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			THE SANGUINALIA DAY MASSACRE

			By Justin D Hill

		


		
			The Space Marines

			Pitboss Barras was the meanest bastard you could find in the underhive, but he allowed himself a few luxuries, and the dish of void-primate brain was one. 

			It had been nearly a year since Ship-Captain Chois had sent word that his agents had managed to procure a live specimen of Barras’ favourite edible creature – and now its quivering pink brain was exposed in the hole in the table before him. 

			He tied the starched white napkin about his neck. The serried amphitheatre of Blood-Pit Seven had been filling to capacity all day. Hawkers squeezed along the levels with trays of wild snake sherbet and pickled slab for sale. 

			The excitement was a thunderous hubbub. There had to be ten thousand bodies inside. The air was humid with anticipation, the spotlights steaming as the lesser bouts ran their gory course. 

			The bloodlust of the crowd was building steadily. He was almost as excited as they, he thought, as he picked up the serrated spoon and prepared to start. This day was all coming together to be an exquisite combination of personal and public pleasures. 

			‘More amasec?’ one of his liveried staff said – a pretty little thing with hair cut straight across her brows. She was new and he had his eye on her as she reached forward to take his glass.

			She let out a shriek. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said as she mopped up the spilt amasec and gestured towards the bound primate. ‘The primate moved.’

			‘Of course it moved,’ he snapped. ‘It would be no fun if it was dead.’ He lifted up his spoon and took a scoop. While he savoured the fatty brain the crowd began to roar as the spotlights swung together and focused on the final bout. 

			Three giants, stiff in their hulking yellow armour, strode into the ring. 

			Barras grinned. 

			His Space Marines had arrived. 

			Their shoulder pauldrons were marked with Barra’s badge, a red fist holding a sheaf of credits, and underneath were the lurid adverts of affluent sponsors. They were not real Adeptus Astartes, of course, but Goliaths tricked out in moulded carapace and pumped up with enough stimms to stop the heart of a grox bull.

			Barras had set them up with some chaff to cut through before the big showdown. Mining thralls, recently acquired prisoners – a splatter of blood to get everyone’s heart rate up. 

			Barras had finished scraping out the inside of the primate’s skull cavity by the time the Astartes had filled the ring with dying bodies and lumps of steaming human meat. 

			The lumens dimmed. Spotlights swept back and forth. Ominous music began as the resplendent Space Marines strutted about shaking their crackling power axes in the air. 

			There was a certain artistry, Barras thought, to the whipping up of a crowd’s emotions, as howls and boos of hatred and derision filled the chamber and the spotlights illuminated the arrival of the pit fighters everyone loved to hate.

			Thrax’s Mob were the hungriest low-hive scum – all killers and deviants who had a score of vendettas and feud killings to their names. Dark and dirty, they dressed in little more than rags, and sleeves and skirts of salvaged ring mail. In their naked fists were a motley collection of blades, punch-knives, neuro-whips and snarling chainblades. They stalked in, low, wary, hungry and opportunist as hyenas.

			Barras signalled to the girl. She brought the amasec bottle over and refilled his glass. ‘You can take that away now,’ he said and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. 

			She wheeled the table away with an appalled look as the two gangs came together in a flurry of blades. Barras tore the napkin from his neck and crumpled it in his lap as the crowd roared. The fight went on at a breathless pace. There were feints and parries, grunts and kicks. 

			First blood went to the giants. Two of Thrax’s Mob were butchered by a single swipe of a power axe. Seconds later the Space Marines cut a third warrior in half and in the desperate fight for the body, one of the giants stumbled. He went down with a crunch of yellow armour and once he was down he was dead meat. 

			Thrax’s Mob were on him. Punch-knives plunged into the weaker joints of groin and armpits. 

			On the giant pict screens above the pit the odds were immediately recalculated. Barras kept one eye on the data-slate in front of him. The crowd were throwing a fortune down on this game.

		


		
			Parricide

			The moral code of Necromunda was generally lax, but there were a few crimes for which the Helmawr overlords imposed a drastic punishment, and one of those was parricide – the murder of your parents. The logic ran thus: if anyone could conceive of destroying those that had engendered them, then what might they think of their Great Father, the Lord Helmawr himself? 

			Parricide was an act of high treason. Which meant that when he was found he was beaten and tortured, long after he had confessed. 

			‘Well, it wasn’t so much a confession,’ Enforcer Captain Jibreel recalled afterwards with a curl of his thin lip. He had a way of speaking without opening his mouth much. He didn’t articulate his words as much as grind them out between his clenched teeth. ‘The wretch marched into town with his father’s head hanging from his belt. Little bastard. Didn’t tell us he had killed his mother as well. Not until we found her body.’

			Thrax remembered his questioning a little differently, but it was much more clear than the killing of his father. That was just brief snatches of moments. A shame really, as it was something he had fantasised about since he was knee-high to a waste pipe. 

			In contrast, his ordeal inside the enforcer compound had been seared into his brain. 

			Just when he thought he could not take any more, they dumped him on the ground. His cheek took the impact and the skin split like a punctured balloon, and his blood gushed out as his body clenched in upon itself like a fist, spewing out vomit and snot. 

			It was nearly lights-on before they were done with him. Thrax used his shoulder to wipe off the blood from his face as he was bound into a chair. A black-dressed clerk with pox-marked skin sharpened his quill to record the confession. 

			The clerk was named Slattri. He seemed preoccupied with the tools of his trade. Sharpening his quill. Mixing the ink to the right consistency. Smoothing out the vellum. Recording the date and the details that the enforcers had given him. 

			At the end, when everything else was done, it came time for the confession. An arched eyebrow told Thrax it was his turn to speak. 

			He stared out through swollen eyes and bloody lips. ‘You want me to say I did it?’

			The clerk nodded. The quill hung waiting. ‘Details, please.’

			Thrax nodded to the parchment as if to say, start writing, pox-face. ‘I gutted the bastard. I cut off his head. Give me that pen and I’d do it again.’

		


		
			Execution Bridge

			It was not just the giant sumpkrocs who were looking forward to today’s spectacle. Enforcers stood at either end of the arched metal footbridge, boltguns and shock staves hanging from their broad leather belts, while the paying crowd seethed with excitement. 

			Before them, in the rockcrete overflow channel, yellow-skinned reptiles butted each other as they tested their ranking. There were monsters of terrible proportions, with massively muscled jaws, six eyes, hooked fangs and prehensile claws. They snapped at their rivals as the creaking cage-cart was led to the foot of Execution Bridge. 

			An enforcer used a vox-horn to announce, ‘Topi. Abhuman. Traitor to the genetic heritage of the Imperium of Man.’ Enforcers took each of Topi’s three arms and dragged him onto the bridge. From the brands and burn marks it was clear that he had been caught by House Cawdor. The sentence of death was read out and then with a quick shove the abhuman went over the railings like a flailing skittle. Two gulps and he had been swallowed alive. 

			Next was another abhuman, who was wrenched apart like a chunk of meat. The third was a pale girl. She lost an arm and was dragged under the filthy water. 

			Three more died before the enforcers climbed inside and unshackled the chief attraction. ‘Finally, the most odious, the most disgraceful, the most thankless son!’ 

			Thrax was dragged off the cart. He did not fight but stood at the railings of the bridge.

			Mouths went dry as they stared at him. Mutters went around the crowd. 

			‘Such arrogance!’ 

			‘He’s unrepentant!’ 

			‘It’s worse,’ said others. ‘Look at him. He’s proud of his crimes!’

			Thrax regarded them all – krocs, enforcers, mob – with the same dismissive contempt. He was proud of the opprobrium that he was held in. Proud of what they thought of him. Proud of the fact he had killed his parents. 

			It took a long time for the howls and whistles of the crowd to be stilled.

			‘Throw him in! Throw him in!’ the mob chanted. 

			Only one man did not shout. He stepped onto the bridge and lifted his hands, and the mob fell silent. ‘Give him to me!’ Pitboss Barras declared. ‘A kroc-death is too good for him. This wretch should die like an animal in the pits.’ 

		


		
			Release

			Thrax had been born to a long line of House Orlock mine-thralls, each generation pupped on some serf-girl or fellow miner. The first solid food he ever ate was filthy kitchen scraps. His first memory was of cage bars. He was only four when he lifted his first basket of broken stone and staggered to the slag heap. 

			Each night his fellow mine-thralls were counted and locked in their cells. Orlock overseers tipped the buckets of slops into the pen. The mine-thralls fought like pigs for the best scraps. It was like they were feeding swine – a vicious, cruel and pitiless existence. 

			Thrax was still a young man when the last seams of iron were picked clean. The decision was made to abandon the mine workings. The cages were broken up. The prefab shacks were dismantled. The sacks of supplies and ore all carried away. 

			The remaining slaves were chained into long columns. But the chains were only so long, and Thrax’s family stood at the end of the line with a few other sickly wretches. 

			There were no more shackles left to go about their necks. 

			‘What about us?’ Thrax’s father asked. 

			The ganger known as ‘Brute’ came to the end of the line, sawn-off shotgun resting on his shoulder. He sucked the end of his stencil. ‘You’re worked out.’

			Thrax’s father did not understand. The overseer had to repeat himself. ‘Look at you. You’re not worth feeding.’

			At last Thrax’s father understood the enormity of what he was being told, but he tested the overseer’s patience by hanging around out of reach of his heavy steel-worked boot.

			‘We’re free?’ he stuttered. 

			The overseer pulled out a lho-stick and lit it. He laughed through the clouds of blue smoke. He looked about at the cave they had excavated. ‘Free to die. Yes.’ He aimed a kick. ‘Now piss off, you filthy low-hive scum.’

			They stood in shock as the chain gang were whipped forward. There was no ceremony. No gratitude. The lights and shouts of the chain gangs slowly diminished and then Thrax and his parents were left behind with the utter darkness of the underhive closing about them.

			His father started to weep. ‘What should we do now?’ 

			Thrax knew. He hunted down the other freed slaves and killed each one with his bare hands, and that night they ate meat for the first time. 

			Thrax and his parents eked an existence in the sunken bilges of Hive Primus, growing leaner, hungrier, dirtier. The life of a mine-thrall was easy compared to that of a hive-scavenger. Thrax’s father was determined to be taken back into service and he insisted on dragging them from slag pit to slag pit, offering the family as pit workers.

			The Orlock overseers would look at the cluster of starving figures. ‘Too many mouths!’ they’d state. ‘You’re too old.’ 

			‘Just piss off!’ they sneered. 

			For two more years they clung onto life by the dirt of their fingernails. It was a bleak existence, and increasingly it was Thrax who kept them alive through his merciless determination. 

			But increasingly he resented his parents. They were like two growing weights about his neck. And as he grew into a young man his father’s fawning manner increasingly chaffed. 

			One day, as they were sitting exhausted in the shadows of a leaking and mould-stained duct pipe, Thrax found a common pressed-steel knife in the dirt where it had been discarded by some ganger. The end had broken off and there was rust along the blade. But it was a knife and Thrax just imagined what he could do with such a weapon. 

			His father snatched it off him before he could react. He licked it clean and polished it on the torn hem of his filthy overalls, then held it up to the thin light to see the gleam of steel. 

			‘Look at that!’ he breathed. On the heel of the blade was the stamp of an iron fist clutching bunched chains. This knife was not just a cheap pressed-steel knife. The blade was a thing of industrial beauty forged in the great choking domes of the House of Orlock. 

		


		
			The Slaughter

			There were ten thousand voices roaring with bloodlust. But Thrax heard nothing. He balanced on the balls of his feet, gunning the motor of his chainsword, and readying his neuro-whip with short pensive flicks, as an angry feline twitches its tail. 

			All his focus was on his enemy. Thrax could see the foam of stimms on thick Goliath lips, giant tombstone teeth rotted and black. He could see the narrow chinks in the yellow armour, the weight of the power axe, the strain in the muscles that held it. Their blades met with a shower of sparks and everyone in the crowd strained to see, those at the back struggling to catch a glimpse over the heads of those in front. 

			The warders tried to keep the spectators back. But as the blades blurred the crowd pressed forward, and voices were raised in sudden alarm as the railing began to buckle and tear.

			‘Back!’ Barras shouted. But the steepness of the amphitheatre and the weight of bodies pressing downwards meant that once the railings gave then it was beyond any human’s ability to stop them. The crowd toppled forward like a haul of fish tipped into a trawler’s belly. 

			They screamed in horror as Thrax’s Mob fell on them. Unami caught a Cawdor ganger by the leg and buried his chainsword in the man’s guts. Slab, the leader of the Space Marines, caught an Escher ganger and cleaved her in two with a sweep of his power axe. 

			Thrax picked out the Orlock gangers. 

			‘Stop!’ Barras commanded. 

			His answer was the grizzled head of an Orlock ganger, which landed on the table, scattering amasec and plates.

		


		
			The Promise

			‘He’s awake,’ a voice said. 

			It took an age for Thrax to push himself up to his elbows. He straightened his back, and dragged his head upwards. Thrax was still splattered with Orlock blood. It had dried on his face and eyelids like scabs that kept his eyes closed. He rubbed them away. 

			Only one man in the ring had a voice that deep, and only Goliaths breathed that quick. Like a man gasping after a sprint. Deep and thirsty. The stimms in their blood burnt them out fast. Yes. That was Slab. 

			‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Thrax hissed. 

			The Goliath leant over him, oversized lungs wheezing. ‘I wanted to be here when you woke up,’ Slab told him. 

			‘Why?’

			‘So I could kill you.’

			Thrax laughed and waved a hand. Kill me now, it seemed to say.

			Slab’s laugh was as deep as a hivequake. ‘I’ll let you get better first. It’ll be no fun otherwise.’

		


		
			Side Trade

			Pitboss Barras had bought Slab for an eye-watering amount of credits from a rough slave guilder with metal teeth and a thick Dim Zone accent. The Goliath was a proven killer with a trophy cart as long as the Chief Kroc, and Slab had an ego to match.

			He had insisted on picking his own pit gang and that had cost Pitboss Barras another fortune. It would all be worth it for the big showdown, Barras decided. It had been his idea to trick out Slab’s fighters in heavy Astartes-style armour. To pit the noble yellow warriors against the filthy scum of Thrax’s Mob. 

			He’d planned the showdown for a year. Building up the reputation of each gang. Whipping up the public’s expectations. Increasing the purse of the greatest prize fight in the history of Hive Primus!

			The only reason that Slab and Thrax were both still alive was because they were too valuable to kill. But, by Throne, they would have to pay for the slaughter they had committed. 

			Barras left them in the cages for a while, to suffer their bruises, but at last he let them out for a new round of fights. Notices went up again, all across the Western Districts, proclaiming the big showdown between the Space Marines and Thrax’s Mob, which was to be held on the Festival of Sanguinalia.

			With three weeks to go Thrax hung up his neuro-whip and chainsword to charge. 

			‘Good fighting!’ he said to Unami. 

			Unami was Thrax’s right-hand man. A skinny little fighter, all bone and muscle, not an ounce of fat on him. He took out a piece of folded paper. It was a poster, announcing the rematch in twenty days’ time.

			‘So we’re going up against them again?’

			Thrax was watching the Goliaths across the training pits as a wolf would watch a lion. Devoid of any emotion. It took a long time for him to drag his attention away. 

			‘Yes,’ he said at last and gave a thin smile. ‘I’ve almost grown to like them. It’ll be a shame to kill them.’

			Unami looked at the poster. ‘Say’s there’s one more bout before then.’

			Thrax nodded. ‘A spirewards crew. Ione’s bunch.’

			Ione’s bunch were known as the Vat Blight Crew, a bunch of Escher has-beens who came into the ring turning cartwheels like a bunch of uphive acrobats. But it was clear from the telltale splotches of tox-poisoning that their best days were behind them. 

			The fight ended when Thrax grabbed the kneeling Ione by the neck and rammed his chainsword straight down her mouth and carved her body into two. 

			It was supposed to be a quick and dramatic ending, but metal pins in her bones kept jamming the teeth, and when at last he let the two lumps of Escher meat drop to the floor, he was splattered with blood and gore and sharp white fragments of bone. 

			But it was done.

			She deserved to die slowly because he’d lost three of his gang in that fight. But worst of all, Unami had taken a vicious cut to the side of his head saving Thrax from a razor-whip. 

			Thrax dropped the remains of Ione and didn’t even bother to salute the crowd. He marched straight to the cage exit, unbuckling his helmet strap.

			‘Disarm!’ the door wards ordered, lowering their stun-poles.

			Thrax’s chainsword was tied to his hand, so he could not drop his weapon in combat. He did not have time to untie it, and cursed as he tried to push through. 

			‘Disarm!’ the first guard ordered. Through the grille of their visor they looked terrified. And Thrax knew from experience that scared men made mistakes.

			‘Disarm!’ 

			Thrax knew how he would kill him. A stamp to the back of the neck. Brutal but effective. 

			‘Disarm!’ the other man said, almost pleading. 

			Thrax did not break eye contact. He had to calm his fury, and tore at the thongs that tied his weapon to his wrist. They were swollen and clotted with blood and sweat. He bit at them with his sharpened teeth and flung the chainsword on the floor. 

			‘Happy now?’

			Guards were already rolling for the clothes and personal effects of the Vat Blight Crew. Thrax was halfway across the yard when one of the wardens outside the medicae turned towards him. Their faces went white. ‘He’s dead!’ they said. 

			‘Impossible!’ 

			More guards came out of the medicae. They stood shoulder to shoulder. 

			‘Let me through,’ Thrax told them. He did not give any warning. Seconds later the three of them were lying on the floor. One had lost an eye, two more had broken fingers, and the fourth was squirming, desperate for breath. 

			Thrax was barely breathless. One last guard stood before him. He drew his stun-club and held it before him. 

			 ‘Get out of my way.’

			The last guard refused to move. But his hands were trembling. ‘It’s more than my life is worth!’ 

			Thrax broke the man’s neck on his knee. ‘Your life is worth nothing.’

			Inside, Unami was still moving. A wave of relief ran through Thrax, but then he hesitated. Through the thicket of medicae he could see the black leather straps that held Unami down, like one of Barras’ filthy void-primates. 

			‘Out of the way!’ he shouted and thrust his way through.

			They were harvesting his organs, his mouth moving soundlessly as his innards were neatly laid on a medicae tray. Thrax stabbed his fingers into an orderly’s eye socket and pulled out a clump of brain. His other hand caught a scalpel and lashed out, felt the shower of other men’s blood. 

		


		
			Sunset

			They beat Thrax down, of course, but after that the prize fighter refused to fight. ‘Stuff it,’ he told Barras and got another beating in response. 

			Thrax was separated from his team, and put on half-rations. Pitboss Barras was determined to break his prize fighter, but without the draw, spectator numbers were falling rapidly and takings were declining even faster. 

			Thrax cinched his belt tighter, refused all offers of credits, of women, of anything else that Barras thought he could tempt him with. 

			‘It’s advertising,’ people complained. ‘This is Sanguinalia. There’s no way there’ll be no fight.’

			But on the day before the festival they watched in shock as the pit fighters were herded into their pens, the sumpkrocs and spiders were herded down into their cells, the doors of the amphitheatre were double-locked, and workers with stencils sprayed ‘POSTPONED’ across the Sanguinalia Day Bout posters. 

			‘Postponed’ was the most common word in the Western Districts. Some thought that this was all part of Barras’ plan. ‘He’s just trying to whip up the mob’s hunger,’ they snapped. 

			The only people happy with the news were the guards, who took the rare chance to spend the evening festivities with their families. 

			Everyone else was left strangely disappointed. Sanguinalia without bloodshed just didn’t seem right. 

		


		
			What the Pict-Feed Saw

			It was seven o’clock when the cook handed Thrax his half-rations through the bars of the cage. A jug of distil and a hunk of stale slab on a pressed-starch tray. 

			The images were played in slow motion. Thrax took the tray from the cook, shared a joke. They could see the cook smile. The cook moved closer and the rest was a blur, even slowed down. But moments later the cook was slammed against the bars. Thrax seized the keys and was out in seconds, pausing only to break the cook’s neck. 

			Witnesses stated later, under torture, that there was no collusion or conspiracy. Thrax was alone. There had been no altercations between Thrax and the cook before. In fact they had got on well. They had been friends. His murder was unforeseen. 

			It also seemed to be a spontaneous decision. Thrax was almost out of the amphitheatre before he realised that he needed help in making his getaway. He went from cell to cell. He let all of them out except Slab. 

			‘Slab refused to leave,’ the witnesses stated. ‘Until Thrax spoke to him.’

			Enforcer Captain Jibreel asked the same question of them all. His eyes were hidden behind dark shades as he bent forward, fists knuckles down on the confinement chamber table, and then ground out the words between clenched teeth. ‘What did he say?’

			Only one claimed to know what the topic had been. ‘Thrax told Slab what had happened to Unami. In the medicae. He swore on his life and then Slab said, “Then I am with you.”’

		


		
			Sanguinalia

			The lack of a pit fight that Sanguinalia made it necessary for Pitboss Barras to throw a specially entertaining celebration. 

			Trestles and benches filled the dome, while raised stages surrounded the chamber, with fire dancers and acrobats working up a sweat. In hanging cages were dancing thralls, while below them liveried servers with enhanced faces carried tray after tray of uphive slab. 

			The party had been going on for nearly three hours when the Promethium Guild’s display began. There were flashes and explosions. ‘Is this part of the display?’ people asked each other. 

			But confusion was replaced by terror as Thrax’s Mob strode into the dome. One guest thought this was planned and handed Thrax a cup of wildsnake. Thrax stared, for a moment, then shot him in the face. 

			From that moment there was pandemonium. Diners screamed and shouted, tables tipped over, and Barras’ household guard responded with furious gunfire. 

			Las-salvos decorated the chamber with strobing light. Civilians and pit slaves died by the score. But the guards were hopelessly outnumbered. Thrax and Slab murdered their way to the dais, where Barras and his cronies were dressed in their Sanguinalia Eve best. When the whine of chainswords finally ended, Barras and all his family were dead and blood ran in rivers down the stairs of the dais. The pitboss himself was left hanging from a noose of his own pink guts. 

			Within hours the mine-thralls at Hanging Rock were liberated. Next day Thrax’s Mob drove the guards off from the thrall-pits of Spiral 649. 

			There was no thrall within a week’s journey, in any direction, who had not heard the terrified whispers of Thrax’s uprising. Panic spread. Guards fled. Thralls rebelled. Even the silt-farmers of distant Hikari’s Flats woke one morning to find all their labouring serfs had murdered their foremen and fled. 

			Attempts to orchestrate an enforcer response were hampered as bold thralls staged sympathetic uprisings as far away as the Lightning Farm and Dead Man’s Drop. 

			Within a month Thrax’s Mob was thousands strong, and each of its number was armed to the teeth.  The thralls were a swarm of human locusts, devouring their way through dome after dome, looting everything from food and weapons to the gaudy relics from the wayside shrines. 

			Within Thrax’s entourage, one bearded pit-thrall, named Bohin, claimed the Emperor was speaking through him. He dressed himself in the robes and accoutrements of a back-dome preacher and took to telling Thrax what he should do. 

			‘You must march uphive and overthrow the House of Helmawr itself. Take the throne of Primus from the old and wicked and corrupt!’ Bohin came forward, hands outstretched as if he was going to lay them on Thrax’s head and bless him, but his blessing ended in a strangled gasp with Thrax’s hands around his throat. 

			‘I say where we go,’ Thrax snarled. ‘And no one else. Is that clear?’

			The preacher made a breathless noise in response that Thrax took as assent. But the crazy fool couldn’t stop himself. 

			When Bohin made sermons about the Thought of St Thrax, Thrax stripped him of the plundered priestly robes and paraded him naked, like a plucked chicken, before kicking him into the dark mouth of a mine shaft. There was a pause as everyone counted the seconds, and then there was a distinct splash. 

			Thrax put one foot on the parapet and listened to the faint echoes as the fool drowned. There were shouts, threats, curses, and then pitiful whimpering sounds that slowly gave way to silence. Thrax stared at the assembled followers. ‘Any other frekker gets big ideas then come and see me first. Understand?’

			They all nodded and some even followed his advice, but it didn’t matter – anyone who suggested anything other than what Thrax had demanded was cut down, drowned, buried alive. He was the leader here, and he was going to run this gang with the same fierce brutality he had with his gladiatorial pit gang. 

			Of course it led to dissent. Some groups split away while fresh escapees came to join him. Men and women, children, beggars, orphans. The scum of the hive.

			Thrax tried to send them away but he had become a symbol. He was like their messiah. Their saviour. A beacon in the darkness of the underhive. A saint. 

			‘Keep up or die,’ Thrax told them. And die, they did, by their thousands. The great cogs of retribution were starting to turn, and enforcer death squads led by Captain Jibreel were starting to catch stragglers in their bloody net. 

			Each was dragged to the confinement chambers and questioned. One hive scummer claimed to have seen the dreaded Thrax the day before. His answers remained consistent, despite the beatings and torture. 

			‘No, I did not see any signs of abhuman taint. No, he did not express any sign of heresy. He wants to lead us to safety. That’s all he wants. Of course he is brutal. He is a creature of the underhive.’

			The confession ended with a boltgun shot to the back of the head. ‘That will put an end to his deviant mutterings,’ Captain Jibreel hissed as he slammed his gun back into its holster. ‘Damned heretic.’

			There’s an old ratskin proverb which says that he who tells the story rules the world. First casualty of the war on Thrax was the truth, as the authorities clamped down on the rumours and spread rumours of their own. 

			Barras’ character was whitewashed to the point where the pit slave magnate was turned into a creature of generosity and charity, a man who could not pass a poor beggar child without stopping his grav-palanquin and lifting the wretch from poverty by finding them a factorum to work in, or a noble house who needed kitchen staff. 

			A desperate last stand was invented for the pitboss, where Thrax’s cruelty was blown out of all proportions. In family shrines news-sheet pictures of the late magnate found their place among the images of Helmawr and the Golden Throne. The Cult of Barras was fed with shameless intent. When the cardinal of Hive Primus declared Pitboss Barras an Imperial Martyr his murder was no longer a mere act of violence, but a transgression against the natural order. An act of heretical indignation. An act of heresy. 

			Massacres were invented or exaggerated. House Orlock insisted on sending the largest contingent to track Thrax down, while House Cawdor launched a Punishment Crusade. With each day the zealots gained new converts. Danger always provided an opportunity for the strong to take control. 

			Civilian and gang militias threw barricades across the tunnels to their domes. Pot-bellied amateurs and tricked-out gang-scum manned the check-blocks. They toted their guns, chewed lho-sticks, spat into the ground, and swaggered about with belts sagging with grenades, ammo belts, knives and power blades, as if they were the elite troops of the Necromundan Spiders.

			Forces were closing in, the news-sheets reported. The rebellion would soon be over. In a collective action the hive demonised this rebellious pit slave. 

			With so many mouths to feed, the slaves moved slowly. There were three main enforcer forces coming up behind. Palatine enforcers and ganger militias herded Thrax’s band into the narrow defile of Bone Valley, where House Cawdor held the narrow pass. 

			‘We’ll trap them in the middle and wipe them out,’ Chief Enforcer Jibreel was quoted on the news-sheets. ‘The name of Thrax will die in infamy.’

			It was as if Thrax could feel the trap closing about them. Some said he had a sixth sense, an animal instinct, the ability to sniff a tunnel and to taste the air and know if it was safe or not. But it was clear that he had no intention of being driven into a trap.

			After a brief rest Thrax took the band into a sudden reverse. Of course he picked the pursuing force led by House Orlock. The gangers had more than three hundred guns, but Thrax’s Mob had three times that number. No one had expected a band of escaped thralls and hive-scum to be so well armed, nor for them to fight with such fierce discipline. The Orlock gangers were overwhelmed and trapped and surrounded. 

			They retreated to a mound in the middle of the dome and made their last stand. They were cut down almost to a man. 

			When they returned, Enforcer Captain Jibreel’s scouts were clear. The Orlock force had been massacred. 

			‘They’re all dead?’ Jibreel demanded. He remained coldly calm but terror spread through the forces of the law, and the wilder gangs fell back and Jibreel was forced to pull his main force to a safer distance. 

			These manoeuvres left the bottleneck of House Cawdor dangerously exposed in Bone Valley. Jibreel sent word to them straight away. The message ran, ‘Orlock gangs slaughtered. We are awaiting reinforcements. Recommend your retreat.’ 

			But the headman of House Cawdor refused to believe that any thrall could threaten his faith-enflamed warriors. He refused to move even as the horde of thralls entered Bone Valley on either side of their barricade. They had faith in the Emperor. They had faith in their guns. They had faith in their flamers. And faith was the sharpest weapon they bore. But unlike them, Thrax knew the hive tunnels as a rat knew its lair. 

			Slave scouts picked their way through the rubble of Bone Valley. They came so close they could see the faces of the Redemptionists in the light of their fires. They had a commanding position at the top of the long scree slope of yellow rat skulls. 

			He planned everything and when the gangers were at their prayers, dark shapes began firing on the Cawdor positions, provoking a furious response from the robed warriors. In their eagerness the fanatics left their fortified positions in hot pursuit. They charged down, lighting their way with gouts of flame, purging the confusion of tunnels and defiles. 

			But these were feigned flights. The Cawdor gangers were surrounded and cut down. They had hoped to trap Thrax, but instead they were trapped. In the end the thralls hit House Cawdor from every side, above and below. 

			By the time Enforcer Captain Jibreel’s combined forces entered Bone Valley, they found it choked with piles of Redemptionist dead. And Thrax’s Mob were gone. 

		


		
			Escape

			It was nearly a month after the Battle of Bone Valley when Thrax’s band finally stopped running. They were safe in the underhive. 

			They had come to a halt in a gloomy, low-roofed fault named Crow’s Slide, which fell rimwards and ended in beaches and a broad, flooded lake that filled the bottom of the chamber. There were escape routes aplenty, but Thrax posted sentries since each could serve just as easily as a route of attack. 

			His followers set up camp, foraged for edible growths, cleared land for mushroom farming, set up pens for blind fish to grow, put nets across the sluice tubes. The underhive was a natural place for Thrax’s Mob to flee to. Theirs was a new world, a new start, a little haven in the darkness. 

			And for a while there was peace. 

			Thrax was their king. He was both good and wise, and stern. Thralls reached out to touch his hands or clothes, to hear his voice, to take his blessing whenever he appeared. So deep in the wilds they needed to provide for themselves. Thrax set up smithies, armouries, smelting pits and mines where no one who worked was a slave. They built walls and barricades, and seeded the thick sludge pools with bile maggots and mushroom spores. 

			But his pride and joy was the lathe, where they could bore rifles and shotguns. 

			The lathe-house took them months to plan and put together. And once the machinery was in place they fashioned a framework of scavenged flakboard. Thrax rolled up his sleeves to help raise the heavy starch beams into place. He held them there as they were pegged into position. He stepped back to admire what they had achieved as many hands came forward with scraps of metal and flakboard, and held them as they were hammered onto the walls. 

			They were putting down roots. Building homes. Raising an eye to the future. Defending themselves. Beginning a little kingdom in the sunken tunnels and crushed domes of the underhive. 

			‘Are we safe now?’ a little voice said. 

			Thrax looked down and saw the dirt-smeared face of a young boy. He was not a paternal man. He had no interest in children. But there was something about this young lad. Thrax reached down and took the boy’s hand in his own. 

			And standing there, Thrax felt something primal he had not experienced before. A need to do better than his own father. A need to survive for something bigger than himself. 

			‘Were you an Orlock thrall as well?’ Thrax said. 

			The boy nodded. 

			‘What is your name?’

			‘My mother called me Bran.’

			‘And your father?’

			‘I did not have a father.’

			‘You’re lucky,’ Thrax said. 

			Bran nodded without understanding. 

			Slab carried the door into place and he held it there as the hinges were fixed to the frame. There was a pause as the man with the hammer took another nail from his mouth and clattered it in. 

			‘Are we safe?’ Bran asked, looking around at Crow’s Slide. 

			Thrax wanted to say, ‘Yes, child, we are safe.’

			But that would have been absurd.

			He was Thrax and he told the truth. ‘No. Of course we are not safe. This is the underhive. Hive Primus, of the planet of Necromunda. The only time you will be safe is when you are dead.’ 

			Thrax felt for his belt and pulled out a knife with a snapped-off end. It had been sharpened many times, but there at the heel was the stamp of House Orlock. He handed it to the child. ‘Here. Until then, Bran, we keep on fighting.’
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			My mother’s name was Red Tori. 

			She had high, genuine rat skin boots, rockcrete-hard legs, a half-shaved head and a shock of auburn hair that she spiked into a knife’s-edge mohawk. She lived by a simple code. Kill or be killed. The hive itself was her teacher and she was in a state of constant learning. 

			She was not the soft, gentle, mothering kind you hear about in uphive tales. You know the type – the kindly noblewoman in her seventh cycle of rejuvenat who finally gives birth to her first and only child; a loved and cherished infant who is raised with kind words, an indulgent nanny and a gang of smart nursery servitors, kitted out in the finest spider silk harlequin outfits, to order around and play with. 

			No. None of that crap. 

			My mother had no softness. No pity. She was an Escher gang leader and she was as gentle and soothing as a necklace of razor wire. She passed on her experience with snappy lines. ‘Got a problem, get a gun.’ 

			Or, ‘When you have no enemies, you’re dead.’

			Or, ‘Shit doesn’t arrive with a bell about its neck.’

			Or, ‘Come on. It’s only pain.’

			Or, ‘Never met a dead Goliath I didn’t like.’ 

			But her favourite saying was what she shouted to her gangers when they were sprinting into battle: ‘Be bold, scummers! Life is short. And it’s getting shorter.’

			There were hushed rumours about what had driven my mother down this low, to Meander’s Gate. She’d murdered a guilder. Poisoned her gang leader. Fallen foul of the Heavy Flamer Crusade on one of their fanatical purges. 

			I never dared ask. 

			When one juve did, a nondescript woman named Torlith, my mother went from standing still to a roundhouse kick in a thrilling blur. Her boot connected with the juve’s jaw before Torlith knew what was coming. 

			Bam! It was magnificent. The stupid girl was still spitting out blood and teeth as my mother turned and strode back to the ganghall. ‘Frekking idiot,’ she muttered. 

			‘That wasn’t fair,’ one of the other gangers said to her when they got inside.

			My mother’s cat-yellow eyes flayed the women with contempt. She couldn’t stand whining. ‘Get over it. This hive isn’t fair.’

			Whatever crime had driven my mother downhive turned out to be a blessing. She’d prospered in the deadly, treacherous world of shifting no-man’s-lands, and fought her way up to form her own gang. She named them the Wild Hydras. 

			All her gangers came from a vast distillery named Femdrake Pits. I pieced together a view of it from the stories they told. A cyclopean dome with heavy rockcrete buttresses, stacked habs alongside crude stills, condensing pipes and steaming holding vats. A place where a misstep could drop you into a tank of mandrake concentrate, necrosis gel, neural-block, hemolysis syrup or slab-vat hormones. That was the stuff that was sold to the Goliaths. It was a powerful solution, used in minute quantities for each batch of Goliath mewlings. 

			Blackeye had many stories about that place. She told me, ‘My sister fell in. It went through her skin. Her mouth. Her nose. We dragged her out. She was crying and moaning. Her body was growing and swelling. Her skin started to stretch. It was as taut as a bladder-wrack. Then she started to tear, like a snake shedding its pelt. Her skin split and her body oozed out. She was howling like a mutant. I used a blade to open up an artery, just to stop her screaming. Even when she was dead her muscles kept growing. I could hardly watch. Last time I saw her remains she was as big as a hab.’

			I stood open-mouthed listening to it all. You could imagine the horror of it from the look on Blackeye’s face. 

			‘When it was done there was nothing human left. My sister was all lumps of accelerator-grown muscle slab and vat-meat. That night I packed all my possessions and the next day I got the hell out of there.’

			‘Is that true?’ I asked. 

			Clete slapped me around the head. ‘Of course it is!’

			All the Wild Hydras had similar tales. All had fled downhive. All of them bore their scars. The tox-plants of House Escher were a deadly breeding ground. That much time spent around poisons exacted a heavy toll. My mother took them in. Being in a gang gave them new hope. A new purpose. A new edge. Femdrake survivors made good fighters, she liked to say. They were all cut from similar cloth. They held the same grudges and had the same attitudes. 

			‘I’m their mother,’ she said, without warmth or tenderness, though she was more like a strict master. ‘But they do not give me as much trouble as you two.’

			‘What trouble?’ I demanded. 

			She fixed me with her yellow eyes. ‘Making sure that no one kills me…’ she said, the end of her sentence hanging in the air, ‘…until you’re old enough to take revenge.’ She tapped her razor-nails onto the hammered tin tabletop for emphasis – a sound like the rattle of wild gunfire. 

			When I was young I thought the Wild Hydras were an im­possibly glamorous band of gunslingers and big-talkers with their huge hair and high boots and swirling blue gang ­tattoos. They were the meanest bunch of women this side of Lightshaft 9. 

			We lived in the DimZone – a borderland between the settled reaches and the underhive. Above us trillions of tons of rockcrete and people reached up into the clouds. Whatever they were. 

			‘Clouds are like water,’ Clete said, but that sounded daft. ‘Think of steam,’ she said, but it was clear that she was just repeating things other people had told her. 

			‘Clouds are like pollution,’ Blackeye said, and I believed her. She had that matter-of-fact confidence. And we knew all about pollution. DimZone was the dump into which it all fell and flowed. 

			I lay imagining uphive sometimes. It seemed an extra­ordinary place. Millennia of design and expansion, collapse and repair. 

			Higher up, I heard, the hive was lit with lightshafts and the Necromundan sun. There were domes so vast that they contained mountain ranges of compacted trash, their summits so high that they were lost in darkness; seething rivers of bubbling effluent; deltas of tox-swamps where skiffs of sumpkroc skin skimmed off by-products; and dense forests of fungus. They would take weeks to cross. So boundless that they had their own microclimates and species of flora and fauna, their own stories and myths that made sense of their world. Reaching slabs of stacked-habs set one by the other, the narrow canyons in-between whipping up dirt and debris with each downdraught. Suspended cities of spherical steel-pods, hundreds of them hanging from great chains linked with swing-wires, gantries and stressed-cable bridges. 

			That was what people said. 

			But none of us had ever been so high. DimZone was a buffer. A compressed series of strata where the rockcrete domes were broken and crumbling. Where tunnels had collapsed into perilous squeezes, sump pools, sinks and tunnel-siphons. Where the desperate clung on as their feet dangled over the edge. Below was the underhive – and nothing good came from there. 

			We all wanted to get the hell out of there, but despite that we were fiercely proud to live in the DimZone. We were better than those beneath us, and by Throne, one day, we vowed, we’d get back up to the more civilised areas, and we’d do it the hard way. 

			We lived on scraps brought down from the city above. We wore fourth-hand clothes. Lived in habs built of old flakboard panels of pressed mushroom starch or rusting sheet metal. All detritus discarded from above. Brought down to our level by the dumpload in heavy cargo lifters of rusting steel. Unloaded by hydraulic claw-arms, and dragged about the tunnels by sweating haulage servitors, their lobotomised bodies embedded in the cart-yokes, their unwashed flesh stinking with years of toil and filth. 

			The DimZone got its name because the few functioning lightshafts directed only a thin dusk-light down to us. And we were too deep to tap into the working energy cablings that powered the hive’s factorums above. We ran our lumens with an ad hoc mix of wheezing methayne generators, effluent-electric turbines, dams and, of course, the Lightning Farm – a colossal external structure flung out into the void around the outer-spire that channelled raw electric power from the atmospheric turbulence. It was the main source of power for the lower courses of the Western Districts. We all relied on it for our water siphons, the air pumps and scrubbers. It was an erratic energy source. When the weather was extreme the lights would flicker and spark, and the water-stills would run on double speed. When there was a lull, there came the dull rumble of the Chem Falls hydro plant whining into action. The only time the power died was when the gangs who owned it started squabbling.

			There were no vast domes near us. Not the kind that featured in stories of uphive. They had been here, I was told, but they’d all collapsed as the hive grew over our heads. All that had survived was a confused and tangled web of small domes, service tunnels, excavated halls, pipes and chasms. It was a compressed zone, being slowly crushed and repaired with each hive quake season, each time a little tighter than before. 

			Lower down was a slum of lawless wilderness that stretched into the very roots of our world. A foul, foetid, stinking, desperate place, home to mutants and creeping creatures of scales and slime and fangs and bestial hungers. A place that offered escape, flight, deliverance, evasion, forgetting. A place for the shunned. The insane. The absconders. The redeemed. The excluded. The hunted. The damned. 

			‘But,’ Blackeye said with a wink, ‘it offers certain opportunities.’ 

			Deep, deep down, in the forgotten depths of mines and shafts and chasms, were the scattered remains of the very first settlements upon the planet. It was said that fabulous treasures of art and archeotech were there for the finding. 

			That wasn’t a trade we dabbled in. There was too much bargaining and bartering for my mother. She liked danger and risk and the kind of problems that could be fixed with the knuckle or the gun. The Wild Hydras were warriors and they guarded the caravan route that went down to the underhive through a maze of tunnels known as Meander’s Guts. It was a perilous descent, prone to hive quakes and floods and all manner of dangers. When an immense rift opened up at the bottom of the Guts, our dome suddenly became an important hub. It was named Quake Chasm, and the Wild Hydras made a fortune keeping the approach tunnels clear of all the dreadful underhive monsters. The gangers brought back trophies of skulls and pelts and fangs and claws. Things that had names, and those that were unique creations of the tox-pools below, and which crept upwards in search of human blood. 

			We made a fortune charging tithes on each hiver heading to the Quake Chasm. Some went game hunting with cherished hotshot and long-las rifles slung over their shoulders. Others needed to escape, and fast. Others still were simply adventurers. Brave, heedless, desperate: they paid their credits and passed downwards with big hopes, big words and big guns. Most never came back. The underhive consumed them. Kept their bones and their names hidden deep in its bowels. Let nothing return. 

			Once news of the first discoveries started to appear then it didn’t take long for the guilders to hear. The Merchant Guild. In a world of murder, felony, bloodshed and lynching, they were the untouchables. The power brokers of the hives. The grease that kept us all working. Or so they told us. And if you crossed them then they used their massive financial muscle to squash you like a spitting-roach slammed with a power hammer. 

			Killing a guilder would bring swift and brutal retribution. It was a terrible crime that was spoken of in hushed voices, and the faces of the guilty were daubed all over the Western Districts – hoardings plastered inches thick with placards, posters and signboards bearing sketched mugshots, and the familiar stencilled words, Wanted: Dead. It was an easy way for the insane to make a name for themselves. They got their fifteen minutes of infamy. 

			So when news came that the guilders were on their way, my mother was edgy. It was both a threat and an opportunity. Which way the credit fell was up to her. 

			She prepared herself as she did for a battle. Spiked hair, vivid make-up, guns and knives loaded, oiled and honed. 
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