and stay out of the sort of trouble that meant Quinne had to paint her face to intimidate and be the muscle to break bones, and Jarene had to be jumping at shadows and always have shells in her mag. Give up the gang and go their own way, not find any fights unless someone started one with them.

			The trouble was, of course, that finding fights was all Jarene had ever really known. Doc had her med training from her days in the planetary defence force; she could make herself useful to enough people that no one would cross her because everyone knew they’d eventually need her, and she’d never go hungry because someone was always willing to pay a few creds rather than lose a limb, or a baby. Jarene’s skills extended to killing people, or making people do what she wanted by threatening to kill them.

			Also, if you were going to give up the gang, the time and place to do it was not right after the Guilders had declared you outlaw and another gang of musclebound psychopaths were coming to cash in by taking your head. Get out, get safe, make sure tomorrow didn’t hold any unpleasant surprises. Once that was done, maybe she could start planning further ahead.

			‘What did Elena say?’ Quinne asked, and Jarene jerked back to the present.

			‘She gave the order,’ Jarene confirmed. ‘They heading for Cliff Town. We need to go after them.’

			‘You took longer than I expected,’ Quinne commented, glancing at Downpipe. ‘Hey Sal.’

			‘Varena went into labour,’ Jarene said, with a sideways glance of her own. ‘Sal and I had to get her to Doc’s.’ She prayed that Quinne would drop the subject. She didn’t want Downpipe to suddenly suffer a crisis of conscience and go running back to her sister.

			Quinne just nodded. ‘Best wishes to her, Sal. The Empress protects.’

			Downpipe murmured something noncommittal, and Jarene breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Good enough. ‘Got everything you need?’

			‘Sure,’ Quinne said with a grin, hoisting her pack onto her back. It must have weighed as much as one of the kids who’d just been climbing on her, but she didn’t seem to notice. ‘Let’s go.’

			Bad Ford was bisected by an arm of the Great Sump River, that oozing vein of corrosive chemwaste and other, fouler ingredients that slithered across this level of the hive until it disappeared through another rent in the hive structure at Undertow. You couldn’t actually ford it, of course – not if you wanted to keep your legs – but the name had stuck despite the presence of a sturdy plasteel bridge. Jarene headed towards this now, slipping through back alleys where they could – the fewer people who saw which way they were headed, the better. It wasn’t until they were merely a turn or two away from the bridge that she realised exactly where she’d led them, and an idea suddenly formed in her head.

			‘Quinne,’ she said, slowing and looking back at her partner. ‘Still got that deadshot?’

			‘Sure,’ Quinne replied, digging into a pouch and pulling it out. ‘Why?’

			Jarene inclined her head towards a sign glowing in the gloom across the way, its steady illumination a far cry from the other sputtering offerings they’d seen. The proprietor was siphoning off power tapped from the huge cables that ran through the hive structure just like everyone else was, but he’d done it considerably more efficiently. It was why Elena had hired him to rig up Wild Haze.

			‘Still want to know who set us up, and who killed Breen,’ Jarene pointed out. ‘Thought that while we’re here, we might ask the Beard. Ain’t gonna get another chance after we leave.’

			Downpipe sucked her teeth. ‘Think we got time?’

			‘Think it might be worth the time,’ Jarene replied. ‘Quinne?’

			‘Alright,’ Quinne said with a shrug, tossing the bloodstained hunk of metal to Jarene. ‘But I want it back afterwards.’

			‘See, this is why I don’t travel with you two,’ Downpipe muttered as they crossed the street. ‘Y’always back each other up.’

			‘Do not,’ Jarene and Quinne chorused, then grinned at each other.

			Jarene had raised her fist but hadn’t actually knocked on the door when an apparently unremarkable dark plate on it suddenly crackled into life and revealed itself to be a pict screen, out of which stared the dark-ringed eyes of Teffan Valdin.

			‘Who is it?’

			‘Hey, Beard,’ Jarene said, unclenching her fist and giving him a wave. ‘Just us.’

			Valdin frowned. Van Saars were reckoned to be a humourless lot at the best of times, and he did little to dispel the stereotype. ‘Jarene? Don’t tell me that power coupling’s failed again. I keep telling you not to overload–’

			‘No,’ Jarene interrupted him. ‘Not that. Got something else. Quick job, ’specially for you.’

			‘I see. And can you pay?’

			‘Course we can pay, Beard!’ Quinne cut in from behind Jarene. ‘What you take us for?’

			‘Is that Quinne out there with you?’

			‘Know anyone else this pretty?’ Quinne leered, looming over Jarene’s shoulder.

			‘Fine, fine, come in. I don’t want her kicking my door down.’

			There was a buzz, and the lock disengaged. Jarene smiled as she pushed it inwards. Valdin’s door was possibly even more secure than the one at Wild Haze, and the odds of even Quinne making a dent in it were negligible. Perhaps Van Saars weren’t completely absent a sense of humour after all.

			The interior of Valdin’s workshop was like a shrine to some idolatrous god of technology. There was barely a surface that wasn’t festooned with wires or cables, bits of metal that had clearly had some use originally, but were now orphaned and waiting to be reassigned, unfeasible-looking tools of obscure origin and unguessable purpose, or half-empty vessels containing the brown sludge of long-cold caff. In the middle of it all sat Teffan Valdin, upper body clad as always in his dark purple environ-suit, his waist disappearing into the tracked mini-crawler that housed his shattered legs.

			‘Ladies,’ Valdin greeted them, turning on the spot to face them in a whine of servos. He wore a visor that broadcast the image of his face to the pict screen on the door, which he flipped up out of his line of sight. ‘How can you make me richer today?’

			Jarene quite liked the Beard. He wasn’t the liveliest of company, but that wasn’t what they hired him for: he was quite simply the best fixer in the zone, and probably beyond. No one else understood tech and power like Teffan Valdin. He also spoke his mind, didn’t dance around trying to use fancy words or talk down to the Wild Cats or flirt with them, but also didn’t front up trying to prove he wasn’t scared. He just did business, straight and true, which was why the Wild Cats trusted him.

			‘Got a slug we need tracing,’ she said simply, holding it out to him. Valdin took it, grimacing slightly at the dried blood.

			‘You could have cleaned it.’

			‘Didn’t think you squeamish,’ Quinne remarked.

			‘I’m not,’ Valdin replied, dropping the hunk of metal into a cylinder on a workbench within arm’s reach, closing the lid and pressing a button. A ­bubbling whine started up. ‘But I’m not going to get much from it if I can’t see the surface.’ He pressed the button again and the whine changed to a gurgling sound as fluid presumably drained away through one of the pipes attached, then that was replaced by the noise of a fan. A few seconds later and he killed the power to that as well, then dipped his hand in to bring out the slug, now shining and clean. ‘Right, let’s see what this tells us.’

			He dropped it into a tray, snapped a lens into place over it and then brought down the visor from his headset again. What little Jarene could see of his brow furrowed as he made minute adjustments to the position of the slug with two sets of forceps while whatever the lens saw was broadcast to his visor. ‘Hmm.’

			‘Hmm?’ Downpipe echoed, leaning against another workbench, knocking a tool of some sort with her backside and hastily catching it before it fell to the floor.

			‘Stub gun slug,’ Valdin commented, turning it this way and that. ‘Crude. Effective enough though, I’d guess.’

			‘Yeah,’ Jarene muttered, remembering Breen’s ­shattered skull.

			‘It’s not Munitorum-made,’ Valdin continued. ‘No stamp, even allowing for the potential distortion caused by impact. And…’ He flicked a switch and a vivid blue light bathed the tray. ‘Yeah. The alloy mix is wrong. It’s a home-cast round. It’s difficult to judge from something this mangled, but from the size…’ He flicked another switch and the light disappeared. ‘…And, yes, the weight, I’d say you’re looking at a larger-than-average bore on the weapon.’

			Unease stirred in Jarene’s gut. ‘Larger than average?’

			‘Yup.’ Valdin flipped his visor up and rotated to face her again. ‘At a guess, I’d say Goliath-made. They do like their guns oversized.’

			‘Skut!’ Jarene spat, the unpleasant possibilities roiling through her head. She needed to get back to Elena and the rest of the girls, right away. She dug into a pouch, felt the creds between her fingers. ‘How much, Beard?’

			Valdin raised his eyebrows. ‘You think you’re going up against some Goliaths, Jarene?’

			‘Ain’t got time for chit-chat,’ she snapped. ‘You want paying or not?’

			‘One second,’ Valdin said, holding up a hand. ‘Trust me on this.’ He pressed a button on his crawler and a hook sighed down from the ceiling, which he attached to a rig on his back. It hoisted him up out of his crawler and into reach of the metal half-rings set into the ceiling, which he then proceeded to swing from. Useless though his legs might be, Valdin could still get about his workshop.

			He swung to one corner and pulled down a bulky package wrapped in impact foam. Then, still dangling from one hand, he twisted his body around and threw the package underarm to Jarene. She caught it on instinct.

			‘The sump is this?’

			‘Inferno shells,’ Valdin said. ‘Even Goliaths don’t fight too well when they’re on fire, and I like you well enough to want to see your face stay in one piece. You want them, call it twenty for that and the information.’

			Jarene pulled out the Guilder tokens and slapped them down on a workbench. ‘You got a deal, Beard.’ She gave him a respectful nod as she turned for the door. ‘You stay safe.’

			‘Don’t worry about me, Jarene,’ Valdin called as Quinne grabbed the deadshot from his analyser. ‘I’m too useful to kill!’ Then they were out of his workshop, and Quinne was tugging the door shut behind them. Jarene set off for the bridge at a run, trusting the other two would follow her. They did.

			‘New problem?’ Downpipe asked as their boots beat on the ground in a staccato pseudo-rhythm.

			‘New problem,’ Jarene confirmed shortly, debating whether she could fit her new shells into a mag while running and reluctantly concluding that she probably couldn’t.

			‘What’s that?’ Quinne asked from the other side of her.

			‘Goliath slug killing Breen?’ Jarene pointed out. ‘And it just so happens to be a Goliath gang what’s coming for us, almost faster than the news itself?’

			‘You think it was the Tyrants what got to Breen?’ Downpipe demanded. ‘You think it was the Tyrants what got her to set us up?’

			‘Looks like it to me,’ Jarene said, swallowing bile. ‘Which means they was expecting us to go back and talk to Breen. They wanted us outlawed so they could collect the bounty, and they didn’t want us to know it was them until too late.

			‘Which means they been playing us.’

			Once they’d left Bad Ford and struck out towards Cliff Town, the underhive started closing in around them. The high dome roof, previously out of reach of all but the most powerful luminators, swept down until Jarene could just make out the lurid stains of pollutants that had streaked and dried over the centuries as they ran down from some leak far above. Here and there were darker, deeper patches of shadow that seemed to shift in the half-light: roosting colonies of Necromundan giant bats, or possibly ripperjacks. They shouldn’t pose any danger to a group of three travellers but Jarene still kept a wary eye on them, and an ear open for the tell-tale sound of wings that might herald an attack. Assuming the fauna wouldn’t harm you was as efficient a way as any of dying in the underhive.

			The roof dipped even lower now, but where once it would have run down to meet the great wall forming the boundary with the next mighty dome, at some point in the past, millions of tons of the rockcrete and plasteel above had given way and fallen. Makeshift pillars now rose to try to support the remaining levels of the roof, in lieu of the architect’s original arch, and the main route through had been buried. The shanties of Lean Town had sprung up, occupied by a few poor or desperate souls whose desire for some form of wall against which they could set their backs outweighed the risk of the sky falling on their heads. The only way through to the next dome now lay in the myriad half-stable passages through the mighty chunks of rubble. They were known as the Squeezes, and for good reason.

			‘I hate tunnels,’ Downpipe Sally said flatly, looking at the uneven, dark crack in front of them.

			‘You’ve lived in a pipe all your life,’ Quinne pointed out.

			‘Exactly,’ Downpipe grunted. ‘Know what I’m talking about.’ She drew one of her laspistols and flicked on the luminator attachment. ‘Who going in first?’

			‘Me,’ Quinne said, pulling her infra-goggles down over her eyes. ‘Cover me.’

			‘Cover you? Can barely see past you,’ Downpipe complained. ‘What you want me to do, shoot under your armpit?’

			‘Whatever works for you, shortstuff,’ Quinne laughed, throwing one arm around the other ­woman’s head and vigorously knuckling the top of her skull.

			‘Argh! Quinne, I swear to–’

			Jarene sighed. ‘We cut this out, please? Don’t want the Throne-cursed Tyrants catching up to us while we in there.’ She pointed at the entrance to the Squeezes, and Quinne released Downpipe, looking slightly shamefaced.

			‘Yeah, sorry.’ She drew her power sword and thumbed the activation stud, causing the disruptor field to crackle into blue-white life. ‘Want me to go first?’

			‘You first,’ Jarene confirmed, bringing her shotgun up. ‘Me behind you. You see anything, shout and drop – I’ll tag it, you take it down. Downpipe, watch our backs.’

			‘Still hate tunnels,’ Downpipe commented to no one in particular. ‘Not saying I scared. Just hate them.’

			The further they pressed into the Squeezes, the more Jarene sympathised with her fellow ganger’s position, at least in this particular case. The warrens of old construction tunnels and transport routes that wound through and under the lowest levels of Hive Primus like the tendrils of fungus were one thing: dark, damp and close they might be, and a poor place for a firefight if you were caught by surprise, but at least they had a certain uniformity. They had been made by humans for humans to use, and were scaled and laid out accordingly. The Squeezes were nothing more than interconnected gaps where the huge chunks of hive structure that had once been the dome roof hadn’t crushed together when they fell. Helpful hivers had marked the best routes through with splashes of paint or knife-scored arrows, but finding your way still meant trusting they’d been both ­honest and successful, and also that the Squeezes hadn’t settled further since then.

			‘You want me to get through there?’ Quinne demanded, staring dubiously at a narrow aperture. Most of it was choked with rubble to about waist height, but there was a crawlspace above through which a person could fit, at least theoretically. They’d been edging their way around sharp corners and under broken-off bits of masonry long enough for Jarene to have collected a series of scrapes on her arms, and Quinne had already banged her head twice.

			‘Think this the best way to get to the Gallery,’ Jarene told her partner. The Gallery was the largest known open space in the Squeezes, where many of the routes through converged, and wasn’t far from the surviving passage through to the next dome. Odds were, the rest of the Wild Cats had gone that way.

			‘You think?’

			‘Thought I was the one who didn’t like tunnels?’ Downpipe put in from behind them.

			‘You want me to lift you up and throw you through, shortie?’ Quinne offered. ‘Cos that fine by me.’

			Jarene snorted a laugh. ‘You best go first. No point us getting through and then we find your shoulders don’t fit.’

			Quinne rolled her shoulders, apparently unconsciously, and the muscles shifted visibly beneath her skin. ‘Y’all just jealous.’

			Jarene leaned up and kissed her on the cheek. ‘G’wan, get crawling. We pull you out if you get stuck, promise.’

			‘Just wanna see my arse, Jay,’ Quinne muttered, peering tentatively into the opening. ‘Fine, let’s do this.’ She heaved herself up onto the pile of rubble and scrambled forwards until her backside and legs were indeed all Jarene could see of her. Muffled swearing drifted back to the other two as Quinne edged further in. It was clearly already a tight fit, and Jarene fervently hoped that it would widen out before long. They’d have to follow Quinne before she got out of earshot, and the notion of them all having to reverse should Quinne then find an impassable point didn’t appeal in the slightest.

			‘Oh skut! Gemme out, gemme out!’

			Jarene didn’t hesitate. She reached out and grabbed one of Quinne’s boots – or tried to, at any rate.

			‘Stop kicking!’ she shouted as her partner’s heel caught her in the ribs. She managed to latch onto it though, and hauled backwards. A yelling Quinne came flailing out of the crevice, scraped and bloody, and accompanied by a clatter of dislodged rubble.

			And pursued by long, low, dark shapes with many-segmented bodies of armoured chitin, multiple legs, and circular mouths in which razor-sharp teeth flashed in the unsteady light cast by their luminators.

			Milliasaurs.

			Jarene let go of Quinne’s leg and unslung her shotgun. Downpipe’s laspistols spat white-hot bolts, but the curved, glistening chitin seemed to rob the shots of their power; one hit true and burned through a giant arthropod’s brain, sending it into thrashing death throes, but the others barely seemed to do any more damage than leaving the shells slightly scorched.

			Then Jarene opened fire.

			Solid slug after solid slug smashed into milliasaur bodies, leaving them broken and thrashing, or motionless and leaking ichor. Quinne had got back to her feet and kicked one so hard it flew into a wall with a sick cracking noise, then speared another with her power sword.

			And still they came.

			‘It an Empress-damned nest!’ Downpipe shouted. ‘Let’s get out of here!’

			Frustration boiled up in Jarene. She blew one more milliasaur apart, then flicked a switch on her shotgun to change mags, aimed into the crack and pulled the trigger again and again.

			A stream of inferno shells poured into the crevice and burst into incandescent flame. Yet more many-limbed creatures poured out, but now they thrashed and burned, dying with wild shrieks.

			‘Get back!’ Downpipe shouted, turning both her laspistols on one of the last unburned creatures and blowing a hole in its head. ‘Before the fire eats all the air!’

			She was right. Jarene switched back to solid shells and took out the last two milliasaurs, then turned and pushed Quinne back up the tunnel. There was no getting through there now, and in an enclosed environment like this the inferno shells would quickly burn up the available oxygen and leave them gasping. They needed to get out, get back to the last turning and–

			Quinne staggered sideways, colliding with the wall, and Jarene’s stomach jumped up into her throat. She reached out and grabbed her partner, trying to support her, but Quinne was heavy and her legs no longer seemed to be able to support her own weight.

			‘Whoa, you all right?’ She gritted her teeth and forced herself to take another unsteady step with Quinne’s arm across her shoulders. ‘Downpipe! Little help, yeah? Easy girl, deep breaths, we get you to clean air…’

			‘’S not the air,’ Quinne mumbled, her voice sounding as though her tongue was swollen. ‘Been bit…’

			‘You been… Oh, God-Empress,’ Jarene spat. She directed her luminator down at Quinne’s leg and saw the distinctive circle of puncture wounds in her partner’s meaty calf. A flak vest might save you from a stubber round – or then again, it might not – but milliasaurs didn’t come at you at chest height, and pretty much only the Enforcers and Guilders could afford armoured boots. Milliasaur venom could bring an adult down in under a minute, depending on how susceptible you were. It was how the beasts killed: ambush the prey, poison it, follow it and wait for it to fall unconscious before starting to feed.

			The nest might be dead and burning, but that didn’t mean Quinne wasn’t in danger. The toxins could still overload her nervous system, stop her heart, depress her breathing to the point of failure.

			‘Quinne, you been bit before?’ Jarene demanded, as Downpipe took Quinne’s weight on the other side. Sally might have been short and wire-thin, but she wasn’t weak, and Jarene abruptly felt less like she was about to be crushed.

			‘Once… was kid… grazed me arm…’ Quinne vaguely wobbled the arm over Jarene’s shoulders, and Jarene twisted her head around. Sure enough, now she was looking she could see that the flame ­tattoos on Quinne’s forearm covered old scars, some of which looked to be positioned like a milliasaur’s bite, if you assumed the arm itself had grown since then.

			‘Right, ’s good,’ Jarene said, although she felt like she was trying to reassure herself as much as she was Quinne. ‘You been bit when you was young and you didn’t die then, you should be good now. You just gonna feel awful for a few hours.’

			‘We don’t got a few hours,’ Downpipe said, stopping. ‘Listen.’

			Jarene stopped as well, although she didn’t have much choice unless she’d wanted to take all of Quinne’s weight on herself again. For a few moments she could hear nothing but her partner’s laboured breathing. Then, as she strained her hearing, she made out distant echoes drifting through the cracks all around them.

			Gunfire.

			‘Oh no,’ she breathed. They knew the rest of the Wild Cats had come this way, even if they hadn’t taken the same route through the Squeezes. They knew – or at least suspected – that the Iron Tyrants were hot on their gang’s heels. It didn’t take a genius to work out what the most likely scenario was: a whole gang, and a dangerous gang at that, plus hired guns, against two-thirds of the Wild Cats.

			It would be a slaughter.

			‘We gotta help!’ Downpipe said, her eyes wide. ‘They gonna need us.’

			Jarene glanced from her to Quinne. Her partner tried to smile, but her eyes were unfocused.

			‘You ain’t gonna make it with me… Go help. I’ll be fine…’

			‘No!’ Jarene snapped. ‘Ain’t leaving you alone here. You couldn’t fight off a baby rat like this!’ It cut her to the bone to see Quinne so helpless. To leave her alone in the dark, half paralysed and struggling to breathe…

			She couldn’t do it.

			‘Sal, you stay here,’ she said, slipping out from under Quinne’s arm and unslinging her shotgun again. ‘Look after her.’

			‘Gonna need me,’ Downpipe argued, staggering under her sudden assumption of most of Quinne’s weight.

			‘Sal, you great,’ Jarene said, holding up her shotgun and patting Spitter’s holster, ‘but someone gotta stay with Quinne, and you ain’t got the stopping power I got. Not for Goliaths.’

			Downpipe’s jaw worked for a second, but then she nodded bitterly. ‘Fine. You gonna be enough?’

			‘Gonna have to be,’ Jarene said bleakly. She reached up, grabbed the back of Quinne’s head and kissed her, trying to somehow communicate every part of the tangle of emotions vibrating in her chest through that fleeting contact of lips on lips. ‘You stay safe, yeah? Be back soon. Promise.’

			Then she turned and ran into the darkness, the solitary beam of her luminator lighting her way.

			It wasn’t hard to find her way with the sounds of combat to guide her. The echoes through the jagged, broken tunnels of the Squeezes might have confused an off-worlder, but Necromundans knew how to read the subtle differences of reflecting sound and draw a true bead on the location of the source. Jarene rounded corners, hurdled puddles of congealed filth and kicked her way through choke points, always aiming for the loudest sounds of gunfire. She marked her way with diagonal slashes of her stiletto blade at intersections, hoping she wasn’t blunting the edge too much. She was getting closer.

			An explosion, shockingly loud compared to the rest, caused her to flinch and duck involuntarily. That had been a frag grenade. Only a fool would use a frag in an enclosed area like this, where the shrapnel could ricochet back off the uneven walls and kill friends as well as enemies, or maybe just collapse the entire place on top of you.

			A fool, or someone so desperate they had nothing left to lose. Jarene swallowed, double-checked her mags again and ploughed on.

			A couple more shots, a scream of pain, and then… silence.

			Jarene slowed. With no noise to guide her, she was suddenly uncertain of her heading. She took stock of her surroundings, now letting her eyes guide her rather than her ears. Much of the Squeezes unsurprisingly looked very similar, but she was sure she recognised this part. There was a splash of paint forming an arrow next to a patch of luminous fungi that she was pretty certain she’d seen before, the last time she’d come through here. If she remembered correctly, the Gallery couldn’t be far.

			She rounded the next corner. Sure enough, there was another piece of graffiti, and nothing to do with directions: a crude depiction of a feline eye with crossed stiletto blades behind it. One of the symbols of House Escher, painted up by Sorcha when they’d stopped for a rest. She knew more or less where she was, at least.

			So where was the fight?

			A harsh, barking laugh rang out in the distance, gruff and deep. Goliath, surely. Either that or some sort of abhuman mutant; no other voice could be pitched at so low an octave, not unless a Space Marine had ventured into the underhive of Hive Primus.

			Jarene bit her lip. She could hear other sounds now her ears had adjusted to the sudden relative quiet. Snatches of voices speaking, all deep, all unhurried. That didn’t bode well. If that was the Iron Tyrants, and if they had been fighting the Wild Cats…

			She had a moment, a brief, furious moment, of imagining herself charging in with shotgun in one hand and Spitter in the other, felling Goliath gangers and their scabrous hangers-on with a hail of expertly placed shots. She saw them falling backwards as shells and plasma bolts splintered skulls and flash-cooked skin, muscle and bone, smelt the charring of flesh, tasted the spray of blood on her lips.

			And then she pulled herself together, locked her growing rage and fear up tight in the centre of her chest, took a deep breath. That was a great way to get herself killed. She needed to move fast, quiet and smart.

			She closed her eyes and clicked her luminator off, opened them again to the faint greenish glow of the luminous fungi. She was less likely to give herself away now, and more likely to see someone else’s light approaching. She crept forwards as fast as she dared, hugging the edges of the uneven passageway, all too aware that she’d perhaps just traded the betrayal of her luminator beam for the betrayal of an unseen stone kicked in the low light.

			A few more bends and she’d be in the Gallery. She could hear nothing now except her own pulse thudding in her ears, the faint creak of her flak vest, the slight scuffing of her boots on the dusty, gritty floor beneath her feet. No sound from ahead of her. Had she already given herself away? Was she walking into a trap?

			Two more bends to go. Still no sound. No light, either. That didn’t necessarily mean anything. If they knew she was coming, maybe they’d doused their lights to prevent her from drawing a bead on them. Then they’d light her up as soon as she revealed herself, blind her, gun her down.

			At least it meant they weren’t heading her way. There were multiple ways into and out of the Gallery. If she ran headlong into a gang coming the other way, any gang, that would be the end for her.

			One more bend. She wished she’d brought Quinne’s infra-goggles, but that was as useless as wishing for a couple of squads of Astra Militarum as backup. She checked Spitter was charged, even though she knew it was – and if for some reason it wasn’t, there wasn’t much she could do about it now in any case – and tapped the knife in the small of her back to make sure it was still there. Then, and only then, she slid around the last bend as silently as she could.

			Darkness.

			No sudden glare of light. No thunder of gunfire. No guttural war cries. No blossoming of fiery scarlet­ pain as a combat shotgun stitched shots across her chest, no silver-laced agony as her kneecap disintegrated under a stubber slug, no explosion of colours as a round struck her head, and then… what? Blackness forever? The warmth of the God-Empress’ embrace? Or the talons of the nameless horrors the lay preachers claimed waited after death for the ­heretic, the impure, the impious… basically everyone, at least that she’d ever known?

			Focus. This was nerves, her anxiety ramping up in the face of uncertainty. She never pondered her mortality in the midst of a firefight, only when she thought one was about to start.

			It wasn’t going to start now. She was as sure of it as she could be.

			She clicked her luminator back on, scanned the beam around, and threw up.

			She tried to clamp down on the sound of her own retching even as her stomach emptied itself. Noise was dangerous, now. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, spat as quietly as she could manage and looked again, forcing herself to concentrate, to count, to make sure she really had been too late.

			Six bodies, dragged from where they’d fallen and dumped in a row, all beheaded. No weapons: the Guilders would want them as part of the bounty. Jarene didn’t need the heads or the guns to work out who was who. Elena Wild, her long coat shredded and soaked in blood. Rayvenne, pale arms covered in whorls of dark tattoos. White Eye, the brace strapped to her left knee with its dodgy buckle that she could never get to fasten quite right. Kay-Kay, second in size only to Quinne, the small white plasteel studs of the subdermal piercings on her right forearm standing out starkly against her dark skin. Sorcha, with the puckered scar from when the Ticklord’s pet scaly had driven a spar of metal right through her, and Doc had needed to work through the night to save her. And on the end, Larina, scrawny and undersized, her too-large flak vest looking like a sick joke now. Something – a stub cannon, perhaps – had blown a hole through both it and her chest.

			The Wild Cats. Monarchs of Bad Ford, rulers of the south side of Kal’s Town. They’d slain the Ticklord, they’d silenced the Whispering Knives. Yet here they were, two-thirds of them run to ground in the Squeezes, and slaughtered. Perhaps, Jarene thought numbly, it really was as Kay-Kay had said when she used to read her tarot. Perhaps the God-Empress just called your time, and there was nothing to be done for it.

			She became aware that her vision was fogging with tears, and she reached up to wipe them away. Her girls deserved tears, that was undeniable, but she couldn’t let her guard down, not here, not now. She turned, letting her luminator beam play over and around the Gallery, looking for some evidence that the Wild Cats had at least drawn blood from their killers.

			There. A crumpled body, not a Goliath but certainly no Escher. She stalked over to it, shotgun levelled, but there was no spark of life left. He’d been a stocky man, sporting a thick brown beard with a streak of grey either side of his chin. His face was an angry red and covered in blood blisters, the inside of his cavernous, silently screaming mouth looked the same, and his eyes were gone. He must have taken a full-on hit from Kay-Kay’s chem thrower, then drowned in his own blood. He must have been one of the hired guns. Many people thought they could make a living as muscle-on-retainer, but most had the sense not to run at a trapped Escher gang with an open mouth. He must have come to it as a career late in life.

			There was one more casualty, a way beyond him. A woman wrapped head to toe in tied-on rags, her skin a rich brown and her hair a dark silver. It didn’t look to be from age; perhaps the same genetic instability that had left her with six fingers on her right hand was the cause. She had caught a las-bolt in the gut and lost most of her left shoulder to one of Elena’s bolter rounds, the combination of wounds killing her quickly.

			No dead Goliaths. Jarene scanned the chamber once more, but there was no way she’d have missed one of those brutes. Had they really taken down her gang without being bloodied?

			No. She refused to believe it. Goliaths were strong; they could carry away their wounded or dead. Savage barbarians they might be, but they put a strong emphasis on loyalty too, at least until one of them thought they’d make a better leader. They wouldn’t leave a gang member to bleed out and die, and they’d be unlikely to leave their dead behind to be picked clean by rats.

			Perhaps that was why they’d performed the grisly butchering of the Wild Cats. They’d have been surer of cashing in on the bounty had they taken the bodies. Perhaps they couldn’t carry the girls as well as their own casualties, so they’d taken the heads and guns and trusted that the Guilders would cough up from those alone.

			Jarene wanted to believe that. The stab in her heart at the sight of her gang’s corpses wasn’t less acute at the thought they might have taken a toll on their killers, but the notion went a very small way to satisfying the raging fire that burned around her now hollow core. She scanned around further, playing her luminator beam over the uneven ground.

			There. A trail of blood leading away down another of the passages, blood left either by wounded Goliaths or her girls’ severed heads. She wanted to follow it, to fall on them from behind like a furious wind of vengeance, but she clamped down on that idea before it could take root and flourish into the mother of all bad decisions.

			It was just her, Quinne and Downpipe now. Loyalty was a fine thing, but it had to be to the living, not to the dead. Elena had always said that. The other two needed her.

			She needed them.

			She steeled herself and walked back to the corpses of her friends. Trying not to look too hard, trying to stare off into the middle distance and ignore the reality of what she was seeing and touching and smelling, she quickly rifled through White Eye’s pockets and pouches. No weapons, of course, nor even any creds, but she came up with a few more shotgun shells that would suit her gun just as well as the older woman’s.

			She checked her mags. A lot of the inferno shells she’d bought from Valdin had gone, used up on the milliasaurs, but she had some left.

			She had enough to do what needed to be done.

			She racked a shell, aimed it at Elena’s body, and pulled the trigger. The shotgun kicked back against her shoulder and her friend’s decapitated body was engulfed in angry green flames as the incendiary round caught. One for Kay-Kay, one for Larina on the far end. With the bodies so close together, the flames should spread and take them all. Jarene couldn’t carry her gang away, couldn’t give them the send-off they deserved, but she could see that the scavengers here wouldn’t desecrate their bodies.

			‘May the God-Empress accept you,’ she muttered. The words felt clumsy in her mouth. She’d never been that religious, not in the sense of mouthing the prayers or going to the temple. She hoped that her failings in that regard wouldn’t count against her friends.

			Then she turned and walked quickly away from the makeshift pyre, blinking away new tears as she did so, and plunged back into the darkness to follow her own knife marks.

			‘All of them?’

			Downpipe’s face was painted with incredulity, eyes and mouth wide. Quinne, her skin slick with sweat and eyes slightly unfocused, just stared up from her sitting position with an expression of blank incomprehension.

			‘All of them,’ Jarene replied, feeling a tug at her throat as she said the words. ‘Sorry, Sal. Tried to get there in time, truly did, but–’

			‘Hush,’ Downpipe said absently, shaking her head. ‘Know you did, Jay. Know you wouldn’t have done anything else.’ She scrubbed a hand across her forehead, then turned away and took a few steps down the tunnel. Jarene pretended not to see as the other woman wiped her eyes. ‘Ah, Throne of Earth. What now?’

			Jarene didn’t have an answer, so she squatted down in front of Quinne. ‘Hey.’

			Her partner gave a weak smile. ‘Hey.’

			On impulse, Jarene leaned forward and pulled Quinne away from the piece of rockcrete she was leaning against, then wrapped her arms around her shoulders. Quinne hugged her back, although her embrace lacked its usual rib-cracking intensity. Jarene buried her face in the hollow where her partner’s neck met her shoulder and closed her eyes for a few moments. Then she pulled back, feeling slightly ashamed.

			‘Sorry.’ She took Quinne’s face between her hands and smiled, feeling tears threatening to break through again. ‘Just wanted to check you were still there.’

			‘Ain’t going anywhere,’ Quinne replied with a smile.

			‘And that our problem,’ Downpipe cut in. ‘She sick, Jay. You think we gonna get to Cliff Town now? If we do, you think Quinne gonna be able to manage the ladders?’

			‘Hey, still here!’ Quinne objected. ‘Can ask me that question, cos I can tell you, answer’s no.’

			‘Well, we sure as hell can’t carry you,’ Downpipe said bluntly. ‘I been bit, maybe you carry me down, but that a different story.’

			Jarene bit her lip. Quinne might get better, or she might get worse. Even if she did get better, it might not be quick. Milliasaur venom didn’t have a uniform potency, or even effects. Some would eventually wear off with no lasting problems if it didn’t kill you in the first minute, some caused the wound to fester, some caused nerve damage if untreated, some led to lifelong breathing difficulties. The most you could say with any certainty about someone who’d been bitten was whether or not they were dead yet. Anything else was pretty much guesswork.

			Quinne was going to travel slowly. As a fighter, she’d be a nonentity. Neither of those things were going to help with the trio’s survivability in an environment where they had a price on their heads and at least one gang was out to collect. The Iron Tyrants would know they’d missed some of their marks. The question was, would they be content with their takings so far or would they want to catch them all?

			Jarene had to assume it would be the latter.

			‘Need to get you to Doc,’ she told Quinne. ‘She’ll know what to do.’

			‘Nuh-uh,’ Downpipe butted in. ‘Doc’s with my sister. She looking after her, remember? We told all our folks to lie low, now you want to head back to Bad Ford and draw that attention? We go to Doc, we put my sister and her kid at risk. Ain’t having it.’

			Jarene bit down on the acid retort that sprang to her tongue, but she did stand up to respond. She wasn’t as tall as Quinne, but she still overtopped Downpipe by a few inches. The other ganger stared back at her defiantly.

			‘Quinne’s sick,’ Jarene said coldly. ‘Telling me we should do nothing?’

			‘Telling you I know you got no family down here,’ Downpipe replied bluntly. ‘You left them uphive. And I got no problem with that, cos that’s your business, but my blood is here, and you need to understand what she means to me. I left her when she needed me, out of loyalty to the gang. The gang’s just us now, so I ain’t bringing trouble down on her head.’

			‘Downpipe’s right,’ Quinne spoke up from the floor. ‘Ain’t fair.’

			Jarene rounded on her. ‘Don’t you go telling me to leave you here to die, cos–’

			‘Throne no, I ain’t telling you that!’ Quinne cut her off, eyes wide. ‘You leave me here to die, I gonna come back as a skutting ghost and haunt you!’

			‘Jay, I know you love your girl,’ Downpipe said, lowering her voice. ‘Look, I love her too, even though she annoying–’

			‘Heard that.’

			‘–but we can’t go back,’ Sally continued. ‘Not now we can’t protect the people we be going back to. Need a different plan.’

			Jarene took a breath, trying to calm herself. She’d been Elena’s right hand in the gang, and under normal circumstances Downpipe would have listened to her, followed her lead. But these weren’t normal circumstances any more. The other woman was right: it was just the three of them now, and that wasn’t a gang. If Jarene pushed too hard, then Downpipe might just decide she was better off on her own, and that wouldn’t help anyone, except maybe the Tyrants.

			There’d been a reason Elena had been the leader. It wasn’t just because she’d had the best stuff – although she had; she’d come downhive with the money to dress and arm herself like someone important, which had helped – it was because she’d had the plans. She’d always had a shrewd idea of what was feasible and what wasn’t, how far they could push without overreaching themselves, what would curry favour with the matriarchs, what deals to steer clear of because they skated too far the wrong side of guild law, or just smelt bad. And Elena had always got it right, too. Right up until the one time she’d got it wrong, and then everyone had died.

			That was a hell of a responsibility to live up to.

			First things first. They needed to get help for Quinne. That meant finding someone who could take bloods and analyse them to work out what sort of venom she’d been got by, and had the right sort of chems to provide an antidote. It needed to be somewhere pretty near, too. That limited their options.

			Basically, it limited their options down to one.

			‘We’re gonna have to go Skull Marsh,’ Jarene said, looking between the other two, waiting for the inevitable objection.

			‘Skull Marsh?’ Downpipe replied, her eyes widening in shock. ‘You want us to walk into the Violet Death’s town with a price on our heads?’

			‘No,’ Jarene said honestly, ‘but I don’t see we got an option. They synthesise all sorts from that lake. Someone there gonna have what we need.’

			‘We don’t need a las-bolt to the head!’ Downpipe argued. ‘We don’t need that.’

			‘Look, Scorpia didn’t need to warn us about the outlawing and the Tyrants,’ Jarene pointed out. ‘She ain’t a friend, but maybe she ain’t an enemy.’

			‘Maybe not when we had the rest of the gang,’ Downpipe said. ‘Now? Only reason she have not to claim our bounty is if she scared of the Tyrants thinking she muscled in.’

			Jarene spread her hands helplessly. ‘You got a better idea? Honest question, Sal.’

			Downpipe ran her tongue along her teeth, as she always did when on edge, looked down at Quinne, looked back up at Jarene. Grimaced in frustration, shook her head.

			‘No.’

			‘Then we do it,’ Jarene said, trying to sound sure of herself.

			‘And then what?’ Downpipe asked, reaching down to offer an arm to Quinne. Jarene did the same, and the pair of them grunted with the effort of hauling Quinne to her feet. ‘We just sneak away? Let our girls’ deaths go?’

			‘Don’t want to,’ Jarene said bleakly. ‘But there only three of us now. Do this one step at a time, hey?’

			‘Say,’ Quinne put in as they started moving slowly and unevenly down the tunnel, back towards the main dome. ‘You think we should, like, take our gang badges and that off? Hide the tats before we go walking into someone else’s town? Otherwise, we go into an apothecary’s, odds are they gonna run and tell the Violet Death as soon as we out the door again.’

			Jarene opened her mouth to agree, then paused.

			‘You know, that give me an idea…’

			Skull Marsh was where the arm of the Great Sump River that flowed through Bad Ford spread out and meandered, some idiosyncrasy of hive structure meaning that instead of cutting a deep furrow into the ground, the foul fluid now dispersed over a wide area, rarely more than waist-deep on an adult. The stench was incredible, but the relative shallowness of the marsh meant that useful byproducts crusted up and evaporated out more easily. Collecting them was no easy business, of course – the marsh had its own selection of flora and fauna, from parasitic brainleafs to the terrifying firewort that distilled flammable chemicals and spat them as a defence measure, stationary lashworms that could strike faster than the eye could follow, and the great raft spiders, six feet or more across, that would stalk and kill unwary travellers mired in the goop. Opportunity usually trumped caution in the underhive, however, and the settlement of Skull Marsh thrived on the extraction of chemicals, the services provided to those that did, and the occasional big-game hunter who turned up looking to bag themselves a handful of jewelled spider eyes.

			One of the latter had been approaching the settlement from the west after Lights Out. Unfortunately for her, she and her three body-servants had had the misfortune of encountering two Escher gangers in dire need of additional clothing, and hadn’t been willing to share.

			‘Who you think she was?’ Downpipe asked, letting the last body slip into the corrosive effluent at one of the westernmost edges of the marsh.

			‘Some nob from uphive,’ Jarene shrugged. ‘Spire, maybe. Who cares?’ She shook out one of the weathercloaks and looked at it appraisingly. Stiff and sturdy, the fabric wouldn’t exactly be comfortable, but it was designed to give the wearer at least some protection from problems like biting insects, firewort spray and the acid rain that would occasionally coalesce and fall in some of the larger domes. Most importantly, from her point of view, it was large enough for Quinne and had a hood.

			‘You still want to do this?’ Downpipe rummaged through the party’s supply boxes and pulled out a few ration bars. ‘Oh, wow. Birri Truffle flavour! She must have been loaded.’

			Jarene looked around, her appraisal of the cloak momentarily forgotten. ‘Serious?’

			‘Yeah!’ Downpipe threw one to her, underarm. ‘Check it.’

			Jarene caught it and tore the foil off eagerly, then held it to her nose and inhaled deeply. The delicate, slightly fruity scent was tinged with the stench of the swamp around her, but it still brought back memories. She’d been… seven? Eight? Mama, nana and Jarene’s two sisters, Evelym and Sanda, sitting around the tiny table in their one-room tenement on the Feast of the God-Empress’ Ascension. Mama had been given two whole hours off from her shift, and they’d talked and laughed, and Jarene had kicked Sanda under the table when mama wasn’t looking. And then, at the end, mama had brought out a special treat: a Birri Truffle flavour ration bar that she’d split into five. Jarene had eaten her piece in two bites, and she’d regretted not chewing each bite longer for weeks afterwards.

			And now she had a whole bar to herself.

			She took a bite, larger in itself than the piece she’d had all those years ago, closed her eyes and felt a smile spread across her face as the flavour hit her tongue. It was deep and rich, and slightly sweet. It tasted like all the things she’d hoped for when she’d come downhive, years ago.

			‘Jay?’

			Jarene swallowed reluctantly, opened her eyes again and shoved the rest of the bar in a pouch for later. ‘Yeah, yeah. What?’

			‘Asked you if you still wanted to do this,’ Downpipe said, around her own mouthful of ration bar. ‘’S risky.’

			‘Don’t see we got an option,’ Jarene said. ‘Quinne needs help, gonna be risky wherever we go. Best face it head on, I reckon.’

			‘Fair play,’ Downpipe replied with a shrug. ‘Best get moving, then.’

			They each took a cloak, with one more bundled up for Quinne, and salvaged as many ration bars as they could carry. Weapons-wise they had less luck: the body-servants’ laspistols were no better quality than Downpipe’s, although she took a few more charged powercells as spares. The hunter’s rifle was some sort of unfamiliar, high-powered lascarbine. It was undoubtedly potent, but that was actually a disadvantage – from what Jarene could see the barrel would only be good for a few shots at a time before it needed replacing due to heat warping. That might be fine if you were picking off game animals and could change barrels at your leisure, but it would only be a hindrance if you found yourself in a protracted firefight with anyone who could shoot back. The crystal matrix that focused the beam looked delicate too, unlikely to survive the stock being smashed into someone’s face without coming out of alignment. Elegant it might have been, but practical it was not, and it was too cumbersome to be worth taking to try to sell on. It joined its owner in the creek.

			Quinne was resting between the wide, woody stems of some huge marsh fungus, twenty feet high with canopies nearly the same distance across. Unlike many of their kind, they didn’t shed toxic spores, but although not actively poisonous, they had virtually no nutritional value to anything other than the colony of foot-long mush slugs that oozed slowly across their upper surfaces.

			‘Any luck?’ Quinne greeted them when they came into view. Her condition had more or less stabilised into symptoms that were most similar to a heavy fever, from what Jarene could tell: still very weak, wracked by dizziness and headaches, and sweating so profusely that she was in danger of dehydration. They’d done their best, but clean water wasn’t easy to come by away from settlements. Jarene still didn’t know if her partner’s illness would burn out or get worse, or whether the dehydration would cause any further complications. The sight of Quinne simply reinforced Jarene’s belief that they were doing the best thing.

			‘Got what we need,’ she said, holding up the weather­cloak. Quinne raised her eyebrows in a way that was probably supposed to indicate doubt, but in her current condition just made her look slightly stunned.

			‘Want me to wear that? Woman, I’m burning up as it is.’

			‘Feel free to take some clothes off then,’ Jarene smirked at her.

			‘You’re gonna have to make me feel better first,’ Quinne groaned, leaning her head back against the fungus trunk.

			‘Fine. So put the cloak on, we get into Skull Marsh, we get you fixed up, then I make you feel better.’

			‘Either gonna throw up, or shoot you both,’ Downpipe complained, rolling her eyes. ‘If we doing this, let’s move.’

			The settlement of Skull Marsh was one of the more easily defensible locations in the underhive, situated as it was in the middle of the chemical morass from which it took its name. The main causeway, a solid bank of rubble and rockcrete that was large enough for powered vehicles, approached from the north, but there were three other boardwalks that wended their way through the marsh to different gates in the settlement’s walls. It was along one of these that the three of them now approached, cloaked, hooded and with respirators in place. Jarene could still taste the chemical stink to the air, even through her mask.

			‘How in the galaxy do people live in this hole?’ Downpipe muttered.

			‘They surrounded by nature,’ Jarene replied with a wry grin the others couldn’t see. ‘Heard that up in the Spire they got whole parks full of green where the nobs go. They like it.’

			‘I live inside a pipe, inside a dome, inside a damned hive city,’ Downpipe grunted. ‘You’d think nature would have the decency to take the skutting hint.’

			They were close to the walls now, and walls there were, even here, since no one in Skull Marsh wanted the denizens of the chemical wetland to be able to haul themselves out onto the shore and come wandering through their streets. Jarene could see the winches that would lower skiffs directly into the water – if that was technically the correct term – for hunters and gatherers to head out, and where the rainbow-slicked fluid lapped at the base of the walls she could make out pipes that sucked it up and brought it into the settlement for distillation and refinement. 

			The gate was ahead of them, at the end of the boardwalk. As they approached, Jarene felt one of the pitted, rusted metal plates beneath their feet shift slightly, and just made out a corresponding buzz from behind the gate. A viewing hatch snapped open as they covered the last few yards, and there was a brief glow of light before most of it was blocked out by the silhouette of a head.

			‘Who goes?’ a gruff, crackly voice barked.

			‘Three travellers,’ Jarene replied.

			‘You human?’

			‘Aye.’ Jarene pulled her mask down to reveal her face, but kept her hood in place.

			‘And the others?’

			Quinne and Downpipe removed their respirators as well, and the voice grunted.

			‘Hnn. ’S after Lights Out, y’know.’

			Jarene sighed. Some settlements still shut their gates at Lights Out, or Darktime, or however the denizens referred to the periodic dimming of the master lights in the domes in response to circadian rhythms set long ago by the hive architects when these parts of the underhive had still been in use as manufacturing districts. She tapped Quinne on the shoulder, then lifted the lower part of her partner’s weathercloak to reveal her bloodied calf when she turned. Jarene shone her luminator down at it and looked back at the hatch.

			‘She been bit by a milliasaur, need an apothecary. How much is the toll?’

			It was a risk, of course. Most gate guards gravitated to extortion like giant bats to carrion, and disclosing a genuine need would usually drive the price up. On the other hand, someone seeking medical assistance for an obviously genuine milliasaur bite would invite less questions than three travellers arriving after Lights Out who were unwilling to share their business. Besides, they’d taken some creds from the hunter’s corpse too, so Jarene was fairly confident they’d be able to meet whatever bribe was set for them.

			‘Five creds.’

			Jarene kept her surprise from showing on her face. That was remarkably reasonable.

			‘Each.’

			She glowered at the hatch. Ten creds might not be the difference between affording a treatment and not; but then again, it might be. But it was more for show than anything else. ‘Fine.’ She reached into her cloak and pulled out the necessary tokens, holding them up so he could see them. ‘Hope the apothecaries are cheap here, though.’

			‘Can’t say as to that,’ the guard chuckled, but there was the clack of bolts being drawn back, and the gate swung open with barely a creak. Clearly, whatever was distilled from the marsh included lubricants. Light spilled out over them and he appeared in the gap, a heavy-shouldered man with a long tail of beard at the tip of his chin, clean-shaven elsewhere, and one eye covered by a patch. He held a sawn-off shotgun in one hand, but it was pointed at the floor. He put his other hand out. ‘Let’s have it, then.’

			Jarene slapped the creds into his palm and helped Quinne over the threshold into the cramped confines of the gatehouse, with Downpipe still under her other shoulder. The guard took a quick look out, checking from side to side to presumably make sure there were no creeping hordes of scavvies about to launch an assault, then shut the gate again and bolted it.

			‘Pleasure doing business with you ladies,’ he grunted, tucking the creds away. ‘If you’re looking for cheap then try Mayson’s down on the east waterfront, but I wouldn’t touch it myself. If you want good, head up the main hill on the left and look for Jomar Roze’s place. It’ll set you back, but he’s where I’d go, should I need to.’

			Jarene gave him a curt nod of thanks, and the three of them ducked out into the street beyond.

			‘“After Lights Out” my arse,’ Downpipe spat, looking around.

			However Skull Marsh generated its power – whether that be from tapping in to a main wire or from some other, more esoteric process involving the chemical potential of the sump fluid, which Jarene had heard was possible – they certainly didn’t object to using it. The main glow globes in the dome roof far above might have been dark, but the street the trio now stepped out into wasn’t just bustling, it was well-lit. Skull Marsh’s enclosing walls placed an absolute limit on the amount of space available for building, so everything was squashed up and crammed together. Here, near one of the gates, shops crowded in on each other – bars, bazaars, gunsmiths and food halls, everything that might be needed by a newly arrived traveller, or one about to depart. Each one had its own light or sign advertising its wares and trying to outdo its neighbours, and in the manifold hues they cast thronged the population of Skull Marsh, going about their business in defiance of the darkness that lingered elsewhere.

			A screeching and thrashing overhead caught Jarene’s attention and she glanced up to see the huge form of a carrion bat caught in a wire net strung from rooftop to rooftop. The nets seemed to stretch over the entire settlement, so far as she could see – certainly above each street. It made sense, since the light would attract such flying beasts, and it would help prevent attacks. Then she saw two juves clutching knives venturing tentatively out across the mesh, and realised that it was also doubtlessly a way to snare some additional protein.

			‘He said up the hill on the left, yeah?’ Downpipe asked, and Jarene dragged her attention back to the task in hand. They pivoted around and set off, but soon found that it was impossible to make much progress walking three abreast. Jarene took the lead and employed her right elbow to move other pedestrians aside while supporting Quinne as best she could with her left arm, and Downpipe brought up the rear. In this way they were able to make their way up the hill until Jarene saw the sign reading ‘JOMAR ROZE – MASTER APOTHECARY’.

			‘Modest,’ Downpipe grunted.

			‘Let’s hope he truthful,’ Jarene commented. She eyed the shop. It had two windows displaying various jars of shredded leaves and fungus and the like, alembics and stoppered vials of coloured liquid, but through which the interior could also be seen. The door was between those two windows, and set back slightly. On the uphill side the shop was set right up against the neighbouring building, but on the other there was a narrow access alley to the rear. Jarene nodded to herself and slapped Quinne on the back.

			‘Right then. Go get yourself fixed.’ She eased over to the window nearest the alley, and Quinne and Downpipe made for the door. As soon as they opened it they shrugged off their weathercloaks, revealing the markings and weapons of two Escher gangers.

			‘Good day,’ chirped the man behind the counter as the bell on his door rang. He was short and slight, and for some reason was wearing what looked to be a hat lined with rat fur, despite being under his own roof. Jarene saw his face drop in alarm as he caught sight of who was actually entering his shop, but he rallied well. ‘Jomar Roze, master apothecary at your service. Umm, what appears to be–’

			‘Milliasaur bite,’ Downpipe grunted, jerking a thumb at Quinne. Roze opened his mouth to reply but the door had swung shut again, and Jarene couldn’t hear what he said. However, after a brief exchange Roze turned and headed for a door leading to the back of his shop, behind the counter and clearly off limits to customers.

			Exactly as Jarene had expected. She spun away from the window and plunged into the narrow alley, head down and elbows in, the tough surface of her weather­cloak the only thing protecting her from abrasions caused by the close-set walls.

			The Violet Death ran Skull Marsh as much as anyone did, that much was common knowledge, and they tolerated no other gangs operating out of their patch. Anyone who lived here, certainly anyone who’d been here long enough to set up a business, would know exactly what the Violet Death’s gang uniform was, and would know that Quinne and Downpipe certainly weren’t wearing it. They were outsiders flaunting their membership of a different gang, and even if Roze hadn’t recognised the Wild Cats tattoos or known that they’d been outlawed, he wouldn’t want to be seen serving a rival gang. He’d give Quinne and Downpipe the remedy they wanted out of fear, but he’d tip off the Violet Death as soon as he could about the intruders. If that meant getting word to them himself straight afterwards then he’d do it, but if he had someone in the back of his shop, perhaps some kid whose job it was to do the simple but onerous tasks related to apothecary work that the master apothecary himself didn’t want to trouble himself with…

			Jarene squeezed out of the other end of the alley and found herself in a space not much larger, a place made out of gaps between buildings and largely filled with waste of one sort or another. Two huge rats, close on three feet long apiece, hissed at her from the top of a small mound of refuse a short distance away. There looked to be a human hand sticking out from it. Jarene wondered if one of Roze’s medicinal draughts hadn’t had the intended effect, although there were plenty of other places a corpse could have come from. Perhaps someone had drunk a bit too much Second Best.

			A lock rattled, and Jarene ducked back into the alley. A moment later she heard a door scrape open, then closed – the sound of someone wanting very much to be quiet. Edging forward, she peered around the corner and saw a skinny male juve with a blond buzzcut scampering away through the piles of rubbish, steering well clear of the rats. Jarene didn’t blame him, since if you put both rodents together they might weigh nearly as much as him. Once he’d got past that particular refuse heap he ducked sideways through another alley, on the opposite side to where she stood.

			She set off after him, leaping over rubbish where he’d gone around, and ignoring the rats. The alley he’d gone through was barely any wider than the one she’d been lurking in, but she scraped through it just the same and found herself in a street much like the one Roze’s place fronted onto. A quick glance around showed her mark’s blond hair bobbing and weaving through the crowd, heading uphill.

			Jarene didn’t have time to be stealthy or cautious, but it didn’t matter; the kid wasn’t even looking to see if he was being followed, he was just concentrating on getting to where he was going as fast as he could. If it had been a straight footrace Jarene was confident she could have outpaced him, but she was hampered by needing to keep her cloak tight about herself to avoid her weapons and gang tattoos drawing unwelcome attention. It wasn’t like other people weren’t walking around armed, but there was a reason Quinne and Downpipe hadn’t taken their cloaks off until they were inside Roze’s shop.

			Besides, she didn’t need to catch him, she just needed to keep him in view. She lost him once or twice, but the bobbling of heads or occasional shout at the gangly kid pushing past people allowed her to find him again. His route wasn’t a complicated one, either. As soon as the street turned its first corner, Jarene had worked out where they were going.

			At the top of the hill, occupying the highest point in all of Skull Marsh and lit up by (of course) violet lights, was a squat, two-storey building with narrow window slits and thick buttresses. It had been decorated with garish splashes of paint and adorned by statuary ranging from cherubs to lithe figures clasping each other close. A pulsing bass thud was emanating from it and the words LIFE AFTER DEATH were emblazoned above the main door in eye-searing letters, but Jarene wasn’t fooled. She’d lived uphive, and she’d seen the type of fortified building that housed Administratum officials and Enforcers. This didn’t look to be an exact copy, from what she could tell, but it was close enough to have been built by someone who had more than a passing familiarity with the design. The Violet Death might be trying to dress their headquarters up as a club, but there was no mistaking it as anything other than their seat of power.

			Still, Jarene was glad she and the girls had pulled their scheme on Jomar Roze. Ask a local where the Violet Death was based and they might send you the wrong way, then try to gain favour by telling the gang that someone was asking after them. Play dumb to the possibility of them shopping you, and you could reliably follow them right to where you wanted to go.

			The juve was trying to slip through the queue of punters waiting to get in for their hit of rough alcohol, locally brewed hallucinogens and mindless dancing, but the queue had other ideas. He was grabbed and shoved backwards with curses heaped upon his head, leaving him standing on the spot shaking with anxiety, clearly trying to work out how to get to the main door and deliver his urgent message without invoking anyone else’s ire.

			Jarene snorted. One of the first things she’d learned as a ganger was that even in the underhive, far away from what anyone would class as civilised society, you could largely ignore social norms. If you were flagrant enough, most people would be too taken aback to do anything about it. So she strode forward, shouldering the blond juve aside, and barged through the line of people without taking any notice of the shouts that followed her.

			It only took her a few seconds to reach the front, at which point she suddenly noticed that one of the figures she’d taken for a statue was nothing of the sort. It was in fact a somewhat undersized Goliath, definitely dead and just starting to decompose. To her shock, Jarene realised that he was sporting the cranial stud pattern of the Iron Tyrants. The sheer nerve of displaying an enemy’s corpse above your own front door stunned her to the point that when the pair of Eschers acting as door guards stepped forward to confront her, she took a moment to gather herself. Thankfully, the one on the right, half her face obscured by purple locks, seemed just as shocked at someone pushing through the queue and simply gaped at her. The one on the left, however, held her hand out authoritatively.

			‘Hold it,’ she snapped. ‘What’s your big idea?’ Her head was shaved smooth, she had a keloid running from her left temple to her jaw that she’d accentuated with silver paint, and she was pretty enough to make Jarene look twice even when she had other things on her mind. Both door guards had the violet triangle painted on their foreheads, but not the corresponding one coming up from their chins. Probably not full-fledged Violet Death members, then, at least not yet.

			Jarene put dead Goliaths and the attractiveness of certain door guards out of her mind, threw her hood back, and grinned at the pair of them as their eyes widened.

			‘One of you beauties want to run and tell Scorpia that Jarene of the Wild Cats want to see her?’

			Scorpia, Mistress of Skull Marsh, Lady Reaper of the Violet Death and widely rumoured to be an Empress-damned wyrd (which would get you killed quick as spitting if any of her gang heard you repeating it) had fashioned the top floor of Life After Death into a throne room. An actual throne room, with an actual throne. Jarene was impressed, not so much at the opulence of her surroundings – although they were pretty plush – but more by the sheer arrogance on display. After a certain point you sort of had to stand back and applaud someone who was able to have that high an opinion of themselves.

			‘Jarene,’ Scorpia said. Her voice was melodic, almost hypnotic, and all the more eerie thanks to emanating from a gilt-chased face mask that bore narrow eye slits and a wide, stylised smile. All that could be seen of the woman’s own features was the faint flash of her eyes now and again, when the light caught them. ‘To what do we owe the pleasure of this visit from the dome’s newest outlaw?’

			Jarene suppressed a snort. That one sentence had told her that Scorpia was ‘uphive as skut’, as Downpipe would have put it. The Violet Death’s leader talked like a nob, but she had the accent down right too, not just the fancy sentences. Probably not Spire, but certainly a damned sight wealthier than even ­Elena’s family had been. It made Jarene wonder for a moment why she’d ended up down here. Perhaps the rumours of her being a wyrd were true after all, and she’d fled to where the Enforcers were less likely to find her. She wouldn’t have been the first.

			‘Got a problem,’ Jarene replied, looking Scorpia as close to in the eyes as she could manage with that mask getting in the way. There were half a dozen other Violet Death around, displaying varying degrees of interest in the conversation, and she was conscious of the need to hit the right balance between confident and annoyingly cocky.

			The mask tilted to one side. ‘Do tell.’

			The next sentence tore at Jarene’s throat a little, but she got it out with barely a tremor in her voice. ‘Most of my crew been wasted.’

			There were a couple of intakes of breath around her, quickly suppressed. News hadn’t reached, then.

			Scorpia’s expression was, of course, unreadable. ‘And?’

			Jarene inhaled. What she was about to do went against her pride, but it was why she’d come here in the first place. It was the only viable option left to her, Quinne and Downpipe, short of hiding in holes for the rest of their lives.

			‘Means me and the other girls need a new crew. Thought we might find one here.’

			Scorpia leaned forward on her throne, resting her chin on one gloved hand. ‘You’re outlaws. Why should we harbour outlaws? For that matter, why shouldn’t we just collect the bounty on your heads ourselves?’

			The obvious question, of course. Jarene just had to pray she had a good enough answer. ‘Our names been outlawed. We can change them. You the law hereabouts. We cover our Wild Cats tats, we take on your facepaint, take on your markings. No one going to question you. And we can be more valuable to you alive than as bounty.’

			‘You’d throw away your old loyalties, just like that?’ Scorpia asked, her tone sharpened by scorn. ‘Hardly an appealing trait.’

			‘Can’t be loyal to a dead crew,’ Jarene said bluntly, trying to ignore the images of Elena’s and Kay-Kay’s faces as they swam up in front of her. ‘Don’t serve no purpose. You tell us to kill our kin – no, we won’t do that, not unless they taking up arms against you, and they got no reason to be. But otherwise, yeah. Gotta be realistic.’

			Scorpia leaned back again. ‘And why us?’

			‘You sent Jemini to tell us we was outlawed, and the Tyrants was after us,’ Jarene said with a shrug. ‘Didn’t have to. Didn’t help us much, but no fault of yours. Plus I see you got one of theirs strung up outside. Makes me think you ain’t no friend to them. Might cross paths with them down the line, and then we get to indulge a bit of old loyalties.’ She realised that her fists were clenched and her voice had risen, and she forced herself to relax. ‘But that would be your call, not ours. Gang comes before personal, always.’

			Scorpia made a noncommittal noise behind her mask. ‘And who else survived, apart from you?’

			Jarene bit her lip. This was where she risked shopping the other two. She’d come alone to try to limit the risk, but any gang leader worth the name would want to know who they were agreeing to take on before they agreed to anything like this, if indeed they would at all. Nothing for it.

			‘Quinne, and Downpipe Sally.’

			There was another intake of breath around the room, this one less hushed. Something about Scorpia’s posture suddenly seemed to radiate attentiveness.

			‘Quinne?’ the Lady Reaper repeated, and there was no mistaking the eagerness in her voice. Jarene fought down the impulse to cross the distance between them and slug the other woman across the jaw. No one got to say her partner’s name in that tone of voice, like she was some delicacy they couldn’t wait to sample.

			‘We’ve heard a lot about Quinne,’ Scorpia continued, shifting in her seat. ‘They say she broke a Goliath’s jaw with one punch.’

			‘True,’ Jarene said, trying to keep her expression neutral. ‘Was there. Saw the skutter run off with it flopping all over the place.’

			‘And where are they now?’ Scorpia asked. ‘Your sisters-in-arms?’

			‘Quinne took a milliasaur bite,’ Jarene said. ‘Her and Downpipe getting it treated. She sick now, but she’ll be back to her old self soon, so long as the apothecaries here know their stuff.’

			Scorpia unfolded herself from her throne and walked down the steps towards Jarene. They were of a similar height and build, Jarene realised, but the other woman moved like a dancer whereas Jarene would be the first to admit her gait was utilitarian at best. She sometimes felt she had a hard enough time getting from one place to another without bashing into something, never mind trying to look good while she did it. Quinne sometimes teased her about it, and for all the fact that Jarene knew it was good-natured, she had a sudden desperate, ridiculous wish that Scorpia would refuse them. She wasn’t sure she wanted her partner to meet this graceful, powerful woman who clearly held Quinne in such high esteem, and then she felt furious guilt at the realisation that she’d assumed Quinne’s head would be turned so easily.

			Besides, this the best hope for all of us. Gang comes before personal. Always.

			Scorpia came to a halt less than three feet away from her, her mask glinting in the low light that surrounded them. She was so close that when she spoke Jarene could hear the slight huff of breath as Scorpia’s words hit the polished surface just in front of her lips.

			‘I accept your offer, Jarene, on two conditions, although I think both of them will appeal to you. The first is that Quinne makes a full recovery, so she can be as useful to us as she was to the Wild Cats.’

			Jarene nodded warily. ‘Trust me, I hoping for that too.’

			‘I’m sure,’ Scorpia purred, and Jarene checked another instinct to lash out.

			‘And the second?’

			‘The Iron Tyrants are getting far too bold, and their elimination of the Wild Cats leaves an insufficient buffer between their territory and ours,’ Scorpia said, and now her tone was business-like again. ‘I’m sure your former companions will have sold their lives dearly, and I don’t think those muscle-headed freaks should be allowed time to lick their wounds from that butcher’s bill. We need to teach our new neighbours some manners.

			‘And I know just the three fighters to lead the way.’

			‘This sucks,’ Downpipe said flatly. She was sitting hunched up in the bottom segment of a storage rack, weathercloak wrapped around her and feet pressed up against the pallets in front of her.

			‘Think you got it bad?’ Quinne complained. ‘Least you can sit down.’ She was by the transport’s door, sandwiched up against it by the same pallets that were blocking Downpipe into her alcove, and had been on her feet for the entire journey. Half the bumps in the road caused her to knock her head against the door, and the road to the abandoned foundry that now served as the Iron Tyrants’ home camp was not a smooth one.

			‘Ain’t talking about that,’ Downpipe replied, ‘though that sucks too. I meant how we being dumped in the middle of hell and expected to fight our way out.’

			‘Just an initiation,’ Jarene said. The only space for her had been on top of one of the storage racks that ran down the transport’s sides, so although she was lying down she could do little but stare at the roof, a few inches from her nose.

			‘Initiation?’ Downpipe scoffed. ‘Getting a kicking from the girls to see how tough you are, getting gassed to see what your tolerance is, killing a ripperjack with nothing except a knife – that’s an initiation. This just getting us wasted for kicks.’

			‘Those things initiate juves,’ Jarene pointed out. ‘We gangers. We supposed to be tougher. And course Scorpia gonna want to see how bad we want in. One of her girls had come to us, you been prepared to take her in, give her a place to sleep and watch her back just on her say-so? Or you gonna want to see some dedication first?’

			Downpipe grunted sourly. ‘I guess. Still think we just being thrown to the sump-spiders.’

			‘We’ve killed spiders before,’ Jarene told her, although privately she shared some of the same concerns. Scorpia’s plan to deal with the Iron Tyrants was bold and simple: the three former Wild Cats would infiltrate the Goliaths’ victory feast and set off the toxin gas grenades they’d been supplied with. In the confusion, Violet Death would then be able to eliminate whatever sentries remained, come in and kill everyone.

			Of course, that made no allowances for the safety of the three women who would have just dumped a bunch of gas grenades in the middle of the most brutal gang in the dome. That was to be expected. Scorpia had no loyalty to them – not yet, anyway – and their safety was not her concern. At the moment, they were simply weapons that needed to prove their usefulness.

			‘We come through this, we get a new home,’ Quinne said, rolling her neck. She’d been back on her feet in a matter of hours, thanks to Jomar Roze’s remedy and her own strong constitution, although Jarene still had doubts about whether her partner was completely healed. ‘Plus we get payback on those scavvy-lovers what killed our gang. Seems a fair deal to me.’

			‘If we come through it, and “if” never fed no one,’ Downpipe muttered, but she said nothing more before the transport growled to a halt. Jarene felt her pulse rate start to rise as the stark reality of what they were about to try to do set in, and her ­breathing suddenly sounded loud against the transport’s roof as the engine shut off.

			A clank of bolts broke the quiet, and the rear door scraped open to reveal the rotund shape of Elias Ambrose, who advertised himself as a supplier of fine foodstuffs and liquors. In truth, Jarene reckoned the kegs of alcohol they’d shared this transport with boasted more quantity than quality, but perhaps he was simply providing what the market wanted. No one she was aware of had ever accused Goliaths of possessing a cultured palate.

			Of course, the specific market in this case was unlikely to want three Escher gangers unleashing clouds of toxin-laced death in their midst, but among Elias Ambrose’s character traits was a fondness for certain narcotics. The Violet Death’s reach was greater than Jarene had realised, and their network of dealers kept its customers on a tightly controlled supply chain to ensure that the product could be modified at short notice. As a result, it had been surprisingly easy to lace Ambrose’s latest hit with chemicals that made him very open to suggestions delivered in a certain way, hence him risking his livelihood – and indeed life, if any of the Iron Tyrants survived tonight – by smuggling the three former Wild Cats in disguised as his employees.

			‘Come on, come on,’ Ambrose fussed breathily. Sweat was beading on his bald scalp, and he wiped it away with the sleeve of his long coat. ‘Get this drink unloaded, yes?’

			Jarene rolled off her shelf and lowered herself to the transport’s floor, the tendons in her shoulders complaining at her as she did so. Quinne had already hopped down onto the ground outside, eager to get out of the transport’s confines, and turned to start levering the pallets onto the waiting flatbed trolley that Ambrose had rolled up. Jarene picked her way past the alcohol and joined her partner, then took a quick look around at their destination.

			They’d called it the Hellforge. Jarene had always imagined it as some flaming monstrosity, lit by a red glow and belching fire and smoke from chimney stacks shaped like the daemons depicted being smited by the God-Emperor in the stained crysglass windows of the abbey. The reality was almost a disappointment, being a long, low building of grey rockcrete, stained here and there by green smears of tenacious lichen. There was no fire or smoke visible, and no substantial structural alteration. The only menacing elements were the various broken windows staring out like empty eye sockets, and the crude renditions of crossed hammers behind a metal skull nearly as tall as she was over the main entrance.

			Still, visually menacing or not, it was the stronghold of the gang who’d massacred the girls she’d run with since she’d come downhive. Fury warred with fear in her veins.

			‘Quick, quick!’ Ambrose flapped. ‘Customers are waiting, yes!’ He wandered off to the second of his three transports, waving his arms at the menials hauling out fresh-roasted sides of grox. Jarene wasn’t sure if some side effect of the narcotics meant he’d forgotten they didn’t actually work for him or if he was simply a very convincing actor, but she shrugged and helped Quinne wrestle the pallet into position. She’d normally have left him in the dirt looking for his teeth for speaking to her like that, but she had more important considerations.

			‘Remember,’ she said to the other two as Downpipe followed the alcohol out of the transport, ‘keep a low profile long as possible. Want them proper drunk first.’

			They manoeuvred the trolley around and, with Quinne pushing and Jarene and Downpipe keeping it on course, joined the little cavalcade of provisions that Elias Ambrose was ushering towards the Hellforge’s main doors. Two guards with autoguns – not Goliaths, men of indeterminate house allegiance and questionable personal hygiene – watched them approach with the casual insouciance of hired guns who knew that the reputation of the gang they were nominally protecting meant they were very unlikely to have to actually earn their pay tonight.

			‘Hold up,’ one of them drawled, raising a hand as Ambrose’s little group reached the doors.

			‘Elias Ambrose, master victualler,’ Ambrose announced himself pompously. ‘My delivery is expected, yes!’

			‘Yeah, we know,’ the guard said. ‘But we got our instructions, see? Can’t just let you in.’ He hammered on the door behind him with the stock of his gun, causing a hollow booming that rang out like the tolling of a cursed bell. Jarene tried not to jump at the noise. Her nerves were on edge enough as it was, without that fool’s antics.

			Then one of the doors swung open and every anxiety reflex in her body sprang into an even higher gear as a huge shape emerged.

			This man was undoubtedly a Goliath. He was over seven feet tall and at least twice as broad as the guards on the door, who suddenly looked like children in comparison. Slabs of thick muscle rippled as he moved, the product of genetech enhancements and, undoubtedly, hard physical labour. His biceps were bigger than her head. His thighs were thicker than her waist. He wore a sheet of red-painted metal across his chest as crude armour, with another smaller one on his right shoulder as some sort of pauldron and a third protecting his left thigh. He looked like he could have hammered them into shape with his fists. And, screwed directly into his skull, were studs in the distinctive pattern of the Iron Tyrants.

			‘Man is the food man?’ he rumbled, pointing at Ambrose. Jarene’s chest tightened. There was something about the timbre of his voice, the basso pitch of it, that made her want to reach for a weapon and check her girls were behind her. Her shotgun hung strapped to her back, between the belts of tox grenades, incriminatingly close and yet alarmingly out of easy reach.

			‘Yes, sir!’ Ambrose squeaked, doing his best to appear unintimidated and failing miserably.

			‘Try some,’ the Goliath said, gesturing at the trolleys. Ambrose frowned, his sweating notably increasing.

			‘I… I beg your pardon?’

			The Goliath frowned back, apparently confused. He raised his voice.

			‘Try. Some.’

			‘No, no, I mean–!’ Ambrose hastily corrected himself as the Goliath’s frown deepened and he opened his mouth again. ‘I mean, yes, of course, I heard you, and I will! But… why?’

			The Goliath nodded, as though he now understood Ambrose’s hesitation. ‘Food man might have poisoned it. King Viktor said so. So food man should try some first. King Viktor said that too. King Victor said Brattar should choose because food man might have not poisoned some in case Iron Tyrants made food man try it, and if food man knew what it was then food man could choose that.’ He didn’t wait for a reply, instead walking forward and drawing a knife with a blade as long as Jarene’s forearm, which in his hand looked little more than a toy. He hummed briefly for a moment as if deciding, then pulled back the heatproof silver sheet that covered one of the sides of steaming roast grox and carved a chunk of meat off. He turned and shoved it at Ambrose.

			‘Eat.’

			Ambrose took it from him without hesitation and bit down, chewing and swallowing with every sign of enjoyment. Jarene couldn’t blame him; it actually smelt delicious.

			‘Hngh.’ The Goliath grunted in what appeared to be satisfaction, then turned to their trolley. ‘Move.’

			For one second, as the monstrous gene-jacked behemoth towered over her, Jarene forgot where she was and what she was supposed to be doing. Her ­battle instincts, ingrained from years of survival, were screaming at her to pull Spitter from its hip holster and burn a superheated hole right through this giant man who was far closer to her than any man ever had a right to be. The trouble was, those instincts were running headlong into the rational part of her brain yelling about keeping the pretence up, not blowing their cover and doing whatever in the sump the Goliath said, like the good little employee of Elias Ambrose she was supposed to be.

			She froze, caught in a momentary agony of indecision.

			‘Brattar said move,’ the Goliath repeated testily. He reached out, not aggressively as such, but simply to get her out of the way so he could get to the alcohol behind her and make Ambrose drink some.

			His fingers closed around her shoulder.

			‘Get your hands off her!’

			Quinne lunged around the trolley and past Jarene, bringing her fist around in an inexorable arc that terminated on the Goliath’s massive jaw. There was an audible crack and the Goliath stumbled backwards, hands flying to his face. The confusion and bewilderment at being attacked so unexpectedly was now rapidly being replaced on his oversized features with pain and rage. Jarene’s guts turned to water. Everything had just been ruined…

			Downpipe stepped forwards and placed both her laspistols underneath the Goliath’s chin, the tips of the barrels digging into the meat of his neck, then pulled the triggers. Twin bolts of super-focused light stabbed up into his skull, burning through bone, tendon and brain matter on their way. The huge man staggered back half a step, braindead but still standing for the moment.

			Downpipe kicked him over backwards, then levelled her pistols at the stunned door guards revealed again by his falling shape. Their weapons hadn’t even cleared their holsters before she’d shot them both dead, a las-bolt through each of their foreheads.

			‘Guess we doing this the hard way, then,’ Downpipe commented absently. ‘Ladies. Shall we?’

			For a moment, Jarene wanted to turn and run, following Elias Ambrose and the rest of his people who’d immediately decided this was no longer a healthy place to be. She wanted to find the deepest, darkest hole she could and hide there. But that wouldn’t work. This was their only chance now; they’d set their course and they had to stick to it, unless they wanted the Violet Death on their heels as well as everyone else.

			‘We still gotta buy time,’ she said, trying to master her voice, thinking quickly. ‘We go in guns blazing, we gonna die before Scorpia’s girls can even get to us.’

			‘Don’t think the old plan gonna work,’ Quinne pointed out, nursing her hand ruefully.

			‘So we make a new plan,’ Jarene snapped. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be many options. ‘Right, so what if we just walk in?’

			‘You said guns blazing would get us killed straight off,’ Downpipe pointed out. ‘But we best do something quick.’ She gestured at the door of the Hellforge, which had swung shut again after Brattar had come out. ‘Guess they didn’t hear my shots, but they soon gonna be wondering why their boy ain’t come back.’

			‘Not talking about guns blazing,’ Jarene replied, wondering if this was actually the worst idea in the history of bad ideas. ‘Goliaths don’t expect people to just front up to them, except other Goliaths. What if…?’

			The interior of the Hellforge didn’t look to have changed that much since it had been a working foundry. The ceiling was a web of girders in which only half of the original lights still worked, and it looked a little as though some monstrous metallic spider with a very orderly mind had made its home there. Two lines of plasteel pillars supported the ceiling, and the huge cylinder at the far end must have been the kiln where ore was smelted, judging by the runnels that fed down from it to two long workbenches that ran the length of the building. It was one big, open space, littered here and there with looming machines of unclear purpose, save for an internal wall at the far end that enclosed what might once have been the supervisor’s office and now, judging by the scrawled glyphs and gaudy ostentation affixed, could well be King Viktor’s private quarters.

			Sitting in the middle of the Hellforge, around a semi­circle of metal that had been chopped and welded into a feasting platform, were the Iron Tyrants.

			Jarene saw seven seated Goliaths as she, Quinne and Downpipe crossed the threshold and walked towards them. Quinne was in the middle of their trio, a barrel of Ambrose’s alcohol balanced on one shoulder, with Downpipe on her right and Jarene on her left. All three of them were still wrapped up in their weathercloaks as best they could be, the better to hide their deadly cargos. They each had their respirators on, though, for all that it might look suspicious – there was no point detonating a poisonous gas cloud only to be its first victim, at least not if you had any hope of making it out alive.

			Jarene hadn’t recognised the juve who’d been slowly decomposing outside Life After Death, and the one they’d killed at the door had identified himself as Brattar, a name she’d heard but hadn’t known much about. She took quick stock of the remaining Goliaths she could see, and her heart leapt as she caught sight of another huge body laid out on the floor. This looked to be as much a wake as a victory feast, and she felt a fierce pride at the thought that her old sisters had taken that monster down. But as for the ones who were still breathing…

			There was Kaller, his power hammer disconcertingly close to hand. Next to him was his sister Kovra, nicknamed ‘The Ripper’, who habitually carried one of the two-handed, serrated axes the Goliaths called ‘renderizers’. On her left was another man Jarene didn’t know, who was exchanging bellowing, laughing insults with a male juve on the other side of the ring. On the juve’s left was Strangling Jak, who looked to have been badly shredded by a frag grenade – probably the one Jarene had heard detonated in the Gallery as the Wild Cats had got desperate – and on his right was ‘Tiny’ Sejj, who’d got her name through being barely taller than Quinne, although she must have been at least twice as heavy.

			And sitting in the middle of them all, huge arms crossed and a foot-tall metal crest running back along the crown of his skull, was King Viktor.

			He was immense. Jarene had never seen a Space Marine in real life, but back when she was a kid she’d seen some holos of the Imperial Fists when they’d visited Necromunda looking to recruit, and had marvelled at the immense size of those trans­human warriors. She’d wanted to be one so badly, and it had been one of the worst days of her young life when she’d found out that only male youths were accepted as Space Marine novitiates. Looking at King Viktor, it was easy to believe that one of them could have shucked off his armour and descended into the depths of Hive Primus to set himself up as some warlike potentate.

			She told herself sternly that such thoughts weren’t going to help. What they were about to try was going to be risky enough without her getting into her head that the Goliaths’ leader was one of those godlike warriors. He was just another gene-jacked meathead, big and strong but completely mortal. His lackey at the door hadn’t been much smaller, after all, and he’d died easy enough with two las-bolts through his brain.

			‘That’s not enough drink!’ Sejj roared, catching sight of Quinne and her single barrel. ‘What’s going on?’

			Seven pairs of Goliath eyes locked onto them, and Jarene felt their weight like an almost physical pressure. However, she, Quinne and Downpipe kept walking forwards. That was their plan.

			Their really stupid plan, thrown together at the last minute because Jarene had frozen, and Quinne couldn’t bear to see her partner grabbed by someone else.

			‘What’s this, something special?’ Kaller rumbled. They were nearly level with him now. ‘There’s going to be more, right?’

			‘Is that for all of the Tyrants?’ the juve piped up incredulously.

			‘And where’s the food?’ Strangling Jak rasped. He wasn’t so named because he regularly choked others to death, although Jarene was sure that he had, but because an old throat injury had left him sounding like he was permanently on the verge of dying himself.

			‘Ambrose is just being a show off,’ Kovra said, her deep voice as smooth as honeyed wildsnake, despite the derision in it. Jarene scowled behind her mask. It wasn’t fair that a woman she was about to try to kill should sound like that. They had now passed into the metal semicircle. It was actually working! The Iron Tyrants simply couldn’t comprehend that three people might walk into their midst with bad intentions in their own home.

			‘Showing off be damned, Jak wants his food!’ Jak shouted, or as close to shouting as he could come. ‘And where’s Brattar?’

			King Viktor stood and held up a massive hand.

			‘STOP!’

			His shout was like the detonation of a cannon shell; like the bone-grating rumble that marked the first tremor of a hive quake. Jarene, Quinne and Downpipe lurched to a halt without intending to, momentarily stunned by the sheer power and authority of it.

			‘Who are women in cloaks?’ Viktor demanded. ‘Where is Ambrose, and where is Brattar?’

			Quinne stooped to place her barrel on the ground, lengthways, then shoved it with her boot. It rolled across the foundry’s floor with a metallic grinding noise and came to rest near Viktor’s feet. He didn’t look down at it.

			‘King Viktor said,’ the Goliath leader repeated with increasing menace, ‘who are women in cloaks?’

			Nothing for it.

			Jarene threw her weathercloak off, her action mirrored a split second later by the other two, and each of them held up two belts of poison gas grenades, the blinking red lights on them indicating their armed status.

			‘Surprise, skutbrains!’ Jarene yelled. She saw the adult male whose name she didn’t know reach for a weapon. ‘Ah.’ She jerked a belt of grenades threateningly and he froze, eyes fixed on them.

			‘Women who were in cloaks are other Wild Cats,’ King Viktor said slowly, his brows lowering. He didn’t look scared, just angry. ‘Jarene, Quinne and Downpipe Sally. King Viktor remembers the names. They weren’t with the rest of their gang.’

			‘Anyone goes for a gun, they won’t be breathing proper!’ Jarene shouted. Now it was just a case of how long they could stall for.

			‘Why did Jarene come here?’ King Viktor demanded.

			Jarene locked eyes with him and hoped to the God-Empress that Quinne and Downpipe would keep an eye on the rest. ‘Why’d you set us up, Viktor?’

			King Viktor’s face screwed up. ‘Jarene makes no sense. Tyrants didn’t set Wild Cats up, Tyrants just collected the bounty. If Jarene didn’t want to be outlawed, Wild Cats shouldn’t have killed a Guilder.’

			‘You set us up,’ Jarene snarled. ‘You got Breen to tell us about the caravan but not tell us about the Guilder, and then you killed her.’

			King Viktor looked honestly puzzled, his massive brow wrinkling.

			Then he started laughing.

			‘What?’ Jarene demanded furiously as the enormous man guffawed so hard he nearly bent double. Her pulse was through the roof, she was shaking so hard she could barely hold onto the grenades, and this musclebound oaf was laughing at her? ‘Why you laughing, you scavvy-loving skutbrain?’

			‘Jarene has been played,’ King Viktor wheezed, his mirth apparently so great he was no longer concerned about the imminent threat of poisoned death. ‘King Viktor has never heard of Breen.’

			‘So how come you knew we was outlawed as soon as it happened?’ Jarene demanded. This was buying time, certainly, but she was angry and confused all at the same time now. ‘How come you knew which way the girls were going?’

			‘Because Scorpia told King Viktor,’ the Goliath leader chuckled, wiping an eye with a massive finger.

			Everything went cold. Jarene’s knees were water. Her spine was ice.

			‘What?’

			‘Violet Death killed Young Zyle in Kal’s Town,’ King Viktor said, his face clouding over at the memory. ‘Young Zyle was only a juve, but Young Zyle was still an Iron Tyrant. Iron Tyrants were going to kill Violet Death as revenge, but Scorpia sent a message. Apologies, Scorpia said. Accident, Scorpia said. Let Violet Death make it up to Iron Tyrants, Scorpia said. Wild Cats will soon be outlawed. Violet Death can make Wild Cats run towards Cliff Town. Iron Tyrants will know first, can cut Wild Cats off and collect the bounty, all the bounty. Violet Death will move in on Bad Ford.’ He shrugged. ‘Bad Ford is too far from Hellforge to be worth Iron Tyrants’ time. Violet Death can have it.’

			‘Oh skut…’ Downpipe hissed.

			‘But Breen was… Wait.’ A horrible suspicion crystallised in Jarene’s brain. ‘Young Zyle… He had a stub gun?’

			Viktor’s eyes narrowed. ‘How does Jarene know that?’

			Because Breen was killed by a Goliath stub gun, Jarene thought, cursing herself, but that doesn’t mean it was a Goliath what pulled the trigger. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

			Violet Death had been faced with the wrath of the Iron Tyrants coming down on them and had bought their way out using Breen’s rep and a captured Goliath stubber. The ease with which Scorpia’s girls had influenced Elias Ambrose left Jarene with little doubt they could have got to Breen in the same way. Maybe they’d always been her dealers, maybe they’d forcefully got her addicted to leave her as their pawn. It didn’t really matter.

			The only question now was whether Violet Death had ever intended to follow the three Wild Cats girls into the Hellforge at all, or whether they were already back in Skull Marsh and laughing.

			‘So is that it?’ Jarene demanded, trying to control her voice. ‘Is our sisters’ bounty enough to pay off Young Zyle’s life?’

			‘Of course not,’ King Viktor said with a snort. ‘Violet Death will still pay, once Iron Tyrants have healed. Wild Cats fought well. But with Violet Death spread over two bases, Violet Death will be easier pickings.’

			He abruptly grinned at her, showing nearly as many metal teeth as natural ones, and reached down to hoist the barrel of drink off the floor with one hand, as easily as Jarene would pick up a mug. ‘Wild Cats’ skinny arms must be tired holding those grenades. Why don’t Wild Cats put them down?’

			King Viktor wasn’t stupid. For all that Goliaths were notorious for prizing brawn over brains, it wasn’t that they didn’t understand complexity. They just regarded it as weakness, and so they expected it from other houses while scorning it themselves. Asking the Eschers to put their grenades down, then shooting them as soon as they’d done so, was about as cunning as Viktor was going to get. If they didn’t do it then he’d get his gang to shoot them anyway, and damn the consequences.

			Viktor thought they were bluffing. He’d expect complexity from them. He wouldn’t count on them following through with such a bold, self-destructive threat, or he’d have shot them already.

			‘Twist or stick?’ Downpipe muttered tensely. It was a reference to snapper, a game the girls had sometimes played using Kay-Kay’s tarot deck when she hadn’t been watching. The dealer asked the question to see whether you wanted to keep the hand you had, or draw a new card and risk going bust.

			‘Twist,’ Jarene replied, and the three surviving Wild Cats threw their grenades at the floor.

			Noxious, green-white clouds billowed up instantly as the delicate plascrys panes in each orb shattered and the highly compressed contents vomited outwards, at least partially hiding the Eschers from view. Jarene tugged on her shotgun’s strap, brought it around off her back and into her hand, and fired at where she knew King Viktor had been a moment before.

			She’d chambered an inferno round before she’d even entered the Hellforge. The incendiary shell ripped through the metal of the keg and hit the alcohol within – the strong, crude alcohol that was probably powerful enough to stun anyone without a Goliath’s constitution and sheer physical mass after a mere couple of swallows.

			The entire thing exploded in a flower of yellow flame and a hail of metal shards. Jarene felt one shard tear a gash in her temple and another bury itself agonisingly in her right shoulder, while several more pattered more or less harmlessly off her flak vest. She grabbed the sliver of metal in her arm and pulled it out, loosing a trickle of blood in its wake, then dropped to one knee and took quick stock of their situation.

			The gas grenades had largely finished venting their contents, but the atmosphere they’d thrown out was thick and choking – literally, judging by the hacking coughs she could hear coming from the Iron Tyrants – and in here there weren’t even the faint air movements of ventilation fans to disperse the cloud. The Goliaths knew broadly where they were, but probably couldn’t see them clearly enough to take anything other than wild shots. Which was fine until someone decided to lob a frag grenade into the smoke…

			Downpipe raised her laspistols and opened fire, sending bolt after bolt outwards. Bolt after bolt of bright, searing light, all emanating from the same place within the cloud.

			She might as well have lit a flare and waved it over her head.

			‘No!’ Jarene shouted, scrambling to her feet to tackle Sally down, but she was too late. There was a thunderous bang, a bright muzzle flash off to Jarene’s left, and Downpipe Sally was knocked backwards to the floor. Jarene threw herself down again beside her, but she was greeted by the sight of broken white ribs peeking through the mangled flesh of the other woman’s chest. The stub cannon had blown a hole right through her, taking out her heart, most of her lungs and part of her spine on the way, and spreading a shower of bloody viscera over the floor behind her. Downpipe’s eyes widened momentarily in agonised horror as they locked onto Jarene’s face, and her lips moved for a moment, but she had no breath to form words. Then she went slack and still, and her eyes lost focus.

			Jarene swore, trying to fight off the claws of guilt that pierced her guts. She’d known this was going to be dangerous, a last-gasp attempt to save themselves, but that didn’t lessen the sting that it had been her decisions, her failures that had caused this.

			A massive, dark blur vaulted over the metal bulk of the feasting tables and landed a few feet away, huge boots planted on the rockcrete of the floor. Jarene looked up to see a respirator cast in the shape of a snarling, fang-filled maw and, rather closer and more concerning, the shape of Kovra’s renderizer. It looked like at least some of the Iron Tyrants had breathing protection close to hand.

			Jarene frantically racked a new shell and raised her shotgun, but a sweep of the renderizer’s haft tore the weapon from her grasp and the strap from around her shoulders, sending the gun skittering across the floor. Kovra stepped forward, screaming in rage, and brought the renderizer down in a two-handed swing.

			Quinne’s power sword crackled into life in the gas beside them and suddenly Jarene’s partner was there to intercept the blow, slicing clean through the haft and sending the massive serrated axehead spinning off into the smoke. The momentum of Kovra’s swing continued, and the decapitated shaft struck the rockcrete near Jarene’s feet, sending up a shower of sparks. The Goliath woman bellowed in fury and rounded on Quinne, who swung her powerblade at her enemy at neck height.

			Kovra almost casually caught Quinne’s wrist in her left hand and brought the haft of her axe up with her right. It smashed into Quinne’s elbow, splintering bone and bending her arm entirely the wrong way.

			Quinne screamed in agony. Kovra dropped her axe handle, grabbed Quinne by the throat and whirled on the spot to hurl her bodily over the feasting table and out of Jarene’s sight. Then she turned back to Jarene, massive fingers extended like claws, looking to crush and break.

			Jarene managed to fumble Spitter from its holster, levelled it at Kovra and squeezed the trigger. There was a roaring hiss, a pulse of light like a small sun, and Kovra’s body crumpled to the floor with only a smoking ruin where her head used to be.

			‘Quinne!’ Jarene yelled, peering through the gas clouds, not caring that she was broadcasting her location to any of the other Iron Tyrants who could breathe. Losing the girls had been bad enough, a festering emotional gut wound that would need time to heal should she make it out alive. Losing Downpipe on top of that was a knife of ice into her heart.

			Losing Quinne would be no better than having her heart torn out.

			There was another boom of a stub cannon off to her right, and she threw herself flat instinctively, even though the shot had already whistled past. Of course, Spitter’s blast had been even more obvious than Downpipe’s laspistol shots. She looked around desperately for her shotgun. She needed something she could kill with from a distance, something a bit more reliable than a plasma pistol…

			‘Stop shooting blind!’ someone roared, and Jarene recognised the deep voice of King Viktor. She’d hoped the exploding keg would have taken him out – no such luck, it seemed.

			‘Tyrants will hit each other,’ Viktor continued, his words punctuated by a cough. Perhaps the gas was having some effect, after all. ‘Surround the gas, go in, tear the Wild Cats apart.’

			‘Farruk has one!’ a different voice shouted from Jarene’s left. ‘The biggest one!’

			He’d got Quinne. Jarene boiled to her feet, one hand clawing for the stiletto knife at the small of her back. She had no time to look for her shotgun.

			The Hellforge was suddenly filled with the sound of gunfire, not the deep, booming bark of stub cannons but the higher-pitched chatter of autoguns and the snap-hisses of las-fire. Keening war cries rang out, contrasting with the angry basso shouts that replied as the Iron Tyrants responded to this new threat.

			The Violet Death had come to the party after all.

			Jarene sprang over the feasting table, landed lightly on the other side and headed in the direction of Farruk’s voice, crouching low. A roar off to her left brought her whirling around, but the indistinct shape of Kaller wielding his massive crackling hammer was charging off in another direction, presumably towards members of Scorpia’s gang. Gunfire intensified and his bellowing took on an agonised edge, but the fizzing whump of a blunt, powered weapon striking flesh reached her ears too. He’d found enemies, by the sound of it. She hoped they’d keep him occupied.

			She turned again, and found herself confronted by the adult male Tyrant whose name she hadn’t known. He had a huge axe in one hand and a massive wrench in the other, and one boot was placed squarely on the back of Quinne, pinning her to the floor. Quinne was desperately clawing for her power sword with her left hand, but it had fallen from her ruined right arm and she couldn’t reach it. The Goliath raised his axe, then looked up and saw Jarene.

			‘Farruk has another!’ he shouted. He stamped on Quinne, causing her to cry out, then advanced towards Jarene with both weapons whirling. It was a complicated defensive pattern that simply shouldn’t have been possible with two weapons that big. Any attempt Jarene might have made to get at him with her knife would see her bludgeoned or cleaved into oblivion.

			She raised Spitter and pulled the trigger.

			Nothing happened except a rapidly rising whine.

			An inexperienced ganger might have looked at their weapon in consternation. Jarene knew better. She tossed the pistol at the oncoming Farruk and ducked, covering her head with her arms.

			Farruk barely needed to adjust his swings at all. His wrench flashed up to knock the improvised projectile aside, moments before he would bring his axe down on Jarene and turn her into so much gently cooling meat.

			Spitter, on the verge of a catastrophic overload in any case, exploded the moment Farruk’s wrench hit it. A roiling ball of semi-liquid fire ignited and turned Farruk into a human torch that screamed briefly and staggered a few steps before slumping to the floor in a steaming heap, his weapons now glowing a dull red from the intense heat they’d just been subjected to.

			Jarene paid him no more mind. She sprinted past him to where Quinne lay. ‘Quinne! Are you…?’ She hesitated. Are you all right? No, Jay, no I’m skutting not. ‘Can you move?’

			Quinne levered herself up on her left arm, coughing weakly, although her respirator was still in place so maybe that was just because she’d been winded by Farruk’s stomp rather than the gas getting to her. She looked up at Jarene and her face shifted. Jarene couldn’t see her partner’s mouth, but she knew Quinne’s eyes well enough to tell she was smiling.

			‘You… worry too much… Jay.’

			Jarene let out a laugh that was at least half sob. Quinne would joke until she was on the verge of death, but at least it meant that death hadn’t claimed her yet. That was something she had to hold on to–

			‘Jay, look out!’

			Jarene threw herself flat on instinct. Something tore by overhead and ricocheted off the wall, yards away, and she rolled up to her feet to meet this new threat with Quinne’s dropped power sword in her hand.

			King Viktor, bleeding and burned and visibly furious, was aiming a rivet cannon at her. The huge device was designed to drive rivets into thick sheets of metal and must have weighed near as much as a regular human, but Goliath gangs often repurposed them into brutal short-ranged firearms and King Viktor wielded it as casually as Jarene would her shotgun. He grunted and flicked a switch, and vents in the side of the weapon began to glow with heat. The next bolt he fired would be red-hot, and there was no way Jarene could reach him before he pressed the firing stud.

			She squared up to him, putting as much of herself as she could between him and Quinne.

			Something silvery flashed out of the gas-occluded gloom behind King Viktor and wrapped itself around his neck. The Goliath reached up to it but the shock whip activated, just as one very much like it had on Yanai Jacques’ throat, starting this whole miserable spiral of events off.

			However, King Viktor was no soft, pampered Merchant Guilder. He was a Goliath gang leader, and while that certainly required at least some brains, no Goliath would follow someone who couldn’t kick their arse if he needed to. King Viktor went down to one knee as the shockblast coursed through him, but only for a moment. Then he surged back to his feet, wrenching the shock whip free from his attacker’s hands using the sheer raw power of his shoulders and neck muscles. Its owner stumbled into view, metal mask glinting in the light.

			Scorpia.

			King Viktor brought his rivet cannon up. Scorpia raised her power sword as though to somehow ward off the shot, her other hand clawing for the plasma pistol holstered at her belt.

			Jarene sprang forwards and rammed Quinne’s power sword through the Goliath’s massive chest from behind. The crackling blade sheared through layers of taut muscle and heavy bone as though they were the consistency of thick mud. The breastplate provided momentary resistance, but then the point thrust through that as well and emerged from Viktor’s chest, the power field already drying his blood on the blade and sending it drifting towards the floor as tiny flakes of dark red ash.

			King Viktor made a confused, hiccupping sound, as though he couldn’t quite understand what was going on. Jarene felt him shudder, saw his huge muscles tense. Even transfixed by a power sword with his internal organs being slowly cooked, he wasn’t dead yet.

			She wrenched the blade, twisted it, pulled it out and down. It re-emerged through his ribcage, accompanied by a flood of blood. Now King Viktor started to crumple, his legs no longer supporting his weight. The rivet cannon fell from his hands and clattered to the floor, still glowing with heat and ready to discharge.

			Scorpia approached at a run, a quick three-step charge, and sheared the top of Viktor’s head clean off.

			The huge Goliath fell bonelessly, nearly hitting Jarene on the way down. Scorpia huffed out a breath in what sounded like relief and picked up the hilt of her shock whip, uncoiling it from Viktor’s neck. She looked up at Jarene and their eyes met.

			Jarene wasn’t quick enough to blank her expression. If she’d had any doubt about Scorpia’s deceit, had held onto any notion that King Viktor might have been lying to her, it disappeared when Scorpia’s eyes narrowed behind her mask. Jarene knew, and now Scorpia knew that she knew. Of course, Scorpia had to have known that even if everything had gone to plan, even if the Wild Cats had infiltrated as servers and just waited until the Iron Tyrants had got drunk to let off the gas grenades instead of challenging King Viktor directly, there was a possibility they would have overheard incriminating conversations from intoxicated Goliaths.

			Which probably explained why, instead of waiting to see what Jarene said and then trying to assuage her concerns or dissemble, Scorpia immediately attacked.

			Jarene backed away, parrying a swing of her enemy’s­ power sword and ducking a cracking sweep of the shock whip. Scorpia’s whip gave her the advantage at range, and if Jarene backed off too far Scorpia would have time to draw her plasma pistol. Her only option was to get in close, so close the whip was more an encumbrance than an advantage, and hope she was a good enough swordswoman to make an opening for her stiletto knife.

			‘Leave her alone!’ That was Quinne, crawling one-armed towards them as though she could help. Scorpia’s answering laugh was mocking, made even hollower by the mask in front of her mouth. Why didn’t she need a respirator? The Violet Death must have been dosed up on antidote to whatever the poison in the gas was before they ever came here. Another advantage Scorpia had: if Jarene lost her respirator, she’d undoubtedly be hacking up blood in no time.

			Jarene bit down on her lip. She lunged in, aiming for Scorpia’s chest with the tip of Quinne’s power sword, her stiletto knife held low in her off-hand ready to plunge up into her opponent’s ribs if the blow was parried.

			Scorpia just side-stepped, lashworm-quick, and buried her boot into Jarene’s gut.

			The world flashed as Jarene’s lungs suddenly emptied of oxygen. She tried to turn to follow her enemy but something wrapped around her right arm, the arm she held Quinne’s power sword in, and then everything turned to silver agony as Scorpia activated her shock whip again.

			Every muscle clenched. Her bones were on fire. Her teeth ignited. Her spine was the centre of her universe, and her universe was pain.

			Then she was face down on the floor, drooling into her respirator and feeling like she’d been kicked by the entire Iron Tyrants gang for five minutes. Only her right arm was giving off any other signals, and that was the hot, stinging pain of a flash-burn where the whip was wrapped around it.

			‘Shame, really,’ Scorpia was saying. Jarene heard a rattle as her stiletto knife was kicked away. She tried to hold onto Quinne’s powerblade, but her muscles felt like sump goo. Scorpia’s boots crossed the floor in front of her eyes and then her sword was kicked loose as well.

			‘I’d honestly intended to let you join us,’ Scorpia continued, stepping back. ‘A pity your girl got so badly broken up. You’re useless to me now. But I suppose I’d better make it look like Viktor did for you. Only Jemini knows the truth about our little scheme, after all. Some of the girls might take it the wrong way.’ She sucked her breath in mock sympathy. ‘It’s probably going to hurt, I’m afraid. Viktor wouldn’t have been one for finesse.’

			‘Hey… ugly!’

			As insults went, it wasn’t a great one. But it was spat with tangible hatred, through audible pain, and it came from Quinne. Jarene raised her head, wondering why the hell she hadn’t tried to get away.

			It turned out that Quinne hadn’t exactly been crawling towards Jarene and Scorpia when they’d been fighting, after all. She’d actually been crawling towards King Viktor’s corpse, and although she was still prone, her hand was now on the firing stud of his rivet cannon. His rivet cannon that was still primed to shoot, still glowing red with heat, and which Quinne had turned to point at the leader of the Violet Death.

			Quinne pressed the button.

			The red-hot bolt skimmed over the floor and smashed through both of Scorpia’s ankles.

			Scorpia collapsed with a scream and writhed like someone in the last stages of milliasaur shock. She kicked and bucked, reaching down to where her legs had been so abruptly truncated, her screaming all the more disconcerting due to it emanating from the blankly smiling features of her mask.

			‘Jay!’

			Quinne slid something across the floor. It was her stiletto knife, the twin of the one that Jarene had carried. Quinne had bought the pair and given Jarene one before they’d kissed for the first time. Jarene had told her she had a really strange idea of romance, and Quinne had laughed at her.

			Jarene grabbed the knife as it came to a rest in front of her and forced herself up onto her knees. Her body still protested, but the effects of the shock whip were starting to wear off and she had business to finish.

			She reached out and grabbed Scorpia’s thrashing head to hold it still for a moment, then drove the knife through one of the mask’s eyeholes.

			Scorpia’s screams and frenzied movements came to an immediate end. Jarene stared down at her, the woman who’d ruined her and Quinne’s lives and effectively ended those of the rest of the Wild Cats. There wasn’t any sense of satisfaction, of vengeance achieved. There was just an ache inside for what had been lost.

			She withdrew the knife. Then, grunting with the effort, she tugged Scorpia’s mask off.

			The leader of the Violet Death would have been quite pretty, if it weren’t for the gaping bloody wound where her left eye should be. She bore no obvious disfigurement, no mutant mark that might have confirmed the rumours of her wyrd powers. Jarene had no idea why she’d chosen to wear a mask all the time. Perhaps it was just her way of constructing her own myth. An attempt to present herself as something more, something beyond a regular human. Something unknowable and untouchable.

			‘Didn’t work, did it?’ Jarene grunted at her. She gritted her teeth and unwound the shock whip from her arm, wincing and whimpering as she pulled it free of the burned flesh. Then she grabbed Scorpia’s arm, got to her feet and dragged the body over to King Viktor’s corpse. Quinne was sitting up, her face a mask of pain as she tried to cradle her shattered arm to her chest.

			‘What do we do now?’ Quinne whispered. She looked younger than she had in years, like an oversized girl staring up at Jarene, looking for guidance.

			Jarene looked around. The gas was slowly thinning now. The sounds of battle had pretty much stopped. She could hear voices, Escher voices, calling back and forth. It sounded like the Iron Tyrants had finally been taken down. She looked back at Quinne.

			‘We improvise.’

			When the eight members of Violet Death who were still on their feet found them, Jarene was sitting on the bodies of King Viktor and Scorpia, with Scorpia’s plasma pistol in one hand and her mask dangling from the fingers of the other, and Quinne propped up beside her.

			‘You,’ Jarene said, bringing the gun up to point at Jemini. ‘You wanna tell everyone the real reason my gang got outlawed?’

			Jemini looked from Jarene to the gun in her hand, to the bodies she was sitting on, to Quinne’s glare that was near enough able to maim in its own right. She swallowed.

			‘Scorpia set you up. She used that contact, Breen, in Stan’s Hole, to feed you false info.’

			A mutter passed through the other gangers. Jarene gestured with the pistol for Jemini to continue.

			‘And what happened to Breen?’

			‘I shot her in the head with the stub gun we took from that Goliath what Kaia killed in Kal’s Town, so if you traced anything it’d lead back to the Tyrants.’

			‘You…’ Quinne growled, then broke off, as though no words would do her feelings justice.

			‘The hell were you thinking?’ one of the other gangers demanded, rounding on Jemini.

			‘The boss told me to!’ Jemini snapped back at her. ‘Everyone knew she were a wyrd! I weren’t gonna say no.’

			‘Wyrd or not, didn’t help her,’ Jarene said, standing up. ‘These two pieces of skut I just been sitting on killed all the girls I ran with save one. They both got what they deserved. But way I see it, we all got a problem now.

			‘My problem is me and Quinne are still outlaws. Your problem is you lacking a leader, and the Tyrants took a chunk out of you before they died.’

			‘You got a suggestion, then?’ one of the girls spoke up. ‘Cos the way I see it, you got about ten seconds to tell us why we shouldn’t be wasting you.’

			Jarene smirked and held up Scorpia’s mask. She concentrated, focusing on the woman’s speaking voice, on her memories of how Elena had talked before they’d come downhive, on the accents she’d fleetingly overheard from toffs when she’d been a child.

			‘Because, my dear, I can talk the talk.’ She pulled Scorpia’s mask down over her face. She’d cleaned the blood off it first.

			‘I’m about the same size as Scorpia, and I can sound like her. So far as any of your enemies will know, she’s still alive. That means whatever reputation she has will stay intact, which means the Violet Death’s reputation will stay intact. I disappear, Quinne rests up until she’s healed and then, well, she’ll need to think of a new name and we discourage anyone who brings up any resemblance she might have to that other woman from a different gang.’

			She pointed her pistol at Jemini again and relaxed her accent. ‘You. Let you off this time, because you was doing what your boss told you, and you was scared of her. You cross me again, you so much as look at me wrong, and I skin you. We clear?’

			Jemini nodded nervously. ‘We clear.’

			‘Good.’ Jarene lowered the gun and looked around at the other gangers. The mask was useful for one thing: it made it easier to hide when she was so nervous she felt like she was about to throw up. ‘What you saying, girls? I already killed three Goliaths and an Escher wyrd today.’ She still had no idea if that rumour about Scorpia had been true, but it sounded more impressive. ‘You gonna make me kill anyone else? Or we gonna help each other out?’

			The Violet Death looked at each other, exchanging glances. Jarene watched their wordless communication as they read each other’s expressions and mannerisms. It was the close bond of a group of women who relied on each other, and it was something she suddenly realised she would miss intensely if she had to walk away from it, even if she still had Quinne. She could never bring the Wild Cats back, but perhaps someone else could take their place, in time.

			The gang looked to have reached a consensus. The tallest of them, a dark-skinned woman with a wave of white-bleached hair cascading down one side of her head and the other half of her scalp shaved, with so many facial piercings she almost looked to be more metal than girl, nodded slowly.

			‘All right, boss. What’s the plan?’

			Jarene let her breath out in a sigh of relief she hoped no one could hear. ‘First, a few of us gonna need a doc. So happens that me and Quinne know a good one…’

			This might not be the best life in the galaxy, or even Hive Primus. It might not technically even be her life, anymore. But maybe – just maybe – she’d found a way to keep on making it the best life it could be.

			That was about all anyone could hope for, down here.
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			The Wrathful Song hung inert in the twisted void that existed both within and beyond reality. The malignant and unpredictable tides of the Eye had consumed the vessel for the briefest of moments, an instant swallowed by a roiling wave of colours that were not colours. Within that moment its light, seen by all the covens of sorcerers and psychic choirs in thrall to the warband, was extinguished. The Wrathful Song emerged a changed thing: a pitted and dark shape like a corroded blade wreathed in clotted blood. 

			Those inquisitive minds that reached out to it recoiled at what they found. The most powerful suffered agonising afflictions, while those who could not claim their strength sloughed away into steaming pools of viscera, burst into incandescent flame, or became hosts for malignant entities that stalked the Sea of Souls. All the while, every one of them screamed, across a hundred languages of man, beast and daemon, the same word.

			Hunger.

			And so the Relentless sent Hakaron to learn what had become of the Wrathful Song. The master of the Crimson Slaughter understood better than most how a moment of corruption could bring about an eternity of damnation. 

			Hakaron and his cohort waited in silence within the boarding ram. They had been summoned from the depths of the warband’s labyrinthine fortress, the Lost Hope, where they had been whetting their blades in a purge of its lightless lower decks. Mutants, debauched tribes of savages and inhuman monstrosities were rife within the hulk, and the Crimson Slaughter routinely descended to butcher its foul denizens when not reaving through the Eye. With fresh blood upon their armour, their minds drew the closest they ever could towards serenity outside of battle. 

			Still, Hakaron’s mind was not wholly his own. The whispers, dulled by the bloodshed as they were, still caressed his thoughts, like silk catching on pitted steel. The renegade Space Marine saw the tics and twitches rippling through his warriors, limbs jerking beneath mismatched armour scavenged from their endless wars. Fingers spasmed irregularly, tightly clutching stolen weapons. Hakaron began to wish that the Wrathful Song had fallen to the malign entities of the Eye, that they would find the crew and warriors possessed rather than simply butchered. Daemon or flesh, death was the harbinger of tranquillity, fleeting as it was. 

			Hakaron’s grip tightened around his chainaxe. Whatever awaited them, he would not return to the Lost Hope without the prize the Wrathful Song had carried within its holds. Precious few of them remained, and few prices were too high to be paid to keep them.

			Contact with the Wrathful Song’s hull came with a wrenching clang, rocking the silent renegades in restraint harnesses that had long ceased to be entirely mechanical. It was when the melta torches began liquefying the plate between them and the ship’s interior that Hakaron first heard his cohort. Low growls slipped through clenched teeth and the blackened plugs of iron that replaced them, issuing from decrepit vox-grilles as an inhuman bass chorus. Snarling helms tilted and twitched. They pierced the gloom with glowering eye lenses of crimson, sapphire and jade, some flickering unevenly or dark altogether from disrepair. Virulence exuded from every movement as they thrashed free of the harnesses and crowded before the egress hatchway. Even in the short time since emerging from the depths of the Lost Hope, their affliction had returned enough to sway their minds.

			The air the traitors swarmed into from the boarding pod was stale and freezing. Steam curled from their back-mounted power packs. Reality was as thin as the air. Twisted corridors spiralled out before them, the iron of their forging given way to fleshy carapace and blackened horn.

			Flickering wraiths trailed behind the warriors, clinging to them like cloaks of damnation. The souls of Umidia and beyond, torn from life by the wrath of the Crimson Slaughter, forever hung over their murderers, visible within the semi-real realm of the Wrathful Song. The blood-maddened traitor Space Marines paid them no heed, yet twitched and spasmed in response to their incessant whispers and condemnations.

			Hakaron pressed deeper into the corrupted vessel, focused on reclaiming some of a dwindling number of anchors back to a time before they had cast aside old names and older allegiances. 

			Hours stretched by, trekking through the darkness, before Hakaron’s cohort found life within the Wrathful Song. Huddled wretches deep within the ship’s darkness recoiled from the renegades, before debasing their pathetic forms in submission. They dragged themselves forward, emaciated and blind, clutching at the traitors’ boots with gurgled prayers leaking from malformed lips. They were weakness made manifest, far beyond even the twisted slaves that had thronged the vessel’s decks hours before. These were the culmination of centuries of degradation, puppets to the unknowable whims of the warp. 

			Hakaron had neither the time nor the inclination for them. Muffled cries were cut short as the wretches were crushed beneath ceramite boots. The traitor Space Marines did not even break their stride.

			The vile things had been clustered about a massive gateway, its pitted iron blackened with ash and daubed with blasphemous runes painted in human grease and dried blood. It had all the marks of a pagan shrine, one that had been tended for centuries.

			How much time had passed within that tidal swell of psychic energy? thought Hakaron. How long had things been disintegrating here, and what could still remain?

			The Crimson Slaughter set to the gateway with melta cutters and chainblades. Within a short time, Hakaron’s cohort had managed to pry the gate open wide enough to admit them one by one into the darkness beyond. Hakaron ground past the ancient metal, geneforged eyes piercing the gloom.

			The chamber he entered was cavernous. The blackness that consumed it was not merely an absence of light, but also the existence of something ancient and bladed. Though he had no capacity for sorcery, Hakaron could sense a titanic presence of unfathomable cruelty dwelling in the dark.

			Cruelty, and hunger. 

			Broken slabs of armour plating littered the rusted deck, scoured of the scarlet enamel that had once conveyed its allegiance to the warband. The cohort moved swiftly, adopting the piles of rent iron and ceramite as cover while they advanced. The barrels of bolters made haphazard circles in the air as they panned across the emptiness surrounding them.

			The loss was galling to Hakaron. An entire host of battle tanks and Rhino assault carriers gone, their ruination scattered around him like carrion left stripped of its meat by howling scavengers. He had led these war machines into a hundred battles across the hellspace of the Eye and beyond. Hakaron was wondering what manner of beast could bring such destruction to these vaunted machines, when the author of their demise made itself known at last.

			A cacophony of screaming engines ricocheted from the walls with deafening force. A gargantuan form slashed from the oppressive shadow, smashing renegades to ragged lumps of meat and crushing them beneath its bulk. A caustic pall filled the frigid air like dragon’s breath, reeking of promethium and charred blood. 

			Within seconds, half of Hakaron’s warriors were dead. He hurled himself aside as the beast skidded past, the spikes of iron and horn protruding from its scarlet flesh-metal tearing deep gouges in his armour. A building electric whine set Hakaron’s teeth on edge, as beams of heliotrope purple wreathed in silver lightning blasted the remainder of Hakaron’s cohort to mounds of burning ash. 

			The flashes at last illuminated the beast as Hakaron rolled to one knee. He had prepared himself for this, but still fought back hesitation as his dread became reality. 

			‘Rhoghon’s Blade!’ bellowed Hakaron, driving the butt of his chainaxe into the deck with a resounding clang.

			The beast stilled, shivering with the pulse of its massive engines as the fresh blood caking its hull glistened in the sorcerous twilight.

			‘Heed me!’ Hakaron rose, plodding towards the monster.   

			With a squeal of iron tracks, the beast turned to face the renegade Space Marine. Slowly it began to resolve from the blackness. Angled plates of dense ceramite that had reknit itself as carapace and raw muscle adorned its hull. The warband’s icon of a grinning horned skull had manifested life, its jaw clacking as it moaned a silent dirge. The Land Raider Rhoghon’s Blade had made war since before the fall of the Crimson Sabres. Now, like the Crimson Slaughter, it had become something else, a warp-spawned apotheosis that burned with the blood and breath of daemons.

			The Land Raider’s forward assault ramp slammed down, edged with concentric rings of lamprey teeth as it exposed what had once been the tank’s crew bay. Deep within the possessed machine, a twitching form hung cocooned within a matrix of cables and fleshy mechanisms sheeted with black oil. With lidless eyes it stared at Hakaron, the bulky armour of its former station betraying its identity as Lorvyk. He had served alongside Hakaron through the armoured wars of the Crimson Slaughter, tending to the battle machines of the warband with fanatical zealotry.

			‘Hunger!’ the corrupted warpsmith wheezed, reaching with trembling biomechanical tentacles towards the butchered remains of Hakaron’s troops.

			Hakaron reached up to the collar seals binding his helm in place. A thin translucent skin tore away from the parting ceramite as he twisted the snarling death mask from his head. He was one of a rapidly diminishing number among the Crimson Slaughter who could still remove their armour. Most had become fully merged and entombed within the twisted war-plate, the immaterium’s malignant whims forbidding them from ever being anything but killing machines.

			Hakaron placed a gauntleted hand, slick with blood and oil, upon the hull of the Land Raider that had forever ceased to be Rhoghon’s Blade. He had marched to war since the beginning, before Umidia. He had watched himself and his brethren fray and succumb moment by moment, choice by choice, to bring them to this. He accepted his fate, and embraced his damnation without regret. 

			Hakaron watched, his features unmoving and stare unwavering, as the living tank devoured the ragged corpses of his brothers…

			Hakaron’s mind fled from the memory. It returned to the blackened deck upon which he stood before a monolithic gateway. A pair of hulking praetorians flanked the portal, the snarls issuing from their Terminator war-plate more alike those of a deep jungle predator than the buzz of servo fibre bundles. They were armoured in flawed gold-edged ceramite plates so dark that light did not escape their surfaces. The eightfold star of Chaos adorned their barrel chests, with an unblinking eye at the centre. The so-called Bringers of Despair, a loathsomely pretentious moniker if ever Hakaron had known one. The personal bodyguard of the Warmaster, as if such a being required sentinels.

			The warrior to Hakaron’s left was silent and unmoving, the twin barrels of his Reaper autocannon angled at the deck in a practised grip. His comrade stared at Hakaron, the blades of his lightning claws scraping against one another in a tortured chorus of abused metal. The shadow cast behind the Black Legion warrior sketched a silhouette of curling horns and spreading bat-like wings, revealing the truth belied by what the naked eye saw of his form. With a screech of ripping metal, the warrior’s helm tore at the jawline, grinning at Hakaron with jagged fangs of ceramite stringed with mercury saliva.

			Coming here was a mistake, and Hakaron had voiced this opinion to his lord. Had he borne command of the Crimson Slaughter, Hakaron considered that he might have acted differently, to set the warband upon a different course, though further idle speculation was pointless. Kranon had chosen, and, for good or ill, none rejected a summons from the Despoiler without consequence.

			Hakaron stood in silence before the gateway, ignoring the taunting sneer of the Black Legion Terminator. He had never set foot upon this vessel, the Warmaster’s infamous behemoth known within the Eye as the Krukal’Righ, and to its prey as the Planet Killer. The power to annihilate entire worlds thrummed beneath Hakaron’s boots. The chieftain of Horus’ remaining sons certainly made no concession for subtlety.

			A sliver of greater shadow swelled through the gateway, slowly blooming as the massive doors parted with the thunder of immense cogwork. Hakaron’s hold tightened on the chainaxe he carried low against his hips, the worn steel and leather of its haft creaking in his grip. He could not see into the audience chamber beyond the gateway, though whether that was incidental or by some sorcerous design, Hakaron could not say. All that could be seen as the slabs of black iron peeled back was the figure of his master as he emerged from parlay with the lord of the Black Legion.

			Kranon the Relentless strode from the unnatural dark like a war deity dredged from ancient myth. A cloak of silver fur and hide hung from ornate armour of deep arterial red, flensed from a beast that could never exist within the bounds of reality. Sapphire eyes twitched and blinked across the warlord’s plate, ensconced in riveted brass. The Blade of the Relentless hung across Kranon’s back, the hilt of the massive longsword angling behind the twin horns that thrust from the crown of his leering mask. 

			The portal began to shut as soon as the warlord stepped through, opening only wide enough to grant him passage. Hakaron turned, keeping a step behind and to the left of Kranon as the warlord marched unabated from the closing gateway. The master of the Crimson Slaughter was unreadable behind his helm, and his stride gave no inkling of his mood.

			‘We return to the Lost Hope, my lord?’ asked Hakaron.

			A thin breath hissed from Kranon’s vox-grille. ‘I have pledged us to them. They stand poised to begin their new crusade, and we shall lend our blades to the slaughter when they do.’ 

			‘My war machines are ready, lord,’ said Hakaron. ‘We shall drown their hulls with the blood of Cadians.’

			‘No.’

			To Hakaron’s credit, he did not falter in his stride as the Relentless pressed on down the corridor.

			‘Will we not move with the Black Legion as it assails the Cadian Gate?’

			Kranon’s horned helm tilted fractionally, regarding Hakaron. ‘Ours shall be a different path.’

			The next words to pass from the Relentless stirred the voices within Hakaron’s mind to a frenzy of bladed wailing.

			‘Tell me, do you remember Regallus?’
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