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			In order to even begin to understand the blasted world of Necromunda you must first understand the hive cities. These man-made mountains of plasteel, ceramite and rockrete have accreted over centuries to protect their inhabitants from a hostile environment, so very much like the termite mounds they resemble. The Necromundan hive cities have populations in the billions and are intensely industrialised, each one commanding the manufacturing potential of an entire planet or colony system compacted into a few hundred square kilometres.

			The internal stratification of the hive cities is also illuminating to observe. The entire hive structure replicates the social status of its inhabitants in a vertical plane. At the top are the nobility, below them are the workers, and below the workers are the dregs of society, the outcasts. Hive Primus, seat of the planetary governor Lord Helmawr of Necromunda, illustrates this in the starkest terms. The nobles – Houses Helmawr, Cattalus, Ty, Ulanti, Greim, Ran Lo and Ko’Iron – live in the ‘Spire’, and seldom set foot below the ‘Wall’ that exists between themselves and the great forges and hab zones of the hive city proper. 

			Below the hive city is the ‘Underhive’, foundation layers of habitation domes, industrial zones and tunnels which have been abandoned in prior generations, only to be re-occupied by those with nowhere else to go.

			But… humans are not insects. They do not hive together well. Necessity may force it, but the hive cities of Necromunda remain internally divided to the point of brutalisation and outright violence being an everyday fact of life. The Underhive, meanwhile, is a thoroughly lawless place, beset by gangs and renegades, where only the strongest or the most cunning survive. The Goliaths, who believe firmly that might is right; the matriarchal, man-hating Escher; the industrial Orlocks; the technologically-minded Van Saar; the Delaque whose very existence depends on their espionage network; the fiery zealots of the Cawdor. All striving for the advantage that will elevate them, no matter how briefly, above the other houses and gangs of the Underhive. 

			Most fascinating of all is when individuals attempt to cross the monumental physical and social divides of the hive to start new lives. Given social conditions, ascension through the hive is nigh on impossible, but descent is an altogether easier, albeit altogether less appealing, possibility.

			– excerpted from Xonariarius the Younger’s
 Nobilite Pax Imperator – the Triumph
of Aristocracy over Democracy.

		

	
		
			Fire

			 


			Zeke awoke with the scent of smoke in his nostrils.

			He fought his way to full consciousness, old instincts cutting through the smothering, aching blanket of his hangover. This wasn’t the sour smoke of the dried fungus trunks that Ava and Vorn used to heat their home, nor the whiff of char that meant someone hadn’t been watching the rat on the spit, or even the sweet scent of incense paying homage to the God-Emperor or a particularly recalcitrant machine-spirit.

			This was smoke like he used to smell. Thick, choking, and scented with death.

			He rolled off the pile of blankets which served him as a bed and clawed them aside, grimacing as the motion sent his stomach lurching. Too much Second Best last night. Too much Second Best most nights, but at least he didn’t get the shakes any more.

			His questing fingers found the notches in the loose floorboard. He pried it up, tossed it aside, reached down into the narrow cavity beneath.

			His hand closed on a belt. Leather from some unknown and unnamed creature, and still smooth and supple. He hesitated for a moment, even as the smoke reached down into his lungs and twisted them into a cough. He could leave this here, as he’d sworn to himself that he would. He was wasting time, and it wouldn’t help him face flames on the stairs, or climb out of the window if the stairs were already impassable. When Ava and Vorn had taken him in, rescued the sad sack of a broken man that he’d been and given him a place to live in exchange for his labour, he’d made himself a promise.

			But if he’d meant it, why had he kept the belt at all?

			God-Emperor, give your servant a sign.

			He would take whatever came out. If the belt’s cargo slipped off it on the way out, or got caught on the floorboards, then he’d take the belt and the belt alone.

			He withdrew his hand, and with it came his old gun belt. And on the belt were his two old holstered autopistols, his old spare rounds of ammo, and his knife.

			Zeke exhaled. He stood up, cursing his unsteadiness, and wrapped the belt around him. That much, at least, came easily; his fingers remembered the motions, expertly guided the prong to the correct hole and tucked the loose end away. He was fatter now than he had been thirteen years ago, but that wasn’t saying much: he’d been little more than skin on bones when Ava had found him lying by the roadside.

			Done. The belt was on. He pulled on his boots and crossed the floor of his room in two strides, for it wasn’t large.

			More smoke greeted him when he opened the door, much more, accompanied by the crackle of flames and a wash of heat from below. This wasn’t just a cookfire run out of control, this was an inferno. Zeke leaned back to take a breath of comparatively cleaner air, then lunged for the door of his hosts’ room.

			It was empty. The sheets on the bed – and they had a proper bed, Munitorum-issue frame and pallet, bought from a trader – were neatly made, and their few possessions were arranged tidily. They must have already been up and about when the fire started.

			Zeke eyed the window, but he couldn’t save himself yet. What if the children were asleep, and their parents outside, unable to get in to rescue them because of the flames?

			He dashed back out of Ava and Vorn’s room, across the narrow landing, and crashed through the door of the third and final upstairs room, where Essy and Donnel slept.

			Both beds were empty, the covers askew – though that was not unusual – and the childrens’ dolls were on the floor. Donnel was eight, and had his tech-priest, Magos Volt, in robes of rough red cloth that Zeke had sewn himself, with much pricking of his fingers and swearing which he’d done his best to muffle. Essy was sixteen, and had an Adepta Sororitas doll called Sister Purity in chipped, dark green paint. She didn’t play with it any more, but Zeke knew she still treasured it, for it had been made by her father. A few years ago she’d liked nothing better than making it kill ‘heretics’ made of old cloth and twisted wire, while humming hymns in praise of the God-Emperor that Zeke had taught her. Ava hadn’t liked that so much, but Vorn had defended it.

			‘Nowt wrong wi’ praising Him,’ he’d said stoutly, ‘nor wi’ killing wrong’uns. Emperor be merciful she’ll never have to do t’second, but she should learn t’songs to do t’first.’

			Zeke had been only too happy to oblige. Still, he’d stuck to the hymns that focused more on the Emperor’s glory and divinity, and avoided the ones that went on at length about the blood and death meted out in His name. Essy was very unlikely to end up as a Sister of Battle, but she would still learn about blood and death in time. Let her have a few years of praising the Emperor for nothing other than His radiance first.

			No Ava and Vorn, no Essy and Donnel. What hour was it? Had he overlain again? He had to get out, and not just for his own sake. Ava and Vorn would surely try to get back in to rouse and save him from the flames; they’d watched out for him for the last thirteen years, and weren’t likely to stop now. He had to get out so they didn’t risk themselves trying to get in.

			He scooped the children’s dolls off the floor, tucked them inside his jerkin, and threw open the shutters of their window.

			A scene of hell greeted him.

			Zeke had heard a lot about hell. He’d spent much of his life considering it, for he was House Cawdor by birth, and Cawdor were the most penitent and pious of all the Great Houses of Necromunda. As a child, he’d been beaten repeatedly, and told he was going to it. As an adult, he’d done what – at the time – he thought was best to prevent others from going to it, until he’d fled that life before it killed him. For a while, he’d thought he was in it, although looking back now he could see that had simply been the self-pitying weakness of a broken man. Since Ava and Vorn had rescued him, he’d taken to living his life quietly and drowning any particularly intruding thoughts about it in bottles of Second Best. And now here it was, staring him in the face.

			Floodgrave was aflame.

			The entire settlement was engulfed in roaring fire: sulky, flickering tongues of blood red licking around the ends of roof beams; shimmering sheets of orange that lightened to a painful white in the central, hottest parts; even flashes of blue here and there, as some form of chemical burned away.

			Zeke’s knees were liquid. He clutched at the window frame to support himself, aware of a panicked sob building in his throat. He’d always been told he would burn, always been told that this was his fate because he wasn’t good enough, brave enough, didn’t love the Emperor enough… and Zeke had no argument with any of those statements.

			But he didn’t want to burn.

			He could feel heat from behind him, now. The rest of Ava and Vorn’s house was catching; the flames had licked up the stairs. They’d reach him soon, and even if they didn’t, the ground floor would surely give way as the flames consumed it. It was perhaps that thought more than anything else that catalysed Zeke into movement. He couldn’t put into words why being crushed by a burning building was even more horrific to him than the notion of burning alive, but it was.

			He leaned out and looked down, then jerked back as flames from the window below seemed to rear up to meet him. He couldn’t hang off the edge and drop down: his legs would catch fire. He had to get completely clear of the building.

			Zeke placed his right boot on the windowsill, grabbed hold of the frame with his right hand to steady himself, brought his left boot up, took hold of the top of the window frame with his left hand, ducked his head through so it was out past the line of the house’s wall and he was leaning slightly forwards…

			‘God-Emperor, grant that I may live this day, or if I may not, that I die quickly,’ he prayed. That was all the mercy he dared ask for, and probably more than he deserved.

			He jumped.

			The packed dust of Floodgrave’s street rose up to meet him alarmingly quickly. He landed, throwing his weight to one side into a roll as he did so, to avoid blowing his knees out. Bella had taught him that: she’d been House Escher once, before she’d cast those loyalties aside in favour of dedicating herself to the Emperor, and Zeke could have sworn that she’d been part-spider from the way she seemed able to move anywhere she pleased, climbing and jumping and falling with no trouble.

			Bella’s lessons had been long ago, but they’d stuck. Zeke rolled back up to his feet with a slight twinge in his left ankle but nothing more, and his right hand already dropping to the grip of an autopistol. It was amazing how old reflexes came back, even after lying dormant for so long.

			‘Ava!’ he shouted, looking around desperately. ‘Vorn!’ On instinct, he pulled a clip of ammunition from his belt and slid it into place, racked the action, chambered a round. There was no point in having a weapon if it wasn’t ready to be used.

			Flames rose on both sides of him. Every building he could see was burning as though it had incurred the Emperor’s own wrath, but there were no people. No one was running, no one was shouting, no one was screaming, no one was desperately trying to rescue possessions or put out the fires.

			The whole settlement was dead, and this was its funeral pyre.

			Zeke stumbled back towards the flames billowing from Ava and Vorn’s ground floor, fighting against a sick feeling in his stomach and wary for the creaking sound that would suggest the whole structure was about to come down. He had to see. He had to know…

			The wash of heat was like a physical force, but he shielded his face and pressed on. He’d long ago given up the mask that was one of the badges of his House, and for the first time in over a decade he found himself wishing he still had it, but it was a futile thought.

			The flames died for a moment and he took a step closer, forced his watering eyes to focus as he looked inside, into the simple room where he’d spent happy, contented evenings over the last thirteen years. He’d discussed the nature of the Emperor with Vorn, laughed at Ava’s jokes, and watched her belly swell twice. Essy’s first little brother hadn’t lived, for the coughing sickness had taken him, but Donnel had been stronger when he’d arrived. Zeke had watched Donnel grow from mewling babe into a delightful, clever child, and Essy from a young child into a young adult, each of them with their own dreams, hopes and aspirations. The Necromundan underhive might break those dreams, as it broke so many other things, but there was always a chance that they would endure.

			The window cleared for a split-second, allowing a clear glimpse of the room within. Zeke made out two blackened, burning shapes, before the flames flooded back and he staggered away involuntarily, gasping for air and wiping at his eyes. It was enough. His eyes filled with tears for a different reason, and he dropped to his knees in the street. The pain in his chest had nothing to do with the tainted air all around him.

			They were dead. Zeke had seen enough dead and burning bodies to recognise what he’d just seen. Ava and Vorn, perhaps the best two people he’d ever known, full of quiet strength and generosity, good humour and the solid courage to make their own life in a little settlement in the underhive, were dead. And he, a wreck of a man – no, the afterthought of a wreck of a man – was still alive.

			How he wished that he had the strength to accept the God-Emperor’s will as he should.

			He forced himself back to his feet. He was too late for Ava and Vorn, but what about the children? He hadn’t seen them in there. Had they run? What about the others in the town? Surely everyone couldn’t have been caught unawares and killed by the fire while he’d merely lain sleeping? Perhaps even now there was someone trapped, in need of his help…

			Snake-Eye Val’s place was closest. The old woman pottered around it well enough most of the time, but her knees were going. She wouldn’t be able to get out easily. He should try there, before…

			Before the fire reached all her liquor stills.

			The building blew apart in a roaring, raging fireball. Something hard and flaming struck Zeke on the shoulder, knocking him staggering, and his courage shattered. He turned his stagger into a full-on sprint and fled, running between burning buildings with whimpered prayers that they wouldn’t fall on him, over the rickety fence which marked the borders of Floodgrave, until he reached the corroded old still that Abram Hackett had dragged out there a few years ago after the water from it had made him sick three times. He climbed inside and hugged his knees to his chest, whimpering and shaking.

		

	
		
			Ashes

			 


			Zeke had waited for the flames to die, his courage and good intentions as shrivelled and wasted as a long-dead ripperjack carcass. Then he’d hauled himself, cramped and shivering, out of the old water still and had trudged back into the blackened remains of Floodgrave.

			It was somewhere in the day-cycle: the ancient lumens, far above in the roof of the slowly-crumbling dome, were lit. However, their light was dimmed and reddened by the dust, ash and smoke that still swirled in the air, and Zeke picked his way through a ruddy, soot-stained landscape of blackened, skeletal shapes that had once been the supporting frames for his neighbours’ homes. There were twelve buildings in Floodgrave, or there had been; now there were ten burned-out shells and a pile of debris where Old Man Dekkar’s house had collapsed on itself. Snake-Eye Val’s place was here and there after it had been blown apart, mixed in with the other wreckage.

			There was no point hunting for survivors, not after a fire like that, but Zeke went looking anyway, searching for bodies. These had been his neighbours: good people, in the main, despite the fact they’d all had their own challenges and issues. They didn’t deserve to be left where they’d fallen. They deserved proper funeral rites, or as good as he could give them.

			In truth, it also gave him something to do. His stomach was tight with worry, sick not just with horror at what had happened, but at the uncertainty of his own future. He’d lived here for thirteen years, a hired hand for Ava and Vorn’s slime crops and, if truth be told, unofficial child-minder more times than he could count. He hadn’t had to make decisions, for the slime crops demanded only his bending and kneeling, lifting and carrying, scraping and shaping. Essy and Donnel had needed nothing more than occasional restraining to stop them from straying too far, or to prevent them from playing with something they shouldn’t. Floodgrave was destroyed, and Zeke’s life with it. He’d let himself believe that he’d grow old and die here, in the fullness of time. Now he needed to decide what he was going to do next, how he was going to move on.

			He wasn’t ready to do that yet, so he went looking for corpses to give them their due honour.

			They weren’t hard to find. Everyone had died in their own homes. Ava and Vorn. Abram Hackett. Efen Van Sennig and his nephew, Marco. There was no sign of Snake-Eye, but given how little was left of the building she’d lived in, that was no surprise. He might well have missed a charred arm or a leg somewhere. He hadn’t needed to go hunting too hard. Even Dekkar had been fairly easy to find. Burned bodies, one and all, blackened and crisp, unidentifiable except by where he found them.

			And that was the problem.

			Zeke knew this town. If the lights were on, its people were up and about; all except him, if he’d had too much drink the night before. Ava and Vorn forgave him that, for they knew that he’d put in the work after dark, even though they told him not to in case a flock of carrion bats swooped on him. The bodies of his neighbours were all near the doors of the homes they’d built themselves to give some privacy and shelter against the underhive and its predators, and its occasionally unpredictable atmosphere.

			All near the doors, but none in the streets. No one had tried to flee from the flames. There was no cluster of bodies where they’d united to try to put out the first fire and had been crushed by something falling on them, or had been caught together by an explosion. It was as though every building had caught fire together, or as near as made no difference, with the people of Floodgrave unmoving inside.

			Most importantly, he couldn’t find the children.

			It was that which drove the truth home to him. He searched through the wreckage of Ava and Vorn’s home, terrified that at any moment the remnants of the upper storey would come crashing down on him, but Essy and Donnel’s bodies weren’t there. Ava and Vorn were barely distinguishable from each other: they were lying in plain sight, next to each other on the floor, as though they’d lain down to go to sleep and hadn’t got up when the flames had started. But of the children there was no sign.

			If they’d died, he’d have found them. If they lived, they’d be here, crying and wailing. An eight-year-old and a sixteen-year-old might run from a burning house, might even leave their parents to do so – and to be sure, Ava and Vorn would have given their lives if it meant ensuring their children could escape – but they wouldn’t run far. Odds were, they wouldn’t run far enough. They knew the dangers that lurked beyond the fence, and which sometimes slipped through it into the town. Children that didn’t heed those dangers didn’t make it to adulthood.

			Townsfolk dead, their houses all burned, and two children missing? That was no mystery, not to Zeke, who’d seen all the savage colours of the underhive and the sentient beings in it, before he’d abandoned that life.

			Someone, or realistically a group of someones, had murdered his neighbours, dragged them back into their houses, set fire to the town, and kidnapped the children. They’d assuredly have murdered him, too, had he not been sleeping off a bottle of Second Best. The drink had saved his life, which was a sad irony given how close it had come to killing him in the past.

			But for what purpose had he been saved? To mourn the deaths of the only good people he’d ever known? To be wracked with sorrow over the fate of two bright, wonderful children, snatched away by their parents’ murderers for… what? Slavery? Food? The mutants a few levels down had been getting more numerous, that was no secret.

			Zeke finished moving his neighbours into the street outside Quiet Tym’s house. The bodies were horrific, leering, charred skeletons, but in some way that was better. There was virtually nothing about them to recall the individual features of the people he’d come to know; no cadaverous echo of a smile, a frown, a flash of laughter. Their identities had been burned away, leaving only these remnants which were, it was true, horrendous to look upon, but in a way that he could partition off in his head. It was nothing he hadn’t seen before, back in the past.

			He went to get a shovel, for the toolshed hadn’t been burned. Then he set to work.

			It was a shallow grave, and a mass one, for he had neither the strength nor the will to dig one for each of them. Nor, in truth, could he remember exactly who was who, now. He knew Ava and Vorn, and Old Man Traven had been barely taller than Essy, and Quiet Tym the Goliath was as large as two normal men put together, which was why Zeke had taken the rest to him instead of the other way around. But the rest were just… there. Just bodies.

			He rolled them in, one after another, asking their forgiveness for his rough treatment of them. Then he covered them over, scratched the best aquila he could manage in the dirt over them, and sank to his knees. He squeezed his eyes shut, tired and raw from the smoke and his tears, and began to pray for the souls of his neighbours.

			‘Lord of Mankind, protector of all

			Hear these words

			Lord of Mankind, protector of all

			Take these souls…’

			He ran through all the prayers and benedictions he could remember that were even remotely relevant, until his words dried up and his knees screamed protest at bearing his weight for so long. And still he didn’t move.

			Zeke knew, deep in his heart, that he hadn’t been praying just for the souls of his neighbours, although he fervently hoped that somehow the Emperor would hear his words and guard their immortal spirits, grant them mercy and welcome them into His light. He’d been praying because once he finished praying, he’d have to decide what to do next.

			Why had he been saved? Why had he, out of all of Floodgrave, been left alive and free? What purpose could there be to that? He would have wailed, would have cursed, would have screamed demands to know whether this was his punishment, to be left alive to bury other, better people… but he knew that was merely pride and hubris speaking. It would be such arrogance, to think that the death of others had been brought about simply so that he would suffer. Zeke knew that he did not matter; he knew that his inability to see the Emperor’s will was simply because he was not worthy.

			And so he remained, lightless and directionless, unable to move but unwilling to stay, with the bodies of his neighbours a few feet away and the two children he’d once played and laughed with snatched away into the depths of the underhive somewhere, far beyond his reach.

			He needed a sign, but he’d been living his own quiet life for so long that he’d forgotten how to read them. And in any case, he wasn’t sure he’d ever read them properly. He finally relaxed his arms from the aquila, and dropped them to his sides.

			He couldn’t say whether it was old muscle memory or something else, but his hands came to rest on the grips of his autopistols. Zeke’s pulse quickened. He had been a man of violence, once. He’d thought of himself as more than a man at the time, and looking back he couldn’t see how he’d thought himself a man at all, but the violence had been unquestionable. He’d done his best to forget those times. He’d done it so well, in fact, that neither he nor anyone else in Floodgrave had thought of him as anything other than Ava and Vorn’s hired hand: a bit too fond of a drink, but reliable enough in his way.

			The old Zeke could have done something to help Essy and Donnel, perhaps. Or at least avenge them.

			But the old Zeke had been full of the Emperor’s fire and fury. The old Zeke had known his purpose, clear and true as a blade. And, to be fair, the old Zeke had been one of many, all of the same mind. When the old Zeke had acted, his companions had acted with him.

			Zeke was one man, alone, with a pair of old guns and a lurking fear of his own past. What help could he provide to two lost children, other than possibly get murdered in front of them, if they even still lived to see it?

			Perhaps he should go uphive? Floodgrave was below the line that formed the official barrier between Underhive and Hive City, the line where the law of Lord Helmawr stopped and past which only the law of the gun – and the Merchant Guild – held any sway, but it wasn’t below it by much. It was a day-cycle’s walk, and even if there wasn’t much of the current day-cycle left, staying here during Lights Out might not be much safer than venturing abroad. Some of the hive’s predators avoided the smell of smoke, it was true, but others knew that smoke meant humans, and humans sometimes meant food… either scraps, or the humans themselves, if the predators were large enough and the humans unwary.

			He could leave. Take this as a sign that the Emperor’s purpose for him was not, and had never been, with Floodgrave and its people. He could try to find a border gate with sympathetic guards, or at least ones amenable to minor bribes, and slip through into the manufactoria beyond. Zeke knew what lay above – endless menial labour and drudgery until his death – but wasn’t that what he’d had here? He might not find the same quiet joy he’d had as a lodger with Ava, Vorn and their children, but up where everything belonged to one Clan House or other, and hab blocks were filled with workers who produced wealth for their liege-lords, surely wherever he lived was far less likely to be burned down?

			Then again, the Clan Houses fought their own wars against each other, and there was no simpler way for them to damage their rivals’ interests than by killing off part of a workforce. Perhaps he’d be no safer up there.

			If only he could be sure of a decision…

			‘Hey!’

			He looked up, his eyes snapping open. That had been a human voice: adult, male and gruff.

			‘Hey, kneeler!’

			Two shapes were approaching through the haze.

			‘Hands where I can see them!’

			They got a few steps closer, and a curl of smoke drifted aside to reveal them in more detail. Thick leather vests, bandanas tied around their heads and above their biceps, and heavy work boots shod with metal.

			Orlocks, like Ava and Vorn had been. But these weren’t settlers, working hard to build a life for themselves. These two wore gang colours, and each had a metallic flash on the left breast of their vest: a watchman’s badge. Whoever their gang was, and Zeke wasn’t familiar enough with the local ones to know, they’d been deputised by the Merchant Guild. Some gangs took such a responsibility seriously. Others…

			Well, others saw it as a way to get rich quick by throwing their weight around and extorting anyone they could.

			‘What in t’name of Helmawr’s rump happened here?’ one of them demanded, his autogun levelled at Zeke. His companion, a sharp-faced woman with a shotgun still balanced on her shoulder, was looking around with an expression somewhere between disgust and awe.

			Zeke tried to speak, but his throat and mouth were dry from the prayers. He did his best to moisten them, then tried again. 

			‘The town was attacked.’

			‘Yeah? By who?’ the man said.

			‘I… I don’t know,’ Zeke admitted.

			‘What does he mean, he don’t know?’ the woman interjected, glaring at Zeke. ‘Where was he, then?’

			Zeke grimaced, knowing that the truth would sound flimsy, but the Emperor hated a liar. ‘I was asleep.’

			‘Asleep!’ the man guffawed, but there was precious little real mirth in it. ‘Asleep, he says! T’town were attacked, and he were asleep!’ He nodded towards the disturbed earth of the grave. ‘What’s that?’

			‘It’s where I buried them,’ Zeke muttered.

			‘Buried who?’

			‘My neighbours.’

			The two Orlocks exchanged a glance. Then the man gestured with the barrel of his autogun.

			‘Move back. And he’ll keep his hands well away from his guns, unless he wants to end up in t’ground as well.’

			That was the Orlock way; they wouldn’t even talk to you directly, unless you were one of their own. It had been one of Zeke’s proudest moments when, eight months after taking him in, Vorn had first referred to him as ‘you’ instead of ‘he’.

			He shuffled backwards on his protesting knees, well aware that if he lowered his hands to help keep his balance then he’d likely end up with a chest full of autogun shells. The woman took up the shovel where he’d left it sticking in the dirt and began to scrape at the ground, carelessly defiling the aquila he’d drawn there, the best he could do for his friends.

			It took her only a few sweeps to uncover a fire-charred face that grinned up at her with blackened teeth.

			‘Blood of t’Emperor!’ she hissed, dropping the shovel. Her companion glanced down at the ground and recoiled, then trained his autogun on Zeke again with renewed vigour.

			‘Attacked, he says,’ the man growled. ‘Aye, that’s as maybe, but one man still alive when t’town’s burned to death and dumped in a grave? Asleep, my arse.’

			‘I didn’t do this,’ Zeke protested desperately.

			‘Caught at scene of t’crime,’ the woman said, looking like she might vomit at any second. ‘The guilders’ll have him strung up for this.’

			‘In the name of the Emperor, I didn’t do this!’

			‘He’ll keep t’name of t’Emperor out of his mouth!’ the man spat. ‘What d’you reckon, Kayts? Take him in for trial?’

			Zeke’s heart was racing. Was this his punishment, then? Was this the Emperor’s will? That he be blamed for the deaths of his friends, his neighbours, the closest to family he’d had in many a long year?

			Kayts’ mouth twisted in derision. ‘Nah. Kill him.’

			Survival reflexes, reflexes that Zeke had thought long-dead, resurfaced.

			He threw himself to his right, clawing his autopistol free from its holster before he’d even hit the ground. He pulled the trigger as he landed, sending a spray of fire ripping up across the man’s body. The Orlock fell backwards with a scream as blood erupted from his chest, and his autogun dropped, still unfired, from his hand. Zeke tracked his pistol towards Kayts.

			The gun, which hadn’t been used in thirteen years, jammed.

			He hadn’t loaded his left-hand one, and Kayts was bringing her shotgun up from where she’d been holding it lazily at her side. Zeke rolled onto his front as she racked the action.

			He snatched up a handful of dust and threw it into her face.

			Kayts staggered backwards with a curse, and the solid shell with which she’d loaded her gun flew wide when she reflexively pulled the trigger. Zeke could have rushed her, could have drawn his knife and tried to stab her or open her throat, but he hadn’t been much of a close fighter even when he’d been in his prime, and he was nowhere near his prime any longer. He might have been physically stronger, but Kayts looked wiry enough to make it a close thing, and there was every chance she’d wrest his knife from him and bury it in his gut.

			He ran.

			It only took Kayts a few moments to rack another shell and blink her eyes clear of dust, but those few moments were all Zeke needed to dash into the remains of Quiet Tym’s house. He knew the layout well enough to put what remained of a wall between him and Kayts without thinking. The blackened remnants wouldn’t stop a shotgun shell, but she wouldn’t be able to draw a bead on him so easily.

			‘Skutting murderer!’

			The shotgun boomed again, and a hole the size of Zeke’s head was blown in the wall not half a metre from where he stood. There was a clacking sound as Kayts racked the action once more, and Zeke took to his heels again. The next shot took out one of the few remaining uprights.

			The wreckage of the roof above him creaked ominously, and Zeke hurled himself out of Tym’s back door and hunkered down behind the thick metal cylinder of his water still as Kayts fired again.

			The damage caused by this one was too much for the house. Its remaining walls folded in on themselves and it collapsed with a thunderous crash. It was only a one-storey building – Tym hadn’t trusted his own work enough to be sure that a second floor would take his prodigious weight – but it still made more than enough noise to cover the quick clicks and snaps as Zeke slid a magazine into his left-hand pistol and then, for good measure, ejected the jamming round from the right-hand one.

			He screamed, as loud as his dry throat could manage, as agonised as he could make it. He wanted Kayts to think he’d been caught in the wreckage.

			‘How does he like that?’ the Orlock ganger snarled. There was a crunching noise as she walked forwards, picking her way over the remnants of the roof. ‘Where is he?’

			The shotgun fired, with a pattering aftermath as bits of debris blown up by the shell landed again. She was walking over the wreckage, shooting down into it, trying to find him.

			Zeke waited until she’d racked and fired her gun once more, then leaned out from behind the still.

			He went with his left-hand gun and prayed to the Emperor that he’d at least get a few shots out of it before it jammed. Kayts swung her shotgun up and fired, and her shell hit the still, but although it ruptured the metal and sent water gushing out, it didn’t punch through to strike Zeke. His shots, on the other hand, stitched a line across her chest. She spasmed, lost her footing and fell. When she stirred weakly, he fired again. This time she jerked, then lay still. It seemed that the Master of Mankind had heard Zeke’s prayers.

			Zeke exhaled. It had all happened so fast. One moment he’d been grieving for his friends, and the next, or so it seemed, he’d added two more corpses to the ones that had been made in Floodgrave today.

			He holstered his guns and, keeping one cautious eye out in case Kayts or even her unnamed companion decided they weren’t quite dead yet, sidled around the still to cup his hands under the water leaking from it. He drank deeply, then unstoppered the flask he always kept on his belt – his other belt, the belt Vorn had made for him, not his gun belt – and filled it up with hands that had begun to shake. This wasn’t the shakes of a man who’d had too much Second Best the night before, but the shakes of a man who’d just killed two folk after a long time of doing no such thing.

			And there was his sign.

			He’d considered going after Essy and Donnel, considered taking up his guns and trying to help them. Then he’d backed off that idea, had thought instead about trying to save his own skin, of sneaking back into Hive City and abandoning the children to their fate. And then the Emperor had sent these two Orlock gangers to kill him. Zeke could have chosen to let them do it, but instead he’d saved his own life by taking theirs.

			Violence wasn’t finished with him yet. The underhive wasn’t finished with him yet. If he could use violence to save his own life, he could use it to save Essy and Donnel.

			Or at least, he could try to.

			He didn’t take either the shotgun or the autogun from the dead Orlocks, because he’d only really ever used his pistols, and having a weapon you weren’t comfortable with using was sometimes worse than not having it at all. He raided the Orlocks for other things, though: creds, because he had precious few; auto shells, because by the benevolence of the God-Emperor they would fit his pistols just as well as the autogun they’d been intended for; a weapon maintenance kit and lubricant, so he could try to minimise the chances of his old guns failing on him again. He got two rations bars as well, which he supplemented with the most recent batch of mature slime from Vorn’s farm.

			Then, with a final whispered prayer, and one last tear, Zeke turned his back on the burned skeletons of Floodgrave and left it behind him. Not on the Wall Road, the one that would eventually take him to the lowest borders of Hive City, but on the Wastes Road.

			Those who kidnapped children rarely fled towards the law.

		

	
		
			A Knife in the Dark

			 


			There was nowhere truly safe to sleep in the underhive, that much was well known. Sleeping out in the open was an open invitation to any passing scavenger, whether they be human or animal. However, tucking yourself up in a dark corner or an old dry pipe… well, there was a reason parents taught their children to avoid such places. Milliasaurs, blindsnakes, lashworms, giant rats, giant spiders, sump­krocs; there were even rumours of ambulls that had somehow escaped, or been set free for Emperor only knew what reason. All of these and more could be lurking in such places, or might check them frequently for prey. Zeke had done the best he could for a man alone, which was to find a ruined old manu­factorum and settle down in the overseer’s station. It had been a slightly hair-raising climb, for the stairs and gantries leading to it were a little more corroded than he’d have liked, but despite some alarming creaks, nothing had actually given way.

			He’d cleaned out both of his autopistols, reassembled and reloaded them, and gone to sleep with his back against something solid and a decent view over most of the routes to get to his position. He would simply have to trust that his senses hadn’t been dulled too much by age and Second Best, and that he’d wake up if there was anything amiss.

			His senses must have had other ideas, because he awoke with someone standing over him.

			He went for his right gun at the same moment as the figure lunged for him. One hand was clamped over his mouth while the other held a knife to his throat… but didn’t pierce the skin. He froze, his autopistol still in its holster but his finger on the trigger.

			‘Ssssh,’ the figure murmured. ‘No noise, yes?’

			It was a Delaque.

			They were tall and thin, as that House tended to be, and swathed in the folds of one of their ubiquitous greatcoats. The faint light thrown off by the bioluminescent moulds colonising the interior walls of the manufactorum glinted off their pale, hairless scalp, and died completely in the void-black lenses that had apparently replaced their eyes.

			Sneaky. Creepy. Backstabbers. All of these words, and more, were used to describe the members of House Delaque, although rarely to their faces. They were a people of the shadows, secretive and menacing, who all looked very much alike and couldn’t be trusted to give you a straight answer on anything.

			Zeke could pull the trigger. His autopistol was angled far enough upwards now that he’d catch the Delaque in the gut, and at this range he’d probably blow holes right through them. The only question was whether or not the Delaque would cut his throat first, and whether the blade was poisoned. If it was, even a nick could potentially be fatal for a man on his own, a long way from anything resembling medical assistance.

			They tended to be poisoned.

			If the Delaque had wanted him dead, they’d have already cut him. Zeke held his fire, and nodded very slightly.

			‘Good.’ The Delaque lifted their hand off his mouth very slightly, but kept it close enough that Zeke could feel his own warm breath reflecting off it. ‘You are with Sarkon, yes?’

			Delaques were very difficult to read at the best of times. Their voices were whisper-quiet and largely inexpressive, and you never saw their eyes, assuming the one you were looking at even still had human eyes. Zeke couldn’t work out if knowing Sarkon was supposed to be a good or a bad thing in this scenario, so he trusted that the Emperor would ensure the truth protected him.

			‘I don’t know that name,’ he mumbled, watching for any flicker in expression to warn him that the knife was about to open his throat.

			‘Sarkon Aggad?’ The blade twisted against his skin slightly, the faintest hint of a prick as the point was angled against his jugular. ‘You don’t know him?’

			‘Never heard of him,’ Zeke said, with slightly more force. He eyed the Delaque warily, conscious of how fast his heart was thudding in his ears. ‘If that answer displeases you, I suggest you look down before you make any rash decisions.’

			The Delaque’s head didn’t move, and there was nowhere near enough light for Zeke to see if anything about the lenses that served as their eyes had changed, but he heard the very faintest intake of breath. It seemed his visitor had now somehow noticed his hand on his holstered autopistol, and the angle of it.

			‘If my blade pierces your skin–’

			‘I’d prefer that didn’t happen, which is why I haven’t shot you yet,’ Zeke told them. ‘How about you put the knife away?’

			‘If I do that, you will then shoot me with impunity, yes?’ the Delaque said with a quiet snort. ‘I think not. Raise your hands from your guns, both of them. Then I will sheathe my blade.’

			‘In my throat?’ Zeke said. ‘Everyone knows that you can’t trust a Delaque when they’re standing in front of you and you can see their hands, let alone when one has a knife to your neck!’

			‘And Cawdor are mindless fanatics who view everyone else as a heretic that needs to be purged!’ the Delaque hissed in reply. ‘You must think me a fool, yes?’

			‘If I was as fanatical as you claim,’ Zeke bit out, ‘I’d have shot you already and trusted to the Emperor to deflect your blade. But my faith is not that strong these days,’ he added sourly.

			‘Then we are at an impasse, no?’ the Delaque said softly. They stayed where they were, one hand still hovering mere inches from Zeke’s mouth, and the other keeping their knife in place.

			‘Let me ask you a question,’ Zeke ventured after a few seconds of silence. ‘Why are we whispering?’

			The Delaque’s head tilted very slightly to one side.

			‘Because I don’t have any friends around,’ Zeke continued, ‘and I don’t think you do either. But you didn’t want me making a noise when I woke, and I don’t think you want the noise of my gun firing, either. So who are you scared of? Is this Sarkon Aggad nearby?’

			‘If you think to shout for aid,’ the Delaque hissed, ‘know that he will not help you.’

			‘You don’t seem to like him very much,’ Zeke ventured, and received another vexed sniff of air in reply.

			‘Do not test me, stranger.’

			‘Test you?’ Zeke growled. ‘I wake to find you holding a knife to my throat, and I’m supposed to be concerned about testing you? Emperor’s mercy, you could have avoided this conversation entirely, if you’d just let me sleep!’

			The Delaque inhaled once more. Then, to Zeke’s astonishment, they withdrew their knife from his throat and disappeared it into their sleeve somewhere.

			‘You are not with Sarkon,’ they said with finality. ‘His people would never be so lax as to fall asleep while on guard, no?’

			Zeke opened his mouth to protest, then remembered that he hadn’t been on guard and so wasn’t actually being insulted, no matter how the Delaque was making it sound.

			‘I have no quarrel with you,’ the Delaque continued, ‘and I intend to die elsewhere.’ They stood, with only the faintest whispering from the folds of their greatcoat. ‘Farewell, stranger. I hope you will forgive my intrusion, and repay the staying of my hand when you awoke by not shooting me in the back as I depart, yes?’

			They turned, seeming to half-disappear into the gloom already as the high collar of their dark coat hid most of their pale head from Zeke’s view.

			‘Wait.’

			The Delaque half-turned in place.

			‘You’re the first person I’ve seen since the last day-cycle,’ Zeke said. ‘Tell me, have you seen two children? Sixteen years old, and eight.’

			‘Two children alone will not have survived from when you last saw them, if that was the last day-cycle,’ the Delaque said flatly, and turned away again, taking a step towards the stairs.

			‘They won’t have been alone!’ Zeke said, scrambling to his feet. The Delaque turned, their knife suddenly in their hand once more, and Zeke raised both of his hands to show that he wasn’t going for a weapon. He couldn’t count on the kindness of strangers, but what option did he have? ‘They’ve been taken. They may have been… tied up, or, or in a cage? With people, but they didn’t look like they belonged?’

			The Delaque tilted their head again. ‘Taken?’

			‘Yes.’ Zeke shrugged helplessly. ‘I think. Perhaps.’

			‘They are your children?’

			‘No. But I owe their parents. And they…’ are dead. ‘They can’t help them.’

			The Delaque said nothing for a moment, then disappeared their knife again. ‘You truly do not know of Sarkon Aggad?’

			‘No,’ Zeke said, frustrated. ‘What in the name of all the saints does he have to do with this?’

			‘Perhaps nothing,’ the Delaque replied slowly. ‘Perhaps everything. You know of the guild slavers, yes?’

			‘Of course,’ Zeke said. His stomach gave an ugly twist.

			‘Sarkon Aggad is such a man,’ the Delaque said, and if their voice had taken physical form it would have been a knife, cold and poison-dipped. ‘Two children, sixteen and eight, would be a prize for him and his crew, if taken alive and unharmed. Many years of work could be got out of them, and they would be young enough to be easily shaped to a wide variety of possible roles with a minimal need for neurological reconditioning to remove problematic attitudes. If these children have been taken, and you know not by whom… Sarkon Aggad could be the culprit, yes?’

			Zeke swallowed bile. Life as a guild slave was a level of misery above and beyond that which faced any normal underhiver. Even servitors could be viewed to have it better, since at least they were neurologically wiped first so they allegedly remembered nothing of their previous lives, and were left as mere mindless automatons. The notion of Essy and Donnel being beaten and trained to obey, like some sort of abused pack animal…

			But nothing came for free in the underhive, certainly not from a Delaque. 

			‘And what is your business with Sarkon Aggad?’ Zeke asked warily.

			‘He has my sibling,’ the Delaque said quietly. ‘A price for a debt left unpaid… but a price that I, unlike my kin who sold them into slavery, am not willing to pay, no? I can hope for little more than a futile death attempting a rescue, for I have neither the money to buy their freedom nor the ability to win it by violence, and I do not trust Aggad’s honour enough to offer myself in exchange, which I otherwise would. Yet I will risk this death, for I can allow myself no other course of action.’

			They took a step closer, their head now tilting to the other side as they appeared to study Zeke more carefully.

			‘But with an accomplice – someone who could provide a distraction – I might be able to find my way into Aggad’s camp by stealth, yes? And once there, I might be able to free my sibling…’

			A pale tongue appeared briefly, licking over thin lips. Anxiety or anticipation, Zeke wasn’t sure which.

			‘…along with any children I might find. Yes?’

		

	
		
			Slavers

			 


			‘So there’s Sarkon Aggad,’ Zeke said, rechecking his pistols. ‘Who else?’ His eyes felt tired and dusty, and his head as though it was being very slightly compressed in a vice. Whatever sleep he’d managed to get before he’d been woken hadn’t been enough, and he wasn’t as young as he used to be.

			Probably for the best. The only people who were as young as they used to be were those who’d died.

			‘I can’t be certain,’ the Delaque admitted. ‘I wasn’t present when my sibling was handed over. I would expect up to half a dozen guards, plus Sarkon himself, yes?’

			Zeke grunted in surprise. ‘So few?’

			The Delaque turned their head to look at him, or at least face their lenses more fully towards him. ‘You wish for more?’

			‘Not at all, but I’d have expected it,’ Zeke said. ‘Slaver caravans can be huge.’

			‘Indeed,’ the Delaque nodded. ‘And those slaves are well-controlled, with shackles and compliance collars. The bosses maintain order not through weight of numbers, but with restraint and pain, yes?’ They checked over their own pistol, a long-barrelled affair, with a gunshroud that was bulky but looked effective nonetheless.

			‘A stub gun?’ Zeke asked dubiously. ‘We’re going up against a slaver party with a silenced stub gun and two autopistols?’

			‘I also have knives,’ the Delaque commented, half-absently.

			‘Knives. Wonderful,’ Zeke muttered.

			‘We are not intending to fight,’ the Delaque reminded him.

			‘Yeah? Well, I’ll be sure to remind Sarkon of that when this goes wrong,’ Zeke told them. ‘We may not intend to fight, but intentions aren’t credits when the butcher’s bill comes.’

			‘Are you always so positive?’

			‘No.’ Zeke rolled his neck. ‘Usually, I’m drunk.’

			Those cold, dark eye-lenses regarded him steadily for a few seconds.

			‘I could have wished for a different partner as I risk my life for my sibling,’ the Delaque said flatly. ‘Let alone for those of two children whom I have not met, and for whom I care nothing, yes?’

			‘I only have your word that there’s any possibility Essy and Donnel are in there at all,’ Zeke replied pointedly. ‘Don’t think I haven’t realised that you could just be using me.’

			The Delaque nodded slowly. ‘As you say. We must each trust the other.’ They extended their hand, empty of weapons. ‘Good luck.’

			Zeke hesitated for a moment, but only for a moment. There was a good reason that ‘shaking hands with a Delaque’ was underhive slang for foolishness, but sometimes you had to take a chance. He took the proffered hand and shook it, firmly. ‘You too.’

			The Delaque nodded, and began to turn away.

			‘Wait.’

			The Delaque paused, half-turned.

			‘Is this always your way, to carry on a conversation after it has been concluded once?’

			‘Hey, doing that got us here, didn’t it?’ Zeke pointed out. He fiddled awkwardly with the good-luck scrimshaw he’d found in the depths of one of his pouches. The carved sumpkroc fang was a relic from older times, unhappier times in many ways, and the good luck it had promised had seemed to pass him by… but perhaps he’d had it in the end, thirteen years of it. He couldn’t expect that to last forever. And either way, he couldn’t bring himself to throw it away. ‘Look, supposing this goes wrong… for you, I mean… but if I manage to, I don’t know, sneak in myself… who am I looking for? Your sibling.’

			The Delaque hesitated. For a moment or so, they actually looked uncertain. Then they seemed to settle.

			‘Their name is Ash Choll.’

			Zeke nodded. ‘And your name? So I can tell them who sent me?’

			The answer came quicker this time. ‘Alin Choll.’

			‘Alright. Well, may the Emperor guide you, Alin. I’m, uh, I’m Zeke.’ He scratched at his chin. ‘If you find Essy and Donnel, and something happens to me, tell them…’ He waited for more words to come, but they didn’t.

			‘Zeke.’ Alin did something with their fingers, and their long-barrelled stub gun vanished into their coat sleeve. ‘Good luck, once again.’ Then they turned and were gone, swallowed by the shadows so quickly that it was as though they’d been nothing more than a hallucination brought on by a batch of bad slime.

			Zeke blew out his cheeks. ‘Right. Time to get to work.’

			The camp that Alin Choll claimed belonged to Sarkon and his crew wasn’t far from where Zeke had holed up, which explained at least some of the Delaque’s concerns about noise. Zeke was pretty sure the slavers hadn’t been there when he’d been looking for somewhere to sleep, so they must have arrived recently. He sneaked closer, through the ruins of the old manufacturing sector, hoping to get an idea of what they were up against.

			The ‘plan’ was almost laughably vague. Neither he nor Alin had much in the way of things that could be used to cause distractions: no flash-bangs, demo charges, holo-projectors or any such fancy equipment. However, there was absolutely no doubt that Alin was the stealthier of the two, so it fell to Zeke to attract the attention of the slavers in a manner that would hopefully not result in his death. Exactly how he was going to do that was down to him.

			He picked his way across a rubble-strewn floor and peered through a tumbledown wall. This looked to have been a warehouse, but anything of use had long since been looted, back when the ever-shifting boundary between the underhive and Hive City had retreated, and the dome had been left to decay when whichever Clan House had run it had pulled back uphive. Ahead of him, he could make out the gigantic shapes of a group of half a dozen thermic plasma regulators. The strange, shifting blue-white glow they gave off cast eerie shadows in the gloom of the dome’s night-cycle, and by their eldritch light Zeke could see the heat haze rising above them. They were still operational, and likely formed the main power conduit of this dome.

			And there, in and among them, was the slaver camp.

			It was a good place to stop, in some respects. The conduction process was not a waste-free one, and the heat the regulators produced meant that the dank chill of the underhive could be banished without needing to use up precious fuel. They produced light as well, albeit of a strange sort. On the other hand, such an important piece of equipment would surely have been claimed by one of the local gangs, so the slavers must have either bartered for permission to stop here, or else were confident in either their guild authority or their fighting ability. Besides that, a critical plasma leak would likely kill anyone nearby. But that was the nature of the underhive: there was no such thing as a risk-free day, it was merely a matter of which risk you chose to take.

			Today, for example, Zeke was going to try to assist in the theft of valuable guild property. Such a thing would lead to him being outlawed, if his involvement was discovered. If he was captured then he could be imprisoned, potentially enslaved himself, or possibly simply executed. However, he’d already killed two guild watchmen simply to save his own miserable life. It wasn’t like the punishment for stealing back two children from guild slavers would be worse.

			He’d wondered about starting a fire as a distraction: nothing too large, a simple cook-fire would have served. If he did it within sight of the slaver’s camp it might tempt at least a couple of them out to see what was going on, since a small cook-fire might mean one or two unwary travellers who could potentially be captured and added to the caravan. Guild slavers would take bodies in lieu of guild debt, but that was only a small part of their operation. Profit was profit, and anyone who wouldn’t put up too much of a fight – and didn’t have anyone to put up a fight on their behalf – was fair game in their eyes.

			The slavers’ choice of campsite made the fire distraction plan more difficult, however. The glow of the regulators meant any fire in the distance would be less noticeable. Added to that was the distinct lack of anything to burn, since anything combustible in the surrounding buildings had already been scavenged, either for fuel or building material. There were no handy bundles of oily cloth, not even any of the larger, more woody hive fungus, even assuming he had the time to cut suitable lengths of it with his knife.

			He crept closer. He could make out individual people now. There was a bunch of them all huddled together: surely slaves. Yes, there was a flash of metal as restraints glinted in the plasma light. At least a dozen of them, probably more, all chained together. Then there were three cages, thick-barred and sturdy, each one large enough to contain several adults – although not comfortably – and each sitting on its own crawler that looked to be self-powered, judging by the seat and steering column at the front. Zeke couldn’t see who might be inside them, or indeed if they had any occupants at all: the light was too poor, and the spaces between the bars too narrow for him to make anything out at this distance.

			He couldn’t see anyone who looked like Essy and Donnel, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Might they be in one of the cages? Two children surely wouldn’t be able to keep up if chained to a gang of adults, not at the pace the slavers would set.

			He wasn’t getting any bright ideas with regards to the distraction. He snuck closer, moving from shadow to shadow as stealthily as he could. He could see what looked like four guards, sat in the light of a regulator and sharing a flask of something. Perhaps he should try a more direct approach towards luring some of them away. If he wandered up to their campsite, pretended to suddenly notice them and then fled, perhaps one or two would give chase? At the very least, it would attract their attention. He had to come up with something soon: Alin would be ready to make their move.

			There didn’t look to be anything else for it. Zeke had always been bad at subterfuge, and thirteen years of working a slime farm apparently hadn’t changed that much. He was about as close as he wanted to get without actually having a plan, so he guessed that was his plan: use himself as bait, and hope the slavers’ greed overcame their caution.

			He was about to step out when he saw what one of the slavers had at his side: a harpoon gun.

			That changed things a bit.

			A slaver might not shoot him with a standard weapon if they were trying to take him alive, but harpoon guns were rumoured to be quite accurate at close range. A skilled user could potentially put a shaft through his thigh or shoulder to cripple him, not to mention reel him in, but still leave him moderately useful as a slave after time to heal. It certainly cut down on the likelihood of anyone chasing him.

			On the other hand, what option did he have?

			‘Great God-Emperor,’ Zeke whispered, ‘send me–’

			A shadow behind him suddenly was no longer a shadow, and for the second time in a matter of hours Zeke found a weapon at his throat. This one was large and serrated, and the scent of promethium fumes from its motor alerted him to its nature even before the wielder flicked a switch and sent it juddering into life. It was in neutral for now, but a quick adjustment of the thumb he could see on the haft in his peripheral vision would engage the gears and send the teeth tearing through his flesh like a sumpkroc through a grox steak.

			A chainaxe. For when, as Lukas used to say, a chainsword simply wouldn’t mess your victim up enough.

			‘You must be as deaf as you are stupid, little man,’ a voice drawled from behind his ear. ‘Now what are you doin’, sneakin’ around out here and pryin’ on our wares?’

		

	
		
			Chains

			 


			Donnel was crying again. He couldn’t help it; the tears just leaked out and trickled down his face, hot and shameful. He knew it was shameful because Papa had told him so, when he’d cried before. He wished Papa was here to tell him so now.

			‘You mustn’t cry,’ Essy whispered to him, although her eyes looked red from where she’d been wiping them a lot. ‘Magos Volt wouldn’t cry, would he?’

			‘They hurt,’ Donnel whimpered, shifting his wrists miserably. The shackles on them were tight, and were starting to rub his wrists raw. Donnel had heard stories, mainly told to his sister by Zeke when Mama hadn’t been listening, of children who’d been in danger and had escaped by slipping free of their bonds due to being smaller than adults. However, the shackles that held him were small; child-sized, even. There was no easy way out for them.

			‘Stay strong, and pray to the Emperor,’ Essy told him.

			‘I want Mama and Papa,’ Donnel said miserably. Why had they left him alone with Essy?

			‘Mama and Papa aren’t here,’ Essy told him, ‘but they’ll be coming to find us. Them and Zeke, and Quiet Tym, and all the rest.’

			‘But I heard screams,’ Donnel said, and the memory caused the tears to come faster. ‘And there was fire!’ 

			‘Mama and Papa will have put that out,’ Essy said stoutly. ‘It’s the sort of thing they do. And as soon as they realised that someone had taken us, they’d be coming after us. We just have to wait.’

			Donnel wanted to believe her, he really did, but… ‘But they’re monsters, Essy!’ he said quietly, in case they heard him.

			Essy was quiet for a moment, too. Then she leaned towards him. ‘You don’t remember when that rogue doc came around, do you? You were too young.’

			Donnel shook his head. He didn’t remember.

			‘That’s the only time I’ve seen Da angry, properly angry, when that doc turned out to be a fraud,’ Essy said. ‘Ran him right out of town, he did. Da will sort out the monsters. But you have to pray to the Emperor to help him and Ma and the rest of them find us.’

			There was movement outside the cage they were being held in; rough voices raised in excitement or anger, Donnel couldn’t tell which. He tried not to whimper, and closed his eyes. Across from him, Essy started singing one of the hymns Zeke had taught her.

			The monsters stayed away from them when she sang the hymns.

		

	
		
			Rescue

			 


			‘Easy there, friend,’ Zeke said shakily, feeling the blades of the chainaxe prick his throat as he swallowed. ‘Emperor’s blessings on you.’

			‘I’m not your friend, little man,’ the other man said. ‘And you haven’t answered my question.’ He stepped around a little further, coming into Zeke’s view as he peered at Zeke’s face. He was a big man, rangy rather than stocky, with cords of muscle visible on his scarred arms. His right eye was a mechanical replacement, a crude job with metal jutting out from the side of his skull to house the optical processors, and instead of hair he had a strip of metal cables running down the centre of his skull, anchored to cranial studs and apparently just for decoration.

			‘Could be, though,’ Zeke offered, improvising wildly. ‘Could be your friend, I mean. Or at least, a customer. You’re guild slavers, right?’

			‘You worked that out all by yourself?’ the man snorted. His guilder badge, proof of his official employment, glinted on the left breast of his flak jacket.

			‘Hey, around here a man can’t be too careful,’ Zeke protested. ‘I see a bunch of armed people camping out, I want to check who they are before I make myself known.’

			The slaver guard snorted. ‘Well, you did a grand job of that. So tell me, Mister Ragged, you think you can afford our prices?’

			‘Don’t be too quick to judge!’ Zeke told him. Was that the beginnings of a slight tremble in the man’s axe arm? A chainaxe was a large, heavy weapon. Holding it at arm’s length was a demonstration of strength, but surely not one that most normal people could keep up for long. ‘I might not have two creds to rub together, but my boss does. I’m not here on my own behalf, Emperor no!’

			The guard grunted. ‘Hnh. So who’s your boss?’

			‘Dragen Sevanen,’ Zeke replied immediately. Dragen was twenty years dead, but the odds of this man ever having known him were incalculably small.

			‘Never heard of him,’ the guard replied. ‘Where’s he based?’

			‘Uh, he has mine workings just east of Everlight.’

			‘We go to Everlight, regular,’ the guard said. ‘Why didn’t he just wait?’

			‘You know how the markets are,’ Zeke offered, attempting a nervous grin. ‘Always the risk of someone else getting in before you. Sevanen decided he wanted someone to go and get first pick of the wares, early like.’

			‘Hnh,’ the guard grunted again. He looked Zeke up and down. ‘So you’re tellin’ me that you’re supposed to buy mine slaves and keep control of them all the way back to Everlight, all on your own?’

			This was it.

			‘Only need a couple of kids,’ Zeke told him, trying to keep his voice casual. ‘Small shafts in the mines, you know? I know I’m not the biggest, but I think I can handle a couple of kids. If, uh, if you’ve got any for sale, that is.’

			The guard eyed him. ‘Let’s see this money your boss gave you.’

			Zeke eyed him right back. ‘You don’t need to see my money unless you’ve got something I want to buy, and I haven’t seen your wares yet.’

			The guard’s eyebrows raised in amusement. ‘Feisty little ratbag, ain’t you?’

			Zeke suppressed a flash of unexpected anger at being called a ‘ratbag’ by this goon. In times past… but there was a reason those times were past.

			‘Boss Sevanen doesn’t entrust his money lightly,’ he said instead. ‘Now, are we doing business, or are you wasting my time?’

			The guard looked at him for a couple more seconds, then nodded. ‘Alright then. Let’s go see whether we have anythin’ your boss wants.’

			Zeke breathed properly for the first time in a minute. ‘Thanks, friend.’ Walking into the slaver camp with a chainaxe at his back wasn’t exactly how he’d planned this to go, but it would certainly serve as a distraction of sorts.

			‘Wait.’

			The guard was frowning.

			‘Lose your belt.’

			Zeke smiled at him. ‘Aren’t you even going to buy me a drink first?’

			The guard’s remaining human eye narrowed. ‘The gunbelt. Lose the belt, or lose your neck.’

			That changed everything. There was no way Zeke was going to walk into the middle of a slavers’ camp with no guns, given that he lacked the riches he’d just claimed to be carrying.

			‘Fine, fine,’ he muttered, fumbling with the buckle. He grimaced nervously. ‘Uh, hang on a moment…’

			He leaned his head to one side, the action of a man trying to see past the thing blocking his view of his own waist, and who had momentarily forgotten that it was a weapon being held at his throat to keep him in place. It was an entirely natural movement, and one that he’d calculated wouldn’t lead to an immediate strike.

			The moment his neck was no longer in contact with the blades of the idling chainaxe, he threw himself onto his back.

			The guard’s weapon was already held at full extension: he could do nothing more than lunge clumsily at the air where Zeke’s head had been a moment ago and then, having missed, draw it back as he stepped forwards, looming over Zeke on the ground.

			The impact with the ground had left Zeke’s left arm numb, but he managed to drag his right autopistol out of its holster. The guard’s torso was armoured, and his head was too small a target for Zeke to be sure of. If he missed that, the impending axe blow would split him in half. The guard’s legs, however, were protected by nothing more than fabric, so he pulled the trigger and strafed across the guard’s thighs on full auto.

			Blood erupted, and the guard fell forwards onto him with a scream of agony. Zeke desperately got his left leg up to kick the man’s wrist and block his axe arm; the chainaxe was knocked from the guard’s grip and went skittering off across the ground, and Zeke wrapped both his legs around his enemy’s right arm to neutralise it while trying to bring his own right hand into line to put a shell through the slaver’s skull.

			The guard’s left hand grabbed Zeke’s right wrist and forced it back down to the ground, and the other man screamed in pain and rage, trying to wrench his right arm loose from the grip of Zeke’s legs.

			Zeke leaned upwards and bit down on the guard’s left ear.

			He tasted blood, gripped with his teeth, wrenched his head backwards and felt flesh and cartilage come with it. The guard screamed again and Zeke spat the ear away, then gasped as the guard headbutted him in the chest hard enough to knock the wind from him. He felt the guard’s right arm slide free as the grip of his legs loosened involuntarily.

			‘You little rat!’ the guard snarled, grabbing Zeke by the throat. The guard couldn’t rise up, couldn’t support his own bodyweight on his ruined legs to press down on Zeke’s neck with full force, but his grip was strong enough that he didn’t need to. Zeke lashed out with a knee, felt it connect with the guard’s thigh, drew another scream and a very slight lessening in pressure…

			The fingers in Zeke’s left hand were responding again. He clawed his left autopistol free, brought it around and blew the guard’s brains out.

			Dead weight slumped down on top of him, knocking the breath from his lungs again. He grunted in disgust and shoved the body off him enough to scoot himself out from underneath, and swallowed, wincing at the pain in his abused throat. Then, over the ringing in his ears, he made out shouts, drawing closer.

			Of course, the dead man’s colleagues would have heard the gunshots, and would have known that he was out here somewhere.

			‘Well, Alin, you wanted a distraction,’ Zeke muttered. He crawled to the wall and peered up over the sill of the nearest window, trying to get an idea of what sort of trouble was coming his way.

			He threw himself back down again and to one side, and a second later a shaft of metal as long as his arm punched through the mouldering rockcrete blocks and mortar where he’d been kneeling a moment before. The harpoon, its momentum substantially slowed now, bounced across the floor and rolled until it came to rest next to the body of the dead guard.

			Two more, Zeke’s brain told him as it caught up with his eyes; the harpooner, and another one armed with what looked like a shock maul and some sort of pistol, closing fast. Both carried weapons that could be used to incapacitate without killing, but judging by the way the harpoon had been aimed for his centre mass, that wasn’t what they were going for now.

			He scrambled along the line of the wall on his hands and knees, keeping it on his left, trying to keep out of sight and expecting at any moment to feel the barbed bite of a harpoon punching through the wall and into his ribs. He hoped to the Emperor that Alin had acted and was even now doing something useful involving the captives, because he’d hate to be risking his life for nothing.

			There was a hole in the wall at ground level directly ahead of him, leaving a gap as wide as three men. Zeke slowed, halted just short of it. If the harpooner had guessed that he was coming this way then they might well have their weapon reloaded and sighted on this section, ready to pull the trigger the moment he showed himself.

			Running footsteps behind him alerted him to the imminent arrival of the slaver with the shock maul. He turned, still crouched on the spot behind the last solid section of wall, and raised his pistols towards the ragged outline of what had once been a doorway, past the body of the guard he’d killed.

			The sudden twist of unease in his chest was so strong it felt like someone had reached clean through his ribcage and squeezed his heart. He threw himself backwards, heedless of the open space he was exposing himself to.

			The next harpoon came through the wall where he’d just been, just as fast as the first one had. Zeke scrambled backwards into the questionable shelter of the wall on the far side of it, and silently thanked the Emperor for what surely had to have been a moment of divine intervention, even as his brain did the frantic maths of survival. How long did it take to reload a harpoon gun? Did the harpooner have something like an infra-red sight on their weapon, or had they just made a lucky guess? Would it be better to stand further away from the wall, so the shafts weren’t travelling as fast? Or would that mean he was more likely to be seen clearly, if he wasn’t pressed right up against it?

			The next slaver interrupted him by crashing through the doorway with a roar. They bullcharged their way in, trusting to their thick metal breastplate, naked aggression and blind firing of the large stub gun in their left hand to quell any resistance.

			Zeke’s first shot with his left-hand autopistol took them full in the face, and they dropped without a further sound.

			Zeke blinked. He’d always been a good shot, back in the day, and it looked like his skills hadn’t–

			Muzzle flash will give away your position, idiot!

			He threw himself flat again as another harpoon came through the wall, this one at chest height. Zeke gasped, his own chest somewhat tight from how quickly his breath was coming.

			‘KILL HIM!’

			Zeke jumped as a massive voice reverberated through the building around him. It had to have been amplified by some sort of voxcaster.

			‘KILL THAT SON OF A SUMP-RAT, AND BRING ME HIS HEAD!’

			Sarkon Aggad: it had to be. Was he still back in the camp, or closer? The distortion on the words made it impossible to tell. Zeke eyed the nearest external doorway to him, opposite from where the slaver had just come charging in. He might – might – be out of the harpooner’s line of fire if he fled through there, but he didn’t want to be flushed straight into a slaver boss. Not all of them were the sort of physical specimen who could put down an unruly slave themselves, but any that would come hunting Zeke surely would be.

			Something small and dark flew through one of the windows and bounced twice on the floor.

			Frag grenade.

			There was nothing to duck behind, no cover to seek: Zeke fled for the doorway, now heedless of the potential dangers beyond it. He got through it, veered to the left–

			The grenade went off, a thunderous explosion and stabbing blast of light in the darkness of the underhive, and the doorway behind Zeke spat shards of metal as shrapnel was flung outwards. A few puffs of mortar dust in the wall he was leaning against spoke of the impact of fragments on the other side of it. Zeke edged forward towards the corner of the building, his guns held low and ready. Whoever had thrown that grenade had to be close, close enough to be an easy hit for a spray of autopistol fire. If they were advancing cautiously up to the windows, checking to see if he’d been taken out by the grenade…

			The harpoon came clean through the corner of the building and sank into the side of his left bicep.

			Zeke screamed and pulled away involuntarily, then screamed again as the harpoon caught in the rockcrete block it had just punched through and held fast when he twisted and it did not. He staggered away sideways, his head spinning with the pain of it. As soon as the harpoon was clear of the building it dropped, the weight of the metal shaft sending a new spasm of agony through him as it wrenched the tortured flesh of his arm. He dropped to one knee, letting the ground take the weight of the shaft, his breath panting in and out between gritted teeth. At least it didn’t have a cable attached, like they sometimes did. Perhaps it would have taken too long to attach a line to each one.

			‘KILL HIM!’

			More footsteps, these ones not running, but not quite cautious enough. A left hand holding a laspistol came around the building’s corner, followed by the head and shoulders of the slaver, leaning out to check on the state of his quarry. He must have wanted to confirm his kill without taking the time to reload his harpoon gun, or perhaps he’d thought it would have been too unwieldy at such a close range. He saw Zeke, kneeling in the dust, and his finger tightened on the firing stud of his laspistol.

			The bolt of super-focused light flashed by Zeke’s ear. Zeke’s desperate, right-handed return shot caught the slaver in the upper left of his chest and dropped him. The man coughed wetly, weakly, but he still moved. Zeke pulled the trigger again, but the pistol just clicked: out of ammo.

			He dropped it, grabbed his other one from the fingers of his near-useless left hand, and emptied the rest of its magazine into the slaver instead. The man spasmed, and this time didn’t move again.

			Zeke had taken wounds before, and dealt with those delivered to others. The greatest temptation was to collapse into a sobbing, agonised ball around his pain, but only death would find him if he did that. To leave the shaft in would prevent the wound from bleeding out so quickly, but he couldn’t stand, couldn’t walk with it there. He certainly couldn’t fight.

			He dropped his autopistol – useless until he reloaded it – and gingerly felt for where the head of the harpoon had punched clean through his arm and was even now pricking at his ribs. Every breath he took moved it slightly and sent a new stab of pain through him. His finger met pointed metal, barbed metal. Pulling it back out the way it had come wasn’t an option: he’d need to pull the whole thing, near as long as his arm in its own right, through the wound. And he needed to do it quickly, because there were still at least two slavers out there.

			He fumbled at his pouch with his right hand, pulled out Magos Volt, put the doll into his mouth and bit down on it. It tasted of smoke. Then he felt for the harpoon head again and gripped it, trying to angle his body to give it clearance.

			A new spike of pain. Zeke bit down harder, whimpered, and began chanting the Devotion of Acceptance inside his head. It called on the Emperor to grant him the strength to accept and endure the suffering that was his lot.

			He’d got the head clear enough of his flesh to grip the shaft behind it, slippery though it was with his own blood, without cutting his fingers. Then, as his own voice in his head reached the Emperor’s name, he pulled with one swift, true motion…

			Which wasn’t actually one motion because the shaft was so long that he couldn’t pull it in a completely straight line, and then the rear end of it twisted in his arm as he pulled, and he nearly abandoned the whole thing in agony but he knew that if he did then he might never be able to bring himself to start it again, and so he grabbed desperately further down the shaft and pulled again, and finally it came free and he hurled the harpoon away with his right hand as he sank forwards onto his face, shaking with pain and adrenaline, and with a furnace burning inside his left arm.

			But all he’d done now was ensure he bled to death more quickly.

			He pushed himself back up to a kneeling position, spat out Magos Volt and tucked the doll back into his pouch, then reached for his belt buckle with his right hand. Not his gunbelt this time, but his other belt, and now his fumbling wasn’t a mummery for the benefit of a man holding a chainaxe to his throat.

			He managed to loosen it, pulled it free, looped it around the upper part of his left arm, above the wound, and pulled it tight into a makeshift tourniquet. The belt lacked a notch in it tight enough to hold it in place by itself, so he trapped it against his side as best he could with his wounded arm.

			Pick up autopistol, eject magazine, slot in new magazine, ready it, place in right hip holster. Pick up autopistol, eject magazine, slot in new magazine, ready it, take it up in right hand. Zeke had been able to strip down his guns blindfolded, which had been useful on more than one occasion when he’d found himself fighting in the pitch blackness of a tunnel, or a dome where the lumens had suddenly failed. Reloading one-handed was trickier in some respects, but at least he could see what he was doing.

			He staggered up to his feet, the warm pulse of his own blood slowly leaking through the wound in his arm and spreading out across the left side of his chest, despite his tourniquet. He had no time to waste.

			He couldn’t run, so he shambled forward in a hasty stumble which more closely resembled a sort of permanently-delayed fall than anything else. His breathing was uneven, thanks to the sharp, involuntary intakes of breath every time he jarred his arm, which was most steps, and he couldn’t seem to keep his head straight: his vision jerked up and down, leaving him disorientated. He kept to cover as much as he could, but speed was more important than stealth now, insomuch as he was capable of either.

			‘YOU!’

			That voice again, stentorian and rolling, packed with bombast and venom. A huge figure stepped into Zeke’s view, silhouetted against the shifting blue light of the plasma regulators. He was close enough now to make out details: a pair of chainaxes, one held casually in each hand. A breath-grille over the man’s mouth must contain the receiver for the voxcaster speakers, which sat atop his armoured pauldrons and sent his voice booming out into the underhive. His hair was long and dark, and fell wetly over his chest and shoulders. His features were largely in shadow, but what Zeke could see of them were suffused with rage.

			Sarkon Aggad, slave master. Zeke stumbled to a halt and raised his autopistol, firing a spray of shells. His aim was off, and the rounds knocked sparks from Aggad’s chestplate instead of blowing apart his skull. The slave master staggered back, but kept his feet.

			‘SHOOT HIM DOWN!’ he bellowed, and the last slaver swung into view from behind another regulator stack, levelling a weapon. Zeke swung his pistol towards the man, knowing as he did so that he was going to be too slow…

			The slaver slumped sideways with the slender hilt of a knife jutting from his neck. A tall, thin figure in a long coat appeared, their pale skin turned blue by the light from the plasma chambers around them.

			In that moment, Alin Choll was quite the most alien and yet most beautiful thing Zeke had ever laid eyes on.

			Sarkon Aggad bellowed with rage, his voxcaster amplifying it until his war cry was nearly a weapon in its own right, and lumbered into a charge, both chainaxes revving up until the whirl of their blades became a banshee scream. Alin Choll raised their silenced stub gun and trained it on the behemoth bearing down on them, an action which looked to Zeke to be the equivalent of menacing a sumpkroc with a toothpick.

			Shadows threw themselves on Aggad, slowing him, overwhelming him. The slave master lashed out with his chainaxes and one of his assailants was thrown clear, nearly bisected, but there were too many for him to fight. His arms were immobilised and he was borne down to the ground, bellowing with impotent rage. Then a short, squat shape clambered onto his back and wrapped a chain – a slave’s manacles – around Aggad’s neck and began to pull. Aggad’s breathing, hideously amplified by his voxcaster, became more and more ragged, more and more desperate. Then, as his executioner gave one final wrench on the chains, Sarkon Aggad’s death rattle rang out.

			‘Zeke!’ Alin Choll called, plucking their knife from the neck of the dead slaver and hurrying towards him. Zeke just stared stupidly at the people still swarming around Aggad.

			‘Who…?’

			‘The locks were not complicated, when you were doing such a magnificent job of attracting the slavers’ attention away from my efforts,’ Choll said with a smile. ‘And it seems that slaves are not kindly disposed towards their former captors, no?’ Their face fell as they came closer and caught sight of Zeke’s left arm. ‘Zeke, you are hurt!’

			‘Essy,’ Zeke murmured. He was suddenly cold, far colder than he should have been, this close to plasma regulators. ‘Essy, and Donnel…’

			‘Zeke, you should–’

			The light faded, and Zeke fell.

		

	
		
			Steelbridge

			 


			‘He’s coming to.’

			Zeke swam up to consciousness, away from murky depths filled with fire and blood. He opened his eyes and found himself staring into a shiny, reflective darkness.

			‘Daah!’ he shouted involuntarily, as he realised he was secured to the hard surface beneath him. He tried to roll free, but was only rewarded by a stabbing sensation in his left arm.

			‘Zeke!’

			The darkness was pulled back, and as Zeke’s mind caught up with events a little more he realised that he’d been staring into the eye lenses of a Delaque’s face, a face that had been very close to his own. He squinted, trying to get his eyes to focus. Was he seeing double? No, there were definitely two Delaques looming over him, each with the same inscrutable, eyeless gaze.

			And yet, despite the bald heads, the hidden eyes, the high-collared coats and the high cheekbones, they weren’t quite identical. He focused on the one standing on the left.

			‘Alin?’

			The one on the right frowned slightly. ‘How can he tell?’

			‘I’m better-looking, yes?’ Alin Choll replied, their mouth quirking into a slight smile. They nodded, very slightly. ‘It is good to see you conscious again, Zeke. This is my sibling, Ash. We are indebted to you, for I could not have rescued them without your help, no?’

			‘Why am I tied down?’ Zeke demanded, looking from one to the other. They seemed genuine, but you never could tell with Delaques…

			‘To keep you stable while you healed,’ Alin replied. ‘And I mean “stable” in a literal sense, no? The crawlers have travelled over some uneven terrain while you have been unconscious, and our medic did not want you falling about.’

			‘Crawlers?’ Zeke realised that the slight rocking sensation he was experiencing was not an after-effect of his unconsciousness, but was an actual, physical thing: he was on one of the slavers’ powered crawlers, and it was in motion. It wasn’t easy to tell, looking up from his back as he was; whichever dome they were now in either didn’t have lights in its roof, or they were currently off, so the two Delaques were simply outlined against featureless darkness. ‘Wait, medic?’

			‘You had lost a lot of blood,’ Alin informed him. ‘Luckily, guild slavers are well-equipped with medical supplies, and were in no condition to argue against us using them, no? Even more fortuitous, one of the unfortunates whom we freed had medical training.’ They turned and shouted over their shoulder. ‘Goodsire Stonefist! Your patient is awake!’

			Zeke’s head was still fuzzy, and he thought he recognised the after-effects of some sort of sedative. There was an urgent thought scrabbling at the sides of his mind, but he couldn’t focus on it, and it swam out of his reach as the crawler rocked. The reason for the rocking became clear as a ruddy, heavily-bearded face came into view, the owner having apparently just climbed on board.

			‘Hrrm.’ The new arrival made a considering, rumbling noise in his throat, as his dark eyes studied Zeke intently. ‘Welcome back to the land of the living! You’ll keep the arm, though I daresay it’ll smart somewhat.’

			His voice was deep and resonant, his bushy eyebrows protruded nearly as far forwards as the tip of his bulbous nose, and his face appeared to be much nearer to Zeke’s than the Cholls’ were. Even bearing in mind the fact that House Delaque’s genetics tended towards the taller end of humanity, Zeke’s mildly fogged brain could still draw the obvious conclusion.

			‘You’re a squat,’ he managed, feeling slightly stupid the moment the words left his mouth.

			‘Accurately observed!’ the other replied. ‘Grimbjorn Stonefist, at your service.’ Then the bushy eyebrows lowered distrustfully. ‘We’re not going to be having any misunderstandings, are we, friend?’

			Zeke gaped for a moment. Squats were abhumans, as broad or broader than a regular human, but considerably shorter. Unlike the massive, stupid ogryns or the diminutive, cowardly ratlings, each of which were allowed to serve the Imperium in tightly-prescribed roles, Zeke had heard that squats were somewhat a law unto themselves. They might move through the Imperium making a living as miners, prospectors, mercenaries or bounty hunters, but at the end of the day they were still Emperor-damned mutants, so far as Zeke could see. Surely only those from whom the Emperor had turned His face would have lost their humanity in such a manner?

			Zeke had never met a squat before. The notion that this heathen mutant staring at him might consider itself to be his equal, or that it might even consider that he owed it his life…

			But when it came down to it, Zeke was strapped to a crawler, in no condition to defend himself should Stonefist take offence to his righteous indignation, and he needed to be healthy in order to do… something. Something important, the details of which eluded him just at this moment, still numbed by the sedative as he was.

			‘No misunderstandings here,’ he assured the squat, praying the Emperor would forgive the lie. ‘My head is still a little clouded, that’s all.’

			‘Only to be expected!’ Stonefist said jovially. ‘I gave you a fair shot, after all! Didn’t want you waking up and screaming while I was stitching you up. Made a fair mess of your arm, that harpoon did, but you should be on the mend now. Guild drugs can make even humans heal at a decent pace, it seems.’ He leaned over Zeke, brushing his face with the dangling braids of his beard as he did so, and Zeke felt the constricting pressure across his body relax. ‘There we go. Let’s get you up.’

			A strong hand helped Zeke sit up. He winced again at a stab of pain, but the squat had, perhaps, told the truth: painful though his left arm was, it felt more like a deep muscle ache than a limb which had taken a length of metal through it. It was sore, and it didn’t feel like he’d be able to do much with it, but it was functional to an extent. Certainly, he’d need as much of his body in working order as possible if he was to–

			‘The children!’ He staggered up to his feet, heedless of Stonefist’s noise of concern. Both Cholls reached out to steady him, but he grabbed Alin’s arm. ‘Essy and Donnel! Were they in the slave train? Did you free them?!’

			‘There were no children,’ Alin said soberly, not trying to free themself from his grasp.

			‘And I saw no children during my time in chains,’ Ash put in.

			‘I am sorry, Zeke,’ Alin said, and their sibilant voice appeared to contain genuine remorse. ‘I truly did not know whether they were captive. I hoped that they were, for your sake, so that we might free them, no? But fate dictated otherwise.’

			‘As the Emperor wills,’ Zeke said numbly, letting go of Alin’s sleeve. He looked around, paying attention to his surroundings for the first time, as though he might see the children running alongside the crawler.

			They were in the middle of a convoy of three, all of the crawlers now without the cages that they’d borne when in the service of the slavers, all trundling forward at the pace of a fast walk. There were perhaps a dozen people on the one ahead, crowded onto the main body of the crawler with a couple sitting on the edge with their legs dangling. A similar number occupied the one behind. On either side, however…

			Zeke’s stomach plummeted as he realised that beyond the guardrails that flanked their route, there was nothing but a dark abyss. The lights of the crawlers illuminated the one ahead of them, the metal gantry over which they were driving, and nothing else.

			‘Where are we?’ he asked, the words coming out small and shaky.

			‘You’ve never been over Steelbridge before?’ Stonefist asked casually.

			Zeke shook his head as a new kind of unease seized him. ‘Steelbridge? But that’s, what, two levels down from where we were?’

			‘Three,’ Alin corrected him. The Delaque looked slightly shamefaced, insofar as the emotions of members of that House could ever be easily read. ‘We are all now either outlaws, runaway slaves, or both, yes? So fleeing deeper was the logical–’

			‘The Emperor take your logic!’ Zeke spat at them. ‘I have to find Essy and Donnel! How am I supposed to do that now you’ve taken me three levels down?!’

			‘Perhaps whoever took them came by the same route, yes?’ Ash Choll put in. ‘If not slavers, those you seek may be outlaws too. They could have fled downhive, away from pursuit.’

			‘They could have fled anywhere!’ Zeke told them sourly. His stomach was churning, tight with anxiety. ‘You had no right to take me away from them!’

			‘Zeke!’

			Alin Choll took him by the shoulders, turned him to face them. ‘Zeke. Listen to me. I left my family because they sold Ash into slavery to pay their own debt. They are dead to me now, yes? Because of you, I have been reunited with my sibling – the only family I still have.’ They paused, took a breath. ‘I would see you reunited with the children that you seek. I would help you achieve this. Yes?’

			Zeke blinked at them, not comprehending. ‘What?’

			‘I will come with you,’ Alin said. ‘I will help you.’

			‘We will help you,’ Ash Choll added. ‘Alin could not have freed me without your assistance, and I owe you my freedom as much as I owe them.’

			‘Ash–’ Alin began warningly, turning towards them, but their sibling faced them down.

			‘This is my decision, yes? You would free me from slavery, only to leave me behind while you head off into peril? No, I will not have it!’

			‘Wait, you’ll come with me? Both of you?’ Zeke looked from one to the other, trying to work out the angle the Delaques were working, but nothing came to mind. Could they truly be dealing squarely with him? Such a thing would be contrary to all his knowledge of the House, sneaky and treacherous as they were.

			And yet… Zeke had spent his youth encouraged to hate and distrust everyone except Father Infernus, including his other companions – although he’d failed even at that – and when he’d finally broken away from that vile old man and turned his back on Infernus’ vision of the Emperor’s Word, he’d fallen in with Vorn and Ava. Good, decent people though they were, they were still Orlocks, and the bad blood between House Orlock and House Delaque ran deep, back to when Delaque operatives had sabotaged Orlock holdings and usurped the lucrative Ulanti Contract. Vorn was a fine man – had been a fine man – but he could cuss a Delaque he’d never met for five minutes, and still not run out of pejoratives.

			Perhaps what Zeke had learned of Delaques might not have been completely accurate, in all cases.

			‘Both of us,’ Alin Choll confirmed, in reply to his question. They didn’t move their head, but Zeke got the impression that somehow their eye lenses had momentarily shifted their attention sideways, towards their sibling. ‘Apparently.’ They sighed. ‘Zeke, I knew you wouldn’t wish to come this way, but you were injured, and the group decided to take the crawlers and flee deeper, yes? To keep you safe, you had to come with us. We will shortly arrive in Bad News. Once there, we can take stock. If you wish to return to where we found the slavers, we can do so.’

			‘Which way would you have gone, had you the choice?’ Ash asked him earnestly.

			Zeke stared at them for a second, then slumped back down into a sitting position. His chest felt hollow. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted.

			‘Speaking of Bad News,’ Grimbjorn Stonefist said, ‘that’ll be it, I’m thinking.’

			Zeke looked past the squat and blinked, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Lights were strung out, seemingly hanging in the blackness, almost all of them below the level of the Steelbridge. He was glad he was already sitting down, because his limbs went a little weak at the realisation of how far beneath them the void actually stretched.

			‘Tunnel coming up,’ Grimbjorn Stonefist observed. He glanced innocently at the Cholls. ‘Some of us, and I name no names, might wish to lower our skulls a little.’

			Two pairs of black lenses turned towards the squat for a long moment, then both Delaques lowered themselves onto their haunches in unison as a rock face loomed up and the Steelbridge disappeared into it.

		

	
		
			Bad News

			 


			Bad News was hewn out of stone, and was more vertical than horizontal. This part of Hive Primus had been built around a huge chunk of ore-rich rock with the intention of exploiting it, and the mining procedures had led to the enormous void now spanned by the Steelbridge, which dangled from ancient hawsers anchored to the roof. At one edge of the old rock, where the last bits of stone bled into the human construction of the hive, people had widened the access tunnels across the different levels and turned the whole thing into a giant, open-sided warren. Streets ended abruptly, sometimes fenced off by a metal railing of questionable security, and sometimes left open to the void. Ladders ran vertiginously up and down the cliff face itself, for those who wished to move between levels and cared little for their personal safety, although there were also drop holes within the structure of the settlement that could be used for the same purpose, provided one wasn’t claustrophobic.

			Zeke wasn’t, and far preferred that option. He wouldn’t have fancied the external ladders at the best of times; trying them when still feeling the after-effects of a powerful sedative seemed suicidal. His head still swam slightly when he emerged from the dark cocoon of rock and stepped off the lowest rung of the ladder, and nearly wobbled into Alin Choll. If the Delaque noticed, they didn’t mention it.

			‘Ah, a bar!’ Grimbjorn Stonefist declared with relish, pointing to an illuminated sign. ‘I suspect I owe you a drink, Zeke! And also…’ He turned towards the Cholls, then squinted at them dubiously. ‘Well, one of you two, anyway. You all look the same to me.’

			The Delaque siblings folded their arms in unison and stared at the squat. Although to be fair, Zeke conceded to himself, they didn’t have much choice when it came to the staring part. Stonefist didn’t seem particularly unnerved, however; he simply gave a ‘hrmph!’ of mild annoyance and turned away from them.

			‘Well, sort it out amongst yourselves, then!’ he told them over his shoulder, as he headed for the bar.

			Zeke looked at the pair of them. ‘Do you do that deliberately?’

			‘No,’ Alin replied.

			‘Yes,’ Ash said, at the exact same moment, then bared their teeth in what was presumably a smile.

			More of the slavers’ escapees were spilling out of the drop hole now, and Zeke moved up to give them some room. They’d abandoned the crawlers on the top level of Bad News, because claiming ownership of stolen guild property didn’t seem like the best plan for those hoping to escape notice. Even guilder law grew more and more threadbare the further you got into the underhive, but bounty hunters existed for a reason, and a caravan of escaped slaves would be worth a small fortune. The slavers’ recovered weapons had been split up amongst the group, Zeke had learned, but he still wouldn’t have put money on many of them being able to put up much of a fight against a professional.

			There were exceptions, of course. Grimbjorn Stonefist certainly looked impressive enough, despite his short stature, and the bolt pistol on his belt and power hammer strapped across his back reinforced that. They were his, taken from him when he had – so he said – been unjustly seized by Aggad’s men for no crime other than being a squat on a human world. The power hammer was mainly an effective mining tool that could also make an equal mess of flesh and bone if needed, but a bolt pistol wasn’t your average sidearm.

			Eddie 209, so named for the large numerical tattoo on his left cheek, and his sidekick Murph, would give most people pause as well. Each of them had clearly already spent some time enslaved, as Eddie’s right arm had been replaced by a bionic prosthetic that incorporated a rock drill from the elbow downwards, while Murph’s left arm terminated in an alarmingly oversized set of hydraulic shears that had presumably been intended for the harvesting of blooming fungus. They stuck close to each other and rarely looked in the same direction at the same time, keeping watch on as many angles as possible; they’d been picked up by Aggad’s crew after escaping once, or Zeke was a Palatine Enforcer.

			Most of the rest, though, looked to be little more than regular hivers who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time, or had owed too much money to the wrong people. They were still sticking together for the moment, but Zeke suspected they’d fracture and go their separate ways before long. It was the sensible thing to do, in any case; one or two people could disappear into the underhive much more easily than a large group could.

			‘You sharin’ a mug with us?’ one woman asked him, clapping him on the shoulder as she passed. She was older than him, wiry and dirty, and if she belonged to any of the main Clan Houses then she wasn’t advertising it. ‘We all heard what you did out there! We all watched that bastard Aggad going redder and redder while he listened to his goons gettin’ deaded!’

			‘Taverns are a good place to hear news, yes?’ Alin Choll offered quietly, in Zeke’s ear.

			‘You do remember the name of this town, right?’ Zeke muttered to them.

			‘It comes from the fact that by the time this place was settled, there was no more work to be had from mining–’

			‘I know, I know,’ Zeke cut them off. ‘Fine.’ He smiled at the woman, doing his best to make it genuine. ‘Sure, why not? Only one, though.’

			Grimbjorn Stonefist hadn’t quite started a fight by the time the rest of them got into the tavern, but it was a close thing. Although, Zeke supposed, that wasn’t quite fair: the squat had merely been objecting loudly and determinedly about being refused service despite having ready creds. The barkeep, who by that point was already looking a little uncertain about his decision, took one look at the twenty or so strangers piling in, two of whom had intimidating industrial equipment in place of an arm, and came to the conclusion that an abhuman with that many friends was clearly an upstanding pillar of the community and should have as much alcohol as he wanted, provided he could indeed pay for it.

			‘There!’ Stonefist said with satisfaction a few minutes later, settling mugs onto the table, one of them in front of Zeke. ‘I knew he’d see reason!’

			Zeke raised the vessel and sniffed it dubiously, then took a sip. He’d certainly tasted worse, and not just when it had been coming back up again, but he had to keep a clear head. He’d spent too many years chasing sleep through alcohol. He couldn’t afford to lose his focus now.

			‘Uncommonly generous of you,’ Alin Choll told Stonefist, taking a sip from their own mug. Stonefist snorted dismissively.

			‘Pfah! I place great value on my freedom! A mug of…’ he sniffed the content of his own and wrinkled his nose in apparent distaste, ‘well, whatever this is… is small recompense for the debt I owe you both.’

			‘I had heard that your people do not willingly part with money, no?’ Ash Choll observed mildly. Zeke, who had heard the same, but hadn’t been going to say anything, leaned back slightly. Even Alin Choll seemed to freeze.

			‘Hnh,’ Stonefist grunted sourly. ‘Malicious rumours, started by those who don’t wish to pay us our due. The amount of times I’ve had to have words with an employer who thought they could renege on our contract simply because I’m an “abhuman”…’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘They should be ashamed of themselves, yet human law, such as it is, will inevitably take their side.’ He looked at Ash Choll, dark eyes glinting under his brows. ‘Tell me, do you freely share your money with all and sundry?’

			‘Those whom I trust, who are in need,’ Ash replied.

			‘And the same is true for us,’ Stonefist said firmly. ‘But so few humans prove themselves worthy of such trust. Happily, today I have found some.’

			Zeke took another sip of drink, so as to not seem rude. It had a metallic tang, and he wouldn’t have wanted to keep it in his mouth for too long, but it burned its way down his throat pleasantly and he didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger of losing his vision, which was something.

			‘Any room for another?’ a voice asked from beside him.

			It was the wiry older woman who’d accosted him outside, who slid her way onto the bench next to him without waiting for an answer. She grinned at him, and clinked her mug against his.

			‘Annie Three-Teeth, pleasure’s all mine.’

			Zeke smiled at her uncertainly. ‘You, uh, look to have more than three teeth.’

			‘Oh, I do.’ She cackled, alarmingly loudly. ‘Got the name from when I took a swing at this skutbrain lout, ooh, forty years back? Knocked three of his front teeth out and left him pickin’ them up from the dirt. Oh yes, I was handy with my fists when I was a kid, no doubt about that.’ She sniffed, nearly as loudly as she’d laughed, then leaned in conspiratorially. ‘Now, I don’t know about you folk, but I’m not lookin’ to draw much attention to myself, just in case any of Sarkon Aggad’s contemp’ries should decide to come seekin’ those of us what disappeared.’

			‘Agreed,’ Zeke said. He found himself exchanging a dubious glance with Grimbjorn Stonefist, of all people, who also wasn’t exactly blending in.

			‘Then it might interest you all to know that some of our former comrades-in-chains have already loosened their lips a little too much, and are chattin’ away quite merrily over there about how they’re so very glad to have got their freedom back, and just who was responsible for it,’ Annie told them soberly, with a quick nod back over her left shoulder. Zeke looked up and saw three youngsters, scraggly and thin, with the red marks of manacles still visible on their wrists, deep in earnest conversation with a couple of locals. He’d noticed the trio when they were getting off the crawlers; the sort of person whom the underhive swallowed without a second thought, and who seemed to go from lanky youth to wizened settler nearly overnight… assuming they avoided becoming a corpse in the meantime.

			‘That’s not so good,’ Alin Choll commented.

			‘“Loose lips empty clips”, as the sayin’ goes,’ Annie said. ‘Might be that you’ve got ammo to spare, but I don’t see the benefit in waitin’ around for someone else to show up what’s got different opinions to me about whether or not I’m property.’ She took a large swig of her drink and pulled a face. ‘Emperor have mercy, but that’s got a kick to it! Anyway, thought I’d clue you in, because news of a bounty travels faster than the runs through a chain gang.’

			‘Well, we weren’t intending to stay here for long, no?’ Alin said, turning their head to look at Zeke.

			‘No,’ Zeke replied. He dropped his right hand below the table’s edge to rest it on the grip of an autopistol. ‘But we might have stayed too long already.’

			The locals were on their feet, and were crossing the tavern floor towards him. They were a pair of hard-faced men, one with a moustache that drooped past his chin and the other with a line of metal spikes set into the top of his skull. Zeke tried to remain calm. Surely they weren’t going to try to collect a bounty here and now? In the middle of a tavern filled with other escaped slaves? It would be a bloodbath.

			Stonefist had noticed them too, and was reaching back to put a hand on the haft of his hammer. The Cholls had folded their hands into their long sleeves, but from what Zeke had seen, that was not a peaceful gesture.

			‘Can I help you gentlemen?’ he said, more in an attempt to break the tension than anything else, as the locals came to a halt in front of their table.

			‘By the Emperor, I hope so,’ the moustachioed one said, his voice breaking with emotion and, by all the saints, was that hope? ‘Please, goodsire, we beg you.’

			‘Our children,’ his companion said, his deep voice ravaged by grief. ‘They’ve taken our children!’

		

	
		
			Weighted Choices

			 


			Prince Reibus, he called himself, and he and his followers had been lurking in the lower levels like a ripperjack in the air ducts. You knew he was there, and you took what precautions you could, but you couldn’t get him out, and you couldn’t always protect your own.

			Dregs.

			The heretic, the mutant, and the alien: that was the unholy trinity against whom Zeke had been warned since birth, even before he’d fallen in with Father Infernus. That was the unholy trinity against whom all of the Emperor’s servants were taught they must be vigilant, for they were the canker that would rot away the Imperium from within and without. The Emperor, in His blessed wisdom, had decreed that some of those who appeared to have heretical powers – wyrds, as Zeke knew them – could actually serve Him. Zeke had heard the tales of sanctioned witches, for example, who used their arcane abilities to smite the foes of humanity. Most of those who exhibited such strange gifts, however, were heretics, along with anyone who disputed the Emperor’s divinity, or those who worshipped false gods. They all deserved the heretics’ fate of burning; a fate that Zeke had administered on more than one occasion, in his youth, when the Emperor’s zeal had burned so brightly within him that it had consumed others.

			Mutants, well, they were another matter. Ogryns and ratlings, perversions of humanity though they were, were stable forms and had been graciously accepted by the Imperium and allowed to perform tasks appropriate to their capabilities, which were limited. Squats, by the mercy of Imperial decree, were not generally burned on sight. And although Zeke knew little of such matters, he had heard of other mutants whose deviances from the blessed human form had been sanctioned by the Emperor Himself in order to serve His purposes. Zeke did not presume to question the judgement of the divine on these matters, although he’d always felt that it was better to be overcautious than over-trusting.

			Dregs, however, were mutant and heretic rolled into one. Godless monsters, the twisted endgame of a polluted gene pool, they lurked at the edges of underhive society and preyed on the weak or vulnerable. A lone degenerate was little danger except to a child, and a small group could be easily routed by a couple of resolute underhivers with light and weapons, but when present in large numbers they could grow alarmingly and dangerously bold. Sometimes a natural leader would emerge from amongst them, one who was bigger, nastier or smarter than the rest, and who would sharpen the mob’s hate into a weapon and aim it at the hard-working, decent servants of the Emperor trying to live their own lives according to His will.

			Prince Reibus was one such.

			He’d already claimed three domes and renamed them ‘the Princedom’. The settlers lacked the strength at arms to cleanse them, the local gangs weren’t interested in putting their differences aside to do so, and the enforcers weren’t generally seen this far down. As a result, Reibus and his foul followers had dug in and made themselves at home. Now his ravagers were roaming further and further afield, seeking trophies to bear back to their malignant overlord. It seemed likely that it was Prince Reibus’ followers who had been sighted near Floodgrave a few times, although those mutants had always fled when approached.

			On this occasion, they’d poured out of the darkness and snatched a group of children who’d been searching for shards of ore in the great spoil heap at the base of Bad News.

			‘How many of them were there?’ Zeke asked. ‘The mutants, I mean.’

			‘None of us saw them clearly,’ the moustachioed man admitted. He was called Till, and seemed almost pathetically grateful that Zeke was even listening to him. ‘They stay out of the light, y’know? We heard the children screaming and we looked down, and they was just like shadows. Maybe a dozen? Didn’t dare take a shot in case I hit one of the kids, and I ain’t the best with a stubber anyhow.’

			‘You’d have been doing them a favour,’ Stonefist commented into his mug of alcohol. ‘Would be a cleaner fate than what awaits them, from what I’ve heard.’

			‘We don’t want your opinion!’ the man with the metal spikes in his skull snarled. His name was Durn, and Zeke would have been very surprised if he didn’t have Goliath blood in him somewhere.

			‘And yet you get it for free,’ Stonefist replied calmly, still not looking up from his drink.

			‘I don’t have to take that from a mutant–’

			‘Mutant?!’ the squat roared, lurching to his feet and reaching for his hammer. ‘Let’s see how you fight when it’s your own skin at stake!’

			‘Enough!’ Zeke barked, putting as much authority as he could into his voice. Alin Choll made a grab for Stonefist’s hammer arm, although the slender Delaque seemed unlikely to be able to meaningfully restrain the angry squat, while Till tried to haul Durn back out of Stonefist’s reach, with similarly mixed success. ‘Enough!’ Zeke tried again, rising to his own feet. ‘This helps no one!’

			For a wonder, neither man nor squat swung a blow for the other.

			‘Putting my hammer through this fool’s chest would help my mood no end, I assure you,’ Stonefist growled, and attempted to shrug Alin off him. ‘Gah! Unhand me, eyeless one! I’ll check my temper!’

			‘“Eyeless one”…?’

			‘Why do you come to me with this?’ Zeke demanded of Till and Durn. The other punters in the bar, local and fugitive alike, had looked up in alarm as a fight had threatened, but were now starting to settle again.

			‘Goodsire, we’ve just been told of your heroism,’ Till said seriously, not quite releasing his hold on Durn. ‘How you killed a guild slave boss and his thugs–’

			‘Look, that’s not entirely true,’ Zeke corrected him, looking around nervously.

			‘I killed the slaver boss!’ Stonefist declared stoutly. ‘With nothing but my hands, and the chains with which he’d imprisoned me! I choked the life from him myself! Zeke had nothing to do with that!’

			Zeke fixed him with a glare. ‘You are not helping.’

			‘I take pride in my accomplishments!’ Stonefist fired back.

			‘Goodsire, won’t you help us?’ Till pleaded. Zeke winced involuntarily. It had been a long time since anyone had pleaded with him for anything, and even longer since it had made him feel anything other than wretched. He didn’t want to go down even deeper into the darkness, hunting for dregs and mutants. What sensible man would?

			And yet perhaps these weren’t the only children they’d taken…

			Alin Choll drew their stub gun from their sleeve and aimed it across the bar.

			Everyone flinched, Zeke included. He dropped his right hand to his autopistol involuntarily. Stonefist did the same with his bolt pistol. Till shied back, Durn ducked. Even Ash Choll swayed away from their sibling slightly, apparently taken by surprise.

			‘You,’ Alin said into the sudden silence, turning their blank, black gaze across the bar and onto a man frozen into a half-crouch near the door, staring down the barrel of the weapon now aimed at him. ‘Why don’t you sit back down and finish your drink?’

			The man swallowed nervously, his left cheek twitching.

			‘Alin?’ Zeke asked uncertainly.

			‘That man was taking a lot of interest in talk of dead guilders,’ Alin commented, their voice whisper-quiet, yet cutting cleanly through the bar. ‘It seems like an ill-chosen time to leave, in the circumstances, no?’

			You didn’t have to collect a bounty yourself to profit from it. Information to the guilders might get you a few creds once they or theirs had run down the quarry you’d led them to, and a few creds could mean a lot down here.

			‘Jassy?’ Durn said as he straightened up again, and his deep voice held a new note of menace. ‘You weren’t thinking of running tales, were you?’

			The man called Jassy, lashworm-thin and apparently consisting mostly of a hyperactive throat-apple, shook his head furiously. He froze in place as two shadows loomed up behind him, between him and the door. It didn’t take a genius to work out that Eddie and Murph would not be kindly disposed towards anyone who might breathe a whisper of their whereabouts.

			‘Zeke,’ Alin Choll said quietly, disappearing their stub gun back into their sleeve now the two augmented slaves looked to have the matter in hand. ‘A word, yes?’

			Zeke eyed the Delaque, but they were as inscrutable as always. He gave a nod to Durn and Till, then followed Alin into the nearest bar corner.

			‘What’s on your mind?’ he asked in a low voice.

			‘I am… not comfortable with our current situation,’ Alin Choll commented. They appeared to be looking over Zeke’s shoulder at the rest of the bar, but exactly where their gaze was focused was something Zeke could not have sworn to.

			‘You’re telling me,’ Zeke agreed, with feeling. ‘I got lucky with those guards, and nearly lost an arm for it, yet those young idiots have been playing me up as some sort of hero–’

			‘While I don’t disagree with your assessment, that was not to what I was referring,’ Alin interrupted him in the same level, quiet tone. ‘It occurs to me that the man Jassy is only held in contempt by the locals because they think his carrying news of our whereabouts would damage their chances of recovering their children, yes? If we refuse their request…’

			‘…then they’ll have no reason not to run to the guilders themselves,’ Zeke finished bitterly. He grimaced, his self-imposed sense of duty warring with fear. Following the Emperor’s will and setting out to rescue Essy and Donnel had seemed like the thing he had to do, to either achieve something or die meaningfully. Taking a harpoon in the arm had reminded him of exactly how badly the Emperor’s will could hurt. The slavers would have killed him or, he supposed, enslaved him. Dregs, though… you were lucky if they killed you before they cooked you and ate you. Hell, you were probably lucky if they cooked you.

			But if there was the slightest chance that could be the fate awaiting Essy and Donnel… and given that he had no better leads to go on…

			‘We’re going to have to do it, aren’t we?’ he said slowly.

			‘We’re certainly going to have to make it look that way,’ Alin agreed, their lips barely moving. ‘Perhaps once we’ve set out, we could turn aside…?

			‘No,’ Zeke said, and for a wonder he found that he was certain. ‘If this is what the Emperor wills, then so be it. Perhaps this Prince Reibus has Essy and Donnel. If not…’ He looked over his shoulder at the locals in the tavern, at their haunted expressions, at the poorly-hidden desperation on the faces of Durn and Till. Both of them could likely have beaten him badly in a fist fight, Durn especially, yet they looked to him to do something they could not. They were settlers, used to hard work and meagre rations, fighting only to defend themselves. And in fairness, for the last thirteen years, that was all Zeke had been, too.

			But before that, he’d been something very different.

			Deep in his belly, something began to uncoil. Father Infernus used to claim that hatred was the one true path to the Emperor, for only in hatred was found the purity of purpose that He desired in His followers. Zeke had listened to those words, and had fed his hatred for years. It had nearly killed him. It had certainly killed others.

			He pulled back from that thought.

			But he’d done his best to drown his hatred, along with his questions about his place and purpose in life. Not just in booze, but in hard work and bone-deep exhaustion, so that he might collapse into sleep and not deal with the thoughts that would otherwise spin around his head. It had long gone unnourished, but it had never left him, and now he could feel it resurfacing, tasting the air like a predator roused from a long torpor by the scent of prey.

			Cannibalistic, child-snatching, heretical, mutated deviants… they were worthy targets of his hatred.

			‘If not,’ he said again, and found his voice firmer and sterner than it had been for many a year, ‘then perhaps we can still enact the Emperor’s will.’

		

	
		
			Lost Souls

			 


			It wasn’t hard to work out where the Princedom started. Two human skulls atop rusted metal poles stood guard on either side of the passageway that led down into the degenerates’ realm, and the stench was appalling.

			‘Have they used this as a latrine?’ Ash Choll asked, rearing back and covering their nose and mouth with one long-fingered hand.

			‘Aye, and not by accident, neither,’ Annie Three-Teeth replied sourly. ‘Damn foul things use their scat to mark their territory.’ 

			More people than Zeke had expected had joined the posse that they’d put together, and he wasn’t entirely sure why. He was apparently the leader; he didn’t remember ever agreeing to it, but it seemed that his purported heroism against Sarkon Aggad and his goons meant that everyone had just assumed that he would be in charge. The Cholls were also with him, true to their word. Alin said little and saw much, and Zeke was glad to have them there, for all that they’d only known each other for a mere couple of day-cycles; Alin Choll gave off a sense of calming competence, once you’d got past the initial discomfort of their inherent Delaque-ness. Ash, in contrast, seemed a little less reserved and a little more rash, and Zeke was starting to get the impression that they were the younger sibling, perhaps by some years.

			He hadn’t necessarily expected the others.

			Grimbjorn Stonefist had gathered that Zeke was looking for children who had been taken by an unknown party, and had readily pledged himself to assist. Zeke wasn’t sure if it was solely through gratitude for his freedom or partly because the squat fancied a fight, but he had little doubt that Stonefist would be a solid presence if it came to violence, which he was reasonably certain it would. More surprising had been Eddie 209 and Murph.

			‘Mutants killed my brother,’ Eddie had said, his jaw tight. ‘Death’s too good for ’em.’

			Murph had merely nodded in the direction of his companion. ‘I go where he goes.’

			Annie Three-Teeth had sucked her own teeth at length, and talked at even greater length, but in the end she’d said that maybe a fight would do her old bones some good. She’d appropriated one of Aggad’s chainaxes, of all things, and it looked both outlandish and oversized slung across her back. The three youngsters who’d got them into this mess with their loose tongues had volunteered eagerly as well. Zeke had learned that they were Ibram, Domitry, and Kanner the Rat, and he’d have been amazed if any of them had known one end of a gun from the other, but they were adamant they wanted to come along. He kept thinking he saw them stealing glances at him and whispering, and it was starting to make him decidedly uncomfortable. Two other escapees from Aggad’s slave train were also with them: Sigrud Morvost, who claimed to have been a bounty hunter herself before she’d shot a guilder in a drunken brawl, and Down Town Brudo, who hailed from the deepest permanent settlement in Hive Primus, and who’d been overheard bragging about how much he knew about mutants, degenerates and other denizens of the dark. Zeke still wasn’t entirely clear if Brudo had volunteered or had been ‘persuaded’ to join them on the grounds of his specialist knowledge, but he hadn’t tried to run away yet.

			Then there were the locals. Durn and Till were with them, for all that Till claimed to be a lousy shot. Durn had also grabbed Jassy and told him that he was coming, mainly because no one trusted him not to go running to the guilders the moment the party left. Aberley Deel was the hard-faced mother of two of the children who’d been taken, and Zeke gathered that she’d had to be physically restrained from setting off after the dregs by herself with nothing but her two knives, that admittedly were so large they were nearly swords. Lastly was Syrun Kos, a middle-aged hiver whose gender was as indeterminate as either of the Cholls, but whose hair hung in tight braids of violet and whose arms, neck and upper chest were covered in what looked like gang tattoos. They held their lasgun like they knew how to use it, though, which was of far greater concern to Zeke than who they might have run with, once upon a time.

			Zeke fingered the grips of his autopistols. Grimbjorn Stonefist had checked them over and cleaned them, and Zeke had to admit the squat had known what he was doing. ‘Remember,’ he told the others, ‘we don’t know how many of them there are, and this is their turf. If we see an opportunity to rescue any captives without drawing attention to ourselves, we take it.’

			‘What are we waiting for, then?’ Aberley Deel demanded, pushing forwards. Alin Choll threw a glance at Zeke, one which seemed to caution against letting her go first.

			‘We should pray,’ Zeke said.

			‘Pray?’ Deel demanded, rounding on him. ‘My kids have been snatched by those monsters and you want me to pray?’

			Something, anxiety or apprehension or something else, snapped inside Zeke’s chest.

			‘Yes, pray!’ he snarled into her face. She shied back, suddenly fearful. ‘Pray to the God-Emperor! Get down on your knees and seek His protection! It doesn’t matter how sharp your knives are, if He isn’t with us, then this venture is doomed! If He is with us, then nothing can stand in our way!’

			There was a moment of tight, tense silence. Then Aberley Deel swallowed and nodded, and began to sink down onto her knees.

			‘Not here,’ Zeke said in a voice far more like the one he’d used for the last thirteen years, catching her elbow. ‘We’re about to head down into filth anyway. I’m sure He wouldn’t want us to kneel in it first as well.’

			They moved some twenty paces along the old thoroughfare, which led through the abandoned, ruined accommodation blocks from when this had been a functioning part of Hive Primus, and once they were away from the dregs’ filth, Zeke knelt. Aberley Deel followed suit and, one by one, the rest of the posse did the same. Even Stonefist shuffled down, although not before a couple of sideways glances to check whether he really was the only one left standing.

			Words had never been Zeke’s strongest suit. He’d always been handiest with his pistols, and when he’d given up on them, he’d put his efforts into hard work. But when it came to prayer, it was like the shackles on his tongue were released. He still wasn’t sure that the words were any good, but they came more naturally.

			‘God-Emperor, hear our words,’ he said, staring down at the dust in front of his knees and trying not to think of what a truly odd sight they must all be, kneeling amid crumbling tenements in the depths of the underhive and lit only by the lumens they’d brought with them. ‘We seek to reclaim our children – your children – from those would do them harm. We have guns, but lack your wisdom. We have blades, but lack your strength. Guide us now, that we may realise our goals for your glory. Shield us, not for our sake, but for the sake of those we go to aid. Strengthen us, as we bring your fury and vengeance unto these monsters–’

			He heard his voice rising, and remembered his own words about rescuing the captives without drawing attention to themselves.

			‘If that is your will,’ he added. He glanced sideways at Alin Choll, but the Delaque’s expression revealed nothing, as usual. ‘Ave, Imperator.’

			‘Ave, Imperator,’ the others chorused. No one stirred for a few moments, until Zeke pushed himself up to his feet. As soon as he moved, the rest of them left their kneeling positions as well and began to organise themselves.

			‘Thank you,’ Deel said to him soberly. ‘You were right. We must have Him with us.’

			‘We do,’ Zeke said, smiling to try to remove any sting left by his earlier harshness. ‘Now let’s prove ourselves worthy of His favour.’

			‘Good words,’ Stonefist said as he passed. ‘May the Ancestors smile on us.’ Zeke wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that, but squats must surely worship the Emperor in their own way, even if that way was somewhat backward, so he just smiled and nodded.

			‘When I met you,’ Alin Choll commented from behind him, ‘you said your faith was not as strong as it once was.’

			Zeke turned to face them, met the reflective gaze of those black lenses. ‘It’s true.’

			‘Your passion is obvious, even now,’ Alin said. They tilted their head slightly. ‘It truly must have been something to behold, before.’

			‘You could say that,’ Zeke muttered. ‘Come on. We need to organise them before anyone does anything reckless.’ He reached out and caught an arm. ‘Brudo. You said you know the ways of these beasts.’

			Down Town Brudo nodded. He had a face so sharp you could probably use it as an axe, and a large part of the left side of his skull was either protected or replaced by a metal plate. ‘Yessir, I do. Thirty years in Down Town, man and boy. Seen a lot, conversed with many, and killed a fair few.’

			‘“Conversed with”?’ Zeke repeated, horrified.

			‘Aye, well, that’s the nature of the place,’ Brudo said, and spat. ‘Why d’you think I left? You don’t see many guilder caravans down there, so you can’t be too picky who you trade with, unless you’re mortal fond of starvation. Oh yes, things are just great when you’re–’

			‘Never mind,’ Zeke cut him off. ‘I need you to go first, to find the way. You can track them?’

			‘Not a problem, not a problem,’ Brudo said. He licked his lips nervously. ‘Although, uh, I’d want the lads with the arms not far behind me, to tell the truth. Trouble can come quick and ugly and straight at your face, when you’re hunting dregs.’

			‘“The lads with the…?”’ Zeke followed his gaze to the forms of Eddie and Murph. ‘Yes. Probably a good plan.’

			So that was how they entered the tunnel; Down Town Brudo leading the way with Eddie 209 and Murph at his back. Zeke came next, flanked by the Cholls, with Aberley Deel and her knives next in line. He’d placed Ibram, Domitry and Kanner under the eye of Sigrud Morvost, and in the middle of the group where they would hopefully cause the least trouble. Durn and Till had Jassy between them, then came Annie Three-Teeth and Grimbjorn Stonefist, with Syrun Kos and their lasgun acting as the rearguard.

			It was dark. Not the empty, dusty darkness of an abandoned hab-dome with no working lumens, but the suffocating, choking darkness of an enclosed space into which shadows had crawled to breed and multiply. Even the lights they brought with them seemed to be swallowed, glinting wetly off edges yet consumed hungrily by flat surfaces, so it felt to Zeke as though they were moving through some shadow-realm of points and corners and unstable footing. Yet despite the claustrophobic surroundings, the lack of clear vision and the huffing breaths and clumsy footsteps of his companions, he didn’t call for more illumination. They would struggle to take their enemy unawares as it was; announcing their approach with a blaze of light seemed even less advisable.

			‘Hold up,’ Brudo said quietly from ahead, and the group shuffled to a halt, more through realising the person in front of them had slowed than because they necessarily heard his words.

			‘What is it?’ Zeke asked, trying to pitch a whisper loud enough to carry to Brudo’s ears, but no further.

			‘Mutie scrawls,’ Brudo replied, playing light over a wall. Ahead of them, Zeke could see, the tunnel divided into two.

			‘And why are we wasting time on them?’ Ash Choll asked. They and their sibling were almost invisible in the darkness, swathed in their greatcoats as they were, and Zeke could well understand why it was that House Delaque was said to have cut a special deal with the shadows.

			‘Because I want to know which way we’re going,’ Brudo said testily. ‘Or rather, which way we need to go.’ He swung the beam of his luminator around, picking out other splashes of pigment, and scratches carved into the rockcrete. They were nothing more than heretical nonsense to Zeke’s eyes, crude pictograms and script that bore only the faintest resemblance to the letters he was used to, but Brudo seemed to find some meaning in them. The skinny man pointed to the right-hand tunnel. ‘This way.’

			‘How do you know?’ Alin Choll asked, their tone one of polite inquiry rather than doubt.

			Brudo shrugged. ‘More scrawls down this way, means it’s used more often. You can’t track worth a damn through this filth, but the footing’s more stirred up as well. This is a main route for them.’

			Boooom

			It rang out, faint and hollow, but with a timbre that spoke of a loud noise at distance rather than a quiet noise close by.

			‘And, uh, also, that’s where the drumming’s coming from,’ Down Town Brudo added uneasily. Zeke felt the mood of the group shift, an unseen shiver passing through them. A chik-chak noise nearly sent him clawing for a pistol, until he realised it was the sound of Murph nervously working the blades of his augmetic shears.

			Booom-booom

			‘Drumming?’ Zeke asked.

			‘Yeah.’ Brudo grimaced, barely visible in the dim light reflected back off the tunnel walls. ‘As a guess, I’d say someone’s about to become lunch.’

			Booom-booom-booom

			Zeke drew his right-hand pistol and chambered the first round. ‘Then we’ve got no time to waste.’

		

	
		
			Doubts

			 


			The fires were getting higher, and Donnel was screaming.

			Essy did what she could; she hugged him tight, she told him that the flames weren’t for them, although she wasn’t sure she was telling the truth. She’d seen what had happened to Floodgrave as they’d been snatched away, how the buildings had been set on fire. She knew their captors wouldn’t have succeeded in burning the town, knew that Ma and Da and the others would have put the fires out, but the memory was fresh enough that the flames still scared her, and it seemed they scared Donnel even more.

			‘They’ll come and get us,’ she whispered to her brother. ‘They’ll come and save us.’

			‘You said that before! They haven’t come!’ Donnel wailed.

			‘Maybe they’ve had trouble catching up,’ Essy said, although there was a nasty little worm in her stomach that had begun to eat at her, saying the same sort of things as Donnel, but expanding on them.

			What if Ma and Da can’t find you?

			What if Ma and Da are dead?

			What if Ma and Da don’t want to find you? There wasn’t enough food, sometimes. You heard Ma say she wasn’t hungry when you knew it wasn’t true, and you know the Emperor doesn’t like it when people lie. What if they’re glad they don’t have to feed you any longer?

			Essy screwed her eyes up tight to prevent the tears from getting out, then opened them again. Some of their captors were drifting closer to the bars of their cage.

			She couldn’t believe that Ma and Da would abandon Donnel and her, she couldn’t, but even if they had, even if, she still knew that the Emperor wouldn’t abandon them. Zeke had always said that, and Da used to say that no one in Floodgrave knew more about the Emperor than Zeke.

			‘Will you sing a hymn?’ Donnel asked miserably. ‘To keep the monsters away?’

			Essy could think of nothing else useful she could do, so she took a deep breath and, with one eye on the shapes moving beyond the covered bars of their cage, began to sing again.

		

	
		
			The Princedom

			 


			Brudo was no longer paying attention to the scrawls on the walls, although they did indeed seem to be getting both more frequent and more elaborate. Instead the posse simply followed the sound of drums, tracking the echoes through the pipes with practiced ease. Zeke had heard that humans from other worlds, or at least those that didn’t spend their entire lives in enclosed spaces, struggled with such things, but to him the echoes were as clear as mid-day-cycle illumination. They were definitely getting closer.

			‘Is this headlong charge wise?’ Alin Choll asked as they ran. The group was hardly going at top speed, in truth, due to the poor visibility, unstable footing and the noises of protest from Grimbjorn Stonefist, but they were going as fast as they reasonably could.

			‘The time for stealth is over,’ Zeke told them.

			‘The time for stealth is never over,’ Alin muttered, somewhat breathlessly, but they raised no further objections.

			Things got more complicated when Brudo rounded a corner and collided with a mutant.

			Zeke and the rest were so close behind that he was on them a mere second or so later. Brudo was screeching in alarm and lashing out with hands and feet. The mutie, the copperish glint of scales visible through its collection of tied-on rags, was snarling and trying to get away from him just as hard as he was trying to get away from it. Its eyes were wide and white in the sudden light, and it bolted away from them on all fours at first, then rose up to a two-legged gait as it got its feet under it.

			Alin Choll’s stubgun coughed three times, and the mutie’s flight came to an abrupt, face-down end.

			‘Gah!’ Brudo spluttered, as Murph helped him up to his feet. ‘Filthy, stinking thing!’

			‘Are you hurt?’ Zeke asked. Ash played light over Brudo, but there didn’t seem to be any obvious wounds.

			‘No, no, I don’t think so,’ Brudo muttered, patting at himself. ‘Near enough soiled myself, though.’

			‘Given our surroundings, no one would have noticed,’ Alin Choll commented. They cocked their head as the drums rang out again, yet more insistently. ‘We must continue.’

			They lurched into a run again, with no further words needed, and Brudo took the opportunity to kick the downed mutie as they passed its body. Zeke glanced at it, taking in the spindly limbs, the bare hands and feet tipped with claws where a normal person would have nails, an ugly scar on the upper right arm where the scaled skin had healed poorly from some old, grievous wound. It was disgusting, but pathetic rather than threatening.

			Pathetic to him, at least. To a child, this was a monster straight out of a nightmare that could snatch them away to be consumed. This mutie, and all those like it – and unlike it, for that was the way of mutants – deserved nothing more than death.

			One more turn in the passage, and they were confronted by real light from ahead of them. It came from below, bleeding over the ceiling, the flickering reds and yellows of flame. Almost as one, they slowed to a jog, then to a walk as they approached the lip of the tunnel.

			Zeke edged forward, motioning for the others to stay back out of sight, and peered around the lip, the rough rockcrete scraping against his cheek as he did so.

			‘Emperor’s blood…’

			The passage looked out over a small, low-ceilinged dome without much in the way of tall objects to interrupt the field of view. It was mainly dominated by pipework, for it looked to have been a sewage works at one point in the distant past. Zeke could see huge circular vats in which now sprouted eerie, pale fungus of varieties with which he was unfamiliar, and a massive pipe at least four times the height of a man, which ran at ground level from out of the shadows on the far side. This terminated – the open end covered by a massive metal grille – directly over a huge, central pool. He could make all this out thanks to the various fires lit throughout the dome, primarily three massive blazes on the edges of the pool that didn’t house the huge pipe. Their flames reflected off the foetid water and turned parts of it red to his eyes, although he wouldn’t have been surprised had the liquid actually caught fire.

			And in and around this medley of metal and rockcrete, scurrying hither and thither between ramshackle huts and shelters, and apparently in a state of some excitement, were the dregs of humanity that served Prince Reibus.

			Booom-booom-booom

			‘How many are there?’ Alin Choll murmured from by Zeke’s ear.

			Zeke swallowed bile and ran his eyes over the scene again. ‘Fifty or sixty? At least.’

			‘By the Emperor…’ Alin hissed, sounding about as agitated as Zeke had yet heard them. Zeke turned to address the rest of his posse.

			‘There are a lot of them,’ he said bluntly. ‘More than there are of us. We need to stay hidden for as long as possible, then if we’re discovered, hit them hard. This filth has no stomach for a fight unless they know the odds are in their favour.’

			‘Sounds sensible to me, no?’ Ash Choll murmured, too low for anyone to hear except Zeke, who ignored them, and Alin, who elbowed them in the ribs.

			‘And the children?’ Aberley Deel demanded, pushing forwards. ‘Can you see the children?’

			Zeke looked again. Most of the activity was concentrated around the central pool, and… yes! There was a stack of crude cages, in which he could see the forms of people. He couldn’t tell from this distance whether they were hivers or merely other, less fortunate degenerates, but he could make a fair guess.

			‘Yes,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘In the middle of the dome, by the big pool.’ He weighed things up, shook his head. ‘We’ll never get there unseen. We need to get as close as possible, then attack. It’s the only way we’ll have a chance.’

			Booom-booom-booom

			‘Should we leave a rearguard?’ Alin said quietly, into his ear. ‘I’d hate for us to succeed in our goal, only to then find our escape route cut off, yes?’

			‘Who did you have in mind?’ Zeke asked them.

			‘Perhaps a couple of our over-enthusiastic friends who got us into this?’

			Zeke considered it for a moment, then nodded. ‘Good thinking.’ He looked around and pointed. ‘You two – Ibram, Domitry. You stay here and guard our way out. Kos, you stay with them – your lasgun will be more effective at a distance anyway. Try not to draw attention to yourselves, but if they get between us and you, do what you can to break them.’

			Syrun Kos nodded. Domitry and Ibram looked disappointed, of all things, but then they hadn’t seen what actually awaited the rest of the posse.

			‘Everyone else, with me,’ Zeke said. ‘Let’s help those people.’

			He turned, and left the questionable safety of the tunnel to set foot into the Princedom.

			The passageways through which they’d come had clearly at one point been part of a network of footways connecting various domes on this level, perhaps set apart from vehicle routes to minimise workforce casualties. A bank of metal stairs ran down from the entrance of it to the dome floor below, switchbacking on itself as it did so, and it was this part of their approach that Zeke was most concerned about. They would be in full view of anything that chose to look in their direction while they navigated it, and the cover provided by the corroded safety railings was negligible at best.

			Booom-booom-booom

			On the other hand, at least any noise they made was unlikely to be heard over the drumming and general excitement in the dome. Zeke could hear whooping and cackling; the muties were clearly working themselves up into a state of some excitement about something. He wondered whether every meal was greeted with this sort of ritual.

			Nothing for it.

			He took the stairs as fast as he dared, not waiting to test each step before trusting his weight to it, but trying to move as lightly as possible to avoid over-stressing the ancient metal. He heard and felt other footsteps behind him, and the frame began to tremble as everyone else followed his example, none of them wanting to be caught in the open.

			He reached the first turning, swung around it, set off down the next flight. His shoulder blades prickled, waiting for the first warning shout to signal a shot that would take him in the back. It was a remote fear – muties weren’t renowned as good shots, especially at distance – but one he couldn’t shake.

			Next turning. Halfway down.

			What if the supporting joists and bolts failed and sheared? What if the staircase fell away? He and the others would be injured by the fall, possibly killed, and they’d have no way of escape. A swift, hard strike to liberate the captives and then withdrawing before the muties realised how few of them there truly were: that was surely their only path to success here. A small band of wounded trying to fight off the denizens of this dome would be doomed.

			One more turn. Last flight. Zeke resisted the urge to take the steps two at a time: he’d get down barely any quicker, and he’d likely slip and hurt himself. Not to mention the fact that his knees were already complaining. When had he got old?

			Probably at some point when he was farming slime.

			Booom-booom-booom

			He reached the solid, mainly level ground of the dome floor, and swung away from the staircase to let the others follow in his footsteps unhindered. The first thing to do was to find some proper cover, and he made a ratline for the nearest pipe. It was a huge thing of dark, corroded metal, nearly as tall as him, although still dwarfed by the massive one he’d seen from his high vantage point. It emerged from the wall of what looked to have been some sort of pumping house and ran at a diagonal to where he was trying to get to, but it would shield the others and him from unfriendly eyes, or at least the majority of them clustered around the pool.

			‘Is everyone down?’ he asked, without looking around.

			‘Ready when you are,’ Alin Choll’s voice replied.

			It had been a long time since Zeke had crept up on an enemy like this. With Sarkon Aggad’s slavers, he’d had barely any plan and combat had been the last resort. Now he had a dozen fighters at his back – or people with weapons, at least, although it wasn’t necessarily the same thing – and his express intention was to attack and kill. His mouth was dry, but his hands were steady. His body remembered this feeling, and it knew how to react. He suddenly knew, knew with all his heart, that he wasn’t going to freeze up, wasn’t going to get the shakes and pull a shot wide. He might not hit what he aimed at, but it wouldn’t be down to nerves. His heart rate was raised, but only because stairs were a minor problem for him now, apparently. He was calm.

			The Emperor was with him.

			They followed the line of the pipe, half-ducked down to prevent their heads from being seen above it. Zeke stumbled on something, bit back a curse, looked down to see what it was.

			A human thigh bone, broken open, the marrow scraped out from within.

			‘Animals,’ someone muttered.

			‘Let’s put them down,’ another voice replied, thick with disgust. That sounded like Morvost.

			Booom-booom-booom

			‘They’re chanting something,’ Alin Choll said. Their group was coming up to an intersection, where another pipe met the one they were following. ‘Listen.’

			Zeke strained to hear, but sure enough, the Delaque was right. The drumbeats were accompanied by a multitude of rough voices raised, bellowing out one syllable again and again, in time with the beat.

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			Zeke turned and looked questioningly at Down Town Brudo, but the skinny man just shrugged. ‘Means nothing to me.’

			They were at the confluence of pipes. Zeke eased his head up to peer over it, the faint, cold scent of rust in his nostrils just discernible over the background odours of faeces, and smoke from whatever combustibles were burning to make the fires. He could see the stack of cages now, three high in places, most occupied by a miserable, huddled shape, or more than one. Dregs and muties stood at the base of the pile in ones and twos, but their attention was turned towards the big fires around the central pool, the light washing over their ravaged features as they shouted.

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			Zeke eyed the pipe in front of him. It was too tall to easily get over, but there wasn’t enough clearance beneath it to easily get under it, either. There would be no sudden charge out from behind its cover. They’d have to scramble over or under, probably fairly clumsily, leaving themselves open to being seen and shot at as they did so. It wasn’t a prospect that appealed.

			A new figure strode into view, heading for the cages.

			Prince Reibus.

			It had to be; surely no other degenerate would be wearing a crown of polished fingerbones, carrying a skull-topped staff, or be clad in such comparatively-fine vestments. His heavy Orlock work jacket had been decorated with what looked like human teeth, and from the back of it hung a strange patchwork cape. Polished Goliath shin greaves adorned his lower legs, and were not too oversized, for Prince Reibus was taller than Zeke and perhaps twice as wide. His skin held a purplish tinge, and was dotted with boils, but his stride was firm and determined, and his staff was clearly more weapon or symbol of authority than walking prop. He snarled at a lackey in front of him, revealing stumps of blackened teeth, and the wretch scrambled to wrestle open a cage door.

			Nothing for it.

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘Go, go, go!’ Zeke hissed. Beside him, Alin Choll vaulted up onto the top of the pipe and swung their long legs over in one easy motion. Ash followed suit, but the rest of them lacked the Delaques’ height or limberness. Zeke cupped his hands together and boosted up Aberley Deel, grim-faced and already with one knife drawn, and bit down on a moan of pain as his injured arm complained. He received the same favour himself from Sigrud Morvost, then he reached over from the top of the pipe and grabbed her wrists, helping her up and over after him.

			‘Hey, now!’

			Grimbjorn Stonefist had helped others over, but now the squat stood alone on the other side of the pipe. There was no way he could get over by himself, and he was too sturdily-built to slide underneath it as Kanner the Rat and Jassy had. Zeke looked back at him, caught in an agony of indecision. The squat’s weapons would serve them well, but it would take at least two of them to get him over, which would mean going back, and–

			A snarling shout of alarm erupted behind him, accompanied a moment later by the report of a firearm and a scream. Zeke ducked instinctively and whirled around, but it was Down Town Brudo who’d been hit. One of the dregs by the cages had spotted them and had a weapon trained on them; probably an autogun, from the quick glance Zeke got of it. Other dregs had heard the shout, even over their own chanting, and were turning to see what the disturbance was. Even Prince Reibus was looking around, squinting to see into the relative darkness beyond the light of his fires.

			There was no cover to duck behind, for they’d just emerged from it. The only way out was through.

			‘Die, filth of damnation!’ Zeke bellowed, drawing his autopistols – somewhat slower with his left arm – and charging forwards. The others, frozen in indecision and fear only a moment before, jolted into action with him. Suddenly he was at the head of an onrushing mass of humanity, firing guns and screaming war cries.

			He dropped the dreg who’d fired at them first, two bursts from his right-hand pistol that took the foul creature in its chest. It fell backwards, screaming.

			‘Mind the captives!’ Morvost yelled. Her shotgun roared and another dreg, this one standing a short distance away from the cages, was blown off its feet.

			Reibus snatched the child that his lackey thrust at him. Zeke didn’t get a good look at it, but it didn’t look like either Essy or Donnel. It didn’t matter; no child should suffer at the hands of these monsters. He raised his left hand pistol, seeking to put a round or three through Reibus’ skull, but cursed and pulled his gun away at the last moment as Aberley Deel charged into the line of his shot, screaming a name.

			‘Samanta!’

			Deel broke away from the main body of the posse’s charge, a knife in either hand, heading straight for Reibus. The degenerate lord garbled something and waved his skull-topped staff, and a pair of his followers moved to intercept her. One held a pick, the other an oversized wrench. Zeke took aim at the leftmost of them, then ducked instinctively as something flashed past his right ear. One of the muties on top of the crate pile was aiming at him again: he fired back, taking out its knees, and it dropped out of sight with an agonised cry.

			‘Skutting hell!’ someone shouted, and panic fire blazed upwards.

			Something tore out of the darkness above them with a sound like tearing cloth: a pair of leathery wings, beating at the stagnant air. For a moment Zeke thought it was some monstrous carrion bat, or the mother of all ripperjacks, but then the shadow spat fire and he realised it was a mutie, an Emperor-damned winged mutie, with a gun!

			Screams. Two down; Till and Jassy. Multiple small bleeding wounds, Zeke’s quick glance told him, probably some sort of crude blunderbuss. The perpetrator was already out of sight, having banked up beyond the reach of the fires’ light. Zeke found himself amazed at how rationally he was thinking, even in the midst of chaos. This was a thrill he’d forgotten, throwing himself into harm’s way and placing his trust in the Emperor to see him through. The fight against the slavers had been desperate necessity, but he’d sought out this battle, he’d wanted to bring the Almighty’s wrath down on these beasts, and now he was here he felt nothing but the purifying fires of wrath within him. Holy wrath, wrath without mercy, but not wrath beyond reason.

			The Emperor had given humanity logic and reason, and he would use those tools to smite his foes, rather than falling to their level of mindless savagery.

			‘Ash!’ he shouted. ‘Watch for the flyer! Kanner, free the captives! Everyone else–’

			He turned to look for Aberley Deel, readying himself to see her hacked down on the ground. Instead he saw her ducking a swipe of a pick and plunging one of her knives into the back of the mutie who’d been attacking her; the other dreg was already down, bleeding out from a gash the entire width of its throat.

			‘Into them!’ Zeke bawled. He caught sight of Eddie 209 running down the last mutie who’d been standing guard of the cages and impaling it through with his drill, pinning it to the ground as it screamed and thrashed. Kanner went to work on a cage door. Ash was walking backwards, laspistol held in both hands and aimed upwards, ready to take down the flying mutant should it seek to bother them again.

			They turned a corner, hard on the heels of Aberley Deel as she pursued the fleeing Prince Reibus, rounded the edge of a crude hut thrown together from boards and doors and wire mesh, and were met with the sight of the whole stinking, degenerate mass.

			A mass of bodies, scaled and feathered and pustule-ridden, purple and green and blue and red, clawed and taloned, fanged and horned, with oversized limbs or shrunken vestiges, simple hooks and peg-legs in the place of ones that were missing entirely through nature or injury. No two bodies were the same, and nor were their weapons, which, despite obvious disrepair, still looked deadly enough.

			‘Break them, in the Emperor’s name!’ Zeke roared. He strafed his autopistols along the line in front of him until they ran dry. It was their only chance: hit the beasts so hard and so quickly that their nerve failed. His companions followed his lead as best they could, but Deel carried no guns, Till and Jassy were down, Kanner was working on the cages, Ash was watching their backs…

			Shots flew. Zeke slowed his pace slightly, ejected both magazines, slammed his guns back down on the next mags, clicked the safeties off and readied them again. Something took Murph in the chest and he fell, bracing his fall with his shears arm but clearly hurt. Eddie roared and charged past his fallen friend. Morvost’s shotgun blew a hole clean through one dreg, but Durn dropped, screaming, as the lower half of his left leg went cartwheeling away.

			Something huge rose up in the dreg mob; an enormous scaled mutant, nine feet tall at least, wielding some sort of monstrous harpoon gun with a shaft that had to be as long as Zeke was tall.

			‘Have some of this, you sump-suckers!’

			Grimbjorn Stonefist barrelled into one flank of the muties, his bolt pistol barking and power hammer crackling. One of their number was knocked backwards into two more, its chest smoking from the impact of Stonefist’s mighty weapon, and a visible ripple of alarm passed through the rest of the mob. Their collective attention shifted, distracted for a moment as they wondered what had happened, how many enemies had outflanked them, whether they should turn and run…

			Aberley Deel, Annie Three-Teeth and Eddie 209 thundered into them, knives and chainaxe slashing, and drill thrusting. Blood splattered, and limbs flew. The giant mutant aimed its spear gun downwards, then slewed to one side with a roar of agony as the thump-crack! of Stonefist’s power hammer announced his new target.

			Ash Choll’s laspistol fired a handful of times, and something dark and ragged flew overhead, but this was the tumbling fall of something no longer in control of its own momentum. The winged beast crashed into its fellows, and suddenly a gap appeared in the mob as its flailing pinions flattened three or four more.

			‘Go!’ Alin Choll shouted at Zeke. A knife appeared in their hand, then a practised flick saw it leave at speed to bury itself in a mutant’s eye socket. ‘Get Reibus! Get the child!’

			Zeke plunged forward, ripping off shots as best he could between the struggling bodies of his comrades, trying to punch his way through. Something with two mouths reared up in front of them, each jaw sporting razor-sharp teeth, although that was of less immediate concern than the two-handed axe they swung at him. He checked his own momentum and dodged back at the last moment, felt the breeze of the blow brush his face as the weapon’s head narrowly missed, then put a shell through the thing’s temple before it could readjust and catch him with the backswing. Flesh, bone and teeth flew as his angled shot blew out the other side of its face, and he stepped over its corpse.

			Something grabbed at his left arm, sending another lance of pain up and and down it. He turned, raised his right pistol, then turned his face away as Annie Three-Teeth dragged her chainaxe up the back of the mutie that had accosted him, severing its spine. She flashed him a grin, swift and deadly, then turned back with a ululating howl.

			He was free.

			Zeke turned again and ran, away from the fight, towards the blaze of fires. The infernal drumming was still going on, it was just that the noise of battle had drowned it out until now.

			The pool was ahead of him, its stench heavy in the air, heavy in his lungs. Prince Reibus had dragged his captive to the far end of it, beyond the fires. Three more of his followers lurked nearby; two at his side, and one wielding a length of pole with which it beat a skin stretched taut over another section of pipe, this one perhaps three metres deep and apparently hewn off specifically to create this monstrous percussion instrument.

			Zeke’s eyes adjusted to the fire’s light, and he took in the pattern of stitching across the drumskin. It wasn’t one skin, it was many. And the shades weren’t uniform.

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			‘TRUGG!’

			Zeke fought down bile as it threatened to climb up his throat. He could make a guess at the nature of Reibus’ cape now, too. The monsters had made use of the skins of their victims.

			Reibus lifted the child in his arms, ignoring its screaming, and turned towards the pool.

			‘Wait!’ Zeke bellowed. He had both pistols up, but he couldn’t be sure of his shot through the heat distortion of the flames. He’d get the beast within seconds, but he might hit the child first, or not land a telling shot before the child was thrown into the pool. He walked forwards at an angle, trying to get around the fire, hoping he could stall them until then.

			Reibus’ face turned towards him, bestial hatred writ large upon it.

			‘TRUGG!’ chanted his lackeys. ‘TRUGG! TRUGG!’

			‘Put the child down!’ Zeke yelled. Just a few steps more. ‘Put the child down and walk away! Don’t make me kill you!’

			Zeke was going to kill him, of that there was no doubt. But while the Emperor might hate liars, He hated mutants and heretics more. They deserved nothing from Zeke; no honesty, no pity, no mercy.

			‘TRUGG! TRUGG! TRUGG!’

			Reibus sneered, and threw the child. In the same moment, his lackeys brought up their weapons and opened fire.

			Zeke rolled forwards, expecting at any moment to feel the white-hot sting of something burying itself into his internal organs, but he came up to one knee unharmed and his twin bursts of autopistol fire were accurate. The dregs fell backwards, chests blown open by the rounds. The drummer finally ceased his task and charged forwards, his pipe held in both hands like a club. Zeke’s first shots sparked off the pipe, but then he lowered his aim and took out the mutie’s knees. It landed facedown in the dust, howling in anguish. Zeke pushed himself fully upright, wincing at the pain in his own knees, and put a shot through its head to still it.

			He looked across. The child – a girl – was screaming in terror, but the water was nowhere near as deep as it had looked. The girl was standing waist-deep, and was already trying to wade towards the edge of the pool; the far edge, away from Prince Reibus.

			Zeke’s shot took the mutant lord in the shoulder. Reibus staggered backwards, coming to rest against the huge pipe. He raised one big hand, clasped his fingers around a lever.

			‘Trugg,’ he said, leering at Zeke, and pulled.

			Chains rattled. A mighty counterweight that Zeke hadn’t even noticed began to descend from above, and slowly but inexorably, the grate began to rise.

			Zeke’s next shot took out Reibus’ throat. The mutant sank backwards, his cloak of human skin rucking up behind him as he tried desperately to staunch the wound with his thick-fingered hands, but to no avail. Prince Reibus, lord of the Princedom and terror of five levels, died choking on his own filthy blood at the hand of Zeke of House Cawdor.

			An inhuman bellow split the air. Zeke staggered, gasping in pain as the noise drove itself into his head like nails. It was the deep note of a hive quake, a frequency that resonated in the bones, yet it also held a pitch so high that it vibrated the teeth inside his skull.

			Thumping steps. A bow wave of filthy water, emanating from the darkness of the huge pipe.

			Then, squeezing its monstrous, malformed bulk beneath the still-rising grate, Trugg forced its way free.

		

	
		
			Trugg

			 


			It was something wrenched from the fever-addled mind of an obscura addict; bloated and horrific, yet still with enough features of the form it had perverted to be recognisable, which somehow made it all the more revolting. The arch of its back rose above Zeke’s head, and it must have weighed at least a ton. Its fur had sloughed away in parts to reveal the scabrous skin beneath, but that skin rippled with muscle, for Trugg had been kept well fed by its malformed worshippers. Its tail was thicker than Zeke’s waist where it joined the body, its claws were the length of his hands, and its teeth were the size of his forearm and dripping with foul ichor.

			Trugg was a monstrous, two-headed hive rat.

			Zeke wanted to scream. He wanted to throw up. He wanted to turn tail and run, leaving this hideous sight far behind him and preferably drowned under several bottles of booze. For a moment his spirit quailed and his legs trembled, ready to either collapse or carry him away.

			Then Trugg’s right-most head sniffed the air, a great huffing intake of breath, and both heads turned towards the girl desperately wading towards the edge of the pool. Zeke stiffened, a newfound determination filling him. He could feel the will of the Emperor suffusing him, giving him the strength and the courage to do what was right, no matter the peril. He raised his pistols and fired.

			The shots tore along Trugg’s flank, kicking up puffs of grey-brown fur and a couple of spurts of blood, but most of the shells barely penetrated the beast’s hide. Zeke heard the double click of his guns running dry and ejected the magazines automatically, reloaded on instinct, but Trugg was already wheeling towards him. He’d done little more than attract the monster’s attention.

			‘Get clear!’ he yelled at the girl, who needed no further encouragement. Trugg’s two pairs of eyes focused on Zeke, and a spasm of terror ran through him. He’d never seen a living creature so vast, and now all of its malevolence was focused on him.

			Trugg charged him, its feet kicking up sprays of filth as it came, the water not appearing to slow it in the slightest. Zeke fired again, saw a tooth shatter, but the monster kept coming.

			He ran.

			He ran for the fire nearest to Prince Reibus, seeking to put it between himself and Trugg as the beast lurched out of the water onto the shore where he’d just been standing. He dodged past the corpse of the drummer, hoping the still-warm carrion might distract the beast, but Trugg appeared to have eyes only for the morsel of meat that had just attacked it. Zeke heard its claws scraping and skittering across the rockcrete of the surround as it tried to adjust its momentum to follow him. The drum of human skin loomed up on his right, but there would be no shelter there; even if he got around to the far end of the pipe, it would still be big enough for Trugg to reach inside and get him.

			He shoved his pistols back into their holsters, jumped up and kicked off the side of the monstrous pipe Trugg had emerged from, and grabbed a length of chain that hung down from the contraption that had raised the grate. His injured left arm screamed at him, the dull ache abruptly flaring up into fiery agony, and he struggled upwards using just his right arm and his knees to gain height.

			The enormous rat rounded the fire and lunged for him.

			Zeke dragged his legs up out of reach of the beast’s jaws just in time, and they clashed shut on empty air, but the chain was knocked swaying by the impact of Trugg’s body. Zeke held on desperately, tried to climb a little higher as Trugg turned once more to come back for another pass, but then the chain swung back the other way and he sailed through the updraft of heat from the fire.

			The flames were fierce and hot beneath him, and although he’d now climbed to above their reach, the heat they gave off was terrifying in its ferocity. There was a second or two of well-remembered pain as his thin clothes failed to shield him, and the breath he painfully gasped was red-hot and choking, as though someone were stabbing the inside of his throat with superheated splinters. Then the chain swung back again, out of the full force of the fire’s heat.

			Back into the path of Trugg.

			This time the monster reared up onto its hind legs, ­bracing itself on its tail and lashing out with its front paws. Zeke couldn’t quite get his legs out of the way this time, for now Trugg was stretching up to its full reach, and a claw lodged itself in his left calf muscle and ripped down the outside of it. Zeke screamed as his flesh parted under the sheer force of the monster’s blow, and the shock of the pain seemed to drain strength from his body. Suddenly both his arms were shaking with the effort of holding him in place.

			Trugg reared up again, and this time it wrapped its front paws around the chain with hideous dexterity. It tugged, seeking to bring him down closer to its gnashing twin mouths, and Zeke heard the faint creak of stressed metal from overhead. The monster’s sheer bulk might cause the collapse of the structure to which the chain was attached, and if that happened it would be a toss-up whether Zeke would be killed by falling girders or torn apart by the slavering beast that was currently beneath him.

			He couldn’t draw a gun; even if he had any indication that his shells would do damage, to let go even with just one hand was to be shaken off onto the rockcrete below. Nor could he climb any higher. He gritted his teeth and held on, but his strength was ebbing. It wouldn’t be long before the choice would be made for him. The best he could hope for was that the monster would choke on his bones.

			He risked a glance sideways. The far side of the pool was empty, with no sign of the girl who’d been Trugg’s initial prey. Zeke’s heart eased, just a touch. Had he not been on hand, that child would have been rat-bait. Perhaps this had been the Emperor’s plan for him after all; not to rescue the children he sought, but to at least spare a stranger pain and suffering. Zeke could make his peace with that.

			He closed his eyes as the chain shook once more. If he let go voluntarily, while he still had the strength to hold on and make it a deliberate decision, could he draw fast enough to get a shot at the monster’s maw on his way into it? To at least hurt it before it devoured him? Maybe make it slightly easier for someone else to kill, or deal it a wound that might become infected and hasten its death in some manner?

			There was only one way to find out. He flexed his fingers slightly, checking that they weren’t snagged or wedged in the chain, so that his release would be clean and unencumbered.

			God-Emperor, lend me strength and grace for the quickest, surest draw I’ve ever made…

			It was time to go.

			The boom of a shotgun rang out, and Zeke’s head jerked around involuntarily. A band of armed figures were making their way down the surround.

			Sigrud Morvost racked the action of her shotgun, expelling the spent casing and sending it tinkling across the rockcrete, where it got kicked by the metal-tipped boot of Grimbjorn Stonefist, who was bleeding from a wound in his hairline but otherwise apparently hale. Aberley Deel had lost one knife and had her empty hand clamped to her side across a dark stain, while Annie Three-Teeth was caked in blood and viscera, although given the various hues of it Zeke couldn’t be sure how much of it was hers.

			Morvost’s shotgun boomed again, and this time a gobbet of flesh was blown out of Trugg’s side. It howled in pain, another skull-rattling shriek, and its right head snapped down to focus on this new threat. The left, however, kept reaching for Zeke, and its paws didn’t release the chain, nor did it drop back to all fours.

			Trugg was as distracted as it was going to get, and Zeke couldn’t wait any longer, lest he lose any ability to pick his moment. He let go of the chain and dropped, but he didn’t reach for his guns. Instead, he aimed each boot at one of the left head’s eyes.

			Whether through a confusion caused by its split attention and some shared neurological connections, the blessings of the Emperor, or sheer blind luck, Trugg’s left head neither avoided Zeke’s fall nor shifted far enough to catch him in its mouth and impale him with its teeth. His boots struck home into the beast’s dark eyes, which sent a spasm of pain up his already-injured left leg, and then he was tumbling off the broad expanse of its head. He fell forwards, sprawled for a moment across its shoulder as the monster bucked and shrieked in pain, caught a momentary nauseating whiff of its foul fur as his face passed close to its pelt, and then he fell again.

			He hit the rockcrete hard, but managed to desperately roll aside as Trugg backed up from this unexpected assault on two fronts. The left head shook as it tried to clear its vision, but the right turned towards him, and the body came with it as Trugg lunged for the morsel that had tormented and eluded it.

			A bolt shell hit the side of the right head’s neck, and this didn’t just kick up a cloud of fur, or a spray of blood. Flesh erupted and blood gouted, and the right head lolled to one side. Trugg staggered backwards in confusion as half of its sensory inputs began to dim, and a hitherto-unknown weight began to drag at its right side.

			‘That’s my last one!’ Stonefist bellowed. ‘Take ’im!’

			The left head asserted full control. The beast took a step forward towards where Zeke lay, opened its mouth and reached for him…

			Thunk

			The breastbone just beneath where Trugg’s necks converged abruptly sprouted a shaft of metal. The monster shrieked in pain and staggered once more, but still made a final, rage-filled lunge for Zeke.

			Zeke drew and fired on full auto, putting the entire contents of two clips down its throat. He tried to aim upwards, to send the rounds up into Trugg’s cranium, but as death spread its jaws to claim him he was firing more in blind panic than anything else.

			Something hit home. At least one of his shells punctured the thick bone surrounding Trugg’s brain, or severed the spinal column. Between one hammering beat of Zeke’s heart and the next, something switched off inside the monstrosity. It slumped down and the huge head landed on Zeke’s injured leg, a purplish tongue lolling out from between its jaws. Zeke screamed in pain and beat at it with the guns he was still clutching with a death grip, but he couldn’t shift it.

			‘I’ve gotcha!’ Strong hands grabbed Zeke under the armpits and pulled him backwards, giving him one last stab of pain in his leg as it was wrenched from underneath Trugg’s left head. Annie Three-Teeth stepped past him, her chainaxe humming and ready, but Trugg made no further movement.

			‘No sooner do I patch up one injury, than you get another,’ Stonefist muttered, for it was he who’d taken hold of Zeke, but there was good humour in his voice as he clapped Zeke on the back. ‘What manner of beast is this, that you decided to kick in the head?’

			‘It’s Trugg,’ Zeke told the squat. He reholstered his pistols and let them go. His hands ached from desperately clinging to the chain, and then gripping his pistols so tightly that the cross-hatching of their grips had imprinted itself into his flesh. ‘I think they worshipped it. They were sacrificing…’ His brain kicked into gear, and he looked around. ‘The girl! There was a girl, over there! The captive Reibus had! I drew the beast away from her and she fled, but I didn’t see where!’

			‘Samanta!’ Aberley Deel gasped. Zeke looked around and saw her turn to run, a heavy, limping gait with one hand still clutched to her side, but none the less determined for that as she pounded off, taking the long way around the pool’s edge towards its far side.

			‘Oh, for – Deel! There might be more around! Wait up, you fool!’ Annie Three-Teeth shouted, setting off after the other woman. Sigrud Morvost turned to watch them go, looked for a moment as though she was considering following, then shrugged and turned away again. Next to her, the Choll siblings dropped the enormous – and now empty – spear cannon they’d been carrying, Alin at the trigger and Ash holding the barrel.

			‘Sorry we were late,’ Alin said, nudging the stolen weapon with their foot. ‘We thought this might come in handy, yes?’ They nodded towards the body of Trugg, where the butt end of its projectile still protruded from the monster’s chest. ‘A wise decision, I think.’

			‘Are the mutants dead?’ Zeke asked them. He got one hand under him and pushed himself up to his feet. He could stand, for the moment, so long as he took most of his weight on his right leg. His left calf burned, and he wasn’t sure that he was imagining the sensation of filth from Trugg’s claw finding its way into his bloodstream.

			‘Dead or fled,’ Alin replied. ‘I looked back and saw Kanner freeing the captives, too.’ They reached out an arm and Zeke took it gratefully, steadying himself on them as he limped forwards.

			‘Come,’ Alin said, a hint of excitement in their dry voice. ‘Let us see whether we have found your missing children.’

		

	
		
			Aftermath

			 


			They hadn’t.

			Zeke searched through the cages one by one, calling, but there was no sign of Essy or Donnel. None of the other captives could remember seeing them, or anyone who had looked like them, and one – a young Escher named Quickhand Kat, who readily identified herself as a thief – had been a prisoner of the mutants for close on a week.

			‘Nah, din’t see none like that,’ she said, locking her fingers together and stretching her arms out above her head. ‘Only one lotta kids came in, an’ you arrived as they was about to do the first of ’em.’

			‘So why didn’t the mutants sacrifice you before them?’ Alin asked as Zeke began to limp away, unsure whether he should be despairing or not. He still hadn’t found Essy and Donnel, but at least they hadn’t been eaten by Reibus’ dregs, or fed to their blasphemous idol.

			‘Dunno. Grace of the God-Empress, I guess. Hey, Cawdor!’

			Zeke looked around. Kat slipped past Alin and walked up to him, her dark eyes studying his face. She was small and slight, with brown hair buzzed short and her brown skin unmarked by gang tats or piercings: quick, nimble and largely unmemorable, which Zeke supposed were all excellent traits in a thief.

			‘You’re Cawdor, right?’

			‘Guess so,’ Zeke muttered.

			‘Where’s your mask?’ Kat asked curiously, and Zeke felt another stab of guilt. His House would traditionally wear half- or even full-face masks, so that the Emperor might not think them too proud of their individuality: not that He couldn’t see the truth in their hearts if He so chose, but it was the principle of the thing. Zeke had thrown his away when he’d fled his old life. He’d no longer been sure that anything he’d been taught about the Emperor was true, and he’d wanted Him to gaze upon his face, to judge his sins and punish him accordingly.

			Perhaps the Emperor had just taken His time to get around to it.

			‘I lost it,’ he told Kat. ‘In a fire.’ It was the best lie he could come up with at short notice, since he certainly wasn’t going to tell the truth to this person he didn’t know, and it wasn’t like his life hadn’t been marked with fires.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Kat said, and she seemed entirely genuine. ‘Thanks for coming to rescue us. God-Empress must’ve sent you.’ She made the sign of the aquila over her chest, and Zeke found himself mirroring her automatically.

			‘I wasn’t being a hero,’ he told her reluctantly, feeling he owed her that much truth after the lie about his mask. ‘I was just looking for the kids.’

			‘Don’t mean the Empress din’t send you,’ Kat replied with a shrug. ‘She works in mysterious ways.’

			She kept looking at Zeke, who got the feeling something else was expected of him. He managed a half-smile. ‘Perhaps.’

			Alin Choll came to his rescue, steering him away with one arm under his shoulder. ‘You should get your leg seen to, yes?’ the Delaque said. ‘I understand that Stonefist brought the slavers’ medicae kit with him.’

			‘There are other people who need his attentions more than I do,’ Zeke replied, trying not to wince too much as he did so. ‘We should get out of here as soon as we can. Who’s to say that there isn’t another horde of those deviants somewhere nearby, and we just got lucky by attacking when a bunch of them weren’t around?’

			‘A fair point,’ Alin conceded. ‘We’ll get everyone together, and move as quickly as possible. What should we do with the bodies?’

			Zeke looked with distaste at the mangled corpses of the dregs. ‘Since we haven’t got anything to burn them with, let them lie.’

			‘I meant the bodies of our allies,’ Alin said quietly, and Zeke’s chest tightened.

			‘Who?’

			Durn had bled out within a minute of losing his leg. Jassy’s heart had been punctured by something from the blunderbuss and his screams had stopped quickly as well. Murph hadn’t made it, to Eddie’s grief. However, it was Kanner’s death that Zeke found the hardest to accept.

			‘He slipped?’ he asked, looking down at the body of the young man whose neck was no longer sitting at the correct angle.

			‘Right after he got my door open,’ a rail-thin, white-haired Cawdor man said sadly. ‘My cage was right at the top.’ 

			His name was, apparently, Yuriah Bones, and what was visible of his face was so lined it could have been a diagram of a whitefern’s root system. Zeke found him more unnerving than any of the mutants’ twisted forms, with his half-mask of worn leather, his clicking necklace of finger bones – each one inscribed with a prayer to the Emperor – and, most of all, a strength of faith that was almost palpable. Yuriah reminded Zeke of everything he’d always thought he should have been.

			‘May the Emperor bless his soul,’ Zeke said, fighting the crushing weight of guilt that suddenly threatened to bury him. Kanner had volunteered to come on this mission, but it was Zeke who’d selected him to come into the dregs’ camp instead of staying with Syrun Kos, and it was Zeke who’d told him to free the captives.

			Had you not rescued him from the slavers in the first place, he’d be spending his life in chains.

			But that doesn’t mean his life was mine to command and spend as I chose.

			‘The Emperor surely will,’ Yuriah said with certainty, the sort of certainty that had once been an indelible part of Zeke’s life. ‘When you lead the service–’

			Zeke held up a hand. ‘Wait. Service?’

			‘Of course,’ Yuriah replied. ‘To give thanks to Him for your victory and our rescue, and to ask Him to bless the souls of those who fell!’

			‘I…’ Zeke shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t have the words.’

			‘You spoke well before we came down here,’ Alin put in from beside him. ‘You gave us focus, and purpose. Do not undersell yourself, no?’

			‘That was different,’ Zeke protested. But had it been? The Emperor needed no benedictions or blessings said on His behalf to watch over the righteous; He was almighty and omniscient, and saw the truth in a person’s heart no matter how far they might be from Him. Services were for the living; to encourage them to live better, to do better, to be better, for the glory of the God-Emperor. The dead were dead, and were beyond the ability of the living to help or hinder.

			‘Fine,’ Zeke said, and Yuriah’s wrinkled face split into a smile. ‘But we must gather up our fallen and leave, now. The Emperor has no time for fools, and we would surely be fools to tarry here.’

			‘It is an unholy nest of filth,’ Yuriah said, nodding. ‘It will be done.’

			And, to Zeke’s weary astonishment, it was done. Grimbjorn Stonefist saw to the most grievously wounded, to stabilise them and ensure they could be moved with the minimum of risk, and then their mismatched party began the long slog back to Bad News. Climbing the stairs up to the tunnels was agony for Zeke, with only one working leg, but he gritted his teeth and struggled up without complaint, for Alin Choll was there to help him, and there were others more badly hurt than he. And of course, there were those who were making the climb solely with the assistance of others; the silent bodies whom Zeke couldn’t see without feeling the sharp pang of failure in his chest. He was looking at Durn’s slack face as it jerked up the stairs ahead of him when he realised Aberley Deel was beside him.

			‘Thank you,’ she said with a grimace, for although Stonefist had stopped the wound in her side from bleeding any further, even the simplest of movements clearly caused her pain.

			‘For…?’ Zeke looked past her and didn’t need to finish his question. Two children, a girl and a boy, were clinging to her as though unwilling to let her go ever again. Both looked whole and unhurt, and although the girl in particular was covered in filth, Zeke still recognised her as the one Prince Reibus had thrown into Trugg’s pool.

			‘Samanta?’ he asked, and the girl nodded tentatively.

			‘My daughter,’ Deel said, wincing as she tackled another step. ‘And this is my son, Anran. What do you say to Zeke, you two?’

			‘Thank you, Mister Zeke,’ the two children chorused. Their eyes were red from crying, and they were far from the healthiest-looking youngsters in the underhive, but they didn’t have the dead-eyed look Zeke had seen sometimes, when the horror of what they’d witnessed or experienced had broken their minds.

			‘I’d have come after them myself, but Durn and Till and the rest wouldn’t come, and they talked me out of it,’ Deel continued to him in a low voice. ‘And I cursed them for cowards, although I wasn’t so brave as to come on my own. Probably a good thing, too – without you and the others, we’d have stood no chance. My children are alive because of you, and that’s not something that I’ll be forgetting.’

			Zeke didn’t know how to reply to that, so he didn’t. He just smiled, squeezed Deel’s meaty shoulder, and kept climbing.

			‘Everyone seems to be in a rush to thank me,’ he muttered to Alin. ‘Don’t they realise we all played our part?’

			‘Many people like a leader, yes?’ Alin replied in just as low a voice, as Deel and her children climbed ahead of them. ‘If someone can credit you for getting them to do something, it means they can feel less bad for not doing it unprompted.’

			Zeke digested that for a moment.

			‘That’s a very cynical viewpoint.’

			‘I find that cynicism greatly increases one’s life expectancy,’ Alin replied.

			‘I can’t tell if you’re joking.’

			‘I know.’

		

	
		
			A New Way

			 


			They’d reached Bad News at the end of their strength, and at the end of the day-cycle. Zeke had left the others to explain what had happened, and had collapsed into a corner of the bar to drop into a fitful sleep while Ash Choll warded away the locals.

			When he awoke, he’d found that Yuriah Bones was no longer the only person wanting him to lead a service. More or less the whole settlement was waiting hopefully, and Zeke’s objections crumbled under the weight of their expectation. So here he was, on his knees in front of three corpses and facing many more living souls, quite a few of which seemed to think he was blessed by the Emperor Himself.

			‘Holy Father, accept these souls into your embrace,’ Zeke prayed, then paused for a moment while he tried to sort through the words in his head for what he would say next.

			‘Holy Father, accept these souls into your embrace,’ responded the assembled congregation of Bad News, and Zeke jumped, then quickly clamped down on his reaction. By all the saints, they were repeating what he was saying! Sweat began to prickle on his brow.

			‘Each of them were sinners, as are we all,’ he continued, trying to go slowly enough to let the rest keep up – otherwise it would devolve into a shambles, and that would honour no one, least of all the Emperor – without losing his own train of thought. ‘Our grace comes only from you, and our sins come when we stray from your path. But whatever the sins these souls committed in life, they gave those lives in the aid of their fellows, to rescue their loved ones, or even unfortunate strangers, from the clutches of the mutant and the heretic. We beseech you now to look kindly upon them, and let them rest with you in your light. Ave, Imperator.’

			‘Ave, Imperator,’ the rest chorused, and that was an end to it. After a few seconds more of quiet reflection, the assembled worshippers began to rise from their knees – those that could do so unaided, at least – and low conversation began again.

			‘We should go,’ Zeke muttered to Alin Choll. His leg was painful, but he could use it, albeit with a limp. ‘Before any bad feelings surface.’

			‘To what manner of bad feelings do you refer?’ Alin asked, tilting their head quizzically.

			‘Two of this town are dead because of us,’ Zeke reminded them quietly. ‘Durn and Jassy are about to go to the Corpse Guild, and Till’s still bleeding. Not everyone is Aberley Deel.’

			‘Perhaps not,’ Alin agreed, ‘but you still judge yourself too harshly, yes? Eight children were taken from Bad News, and all returned largely unharmed. The mutant nest that has plagued them for years has been destroyed. Either of those things would be considered a great blessing by these people – put them together, and it is something like a miracle.’

			‘Don’t say such things!’ Zeke hissed, surprising himself with his vehemence. Alin recoiled slightly.

			‘I meant no offence.’

			‘No, I… Look, I know you didn’t,’ Zeke told them. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped. But it’s not a miracle. A miracle is a holy wonder, achieved through the divine intervention of the Emperor.’ He sighed, and looked past Alin to where Aberley Deel was smoothing Samanta Deel’s hair down with a smile that spoke of wonder that she still had a chance to do such a thing. ‘We just got lucky, and killed some beasts that needed killing.’

			‘Either way,’ Alin replied, ‘I do not think that this town will be seeking to drive us out, or collect on any guilder bounty, no? If you wanted it, this could be a new home.’

			Zeke shook his head. The sick anxiety was already clutching at his stomach again. He’d told himself that he wasn’t to know that Essy and Donnel hadn’t been taken by Reibus, that it had been the best decision to take based on what he knew, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d let them down again by chasing a false lead.

			‘No. I have to go anyway. Whether Bad News thinks I’m a hero or a monster, I need to find Essy and Donnel.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe if I find them, I could come back after that. We could come back.’ He cursed himself for the slip, as though saying it out loud would make it more likely, but he was starting to lose hope that he’d find them alive. More likely, he might learn of their deaths; more likely still, they’d have disappeared without trace and he’d spend the rest of his life searching for them in vain. Or at least, the rest of his life until he failed them once more, and gave up on them.

			‘When.’

			Zeke blinked. ‘I’m sorry?’

			‘When we find them,’ Alin Choll said firmly. ‘Not “if”.’

			‘“We”?’ Zeke shook his head. ‘Alin, you can stay here! Bad News can be your home, yours and Ash’s! You’ve come with me this far, you’ve saved my life at least twice–’

			‘And I will continue to do so!’ Alin Choll snapped, and now it was Zeke’s turn to recoil, for the Delaque’s pale, hairless face and reflective eye-lenses abruptly seemed alarmingly alien. ‘That was my vow, Zeke of House Cawdor! My House does not lightly make oaths to those of other Houses, and we break such oaths even less lightly!’

			‘Right. Fine.’ Zeke nodded in what he hoped was an appeasing manner. ‘That’s fine. I mean, if you’re sure.’

			Alin, who’d seemed to settle back into themself a little as soon as they’d finished speaking, raised their eyebrows.

			‘You’re sure. That’s fine. That’s good,’ Zeke said. He took a deep breath. ‘I really appreciate this, Alin, the Emperor knows I truly do. There haven’t been many people I could rely on in my life. I thought the only two there were had been killed a few days ago.’

			‘It was only a few days ago that the people I thought I could rely on showed their true natures,’ Alin said. They pursed their lips slightly. ‘I… may perhaps be over-sensitive to any suggestion that I, in turn, am not reliable.’

			‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Zeke told them. ‘But even if you’re coming with me, we still need to move. We’ll need supplies, ammunition – anything we can persuade these people to part with.’

			‘I will ask around, yes?’ Alin said, nodding. ‘I suspect we can capitalise on substantial goodwill…’ They trailed off, frowning.

			‘What is it?’ Zeke asked.

			‘Brace yourself,’ Alin murmured, their lips barely moving. Zeke turned, dreading what he might be about to see, his right hand dropping casually to the grip of his pistol.

			‘Father Zeke!’

			It was Quickhand Kat, grinning up at him as she approached, and proffering something in her outstretched hands. She was flanked by the click-clacking Yuriah Bones on one side, and Syrun Kos on the other.

			‘Father…?’ Zeke managed weakly. That chilled the blood. He looked down at Kat’s hands. ‘What’s this?’

			‘It’s the best we could do,’ Kat said, her smile fading a little. ‘Up all night-cycle at it. Not the best with a needle, y’see.’

			‘And my fingers aren’t as nimble as they once were,’ Yuriah Bones added. ‘But we wanted you to have it. It’s not right, a holy man walking around with a bare face.’

			Stomach churning, Zeke lifted the item from Kat’s unresisting fingers.

			It was a mask.

			It was made of cloth rather than leather, and the stitching was indeed somewhat clumsy, but it was definitely a Cawdor mask. The top was open, to allow the crown of his head to poke through, and they’d left the eyeholes quite wide; clearly, Yuriah had experienced his fair share of masks that he hadn’t been able to see out of properly. The side panels would hang down to cover Zeke’s cheeks, but would leave the bottom of his nose and his mouth exposed.

			It was hideous. It stirred up memories he’d thought, he’d hoped, were long dead and buried. And all three of them were watching him keenly, waiting for him to put it on.

			‘I… I don’t know what to say,’ he managed, which was true enough. ‘You shouldn’t have.’ That was true, as well.

			‘Please,’ Yuriah said, gesturing. ‘Go ahead.’

			‘Look, what you said?’ Zeke said to Kat, ignoring the older man. ‘What you called me? I’m not. I’m not Father anyone. I’m no priest. I’m just Zeke.’

			‘Well, “just Zeke”,’ Kat smirked, ‘you did a pretty good prayer job just now.’

			‘And before we went into the muties’ lair, too,’ Syrun Kos added. ‘You may say you’re not a priest, but you speak better than any I’ve ever heard.’

			‘I heard you were injured even before you came to us,’ Yuriah said seriously. ‘Your arm? Here, let me help you.’ He reached out to take the mask and place it on Zeke’s head himself.

			‘No! No, it’s fine,’ Zeke told him hastily, taking a half-step away. ‘I can do it, I just…’ 

			There was no way out of this. Not without disappointing them all, spitting on their hard work, dishonouring something they’d done in honour of the Emperor. And wasn’t that the most important thing at the end of the day? To honour Him? Zeke might not like the thought of wearing a mask again after all these years, but the fact remained that his preferences mattered nothing compared to the glory of the Emperor. He should have never got rid of his old mask. It was only his pride, his hubris, that had led him to do so. The thought that he might be someone special, might deserve some special punishment from his god, when in truth he was nothing more than one sinner amongst trillions.

			Slowly, trying not to let his arms shake, he raised his hands to his head and slipped the mask on.

			It didn’t fit properly, but not badly enough that he could use that as an excuse to take it straight back off again. It was a little too loose, and it slipped down a little on one side, but the generous eyeholes meant that he could still see out, and his ears propped it up and prevented it from sliding too far. It reminded him of one of his old masks from when he was a young man, and with that memory came the shape of other memories long buried, moving beneath the surface of his consciousness like the obscene shifting of some giant, grotesque larva inside the translucent folds of its cocoon.

			‘Thank you,’ he managed, showing his teeth in what they might take for a smile. ‘Your kindness… means a lot to me.’ And it did, he told himself. He forced himself to cling to the spirit of their gift, rather than the reality of it.

			‘Now you look like a holy man,’ Yuriah Bones said approvingly, making the sign of the aquila.

			‘I…’ Zeke returned the sign, as was only right and proper. ‘I’m not a holy man. I’m just a fool, lost in the dark.’

			‘But you have the Emperor’s light to guide you, and you heed it!’ Yuriah declared triumphantly. ‘That is more than many of us miserable wretches can manage.’

			‘And we’ll be guided by you,’ Quickhand Kat declared.

			Guided by me? Saints preserve us all. ‘Kat, I said I’m not a priest,’ Zeke told her, as sternly as he felt he could get away with. ‘I’ve made mistake after mistake, and… I’m not even staying here! Bad News will need to find another holy man. Yuriah, for example!’ 

			He gestured encouragingly, but none of the three of them seemed to respond. 

			‘I’m not staying here,’ he repeated, hoping they’d understand. ‘I have to go. There are things I still need to do.’

			‘We know,’ Yuriah said simply.

			‘You have to find your children,’ Kos added.

			‘My – wait, who told you about that?’ Zeke demanded, his second question overtaking the first.

			‘Other Delaque,’ Kat said, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. Zeke just stared at her.

			‘I’m going to kill them,’ Alin Choll muttered, so quietly that only Zeke could hear them. ‘I am actually going to kill them.’

			It took Zeke a moment to work out that Alin was talking about their sibling rather than the three people in front of him, although at that moment he wasn’t sure he’d have objected to either outcome. He’d intended to ask around, certainly, to see whether anyone might have any leads, but the notion of Ash just telling people his business left and right…

			‘They’re not my children,’ he said instead, to Kat’s eager face. ‘They’re the children of people I owe my life to – people who were murdered by whoever took them.’

			‘You never told me that part,’ Alin murmured from behind him.

			‘Does that matter? Right now?’ Zeke demanded, shooting a glance over his shoulder. Alin waved a hand in what might have been an apology or might have been intended to merely defer the conversation to another time. Zeke couldn’t see what the Delaque had to complain about; what had he told them, when they’d first met? That Essy and Donnel’s parents couldn’t help them? That was hardly a lie.

			‘The Emperor works through you,’ Yuriah declared. ‘Even though you may not realise it,’ he added stoutly, as Zeke opened his mouth to deny it yet again. ‘If this is your purpose, then it is His purpose, and therefore it is my purpose also.’

			‘And mine,’ Kat said.

			‘And mine,’ Kos added.

			‘You don’t know what you’re saying!’ Zeke protested. He fought against the urge to rip the mask back off again and hurl it at their feet. ‘This is idiocy! It’s my idiocy, my penance for my sins, not yours! It’s nothing to do with you!’

			He was shouting, he realised belatedly. Shouting, and everyone was looking at them now. Looking at him, with his stupid new mask.

			‘Delaques are with you,’ Kat said defiantly.

			‘That is a matter of a debt that is owed,’ Alin Choll said, stepping up to Zeke’s side.

			‘I’d’ve been cooked and et by muties, or fed to Trugg, if Zeke hadn’t come!’ Kat fired back. ‘That’s a skutting debt!’

			‘And I,’ Yuriah seconded. He straightened his old back, meeting Zeke’s eyes. ‘I owe you, and the Emperor, my life. We both do, as do many others here. Where you lead, we will follow – behind you, if we must. But I would prefer to be at your side.’

			Zeke turned his head to look at Syrun Kos, and gritted his teeth at the unpleasantly familiar sensation of the mask turning with him. ‘Kos? You’re from Bad News – I didn’t rescue you from anything!’

			‘I saw you with Reibus and the rat, from where I was,’ Syrun Kos said levelly. ‘I was far enough away that my las wouldn’t have done a thing, but I saw it. I saw you take down the mutie chief and his scum. I saw you distract the rat and draw it off so Samanta could get away. I saw you drop onto the damned thing and kick it in the head, then kill it when it came for you.’ They too made the sign of the aquila. ‘If you’re not guided by the Emperor, then you’re the nearest thing to it that the underhive has ever seen.’

			‘Aye,’ Aberley Deel said, stepping forward, and Zeke realised with some alarm that most of the rest of the crowd that had gathered for the funeral rites had closed in around them. ‘You led us, you helped save my children. I’ll come with you to help save yours.’

			‘They’re not mine–’ Zeke began, but he was cut off by other voices raised in support.

			‘…bravest thing I ever…’

			‘…blessed by the Emperor…’

			‘…wouldn’t be here today if he hadn’t…’

			Within the crowd, Zeke caught sight of the tall, thin shape of Ash Choll. It wasn’t possible for a Delaque to wink, but they gave a dip of their head which felt to Zeke like it was intended to convey a similar meaning.

			‘What do I do now?’ he asked Alin Choll desperately, turning away from the throng.

			Reflective black eye lenses studied him, or at least appeared to.

			‘Have you considered praying for guidance?’

			Zeke could have throttled them. ‘I’m serious!’

			‘At this point?’ Alin Choll’s head came up, looking over Zeke’s shoulder. ‘So am I.’
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			The town came with them.

			Zeke tried to argue against it, but he couldn’t make any headway against their wrongheaded logic. Many of them were convinced that he had the favour of the Emperor, and down here in the dank depths of the underhive, such a spark of hope was bright indeed. Zeke could remember the appeal of that well enough: the desperate yearning for guidance, for salvation; the crawling suspicion that the crushing misery of your existence in the darkness was nothing more than you deserved, because you were a miserable sinner, but that perhaps you could latch onto the burning glory of another and, through your proximity to that glory, be uplifted a little in turn. Zeke remembered that, but he also remembered how wrong he’d been, although it had taken him far too long to realise it.

			Not everyone was swept up in purely religious fervour, of course. Some, in a similar manner to the Cholls, felt they owed him a debt. Since he had an obvious need, a quest he was attempting to fulfil, the obvious answer – to them – was to accompany him and help him fulfil it. Others, like Annie Three-Teeth (who appeared to be in no hurry to give up her purloined chainaxe), appeared to be tagging along simply for the prospect of a good fight. Eddie 209 had made it clear that he didn’t blame Zeke for Murph’s death, and was out for revenge on any other muties they might run into.

			Then there were the rest, the stragglers and hangers-on who didn’t believe Zeke was a prophet of the Emperor, and also didn’t feel they owed him anything as such, but didn’t want to be left out; or, more pertinently, left behind. Bad News only had a small collection of people who might have been considered fighters, the sort who would grab a weapon to defend the settlement if it had actually come under attack, and they were all following Zeke. Even with Prince Reibus dead and his dregs destroyed, a settlement with a sudden, drastic reduction in population would be a target for any group of outlaws, bandits, muties or general scum in the vicinity. As a result, the few who would have stayed, had all else been equal, hastily gathered up their most valued possessions and followed after, their pleas for their neighbours to reconsider being roundly ignored.

			In the space of one day-cycle, Bad News packed itself up and went on the march; adults and children both, despite Zeke’s protestations. However, as Aberley Deel pointed out, her children hadn’t been safe when they’d been living in Bad News anyway, so how much less safe would they be if she left them behind now?

			‘Upwards of fifty people,’ Zeke muttered to Alin Choll as they trudged along the Steelbridge at the head of the column. The captured slaver crawlers had been hastily disguised with splashes of colour, cloth hangings and a few religious icons from people’s houses, and were now bearing the young, old and infirm, leaving everyone else to walk. Zeke’s leg was far from comfortable, but he hadn’t wanted to be seen as idle or entitled, so he’d opted to walk and simply tried to disguise his limp as best he could. ‘Upwards of fifty people, and perhaps a dozen fighters.’

			‘If we have a dozen fighters, that is nine more than we would have had otherwise, yes?’ Alin replied calmly. ‘And make no mistake, while Ash and I can handle ourselves, we have not needed to make a living by it. Some of our new companions are no strangers to violence.’

			Annie Three-Teeth’s laugh rang out from further back in the column, and Zeke conceded the point. He reached up one hand to scratch under his mask; the damned thing was making his skin itch.

			‘We’re not moving as fast as I’d like.’

			‘There’s nothing to be done about that,’ Alin replied. ‘Certainly, we could throw the children off a crawler and set off with it at top speed, but I suspect that would not be well-received, no?’

			‘No,’ Zeke muttered grudgingly.

			‘It has been, what, five day-cycles since your children were taken?’ Alin began.

			‘For the love of Lord Guilliman and all the blessed primarchs, they are not my children!’ Zeke hissed in frustration. ‘I have no children! They’re the children of Ava and Vorn, two good people! They found me a broken man, they took me in and cared for me, they gave me work and purpose again. And now they’re dead,’ he finished miserably, ‘and I can’t even honour their memory by finding their children.’

			‘I apologise for misspeaking,’ Alin said softly. ‘I know they are not your children, you told me as much when we first met, but if their parents are dead then they surely belong to you, the person searching for them to make them safe, more than they belong to any other, yes? Should I say “the children”?’

			Zeke waved a hand apologetically. ‘You’re right, it’s a stupid point to get worked up over. Sorry. You were saying something?’

			‘I was saying that it has been five day-cycles since…’ Alin hesitated for a moment, ‘the children whom you seek were taken. We did not speak of the details before, but you know for sure that they were taken?’

			‘They must have been,’ Zeke replied miserably. ‘The town was burned. I found the bodies of all my neighbours, except Essy and Donnel. Whoever did it must have taken them – they were too savvy to just run away into the underhive, even from a fire like that. And how would they have escaped, when no one else did?’

			‘The town was burned?’ Alin asked, frowning. ‘Completely?’

			‘Completely.’

			‘And you know of no one who might have done this?’

			If I did, I wouldn’t have bothered helping you with Sarkon Aggad, Zeke thought, but kept the words behind his teeth. There was nothing to be served by uttering them. 

			‘No.’

			‘Hmm.’ Zeke couldn’t be sure, but he got the feeling that Alin Choll would have been eyeing him sidelong, had they possessed eyes as he understood them. ‘Well,’ the Delaque continued after a moment or two, ‘if someone took them, then we can assume it was for a purpose. With five day-cycles gone, it is of course possible that those responsible have achieved whatever purpose they intended, and that this may mean the children are no longer alive.’

			‘I’m well aware of that,’ Zeke muttered.

			‘But if not, if they have some longer-term plan in mind, or if they were merely procuring the children for another who could have their own purpose… Zeke, you have to consider the possibility that the children may be more valuable alive than dead, to whoever has them now, or who will have them in the future. And if that is the case, five day-cycles are as nothing.’ Alin flexed their long fingers. ‘Sooner or later, whoever has taken them will have to stop moving. We do not.’

			It took them a day to get back to the level above, finding a route up that would allow the crawlers to pass, but moving at a speed that those on foot could keep up with. Zeke saw occasional signs of human or near-human life – the flash of a luminator here, the scrabble of someone darting into hiding there – but the domes seemed more abandoned than he’d have expected, given that they weren’t that far below the border with Hive City, as these things went.

			‘Do you think they’re scared of us?’ he asked, as they rounded a corner and shapes that could well have been people melted away into the shadows of what looked like an old, ruined medicae block.

			‘More than like,’ Sigrud Morvost agreed. The former bounty hunter had acquired a brace of knives from somewhere and had one strapped to each forearm, and was carrying her shotgun openly. ‘This many people usually spells trouble. No one will be messing with us, ’less they’re well and proper sure they can take us all, and most folk will just slide aside and let us by in case we take a fancy to something they have.’

			‘We are going to need food before long,’ Alin Choll commented. ‘Not everyone had much to bring.’ They looked at Zeke. ‘I wonder if there might be… disagreements.’

			Zeke nodded. ‘It’s possible.’

			Alin cleared their throat slightly. ‘I wonder if you should step in before it gets to that point, yes? Encourage everyone to share what they have.’

			Zeke frowned. ‘Me?’

			‘You are the one everyone is following,’ Alin pointed out. ‘If anyone has authority here, you do.’

			‘I have no authority at all!’ Zeke protested.

			Alin shrugged. ‘I suggest you attempt it, yes? They will be even less likely to listen to you when they’re already hungry, and we do not want this group to begin fracturing around our ears.’

			‘Fine,’ Zeke muttered. His leg was killing him and he didn’t relish the thought of trying to order around people who, so far as he was concerned, were likely to stop listening to him at any moment. ‘We need to stop soon anyway, to rest during Lights Out. I’ll… talk to everyone then. See how it goes.’

			They hadn’t argued. That had been the most disconcerting thing, from Zeke’s perspective. He’d called everyone around and had suggested, only suggested, that since they were on a journey the length of which they did not know, perhaps it would be best if they pooled their resources and shared things out. He’d expected flat-out resistance from most, for the underhive was not a place where many people shared their few possessions, let alone the staples of life like food and water. He’d wondered – possibly even hoped – whether those who’d joined up without any great belief or gratitude might melt away, unwilling to give up their hard-earned proteyn packs, ration bars or flasks of more-or-less purified water in the name of a cause they had no stake in.

			It didn’t happen. Most nodded as though it was the most sensible suggestion they’d heard in a long time. Those that might have possibly looked a little reluctant voiced no objection, and nor did they leave. Everyone gathered around while Down Town Brudo, who had been riding on the crawlers while he recovered from taking an autogun shell in the ribs, took it upon himself to act as quartermaster. Zeke watched for long enough to make sure that the little man had a head for it – which he seemed to – then took Syrun Kos, Sigrud Morvost and Annie Three-Teeth aside.

			‘We’ll need to set watch,’ he told them.

			‘Seriously?’ Annie’s expression would have communicated her doubts even if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Who’s gonna cause trouble with us?’

			‘Who was going to cause trouble with Prince Reibus?’ Zeke pointed out, and Annie’s face fell. ‘We can’t be complacent. We don’t know for sure that all the dregs were killed, or that the ones that might remain aren’t tracking us even now, and that’s assuming that there’s not anyone else wandering around here that we might not want to meet.’

			‘It’s a fair point,’ Morvost agreed. ‘There’s been enough times when I’d have paid good money to have someone watch my back while I slept, and a fair few when I had to wake up sharpish with a hand on my gun because I’d had to go to sleep alone and someone or something thought they’d try me.’

			‘Zeke is right,’ Syrun Kos agreed. ‘We should divide up into watches, all those who can handle a weapon.’

			‘Or those as can’t,’ Annie suggested. ‘All you need is sharp eyes or ears, and a voice to sing out a warnin’.’

			‘But there should always be someone awake with a gun,’ Morvost insisted.

			‘I can rely on you to make this happen?’ Zeke asked them.

			‘Of course,’ Kos said earnestly. ‘We won’t let you down.’

			Zeke had thought he was just being cautious, maybe overcautious. He thought that as he was drifting off into an exhausted sleep, using his accursed cloth mask as a feeble pillow and trying to ignore the throbbing pains in his left leg and arm.

			He wasn’t quite so sure about it when the shouting woke him up.

			His eyes jerked open and he found himself staring into the face of Alin Choll, who’d bedded down next to him. The Delaque’s eyes never closed, of course – if they even still had eyes, as Zeke understood the concept – but there was a split-second before Alin’s head jerked up, as though they’d woken from sleep a moment after Zeke had.

			Zeke sat up with an involuntary groan and reached for a pistol, his heart already hammering. ‘What’s going on?’ he shouted as he struggled up to his feet, looking around, but his eyes were still bleary and the few dome-lights that had still been working in the day-cycle hadn’t rekindled yet. The only lights were the ones carried by his various companions, and they were waving around as bodies began to stir from slumber, much as he just had.

			‘Hello?’ he tried again, flicking off the safety on his gun. He didn’t aim it around him yet, though; too easy to mistake a friend for an enemy in this light, or for a friend to take him as a threat.

			‘Over here!’ a voice shouted above the din, from his right. It didn’t sound panicked – more like angry. Zeke set off towards it, aware that Alin Choll had flowed to their feet and was shadowing him. He could see other shapes converging on the same point. Then someone turned on the running lights on one of the crawlers, and the scene became much more clearly illuminated.

			There was a small knot of figures a few metres away, crowding around something on the floor: something which appeared to be struggling. Zeke forced his way through, slipping through the scrum of bodies with the old expertise of someone who’d had to fight and sneak for his share of the food when he’d been a juve. It was the work of a few seconds for him to ease the last person aside and finally get a proper look at what was going on.

			Quickhand Kat was straddling someone and raining down punches, a smear of blood stained across the knuckles of her clenched fist. Had a dispute over food got out of hand?

			Zeke reached out and grabbed her wrist without really thinking about what he was doing, knowing only that he needed to maintain order within the group lest the entire thing fall apart in a way that could be positively dangerous for anyone else nearby – primarily him. However, when he hauled her backwards, the figure revealed in the unsteady light cast through the crowd’s legs and between their bodies didn’t belong to anyone he knew.

			It was a youth, barely any larger than Kat, and several years younger judging by the look of him when he lowered the arms with which he’d been trying to protect his face – none too successfully, if his crooked nose and busted lip were anything to go by. The eyes that met Zeke’s were filled with an almost animal fear.

			‘What the skut–?!’ Kat raged, rounding on Zeke. There was half a second when he thought she was about to put the fist he wasn’t holding into his face, but then she suddenly deflated, and although the fire in her eyes didn’t disappear, Zeke no longer thought he was the target of it. ‘Oh. Sorry, father.’

			‘I’m not–’ Zeke shook his head. ‘Never mind. What’s going on? Who’s he?’

			‘Some skutting ratbag thought he could thieve from a thief!’ Kat yelled, turning back to the youth and lashing out with a kick at his legs, which connected with a meaty thwack. The youth whimpered and recoiled, but he didn’t try to run. Not that he’d have got far, surrounded as he now was by the rest of Bad News.

			‘Anyone know him?’ Zeke demanded, looking around, but his inquiry was met by a succession of head shakes and murmured denials. He aimed his pistol at the youth, who flinched. ‘Who’re you, and what are you doing here?’

			‘Please, father, don’t hurt me!’ the boy whimpered. ‘I didn’t do nothing!’

			‘You must have done an awfully good bit of sneaking to get into our camp just to do nothing,’ Zeke told him, ignoring the ‘father’, since even the discomfort the title caused him was a fairly low priority compared to finding out whether they were all about to be attacked.

			‘Who was on watch?’ someone asked from behind him.

			‘I don’t care!’ Zeke called out. Recriminations were the last thing they needed right now. ‘Everyone wake up and look around, make sure Goodsire Didn’t Do Nothing here doesn’t have any friends who might be sneaking up on us while he’s causing a distraction!’

			Heads nodded and bodies turned away, people started giving explanations to those still struggling up from sleep, and in a matter of moments the crowd around them had lessened. Zeke was left with Quickhand Kat, Alin Choll, Yuriah Bones and Laverny the Bar, who’d run the tavern in Bad News and had been the least willing of all to leave.

			‘Now,’ Zeke said, fixing the youth with a stare. For a ridiculous moment he found himself wishing that he’d put his mask on when he’d woken up, and not just because Yuriah looked decidedly uncomfortable seeing him without it. Zeke knew full well the intimidation that most people felt when facing someone who was both masked and armed. ‘Either you tell me who you are and what you were actually doing, or I put a few shots into you and I go back to sleep.’

			He wasn’t entirely sure that it was an idle threat, and the youth certainly seemed to take him at his word.

			‘The name’s Varan, father, Varan Duskett, and I meant no harm I swear, I was just hungry!’ He looked around, his eyes sparkling with tears of apparent fear. ‘I just thought you might have some food, and I know I shouldn’t have tried to steal but I didn’t have no creds, and–’

			‘That’s enough,’ Zeke cut him off. ‘Do you have any friends nearby, Varan? Anyone else who was with you?’

			‘No, father, not a soul,’ Varan said, shaking his head desperately. Zeke reached his free hand into his pouch and fingered the scrimshaw there, running his fingers across the carved surface of the tooth, half-hoping for some sort of guidance on whether to believe him. The scrimshaw had come from a sumpkroc carcass that he and Lukas had found one day when they couldn’t have been much older than Varan. They’d each taken one of the huge upper fangs and worked them with their knives, Zeke scratching an – admittedly quite poor – image of a saint into his, while Lukas had decorated his with prayers. Then they’d exchanged them, as tokens of their devotion and brotherhood.

			Father Infernus had been furious, but Zeke had crawled away and found the fangs again after the old man’s rage had been spent, rescuing them from where they’d been hurled. That had been his and Lukas’ secret from then on – well, one of their secrets – and although they never wore them openly, they still kept them. That had been Zeke’s first act of rebellion, now he came to think about it.

			‘Do we trust him?’ Laverny asked dubiously, and Zeke let go of his good-luck charm and came back to the present.

			‘Search him,’ he said, keeping his autopistol trained on Varan. ‘He says he has no money and no food. If he’s got either, then I say he’s a liar.’

			‘And the Emperor detests a liar!’ Yuriah said viciously, reaching for Varan, who squeaked in alarm, but didn’t try to resist as the old man’s bony hands dug at him, searching through his clothes, his pockets and his pouches.

			‘No one else in sight,’ Ash Choll reported, appearing at Zeke’s right elbow. ‘If he had friends, they’ve abandoned him, yes?’ They passed something to Zeke. ‘Here.’

			It was the mask, and just the sight of it caused Quickhand Kat’s face to brighten. Zeke nodded reluctantly and, on the basis that Yuriah was close enough to stick his fingers into Varan’s eyes if the youth tried anything, took a moment to put it on. It settled into place, scratchy and uncomfortable, but since when was the lot of a sinner supposed to be a pleasant one?

			‘Nothing,’ Yuriah said, sounding almost disappointed as he rocked back onto his haunches.

			‘Nothing?’ Zeke asked, frowning. ‘By all the saints, that’s almost more suspicious than him lying. Who walks around the underhive with nothing in their pockets, not even a knife?’

			‘Fool, or a corpse,’ Kat commented.

			‘And one soon becomes the other,’ Laverny huffed, eyeing Zeke expectantly.

			Zeke frowned. He’d happily shoot down someone who was threatening his life – the last few days had shown that to be true enough, for all that he’d once hoped to have left that far behind him – but killing an unarmed young man who posed him no threat, in the middle of nowhere, was not an image he could reconcile with himself.

			‘What’s your story?’ he said instead, directing the question to Varan. ‘What brought you here, with nothing to your name?’

			‘I’m outta Deadwired,’ Varan said, as though that explained everything. Zeke looked around.

			‘Deadwired? Anyone?’

			‘It’s a settlement, the next dome over,’ Laverny replied. ‘The Von Gray clan refine promethium there.’

			‘Van Saar place?’ Zeke asked. The name sounded like it.

			‘Mainly,’ Laverny confirmed. He nudged Varan with his foot. ‘Don’t see what it’s got to do with anything, though.’

			Varan looked around at them all, his mouth agape. ‘You ain’t heard?’

			‘I’ve been busy killing dregs,’ Zeke told him sourly. ‘Assume we haven’t heard… whatever it is you’re talking about.’

			‘It’s gone,’ Varan said miserably. Even the tense, nervous energy suddenly seemed to drain out of him, and his eyes focused on somewhere level with Zeke’s knees and a thousand kilometres away. ‘It’s all gone.’

			‘Gone?’ Zeke squatted down to bring his face more or less into line with Varan’s gaze again. ‘What do you mean, “gone”?’

			Varan’s eyes met his once more. ‘Burned, innit? All burned down.’

			A chill ran right through Zeke, from the crown of his head down to the base of his booted feet. ‘Burned?’

			‘An accident?’ Alin asked softly, and Zeke’s stomach knotted up. ‘Or an attack?’

			‘Dunno,’ Varan replied. ‘I weren’t there, was I? I’d gone to Sternhold to pick up an isotropic fuel rod, but they didn’t have none. Came back to find the whole Emperor-damned place burned black, smoke hanging about so thick you could barely see, let alone breathe! Broke my knife trying to dig out my da’s old place, had to run for it when the scavengers came around.’ He slumped backwards, tears streaking down his cheeks. ‘I ain’t had nothing to eat for two days! My da’s dead, the whole place is dead!’

			Zeke stood up slowly, trying to fight down the bile that was rising in his throat. ‘Give him something to eat.’

			‘Father?’ Kat asked, shocked.

			‘I’m not saying make him a banquet!’ Zeke snapped at her. ‘Give him half a ration bar and some water, at least, then get someone to keep an eye on him. Domitry and Ibram, maybe.’ He looked around. ‘Everyone’s awake now anyway. It can’t be long until lights up. We may as well start moving.’

			‘Moving where?’ Laverny asked.

			Zeke thrust his autopistol back into its holster. ‘We’re going to Deadwired.’

		

	
		
			Welcome to Deadwired

			 


			Smoke still hung in the air, thick and lazy, because the ventilation systems around Deadwired were mediocre at best, and the town had burned thoroughly. It gave a dirty, tainted tinge to the light of the lumens that had come up to mark the day-cycle, and Zeke found himself wishing that his mask covered his nose and mouth, so he might be able to inhale without taking down the scent of death and destruction. It wasn’t strong enough to choke, but it scratched at the throat with smoky talons, as though gently trying to claw its way inside you. Coughs rang out down the line of their procession, with sparing sips of water taken in attempts to quell them.

			‘This is what happened to your home?’ Alin Choll asked as they passed between the first two blackened shells of buildings. The Delaque’s voice was even more subdued than its usual whisper-quiet, as though they were standing in a great cathedral, or perhaps a mortuary. Which they were, in a way.

			‘Fire is fire,’ Zeke muttered, looking around him. ‘But, yes.’

			‘You escaped something like this?’ Alin was looking around, one hand held over their face in an attempt to block out the worst of the smoke. ‘When the flames were raging?’

			‘Jumped out of a window and ran for it,’ Zeke told them. ‘Hid in an old water still until everything had died down.’

			‘Perhaps you are indeed blessed by the Emperor, yes?’ Alin said, shaking their head.

			‘Don’t you start with that,’ Zeke muttered. ‘It’s bad enough that everyone else seems to think I’m Saint Ezra, or something equally ridiculous.’

			‘Ezra? That doesn’t seem likely,’ Alin commented. ‘Kodran, perhaps.’

			‘Saint Kodran?’ Zeke asked, incredulous. ‘The saint who walked unharmed through fire?’

			‘He was always one of our favourite stories as children. And he would be a better fit than Ezra, yes?’ Alin pointed out. Zeke was about to protest when he saw the faint twitch at one corner of the Delaque’s mouth, and realised that Alin was joking with him. It didn’t help his mood, it just sent it spiralling downwards in a different direction.

			‘I’d appreciate it,’ he bit out, ‘if you didn’t mock the saints by comparing me to–’

			‘Spider!’

			The shout came from back down the line. Zeke whirled, clawing his pistols free as a scream rang out, followed swiftly by others. People were scattering, panicking, but he couldn’t see clearly enough to get a shot. Then there was a flash of light and the sound of a detonation, and a many-legged body the size of a large child flew backwards away from the caravan, courtesy of what could only have been Grimbjorn Stonefist’s power hammer.

			‘Eyes open!’ Zeke bellowed, fighting against the smoke that threatened to turn his words into splutters in his throat. ‘Everyone without a weapon, onto the crawlers! Everyone else, stay alert, there might be–’

			Alin Choll’s stubgun coughed, the sound of the shot muffled by its bulky gunshroud, and Zeke whirled again as the ricochet whined off into the distance. No more than thirty feet away crouched another spider, a scratch showing on its shiny brown-and-black carapace where Alin’s round had glanced off due to the oblique angle at which it had struck. The monstrous arachnid was rising back to its feet again after the impact of the shot. Zeke flicked off the safety and fired on full auto, and the barrage of shells smashed through the spider’s chitinous protection. The creature collapsed into a twitching heap, and Zeke breathed a sigh of relief that he nearly sucked back into his lungs as more gunfire erupted from behind him.

			‘There’s more of them!’

			‘Over there, over there!’

			‘I told you!’ Varan Duskett was shouting from somewhere, panic causing his voice to crack. ‘I told you about the scavengers!’

			‘Blood mad,’ Alin Choll muttered darkly, a long knife appearing in their free hand. ‘I’ve heard of such things before. We should–’

			But Zeke never found out what they should do, because at that moment something huge and eight-legged dropped on Alin Choll from above, bearing them to the ground. The Delaque crumpled under the weight with a startled cry, their long limbs flailing. Zeke recoiled, a yelp of utter horror escaping him involuntarily. He dodged sideways as something shiny drifted towards him: the deceptively-thin thread of silk by which the spider had descended silently from above, the same means other dark shapes were even now using to drop onto the caravan.

			Zeke raised his gun again, but the angle was wrong; he might hit Alin, or the shots could punch straight through the spider and hit his friend anyway. Gritting his teeth, he took a one-step run-up, planted his aching left leg and used his right to deliver the hardest kick he could into the creature’s abdomen.

			It was like kicking a building block. Zeke staggered backwards, his right shin ablaze with pain, but the impact had knocked the spider clear of Alin, albeit only just. It landed facing him, the black crystals of its eyes focused on him, and its legs tensed.

			‘Oh sku–’

			The spider leapt for Zeke’s face, and he threw himself to his right in what was more of a half-controlled fall than anything else. There was a tug at his shoulder as one of the thing’s clawed feet caught on his tunic for a moment, but not enough to bring him down beneath it, and he landed on his right side as the spider tumbled into the dirt only a few feet away. He heard the scrabbling of its legs as it righted itself, oriented itself on him…

			Zeke rolled away from it, bringing his right arm uppermost, and fired just as it jumped. The shots ripped into its underside and the force of them stalled its leap in mid-air and flipped it over, and it landed on its back directly in front of him with its legs already curling up in death.

			‘Alin!’ Zeke barked. He could hear shouts and screams elsewhere, but first things first. ‘Are you hurt?’ He scrambled around, reaching for the Delaque just as Alin sat up, their face twisted in pain and clutching at their right shoulder. Zeke’s already hammering heart skipped a beat. Spiders injected venom that liquefied their victim’s bodies; left untreated, a bite would fester and rot with alarming swiftness as the enzymes did their deadly work, and a victim’s internal organs would literally disintegrate.

			‘I’ll live,’ Alin replied. They dropped their hand and Zeke caught the faint glint of what looked like body armour, thankfully intact, beneath the pierced fabric of their greatcoat. ‘These things have a bite like a mining drill, though.’ They flashed Zeke a quick, tight smile. ‘Now I owe you my life as well as my sibling’s, yes?’

			‘Move now, tally up later,’ Zeke told them with relief, reaching out and taking the Delaque’s hand, and together they hauled themselves upright.

			Not a moment too soon.

			The spiders must have been taken by some form of blood madness, as Alin had suggested; the Emperor-damned things were swarming everywhere, and although there were still considerably fewer of them than there were people in the caravan, only a few of the defenders were able to put up much resistance. Zeke saw Sigrud Morvost blow one huge arachnid apart with her shotgun, but another was dragging Domitry away by his leg. Zeke’s shots killed that one, too, and Aberley Deel’s knives claimed another, but at least one spider that had dropped from above was retreating back up its silken thread with a half-wrapped body clutched in its legs. Zeke ignored it: the poor wretch within wasn’t struggling, so they were dead already, and the spider wouldn’t return until it had finished its meal. That would be a day or more from now, far too long to trouble his caravan. He needed to conserve his shells.

			‘Get back here!’ someone shouted. It was Ash Choll, their laspistol still spitting super-focused beams of light as they tried to keep the spiders at bay, but they were shouting at Laverny the Bar. The former tavern-keeper’s nerve had broken, and he was fleeing away from the caravan towards an alleyway between the remains of two buildings. Zeke saw a spider twitch towards the fleeing man, but only for a moment before Ash put a lasbolt through its head.

			‘Laverny!’ Zeke shouted, but the word became a cough, and the man showed no sign of heeding him anyway. He ran on, into the alleyway… then came to a sudden, stumbling halt. His screams took on a new, more desperate edge as he thrashed against an unseen adversary which held him fast despite his efforts.

			He’d run straight into a monstrous web. And, detaching itself from the shadows above him, the owner began to descend rapidly towards its meal.

			Zeke and Alin both fired, but they were rushed, and the distance was greater than that for which either of their pistols were designed to shoot with any accuracy. The shots either missed or had no effect, and the spider’s rapid descent terminated a moment later with its fangs sinking into Laverny’s neck.

			‘Help!’ he screamed in agony. ‘Help!’

			Alin Choll, their face set grimly, aimed their stub gun carefully with both hands and squeezed the trigger once more. This time the shot flew true, and the top part of Laverny’s head was blown away, instantly ending the doomed man’s suffering. The spider continued with its meal, unconcerned.

			Whatever frenzy had seized the spiders seemed to be ­abating. One by one, those that were still harassing the caravan turned and fled, either scuttling away into the shadows or ascending back up their silken lines into the sullen smoke clouds that still hung thickly overhead. In a matter of seconds, Zeke’s progress down the caravan was met by nothing except panicked gasping, the cries of screaming children, and the wails of the wounded who yet lived.

			‘Stay alert!’ Zeke ordered, as the caravan’s defenders began to turn their attention to their fallen colleagues. ‘They might return!’

			‘Someone get me something to clean these wounds!’ Stonefist bellowed, from his right. ‘Quickly now!’

			Zeke vaulted onto the top of one of the crawlers and pulled open the crate in which Laverny had packed his best alcohol. Brudo had declined to ration it out – wisely, Zeke felt – and so the bottles of glistening liquid were still untouched; the worldly wealth of a man now being devoured by a giant spider somewhere off to Zeke’s left. Zeke selected something that looked clear, on the basis that it would have the fewest contaminants; the strength of the alcohol in it was, while hardly uniform or regulated, not likely to be in question.

			It was while he was standing up there, drawing his arm back to toss the bottle to Stonefist, that Zeke saw exactly why the spiders had fled.

			They’d been big creatures, perhaps a metre long in the body and double that across the span of their legs. Fast and savage, especially when in a feeding frenzy, and with a bite that could kill. They were formidable hunters, true enough, and even an armed person could fall victim to one; as had been amply demonstrated by the attack on the caravan.

			They were as nothing when set against the monster that now dragged its ancient bulk from out of the ruins of a charred building.

			It was a sickly pale green, with blotches of black across its hide like smears of ancient dried blood. One of its middle legs was missing on the left, but that didn’t seem to affect its movement any. Its body was the size of the crawler Zeke was standing on, its head as large as the body of one of its smaller kin, and it made a disturbing whistling sound as it clack-clack-clacked forwards with alarming swiftness for something of its sheer bulk.

			Five or six days ago, the sight of it might have been enough to break Zeke’s spirit and send him running, leaving the rest behind him in the hope that the monster would feed on them first. Had such a creature lumbered into Floodgrave he’d have likely done nothing more constructive than hide and whimper, and hope that someone else would drive it away.

			That was before his neighbours had all been killed, and he’d faced down slavers, and he’d fought his way through a mob of dregs to kill Prince Reibus, and had ended up killing Trugg. The Zeke standing on top of the crawler, wearing a mask made for him by his followers, was a new Zeke.

			Or possibly an old Zeke. Either way, he wasn’t going to be using the bottle of spirits in his hand to get drunk.

			‘Come and get some, you Throne-damned filth!’ he roared, and hurled the spirits at the huge spider. It wasn’t a hard shot to make, and it struck true, shattering on the beast’s head. It hesitated, apparently unhurt but working its monstrous mandibles in what seemed to be confusion. Raw underhive liquor dripped off it, pooling beneath.

			Zeke’s autopistol probably wouldn’t put a scratch in the thing’s carapace, and he was in no mood to try sharpshooting for an eye. He aimed for the alcohol pool and fired a burst.

			The dust of the underhive could lie deep in places, and the ash of Deadwired’s funeral pyre lay atop it here, but the latter few shells of Zeke’s volley burrowed through it to the bare metal beneath and kicked up sparks, and suddenly the alcohol was aflame. The fireball blossomed upwards with a gentle whoomph, and then the gigantic spider’s head was ablaze too.

			Emperor, how the monster shrieked! It bucked and reared, and for a moment its legs flailed in different directions as though it couldn’t decide which way to run, but after a second or two it began to scramble backwards as though seeking to outrun the heat and pain that had engulfed its front end. Zeke watched it lumber away, bumping blindly off things as it did so. When it disappeared from view he reached down and pulled out another bottle, then turned towards Stonefist. The squat was staring up at him, open-mouthed. As, Zeke noted uncomfortably, were many others.

			‘We have wounded,’ he called, throwing the bottle. Stonefist might have been in awe, but he was still alert enough to catch spirits when they were thrown at him. ‘See to them, if Goodsire Stonefist can find a use for you! Everyone else…’

			He looked around. There were several spider bodies lying here and there, being given a wide berth by the survivors. But Zeke had lived in, or at least passed through, the depths of the underhive at times in his youth, in the true badzones where guilder scrip was sneered at by some. He knew that the eyes of Necromundan giant spiders were made of pure crystal, and that had value. To be sure, these weren’t the giant blood mares of the sump, with eyes as big as your head: just one of those would set a person up rich for the rest of their life, assuming they could hold onto the money. But comparatively small though they were, these eyes were still worth having. The caravan would need food and ammunition, not to mention medical supplies.

			Zeke pulled out his belt knife. ‘Everyone else, get the eyes out of the spiders. We’ll pool them together, like everything else.’

			‘What about the big one’s eyes?’ someone shouted.

			‘You want to go get them, you go right ahead!’ Zeke replied, but no one hurried off in pursuit of the burning monster. ‘Where’s Down Town Brudo?’

			No one answered. He looked around. Domitry was pointing towards the ceiling, his expression sick. So Brudo was one of the casualties, then, subdued and taken away by one of the monsters that had descended from above.

			‘Kat!’ Zeke shouted. ‘Quickhand Kat!’

			There was a shuffling of bodies and then Kat emerged, her face still white with fear. ‘Yes, father?’

			Zeke leaned into the unearned title she’d given him. Right now, he’d take all the authority he could get, because a crowd full of frightened people needed leadership to prevent them from splintering apart. If that happened, Zeke would be left in the ruins of Deadwired on his own, or near enough so, and that really didn’t appeal.

			‘You’re in charge of supplies,’ he told the Escher. ‘Food, water, spider eyes – the lot.’

			Kat’s eyes went wide. ‘But… but, father – why?’

			Zeke forced himself to smile in what he hoped was an encouraging manner. ‘You’re the safest pair of hands we have. Who would be stupid enough to try to thieve from a thief?’

			‘But how can you trust me?’ Kat asked, still shocked. ‘I’m a thief! I’ll let you down!’

			‘I don’t trust you,’ Zeke told her firmly. ‘I trust the Emperor, and I trust that you won’t let Him down.’

			Kat swallowed, and then she nodded, very deliberately. ‘Right. Yes.’

			‘Good.’ Zeke turned away from her and jumped down from the crawler. ‘Get to it! I want us ready to move as soon as we can, this is no place for the wounded! Someone get Voran, and find out where the nearest settlement is that wasn’t on fire the last time he saw it!’

			Alin Choll was watching him with the closest thing to an odd expression that a Delaque could get. ‘You took command well,’ they commented. Zeke couldn’t tell if they meant it as a compliment, or whether there was something else lurking in the words.

			‘Someone had to,’ he said. Why did he feel defensive about it? ‘I used to be good in crisis situations.’

			‘“Used to be”?’

			‘Mmm-hmm.’ Zeke reached the second spider he’d killed, flipped it over and dug into its head to prise out an eye.

			‘What happened?’

			Zeke paused, and considered telling the Delaque to go take a swim in the sump. But it was a fair enough question, given what he’d just said.

			‘I made a crisis so big I couldn’t handle it,’ he said, honestly enough. ‘I ran away from it. And everyone.’

			‘The Emperor seems to have returned your courage to you, yes?’ Alin offered, as Zeke cut out a second eye. He could tell Alin meant it positively, perhaps even sympathetically, but he couldn’t let it go.

			‘No, you don’t understand,’ he replied, leaving the spider’s corpse and standing up to face Alin, looking up into those reflective black lenses. ‘It was the right decision by that point, courage be damned. Sometimes you screw up so badly that the only thing left to do is run.’

			Alin tilted their head to one side slightly, then nodded.

			‘Looking at my own situation… I would be forced to agree. I am an outlaw, unable to return to those I once counted as my kin, yes? If there is a place where Ash and I can rest, it will be far from here.’

			Zeke was going to reply – probably something encouraging, and maybe even genuine – when he noticed Ash Choll hastening towards them, and he shut his mouth again. He’d come to the conclusion that he liked Alin, which was a startling thing to realise, but in the few day-cycles they’d been together the Delaque had seemed nothing less than genuine. Ash, however… well, he still hadn’t forgiven the younger sibling for apparently persuading half of Bad News that he was some sort of holy man, and he didn’t feel like having this conversation in front of them.

			Ash looked serious, more serious than usual. ‘Have you seen?’ they asked, as soon as they came alongside Zeke and Alin.

			Zeke frowned. ‘Seen what?’

			‘Over there,’ Ash said, pointing more or less in the direction they’d originally been heading. ‘Something’s still burning, yes? I saw the light of flames, just briefly.’

			Zeke looked at Alin. For something to still be burning, when the rest of Deadwired was mere smouldering wreckage…

			‘Did Annie make it through in one piece?’ he asked Ash, who nodded. ‘Right. Go and get her, then the four of us will go and investigate.’

			‘What will we do if the spiders attack us?’ Alin asked as Ash hurried back to the rest of the caravan.

			‘Simple,’ Zeke replied, checking his guns. His right pistol was nearly out, his left one was full, and he had one spare magazine. Not a great deal, for weapons with their rate of fire. ‘We hide behind Annie, and shoot anything that moves.’

			Deadwired hadn’t been large, and the one remaining fire was slap bang in the centre of it. The reason for its longevity was no accident, either.

			‘Emperor on the Throne,’ Zeke breathed in horror as he took in the scene. A circular trench had been dug – essentially a moat – and into it had been poured more promethium than he could recall ever seeing in one place before. A giant tank of the stuff had been dragged into position nearby, and continued to pour a steady trickle in, through a nozzle which must have prevented the flame from travelling up into the tank itself. Someone had wanted this to burn for days, sacrificing an unthinkable quantity of this precious fuel to make a statement.

			But that in itself wasn’t the statement. The statement stood inside the moat.

			A giant sheet of metal was visible through the smoke and heat haze, braced by various support struts to keep it standing. And hanging from it…

			Oh by the Emperor, hanging from it…

			It had been a man, once. Until his legs had been amputated halfway down the thighs, and the skin stripped from his spreadeagled arms and left to hang downwards until it gently crisped and curled in the heat from the flames, and his head split in two with each side nailed so it faced a different way. It was a grotesque mutilation of the human form, but even as Zeke’s stomach heaved, his head knew what he was looking at.

			‘What is that supposed to be?’ Alin asked, their voice wavering in horror. Beside them, Ash was throwing up. Zeke’s throat clenched too, but he was still able to speak as he raised his arm and traced the lines in the air, encompassing the enlarged arms, the truncated legs, the head.

			‘It’s an aquila.’

			Alin Choll’s hand flew to their mouth in shock.

			Someone had made the Imperium’s double-headed eagle out of the body of a man, raised it up in the middle of a burning town, and left a moat of fire around it.

			‘Who did this?’ Annie Three-Teeth whispered. It was the first time since he’d met her that Zeke could remember her sounding anything less than sure of herself.

			‘Who do you think did it?’ Alin Choll said, scrubbing their face with their hand as though the action could somehow rid them of the abomination they were witnessing. ‘There’s only one possibility.’

			Shut up, Zeke thought desperately.

			‘The same people who burned down Floodgrave,’ Alin said deliberately. ‘The same people who have Essy and Donnel. It has to be.’

			Shut up, don’t say it, don’t say it…

			‘The Cult of the Red Redemption. Yes?’

		

	
		
			Monsters

			 


			Essy hadn’t been able to see much of what had been happening, but she’d heard screams, and heard gunshots, and smelled smoke.

			Donnel had stopped crying and wailing. At first Essy had thought that was a good thing, but then she realised that her brother wasn’t really doing much at all. He barely ate or drank when their captors put in food and water for them, he didn’t speak to her, and even when he was looking at her, he wasn’t looking at her. His face might be turned towards her, and his eyes might be pointing in her direction, but he didn’t seem to be seeing her. So she held him close, and sang hymns softly, and told him that everything would be right again, even though she was no longer sure that was possible. Donnel still thought of their captors as monsters, and Essy had come to as well, even though she’d caught glimpses of human faces and heard human voices. Just because you were human didn’t mean you weren’t a monster.

			The only thing Donnel really still did was shrink back from the monsters when they came to the bars of the cage. They had to pull him out of it when they decided it was time for the children to empty themselves, and they ignored Essy’s screams to be gentle with him. It wasn’t that they were rough, as such, just… uncaring. So far as they were concerned, Essy and Donnel needed to be moved from inside to outside so they could urinate and defecate, and then get moved back in again. That was going to happen whether they wanted it to or not, and if they weren’t as quick about it as the monsters wished them to be, the monsters would drag them out or throw them back in.

			Then, one day – Essy wasn’t sure which day, because she’d lost track of them – they weren’t bundled back into the cage as soon as they’d finished their business. One of the monsters grabbed her by the back of the neck, and one picked Donnel up, and they were hauled away from the cage. Essy started to struggle against the man’s grip, then tried to force herself to relax. She didn’t want to go back into the cage, after all. Maybe they were going to be let go?

			That was a terrifying thought anyway, because she had no idea where they were, and she didn’t know how long she and Donnel would last in the underhive. Snake-Eye Val had told them stories of a family who’d got stranded in the depths somehow, and had found all they’d needed to build their own home and eat until their bellies were bursting, but Da had got angry at her when he’d thought Essy couldn’t hear, and yelled at the old woman about filling his children’s heads with nonsense. Certainly, Essy had wondered why, if the depths of the underhive were so full of food, her family were living near the border of Hive City and not always growing enough slime to feed them all.

			Even so, she might have taken her chances with the underhive, but she didn’t get that opportunity. It was only a few dozen steps, through a press of red-robed, masked figures, until Essy was forced down onto her knees, with Donnel dropped beside her. She looked up, and her breath caught in her throat.

			Towering over them was another man, but his robes were different. They still bore the red and yellow of flame, but they were meticulously embroidered with line after line after line of script. Essy had her letters, more or less, and she could make out some of the words: they all looked to be prayers to the Emperor, every one of them, and her quick glance didn’t show her two that looked the same.

			The man crouched down, bringing his head more onto a level with her own. His hood was flame-red, and he had all manner of small carved bones and animal teeth hanging from his robes and even around his neck, every one inscribed with prayers or images. His mask covered all of his face except his nose and mouth, and it too had prayers on it, but these were etched into metal plates that covered it. His eyes were in shadow, but his chin was bearded; a straggly affair, unlike her Da’s neat and tidy one, and with more grey in it than brown.

			‘Good morning, children,’ the man said. ‘I’m very glad to see you. What are your names?’

			The words were polite, friendly even, but Essy didn’t trust his voice. It sounded like he was laughing at her, and trying not to show it. She folded her arms and glared at him like she imagined her Ma might.

			‘Shall I tell you something, girl?’ the man said, in that same voice. ‘The only person in the entire galaxy who cares about you right now is me… other than the Emperor, of course.’

			‘Ma and Da care about me!’ Essy shot back at him. He wrinkled his nose at her.

			‘So where are they?’

			Essy couldn’t answer that, because she didn’t know.

			‘They’re not here,’ the man said. ‘They’re not coming to get you, because they don’t care about you. No one does, except me. You see these people around you?’

			Essy didn’t answer him, and the man standing behind her cuffed her on the back of her head: not hard, not as hard as Essy was sure he could have done, but hard enough to bring tears to her eyes at the sudden pain. The man in front of her raised one hand, and the man behind her stepped back instead of striking her again.

			‘When I speak to you, I expect a response,’ the crouching man said softly. ‘Now. Do you see these people around you?’

			Essy was sure that things could get a lot worse if she didn’t cooperate, so she nodded once. ‘Yes.’

			‘They don’t care about you,’ the crouching man told her, and she was prepared to believe that well enough. ‘They might leave you here to die, or they might not. They might give you food and water, or they might let you starve. The only reason they feed you, and give you water, and have been keeping you safe from all the dangers around us, is because I have told them to. Do you understand that?’

			‘Yes,’ Essy said again, as the man behind her shifted his feet as though to move closer to her again.

			‘Good,’ the crouching man said. ‘And I do that because I care about you. Two lost children, without anyone in the world to look after them, whose parents won’t come and get them… it’s not right. Someone has to take care of children like that, and that person is me.’

			Essy’s voice said the words before she could stop herself. ‘Why did these people burn our home?’

			The crouching man’s beard twitched slightly as one corner of his mouth quirked upwards for a moment. ‘Do you love the Emperor, child? My people tell me you do – they tell me you’ve been singing a lot of hymns.’

			‘Yes,’ Essy admitted. She shouldn’t feel ashamed to say that she loved the Emperor; shouldn’t everyone love the Emperor? But she thought this man wanted her to say it, and so she didn’t want to say it, but she said it anyway. The Emperor hated lies; her parents and Zeke had all agreed on that.

			‘There were people in that town who didn’t love the Emperor,’ the crouching man told her soberly. ‘It’s a sad thing, child, but it’s true. And the only thing I care more about than taking care of children like you, is punishing those who don’t love the Emperor. You agree that heretics should be punished, don’t you?’

			Essy did agree, but she still didn’t want to agree with him. But the Emperor hated liars. ‘Yes, but–’

			‘You’re going to tell me that the people in your town did love the Emperor,’ the crouching man said, talking over her. ‘You’re going to tell me that they were good people, and I believe that you believe that. But the Emperor protects, child. That is the first thing we are taught. The Emperor protects. Except He didn’t protect your town, because the people in it were sinners.’

			‘We’re all sinners,’ Essy said before she could stop herself. Zeke had said that more than once when he’d had a bit too much of Snake Eye Val’s drink, and a few times when he hadn’t as well.

			To her surprise, the crouching man laughed. ‘Very good, very good! I can see that we were right to save you! Yes, we are all sinners, but some of us know and accept it, and do what we can to mitigate it. Some choose to live in sin knowingly – the heretic, the mutant, the witch, and so forth. They must be punished, and we do the Emperor’s work when we bring the punishment.’

			He rubbed his chin. ‘We need to move, but I will talk with you some more. You shall walk with me.’

			‘What about my brother?’ Essy said, screwing up her courage. ‘He only has little legs.’

			The crouching man pursed his lips. ‘He can go back in a cage, then.’

			‘No!’ Essy shouted, and some of the people around her stepped forwards, but the crouching man raised one hand again and they stopped.

			‘No?’ He looked at Donnel. ‘Very well. He can ride on a crawler, and not in a cage, if you tell me your names.’

			Essy glared at him, but he was going to win, and he knew it, and she knew it, and she knew that he knew that she knew it.

			‘I’m Essy. He’s Donnel.’

			‘Essy. Donnel.’ The crouching man reached up and, to Essy’s surprise, pulled off his hood and mask. The face so revealed was fairly unremarkable: creased with age lines, although not as old as Old Man Dekkar or Snake Eye Val, and with a puckered scar on one cheek. His hair was a ratty brown shot with grey, and now it was free it stuck out around his head in a way that might have been amusing, had it not been for his eyes. Essy didn’t like his eyes, now she could see them properly. They were too sharp, and too bright.

			The crouching man smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

			‘You can call me “father”.’

		

	
		
			In the Wake of Fire

			 


			‘Had you not guessed?’ Alin Choll asked as they trudged away from Deadwired, leading the caravan towards Sternhold, the scent of smoke and death still thick in their nostrils.

			Zeke didn’t answer them.

			‘You’re a holy man, Zeke,’ Alin said, then quickly waved a hand to counter the denial that sprang to his lips. ‘I don’t mean that as mockery, no? No comparisons to saints. But you are holy – your faith is strong, you know the hymns, you know the prayers, you know the different ways of worshipping the Emperor, yes?’

			Zeke grunted. He didn’t look at the Delaque.

			‘You are House Cawdor,’ Alin said. ‘You know of Redemptionists. You know of their love of fire, yes?’

			Zeke ground his teeth. Holy, cleansing fire, most beloved of the Emperor’s weapons.

			‘They love fire nearly as much as they love the Emperor,’ Alin continued.

			‘More,’ Zeke muttered.

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘They love it more.’ He still didn’t look at Alin. He kept his eyes on the ground, watching one boot in front of the other as though this was the most treacherous footing in the underhive. As though the monotonous sight would eventually replace the horror they’d left behind in Deadwired in his mind’s eye.

			‘I wondered about Redemptionists from the moment you told me that Floodgrave had burned,’ Alin said. Their tone was neutral, unchallenging, but Zeke still bridled at it.

			‘Other people set things on fire too!’ he snapped. ‘Outlaws, mutants…’

			‘True, true,’ Alin agreed.

			‘There was no way I could have known!’

			‘I completely agree.’

			Zeke grunted, slightly mollified.

			‘But I do wonder why you didn’t suspect.’

			‘What’s it to you?’ Zeke demanded, fighting the urge to punch the Delaque, or at least grab them and shake them. Everything felt raw since he’d seen the mutilated corpse in Deadwired, as though someone had taken a grinder to his nerves. He wanted to lash out, to hurt someone, to break something…

			‘What’s it to me?’ Alin repeated. ‘Oh, nothing. I’m just hoping that you’re going to get your head out of your arse, that’s all.’

			Zeke stopped walking in utter shock, not to mention rage, but Alin kept striding non-stop, their long legs eating up the ground, and Zeke hurried after them again.

			‘What did you just say to me?’ he snarled. He kept his voice as low as he could so the rest of them wouldn’t see their precious Father Zeke riled up, but he didn’t bother to take the edge out of his tone.

			‘Everyone knows about Redemptionists,’ Alin Choll said, their voice hard as an axe’s edge. ‘Every child has heard the stories. Ash and I were threatened with them, when we were young – they were the monsters that would come and take us away if we weren’t good, if we didn’t obey our parents, if we didn’t pray to the Emperor.’ They snorted in disgust. ‘They never used to threaten us with slavers. Perhaps they should have.’

			They turned their head towards Zeke, the tiny reflections of distant dome lights bouncing in their eye lenses as they walked.

			‘The reason you have your head up your arse? Because there is no way that you could not have suspected Redemptionists might be responsible for burning your home and stealing the children. There is no way. But you said nothing about it. And so I wonder whether you were fooling yourself into thinking that it might not be, yes? I wonder if your head really is where it needs to be, if we’re to be chasing down Redemptionists.’ They looked away, looked ahead again. ‘I’ve pledged myself to help you, Zeke. I owe you my life now, as well as that of my sibling, yes? But I need to know if you truly want to find our quarry, now you know their nature for sure.’

			‘That’s one sump-damned roundabout way of calling me a coward,’ Zeke growled.

			Alin laughed bitterly. ‘You’re no coward, Zeke. I’ve seen you fight mutants, and spiders, and a giant rat. I’ve seen you take a harpoon through the arm, tie yourself up and come back for more. But we all have our own daemons, yes? We all have… things we could not face. Or could not face twice.’

			They paused, and in that one moment Zeke caught a flash of something in Alin Choll’s face, when the mask slipped, ever so briefly. A faint twitch of the cheek, a slight widening of their nostrils as they inhaled more sharply than usual.

			Zeke looked again at the glassy black eye lenses, and the tall, thin body always covered by a greatcoat with only the hands visible, and for the first time he wondered exactly what might be in Alin Choll’s past.

			‘I need to know if Redemptionists are your daemons,’ Alin said, carrying on as though they hadn’t hesitated. ‘You keeping that information from me could endanger my life if we happen upon them unexpectedly, yes? I’ve come to trust you, Zeke, trust that you will watch my back, as I will watch yours. I will not judge you, if you say that you cannot do that for me if we face Redemptionists… but I need to know that sooner, rather than later.’

			Zeke could feel the words queuing up in his throat, the assurances waiting to be uttered, but he couldn’t force them past his teeth. It was as though something had his tongue in an iron grip, and although he wanted to speak, he couldn’t make himself do it.

			The Emperor hates a liar.

			Alin’s expression didn’t change perceptibly, not this time, but Zeke could almost feel sadness radiating from the Delaque, and the shame of his own situation was like flaming promethium on bare skin.

			‘I’m going to check for stragglers,’ he muttered.

			‘I understand.’

			‘I’ll talk to you about this later,’ Zeke promised as he slowed his gait, knowing even as he said it that it sounded like a weak excuse. Because it was.

			‘If you wish to.’

			Zeke stood still and let the caravan pass around him, nodding at people in what he hoped was an encouraging manner. He would talk to Alin later. He would. But how could he answer the question when he didn’t even know the answer himself?

			They found Sternhold closed to them, and the caravan’s slowing to an uneven halt gave Zeke no more excuse to avoid Alin Choll. He moved unwillingly back through his companions to see what was going on, and found himself facing a wall, a closed gate, and not a few guns.

			It was the largest settlement Zeke had seen for many years; bigger than Bad News, and a lot bigger than Floodgrave. His home had been a few dwellings put up by folk to give themselves some privacy and put a wall between them and wandering predators, be they animal, human or near-human. Bad News was a glorified, semi-organised cave system. Sternhold, in contrast, was built in and around an old metalworking complex, with the worker lodgings full, the old Administratum offices full, and even some of the plant buildings now given over and adapted to make homes for those as lived here. They still worked metal in Sternhold, but it was whatever could be scavenged from around and about, and House Goliath no longer held official control over the furnaces and slag ovens that remained operational.

			But the one thing that hadn’t changed since the long-ago days when this had been part of Hive City proper was also their current problem: the boundary wall. Once upon a time it would have marked the extent of the complex, with only authorised personnel being allowed within. Now it served both as boundary and defence, should the need arise. And, judging by the armed gangers on top of it, the need had arisen.

			‘Stop there!’ a Goliath bellowed, aiming a stub cannon down at them. There were various mutterings of discontent around Zeke, interspersed by the low moaning of those who’d been bitten by spiders but had neither recovered, nor worsened so badly that mercy was the only reasonable option left.

			‘We’re just travellers!’ Zeke shouted up, trying to sound reasonable. ‘We need food and medical supplies! We can pay!’

			‘Where did travellers come from?’ the Goliath demanded. She wasn’t lowering her stub cannon, which wasn’t particularly comforting. The weapon’s bore must have been as big as Zeke’s fist.

			‘Deadwired!’

			More guns were aimed down at them, and Zeke held up both his hands beseechingly. What miserable luck it would be, to survive an attack by blood-mad giant spiders only to get blown apart by the firearms of fellow humans.

			‘You’ve heard what happened there, then?’ he called up.

			‘Emperor-damned lunatics!’ someone shouted.

			‘Yes!’ Zeke shouted back. ‘But that wasn’t us! We came from Bad News, and found Deadwired already burned!’ He gestured behind him. ‘We have wounded! There were spiders there, they attacked us!’

			‘Not our problem!’

			Zeke turned his head as far as he could without taking his eyes off the wall. Not that he was quite sure what he was going to do. See a shell coming, and duck it? 

			‘Kat?’

			‘Yes, father?’ Quickhand Kat’s voice replied from behind him.

			‘This would be a really good time to find out that the Emperor’s trust in you was justified, particularly with regard to those spider eyes.’

			His peripheral vision picked up a disturbance as Kat pushed her way through her fellow travellers. She reached his side and proffered a bulky, bulging bag.

			‘If I’d nicked ’em, wouldn’t be here to answer you.’

			‘A fair point,’ Zeke conceded, taking the satchel from her. He opened it, and a treasure trove of sparkling crystal greeted him. He reached a hand in and dug out three of the largest, then held them up for the gangers on the wall to see.

			‘You heard me say that we can pay, right?’

			As in many cases in the underhive, the prospect of financial reward caused a reconsidering of position. Most of the guns were lowered as their owners peered down greedily.

			‘What do travellers want?’

			‘Like I said,’ Zeke repeated, trying not to sound too annoyed, ‘food and medical supplies.’ He studied the figures on the wall and weighed up his chances of getting anything useful out of them. ‘You know what? The first one of you to bring me whoever is in charge here, gets this.’ He dropped two of the eyes back into the bag, leaving just the largest and shiniest. He had enough that he could afford to waste one as an ostentatious bribe.

			Four of the gangers turned and disappeared immediately. Several of the others turned to shout at them to come back; when they didn’t, two more disappeared in pursuit, while the rest seemed to resign themselves to the fact that they’d missed their chance to capitalise on the strangers with the shiny baubles.

			‘What do we do now?’ Kat asked.

			Zeke tried to look like he was certain that he’d made the correct decision. It was entirely possible that the settlement’s gate was going to disgorge a horde of gangers, all seeking to kill him and get the spiders’ eyes for themselves, but the bones were cast.

			‘Now, we wait.’

		

	
		
			Gunplay

			 


			‘You ever shot a gun before, girl?’ the old woman asked.

			Essy shook her head.

			‘Pfah! God-Empress, gimme strength! A twelve year-old–’

			‘Sixteen!’

			‘A sixteen-year-old who ain’t shot a gun! Your parents just wanting you to die? The point of pushing out a kid if you ain’t gonna teach ’em to protect themselves?’ The old woman sighed, and spat. ‘Waifs and strays, waifs and bloody strays. Lucky for you the father wants you taught, means you might live.’

			‘Why?’ Essy ventured. The woman looked at her, her mouth – the only part of her face visible outside of her mask – twisting in derision.

			‘Why what?’

			‘Why does he want me taught?’ Essy asked. ‘Isn’t he scared I’d try to shoot him?’

			‘Hah!’ The woman actually slapped her thigh in mirth. ‘The father ain’t scared of nothing, girl, because he hears the voice of the God-Empress! So either he knows you ain’t gonna shoot him, or he knows you are, and that’s the plan of Her on Terra.’ She shrugged. ‘But soon as I see you point a gun at the father, I’ll be pointing one at you, and I’m quicker and better than you’ll be for years.’

			Essy looked up at her and tried to suppress a shiver. The old woman didn’t have the same sense of wrongness to her that the father did, but Essy was still scared of her.

			‘Now, this is a stub gun,’ the woman said, producing a pistol from her robes. ‘Ain’t the flashiest, one shot at a time and it ain’t got the punch of a bolt shell, but it’ll put holes in heretics right enough. Course, you ain’t shooting heretics yet.’ She gestured down the alleyway, where three old, empty water drums had been set up in a line. ‘Can imagine they’re heretics, if you want.’

			Essy took the pistol from her. It had looked small in the woman’s hand, but it seemed heavier than it should for the size of it, once it was nestled in her palm. She clasped both hands around the grip and edged her right index finger towards the trigger.

			‘First things first, gun safety,’ the old woman said, and suddenly there was a cold, hard pressure against the side of Essy’s head. She froze.

			‘That’s my gun,’ the woman continued, conversationally. ‘I ain’t gonna shoot you for missing. You’re here to get better. But you turn your gun away from them targets and towards me, that’s the last thing you’re doing. Savvy?’

			‘Y-yes,’ Essy managed to stammer.

			‘Good. See what you got.’

			Essy raised the stub gun cautiously, trying to keep the barrel from wavering around too much.

			‘Take your time,’ the woman murmured. ‘We ain’t in no hurry. Lock your wrists, ’cos it’ll kick back.’

			Essy closed one eye and sighted down the barrel at the mid-most water drum, then hesitated. She didn’t want to pull the trigger, because clearly the father did want her to, even though he wasn’t here saying so. But shooting this water drum wouldn’t help the father in any way. Perhaps he thought that she’d do what he said in the future if he let her shoot a gun. This woman certainly seemed to think she was doing Essy a favour.

			There was probably no harm in it.

			She pulled the trigger.

			The gun roared. The noise of it so close to her face felt like someone had hammered her ears, and despite the woman’s warnings about it kicking back, Essy wasn’t prepared for the whiplash reaction of it on her arms. The weapon flew upwards, her wrists went numb, and the shock travelled right up to her shoulders. She staggered backwards a couple of steps in shock, but she didn’t drop the gun; she didn’t think that would be a popular move. The woman moved backwards with her, still staying behind the stub gun’s barrel.

			The water drum was unmarked.

			‘Not bad for a first time,’ the woman commented. ‘Didn’t break your wrists, at least.’

			‘That happens?’ Essy asked, shocked.

			‘Sometimes,’ the woman said. ‘Try again. Don’t pull the trigger so hard either, just squeeze it.’

			Essy squinted down the alley. ‘Did I hit it?’

			The woman just laughed. Essy didn’t like that, but the woman’s gun was still at her head, so she didn’t want to even say something mean. Instead she raised the stub gun and sighted down the barrel again. This time she aimed a little lower than before, made doubly sure to lock her wrists – it was one thing being told to do it, but another to actually know what she was trying to guard against – and gently, gently squeezed the trigger.

			The gun went off, her ears rang again and her arms were knocked upwards again, but this time there was a new hole in the very top of the barrel she’d been aiming at.

			‘A kid who listens!’ the woman chuckled. ‘Now, let’s see you hit it a bit more cen–’

			‘Sister Bella!’

			A shout from behind them cut her off, and the woman turned her head. ‘What?’

			‘The father says it’s time to move on!’

			‘Empress be praised,’ Bella replied immediately. She held out her free hand to Essy. ‘Gun. Finger off the trigger first.’

			Essy slowly put the weapon back into Bella’s hand, taking care never to point the barrel towards the old woman. As soon as her hand lifted from it, Bella swiftly stowed it into a pocket.

			‘We’ll do this again next time we stop,’ she told Essy as they turned and began to walk back out of the alley. ‘But you did good. Extra portions for you and your brother.’

			Essy nodded. She still didn’t trust these people, she didn’t trust them at all… but getting extra food and water for shooting targets didn’t seem that bad. That would help Donnel. There couldn’t be any harm in it. 

		

	
		
			Dead Names

			 


			The gate of Sternhold opened to disgorge a four-wheeled vehicle that had clearly at one point been in use in the metal-working facility, but which had now been adapted into a prestige transport. It rumbled towards the caravan on tyres the height of Zeke’s chest, its guttural engine belching out thick, dark smoke as it came. It was crowned by a mighty chair, almost a throne, around which played the barely-perceptible glow of a refractor field. Within that sat the Lady of Sternhold, and she was an impressive sight indeed.

			Her head was shaved bald except for a narrow strip of hair that ran down the middle, complexly braided with each strand dyed alternately red or green. A line of studs ran across her brow, and the lobes of her ears had been stretched to the point that Zeke could have nearly fit his fist through the metal rings that held them open. A necklace of crystal pieces carved into the shape of skulls clung to her throat. Her chest was encased in metal, burnished and decorated with golden glyphs, but her heavily-muscled upper arms and abdomen were bare. She wore bulky metal bracers on her forearms of a similar nature to her chestplate, and her dark green leggings were hung with what looked to be trophies from fallen enemies: an Escher’s avian-feather fetish, Orlock gang-tags, a torn Cawdor mask and, Zeke noted, a set of Delaque ocular implants, amongst others. Her boots were encased in more metal, and looked heavy enough that Zeke wouldn’t have liked to have one land on his foot even without her weight inside it.

			Her transport rumbled to a halt a few metres away, and the driver cut the engine. Zeke tossed a spider eye to him, which he caught with an expression of surprise that quickly turned into delight.

			‘What is Cawdor doing?’ the lady demanded, glowering down at him.

			‘I promised that spider eye to whoever brought to me the person in charge of Sternhold,’ Zeke said. ‘I’m presuming you are she.’

			‘Lady Hammer!’ bellowed the driver, tucking his spider eye away. ‘Chain-Maker, the Smeltress, Born-of-Fire, and Protector of Sternhold!’

			‘That’s a lot of names,’ Zeke said. ‘I’m Zeke.’

			Lady Hammer leaned forward and raised an eyebrow. ‘Just “Zeke”?’

			‘Father Zeke!’ Quickhand Kat shouted, before Zeke could stop her.

			‘Father Zeke,’ Lady Hammer repeated. ‘Too many fathers around here recently. Bad sorts, bringing trouble. Is Father Zeke bringing trouble?’

			‘We just want to trade,’ Zeke said, opening his bag of spider eyes again and tilting it forwards so Lady Hammer could see it. ‘We need food and medical supplies.’ He was getting sick of that sentence now, but different people kept asking him, and no one seemed to be talking to each other.

			Lady Hammer rubbed her chin with a thumb. ‘Three can come in.’

			‘Three?!’ Zeke protested angrily. ‘Why so few?’

			‘Lady Hammer is Protector of Sternhold,’ Lady Hammer pointed out. ‘Redemptionists have been killing people, burning towns.’

			‘I know!’ Zeke shouted. ‘They burned my town! They killed my friends, and kidnapped children!’

			‘So Father Zeke says,’ Lady Hammer replied.

			‘Do we look like Redemptionists?’ Aberley Deel demanded. 

			Lady Hammer shrugged. ‘Redemptionists can’t be trusted. Might dress differently to fool us. Sternhold could let you in, but would need to watch all of you, all the time. Three can come in. Easy to watch.’

			‘Easy to rob,’ Quickhand Kat commented.

			‘Little Escher can run off to trade with the spiders and the rats if she’s scared to come inside,’ Lady Hammer sneered.

			‘We accept your terms,’ Alin Choll said, before either Kat or Zeke could respond. Zeke threw a glance at them, but the ongoing moans of the wounded were proof enough of the wisdom of the Delaque’s decision. He nodded.

			‘We do.’ He looked around. ‘Kat, take the eyes. Ash, you go with her.’ He raised his voice. ‘Goodsire Stonefist! Can you leave your patients long enough to get supplies for them? You’d know what best to look for.’

			‘I’m best off staying here,’ Stonefist called back. ‘Eddie can go instead, he’s been helping me.’

			The big pit slave loomed up, and Zeke nodded. He wouldn’t have thought Eddie 209 was the natural choice to act as an assistant medicae, but he assumed Stonefist knew what he was doing. Besides, Eddie’s rock drill would hopefully be a powerful deterrent for anyone intending to take advantage of Kat’s small size to steal the valuables.

			‘The biggest two are Lady Hammer’s,’ the Protector of Sternhold declared from her throne, pointing at Zeke’s bag.

			‘For what?’ Zeke asked.

			‘Tax,’ Lady Hammer said, grinning.

			Zeke glanced past her. A loose mob of gangers waited around the gates, and more were still standing on the walls. How he conducted himself would reflect on how they saw his people. Sternhold wasn’t a solely Goliath settlement, but they made up a large part of the population, and Goliaths respected strength and straight talking.

			‘If you want them,’ he said to Lady Hammer, taking the two largest out of the bag and holding them in his hand, ‘come and get them.’ He could barely stretch his fingers widely enough to keep hold of them both. He thrust the bag at Kat, and lowered his voice. ‘Go on.’

			‘But–’

			‘Go,’ Zeke repeated softly. ‘Act like the deal’s already done, and you have the perfect right to go where you please.’

			Kat obeyed, setting off for the gates at a brisk walk, with Ash Choll and Eddie 209 flanking her. They were already past Lady Hammer’s vehicle as the refractor field winked out and the Protector of Sternhold rose to her full height, then simply stepped off the side.

			She landed easily, her powerful legs flexing and taking her weight. She was taller than anyone in the caravan, even Alin Choll, and certainly towered over Zeke as she strode forwards.

			‘Tax,’ she rumbled, holding out one hand. Zeke dropped the two eyes into it. She was able to close her fingers around them.

			‘Blessings of the Emperor be on you,’ he said with a smile. Lady Hammer held the eyes up in front of her face, examining them one after another, then grinned. Some of her teeth had been replaced with metal ones.

			‘Good quality,’ she grunted, then tapped the skulls of her necklace. ‘Might make new jewellery.’

			‘They would look wonderful, I’m sure,’ Zeke said politely. He hesitated, then decided to plough on. ‘The Redemptionists who burned Deadwired.’

			‘Filth,’ Lady Hammer growled, the smile instantly fading from her face.

			‘Yes,’ Zeke agreed. ‘Do you know which way they went?’

			‘Why?’ Lady Hammer asked, her brows lowering suspiciously. ‘Father Zeke is their friend? He wants to catch up with them?’

			‘They kidnapped my children,’ Zeke said. It wasn’t true, but he couldn’t be bothered to go through the details with this stranger. ‘We’re going to get them back.’

			Lady Hammer looked at him for a moment, then burst out laughing.

			‘Did I say something funny?’ Zeke snapped, angered beyond the point of caution by her laughter. It grabbed and wrenched at something inside of him, twisting into view the notion that his quest was hopeless, doomed to fail.

			But I thought that anyway, when I set out. And now I seem to have a lot of people who are willing to help me. Perhaps the Emperor is still with me.

			‘Father Zeke is brave!’ Lady Hammer guffawed. ‘Stupid, but brave. Especially for a skinny Cawdor in a mask of rags.’

			Zeke gritted his teeth. He didn’t even like the bloody thing, but the Goliath’s words still needled him. ‘But do you know where they went?’

			‘Sternhold closed the gates and shot at them,’ Lady Hammer said. ‘Redemptionists shouted and raved about the Emperor, but didn’t come close. Headed off that way.’ She pointed past Sternhold. ‘Two routes out that way, both go down. One to Chance’s Crossing, the other to Seven Sumps. Lady Hammer doesn’t know which one Redemptonists took.’

			‘Do you know who leads them?’ Alin Choll asked.

			Lady Hammer snorted. ‘Delaque doesn’t?’

			‘Evidently not,’ Alin said dryly, ‘or else I wouldn’t have asked.’

			Zeke was looking directly at Lady Hammer’s lips when she spoke her next words, and there was absolutely no mistaking what she said.

			‘Father Infernus.’

			Everything went cold.

			‘That’s not possible,’ Zeke said flatly, his mouth working automatically while his mind raced.

			‘Is Father Zeke calling Lady Hammer a liar?’ Lady Hammer demanded, straightening up and rolling her shoulders.

			‘Not a liar,’ Zeke said quickly, ‘but you’re wrong. You’re mistaken.’

			‘Lady Hammer is not mistaken,’ the Protector of Sternhold growled.

			‘You’re wrong!’ Zeke shouted at her. ‘You’re wrong, you must be wrong!’

			‘Zeke!’

			Alin Choll grabbed him and hauled him backwards, away from Lady Hammer’s swiftly-darkening expression, and into the ranks of the caravan. Zeke was vaguely aware of his followers pulling away and backing off as he twisted free of Alin’s grip with a snarl.

			‘Let go of me!’

			‘What is the problem?’ Alin demanded. ‘What does Father Infernus mean to you?’

			‘He’s not leading them!’ Zeke snapped. He felt closed in on all sides, even though his followers were giving him space. He felt hunted, claustrophobic. ‘He can’t be!’

			‘Why not?’ Alin grabbed him again, held him firm, forced him to look into their dark, reflective eyes. ‘Why can’t he be?’

			This was it.

			This was the payoff to thirteen years of running, hiding, drinking and desperately trying not to think about it. But Zeke couldn’t run any longer, because the ghosts of the past and their dead names were rising back up to haunt him, and the only person in the entire underhive he thought he might trust was demanding to know what they were getting themselves into.

			Zeke took a deep breath.

			‘Because I killed him.’

		

	
		
			Thirteen Years Ago

			 


			They’d fallen asleep together, as they often did, curled up under a sheet of old sacking. They’d wake before the rest and separate, getting up to start the fire and prepare for the morning’s prayers.

			Only today, they didn’t wake before the rest.

			That wasn’t always a disaster. Koop and Saldiva, the two novices, weren’t brave enough to confront them, and were not yet cutthroat enough – or possibly brave enough – to shop them. Bella would look the other way, although she’d roll her eyes at their carelessness. Deacon Garrow wouldn’t say anything, because Zeke knew about the drink that he’d sip quietly when no one was watching; they’d both held to an uneasy silence so far, each unwilling to betray the other in case their own secret was divulged. Razeel just didn’t seem to care.

			But they always had to be up before Father Infernus or his inner circle – minus Garrow, of course – and so far, they always had been. But today, for some reason, sleep clung to them as tightly as they held each other.

			Zeke was woken by a boot connecting solidly with his ribcage.

			‘Filth!’ Father Infernus screamed, drawing back his leg for another blow. ‘Heretic!’

			The boot thudded into Zeke’s side again. He gasped, and instinctively tried to scramble away, but the adrenaline spike coursing through his nervous system was cancelled out by the abrupt and comprehensive lack of air in his lungs, and he only succeeded in flailing bonelessly. His hands were seized and held firm, no matter how he tried to twist away: Kabriel the Immolator, one of the father’s most zealous disciples. She could wield her massive, two-handed chainsword when the fury was on her, and she’d have no trouble keeping a sinning brother in place while the father delivered his punishment.

			‘You think you deserve comfort, boy? This is hell!’

			Kick.

			‘There is no comfort in hell! You’re impure!’

			Kick.

			‘You are not special! You are wretched, faceless filth!’

			Kick.

			‘To know pleasure is to know sin! And boy, you have sinned too often!’

			This time the father stamped on Zeke’s face, tearing open his cheek and splintering a tooth. Zeke spat the iron tang of blood out of his mouth as he tried to focus his suddenly-swimming thoughts. He looked over desperately and saw Lukas pinned to the ground too, face down, his hands twisted up behind his back by a grim-faced Garrow. Had the deacon betrayed them after all? No, he’d have just fallen in with the punishment when the father had seen them.

			How could they have slept so late? How could they have been so careless?

			Father Infernus turned towards Lukas. Zeke winced, ­bracing himself to see that thick boot driven down across Lukas’ desperate, upturned face, powered by all the considerable spite and malice that drove the old man on.

			‘It was Zeke’s fault!’

			Father Infernus paused.

			‘What was that, boy?’

			‘It was Zeke’s fault!’ Lukas repeated breathlessly, as a sharp pain crept into Zeke’s chest that had nothing to do with Infernus’ kicks. ‘He must have snuck in next to me during darktime! I knew nothing about it until I woke!’

			A grisly smile spread slowly across the father’s bearded face. ‘Really?’ He crouched down, going to one knee and grabbing Lukas’ hair in one hand, pulling his head up even higher. ‘You know the Emperor hates a liar, boy.’

			‘By the Golden Throne, it’s true!’ Lukas protested. ‘I’d never do such a thing!’

			Zeke couldn’t breathe. He and Lukas had fallen in together from the moment they’d been novices. They’d eaten together, worked together, done chores together, aye, and their fair share of punishments, too. They had matching scars on their left palms where they’d cut their hands, mixed blood, and made an oath of brotherhood: true brotherhood, not the shared existence of hate and misery that bound Infernus’ congregation. They’d run together, fought together, killed together, slept together… but only when Father Infernus couldn’t see, for the Cult of the Red Redemption was not a place welcoming of those that sought physical contact from others. Each member slept alone, their own back against the ground, for the Emperor’s love should be enough for them. According to the father, anyway.

			And now Lukas was turning his back on that, throwing Zeke to the flames to save himself a drubbing. A small part of Zeke’s mind told him that it made sense; what point was there in both of them taking a beating? He should be glad that Lukas might be able to talk himself out of it. They’d have to keep a low profile for a while, oh, a goodly while indeed, but maybe when suspicion had died down again…

			Mostly, though, Zeke felt like Lukas had stabbed him in the chest with a chainsword and then started the motor running.

			Father Infernus turned his face back towards Zeke, with that malicious smile still in place, and Zeke realised that the vile old man didn’t even care if Lukas was telling the truth; he probably didn’t even believe him. What he cared about was that each one of his congregation was alone, save for him and the Emperor. Lukas’ fear of Infernus’ wrath was more powerful than any bond he felt with Zeke, and that was all the father wanted.

			‘I should have known you’d be the pestilence here,’ Infernus said, the words slithering out from between his grinning teeth. ‘I once had high hopes for you, Zeke, but being a fine gun hand doesn’t translate to worthiness in the eyes of the Emperor, does it?’ He raised his gaze to meet that of Kabriel. ‘Get him up.’

			Zeke was hoisted to his feet. He tried to keep himself straight, but the pain in his chest left him hunched over to one side.

			‘Weak in body, weak in spirit,’ Infernus spat. ‘And not just weak in yourself, but the cause of weakness in others! I have fed and nurtured you since you were a whelp, but a whelp is all you’ll ever be.’

			He reached up and grabbed Zeke’s face, his fingers digging into where his boot had bludgeoned so recently, and Zeke failed to stifle a grunt of pain.

			‘Diseased flesh must be cut away,’ Infernus hissed. ‘The canker must be purged! I’ll not have your corruption festering within this group any longer.’ He looked sideways at Lukas. ‘Perhaps there’s still hope of saving one of you.’

			For one glorious, terrifying moment, Zeke thought he was going to be banished.

			‘Build up the fire!’ Infernus roared, turning away from him, and everything swam into horrific focus.

			‘Are we going to aquila him?’ Zakastra asked, producing a long knife.

			‘No, we haven’t the time,’ Infernus told them dismissively. ‘Find a pole. He can burn over it, as a simple sinner.’

			Now Zeke struggled, ignoring the searing pain of his ribs and the throbbing in his face as he threw himself back and forth, trying to free himself, but Kabriel held him firm until Bella buried a fist into his gut and knocked the fight back out of him.

			‘Skutting fool,’ she hissed to him, stripping his gunbelt off him as he doubled over as far as Kabriel’s grip would allow and tried to cough his lungs up. ‘How d’you think this was gonna end?’

			She wouldn’t help him. Bella had risked enough by looking away those times; she wouldn’t go against the father’s decrees. Garrow’s face was alight with eagerness mixed with trepidation, for he wanted Zeke’s knowledge of his own sins burned away, but worried that Zeke would let his secret slip before he died. There’d be no help from that quarter.

			The only person Zeke had ever counted on, the only person he’d ever thought might help him if things had got to this stage, was the one who’d betrayed him in the first place. Lukas’ face was in the dirt, not looking at him.

			‘Why?’ Zeke called to him, weakly, but Lukas didn’t respond.

			No one knew fire like Redemptionists did. Zeke had called it forth himself on uncountable occasions, with the sparsest of fuel and the most basic of heat sources, and had stood transfixed by the flames as they danced and lived and died. Their very movement was like a prayer to the Emperor on their own, and that was before he factored in the holy work they were put to, purifying the heretic and the mutant. Zeke had given those sinners to the flames, and sung hymns as they’d screamed, as their flesh had melted, and run, and then turned black.

			This time, as the flames were built up with alarming speed, and roared higher and higher, Zeke no longer thought they looked like prayers.

			‘I always told you that you’d burn,’ Kabriel hissed into his ear, as though he needed reminding of the scorn she’d always poured on him like it was fuel that could have caught a wayward spark and ignited. ‘Stop struggling! At least have courage and faith in death, even if you lacked it in life!’

			Zeke didn’t stop struggling. It didn’t do him any good.

			‘Are we ready?’ Father Infernus asked.

			‘Emperor be praised, we are!’ Razeel called back. He was lit up by the flames, and while his robes appeared largely unchanged in the light, his skin and even his teeth were alternately glowing red and lost in shadow.

			‘Bring forth the sinner!’ Infernus boomed. Somehow his old, cracked voice of smoke and spite blossomed into a mighty thing of bombast and glory when the fires were high. Zeke had once thought it a sign of the Emperor’s favour, that their work was approved of by the Lord of the Golden Throne. Now, as he was dragged towards the flames, he felt it was far more likely that Infernus just got a kick out of burning people alive.

			‘Does the sinner accept his misdeeds, and beg the Emperor for forgiveness?’ Infernus asked grandly, spreading his arms and turning towards Zeke as though they were in front of a settlement crowd, instead of their own band of companions in the depths of the underhive badlands.

			The answer to the question was inconsequential in terms of anything except what might happen once Zeke’s soul had been separated from his living flesh by excruciating agony. Confirm or deny, he’d burn just the same.

			Zeke spat into the father’s face, and for a moment hope of a swift ending jumped in his heart as the old man’s hand clawed for the pistol at his belt. Then Infernus wiped his face clean, smiling maliciously, and Zeke’s hope died.

			‘Raise the props!’ Infernus called, still smiling. ‘Hold him higher over the flames! It will take a long burn to cleanse the sins of this one, so let’s make him think on them a while!’

			A metal pole was brought up and Zeke was wrestled into proximity with it. Try as he might, he couldn’t prevent his hands being brought up behind it.

			‘Lukas!’ Infernus bawled. ‘Come! Tie his hands! Atone for the stain on your soul which your proximity to him has left!’

			Lukas sidled forth, his eyes downcast. Zeke stared at him, daring him to look up and meet his gaze, but it didn’t happen.

			‘Zakastra, the rope,’ Infernus ordered. Zakastra held it out; thick and strong, the sort of rope they used for belts. Or to tie sinners to stakes.

			Lukas reached out for it.

			Then his hand reached further, flashing to the knife at Zakastra’s belt and drawing it. He whirled, and sent the tip of the plasteel blade plunging for Zeke’s unprotected neck.

			Zeke flinched instinctively, despite the fact he had nowhere to go, but the blow never landed anyway. Garrow grabbed Lukas’ arm and stayed the thrust, then wrenched the blade from his grip.

			‘Let me cut him!’ Lukas raged, naked hatred in his eyes as he struggled to free himself. ‘I want his blood!’

			‘His blood is the Emperor’s!’ Infernus thundered. ‘Blades and guns are our tools in battle, but we sanctify and purge with fire! Tie his hands and feet, and be grateful I don’t have you hanging alongside him for your temerity!’

			Zeke hadn’t even tried to get away in that moment, he’d been so shocked. Now it was too late. Lukas snatched the rope out of Zakastra’s hands and slid behind Zeke, looping the coarse fibre around his wrists, tightening and chafing his skin, securing him to the metal pole. Then the process was repeated for his feet, as each leg was held in place by people that, until this day, he’d called his brethren.

			‘Bring him,’ Father Infernus said, and the pole to which Zeke was lashed was picked up and carried horizontally by Garrow and Kabriel, leaving him dangling face-down from it by his wrists and ankles.

			‘Even amongst our number, no one is beyond sin!’ Father Infernus thundered as Zeke was brought closer to the flames. ‘Although some stray closer and more readily to it than others…’

			At each side of the fire was a prop: a forked pole in which the one Zeke was secured to would rest, leaving him dangling over the flames like a rat on a spit. He’d try to hold himself up at first, straining every muscle in his body, for he was tethered only by his arms and legs, and his body would naturally sag in a manner that was painful even when not suspended over fire. But there was a limit to human endurance, and what would be the point of resisting? You’d burn sooner or later anyway. Might as well get it over with.

			And yet everyone still tried to resist.

			Zeke wanted to shut his eyes, but couldn’t bring himself to do anything other than watch the flames get closer and closer. Then, as he was brought alongside the fire and his left side was beginning to get uncomfortably warm, Garrow and Kabriel hoisted him higher. Moving in unison, they brought him over the flames, and rested the metal pole in the props.

			Warmth gave way to heat. Discomfort gave way to pain. It wasn’t unbearable, not yet, but he could feel his skin tightening already, or so he thought. He turned his head to one side and closed his eyes, but it wouldn’t protect them for long; they’d melt out down his face soon enough. He fought to prevent his torso from sagging down into the fire’s heart, but the battering his ribs had taken made even that an agony. He wouldn’t last long.

			‘What about his guns, father?’ he heard Bella ask.

			‘Tainted with his sin,’ Infernus replied contemptuously. ‘Throw them on with him.’

			‘What if the ammunition cooks off?’ Bella sounded dubious.

			‘If your faith is true, the Emperor will shield you from harm…’

			There was a momentary pause, and then a faint crunch over the crackle of the flames as Zeke’s gunbelt landed beneath him. He prayed desperately to the Emperor for an act of mercy; if the ammo exploded, it might kill him outright and save him the creeping torture of burning alive…

			Zeke’s fingers, desperately clawing for purchase on the metal pole, found the rope’s knot.

			Zeke thought he’d heard the Emperor a few times since he’d joined Father Infernus. Not directly, not as a voice in his head as was described by saints, but in the nudge of intuition to step here but not there, or to duck just at this moment; the apparently minor decisions that had kept him alive when others had died.

			This was the first time he thought the Emperor might have heard him.

			He forced himself to look down as his fingers clawed at the knot. His eyes were streaming from heat and smoke, but he could see the shape of his gunbelt. He’d have one chance at this, and one chance only. Any failure, any miscalculation, and he’d end up in agony, and then dead. But given that was exactly what was going to happen to him anyway, if he didn’t try it…

			He screamed, trying to give the rest of them a show, tried to disguise the desperate action of his fingers as nothing but the twitching of a man already being driven frantic by the pain of the flames. Father Infernus was shouting something religious, but Zeke’s screams drowned him out, at least in his own head.

			The knot pulled loose. The rope slid free.

			Zeke plunged forward, face-first down towards the flames, but rather than panicking or freezing he leaned into the momentum of the swing, tucking in tight. He clawed through the fire itself with his right hand to snag his gunbelt, and he reached up with his left to grab the pole he was hanging from as he came up on the other side.

			His shoulder struck one of the prop poles, but he managed to get a grip with his left hand to prevent himself from falling back into the flames. His right hand was screaming at him, but not so much that he couldn’t grab an autopistol and pull it clear of its holster, then shoot through the rope tethering his ankles.

			His feet came free and he collapsed downwards into the fire, but the spike of pain was momentary. He rolled clear, singed and seared, but still alive, and with flames of vengeance in his heart that could eclipse even those of what had been intended as his funeral pyre.

			For the first time in Zeke’s life, he saw an expression of fear cross Father Infernus’ lined and bearded face.

			He raised his autopistol and put a volley of shells right through it.

			The dark part of him, the part that had gleefully watched others burning, jumped with fierce exultation as the old man collapsed with nothing but a red ruin where his head had been. The rest of Zeke, the part more concerned with staying alive, put his head down and ran. He was a heretic marked for death, and death was all he could expect unless he got away.

			Kabriel screamed in rage and pain and loss, and her Eviscerator chainsword roared into life with an answering snarl. She leaped forward to bar his way, swinging it high to begin a scything sweep of the whirring blades that would dismember Zeke once the weapon made contact.

			Something whistled past Zeke’s shoulder and took Kabriel in hers, spraying blood from the resulting wound and spinning her around. Now unbalanced at a critical moment, the Eviscerator toppled with her and twisted from her grasp. It bit deep into her shoulder and chest, chewing through skin and flesh and bone with what seemed like a macabre glee from an inanimate object.

			‘Skut!’ someone shouted from behind Zeke as Kabriel jerked in her screaming dance of death, her own weapon sending her to meet the Emperor. It was Bella’s voice, but Zeke knew Bella: she’d taught him how to shoot, as well as how to climb and fall. She wouldn’t have missed even a running target, not at the range she was from him.

			He didn’t have time to ponder it. He shot Koop while the novice was still fumbling for his stub gun, and then he was past, out of the circle of his former brethren and, a few moments later, out of the circle of firelight as well. He clawed his mask off, and threw it away. His ribs were pounding, his face was bleeding, and his right hand was going to need medical attention, but he was alive.

			He was alone, faithless, friendless, and purposeless for the first time in his adult life… but he was alive.

			Zeke ran on, desperately trying to keep it that way.

		

	
		
			Word Travels

			 


			‘It must be a new person, yes?’ Alin said. Together, they’d brought the caravan around to the far side of Sternhold, the better to move on to whichever of the two routes out of the dome their quarry had taken. ‘It must be a new person, adopting an old name.’ They hesitated. ‘If… you are absolutely sure there is no way the man you knew as Father Infernus could have survived?’

			‘I’m sure,’ Zeke muttered. ‘Not even a plague zombie would have got back up after that.’

			Alin made the sign of the aquila. ‘Let us pray such a thing does not come to pass.’

			Zeke snorted a laugh. ‘Ha! One thing I can say for my former brethren is that there’s no possibility of them not burning their dead. Infernus isn’t just dead, he’s ashes.’

			He and Alin hadn’t discussed Zeke’s former affiliations with anyone else. Zeke had told Alin the pertinent details, and they’d decided that perhaps it was best to keep it quiet. Zeke had worried that Alin was going to abandon him once they learned the truth, but the Delaque had just stroked their chin thoughtfully.

			‘Let they who are without a shameful past cast the first grenade,’ was all Alin had said. ‘I’ve not spent all my life in the underhive merely looking out for my younger sibling, no?’

			Sternhold’s second gate opened, and a group of figures emerged. Zeke’s hand dropped to his gunbelt until he recognised the diminutive shape of Quickhand Kat, the tall, willowy form of Ash Choll, and Eddie 209’s bulk and distinctive rock drill, then went back to it as the number of people approaching them continued to grow.

			‘Heads up for trouble,’ Alin said quietly, and those of the caravan who were still in a condition where they could potentially fight began to ready themselves.

			There were a dozen people accompanying Kat and her colleagues, Zeke saw. Most had the huge, hulking build of Goliaths, but two were considerably smaller and skinnier: Van Saars, judging by the bodysuits. Even the Goliaths weren’t uniform, since they were split into two distinct groups. One party of six wore oranges and reds, while the other four were clad in black and silver.

			‘Did you get the supplies?’ Zeke called, as Kat approached within hailing distance.

			‘We got something better!’ she replied eagerly.

			Zeke glanced at Alin, and found the Delaque looking back at him.

			‘And what’s that?’ he asked, turning back to Kat.

			‘There’s a medicae facility there,’ Kat said happily.

			‘Well-appointed,’ Ash put in.

			‘I talked with the doc, and our wounded can get treated there,’ Kat said. ‘The spider eyes will pay for it. It seemed a better idea than dragging them with us,’ she added, suddenly uncertain.

			‘I’m not arguing that, but who’s to say they’ll actually get the treatment they need?’ Zeke demanded. ‘At least with us–’

			‘I’ll stay with them,’ Eddie said.

			Zeke sucked his teeth and squinted at the big ex-slave’s marker tattoo. ‘Are you sure that’s wise? I mean, people might come looking for you.’

			‘The Emperor protects,’ Eddie said soberly. ‘He sent you to give me a second chance at life. I couldn’t save Murph. I can help save these people, and let you move on to find your children.’

			‘It’s not a bad idea, no?’ Alin murmured.

			Zeke was torn. On the one hand, he’d never wanted all these civilians with him anyway. The fact that Bad News had decided to uproot itself and join him had been a burden on his conscience, but now he felt responsible for them. Could he really abandon them to the uncertain environs of Sternhold? But might that not be better for them than the dogged pursuit of a group of murderous Redemptionists?

			It was the splitting of the caravan that bothered him, he realised. Emperor help him, but he’d actually internalised some of the things that had been said about him. These weren’t his people! He’d be better off without them!

			‘It’ll be a shame to lose you,’ he told Eddie. ‘But we must all follow what we believe is the Emperor’s plan for us.’ He looked at Kat again. ‘And your… friends, here?’

			‘The Delaque said Father Zeke is going to kill Father Infernus,’ one of the orange Goliaths said, gesturing at Ash.

			You’re a few years late for that, Zeke thought manically. He did his best to school his expression – the Emperor-damned mask helped, he had to admit – and readied himself for however this conversation was going to go.

			‘I wasn’t aware Ash knew of Father Infernus,’ he said, as calmly as he could.

			‘Delaque didn’t, but Markur does,’ the Goliath replied, slapping himself in the chest with a clang of metal gauntlet on metal furnace plate. His right leg was replaced by a mechanical prosthetic too, but he’d seemed mobile enough on his way from Sternhold. ‘Delaque said Father Zeke is going to kill leader of Redemptionists. Markur knows this to be Father Infernus. So Father Zeke is going to kill Father Infernus.’

			‘I’m going to get my children back from him and his followers,’ Zeke said levelly. ‘I never said anything about killing anyone.’

			Markur laughed, a sound like rocks falling. ‘Father Zeke won’t get his children back without killing Father Infernus. Markur wants Father Infernus dead. Markur offers to help.’

			Zeke eyed him anew. The epitome of a Goliath ganger, in truth: big, tough-looking, arms the size of Zeke’s waist, or near enough, and a gun that would double up as a relatively efficient bludgeon. His companions were cut from the same cloth, save for one at the back with the look of a juve; probably only a few years old, but already approaching what passed for adulthood amongst Goliath. She was smaller, less scarred and skinnier, although that still meant she probably weighed twice what Zeke did.

			‘And you’re all of the same mind?’ he asked.

			‘All Furnace Lords here are of same mind,’ Markur shrugged. ‘Others didn’t want to come.’

			Zeke glanced towards Sternhold. Great. So who is Markur? The leader of a now-splintered gang, or an upstart who’s led a few of them astray? Are the rest going to be after him now? And even if that’s the case, can we afford to turn his help down?

			‘And you?’ he asked the foremost of the Goliaths in black and silver.

			‘Korvra of the Soot Devils,’ she replied. ‘The little Escher said Father Zeke is a true man of the Emperor. Said Father Zeke rescued those falsely enslaved, freed those imprisoned by the dregs, slew Prince Reibus and a rat-god, will slay those that burned Deadwired and rescue the children they stole.’

			Zeke’s mouth dried as his own achievements were stated so baldly and matter-of-factly. It… did sound rather impressive, when it was put like that. He sounded rather impressive.

			‘I’ve always strived to honour the Emperor with my actions,’ he said, a little hoarsely. And that was true enough, even if the nature of what he considered to be honouring had changed significantly over the years.

			Korvra nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘Korvra is a true believer. Korvra finds no purpose in Sternhold. Korvra thinks Father Zeke has a purpose worthy of Him on Terra. Korvra will join Father Zeke.’

			That wasn’t an offer of help, as Markur’s had been, that was just a simple statement of fact. The Soot Devils, or those of them represented here, considered themselves a part of Zeke’s congregation. Zeke wondered what would happen if he refused them, and instantly decided not to. Better to have an angry Goliath at your side than facing you.

			‘And you?’ he asked the two Van Saars. They looked as sickly as most of their House, but their faces were grim and serious. Which, in fairness, wasn’t uncommon for Van Saars either.

			‘Madrigan Basten,’ the woman said. There were streaks of grey in her long braid of brown hair, and she carried a lascarbine. ‘This is my husband, Creuf.’

			Creuf nodded. He looked of an age with her, and his ­reddish beard came to a neat point on his chin. He held a small, innocuous-looking object in his right hand, and a device no larger than an autopistol strapped to his left forearm, but Zeke recognised an extendable shock stave and a deactivated energy shield when he saw them.

			‘And your purpose here?’ he asked them.

			‘My sister lived in Deadwired,’ Madrigan said bluntly. ‘I want blood.’

			Zeke looked them all over once more. Ten Goliaths, admittedly from two different gangs, but apparently on good enough terms that they could walk out of the settlement’s gate without coming to blows. Hardened gangers, too, by the looks of them. Two Van Saars out for revenge, and while their fighting pedigree might be uncertain, they certainly had the right tools for the job. In exchange, they’d lose the wounded, and one former pit slave.

			All in all, that seemed like a beneficial trade.

			‘Get these people into Sternhold!’ he barked, pointing at the crawlers, and his congregation jerked into action. ‘Come on, hurry, hurry!’ He glanced at Kat again. ‘Tell me you got food.’

			‘We got food,’ Kat beamed, patting a bulging satchel.

			‘Good.’ Zeke spread his arms to the new arrivals. It was probably best to play up to his part a little bit. ‘Welcome to all of you, my friends. I cannot presume to speak for the Emperor, but I call on Him to bless you, for you have the gratitude of all of us here.’

			‘What’s our route?’ Cruef Basten asked. Straight to business; Zeke would have expected nothing less from a Van Saar.

			‘Lady Hammer couldn’t tell us which way our quarry went,’ he admitted. ‘Do you know anything?’

			‘That’s the route to Seven Sumps,’ Creuf said, pointing in one direction. ‘You used to be able to branch off and get all the way down to Outlaw’s Deep and the rest of that dome, but the hive quake a while back closed that off. You’d have to circle right back round to get there now. So if they’ve gone that way they’ll be heading for Seven Sumps in the end, but it’s a long road.’

			‘Perhaps we can catch them before they get there, then,’ Zeke mused. ‘Assuming they went that way.’

			‘We might,’ Madrigan cut in, pointing in the other direction, ‘but we’re best off making for Chance’s Crossing. Once we’re over the toll bridge we’ll get to Bonetown. If Infernus hasn’t gone that way, there’s a route through the vents down to Seven Sumps from there. If we can find our way through, we might even reach it before him. So we’ll either be on his heels, or we might be able to cut him off.’

			‘Vents?’ Zeke said dubiously. That sounded incredibly ­claustrophobic, even to someone who’d lived all his life in the underhive.

			‘There are ways through, yes?’ Alin Choll said.

			‘You know those vents?’ Zeke asked them, surprised.

			‘Not those specific ones,’ Alin shrugged. ‘But Hive Primus vents follow a standard pattern, and there are signs placed during construction that we can use to navigate through, yes?’

			Zeke folded his arms doubtfully. ‘So how come I’ve never heard of these patterns and signs?’

			Alin Choll smiled. ‘You aren’t Delaque.’

		

	
		
			The Emperor’s Mercy

			 


			Essy didn’t know where they were, but she knew she didn’t like it.

			Riding along on one of the father’s crawlers was better than being chained up in a cage, she supposed, but she really, really wished that she could just go home. She’d prayed to the Emperor for that, since that seemed the only way it was likely to happen, but it hadn’t worked. Her captors talked about the Emperor a lot, the father did particularly, but their version of the Emperor seemed very different to the one she knew. The Emperor her Ma and Da had told her about, and the one Zeke had taught her hymns about, and the one she prayed to… well, He was a nice old man a long way away, who’d died saving all of the Imperium but was still there somehow, looking after everyone. You had to be good, of course, and you had to pray to Him, otherwise terrible things would happen. But Essy had always believed that the Emperor wanted everyone to be happy, and would see to it that if you worked hard and didn’t do bad things like praying to other gods, or eating people, then you’d be happy when you died.

			The monsters, though… they seemed to think they were the terrible things that would happen. They didn’t believe anyone loved the Emperor enough, or in the right way, except for them. Essy had heard them talking about it, and had come to understand that the other people the monsters had met since she and Donnel had been with them had been loving the Emperor wrong, and needed to be taught how to do it right.

			Maybe Essy could have believed that, but there were now other people in the cages. She and Donnel weren’t allowed to go near them, but she’d not seen anyone doing any teaching.

			Then they’d come to another settlement. She wasn’t sure of the name of it, but it was little bigger than Floodgrave, if at all. It didn’t have a wall, or anything fancy to keep the animals or the muties out, and the monsters had just rolled into town, casual as Quiet Tym dropping by to buy some slime crop. The father had called on everyone there to come out and pay homage to the Emperor, and they had, in ones and twos.

			But of course, someone had done it wrong.

			It was an old Van Saar woman, who was last out. The father had immediately yelled at her for being disrespectful, and one of the monsters had hit her. Essy had screamed, shocked by the casual violence of it, but Donnel hadn’t. He’d just sat quiet and watched, which was all he tended to do these days.

			Of course, one of the other folk had moved to try to protect the old woman. Essy would have wanted to, but she knew what would have happened if she did. The man who tried to help was hit in the face and bundled to the ground, then held there by a boot on his chest. That might have been an end to it, but one of the monsters saw something. They’d grabbed him and hauled him back up, then pointed to his hand accusingly.

			He had six fingers. Well, five fingers and a thumb, but that had been enough for the monsters to start screaming about him being a mutant. Essy thought there were far worse mutants around than someone with an extra finger, and maybe that shouldn’t be such a big problem, but what she thought didn’t count, of course. The monsters pulled their weapons out, and then things got nasty.

			She’d turned away, and grabbed Donnel to cover his eyes. She’d wondered about trying to run away, but Bella had appeared near them, as always, so that wasn’t going to work. And where would she run to, anyway?

			The gunshots had stopped now, and Essy heard footsteps approaching.

			‘Where’s the girl?’ the father’s voice demanded.

			‘Right here,’ Bella replied.

			‘Have you got her gun?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Bring them.’

			Essy was grabbed by the arm and hauled around, then dragged across the uneven ground towards the middle of the little town. She could already smell smoke. Smoke seemed to follow the monsters everywhere. It was as though they breathed it; as though they ate fire.

			There was a fire, over to one side, with several dark shapes on it. Bodies of the dead, already beginning to catch light. In front of Essy, though, were the bodies of the living, and that was an even less pleasant sight.

			Three of them, two men and a woman. One was the old Van Saar woman, one was the six-fingered man, and the last was a dark-haired man who appeared to be very unwell, judging by the sag of his head and a bleeding lump on his forehead. His eyes rolled towards her as she approached, hauled along behind Bella, but there was no intelligence in them.

			Each of them was kneeling in the middle of a pile of fuel blocks and freeze-dried fungus planks ripped from the surrounding buildings. They were all tethered to their own pole, which stuck up straight behind them, and each faced outwards in a different direction, with a cloth gag in their mouths.

			‘Sinners and heretics,’ the father said, almost conversationally, to those assembled. Then he turned around and looked down at her. He had his mask on, as usual, so only his eyes and his mouth were visible. Essy thought that was more than enough. ‘And what do we do with sinners and heretics, Essy?’

			‘Father Infernus punishes them,’ Essy muttered. She knew he still expected an answer when he asked a question.

			‘I punish them?’ the father repeated. ‘No. No, child. We punish them. All of us together, all doing the Emperor’s work. Including you.’

			He held out his hand, and Bella put a gun into it. It was the same stub gun Essy had been practising with, under Bella’s watchful eye.

			‘Today, Essy, you’re going to help us. I want you to shoot these people.’

			Essy put her hands behind her back, clasped them tightly so there was no chance of the gun being put into them, and shook her head.

			‘No?’ The father tutted. ‘A pity. I’d hoped you would have heard the Emperor’s voice more clearly than that. Well, perhaps He will reach you, in time.’

			He snapped his fingers, and two of the monsters stepped forth. One began dumping fluid onto the pile of fuel: Essy’s nostrils caught the acrid, chemical tang of promethium. The other held a flamer. As she watched, he twisted a knob on the side of the weapon and the bright blue pilot light flicked into existence underneath the nozzle.

			‘We’re going to burn them alive,’ the father said, in the same conversational tone. ‘Such is the punishment for sinners and heretics. Would you like to see that, Essy? Remember, the Emperor hates a liar.’

			Essy shook her head in a panic. She tried to get away, but Bella’s hand clamped onto her shoulder and held her fast.

			‘It doesn’t matter if you want to see it or not,’ the father told her. ‘You’re going to. Bella, hold her eyes open. The smoke might sting them a bit, and I’m sure they’ll water after a while, but she’ll get the idea.’

			Essy screamed. Bella’s fingers reached up towards her face and she jerked away, trying to look away from the three bound figures in front of her, but the old woman took hold of her jaw and wrenched her head around again.

			‘You don’t want to see this?’ the father boomed. ‘You don’t want to see them burned alive? You don’t want to hear their screams?’

			He held the gun out.

			‘Maybe you can do something about that.’

			Essy froze.

			‘If you shoot them dead,’ the father said, ‘I can’t burn them alive. They’ll already be dead. Their souls will be with the Emperor, to face His judgement, and whatever we do to their mortal flesh will no longer affect them in any way.’

			Essy’s heart was racing so hard she could feel it galloping in her chest. Pa-dum pa-dum pa-dum.

			‘Make your choice,’ the father told her. ‘Take up the gun and shoot them, or watch them burn. If you shoot anyone except them,’ he added, ‘we’ll burn your brother. But whether or not to shoot them… that’s your choice, Essy. Your choice, and yours alone.’

			Pa-dum pa-dum pa-dum.

			‘No?’ The father raised his right hand, the one without the gun.

			The monster with the flamer squeezed the trigger.

			‘No!’ Essy shrieked as the fire washed out onto the promethium-soaked fuel, which ignited instantly. ‘I’ll do it! Stop it! I’ll do it!’

			‘You can’t stop fire!’ the father shouted at her. ‘You can’t stop the Emperor’s will! But you might be able to get there first!’

			He thrust the gun at her. Cold. Heavy. Deadly.

			Essy snatched it from him, and he stepped aside in a billow of robes, leaving her facing the pyre. The old Van Saar woman was directly in front of her, straining uselessly at her bonds. Flames were licking up around her, but they hadn’t really touched her yet. Nonetheless, she was already frantic. Her eyes caught Essy’s, flashed down to the gun, then back up to Essy’s face.

			She nodded, desperately. Pleadingly.

			Essy blinked away tears and raised the gun in both hands, aiming it, steadying it. She sucked in a breath, tried to ignore the stink of promethium smoke which was already tainting the air. The old woman’s chest was smaller than the barrels she’d been using as targets, but she was also standing closer.

			Essy exhaled, and squeezed the trigger.

			The gun roared and bucked in her hands, and a gaping wound erupted in the upper left of the woman’s chest. The woman screamed, and Essy screamed with her. It felt like something had broken in her own chest, seeing her actions commit this violence on another person, but the woman was still alive, and now her suffering was coming from the wound Essy had inflicted, not the pain of the flames.

			Essy kept screaming and fired again and again, blowing out gobbets of flesh and blood and splinters of bone, until the chamber ran dry and the Van Saar was slumped forwards, her chest a red ruin and the woman herself very definitely dead.

			‘Good!’ the father boomed. ‘Two more to go! Best take the mutant next, he’s starting to feel the bite of the flames!’

			The man with six fingers was thrashing, agonised moans coming from his gagged mouth. The flames were growing stronger, and it looked like the clothes on his legs, kneeling in the middle of the fuel as they were, had caught.

			Bella’s hand appeared, holding new rounds. Essy broke the gun open and desperately clawed out the empty casing between her sobs, then started to slot the new shells in.

			‘Hurry up!’ the father urged her. ‘It looks like he’s in real pain now!’

			Essy filled the last chamber, snapped the gun shut again, and ran the few steps to stand in front of the six-fingered man. His eyes were bulging as he rocked back and forth, trying to free himself.

			‘Stay still!’ Essy shouted at him, trying to track him with the gun. ‘Stay still!’

			He seemed to realise she was there. His eyes met hers and there was a moment of recognition, of acceptance, and then they closed. He stopped thrashing and held himself in position, quivering with effort and pain, his face screwed up as fire began to crawl up his back.

			Essy didn’t hesitate this time: she knew he wouldn’t be able to hold still for long. She emptied the gun into his chest, and watched with relief as he sagged fowards, his suffering now over.

			‘Not the most efficient execution I’ve ever seen,’ the father commented from behind her. He’d followed her around, staying behind her line of fire. ‘It got the job done, though. One more to go, unless you’d rather leave him. He took quite a blow to the head, and I’m not sure he quite knows where he is. Maybe he won’t suffer.’

			Essy broke open the gun, emptied out the shells, and wordlessly held her hand out. Bella placed new rounds into it, and she loaded the gun again. Then she stalked around to the last man, with the father still in tow.

			He was jerking. It wasn’t the frantic spasming of the six-fingered man, but he certainly wasn’t comfortable. His eyes were wide, and although they didn’t have the panic of the other two, the gaze he turned on her was one of pleading, barely comprehending misery.

			Essy stepped closer, braving the heat of the flames, raised the gun, and put a single bullet into the middle of his forehead. 

			His head jerked back as his brains blew out the back of it, and then he too sagged into an almost peaceful stillness. Essy let out her breath. She felt hollow, as though she’d been scoured clean inside, leaving only a shell that might look like a person, but contained nothing of substance.

			‘Well done,’ the father said, taking the gun from her hand before she could even think about what she might do with it next. ‘Very well done. You showed these people the Emperor’s mercy, Essy. They should be glad that you were here with us today.’

			He strode off. Essy crumpled into a ball, and began to cry.

		

	
		
			The Price Of Passage

			 


			Zeke hadn’t asked exactly what Chance’s Crossing was, which was why he was somewhat taken aback when the service passage they’d been following opened out into a new dome, but the road terminated at an enormous gate flanked by two watch towers. Above and beyond it was a gantry of metal struts, lit here and there by lumens that did little more than pick out the skeletal shape of it in the gloom. Visible beyond it on either side at ground level was a deep, dark shadow.

			‘Hive rift?’ Zeke asked uneasily. He hated even being near such things, due to a deep-seated fear of a bit more of the hive’s structure crumbling beneath his feet and dumping him down into a gulf which looked to have no bottom but which, rather more painfully, probably did.

			‘Aye,’ Madrigan Basten replied. ‘Runs the width of the dome, plus a bit more on either side.’

			‘So Chance’s Crossing is…’

			‘A bridge first built by Rodrigo Chance,’ Madrigan finished.

			‘And run by the Toll Wardens, yes?’ Alin Choll added, nodding towards the guild badge that hung above the gate.

			‘Wonderful,’ Zeke muttered. It would have been too much to hope that a bridge across a hive rift would be free to use for anyone who came along, since underhivers always had a nose for ways to extort money out of others for the necessities of life. However, there was a difference between a local gang taking a few creds for a bridge crossing or a sump barge, and guild-affiliated Toll Wardens. Toll Wardens tended to keep records, otherwise their higher-ups would ask pointed questions about whether or not they were getting all the money they were owed, and Zeke wasn’t sure he wanted to go down in anyone’s official records.

			Still, getting to Essy and Donnel was the main thing. Anything that came after that… well, he’d cross that bridge when he came to it, as it were. Besides, at least they’d left the guilder crawlers to take the wounded into Sternhold, and they didn’t have Eddie 209 with them any longer.

			‘Any idea what the toll is?’ he asked in general.

			‘Too much,’ grunted Korvra of the Soot Devils, to a grumble of agreement from those around.

			They were quite a group now; the remnants of Bad News, the survivors of the dregs camp, plus Sternhold’s ‘reinforcements’ as Kat persisted in calling them, despite Zeke’s best efforts to get her to stop. Whereas before they’d had only a handful of proper fighters, the addition of the Goliaths made their band rather more intimidating. For the first time, Zeke thought they might actually be in with a chance of taking on Essy and Donnel’s captors, this upstart Father Infernus and whoever he had with him. It was almost alarming. He’d made peace with his mission being hopeless; the fact it now might not be made him very conscious of how careful he needed to be with his decisions. If he could have succeeded, but didn’t, not because the odds were insurmountably stacked against him but simply because he’d made a bad choice… well, he wouldn’t be able to live with that.

			It also made the prospect of being thwarted by something as mundane as a toll way really, really frustrating.

			‘Ho, the bridge!’ he shouted, walking forward and waving his arms. ‘There’s pilgrims here that need passage!’

			‘Pilgrims?’ Alin called softly from behind him, their voice modulated to carry no farther than his ears.

			Zeke shrugged. ‘Worth a try.’

			Two huge spotlights clicked on above him, then pivoted to fix him under their baleful glare. Zeke squinted up into them, wondering if this would be the time that he’d perish under a hail of weapons fire. He was getting really sick of staring up at people with guns – at least, that was what he presumed he was doing here, but he couldn’t see either way – and hoping they didn’t decide to shoot him.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Pilgrims, eh?’ a voice called down. ‘A right motley crew, from what I can see.’

			Zeke spread his arms. ‘The Emperor’s word calls to all, and any may hear His voice and answer it.’

			‘True enough, true enough,’ the voice answered him. ‘Well, Lord Helmawr has no objection to pilgrims, so long as they can pay their way. Come forth, traveller, and we’ll discuss the fare.’

			No shooting. Going well so far. Zeke approached the gate. It was at least three times his height, made of solid metal and topped with razorwire; presumably in case someone managed the unlikely feat of scaling it. The guard towers on either side were no less imposing, and their parapets of riveted metal ran back right to the edge of the hive rift itself. There was clearly no way to circumnavigate them and find a way onto the bridge without paying. Which was, of course, the point.

			His followers were coming up behind him. Zeke had to admit that they didn’t look much like pilgrims, but what were pilgrims supposed to look like? Surely they’d just be normal people of the underhive?

			A split appeared down the middle of the gate, and one half began to grind backwards. It moved a couple of feet, just wide enough for five figures to slip out of it, one after the other.

			Three of them were Orlock gangers, leather-clad and bandana-bedecked, one chewing an unlit nicomoss cigar; clearly local muscle, hired by the wardens to manage the gate. One was a large man with a shotgun held in his hands, the weapon looking almost undersized in comparison with his bulky frame. What was visible of his flesh was covered in tattoos, which seemed to resemble stylised maps, at least to Zeke’s eyes. Routes through the underhive were profitable resources, and the basis of the Toll Wardens’ existence. Did he serve as some sort of living record of them? If so, there was no doubt whom he served, because the last person out was obviously the Toll Warden herself.

			She wore a dirty wig that was nevertheless impressive, rearing as it did at least a foot above the nominal top of her head, and nearly that out to each side. It was bedecked with ash clam pearls and cred chips, which was a decoration form that extended to the rest of her garments. Her robes were a rich, blood-red velvet, albeit coloured by the inescapable dust of the underhive, her boots were pointed black leather set with shining buckles, and in the middle of her chest sat her guilder badge of office.

			‘The way is shut,’ she intoned solemnly. ‘I am Warden Tria Barratt. In honour of Lord Helmawr, Protector of Necro­munda, passage may be granted only by payment into his coffers.’

			‘Does Lord Helmawr seek to deny the will of the Emperor, or prevent His servants from doing His bidding?’ someone shouted from behind Zeke. He didn’t need to look around to recognise the voice as belonging to Yuriah Bones.

			‘Not at all,’ Warden Barratt replied. ‘But Lord Helmawr is the Emperor’s voice on Necromunda, and none who claim to be truly pious would seek to stint him of his due.’

			Zeke held up a hand, more for Yuriah’s benefit than hers. ‘Further theological discussion is unnecessary,’ he said loudly, then lowered his voice a little back to a normal speaking level. ‘We aren’t wealthy, warden – we’ve recently spent what money we had on food and medical supplies. I’ve no objection to giving the Lord of Necromunda his due, but if he asks too much of us we’ll have no option but to find a different route, which will delay us, and provide him with nothing. Can we reach a mutually beneficial arrangement?’

			Warden Barratt nodded slowly, perhaps due to consideration, perhaps to avoid her wig falling off. ‘None of us wish to impede those who carry the word of Him on Terra.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Zeke said. ‘Have you, uh, seen any other pilgrims coming this way recently?’

			Warden Barratt shook her head. ‘The standard traffic only.’

			Zeke’s heart leapt. Infernus hadn’t come this way. If the Bastens were correct about other routes being cut off by a hive quake, that meant he’d have to end up at Seven Sumps.

			Finally, finally, Zeke might be able to get ahead of the bastards who’d stolen his children.

			‘Let us say ten credits a head,’ Barratt continued.

			‘Ten?!’ Zeke exclaimed, before he could stop himself, then raised a hand placatingly as Warden Barratt’s brows lowered. ‘Fine, fine. Let me converse with my congregation.’

			He turned around. ‘Ten credits apiece. What have we got?’

			The others began to gather around, with a general rummaging in pockets and pouches, and various grumblings of discontent. Zeke already had a sinking feeling. He suspected they’d struggle to cover the charge, but what option did they have? To go back and find a different route now really would delay them, as he’d told Barratt; perhaps crucially. He’d latched onto the idea of cutting this fake Infernus off at Seven Sumps like a ripperjack attaching itself to a juve’s face, and he now struggled to countenance anything else.

			‘Hold up a second!’

			That was a different voice; the one who’d shouted down at them in the first place. Zeke turned around to see one of the Orlocks drawing a sawn-off shotgun from their belt.

			‘Ten creds a head,’ the Orlock sneered, ‘except for Delaque scum. Delaque scum is a hundred.’

			Alin and Ash had been lurking amidst the ranks of the Forge Lords, but when the Goliaths had started to convene to pool their money, the two Delaques had come into view of the Toll Warden party. Bad blood rarely bubbled up as quickly or as violently as when Delaque and Orlock met face-to-face.

			‘You expect me to believe you can count to a hundred, yes?’ Ash sneered.

			The Orlock raised his shotgun to point it directly at Ash’s face. ‘Delaque scum won’t be able to count to anything in a second!’

			Alin weaved forward, placing themself in front of their sibling and spreading their hands, wide and obviously empty.

			‘This serves no one well, yes?’

			‘Serves me just fine,’ the Orlock laughed, and pulled back the hammer of his firearm with his thumb.

			Zeke drew and shot him in the head.

			He didn’t even think about it. He didn’t consider a way to talk the situation down, to appease the Orlock, to appeal to the warden for rationality. Something ugly and fierce boiled up inside him the moment the Orlock threatened Alin, and demanded action in terms so strident that Zeke’s body obeyed without the direct intervention of his conscious mind.

			His conscious mind recoiled in abrupt terror a moment later, but what was done was done.

			The remaining Toll Wardens went for their weapons, but that was probably the least wise thing any of them had ever done in their lives, and it was certainly the last. Zeke’s congregation erupted into a flurry of gun metal, and Zeke barely managed to dive to the ground before shells started flying. The other two Orlocks were practically blown apart by stub cannons. The big man fired once, spraying the crowd with scattershot, then was felled by a lasbolt from somewhere in the rear and off to the side – probably Syrun Kos. Warden Barratt was hit by something, but it was a glancing blow only, and she got back through the gates. They ground shut again in a matter of moments, surely the work of hydraulics rather than her own hands.

			‘BREAK THEM DOWN!’ Markur roared. The congregation surged forwards, rage and hatred pouring forth from their throats, and began beating on the gates. The metal shook as Grimbjorn Stonefist took his power hammer to it, and he was joined by the Goliaths who carried similar tools: another power hammer; a mighty wrench, the head of which was as big as Zeke’s skull; the haft of an enormous, double-handed axe. The metal around the centre of the gate began to buckle and fold.

			Gunshots from above. Zeke ducked pointlessly to one side as Ibram collapsed, taken in the throat by a stub round. Sigrud Morvost fired back, and another Orlock fell from the guard tower with a scream.

			‘Kill them all! For the Emperor!’ Zeke heard someone scream, and looked around to see Aberley Deel, knives in hand and face so twisted by rage that he didn’t recognise her for a moment. Where were the woman’s children? Why wasn’t she getting them clear?

			The gates gave. The crack down the middle yawned wider as whatever bars had held them in place lost the fight against the bludgeoning they’d been taking. Deel was first through, wriggling past the bulkier Goliaths who were nevertheless on her heels a moment later. Shouts and screams, and more gunfire, came from beyond.

			‘Wait!’ Zeke shouted, but no one listened to him, or perhaps no one heard him, and what was he telling them to wait for, in any case? This had been inevitable from the moment he’d shot the ganger. They were beyond diplomacy and reason now; it was simply a case of killing before they were killed in turn, murder to prevent retaliatory murder.

			The congregation had pushed the gates wide now, and everyone was surging through. Zeke was carried along with them, trying to stay on his feet in the press and guiltily hoping the mass of bodies around him would take any shots aimed in his direction.

			There were only a few other gangers inside; plenty to hold the gate under normal circumstances, but not when a group of heavily-armed behemoths had battered it down. Zeke saw Aberley Deel opening the throat of one, heard Annie Three-Teeth’s chainaxe revving elsewhere, saw another Orlock get taken apart by stub cannon shells. Ash Choll’s laspistol put a bolt of high-energy light through the eye of another.

			‘FOR THE EMPEROR!’ Korvra bellowed. She’d snatched up the struggling and now wig-less Warden Barratt and held her above her head, her mighty arms not even trembling with the effort as she took one stride, two strides, three strides.

			Directly towards the hive rift.

			‘No!’ Zeke shouted, but his voice was lost in the press. Korvra heaved, and Toll Warden Tria Barratt fell, wailing and flailing, into the unknown depths.

			The congregation cheered. There was no one left to kill, now. Zeke stared about him, shocked. Appalled.

			Scared.

			‘Look!’ Quickhand Kat called. The small area inside the gatehouse was made up as a living space, with bunks in the walls, and she’d been investigating the storage spaces. She hauled out a large metal chest, emblazoned with the guilder logo. ‘D’you reckon this is where they keep their takings?’

			‘Open it!’ shouted several people. Kat fumbled with the lock, but after a few seconds she sat back in dismay.

			‘I can’t!’

			‘The key will be the warden’s badge!’ Zeke shouted in frustration. He’d never intended his followers to kill and rob these people, but they couldn’t even do it right! He snatched his mask off and threw it at the ground in anger. ‘Anyone fancy climbing down and getting it? Anyone?!’

			‘Father Zeke shouldn’t lose faith,’ Korvra rumbled. She held up something shiny and glittering. It looked barely more than a bauble around her massive fist, but it was indeed Warden Barratt’s badge. The Goliath had had the presence of mind to rip it off Barratt’s neck before throwing her to her death.

			Korvra tossed the badge to Kat, who caught it and pressed it to the lock mechanism. There was a click, and Kat’s next attempt to open the lid revealed a glittering trove of creds.

			‘Oh my,’ Kat breathed, dipping her hands into them. ‘Now we’re cooking with promethium!’

		

	
		
			Bonetown

			 


			Zeke’s congregation rolled into Bonetown, a settlement built around an old corpse-grinding plant, singing hymns to the Emperor and towing the chest of coin they’d liberated from the Toll Wardens of Chance’s Crossing. And ‘liberated’ was the word they were using, Zeke noted – not ‘stolen’, not ‘looted’. Even Quickhand Kat, honest as a naked blade about her career and tendencies as a thief, was calling it ‘liberated’. It made Zeke uneasy.

			The thing was, it also made things easy. Zeke remembered what it was like to approach one of these small settlements as part of a Redemptionist crusade, with little coin and few worldly possessions, calling upon the hivers to come forth and support them in the name of the Emperor. Entire towns would lock their doors, shutter their windows and pretend to be abandoned, and inevitably Father Infernus would have focused upon some luckless place and targeted it. The mob would descend and find that there were indeed people, cowering inside. If they were lucky, they would be beaten for their lack of piety and their possessions taken in the Emperor’s name. If they were unlucky, they’d be burned for their lack of piety and their possessions taken in the Emperor’s name. Sometimes the others would take the hint and come forth, and sometimes the lesson would have to be repeated.

			Small settlements knew the perils of wandering holy men and their gangs of followers. The folk of Bonetown seemed pleasantly surprised by the notion of rich visitors, and happily traded food, liquor, meds, guns and ammo for the creds doled out by Kat. She’d found Warden Barratt’s wig and was wearing it as some sort of symbol of office, and if the residents of Bonetown recognised it, no one mentioned it, in the same way that no one mentioned that Korvra’s new knuckleduster looked a lot like a Toll Warden’s badge.

			‘I can’t help but feel that things have changed on us, yes?’ Alin Choll observed. They were sitting in Bonetown’s bar, watching one of the Furnace Lords engaging in an armwrestling contest with one of the local Goliaths, both competitors surrounded by a cheering and whooping crowd.

			‘In what way were you talking, specifically?’ Zeke asked. He was trying not to drink too much, but the acrid claws of the liquid had lodged in his throat and were telling him that the only remedy was more.

			‘The bridge,’ Alin said. ‘The… bloodlust these people showed, yes?’

			‘The wardens were in our way,’ Zeke replied. ‘No one can stop us, we’re on a mission from the Emperor,’ he added bleakly.

			‘Do you believe that?’ Alin asked, turning their head to look at him. ‘Truly? In your heart?’

			Zeke downed his drink. It burned down his throat and left an empty hole in him that cried out for more. ‘I believe the Emperor sent me a sign that I should search for Essy and Donnel. I believe He showed me that I can– that I should be using what skill I have at violence for that purpose. I believe that’s the purpose that’s left to me. So yes, I believe that I’m on a mission from the Emperor. What He asks, we must attempt.’

			‘And your… disciples?’ Alin asked.

			‘Don’t look at me,’ Zeke grunted, reaching for the bottle. ‘Your sibling recruited most of them.’

			‘They did,’ Alin agreed neutrally. ‘But do you feel that they are also part of your mission?’

			‘They’ll make it easier,’ Zeke said. He poured himself another measure of whatever it was he was drinking. ‘So, yeah, I guess.’

			‘And the death we’ve caused?’ Alin asked quietly. ‘I don’t mean the dregs – they’re barely people. But the wardens?’

			Zeke shrugged. ‘One of them was going to shoot you.’

			‘He might have,’ Alin said quietly. ‘But he might not. You have other followers now, Zeke – ones many times more effective than me, my stub gun and my knives, yes? You don’t need–’

			‘Shut up,’ Zeke said, anger boiling up inside him. He slammed his mug back down onto the table, the drink in it untouched as yet, and turned to face the Delaque. ‘Shut up. That Orlock cocked his gun. He was either going to shoot you, or he didn’t care if he nudged the trigger by mistake and took your face off. You’ve had my back since the start of this. You knifed that slaver who was coming for me. You could’ve left me to bleed out after you’d rescued Ash, but you made sure Stonefist patched me up. You made me a path through the dregs to get to Reibus. You stayed by my side even when you worked out who it is we’re hunting – even when you worked out that I already knew, and I hadn’t told you.’

			He knocked back his drink and set the mug down again, less angrily, but slightly more clumsily. ‘You’ll tell me when I have my head up my own arse when most of this lot are more interested in kissing it, and that’s not nothing either. I’ve seen what happens to men like that, Alin. I know I’m a miserable, sinning wretch, and I need not to forget it. These people we have with us now… they scare me, and that’s good. I’ll use them, because I believe in what I’m doing, but I need to remember that their belief in me is not mine by right – it’s not mine to do with as I please. I had my purpose before I found their might. I mustn’t let their might give me new purpose that I would never have assumed if I was alone and weak, because that way lies arrogance and sin.’ He realised he was ranting at the table, and turned back to Alin, a desperate hunger to be understood clawing at his side just as ferociously as the desire for more alcohol. ‘Does that make sense?’

			Alin Choll nodded. ‘It does. And it’s one of the reasons why I’ve stayed by your side and had your back, Zeke. You’re a good man, yes?’ They raised one hand to cut off the protest that rose in Zeke’s throat. ‘I’m not saying that you’re perfect, but you’re good. And I’m not saying that you always have been, but I’m saying that you are now.’ They took a sip of their own drink, then placed two fingers on Zeke’s wrist when he went to throw his own back again.

			‘I want to talk to you about what happens next.’

			‘How you do mean?’ Zeke asked, confused.

			‘As you say, you have your new, somewhat scary followers,’ Alin pointed out. ‘What previously looked like a doomed endeavour now might succeed, yes? We may find this Father Infernus, we may be able to rescue your children. So what happens after that?’

			Zeke stared at them stupidly. ‘I… hadn’t thought about it.’ And it was true. He’d been clinging to this as a way of dying with purpose, more than anything else, but it had gone from a futile hunt for an unknown quarry, to the pursuit of a known adversary who might easily overwhelm him and his ragtag band of followers, to being in nominal command of a large group of well-armed fighters who might conceivably outnumber their enemies. He’d understood that, he’d allowed himself the faintest flickerings of hope, but he hadn’t got further than that.

			He’d have to tell Essy and Donnel what had happened to their parents, for one thing.

			‘I thought you hadn’t,’ Alin said. ‘Perhaps it’s something to which we should give some consideration.’

			Zeke blinked at them. ‘“We”?’

			Alin coughed, very slightly. ‘I consider myself to have no family now except Ash, and while I love them dearly, I would likely end up strangling them myself should I have to live with them and only them for a prolonged period of time, yes? I have no wish to return to… the things I did before.’ They pursed their lips. ‘Perhaps if there was a chance of keeping back a small amount of the funds of which Kat is currently in charge, a couple of like-minded individuals could begin to make a quiet life for themselves and their kin somewhere, away from death and killing, unless the rats or the ripperjacks needed driving away.’

			Zeke snorted a laugh despite himself. ‘You have much experience in slime farming?’

			‘I’m a fast learner,’ Alin replied levelly.

			‘Are you scared of getting your hands dirty?’ Zeke asked. The mental image of Alin’s tall, slender, greatcoated shape bending over slime crops was a bizarre one, but he supposed that at least some Delaques had to do menial tasks. They surely couldn’t all just sit in the shadows, nourished by rumours and data, could they?

			Alin laughed. They actually laughed, a hearty guffaw quite at odds with their appearance or, to be fair, Zeke’s experience of Delaques so far in his life.

			‘Oh, Zeke,’ they chuckled, getting their mirth under control. ‘My hands are filthy with things I can never wash away. Slime is nothing by comparison.’

			‘Alright then,’ Zeke said, a small flower of… perhaps not hope as such, but possibility beginning to bloom inside him. ‘Alright. When this is done, one way or the other, we’ll see about finding somewhere. No more “Father Zeke”. You and me, Essy and Donnel…’ He suppressed a grimace. ‘Ash…’

			‘They don’t have to be that close,’ Alin said. They tapped their lips thoughtfully with one long forefinger. ‘Perhaps one or two of the others might be useful in such a venture, yes?’

			‘Not Yuriah,’ Zeke said immediately.

			‘Agreed.’ Someone had finally won the current round of armwrestling, and a few drinks flew into the air in celebration. Alin ducked to one side as a mug flew past their head. ‘This is becoming quite hazardous. I believe the proprietor has a room he will rent out to travellers, if any should appear with coin. We will move on at the next day-cycle, and who knows when we may encounter this Father Infernus. Perhaps you and I should retire to this room, to be well-rested for when we move on tomorrow.’

			‘Well-rested,’ Zeke said, looking at them.

			‘Indeed.’

			‘And,’ Zeke said, trying out the feel of the words in his mouth, ‘we could further discuss the… practicalities of our plans for the future.’

			Alin nodded. ‘My thinking exactly, no?’

			Zeke got to his feet. He felt ever so slightly light-headed. ‘Shall I bring the bottle?’

			Alin shrugged. ‘I see no benefit to leaving it here.’

			‘That,’ Zeke said, picking it up, ‘is the sort of sensible thinking that’s one of the reasons I like you.’

			Alin flashed him a grin, as swift and fleeting as electricity arcing between two power coils, then turned to attract the attention of the barkeep.

		

	
		
			Dark Hours, Dark Deeds

			 


			‘Father Zeke! Father Zeke!’

			Zeke jolted awake to a hammering on the door, and his name being shouted repeatedly. He groaned and rolled off the pallet, fumbling for his clothes. There was the beginnings of a headache behind his eyes, the sort he’d had many a time in the mornings over the years he’d lived with Vorn and Ava.

			‘What is it?’ he shouted back. Behind him, he heard a rustle of fabric as Alin Choll rolled over beneath the blanket. So much for being well-rested.

			‘We’ve caught one of Father Infernus’ men!’

			Zeke gaped stupidly at the floor for a moment in sheer shock, then threw his tunic on over his head and crossed the floor to the door. He reached out, drew back the sturdy bolt that held it shut, and hauled it open with his heart already hammering.

			‘How do you kn–’

			The knife came at him at eye height.

			It was a stupid, amateurish move, really. Had the attacker aimed for his centre mass, for stomach or chest, there was no way Zeke would have been alert enough to twist his body to avoid it. However, even in the half-daze of the newly woken, even when a bit hungover, Zeke’s reflexes kicked in the moment something flashed towards his face. He swayed backwards and sideways with a curse, and the blade did nothing more than score a line down his cheek, but his fingers slipped off the door and he fell backwards to the floor.

			The attackers piled in.

			Three of them, each with a knife in their hand, in a messy, disorganised rush that saw them getting in each other’s way as they attempted to converge on him. Zeke cried out wordlessly in panic and his flailing right hand caught the leg of a stool, which he threw at them. It caught the one nearest the door in the knees and he collapsed with a curse as his legs were knocked out from under him. The one next to him stumbled as his companion fell. The third stepped forward, raising the blade that was clutched point-downwards in his fist, ready to launch himself on top of Zeke and plunge the knife into his chest.

			The shot of a silenced stub gun rang out. It was almost painfully loud, despite the muffling effect of the gunshroud, in the close confines between the bedroom’s walls. The man with the raised blade collapsed as part of his skull was blown away. The man next to him reacted not with shock, but with instant aggression and fury; he turned and lunged for the bed, where Alin Choll’s pale, long-limbed form was aiming their weapon at the attackers. The next shot went upwards into the ceiling as the intruder collided with Alin a split-second before they could pull the trigger again.

			The remaining intruder freed himself from the stool that had entangled his legs and launched himself at Zeke, just as Zeke was starting to get up again.

			Zeke threw up his left arm to block the knife, and his forearm collided with the man’s wrist as the man’s weight landed on him. The knife tumbled from the attacker’s fingers and nicked Zeke’s forehead as it fell, but Zeke’s injured bicep screamed out in protest at the impact, and his arm collapsed a moment later. The man slumped down but reached out to grab the knife he’d dropped, now lying on the floor by Zeke’s head. Zeke reached up towards his own head with his left hand to grip his enemy’s wrist, trying at the very least to prevent the man from being able to wield the knife, even if he got hold of it.

			The man posted on his right hand, his fingers still trying to wrap around the knife handle, and threw a punch at Zeke’s head with his left. Zeke managed to jerk his head sideways, but still suffered a glancing blow. He felt his ear tear, immediately followed by the dull crack of the man’s unprotected knuckles striking the floor. The man yelped in pain, and Zeke drove his knee up between his attacker’s legs. He was rewarded with a gut-deep groan of agony, and a sudden shaking in the man’s limbs.

			Zeke threw his weight to his right, and rolled. His enemy, still partially paralysed by Zeke’s last blow, was unable to resist, and Zeke ended up on top of him. The man had hold of the knife, but now his wrist was pinned down by Zeke’s left hand. Zeke grabbed the man’s left hand with his right and managed to pull it down towards the attacker’s hip, then brought his right knee forwards to kneel on it. The man clumsily tried to turn the knife in his hand in an attempt to cut at Zeke’s wrist, but Zeke began hammering at his face, sweeping downward strikes that hit with the heel of his hand. After half a dozen of those, he reached out and plucked the knife from the man’s now largely-unresisting hand. Blood from his torn ear dripped down and fell onto his attacker’s face, mingling with the red fluid now leaking from the man’s broken nose.

			‘Hell awaits you, sinner!’ the man spat up at him.

			‘I’ll see you there,’ Zeke snarled back, ‘and you tell them who sent you!’

			He plunged the knife into the right side of the man’s neck, then wrenched it out again to loose a torrent of blood that pumped out and soaked his left hand, which still pinned the man’s right wrist to the floor. He withdrew his hand and shook the worst of the blood off, then, as anger caught up with and overtook the survival instinct on which he’d been fighting so far, he buried the knife in the other side of the man’s neck for good measure. His attacker, who’d clamped his right hand to the side of his neck in a desperate and futile attempt to stem the flow of blood, shuddered and went still. Zeke spat on him.

			‘Zeke?’

			The voice was strained but familiar, and Zeke’s tunnel vision faded enough for him to look up. When he did so, he saw Alin Choll clinging to the back of the third man, their long limbs wrapped around him and one arm underneath his jaw in an attempted choke. Both of the man’s hands were digging into Alin’s forearm, trying to lever it down enough to allow the flow of blood to their brain to continue, and Alin’s teeth were bared in effort as they tried to clamp the choke hold tight.

			Zeke lunged for Alin’s stub gun, which lay on the floor where it must have been dropped during their struggle, gripped it by the long barrel, and swung it at the last attacker’s head like a bludgeon. The force of the impact might not have knocked him out, but it loosened his grip enough for Alin to finally get their arm locked in. Zeke grabbed the attacker’s hands and held onto them as Alin squeezed tighter, and within a few seconds the man’s eyes rolled back into his head and he went limp. Alin held on for a few seconds more, then shoved the unconscious body away from them onto the floor, and collapsed backwards onto the bed with a gasp, their ribs heaving with the aftermath of strenuous exertion. Now they weren’t pressed up against their attacker’s back, Zeke could see smears of red blood on their pale skin, oozing from a slash wound across their chest, and guilt gripped him at how he’d got so caught up with his own attacker that he’d forgotten his friend was fighting their own battle. ‘You’re hurt!’

			‘It’s not deep,’ Alin replied, touching the edge of their wound with a finger and wincing. ‘Merely sore. He didn’t know knives.’ They rolled over to look down at the man they’d just choked. ‘We should secure him. He’ll come round at any moment.’

			Zeke looked around, then picked up his cloth mask and grabbed it in both hands, ready to tear it into strips.

			‘Wait.’

			Alin leaned, and withdrew something from one of the myriad pockets within their greatcoat. They threw it to Zeke, with a metallic clink: magnacles, narrow but strong, such as might be carried by the Palatine Enforcers.

			Zeke turned them over in his hand. ‘Do I want to know?’

			‘I have led an interesting and varied life,’ Alin told him. ‘One which has encouraged me to be prepared for many eventualities, yes?’

			‘Fair enough.’ Zeke knelt down, hauled the attacker’s hands up behind his back and began to cuff him. He was a large man, fleshy but with what felt like muscle beneath it, and it must have been touch and go for Alin to get the better of him. ‘Do you recognise any of these men?’

			Alin pushed themselves back up into a sitting position with a hiss of pain. ‘I do not. Locals?’

			‘Most likely,’ Zeke nodded. ‘And probably followers of Father Infernus. I don’t know of anyone else who’d be shouting about hell while trying to kill me.’

			‘You believe he knows of our pursuit?’ Alin asked, sounding slightly uneasy. Zeke shook his head.

			‘I doubt it. But I can’t see all of our lot keeping their mouths shut about who we are and what we’re doing, especially not with the amount everyone was drinking last night. If Infernus had any followers or sympathisers in this town, they won’t have had to work hard to hear the news. Trust me – I know how likely that sort are to take things into their own hands.’

			There was the sound of running feet on the stairs. Zeke snatched up Alin’s stub gun from where he’d set it down to cuff the attacker, and took aim at the door. The rustle of fabric and the click of a safety from behind him told him that Alin had grabbed Zeke’s gunbelt and drawn one of his autopistols.

			‘Father Zeke?’

			Zeke recognised Annie Three-Teeth’s voice a moment before she stumbled into view, and lowered his gun. She stopped in the doorway and stared in alarm, although he wasn’t immediately sure whether it was the guns or the bodies that had startled her more.

			‘I heard gunshots…’ she managed weakly, her eyes flicking from the corpses, to Zeke, to the blood, to the captive, to Alin Choll, and then back again.

			‘It seems not everyone in this town approves of our presence,’ Zeke told her, standing up and nudging the bound man with his foot. The man chose that moment to come around with a gasp and a truncated thrash, and Annie’s expression hardened back into something more familiar.

			‘Right then,’ she said, apparently getting a grip on herself. ‘We’d best take this one away, and find out if these three have any friends, hadn’t we?’

		

	
		
			Pressure, Correctly Applied

			 


			‘This is not ideal,’ Alin said, pulling on their dark, shimmering vest of mesh armour. Two of Korvra’s Goliaths had come to haul the struggling, bellowing, would-be assassin away, while two of Markur’s had disposed of the bodies. Zeke had shut the room’s door again to give Alin and him a few moments of peace while they got dressed properly.

			‘You’re telling me,’ Zeke grunted, settling his ridiculous cloth mask into place. His heart was still pounding, and his hands were shaking. ‘If they had any sense, they wouldn’t have all come after me. Someone would have gone to alert this fake Infernus, and the last thing we need is for that bastard to realise we’re chasing him.’

			‘I meant, being woken up. I was having a very pleasant dream, no?’

			Zeke paused and looked sideways at them.

			‘And also the prospect of Infernus being alerted to our pursuit,’ Alin acknowledged a moment later. ‘Still, perhaps this captive may provide useful information, yes?’

			‘Perhaps,’ Zeke grunted, finally getting his other boot on. ‘But don’t forget, I know these people. I know how they think. We used to say that our faith was our shield, and it was. There’s a… an adamantium certainty that can see you through the greatest trials, the greatest hardships. If he’s truly one of Infernus’ believers, he won’t break easily.’

			‘We shall see,’ Alin said. They picked up their greatcoat and swirled it into place about them, then set to buckling and fastening it. ‘We shall see. Even the strongest will can buckle to the right pressure, when correctly applied.’

			A small group was waiting in the bar: two of the Soot Devils, Annie Three-Teeth, and Varan Duskett. Zeke blinked in surprise; he’d forgotten the lad from Deadwired was still with them, and in fact was quite surprised that he hadn’t slunk off to stay in Sternhold. That’s what Zeke would have done, in his place.

			‘What’s the mood outside?’ he asked. ‘Are we about to have a fight on our hands?’

			‘Don’t look like it,’ Annie replied, shaking her head. ‘A couple of the locals say there’s one of ’em missing, mates with the ones what attacked you, might’ve done a runner. No one looked to be sheddin’ tears when we dragged the bodies out though.’

			‘These were sympathisers, then,’ Zeke muttered. They’d had a few, back in the old days; those folk who wouldn’t throw all in with the crusade, wouldn’t take up a gun and fight for them, but would serve in other ways by providing a place to lay low, or food, or other supplies. Followers of the Cult of the Red Redemption didn’t always wear their colours on their sleeve, because most underhivers were wary of them, and for good reason. You could find them here and there, maybe never showing themselves openly to their neighbours, but sending a stream of money, or meds, or sometimes children, to the ranks of those who ran with mask and flame. They’d usually be allied to one particular group, an individual priest and their congregation whom they believed was their true saviour, which sounded like the case here.

			‘Where is the captive?’ Alin asked.

			‘Got him in the old plant, across the way,’ Annie said, pointing. ‘The folks what live in there were happy for us to stash him – said they’d never liked him, nor his friends.’

			Zeke wondered how true that was, and how much of it was based on realising which way the fans were blowing in this dome. He supposed that practically, it didn’t matter. What was done was done, and at least they knew that someone had gone running, very likely to Father Infernus. If this group had never been flushed out then they would have probably taken news of his congregation anyway, but Zeke would have been none the wiser of it.

			Perhaps this was actually a good thing?

			‘Take us to them,’ he said grimly. He didn’t relish what was coming.

			‘I have an idea,’ Alin murmured, as the foursome led them outside. ‘I’ll join you shortly.’ They cut left before Zeke could respond, and he was left following the others alone.

			They were holding the captive in what had once been some form of office, but which had now been turned into cramped living quarters. Judging by the crysglass window looking over a long gallery, this office had been where the ancient corpse-grinding machinery had been operated from back when this had been a part of Hive City itself. These days, Bonetown still fulfilled the same function, albeit on a smaller and more localised scale, but the butchery tools that lay beside the conveyer belts were hand-held. 

			The captive was tied to a chair, and Zeke recognised the look in his eyes as soon as he saw him. It was one of furious, utterly fearless defiance, the sort of mindset that would see a man take a mortal wound and still crawl across the ground towards his enemy, seeking to land a final blow before death claimed him. Breaking this one would be nigh-on impossible.

			Zeke walked up to him and slugged him across the jaw.

			‘That’s an attention-getter,’ he told the man, who spat out blood and glared back at him. Emperor, but that had hurt his knuckles.

			‘Pay attention to the state of your soul, heretic,’ the man growled.

			‘My soul is not your concern,’ Zeke told him. ‘Tell me about Father Infernus.’ He’d intended the question as a probe, to give the impression that he already knew everything about this man and his loyalties. It turned out that even that bluff wasn’t necessary.

			‘He is the voice of the Emperor in the underhive!’ the man said, his words ringing out stridently. ‘His teachings alone can save us from sin! You shall be thrown down from your throne of lies, and you and your miserable followers will perish in fire like the maggots that you are! The unworthy shall burn!’

			Yes, they probably shall, along with the worthy, if they exist, and anyone else who happens to be in the vicinity, Zeke thought gloomily, then tried to shake the thought. That had been the old Father Infernus, not whoever this upstart was. Although it was true that the new one seemed to be holding to a roughly similar way of working.

			‘Enough of the groxshit,’ Zeke told him sternly. ‘Tell me about him. How many followers does he have? Where can I find him?’

			The man stared lasbolts at him.

			Zeke punched him with his left hand, trying to even up the battering of his knuckles, but although Stonefist and the slavers’ meds had done wonders for the wound he’d taken in that arm, it still wasn’t working as well as it once had. The blow was soft and clumsy, and probably hurt his own wrist more than it did the man’s face.

			‘You know what’s in there?’ Zeke demanded angrily, pointing at the window beyond which lay the tools of Bonetown’s trade. ‘You want me to get you put on one of those conveyers? You want us to start carving you up? We can do it!’

			‘Do what you will,’ the man told him, an ugly laugh gurgling at the back of his throat. ‘Your weakness of will speaks of your unworthiness! You know that you peddle heresy against the truly faithful, and you lack the courage to desecrate this true believer’s flesh.’

			He was right. Zeke had known this was pointless before he’d even walked in. He wasn’t Kabriel, who’d have taken her time over a captive, devising new ways of inflicting pain to loosen a tongue, building on successes and improvising off those methods that had proved less useful in any particular case. Zeke had never been that kind of man. Even in his darkest days, when he’d burned people alive, back before he’d tasted those same flames himself, that had never been his goal. He’d burned people because he’d believed, he’d truly believed, that this was how they could be saved. That it would purge and purify them, allowing them to find rest with the Emperor. He’d never tried to fine-tune another’s suffering in order to make them tell him what he needed to know. And these days, he was an old, broken man who couldn’t bring himself to do anything worse than weak blows and weaker threats.

			Is this what being a ‘good man’ means? That I have a means of finding Essy and Donnel in my grasp, but I can’t bring myself to capitalise on it?

			‘Perhaps I can assist.’

			Alin Choll had entered the room. Zeke looked around at them, suddenly uneasy. He’d grown much more used to the Delaque since he’d first met them – considerably more used to them, particularly after their proximity over the last few hours – but every now and then they still exuded an aura of otherness, an impression that they were different in a way that couldn’t properly be explained.

			Zeke wasn’t sure if it was intentional or not, but Alin was doing it now as they stalked across the floor. Empty-handed and slim, they suddenly seemed more menacing than either of the armed, hulking Goliaths they’d slipped past on the way in.

			The man in the chair didn’t seem impressed. ‘My flesh is shielded from suffering by the power of my faith, heretic!’

			‘The power of your faith,’ Alin said, tilting their head to one side. ‘The belief you have in right and wrong. The certainty that you know who is righteous and who is unworthy, no? And you are, of course, righteous. Not like one of those witches, mutants or heretics.’

			‘I am humble before the Emperor,’ the captive declared proudly, and then his expression twisted into contemptuous amusement. ‘But I know my worth, and it is a thousand times that of yours, you twisted subhuman.’

			Anger flared inside Zeke and he reached for a gun, but Alin raised a hand, then squatted down in front of the captive. Even when doing so, their eyes were on a level.

			‘Careful,’ they said quietly. ‘Twisted subhumans can be dangerous, yes?’

			The man spat at them. Spittle dribbled down Alin’s ocular implants, and they reached up with a sigh to wipe them clean.

			‘Tell me, was that as effective as you’d hoped?’ They didn’t wait for an answer, but reached inside their greatcoat and pulled out a small, clear tube. ‘Do you know what this is?’

			Zeke leaned forward and peered at it. The tube contained a greyish-green powder.

			He took a step backwards without even thinking about it.

			‘Is that–?’

			‘Ghast?’ Alin looked over at him, and the corners of their mouth turned up, ever so slightly. ‘Yes, it is.’

			Zeke swallowed. ‘Where did you get that?’

			‘Who’s to say I didn’t have it already?’ Alin smiled. They turned back to the captive, and their smile turned considerably more predatory. ‘I’m certain that I know the answer, but just so we’re entirely clear; you know what ghast is, yes?’

			‘Filthy heretic witch!’ the man shouted, his eyes bulging with rage… and fear, Zeke noted.

			He was scared, now.

			‘Well, actually no–’ Alin began.

			‘The Emperor shall curse you and…’

			‘Because, you see, I’ve never actually taken this.’

			‘… will writhe in excruciating torment…’

			‘But if you were to inhale the amount I have here–’

			‘… the saints and martyrs of…’

			‘Then… oh, I’m bored now.’

			Alin unstoppered the tube and reached forwards, holding it right in front of the man’s face. He instantly stopped talking, staring down at it in terror until his eyes were nearly crossed, with not a breath either entering or leaving his face.

			‘You know what might happen if you breathe this in,’ Alin told him quietly. ‘It could be nothing, of course. You could get the mother of all headaches for a few days. You could become extremely paranoid. Or, it’s possible that it might awaken any latent psychic potential in your mind, yes? You could become a wyrd. Just imagine that! Think of the possibilities that could be open to you!’

			The man said nothing. Ever so slowly, he was starting to go red with the effort of not breathing.

			‘I wonder what the Emperor would think of you then?’ Alin mused. ‘Not even a sanctified psyker, but a downhive witch? You’d be lucky if your soul even survived intact for Him to judge you at the time of your natural death, no? More likely you’d be lost to the daemons far, far earlier. And of course,’ they added, ‘it wouldn’t have been your own choices that led you down that dark path, it would have been mine… but I don’t think the daemons will care about that, no?’

			The man had started to vibrate now, and his throat was working constantly.

			‘Or maybe you’d like to tell us what you know about Father Infernus,’ Alin suggested. ‘Then I can put this away, and your soul can remain intact. You’d be doing the Emperor’s will by not damning yourself, yes?’

			There was a tense pause.

			‘I’m going to need you to nod,’ Alin said.

			The man nodded frantically.

			‘Good,’ Alin said, withdrawing the tube of ghast and carefully stoppering it again. The man’s held breath huffed out of him, and he took a shivering gasp of clean air. His eyes hadn’t lost their wildness, and they remained focused on the cylinder in Alin’s fingers. Zeke could tell from the way he slumped in his seat that the man’s spirit had been broken.

			‘So tell us,’ Alin began. ‘To the best of your knowledge, how many run with Father Infernus?’

		

	
		
			Pursuit

			 


			Essy had the gun in her hand again. It no longer felt heavy or unfamiliar, and she was starting to get better at putting the shots where she wanted them to go. It helped that she was once more aiming at targets made of metal, instead of human beings in pain. She could bottle up the fear and hatred she’d felt then and concentrate on this as a simple task, disconnected from the horrors she’d seen. All she had to do was point the gun, squeeze the trigger, and make holes in inanimate objects. If she did well, then she and Donnel got more food and more water when the congregation stopped to rest.

			If the faces of the people she’d killed began to flash up in her mind when she was practising, she just tried to replace them with the masked visage of Father Infernus.

			‘Good,’ Bella said approvingly, as Essy hit another makeshift target more or less centrally. ‘You got a knack for it. Already better than some of the others.’

			Essy fired her last shot, and scored another hit. She broke open the gun, wordlessly extracted the spent bullet casings, and held it out to Bella.

			‘Keep it,’ the old woman said.

			Essy looked up at her, shocked.

			‘You ain’t stupid, Essy,’ Bella said. ‘You know what’ll happen to your brother if you displease the father. Just like you know what happens when you do well.’

			Essy swallowed bile. She and Donnel had shared the father’s own food stash after she’d killed the people he’d been burning. She hadn’t wanted to, not really, but food was food, and the father had the best in the congregation. She’d already done the deed, and she hadn’t done it to get the food; she’d done it to save those people from being burned alive. If she and Donnel could eat better afterwards… well, that was just a side effect. That was just the father playing games with her, and not her fault.

			‘I’m going to need new bullets,’ she said. Bella barked a laugh, and pulled a handful of rounds out of a pocket of her robe.

			‘Ha! Here you go. Don’t go using these up now, though – practice is over.’

			Essy took them and slotted them into the gun – her gun, now – then carefully put the safety on and tucked it into her belt. She’d have to find some better way of carrying it. She wanted to have it close to hand, just in case she needed it, and the last thing she wanted was for it to drop out and fall on the ground. She imagined that wouldn’t go down well with the rest of the congregation.

			Bella’s head snapped around as a commotion rose in the main body of the camp, and the old woman had her autopistol in her hand before Essy had even thought about pulling her own gun out again.

			‘Follow me,’ Bella said grimly, striding off. Essy did so, a sudden panic clawing at her chest. Where was Donnel? He didn’t tend to wander off much, and she was sure the father’s followers would get hold of him in short order if he did so, but she still felt bad every time she let him out of her sight. And what if this was something to do with him; what if he had wandered off, and was now being punished for it? She broke into a run, barging past Bella and ignoring the old woman’s objecting shout.

			It wasn’t Donnel; he was sitting by the front of a crawler’s track, staring at his feet. The disturbance was focused around a small knot of figures just beyond him, and Essy stopped by her brother and crouched down next to him, trying to hear what was being said without anyone realising that she was listening.

			The father was coming now, carrying an air of menace with him despite his small stature compared to many of his flock. He glanced over at Essy and she looked down at Donnel, trying to look like nothing was further from her mind than whatever the adults were talking about.

			‘What’s going on?’ the father demanded. ‘Rasmur? What are you doing here?’

			‘Heretics, father!’ It was a man’s voice, breathless and urgent. ‘Heretics in Bonetown!’

			‘There are heretics everywhere, mocking the Emperor’s mercy with their very existence,’ Father Infernus said harshly. ‘Why the sudden panic?’

			‘They follow a priest, and they say he’s hunting you, and your flock! They killed Steeleye and Verrit, and I think they grabbed Janssen! I only just got away to come and warn you!’

			Essy bit her lip. Another priest, and another congregation of masked monsters? She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that. Father Infernus was a beast, but so far he was a predictable beast. She’d already seen that the father and his followers paid little attention to whether or not other people believed in the Emperor; they did as they pleased, confident that they and only they were right. Who was to say that another priest would be any different? He might swoop down on them all, and not care that Essy and her brother had been kidnapped; not care that they were here because they had no other option. Essy would shed no tears if Father Infernus ended up screaming in someone else’s fire, that would seem like nothing more than fair justice to her, but she didn’t want to be alongside him.

			If it came down to it, maybe she’d have to help fight? Would that be the best way to keep them both safe? At least unless she could see a way out. Perhaps no one would notice a juve and a child running away, in the middle of a fight. She’d just have to make sure Donnel stuck close to her…

			‘Does this priest have a name?’ the father asked. His voice was tight. He didn’t sound worried, as such, but neither did he have the same dismissive air as before.

			‘They say he’s called Zeke, father. I saw him from a distance – a thin man in a ragged cloth mask. He’s got a strange band with him, but there are Goliaths from Sternhold in their number, and…’

			Essy stopped listening as her heart jumped in excitement. Zeke? A thin man in a ragged cloth mask. It could be him! He wasn’t a priest, he’d never been a priest, and he’d never had a mask, but he’d prayed to the Emperor more than anyone else in Floodgrave had, and he’d known so many hymns. Maybe if Father Infernus could be a priest, Zeke could be too?

			And if Zeke was coming after them, then surely Mama and Papa would be there too.

			‘They’re coming for us, Donnel!’ she whispered to her brother, trying to ignore the fact that he didn’t seem to be paying attention to her words. ‘They’re coming for us!’

		

	
		
			Purification

			 


			Even Bonetown hadn’t been immune to the lure of Father Zeke, or at least to the prospect of being rid of Father Infernus. The locals had turned on all those loyal to the foul old man – or whoever was now using his name, Zeke forced himself to remember, since it couldn’t be the same person he’d known – and had brought them forward. And then…

			‘What in the name of the Golden Throne are we supposed to do with them?’ Zeke muttered to Alin Choll, looking at the miserable line of a dozen or so figures, their hands and ankles bound, kneeling in the middle of Bonetown’s main street.

			‘I dread to think,’ Alin replied quietly. ‘The mood is… ugly.’

			‘Ugly’ was one word for it. Zeke would have gone for ‘downright murderous’, himself. Bonetown had lived in fear of Father Infernus’ occasional visits, and its population had dreaded being denounced by someone who had the priest’s ear, but they’d never been certain which of their neighbours might betray them. Now they believed they’d uncovered a nest of traitors in their midst, and were sufficiently emboldened by the presence of Zeke and his congregation to act on their suspicions.

			‘Which of you follows the man calling himself Father Infernus?’ Zeke demanded, stepping forward.

			Four of them immediately raised their heads and began shouting threats and curses at him. Their eyes were wide and their teeth were bared, the very images of fanatical hatred. Six more looked decidedly less sure of themselves, and their shouts had a more desperate edge.

			‘–said they were going to–’

			‘–would’ve killed–’

			‘–I never knew it–’

			The two on the far end, who looked like a mother and her adult daughter, were desperately shaking their heads and denying ever having anything to do with Father Infernus. Zeke’s stomach roiled as he looked at them all. What was he to do with them?

			‘He would’ve killed your father?’ Madrigan Basten shouted at one of those pleading for clemency. ‘He did kill my sister!’

			Creuf Basten extended his shock baton, a rapid ratchet of clicks punctuated with a fizzing pop as the shock field activated, and began laying into them all, unrepentant fanatics and sobbing townsfolk alike.

			Zeke opened his mouth to order the Van Saar to stand down, but Creuf’s action was like the bursting of a dam that had been holding back filthy, chem-laced sump water. A great roar went up, and the horde descended in a pile of kicking boots, punching fists and bile-filled curses. The suspected conspirators, bound as they were, could do nothing to protect themselves. They disappeared under the assault of Zeke’s congregation and the angry Bonetown locals, knocked prone and merely able to writhe and scream as the blows landed.

			‘You must do something!’ Alin Choll hissed.

			‘Do what?’ Zeke demanded, a spike of guilt shooting through him at the Delaque’s words. ‘Korvra or Markur could twist my head off with one hand!’

			‘You are Father Zeke – they’ll listen to you, yes?’

			‘They’ll listen to me so long as I’m telling them what they want to hear!’ Zeke said grimly. He put a restraining hand on Alin’s arm as they reached into their coat, perhaps for a weapon. ‘Wait. Let them get it out of their system.’

			‘Those people will die, no?’ Alin said.

			‘They might,’ Zeke said sadly. ‘People die all the time in the underhive. All we can hope for is that the Emperor will take us into His glory when our time comes.’

			‘You are not prepared to be that fatalistic with regards to your children,’ Alin Choll said quietly.

			‘Essy and Donnel are innocent!’ Zeke snapped, then bit down on his temper. ‘No, I’m not. I’m not the Emperor, Alin, nor am I a saint. I’m not even a priest. I’m just tired.’

			‘These sinners must be purified!’ Yuriah Bones shrieked, waving his skinny arms around while his adornments clacked and rattled. ‘Give me fuel! Give me fire! Give the Emperor the justice He desires!’

			The mass of bodies pulled back, revealing a battered mess of humanity bleeding and broken on the floor, and the righteous began looking around for the means to obey Yuriah’s instructions. Zeke felt something inside him snap.

			‘No!’ he shouted, striding forward into the moment of hesitation and uncertainty. He understood mob mentality well enough, at least; he’d been part of it often enough. Oppose the current of its collective will, and you’d be caught up and destroyed. Once someone took the lead of it, though, and the mob had recognised that, you could challenge them and head it off.

			He hoped.

			The face Yuriah turned to him was one of furious zeal, combined with a pleading that Zeke would see the necessity of his proposed cause. ‘They are sinners, father! They must be purified!’

			‘I am not Father Infernus!’ Zeke thundered, pulling every memory he could of the vile old man’s voice and putting it into his own. The bombast, the thunder, the ceramite-solid expectation that his words would be heeded and obeyed. ‘I do not seek to judge these people, and I certainly will not burn them!’

			There was an uncomfortable silence. Yuriah Bones’ mouth was twitching, as though he was desperate to argue, but for a miracle he held his tongue. The Sternhold Goliaths, the Bonetown locals and the folk of Bad News shifted uneasily.

			‘But, father,’ Annie Three-Teeth spoke up, ‘they admitted to doing his bidding.’

			‘Some of them did,’ Zeke countered. ‘Not all! And I would wager that those who did have been taught the error of their ways.’

			One of the fanatics, his face already swelling from the beating it had taken, spat a wad of bloody phlegm onto Zeke’s boot. He didn’t look particularly recalcitrant.

			‘If we leave them alive, we invite disaster!’ Yuriah hissed. ‘One frag grenade or incendiary charge down the vents after us…’

			Zeke shuddered. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but the notion of trying to follow Alin Choll through long, dark, narrow shafts with explosives dropping from above was far from a pleasant one.

			‘We don’t burn them,’ he repeated. ‘I’ll not do that.’

			‘But, father–’

			Zeke drew an autopistol and put one round through the head of each of the four fanatics. Their bound companions wailed and shied away from the explosions of bone and grey matter that spattered them with mortal remains.

			‘They’re dead,’ he told the crowd at large, fighting down the bile rising in his throat. ‘Father Infernus’ true followers are dead. The others will know better than to take up with him again.’ He looked around at the battered, bleeding bodies who were sobbing and moaning, and prayed that he was correct. ‘Release them to go back to their homes. Let them live amongst you as neighbours once more.’ He raised his voice. ‘Everyone else, ready yourselves! We leave as soon as we can, and we make for Seven Sumps!’

			He turned away, rather than waiting to see whether his instructions were carried out. It was better that way; act as though you didn’t entertain any notion that you wouldn’t be obeyed, and people would be more likely to do your bidding. Not certain, of course, but more likely.

			‘Good enough?’ he muttered, when he reached Alin Choll. He found he still had his autopistol in his hand, and reholstered it. It took him two attempts, due to his hand shaking.

			‘Better than I feared,’ Alin replied softly. They put an arm across Zeke’s shoulders, and also turned away from the mess of humanity behind him. Zeke put his arm around their waist in turn, taking momentary comfort from the contact. ‘I must confess,’ Alin added, ‘I am starting to wish to bring Father Infernus to bay as soon as possible not just so that we may rescue your children, but so that we can leave this gathering of madness behind us, yes?’

			‘Yes,’ Zeke agreed fervently. He sighed. ‘I used to be young and full of rage. I thought I was doing the Emperor’s work, and I couldn’t envisage resting until we’d brought the cleansing flame of His perfection all the way from the mutants at Hive Bottom, right up to the festering palaces of sin and decadence in the Spire. Now I just miss slime farming.’

			‘Father Zeke!’

			The shout came from behind him, and the voice belonged to Yuriah Bones. Zeke turned, keeping his right hand close to his autopistol in a way that he hoped wasn’t obvious, expecting to see the old man at the head of a group of angry Goliaths ready to tear him limb from limb. However, instead he found himself looking at Yuriah, Quickhand Kat and Syrun Kos, while the rest of his congregation appeared to be obeying his orders to get ready to move out.

			‘What is it?’ he asked warily. None of them seemed hostile – in fact, Kat and Kos’ faces held the same faintly-sickening mix of respect and adulation they usually did – but he was still waiting for the other shoe to drop, after his power play in facing down Yuriah.

			‘Father, we heard what that Goliath said, Lady Hammer,’ Kat began.

			Zeke frowned, unsure where this was going. ‘She said a few things. What in particular are you talking about?’

			‘She disrespected your mask,’ Syrun Kos said indignantly. ‘She called it a “mask of rags”.’

			Zeke reached up absent-mindedly to finger the mask. ‘Well, I mean technically–’

			‘It wasn’t right,’ Yuriah put in eagerly. ‘To speak in such a manner of a Cawdor’s mask, and that of a priest besides!’

			‘We held our tongues, because we needed the supplies from them,’ Kos continued, ‘but we couldn’t stand for it.’

			They’re going to tell me that they sent someone back to assassinate Lady Hammer, Zeke thought deliriously. Probably with instructions to call out glory to the Emperor, and to me, while they attempt it. This is where my life has brought me.

			‘I know you worked hard to make this,’ he said to Kat and Yuriah, ‘and I appreciate it, really I do.’ The Emperor hates a liar. ‘Don’t let the opinions of one Goliath get to you. They–’ he cut himself off, aware of how many Goliaths were in his congregation, and potentially within earshot. ‘They don’t all think that way,’ he continued, amending what he was going to say.

			‘Yeah,’ Kat nodded, ‘but we can’t let you be mocked.’

			Zeke smiled nervously. ‘Really, her words mean nothing, I’m sure this mask is perfectly fine in the eyes of the Emp–’

			‘We made you a new one,’ Kat said hurriedly, possibly to cut off the end of his sentence. ‘Last night.’

			She brought her hands out from behind her back. Her fingers clutched a new mask; the same design as the one on his head, but made of soft, pale leather. Zeke fought to keep his mouth level, to avoid giving away a hint of his sudden revulsion. He’d got used to the cloth mask; it still slipped a bit, and scratched a little, and he still didn’t like the sensation of it and the memories it brought back, but he’d managed to accustom himself to it. It wasn’t the same as his old mask, he’d told himself; it was a compromise, something to set the minds of his followers at ease.

			This, though…

			‘Please, father,’ Yuriah said humbly. ‘Accept this from us. I apologise for my hubris in calling for the purification of the sinners. Such a command should only have come from you. Take this as a symbol that we all acknowledge the Emperor speaks through you.’

			He doesn’t, He bloody doesn’t! Zeke felt backed into a corner. Yuriah had taken his reprimand in front of everyone, and now wished to buy his way back into Zeke’s good favour with this gift, admittedly one that they’d already made. If Zeke refused it, there was a possibility that Yuriah might turn on him. If he did, could Zeke be sure that some of the more vengeance-minded congregation wouldn’t look to follow him instead? At best, it would split the force that Zeke was relying on to rescue Essy and Donnel. At worst… well, at worst, people could die, Zeke included.

			It wasn’t long to Seven Sumps. Once there, if the Bastens were correct, Zeke’s congregation should be right on the heels of Infernus and his minions, possibly even able to lay a trap for them. One way or another, Zeke’s quest would be at an end and he’d have no more need for the mask in any case. He’d either be dead, or he’d be alive and able to leave this part of his life behind him for good.

			‘I thank you all for this generous gift,’ he said, trying to sound genuine. He reached up and pulled off his mask of rags, then held his hand out for their replacement. ‘May the Emperor smile on us all.’

		

	
		
			Seven Sumps

			 


			Essy could smell the sump lake before they even arrived in the town.

			Some people talked about the sump as though it was a single thing, but Essy was learning that this wasn’t the case. The filthy fluid that seeped through the underhive, getting even dirtier as it did so, didn’t all end up in the same place, at Hive Bottom where Sump City and Down Town and other, nameless settlements sat. Some of it collected higher up, still deep in the underhive, but not yet even on the level of Dust Falls or Two Tunnels. Seven Sumps was one such place, where a huge dome had filled nearly to the brim with toxic sludge and all the filth that came with it. All that was left was a comparatively shallow envelope of air at the top, along with the islands of life that had once been the tops of tall buildings, manufactoria and the like, and which now served as platforms on which underhivers built their homes, siphoned off useful chemicals from their toxic surroundings and moored the skiffs on which they went spider hunting.

			Essy really wished the whole place didn’t smell so bad.

			She was riding up front in the Redemptionist convoy now, on the lead crawler, just behind Father Infernus. He’d instructed her to sit there, and it didn’t seem worth the argument to try to refuse; he’d only make Donnel walk, or come up with some crueller punishment. Some of the others had started to call her ‘Stub Gun Essy’, or ‘the Father’s Executioner’, and then laughed. It made her feel sick, but she couldn’t do anything about it. She wasn’t ashamed that she’d saved those people from being burned alive; she just hated the father for forcing her to make that choice.

			The gun Bella had given her was sitting on Essy’s left hip, heavy and solid in the holster she’d found for it. She hated the gun nearly as much as she hated Father Infernus, but also found its presence oddly reassuring. Any of the father’s followers were bigger and stronger than her, and could hurt her or Donnel if they wanted to. If she had the gun – and if she could draw it before they could draw theirs, which wasn’t a given – then she could hurt them or kill them back. It wouldn’t help her in the long run, because there were more of them than she could possibly shoot, and she and Donnel would suffer retribution for anything she did, but it was a small crumb of comfort: the notion that if any of them tried to do something that she couldn’t tolerate, she could stop them.

			She also daydreamed of ways in which there weren’t more of the father’s followers than she could shoot, of her gun never running out of ammunition, of every shot flying true, of their masked faces gaping in astonishment as each one of them clawed for a weapon in turn, and each time her finger pulled the trigger before they succeeded. She daydreamed of killing them all, then taking Donnel and retracing their steps – somehow finding the way, even though she’d only seen part of their journey – all the way back through the underhive to Floodgrave, where Mama and Papa, and Zeke, and Quiet Tym, and Snake-Eye Val would have rebuilt the town back to how it was before the monsters came.

			But perhaps she wouldn’t even need to do that. Zeke was coming after them; that was what the man Rasmur had said, and if Zeke was coming then Mama and Papa at least would be with him. Maybe some of the others, too. All Essy had to do was wait, and then take an opportunity to get away when one came.

			The dome was dark, since only a few of the giant lumens in the roof were working at all. There were some other light sources glowing in the rats’ nests of shanties that crowded atop the submerged buildings, and here and there great gouts of flame went up from metal chimneys as particularly flammable waste gases, the byproducts of chemical distillation processes, were flared off to prevent the atmosphere of the dome becoming even more choking and hazardous. These eruptions threw Seven Sumps into momentary stark relief: a cross-hatched warren of angular roofs, walls standing slightly off the vertical, and everywhere the spindly, lashed-together bridges connecting one rooftop to another above the malodorous fluid lapping at the rockcrete walls below.

			They rode into town over a pontoon bridge, so close to the sump water that Essy thought she was going to pass out from the stench. She was also worried the bridge wouldn’t take the weight of their vehicles and the followers trudging alongside, and would just sink down into the filth, but the flotation devices keeping it up were many and in good condition; and besides, the sump lake was rather… thicker than normal water.

			Two gangers were stationed at the far end of the bridge, behind a makeshift barricade made from scrap metal, but they didn’t even make a pretence of barring Father Infernus’ way. In fact they hauled the barricade aside, then stood quietly as the congregation filed past. Essy saw the same, half-hidden fear on their faces as she’d seen everywhere else. Everyone who laid eyes on Father Infernus seemed to share the same desperate wish: that they wouldn’t come to his attention.

			Essy had come to his attention, and he’d not only praised her, but he’d instructed Bella to give her a gun. That gave Essy a strange feeling in her stomach. Grown men and women were terrified of the father. She just hated him.

			She wasn’t sure if that made her brave or stupid, or both, and she wasn’t sure that she cared.

			They rolled on, passing wary-looking locals who eyed them askance, and came to a halt in what seemed to be more or less the centre of the first building-top. Father Infernus hopped down from his crawler and snapped his fingers at a nearby juve, cowering in the corner of what looked to be nothing more than a large, open-sided shed. A couple of smaller, rust-encrusted vehicles lurked within, methane-powered two-seater buggies.

			‘You,’ Father Infernus said, turning the full scrutiny of his masked face on the trembling youth.

			‘Y-yes, father?’

			‘Park these,’ Father Infernus said, jerking his thumb at the crawlers. ‘And don’t scratch them.’

			‘Yes, father!’

			Essy slipped down with Donnel beside her, as silent as always, and the father’s congregation gathered around him. The residents of Seven Sumps were continuing about their business, as unobtrusively as possible. It didn’t look to Essy as though the Redemptionists weren’t welcome in Seven Sumps, exactly, but nor were they being hailed with joyful greetings.

			‘What are your wishes, father?’ one of their number asked. He was an older man, edging towards portly, with flame tattoos on the arms left bare by his sleeveless robe.

			‘You three,’ Father Infernus said, pointing without seeming to pay much attention. ‘Take the cargo to the docks and see what price One-Eye Ruuf will give for new oar-slaves.’

			‘Including these two, father?’ one of the Redemptionists he’d indicated asked, pointing at Essy and Donnel.

			‘Certainly not!’ Infernus said, although his tone held more amusement than his words might have suggested. He placed one hand on the back of Essy’s neck, and she fought to prevent herself from throwing it off. Who could say how he would take such a rebellion?

			‘We can’t go giving my executioner here over to Ruuf,’ the Father continued, to a round of chuckles. ‘She’s far too good a prospect to waste on that hag’s ship. Her brother, though…’

			Essy stiffened. If he told his followers to take Donnel away to be a slave on what sounded like some sort of sump-ship, she’d draw her gun and shoot him. If the Emperor had any love for her at all, He’d let her get a meaningful shot off before someone else got to her.

			‘We’ll hang onto him for now, but if Essy doesn’t keep showing that potential, then Donnel might be for the oars,’ Father Infernus concluded. ‘You don’t need to be able to talk to pull an oar, and if he doesn’t do what Ruuf tells him and she pitches him over the side, it’s no concern to us. Once she’s made her contribution to the Emperor’s crusade in exchange for him, of course.’

			‘And what about this other crusade, father?’ someone said, not without some hesitation. ‘And this… Zeke?’

			Essy, looking up at the father as surreptitiously as she could manage behind the curtains of her hair, saw him look towards Bella, and saw the old woman look back.

			‘We’ll have to see what sort of character this… Zeke is,’ Father Infernus said. ‘He may truly be a man of the Emperor, in which case I’m certain we can come to an accord. If not…’

			He tugged at his old, battered mask, apparently without thinking about it.

			‘If not, then the Emperor will have some more souls to judge before the day is out. Make yourselves ready.’

		

	
		
			Faith Alone

			 


			Passage through the vent system, which ran perpendicular through the hive between the levels of Bonetown and Seven Sumps, hadn’t been quick. Not, as Zeke had feared, because Alin Choll’s claim of being able to read the ancient construction marks had been either a lie or an error. Indeed, the route appeared to be a known one, and ropes and cables had been strung through it by helpful souls at some point in the past. Rather, it was because the spaces through which they had to squeeze and crawl were often tight and narrow, and if there was one thing that Goliaths were not, it was narrow.

			‘I’m not convinced it wouldn’t have been quicker to go back over the bridge, yes?’ Ash Choll muttered, folding their long frame into an opening that ran off sideways from the main shaft and looking back up. Above them, lit haphazardly by the few lumens their party carried that could be used while their bearers’ hands were occupied, Markur was trying to get his shoulders through a point where the lining panels had warped inwards by a small but critical amount.

			‘Your negativity is not appreciated,’ Alin murmured from further down the shaft.

			‘The fugitive would have fled this way, yes?’ Ash demanded. ‘Every moment we waste is another in which our quarry can prepare for us.’

			‘We don’t know he came by this route,’ Zeke pointed out.

			‘He was last seen fleeing towards where we accessed these vents outside Bonetown,’ Ash pointed out. ‘We believe Father Infernus must be heading for Seven Sumps. It is a reasonable conclusion, no?’

			‘Fine, yes,’ Zeke admitted. ‘Reasonable, but not necessarily foregone.’ He fingered his carved sumpkroc tooth, then tugged at his new mask. It was a better fit than the last one, it was true, but also heavier due to being made of leather.

			It had only occurred to Zeke after he’d accepted the gift that he didn’t know where they’d got the leather from. Bonetown disposed of corpses. Then again, the hide had been properly treated and cured, and whoever or whatever had owned it before him was no longer using it. He was going to assume it was from a giant rat, or something similar, and leave it at that.

			‘We will have to trust to the Emperor,’ he said. From above them, a triumphant grunting indicated that Markur was finally past the obstacle that had delayed him. Which meant there were only, what, nine more Goliaths to come? Zeke sighed, and took a firmer grip on the rope clamp currently holding him in place. The wound on his left arm was aching again.

			‘It would help if the Emperor shared our sense of urgency,’ Ash remarked.

			‘Ash!’ Alin hissed angrily.

			‘It will be as the Emperor wills,’ Zeke said calmly. He meant it, too. He couldn’t say how he knew that he was nearing the end of his quest, but know it he did. Perhaps it was instinct, perhaps it was the Emperor’s subtle guidance. If the Emperor willed that he would find Father Infernus and rescue Essy and Donnel, then that was what would happen. If the Emperor willed otherwise, then so be it. Zeke wasn’t comfortable with the authority that had found him; he had no desire to lead a congregation, take decisions about the welfare of others, or pass judgement on those accused by their neighbours. However, in this matter, at least, he was at peace.

			For the first time in thirteen years, he knew that the Emperor had a purpose for him, and that he was fulfilling it.

			It took some time for them to all get through the vents, but Zeke’s patience survived the tests on it. He finally dropped feet-first out of the last shaft to land in a service tunnel that cut through one of the thick, load-bearing walls which divided one dome from another and turned the interior of Hive Primus into a gargantuan honeycomb. Ash Choll was already there, their laspistol out in case of trouble, but none appeared to be forthcoming.

			‘Which way?’ the Delaque asked, turning their head this way and that.

			‘Can’t you tell by the smell?’ Zeke asked, gagging. The stink was appalling, and that was for someone who’d spent over a decade tending slime crops fertilised mainly by effluent.

			‘I’m trying not to breathe too deeply,’ Ash muttered. They inhaled, and retched. ‘How can you tell? It’s everywhere!’

			‘It’s definitely stronger in that direction,’ Zeke said, pointing to his left. ‘Which means the sump lake is that way.’

			Alin Choll slithered out of the vents and landed in a billow of their greatcoat. They breathed in reflexively, then grimaced.

			‘What a wonderful smell you’ve discovered, Ash.’

			The others followed, one at a time. Zeke took stock of his party as they arrived, and marvelled silently once again at the number of people who, theoretically at least, were following his lead. There were nearly a dozen enthusiastic converts from Bonetown, mainly armed with cleavers, flensing knives, and other blades with jagged edges and less obvious purposes. The Furnace Lords and the Soot Devils, and both Bastens, from Sternhold; another dozen between them. Varan Duskett, the last survivor of Deadwired, apparently determined to avenge his kin. Then there were the remnants of Bad News, or some of them, at any rate. That pilgrimage had ended at Bonetown for the more infirm, for only hale adults could make passage through the vents. Zeke had hoped that Aberley Deel would stay behind with her children, but she’d left them in the care of a former neighbour and was here with a look of determination on her face.

			Then there were those who’d been rescued from the dregs. Zeke had instructed Quickhand Kat to split up the remaining money from the Toll Wardens amongst his followers, for them to take with them afterwards, and leave some for the people of Bonetown. He wasn’t certain that she hadn’t snuck something extra for herself, but when it came down to it, she was a thief. It was practically a miracle that she hadn’t absconded with the loot the moment he’d entrusted her with it, and yet here she was, following him entirely unnecessarily into danger, although she couldn’t hide her residual anxiety. Yuriah Bones was here too, to Zeke’s ongoing discomfort. He’d hoped the old man would find the descent too hard going, but Yuriah had stuck it out, even if he was now shaking with the after-effects of the effort.

			Of those rescued from Sarkon Aggad’s slavers, Sigrud Morvost and Bjorn Stonefist were still with him. Stonefist had salvaged some bolt shells from the Toll Wardens’ caches, and had proclaimed himself thoroughly ready for another fight. Ash Choll was there as well, of course, still muttering about the smell.

			And finally, the one who’d started it all. Alin Choll, who’d decided not to stick a knife into Zeke when he’d been asleep, and whom Zeke had decided not to shoot. Two people in the depths of the underhive had made an agreement for their mutual benefit, had shaken hands on it, and had honoured it despite the challenges and setbacks that they’d faced on the way.

			Truly, Zeke thought, sometimes he could almost see the hand of the Emperor at work.

			‘Does anyone know Seven Sumps?’ he asked, and a few hands went up.

			‘There are three bridges to it,’ Creuf Basten said, ‘but only one that we can get to from here.’

			‘There’s usually some rafts on the shore,’ Zakath spoke up. They were one of the Bonetowners, and their main garment was a huge leather apron, which Zeke reckoned would probably serve them pretty well against blades, at least. They carried an enormous axe, currently balanced across their shoulders.

			‘Rafts?’ Morvost said apprehensively. ‘You want us to go on rafts when there’s sump spiders about?’

			‘The big ones don’t come close to the town,’ Zakath said dismissively. ‘You want them, you have to go into the dark waters where the lumens have died. The only ones that’ll be near this shore are too small for the hunters to bother about, no bigger than your head.’

			‘Furnace Lords aren’t going on rafts,’ Markur rumbled. ‘Too small, too flimsy.’ He slapped his metal breastplate with a clang. ‘Goliaths don’t swim well, if rafts should founder.’

			‘You want to try the bridge?’ Zeke asked dubiously. ‘If Father Infernus sees us coming–’

			‘Furnace Lords know fire,’ Markur said with a grin that exposed more metal teeth than it did natural ones. ‘Furnace Lords have skins of ceramite. Furnace Lords will take Father Infernus’ fire and give it back to Father Infernus tenfold.’

			‘Soot Devils, too,’ Korvra added, apparently determined not to be outdone by her… rival? Zeke had never worked out exactly what the relationship was between the two gangs, but they’d avoided fighting each other so far, and that was all he really cared about.

			‘Fine,’ he said, thinking it over. ‘You can walk over the bridge. It should focus the attention of the town, at any rate. Especially,’ he added, hoping he wasn’t suddenly experiencing delusions of grandeur, ‘since I’ll be coming with you.’

			There were various cries of dissent, which Zeke held his hands up to quieten.

			‘If Father Infernus is here, I need to see him. I need to speak to him.’ I need to find out who he is, he added silently, and make sure that my memory isn’t playing tricks on me. I know I got the old bastard, I know it. But I need to be sure. ‘If word has been carried to him, he’ll probably know we’re coming. He’ll know I’m coming. If I can distract him with an obvious show of force, then those of you who are here with me to find Essy and Donnel may be able to do so by sneaking into the town on rafts. Those of you whose quarrel is with the man himself,’ he added, looking at the Goliaths, at the Bonetowners, at the Bastens, at Varan Duskett, ‘can face him down with me.’

			‘This plan satisfies Markur,’ said Markur, with a satisfied nod.

			‘We won’t let you down,’ Syrun Kos said earnestly.

			Zeke smiled. ‘I know, my friends.’ He took a deep breath, instantly regretted it as the stench of the sump lake clogged his throat, and released it. ‘May the Emperor bless us all. Let’s go.’

			After a short trudge down the service tunnel, Zeke led his congregation out into a scene of hell.

			At one point, the tunnel’s position high on the dome wall would have given access to the climb-bars and cable rails allowing repair crews to service the dome’s roof. Now it was simply one of the few ways in that wasn’t blocked off, or flooded and choked by filth. And squatting within the filth, lit up by the occasional flaring burst of flame, and wavering behind the miasma of fumes from what could only be described as ‘the water’ if the speaker was feeling particularly charitable, was the cluster of life known as Seven Sumps.

			‘Humans live here?’ Grimbjorn Stonefist asked. The squat had his fists on his hips, and was squinting at the settlement with a mixture of disbelief and disgust.

			‘“Survive” might be a better word,’ Madrigan Basten replied, her voice slightly muffled by the compact respirator she’d produced from somewhere and clamped over her nose and mouth. Her husband had a similar one, and the pair of them looked decidedly menacing, despite standing amidst Goliath gangers who towered over them.

			There were indeed rafts, moored where the foetid fluid of the sump lake lapped against the great ramp of rubble, which ran down a little way between where the service tunnel emerged and the start of the pontoon bridge. They were small, ramshackle things, and certainly didn’t look like they would cope well under the bulk of multiple Goliaths.

			‘You’re certain this is a good idea?’ Sigrud Morvost said dubiously, looking at one of the rafts, on which Grimbjorn Stonefist was already settling himself.

			‘It’s almost certainly not,’ Zeke replied honestly. ‘But we’ll draw as much attention as we can, walking over that.’ He pointed at the pontoon bridge. ‘Even so, I’ll understand if you don’t want to do this. I set out on this without expecting help from anyone except the Emperor. This is no one’s duty but mine.’

			‘Helmawr’s arse,’ the former bounty hunter grunted, and spat into the sump lake. ‘I’ll not break my word just because things are looking difficult. If it weren’t for you, I’d be scrabbling around in a fighting pit by now, looking for my own ear.’ She slung her shotgun over her shoulders and stepped gingerly aboard. ‘Pass me that paddle.’

			‘Sit down, human, you’ve not got the centre of balance for this,’ Stonefist grunted in return, shifting his weight to test the raft’s stability in the water. ‘No one paddles a squat.’

			Zeke realised Alin Choll had appeared next to him. He turned and, somewhat awkwardly, extended his hand as he had when they’d made their first compact. It seemed unnecessarily formal after all they’d been through together, but it also felt right, like coming full circle.

			‘Thank you for everything, Alin. You know what–’

			‘I’m coming with you,’ the Delaque said quietly, cutting him off.

			‘I… you’re what?’ Zeke said, startled. ‘Alin, no! I’ll have the Furnace Lords, and the Soot Devils, and–’

			‘And you still won’t be safe,’ Alin said. ‘That bridge is a death trap, Zeke.’

			‘All the more reason for you not to be on it!’ Zeke hissed. ‘You’ve got no quarrel with Infernus, and I need you to help find the children!’

			‘Everyone knows who they’re looking for,’ Alin argued, waving their hand at the rafts that were already pushing out tentatively into the water. ‘A sixteen-year-old and an eight-year-old, named Essy and Donnel. One more body there will likely achieve little.’

			‘One more body on the bridge won’t achieve much either,’ Zeke protested. 

			Alin leaned a little closer. ‘Everyone else going with you wants to take down Infernus. You need someone watching your back who cares for you.’

			Zeke opened his mouth to protest again, then hesitated. If the roles were reversed, would he be happy to see Alin Choll walking away with a group of people whose goals might broadly align with theirs, but who had nothing invested in keeping them safe?

			No. No, he wouldn’t.

			He abandoned his proffered handshake, and pulled the Delaque into a quick embrace instead. ‘Fine. Don’t let me regret this.’

			‘I could say the same.’ Alin disengaged after a few seconds and turned to Ash, then embraced them too. ‘Take care of yourself. See you inside.’

			‘Don’t take too long,’ Ash replied, flashing a serpent-swift smile.

			Alin raised their eyebrows. ‘Don’t make me have to come and save your backside again.’

			Ash snorted, then touched foreheads for a moment with their sibling before clambering onto the last raft. Syrun Kos took up a paddle, and they slid quietly out into the rainbow-sheened water.

			‘Is Zeke ready?’ Korvra demanded.

			‘Zeke is ready,’ Zeke replied, checking his autopistols one last time. He’d cleaned them both again before they’d left Bonetown, and they were fully loaded. He still didn’t think his left arm was up to a quick draw, but he’d have to take his chances.

			They set foot onto the bridge.

			Zeke led the way, despite the temptation to put a wall of metal-sheathed muscle between him and whatever enemies might lurk in Seven Sumps, awaiting their arrival. He had to trust in the Emperor.

			They were coming out of the shadows of the dome edge now, into the tenuous light cast by Seven Sumps’ lumens. Zeke peered at the far end of the bridge, which would be the perfect place for a blockade or, if their welcome was going to be a particularly hostile one, a firing line.

			‘There’s no one there,’ he muttered to Alin.

			‘That seems unlikely,’ the Delaque replied softly.

			‘I’m looking right at it.’

			‘I mean, it seems unlikely that there would be no one there unless it was a conscious decision, yes?’ Alin clarified. ‘Why would a settlement such as this be undefended in that way?’

			‘It smells like a trap,’ Zeke said, unease stirring in his gut.

			‘I must admit, I prefer a trap that doesn’t involve us walking into a heavy stubber, or having the bridge blown up beneath us,’ Alin admitted.

			‘There’s still time,’ Zeke muttered, but they were over halfway across the bridge now, and there was still no sign of life on the other side. It was as though the settlement had been deserted, but that surely couldn’t be the case. Seven Sumps was one of the foulest places Zeke had ever seen; the folk who lived here would be the type to pride themselves on their hardiness, and wouldn’t abandon the homes they’d clung to against the odds for anything short of absolute disaster.

			They crossed the last few dozen metres of bridge, and walked up the slight incline to step onto the solid rockcrete of the first of Seven Sump’s rooftop islands. Zeke eyed a large sheet of scrap metal distrustfully. It looked like the ideal thing to use as a barricade, or to take shelter behind in a gunfight, but no one lurked there.

			‘Where are the people?’ Korvra demanded. ‘Seven Sumps has people living in it.’

			‘That,’ Zeke said, looking around, ‘is a very good question.’

			The buildings clustered atop the island had nothing like the sturdiness of the structure on which they stood, with most being little more than plas-sheeting and scrap riveted together, but they made up for it in numbers. Rickety structures two or three storeys high crowded around, separated by the narrowest of alleys, some of which had been effectively turned into tunnels by overhanging upper storeys coming together. Doors were shut, and windows were shuttered, but Zeke couldn’t shake the feeling that eyes were watching them. The only question was whether those eyes were hiding out of fear, or out of malice.

			Only one route of any size led away from the bridge, and seemed to weave between the buildings towards the centre of the rooftop on which they all stood, past one of the intermittently-flaring chimney stacks.

			‘That way?’ Alin Choll asked. Their hands were inside their coat sleeves, but Zeke didn’t need to see them to know that they were ready to draw weapons.

			Zeke hesitated. Part of him wanted to find out what was going on here, and every instinct told him that the answer would be in that direction. But the other part of him was here to find Essy and Donnel, nothing else, and wanted to start hunting through the buildings one by one until they were found. What was the better course? Which was the trap? Were they both traps?

			The chimney flared again, throwing sharp new shadows across the rooftop as it burned off excess gas, and suddenly there was a figure standing in the widest street, silhouetted by the light behind it.

			‘Brother Zeke!’ a voice rang out. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come!’

		

	
		
			The Father

			 


			‘Wait!’ Zeke snapped, as a variety of guns came up around him and Creuf Basten’s energy shield fizzled into life.

			‘Father Infernus must die!’ Markur growled.

			‘And he will,’ Zeke promised, eyeing the dark, robed figure with its arms spread wide, ‘but I have to speak with him first. I have to look him in the eye, and try to find out where my children are. When we finish talking, he’s yours. If I don’t kill him first.’

			‘Then Zeke must be ready to duck quickly,’ Markur advised. ‘Markur hasn’t come this far to let Father Infernus get away.’

			‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Zeke told the big Goliath acidly. ‘Everyone stay here for the moment.’ He flexed his fingers, ready to go for his pistols if he needed to, and began to walk towards the waiting figure.

			He became aware after a few steps that Alin Choll was at his left shoulder.

			‘Don’t bother saying anything,’ the Delaque murmured. ‘I told you I was coming to watch your back, yes?’

			‘It’s appreciated,’ Zeke replied sincerely. ‘Who’s watching yours?’

			‘You are assuming I am not paranoid enough to watch my own?’

			Zeke snorted a laugh. ‘That would seem foolish. Fine, I’ll watch this bastard, you watch everywhere else.’

			The fire from the chimney died down again, and the figure ahead of them resolved into a man, clad in a robe covered with the well-remembered red-and-yellow flame motifs of the Cult of the Red Redemption. Underneath the cowl of his robe he wore a mask that looked much older than Zeke’s new, soft one.

			It wasn’t Father Infernus. Zeke could see that straight away. Even if he hadn’t killed the old devil, Infernus would have been far older than this by now.

			‘Father Infernus is dead!’ he called. ‘I killed him! What manner of imposter are you?’

			‘That’s a strange welcome for an old friend, Brother Zeke,’ the man calling himself Father Infernus replied. His robes were the very image of a Redemptionist priest, hung with tokens of devotion and piety, and ostentatious enough to give the lie to those notions. However, his mask didn’t fit with the rest of his apparel. In fact, it was… familiar.

			It had been more richly decorated since Zeke had last seen it, with metal prayer plates added, and it had clearly taken some wear as well, but he recognised it nonetheless.

			It had once been his.

			Zeke’s steps faltered. Age could change many things, and a mask could hide them, but now he was closer he knew that mouth, that chin. He’d gone to sleep opposite them often enough.

			And there, sitting on the man’s chest and almost lost amidst the other relics and bones decorating his robes, was a sumpkroc tooth bearing a poorly-carved image of a saint.

			‘Lukas?!’

			Lukas smiled, and the memories dragged up by that simple action were like a stub gun round into Zeke’s chest. ‘May the Emperor be praised, Zeke! It’s been so many years! I can’t believe you’re alive, although I prayed for it. Truly, the Emperor is merciful.’

			‘I… What do you mean, you prayed for it?!’ Zeke spluttered. It was as though the world had shifted ninety degrees, and everything he’d thought was stable was slipping away beneath his feet. ‘You sold me out, you little snake! You nearly got me burned alive!’

			Lukas’ mouth twitched. ‘He was going to kill both of us, Zeke, surely you realised that? We could both die, or one of us could die… if my plan didn’t work.’

			Zeke gaped at him. ‘Your plan?’

			‘Who tied your hands, Zeke?’ Lukas demanded, taking a step closer. Zeke dimly sensed Alin Choll stiffening beside him, although Lukas appeared to be completely ignoring the Delaque. ‘Who made sure you could reach the knot, if you had the wit to try? Which, praise the Emperor, you did.’

			‘You said you wanted my blood,’ Zeke growled.

			‘To fool the old bastard into letting me tie your ropes instead!’ Lukas protested, anger starting to creep into his voice. ‘Throne of Terra, you mean you… you actually thought I wanted you to burn? You thought that little of me?’ He pointed at his face. ‘I saved your damned mask, so I had something to remember you by!’

			Zeke just blinked at him, stunned.

			‘I mean, I wasn’t expecting you to actually shoot the old man down,’ Lukas said. ‘That part was a bonus, but I thought you’d at least be able to get away. Even if Bella had to help you, Emperor bless her soul.’

			‘B-Bella?’ Zeke stammered, and Lukas placed his head in his hands.

			‘Zeke, you don’t think that Bella actually missed you, do you?’ he asked, his voice slightly muffled. ‘Bella? Kabriel was about to cut you in two. Bella took her down and pretended she’d been aiming for you, but we’d both seen her make more difficult shots than that a hundred times.’ He lifted his head again, and shook it in disbelief. ‘Bella could see which way the fans were blowing. With Infernus dead, Kabriel would have taken over, and then there wouldn’t have been a soul left alive on the entire level. The old man was moderate compared to her.’

			Lukas was telling the truth on that much at least, Zeke conceded numbly to himself. Kabriel had essentially associated breathing with heresy, or so it had sometimes seemed. She’d more or less worshipped Father Infernus, and it was only his restraining influence that had kept her fanaticism in some sort of check.

			‘So what happened?’ he managed. ‘You took on his name?’

			‘Not straight away,’ Lukas said. His initial joy at seeing Zeke looked to have subsided somewhat, and there was a sharpness in his tone and his eyes that hadn’t been there at first. ‘Garrow tried to take over, but he didn’t last long. It’s harder to hide your drinking when everyone’s looking to you to be the voice of the Emperor. We’d have been turned on by our own followers, and then all our work would have been undone.’

			Zeke felt his lip twisting. ‘So you killed him?’

			‘Razeel did, actually,’ Lukas replied. ‘And then we killed him, because you can’t just let the killing of a priest go, even if the priest was a bit pathetic. We needed a new leader, a new figurehead.’ He spread his arms again. ‘Father Infernus’ name already commanded fear and respect across the levels, and the memory of him hadn’t faded much. It just needed someone new to step into the role.’

			He lowered his arms again, and smiled, although it was slightly more brittle than before. ‘But enough about me. It seems you’ve been doing the Emperor’s work as well. A congregation of your own! How did that come to pass?’

			Zeke’s throat was tight. ‘Every person behind me has lost friends or kin to your crusade.’

			Lukas’ smile vanished. ‘I see. And you took it upon yourself to lead them, in revenge for what you thought…’ He trailed off. ‘No, wait. You didn’t know I’m Infernus now, and you must have known that you’d killed him. So if you thought I was an imposter, but you didn’t know it was me… why are you here? Just the hand of the Emperor, bringing us together again?’

			Zeke forced one word out between gritted teeth.

			‘Floodgrave.’

			Lukas tilted his head to one side, and his eyes narrowed in the shadows of his mask. ‘Floodgrave?’

			‘I lived in Floodgrave,’ Zeke bit out. ‘The only reason you and your followers didn’t kill me too is because I was sleeping off a hangover worse than any Garrow ever had. I woke up choking on smoke, Lukas. I got out of the building and found my friends and neighbours shot dead and burned, and the children I’d shared a home with had been stolen!’

			He finished his sentence on a shout. Lukas’ tongue flashed out for a moment, moistening his lips.

			‘Children?’

			‘Essy and Donnel,’ Zeke told him. The anger that had been stoked inside him had cooled and darkened in the utter surprise of being confronted by Lukas, but now it was back, and stronger than ever. ‘Sixteen years old, and eight. The children of the two people who took me in and gave me shelter and purpose when otherwise I’d have died. The children of the people you murdered. Where are they?’

			Lukas pursed his lips. ‘They’re well.’

			‘Well?’ Zeke demanded. Every muscle in his body was tense, now.

			‘They’re both healthy, we’ve given them food and water,’ Lukas clarified. ‘Donnel doesn’t speak much, but Essy is a fine young lady, and fair handy with a gun, as it turns out.’

			Zeke’s guts turned to iced water. ‘What did you do to her?’

			‘She’s been helping me,’ Lukas said. ‘And Emperor knows, Zeke, I need help!’ He shook his head. ‘This is… it’s hard, it’s so hard. I try to guide them, I try to lead them, but how can I ever be sure that I’m doing the Emperor’s will? Infernus was a miserable old man, and Kabriel was worse. I know I’m better than them, but–’

			‘You burned Floodgrave to the dust!’ Zeke interrupted him furiously. ‘You burned Deadwired! You aquila’d a man and left him in a ring of fire there, I saw the corpse! You’re just as bad as they ever were!’

			‘Then help me!’ Lukas hissed, and Zeke saw a sudden, genuine desperation in his eyes. ‘If I’ve lost my way, then help me find it again! The Emperor sent you to me – and walking openly to me over the bridge, not sneaking in like a thief on some dilapidated boat. You have to see His purpose in this, Zeke! I’ve been blinded by fire – everyone looks like a sinner now!’ He reached out with his right hand and took Zeke’s left arm, like he had when he’d been pulling Zeke down to avoid the shots of mutants and heretics, back in the days when they’d been young together. ‘With you to–’

			Zeke yelped in pain as Lukas’ fingers dug into the harpoon wound.

			Alin Choll lashed out, knocking Lukas’ right hand off Zeke’s shoulder.

			Lukas’ left hand came up out of the folds of his robes, holding a bulky gun that Zeke remembered well: Father Infernus’ bolt pistol, said to have been blessed by Klovis the Redeemer himself.

			Zeke drew.

			Not fast enough.

			Lukas’ bolt pistol roared.

			Alin Choll spun backwards to the ground, their shoulder smashed and fountaining blood. Zeke’s shots tore through Lukas’ robes, and the yellow in them was abruptly stained by red; not the red of fire, but the red of blood.

			Lukas sank to his knees, his eyes wide, disbelieving. ‘Zeke…?’

			Zeke put his autopistol to Lukas’ forehead and put a shell through the mask that had once rested on his own head.

			For the second time in his life, he killed Father Infernus.

			It had all taken a second or so, at most. Seven Sumps, which felt like it had been holding its breath from the moment Zeke and his congregation had set foot on it, let it out again in a roar of rage and gunfire as it caught up with events. Shutters flew open, and doors burst outwards. The congregation of Father Infernus, along with the locals most in hock to them, began firing.

			Goliath war cries and Bonetown battle screams rose in response, and the buildings of Seven Sumps abruptly began sprouting holes the size of human heads as the huge-calibre weapons of the Furnace Lords and the Soot Devils fired back, charging through the town as they did so. Walls were no protection, and the opening volley of the Redemptionists was cut short as the furious counter-offensive drove them back.

			Amidst the noise and fury, Zeke lunged for Alin Choll, grabbed their wrist and dragged them into a narrow side alley from which no gunfire was coming. They left an ugly smear of blood across the dust of the street, and one look told Zeke that the wound was bad. Bolt pistols were not subtle weapons.

			Tears welled up in Zeke’s eyes, lending a merciful blurring to his sight. ‘I’m sorry, Alin. I’m so sorry. I should have been quicker.’

			The Delaque’s eye lenses were as inscrutable as always, but something about the tilt of Alin’s head told Zeke that they weren’t looking at him anyway. Their breath was coming thin and fast.

			‘The Emperor moves in mysterious ways,’ Alin grimaced, but gritted their teeth and continued. ‘My hands are as red… as Infernus’… yes? But in a past… you know nothing of. Perhaps… nggh! Perhaps the underhive is cleaner… without either of us.’ They reached out and grabbed Zeke’s arm. ‘Now go… and find your children.’

			Zeke shook his head, even though he wasn’t sure Alin would see it. ‘I’m not leaving you!’

			‘I’ll be dead soon… but you don’t… have the time…’ Alin hissed. ‘Go now… and do what we came here for!’ They extended a shaking hand and dropped a knife by his knee. ‘Take that… just in case it… helps.’

			Zeke took Alin’s hand in his own. ‘I’ll come back for you.’

			‘Do as you… please. I’ll be… with the Emperor…’ The Delaque managed a smile, although it was a mirthless rictus of pain. ‘I wonder how many… of those I sent to see Him… will be waiting for me?’

			Zeke kissed the back of their hand. ‘Well, you wait for me there.’

			‘Keep me waiting… awhile. Yes?’

			Zeke released them and took up the blade they’d dropped. Then, with knife in one hand and autopistol in the other, he walked into hell.

		

	
		
			Fire

			 


			Confusion reigned.

			Seven Sumps was a dark place; although it was much closer than usual to the great lumens in the roof, far fewer of them were working than in many domes. It was one of the worst possible locations for running gun battles between rival factions, and yet that was what was happening. Some of the locals were clearly with Lukas’ mob, whereas others were simply trying to protect their own turf from anyone who got too close. As he hunted desperately through the streets, Zeke saw a Redemptionist pulling a door open to shelter from the booming shotgun of a Goliath, only to be run through by the knife of the desperate resident within. The next alley over, a cleaver-armed Bonetowner lay dead next to an axe-wielding woman in red-and-yellow robes, both slain by a gun that neither had been carrying. Zeke hurried on to the next alley instead, in case the local responsible for the killings took exception to him as well.

			Some of the rafts had clearly made it to the walls, because Zeke saw a flash of colour that he was sure was Syrun Kos’ hair, but when he looked back the lasgunner from Bad News was nowhere to be seen. He heard a familiar roar, as well: it could have been a different bolt weapon, but he strongly suspected that Grimbjorn Stonefist was in the fight too. All in all, though, he ran and ducked and jumped through the streets with little idea of what was going on around him, other than almost all of it was dangerous.

			‘Essy!’ he shouted, until his throat was raw. ‘Donnel!’ But only gunfire answered him.

			Whoomph

			Zeke’s head whipped around to the right. He knew that sound: the noise of a flamer. He ran towards it, because he knew there were no flamers amongst his followers. It led him towards one of the edges of the rooftop, and he burst out onto what had been turned into a quay, with a sumpship tethered there. Two robed shapes were leaning over the edge to look at the water below, with a third sprinting towards them from behind.

			‘No!’ shouted the runner, her voice shrill and desperate. ‘Don’t–’

			One of the two at the quay’s edge squeezed the trigger on the weapon they were holding, and bright, yellow-white flame billowed out of the nozzle, angled downwards. Zeke heard screams over the noise, and his mind filled in what he couldn’t see: a raft of his followers, trying to reach the walls, bathed in sudden flame from above.

			Then the lake caught fire.

			It rippled outwards like a rampant infection, tongues of dirty flame licking upwards as the chemicals, filth and noxious gases ignited. Not every part of the surface caught, but it kept spreading, leaving dark pools of fluid surrounded by sheets of fire. The Redemptionists on the quay backed away, raising their arms to shield themselves from the sudden rush of heat from the inferno they’d unwittingly unleashed.

			Zeke put a burst of autopistol shells into the fuel tanks slung on the back of the man with the flamer, and they blew up. The flamer-wielder was propelled forwards into the lake; the man next to him was doused in ignited promethium and staggered sideways, screaming, before he too fell into the sump. The last of the trio, who’d come to a horrified halt as her warning was ignored, was blown off her feet by the force of the explosion and landed hard on the rockcrete.

			Zeke was on her as she shifted groggily, and had the barrel of his gun rammed into her forehead before she knew what was happening.

			‘Essy and Donnel!’ he snarled at her. ‘Where are they?’

			The woman beneath him froze in the act of reaching up to grab at the sudden pressure on her face.

			‘Zeke?’

			Zeke looked at her face properly, and his gut twisted in recognition. ‘Bella?’

			‘Throne of Terra, it is you,’ Bella said. She relaxed, her hands dropping to the rockcrete on either side of her head. ‘Heard your name, thought it was you come back to haunt us. Punish us for our sins, hey?’

			Zeke pressed his gun in a little harder. ‘Essy and Donnel. Where?’

			The right hand side of Bella’s top lip quirked into a smile, and she pointed with her right hand. Throne, but she looked old!

			‘Shut up in a house, next alley over. Door looks like it was taken out the side of a sump ship, ’cos it was. Got a kid guarding ’em, but you can take him, unless you got older n’ slower than me.’

			Zeke scowled at her. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

			‘Judgement’s come.’ Bella shrugged, then coughed; the acrid fumes of the burning lake were starting to drift ashore. ‘If I had faith, must’ve lost it years back. Just been doing what I been doing ’cos I been too scared to stop. Ain’t no excuse. Who’re the kids to you, anyhow? Not yours, don’t have your look to ’em.’

			‘I owe their parents my life,’ Zeke told her, and Bella nodded.

			‘Fair. You seen Lukas?’

			‘Seen him and killed him.’

			‘Good.’ Bella sighed. ‘Had hopes for that boy, but hope dies faster than anything else down here. So, go on – send me to the God-Empress, and go get the kids. Past my time.’

			Zeke shook his head, and lifted his gun. ‘No.’

			Bella frowned, as though expecting a trick. ‘Say what?’

			‘Lukas told me you shot Kabriel deliberately,’ Zeke said. ‘I owe you my life, too. I can’t level all debts against you, but I can level the one that’s owed by me.’ He got up, leaving her on the floor. ‘Get up and run.’

			‘Run where?’ Bella protested, propping herself up on one elbow. ‘Skutting lake’s on fire!’

			‘Not my problem,’ Zeke told her. ‘Yet,’ he added, then turned away from her and broke into a run. The next alley over. After all this time, he was close, so close. Bella hadn’t lied; he could almost taste the truth in her words.

			A hissing, whistling sound grabbed his attention, along with the skittering of many legs. A bone-white shape well over a foot long hauled itself over the side of the quay some way ahead of him, and disappeared into the nearest alley. It was a sump spider, fleeing the blazing water into the only safe place available, and it was swiftly followed by another, even larger.

			‘“No bigger than your head”, my arse,’ Zeke muttered, remembering Zakath’s words at the bridge.

			A stentorian screech cut through the noise of gunfire, shouts, and the soft but pervasive spitting of the flaming lake. It was deep, and powerful, and came from further out in the dome, from the places where the lumens had long since failed and the only light to ever split the darkness was borne by reckless humans as they hunted the mighty white sump mares.

			The sump lake’s surface began to ripple, more and more.

			‘Oh crap.’

			Zeke reached the alley and ducked into it, scanned it quickly to determine that no sump spiders were about to attack him, then headed for the door Bella had described. It was sheet metal, rusted and pitted, and scored down its entire length by what he really hoped hadn’t been spider fangs, but thought probably had been. He grabbed the handle, wrenched it open with the hand that still clutched Alin’s knife, and dived inside with his gun up and ready.

			Darkness skulked inside, split only by the flickering light of flames coming in through the windows at front and rear.

			A body on the floor, red-and-yellow robes splayed out around it.

			Zeke’s heart leapt, half in sudden hope, half in abject fear. He looked up and around, tracking with his gun.

			‘Ess–’

			Light

			Noise

			…pain.

			He staggered backwards, hit against the wall and moaned as agony speared through him. He could feel blood leaking out of him, soaking his clothes like when he’d fought the slavers, but this wound wasn’t in his arm.

			It was in his chest.

			‘Essy?’ he managed weakly, as he sank into a sitting position against the wall, hoping desperately that she was in here somewhere. His gun seemed heavy; too heavy to lift properly. His fingers were going cold.

			‘Zeke?!’

			She flew out of the darkness, tears sparkling in her eyes and a damned stub gun in her hand. He felt a fierce surge of pride in her, suddenly. She’d killed the man set to guard her. He’d failed to protect her, but at least she could maybe protect herself now.

			‘It’s me.’ He managed to reach up and get the mask off his head, then threw the hideous thing as far as he could. The effort tore at his insides, and he gasped in pain.

			‘They said you had a mask of rags!’ Essy sobbed. ‘I didn’t mean to, I wouldn’t have–’

			‘Sssh,’ Zeke told her. ‘Sssh. It’s fine. It’s fine.’ A mask of rags? Yes. Yes, he had. What had happened to that? He tried to focus on the girl in front of him. ‘Where’s Donnel?’

			‘He’s here,’ Essy said, with a teary nod. Her face screwed up again as she looked at the hole she’d put in his chest. ‘B-but–’

			‘No, he doesn’t… doesn’t need to see this,’ Zeke agreed. His lips felt heavy now. ‘Go on. Go. Run. I’ve got friends here.’

			‘Ma and Da?’ Essy begged him. ‘Are Ma and Da here?’

			‘No,’ Zeke told her, and what was left of his heart broke as he saw hers break anew. ‘No, they’re… with the Emperor now. You’re going to have to be… your own Ma and Da, now.’

			The door was wrenched open again and a great-coated shape stepped inside, laspistol up. Alin! No. No, Alin was dead. Zeke had watched them die.

			‘No!’ he shouted, as loudly as he could, as Essy snapped her stub gun up despite the tears in her eyes. ‘Essy, Ash, no!’

			‘I saw you come in here. You’re hurt?’ Ash Choll asked. They didn’t seem to have any difficulty seeing in the dim light.

			‘I’m dead,’ Zeke corrected them. ‘Ash, this is Essy. Essy… this is Ash. Go with them. You and Donnel. Go. They’ll… keep you safe.’

			‘Orlocks?’ Ash Choll said, and there was a dangerous note in their voice that Zeke couldn’t remember hearing before. They almost sounded like their sibling now, but that must have just been Zeke’s ears playing tricks on him. He’d seen Alin die. ‘You never said the children were Orlocks, no?’

			‘It’s a Delaque,’ Essy said flatly, her nostrils flaring. ‘Da said–’

			‘Ash, Essy, please!’ Zeke pleaded. Was it getting darker? Were the fires outside on the lake failing, or was it his eyes? ‘I’m dead. Alin’s dead.’

			Ash Choll’s sharp intake of breath was as good as a scream of anguish from a more demonstrative House.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Zeke apologised. ‘Take them… keep them safe.’ There was something else, something else he knew he needed to say, to hurry them both up. ‘The spiders. The spiders… are coming.’

			Ash Choll’s head turned, ever so slightly, towards the rear wall of the building, the one closest to what had until recently been the darkest part of the lake. Then they nodded.

			‘Come, children.’

			‘Essy!’ Zeke said. He dropped Alin’s knife, dimly heard it clatter on the floor, and fumbled with his pouch. ‘I have… I have…’

			He pulled out Magos Volt and Sister Purity. He tried to hold them out, but his fingers failed him, and the dolls dropped to the floor too. Essy scooped them up, then, after a second, took the knife as well.

			‘If we are going, we should go now, yes?’ Ash Choll said. Essy turned and darted back into the darkness, then returned with Donnel in tow. She covered his eyes before he caught sight of Zeke, whispering comfortingly in his ear, then steered him out of the door.

			‘Thank you… Ash,’ Zeke managed. Everything was cold now.

			Ash Choll made a sign Zeke didn’t recognise, something involving their left hand and their face. ‘Walk always in shadow, and may your soul hear truths.’

			They left, and the door swung shut again behind them, but the fumes from the burning lake were seeping in under it. 

			Zeke lost his fight against the encroaching darkness with the smell of smoke in his nostrils.

			Not the sour smoke of the dried fungus trunks that Ava and Vorn had used to heat their home. Not the whiff of char that meant someone hadn’t been watching the rat on the spit. Not even the sweet scent of incense paying homage to the God-Emperor, or a particularly recalcitrant machine-spirit. This was smoke like he used to smell.

			Thick, choking, and scented with death.
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			‘Oh, scav.’

			Kal Jerico was already dropping into a crouch as the exclamation left his mouth. The axe was little more than a rusty fan blade lashed to a length of bone, and it cut the air with a thin whistle. With no Kal to stop it, the makeshift weapon continued its arc ­unimpeded, burying itself in a steam pipe. A boiling fug gushed, filling the causeway corridor. 

			Kal cursed again and fired one of his laspistols in the general direction of the axe-wielding mutie. He threw himself aside as a second cannibal erupted from a side corridor opposite him, autogun blazing. The newcomer wasn’t aiming, just shooting. A fine old underhive tradition – fill the air with enough lead, you were bound to hit something. 

			‘Scabbs,’ Kal snarled. Then, ‘Yolanda!’ The only answer he received was more shooting. No sign of his partners anywhere. Slugs perforated support struts, and the causeway gave an audible groan. It only remained aloft thanks to centuries of rust and a bit of luck. 

			Kal shoved himself across the floor, returning fire with more enthusiasm than accuracy. No time to worry about where the others were now. Not when he could hear the whoops and howls of his attackers, as they raced up creaking gantry stairs or shimmied down through broken transit shafts. He needed to be elsewhere, and quickly. 

			The fug began to thin, leaving a greasy residue on the air. The mutie with the axe was down, having caught a slug meant for Kal. But the other one was still standing, curses dripping from his blistered lips as he struggled to clear a jam in the autogun’s firing chamber. Kal rose to his feet, laspistol extended. The mutie froze, staring. 

			Kal winked, and shot him. 

			A moment later, he was running down the causeway, the rest of the cannibals in pursuit. Kal fired in his wake without looking. At worst, the volley would slow the fastest ones down. At best, he might kill one or two, and the rest would stop to eat them. 

			The causeway was a long stretch of rusty iron and sodden ferrocrete – one of a dozen extending across the upper reaches of the ruined hab-dome. Phosphorescent flora climbed the struts and girders that held the causeway in place, and slow drifts of glimmering pollen hung heavy on the air. The causeway was crumbling in places. Wide gaps made the path treacherous, but Kal was an old hand at running for his life in difficult terrain. 

			Even so, he was soon forced to holster his weapons. He needed his hands free to haul his lean frame along the more unstable sections of the causeway. But however cautious he was, he didn’t slacken his pace. The muties were hot on his heels, and they were hungry, by the sounds of it. Then, they were always hungry. 

			Of course, they also weren’t supposed to be this far south of Pipefall. Even as he ran, he wondered what had drawn them to this badzone. If the mutie tribes were moving south, that meant they were heading up from hive bottom, and that was bad for everyone. Bad, but also profitable. Mutie scalps were worth five credits apiece in Steelgate. Too bad there was no time to stop and collect a few. 

			He bounded over a chunk of rubble, his sword clanking against his legs, and saw that the path fell away into darkness ahead. Without slowing, he holstered his laspistols and darted out across a broken girder that extended partially over the gap. A tumble of torn hoses and conduits dangled over the empty space and as he reached the end of the girder, he leapt. 

			His intention, formed in the half-second before his leap, was to swing across the gap and land adroitly on the opposite side. Unfortunately, his weight pulled many of the artificial vines loose from their corroded housings. He found himself clinging desperately to a single length of electrical conduit, his momentum lost in his momentary flailing. 

			As he swung out over the gap, he glimpsed a forest of glowing flora below, and the polluted streams cutting through it. The lower levels of the hab-dome had collapsed under the weight of strange growths, and he could smell the sickly-sweet stink of toxic fumes. He heard a giggle, and saw that the muties had caught up with him. 

			They stared at him from the edge of the gap, eyeing him the way a rat eyed a hunk of meat. At least a dozen, maybe more. Starveling-thin, or bloated with cancerous tumours, they shifted and murmured, following him with their eyes as he swung gently from side to side. A few might have been licking their lips, but it was hard to tell, given the malformation of their faces. One of them looked down, picked up a length of pipe and jabbed at him. 

			‘Stop it,’ Kal said, kicking ineffectually at the pipe. The effort sent him in a slow circle. This seemed to amuse them, and more jabbing followed until he managed to kick the pipe out of the mutie’s grip. It clattered away into the dark below. They watched it fall, and then looked back up at him. Kal stared back at them. 

			Muties were the worst of the worst. The flotsam and jetsam of hive bottom, scraped out and churned up. Inbred, gripped by disease and malnutrition, they murdered, robbed and ate anyone they could catch. In Kal’s professional opinion, life in the underhive would have been vastly improved if every mutie was dead and their corpses safely incinerated. 

			Nonetheless, he tried an ingratiating smile. ‘So… what’s the cost of safe passage, these days? I’m all out of credits, but I’m always up for a bit of bartering.’

			‘Nice boots,’ one of them grunted. 

			‘Nice coat,’ another wheezed.

			‘Looks like he tastes nice, too,’ a third said, smacking her lips in a manner that was decidedly not lascivious. Heads nodded, and grunts of assent followed this assertion. Kal shook his head.

			‘I warn you, I’m fairly certain I’m mostly gristle.’

			‘Soft,’ a mutie crooned. ‘Soft uphiver. Smells so sweet.’

			Kal began to regret taking his weekly bath so recently. It was just that a man wanted to look his best before going on a job. He had a reputation to maintain, after all. He was glad there was no one to witness him dangling here. 

			At the thought, he looked around, hoping to spot the familiar forms of his partners. They’d got separated when the muties had sprung their ambush. It was every man – or woman – for themselves in such situations, and Scabbs and Yolanda were experienced enough to look after themselves. Unfortunately, the muties had followed Kal, rather than the others. 

			‘Go find Scabbs,’ he said. ‘He’s slow and I’m sure that unsightly dermatitis of his will make him easy to chew.’ The muties, unfortunately, didn’t seem inclined to follow his advice. ‘No one ever listens to me,’ Kal muttered, as he spun slowly around and around. ‘I’m doomed to be unappreciated in my own time. Or eaten. Or both.’ 

			He looked down, trying to gauge the distance to the bottom of the hab. Or even just to the glowing canopy of flora. But it was too far, even for someone with his luck. He looked up. The conduit wasn’t going to hold forever. There was no telling if it would last long enough for him to try and climb it. He was stuck, good and proper. 

			‘I admit, this is not a good day for the underhive’s greatest bounty hunter,’ he said, out loud. A mutie laughed and Kal made an obscene gesture. ‘Who asked you, you blister-faced sump-rat?’ 

			One of them tossed a chunk of stone at him, and he drew a laspistol. Those closest drew back. Others levelled their own weapons. 

			‘Not the wisest option,’ Kal called out. ‘Shoot me and that’s your dinner gone.’ He gestured downwards meaningfully. ‘Wouldn’t want that, would you?’

			The muties paused. Jaundiced gazes flickered back and forth, and they began to murmur among themselves. It soon took a heated turn. An exchange of blows swiftly followed. They were clearly at odds over the best course of action. 

			Kal used the opportunity to take stock of his surroundings. Experience had taught him that there was always a way out, if you had the wit to see it. He twisted about, looking for anything that might be of help. 

			The causeways stretched like a web of ferrocrete across the upper reaches of the dome. After centuries of neglect, toxic rains and hive quakes, most were little more than sections of skeletal struts and support beams. The cavernous slopes of the dome’s interior were a latticework of rotting walkways and abandoned transit shafts. Thousands of pipes jutted from among the ferrous escarpments, spilling sump-water down into the dark below. Hot slurry gushed ceaselessly through broken aqueducts, joining the rest of the spillage in torrential rivers of chemical toxicity. 

			In the distance, hidden by the steamy fug that rose from those slurry rivers, ancient mechanisms the size of battleships loomed like mountains of rusting slag. He’d heard stories to the effect that mutie tribes sometimes worshipped the primeval machines, but he’d never seen any evidence of it. 

			‘Picturesque, but unhelpful in the short term,’ Kal muttered as he blew a blond plait out of his face and turned his attentions to his immediate surroundings. As he’d expected, no sign of Scabbs or Yolanda. Not even any sign of Wotan, his loyal cyber-mastiff. Then, something had been a bit off about Wotan since he’d got his sprockets jangled during the… thing, the last time Kal had had the bad fortune to journey spirewards. 

			Thinking about the… thing made Kal even more desperate to escape. ‘You’ve been in worse situations, man,’ he said, out loud. ‘I mean, is this honestly worse than being – gah – married to Yolanda Catallus?’ 

			Yolanda was an ideal partner in crime – most of the time – but as a partner in matrimony? He felt a shudder run through him at the thought. Yolanda was beautiful, in the same way that a Phyrr cat was beautiful – all the colours and general slinkiness hid a murderous temper. He’d once seen her beat a man to death with another, slightly smaller man. Then there were all the times she’d tried to kill him, either to collect one of the occasional bounties on his head or just because she’d been in a bad mood at the time. 

			And yet, there was something about her. A gutter-sheets poet of his acquaintance had once described her as Our Lady of the Underhive, in an ode to her fierce beauty. The poet had claimed that Yolanda was the underhive manifest – all its good points and bad, wrapped up in one tattooed package. Of course, when she’d heard about it, Yolanda had fed the poor bastard to a sumpkrok. Some people weren’t good with compliments. 

			But still, the thought lingered. Until he remembered where he was, and that now was definitely not the time to be thinking about Yolanda bloody Catallus. ‘Steady on, Kal,’ he muttered. ‘One problem at a time.’

			The muties were still brawling. No one had started shooting yet, but it was only a matter of time. He spotted the girder he’d leapt from. He could just about reach it with his foot. He swung himself closer. If he could use it to boost himself, he might gain the momentum to swing to the other side. 

			But as his boot touched the girder, a mutie turned. Eyes wide, the mutant gabbled something unintelligible and swung a crude billhook out, trying to catch Kal’s ankle. Kal shot him, and swung backwards as the rest of the muties set up an ear-splitting caterwaul. 

			‘Backup would be nice,’ he shouted, hoping that someone might hear. ‘Anyone? No? Well scav you both!’ As he swung back towards the gathering muties, he fired again, not bothering to aim. The cannibals were so densely packed that he couldn’t fail to hit a few of them. But even as the wounded fell, the others pressed forwards, grabbing awkwardly for his legs or the edge of his coat. 

			‘Hands off the material, this is prime off-world leather,’ Kal snarled, as he lashed out with a boot and sent rotten teeth tumbling from a blistered mouth. He spun on his cable, swinging back out over the gap. The muties howled in frustration. Kal stretched out a foot, trying to hook a piece of broken pipe extending from the far side. He just missed it, and the motion sent him drifting back towards the muties. Another howl, this time of jubilation, stabbed at his ears. He spun in mid-air, his stomach lurching. 

			‘Shut up, shut up, shut up!’ He fired his laspistol again and again. ‘Slither back into your holes, because today isn’t your day, sump-scum. No one eats Kal Jerico.’ Leprous hands clawed at his trousers, and he thrashed his feet. ‘I said… back off!’ His grip on the conduit began to slip, and he quickly holstered his weapon. He looked up, wondering if he could reach the top before the conduit gave way. ‘Got to risk it. If the old plan doesn’t work, come up with a new one.’

			He started to haul himself up, but the muties weren’t giving up so easily. He needed to get out of range of grabbing hands. He shifted his weight slightly, and the conduit swung away once more, out of easy reach. 

			A mutie held on a moment too long, and was dragged along with Kal as he swung back towards the opposite side. The mutant wailed in panic, mouldering paws clutching desperately at Kal’s legs. The creature was stick-thin, and wrapped in filthy bandages and rags that might once have been a cheap hazard suit. A ragged cowl covered his – her? – head, but for a mouth full of splintered, yellowing fangs. 

			Kal swatted at the mutant, trying to dislodge him. The conduit wouldn’t hold both of them, not for long. The mutie snarled and jerked a knife from his rags. They spun in an awkward gavotte as Kal caught the mutant’s bony wrist, narrowly preventing the knife from opening his belly. Dust and pollen sifted down from above, as the rubber casing of the conduit began to stretch and tear. Kal looked up. 

			‘Oh, scav me.’

			The mutant twisted, trying to tear his hand loose from Kal’s grip. Kal tried to get a boot up between them, but found that such contortions were useless without any sort of leverage. As they spun faster and faster, the mutant lunged, jaws wide. If he couldn’t use his knife, he looked as if he was going to settle for getting a mouthful. 

			Just before the jaws reached him, the mutant’s head popped like a blister. He heard the shot that had killed his attacker a moment later. Kal wrenched the knife from the lifeless hand of the mutie  a second before the body sagged and tumbled away. Someone was looking out for him after all. Not one to ignore opportunity’s call, Kal began to shimmy up the conduit while the muties were still trying to figure out what had just happened. 

			More shots pierced the gloom. He couldn’t tell where they were coming from, and neither could the muties. Most scattered, looking for cover. Some unlimbered antique weapons that even a Cawdor ganger would turn up his nose at and returned fire in all directions. But a few, with more hunger than sense, leapt for the conduit. It spun wildly as several of them caught it. One didn’t, and fell with a piteous wail. The others began to climb, their eyes fixed on Kal. 

			Kal climbed faster, muscles straining against gravity’s pull. Luckily, a cannibal’s diet wasn’t the best, and his pursuers weren’t as fast as he’d feared. A few tense moments later and he’d reached the thin framework of struts that stretched above the causeways. Despite a moment of vertigo, he managed to haul himself up off the conduit. He turned, rolled onto his stomach and began sawing away with the mutie’s knife. 

			It was hard going, but a bit of elbow grease and a hint of desperation was all it took to cut through the conduit sheath. The rubber slid down the metal, and he had a moment to appreciate the look of horror on the closest mutie’s blistered features as she suddenly lost her grip on the conduit and plummeted downwards. Screams rose as Kal’s pursuers fell away into the darkness. ‘Happy landings,’ he called out, and waved cheerfully. 

			Then, carefully, he began to clamber through the perilous canopy of rusted struts. Down below, the muties continued to shoot, but whoever had turned the tables on them had obviously got what they’d come for. Kal hoped whoever it was had a good explanation for leaving him hanging so long. 

			It took him some time, but he found his way down to the causeway below. A transit shaft had pulled away from the side of the dome and slumped against it. He swung himself down through the top of it, and picked his way down its length. One of the first lessons he’d learned in the underhive was how to climb quickly and safely. Down here there was no telling when you were going to need to move to higher ground, or, conversely, head for the safety of the lowest depths. 

			When he reached the bottom, he allowed himself to drop to the causeway. He landed in a crouch and turned. This part of the causeway resembled a forest of girders and support pillars, with a canopy of struts, conduits and rusty chains overhead. Though he could no longer see them, he could still hear the muties shooting at phantoms. He smirked. ‘Have fun,’ he muttered, as he rose to his feet. 

			From behind him, he heard the click of a weapon’s safety being disengaged.

			Kal closed his eyes. 

			‘Oh, scav me.’ 

			 
Click here to buy Kal Jerico: Sinner’s Bounty.
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