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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.

		


		
			Prologue

			 


			The settlement of Hope’s End had only one watering hole. 

			Dunwich, the owner, claimed this was because he knew how to meet his customers’ needs. Not that these needs were extravagant – for the most part the miners were content to drink in silence, drowning their memories of the day’s toil. Even after the Granite Lords occupied the mine, few of them cared to discuss the situation; no one saw any point in discussing a problem that could not be solved. 

			None except for the stranger. 

			He had swept in with a cheery confidence that Dunwich almost found insulting. For the man was hardly an impressive figure, neither tall nor broad, his face partially covered by a faded green scarf. But he strode to the bar as though he owned the establishment, ordering a bottle of Wildsnake for himself, and another for anyone who cared to drink with him. 

			That was enough to draw some attention. A crowd had soon formed and, as the drink flowed, they began swapping news and stories with the newcomer. 

			Eventually the topic came around to the occupation.

			‘See that’s what I don’t understand,’ the stranger said. ‘The mine belongs to you. You built it, you took all the risks. You should be reaping the rewards, that’s all I’m saying.’

			‘It’s not that simple,’ Dunwich sighed. ‘The Granite Lords aren’t a bunch of juves fresh from the foundry, looking to make a name. Each of those men is a cold killer, and Redcap is the worst of the bunch. You’ve heard the story of how he got his name?’

			‘I hear lots of stories,’ the stranger shrugged, reaching for his glass. ‘For example, I heard the Granite Lords barely survived their encounter with the Badrock Boys. Didn’t Bonesnapper kill two of them with his bare hands?’

			The bar’s occupants tensed slightly. They had no love for the Granite Lords, but the gang was still House Orlock, and some loyalties ran deep. 

			‘That was a long time ago,’ Dunwich said after a moment’s grace. ‘Besides, the Badrock Boys were unstoppable – I heard Bonesnapper once took a krak grenade to the face and didn’t even lose any teeth.’

			‘I heard that too,’ the stranger replied. ‘And yet those same unstoppable monsters were slain, cut down in a single night-cycle.’

			‘That’s a bunch of grox-turd.’ 

			The stranger spread his hands. ‘It’s just what I’ve heard.’

			Some of the other barflies nodded. 

			‘Yeah?’ Dunwich grinned. ‘Well, someone told me one man killed all six of them, armed with only a knife.’

			‘So they say,’ the stranger replied. ‘In fact, I heard it was the same man who slew the Unseen Beast of Sumptown.’

			Crank, one of the eldest of the miners, nodded in agreement. ‘My brother lost half his crew to that monster,’ he said. ‘He told me it could hide inside your nightmares. No one could track it.’

			‘Indeed.’ The stranger smiled. ‘But such a talent only works on prey who know fear, and that was the beast’s undoing. You see, the Badrock Boys and the Unseen Beast of Sumptown have something in common. They were both thought to be invincible, until they pitted themselves against the underhive’s ninth most dangerous man.’ 

			The barman raised his eyebrow. ‘You mean both were slain by Caleb Curseborn?’ 

			The stranger glared at him. ‘No,’ he said, a note of irritation creeping into his voice. ‘I mean they were slain by Caleb Cursebound. Not Curseborn, Cursebound.’

			Crank frowned. ‘I heard it was “born”.’

			‘Well, you heard wrong,’ the stranger snapped. He paused, taking a deep breath and composing himself, his smile slipping back into place. He then turned, hopping nimbly onto the bar stool and addressing the crowd.

			‘I know all the stories of Caleb Cursebound,’ he grinned. ‘I know that he escaped the Blood River massacre and carried the sole surviving child a hundred miles through the Ash Wastes. I know that he scaled the heights of the Spire and battled the great Lord Harrow, besting him in single combat and stealing his most treasured possession. And I know that, one day soon, he will be known as the hero who freed the settlement of Hope’s End from the ruthless Granite Lords. And do you know how I know this?’

			They exchanged glances. Crank shook his head.

			The stranger pulled the scarf from his face and smiled.
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			Four hunters departed Slag Row. Five if you counted the unbloodied rookie, though none of the others did. The trail was not hard to follow; wherever their quarry passed there would be stories, improbable deeds and daring feats. It did not concern the hunters that the accounts were mired in contradictions. All that mattered was the hunt. 

			The five suffered their first casualty just outside Sump City. Whilst the rest slept, Bor Meathook pressed on alone, intent on being the sole claimant of the bounty. The other hunters found his body a day later floating in a pool of refuse, unharmed if you discounted the knife wound in his chest. They knew Meathook had been arrogant and at times sloppy, but he was no amateur. Lars the Sly, the group’s self-appointed leader, had seen him break a man’s neck with a backhand slap; had seen him dislocate a shoulder with a vigorous handshake. The former Goliath had been a mountain of muscle, and surprisingly quick for someone his size, but his life was still ended with a single thrust. The rookie obsessed over the injury, measuring the length of the incision and the path of entry, as though cataloguing the killer’s methods. The rest of the party silently paid their respects, each recalculating their share of the bounty now it would be split three ways. Four if you counted the rookie, though none of them did. 

			The remaining hunters continued, more cautious now. Since Meathook’s death the trail had vanished, their quarry aware of the pursuit. Perhaps they would have escaped had it not been for Garak the Seeker. The old man struggled to keep pace with the younger hunters, but he had the uncanny ability to know where their prey would flee to. It would sometimes be the smallest clue – a stray hair or errant boot print. More often there was no real sign at all, and the old man would consider each route in turn before inevitably guiding them down the right path. He’d smile when they asked how, exposing a motley collection of ill-formed teeth, and explain that he’d spent most of his life running; he knew where they ran because it was where he would have run. 

			The hunters lost him just outside Sinkhole, the sump lake that had long since swallowed the Orlock territory of Ironcrown. The old man had been so intent on the trail he had failed to spot yellow eyes bobbing just above the surface of the toxic waters. He screamed as the sumpkroc seized him, his fingers scrabbling on the bank as he was dragged below. The rookie fumbled for her weapon, but Lars held out his hand, motioning her to be still. There was no need for a tracker now; there was only one path left. 

			A few miserable souls scratched out an existence on the sump lake, cultivating fungus and trawling the waters for scraps. A handful of credits bought information, confirming their quarry’s flight across the lake, and a handful more secured passage on one of the trawlers’ barges. The two remaining hunters, three if you counted the rookie, wordlessly gravitated to the centre of the vessel, backs pressed together, gaze intent on the emerald waters. The trawler was unfazed, propelling the makeshift craft with a sculling oar that ended in a barbed hook. He would pause occasionally, reversing his oar to haul some trinket from the sump. 

			No one knew how far the lake extended. The trawler claimed to have sailed further than most. He told of a forgotten shore where twisted creatures wore the faces of men. When asked whether their quarry had headed for those shores, the trawler laughed, and told them that none dared cross the lake, for those who once tried had never returned. The rookie rightly asked how he knew of the creatures on the far shore if no one had ever returned, and the trawler smiled, his teeth surprisingly white and just a little too sharp for comfort, and said these were but stories. 

			Still, neither the hunters nor their quarry were interested in crossing the lake. Their focus was the island that lay at its centre. 

			The land mass was unstable, little more than jetsam drawn together by the currents, the toxic waters fusing it around a steel cylinder, perhaps ten feet in diameter and that much again in height, the top sealed by a bronze cap with a rich turquoise patina. Before the hive quake, back when Ironcrown was a centre of industry, the shaft had been one of a dozen used to haul valuable ore from the mines below. Now it was all that remained; the final passage through Sinkhole to the last remnant of the lost empire. It was their prey’s final refuge. 

			For a modest fee, the trawler promised to return in three days to retrieve them. Lars threatened that reneging on the deal would have dire consequences, though in truth he knew that this would be a difficult threat to enforce. 

			Within the former mineshaft, a cage of corroded iron and tarnished copper was suspended on frayed cables and worn chains. It was barely a few yards across, and heavily worn by corrosion and filth. The motor had long since fallen into disrepair, so they alternated operating the winch, two hauling on the rusted chain whilst the other rested. A single spluttering lumen was their only source of light, like a candle in darkness. Not that there was anything to see, suspended in a steel shaft deep within the sump. But they were not alone in the waters. Occasionally something would brush against the metal of the shaft – perhaps a trailing tentacle or malformed fin – and the cage would rock, the chain creaking as it sank deeper. 

			Their third loss came during the descent. The rookie awoke to find Lars pulling on the chain alone, the body of Scrag Dry lying at his feet. Psychosis, Lars would tell her, no doubt brought on by the confines of the mineshaft and the dangers lurking in the sump. Lars had been forced to act in self-defence. A pre-emptive defence, admittedly, but defence nonetheless. 

			The rookie said nothing. 

			At the next waste valve the two of them flushed the corpse. Through the viewport they could just see it floating, suspended in the iridescent sump. Then there was a shadow, and a flash of teeth the size of a Cawdor polearm. The body vanished. 

			They both set to work on the chain, redoubling their efforts. 

			Eventually they came to a juddering stop at the bottom of the shaft. When they stepped out of the cage, they emerged into a vast cavern, having left the sump far above them.

			Lars stepped from the cage, rifle slung low but always to hand, his olive-green greatcoat buttoned tight, his pockmarked face set in a sneer. The rookie followed close behind, her long-las strapped to her back. Before them lay all that remained of the Ironcrown of old: a subterranean desert of ash and crumbling stone, pierced by vast stalactites the size of mountains. They grew from the dome far above, the tips having long since pierced the ash dunes. A few rusted gantries linked some of the larger stalactites, and far above he could just make out the glow of the remaining dome lights. It was hard to imagine that above those lights were the festering waters of Sinkhole. He wondered how large a hive quake it would take to open a crack in the dome and drown them in the sump, and decided it would be best not to dawdle. 

			The rookie was studying the maps, trying to pinpoint the under-realm’s only remaining settlement. She’d survived longer than he’d expected, outlasting three seasoned hunters, and had acquitted herself admirably during their travels. He would still most likely kill her once they had claimed their bounty, but she was worth keeping around for now. If nothing else she might catch a stray bullet intended for him. 

			She caught his gaze and pointed. Before them, shrouded in smog, he could just make out the settlement of Hope’s End – barely two score buildings, some welded from rusted bulkheads, others carved directly into the spoil heap. To his left a workshop was stacked with minecarts and drilling equipment. On the far side was some form of distillery, which at least raised the possibility of getting a drink. Centrally, one building stretched slightly higher than the others, presumably belonging to whoever ran the place. A crowd was gathered outside of it, and he could hear the distant echo of voices. 

			Lars raised his rifle, adjusting the telescopic sight. He was too far to risk taking a shot, but he could at least see clearly now. The settlement was indeed in the throes of some celebration, though it did not appear planned. People were still emerging from some of the buildings, converging on an improvised stage assembled from rusted bulkheads. On it, a bottle of Wildsnake clasped in each hand, a lone figure was addressing the crowd. He was average height, clad in a fraying shirt and tattered green scarf that had probably been the pinnacle of fashion a couple of cycles ago, his hair worn in a fading blue mohawk. His face was unremarkable until he smiled, the warmth of the expression either genuine or a flawless facsimile. Lars had the bounty in his pocket, but he didn’t need to check it. The face was all too familiar. 

			‘Caleb Cursebound,’ he whispered. ‘Nice to see you’re enjoying yourself.’

			Satisfied, he turned to the rookie, who was still adjusting the scope on her long-las. 

			‘Quickly,’ he snapped. ‘Our boy seems to be making a spectacle of himself. I think we should put him to bed. Permanently.’ 

			He grinned, pleased by the joke. Still, Caleb was only half the problem. There was a secondary target, Caleb’s accomplice. He had neither her name nor picture, but he knew the ratskin would be close, even if she was proving rather elusive. He could not find her on the stage nor in the crowd. It was only when Caleb concluded his speech, his closing remarks eliciting a roar of approval, that Lars noticed a flicker of movement on the roof of the central building. There she was, barely visible in the shadows, but he could just make out her face, the eyes framed by crimson markings that looked a little like tears. She was scowling.

			‘Not enjoying the party?’ he said, grinning, and displaying an incomplete set of rotten teeth. 

			As he spoke her head snapped round, her gaze meeting his own. He flinched involuntarily. There was no way she could mark him; even a bionic eye could not spot someone at this distance, but he still felt a shiver of fear scurry along his spine. He would enjoy making her pay for that.

			‘You think you could make this shot?’ he asked, turning to the rookie. She was still struggling with the long-las, displaying an unusual level of incompetence. 

			‘Give me that,’ he snapped, snatching the weapon from her hands. It was still a long shot. He was confident that he could pick off either of the duo, even at this range, but doing so could reveal his presence and potentially give the other target the opportunity to escape. The ratskin would be the better choice, he decided. Alone on the rooftop there was a good chance nobody would spot her fall. That would give him time to adjust his aim and take the second shot at Caleb. 

			He barely felt the rookie’s blade slide across his throat, effortlessly parting skin and flesh beneath. He managed a gurgled scream before folding to his knees, clutching weakly at the gushing wound. Then he fell forwards and was still. 

			Elissa wiped her blade on Lars’ shirt, sweeping up the long-las with practised grace. Through the scope she could see Caleb on the improvised stage. He raised his hands and the crowd roared again, the sound carrying to the hilltop. She felt a ­bubble of hate swell within her chest. For an instant her finger tightened on the trigger. 

			But she stopped, lowering the weapon, taking a deep, slow breath. 

			No. 

			She had pictured his death a thousand times. It would not be quick and not be clean. His last moments would be as a broken man, a pariah to the pitiful underhivers whose approval he so desperately craved. 

			Her fingers danced over a silver vambrace on her forearm, the metal smooth and unadorned barring the symbol of a golden dagger set against a field of blood. The holo-matrix display blossomed into life, and she pulled up a set of coordinates half a mile hence. She slung her weapon over her shoulder and set off, leaving Lars’ corpse sprawled in the ash desert.

			Her pace was methodical. There was no hurry. Not yet. 
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			Caleb awoke, and quickly regretted it. 

			He struggled to blink, wondering why his eyes were sealed shut. He tried lifting his hand to wipe them clear, but this required establishing which way was up, and at that moment this was not an easy question to answer. In fact, he only knew three things for certain. The first was that something was trying to drill a hole through his skull, presumably in order to escape. The second was that, on balance, he hoped they succeeded and left him to die in peace. The third was the dawning realisation that the foulness festering in the pit of his stomach would not be there much longer.

			He managed to haul himself to a seated position but nearly fell, the ground shaking beneath him. No, not ground; he was slumped in a steel box perhaps five feet square, alongside a half-finished bottle that smelled like sterilisation gel infused with offal. The walls of his residence were a couple of feet high. Above him the dome lights were struggling to pierce the cloud of smog and dust. 

			His stomach clenched again as bile rose in his throat. 

			Caleb grabbed the metal frame, hauling himself to his feet and just managing to get his head over the side before noisily emptying the contents of his stomach. As he raised his head weakly he found himself starring at a trio of puzzled faces. They were clad in a mix of denim and studded leather, practical work clothes somewhat reminiscent of House Orlock. They too resided in their own metal box, which he could now discern was part of a convoy of minecarts, each linked to the others like a wagon train, and each occupied by a separate group. The procession was surprisingly quiet. He glanced down, ignoring the stain he’d left on the steel. The cart was suspended just above the sands on two metal tracks, riding upon a wave of magnetic force. 

			The trio in the adjacent cart were still staring at him. 

			He tried waving, offering his warmest smile, which admittedly worked better when he didn’t have vomit caking his chin. The nearest of the three offered a thin smile in return, trying and failing to keep the disgust from her eyes. Relieved, he sunk back into the cart, drenched in sweat, his eyes stealing shut. 

			Something struck him in the face. 

			He fell back, his head slamming into the steel and reawakening the creature drilling into his skull. The projectile landed in his lap. He peered at the object, eventually recognising it as a flask.

			‘Water,’ said a familiar voice. ‘Drink.’

			Eagerly he seized the lid, suddenly desperate, his throat as parched as the ash desert surrounding them. As he tipped the flask back a hand shot out, seizing his wrist and slowing him.

			‘Not too much,’ the voice said. ‘Small sips.’

			He did as she asked, filling his mouth and allowing the liquid to trickle down his throat. He felt his stomach clench like a fist but, drop by drop, he managed to get the water down. It helped far less than he’d hoped.

			His rescuer took the flask from him, settling herself on the far side of the cart. He knew her face about as well as he knew anything: dark eyes framed by crimson slashes, a hard mouth set in a perpetual line, and a mess of black hair that had been cropped short with a knife. But whatever part of his brain was responsible for language was struggling to recall her name. He thought better of mentioning this; judging from her expression she was not in the best of moods, and he was starting to think that he might be at least partially responsible. 

			His stomach clenched again; it felt as if he’d been stabbed in the gut. He held it this time, eyes squeezed shut, counting silently under his breath as sweat dripped from his face. Slowly the pain subsided. He relaxed, letting himself slump in the cart. 

			She seized his hair, dragging him upright. Her palm smacked across his face. It was a hard slap, though he suspected that, if required, she could hit him considerably harder. 

			‘Wake up!’ she snapped. 

			‘Iktomi?’ he managed, the language centre of his brain suddenly online. ‘I’m awake, I just might be sick again.’

			She released her grip, muttering a curse. The word she used was of ratskin origin, its precise meaning unknown to him, but intonation and tone made the message perfectly clear. 

			‘Thank you,’ he said, straightening his collar. ‘Now, where are we going?’

			‘The mine.’

			Mine. There was something familiar about the word. 

			‘We’re going mining?’ he ventured. 

			She glared at him. He would have backed away if his shoulders were not already pressed against the steel.

			‘Not mining,’ she said softly, the menace in her voice palpable. ‘Stealing.’

			That did sound familiar. Not so much the mine part, but the concept of stealing in general. The fog was lifting now, perhaps dislodged by the blow to his head. Stealing; that sounded about right. Stealing and running and stumbling from one near disaster to another. It was all flooding back now – the flight across the underhive, bounty hunters at his back. The descent beneath the toxic lake filled with monsters, holding out in the under-realm beneath the sump. That was his life now, ever since the incident in the Spire. 

			He glanced to Iktomi. She was no longer watching him, intent on the desert of ash and dust. He followed her gaze. The landscape was bizarre: inverted mountains of crumbling stone that widened as they ascended, their bulk blotting out vast swathes of the dome. Rusted girders jutted from the surface like broken bones, and a warren of tunnels had been carved into the mounds, supported by a network of scaffolding. He could not discern its purpose – perhaps some settlers lived in the caves above the desert, or retreated there if attacked? It didn’t look very secure, and there would be nowhere to fall back to. Admittedly, some of the larger mounds were connected by gantries of corroded iron, but the bridges were ancient and beyond disrepair. Many had no doubt fallen, isolating the more distant mounds, the only remnant of their presence the broken girders. 

			His vision swam and he suddenly felt very sick again. 

			‘I think I need more water.’

			She passed him the flask without looking, her focus on the twisted landscape. 

			‘What is it?’ he asked, taking a sip.

			‘Someone was watching us.’

			‘When?’

			‘Yesterday. Perhaps before then. Perhaps now.’

			‘So, always then?’

			‘No, not always,’ she said. ‘But we did not always announce our presence wherever we travelled, or sing songs about our heroic deeds.’

			He could remember now. Not everything; past experience suggested that would come later. But he recalled standing at the table, a bottle of Wildsnake clenched in each fist, the audience in the palm of his hand, hanging on his every word. It was a wonderful feeling, though some of that could be attributed to the Wildsnake. 

			‘I admit that was probably a mistake,’ he conceded, ‘but there is no way someone could have followed us down here. No bounty is worth risking that lake.’

			‘We survived the journey.’

			‘Only just. But we’re in Hope’s End, right?’ he persisted. ‘This is about as low as you can lay without sinking into the actual hive bottom. Nobody will find us here. Nobody even comes here.’

			‘Except the Granite Lords.’

			‘The who?’ The name sounded vaguely familiar but his memories remained hazy.

			‘Orlock gang,’ she replied. ‘Usually operate out of Rust Town. But the locals stumbled across something valuable down here, and the gang decided it belonged to them.’

			‘Just like that?’ 

			She nodded. ‘This used to be Orlock territory – they feel entitled to take whatever they need.’

			‘Sounds familiar,’ Caleb sighed. ‘I know what you’re going to say – we shouldn’t get involved.’

			‘That is what I said,’ she replied, staring darkly at him. ‘You even agreed with me. At first.’ 

			‘I feel like I may have said something stupid last night…’

			She shook her head. ‘No, not something. Many things.’

			He nodded. This, too, seemed familiar. ‘Any real gems?’

			‘You promised you could take back what was theirs without a single drop of blood being spilt.’

			‘Right.’ He winced. ‘Well, that’s within the realms of–’

			‘You promised them a better future.’

			‘I feel like that’s more of an opportunity promise, as in I can give them the chance to make a better future, but the execution is more–’

			‘And you waived half our fee as a gesture of solidarity.’

			He swore. ‘Oh great. So how much are we making on this?’

			‘You are making nothing.’ 

			It took a moment for him to take her meaning. He shook his head. ‘No, we split everything down the middle – that’s the rule. Our wins and our losses.’

			‘Then why do you get to waive half my fee without asking?’

			For a moment neither spoke, the silence broken only by the hum of the cart’s generator. Ahead of them one of the inverted mountains loomed into view between the dunes, its vast bulk casting a shadow over the convoy. 

			‘We need to get on the same page here,’ Caleb said. ‘I’m… not quite at my best. I’m not sure why, Wildsnake doesn’t usually hit me this hard, but–’

			‘That ran out during your speech. You kept making toasts.’

			‘What was I drinking then? Second Best?’ 

			She sombrely shook her head. 

			‘Third Best?’ he whispered with mounting horror.

			‘I suppose you could call it that. If you were feeling charitable.’

			‘Then I suppose I’m thankful to still be alive. Why in Helmawr’s name was I drinking Third Best?’

			‘You were very drunk.’

			‘That would explain it,’ he nodded after a moment’s thought. ‘Was it at this point I came up with the plan?’

			‘Some of it.’

			‘Did I share any details?’

			She stared at him. It was not a nice stare. He swallowed. 

			‘I’m going to be honest here. Last night is, frankly, a little foggy. There are a few small but significant details about our current assignment that escape me.’

			‘Which details?’

			‘Well, I suppose we should start by confirming exactly what it is we’re stealing.’

			The stare was getting worse. Caleb had once been threatened with evisceration by a seven-foot-tall psychopath wearing a necklace of assorted ears. Somehow the man had been less intimidating. He continued regardless.

			‘Also, I’m not completely clear on how we plan on doing it. Or why. Or where from, for that matter, but I think at the moment the how and what are the areas to focus on. Agreed?’

			He extended his clenched fist in a gesture of solidarity.

			She stared at it, and then at him.

			Her eyes narrowed and Caleb realised that, until that moment, he’d never actually seen what she looked like angry.

			Elissa watched the convoy glide across the ash desert. It was too far away to identify the occupants of the carts, but she knew he was there, lounging amongst the settlement’s dirt diggers. She could feel it. 

			Her sanctuary had been carved into one of the stalactites, a cloister barely a few yards wide, tucked beneath an overhang and invisible from the ground. It might once have served as a smuggler’s den, or a secluded venue for a lovers’ tryst, but it was long since abandoned. She would never have found it without the coordinates, though there was little to really find. Some small part of her, a part she would have sworn died long ago, had held out hope that something would have been left for her. A token from her home, or even just fresh rations that had not been reconstituted from vermin and corpse-starch. But, as she had been reminded, even a blanket would be a violation. She knew some puritans would go as far as arguing that being given coordinates was technically a breach of the code. 

			The code. 

			It had seemed romantic back in the Spire – the young nobles of her house descending into the depths of the underhive to prove their valour, armed only with what they could carry on their backs. They would return once their oath was fulfilled, though most simply vowed to take a given number of lives, the more boorish seeking to raise their tally one higher than their peers. Not that this made the task any more challenging. Each debutante wore a vambrace engraved with the house symbol, their shackle to the world beneath. The device could read the heart of its wearer and would provide proof of their triumph or failure, but it cared little for valour or honour. Defeating a score of the underhive’s most dangerous killers held the same value as murdering a score of its babes in arms, a sentiment shared by some of her peers.

			She had heard some of her cousins boasting that they intended to linger in the underhive, content to spend a trifling few years carving out empires amid the squalor. A few had even suggested a tournament of sorts, where each would take a cycle to gather his forces and then wage open war, the victor claiming a conciliatory drink from the loser. Now that she had spent a few months in the festering darkness she wondered if they still shared this sentiment, if indeed any of them were alive. 

			When it was her time to take the oath she had promised but a single life. For she sought not to prove herself by the size of her tally, but by the life she claimed – the thief who had stolen her family’s honour and spilled her father’s blood. 

			The wagon train disappeared into a tunnel carved through the slag mounds. It did not matter. She knew the path it would take and the destination. Despite his numerous failings Lars had a passable gift for data gathering. There was only one place of value in the ash desert. That’s where she’d find Caleb, no doubt thrusting himself into some local squabble. If it turned into a firefight a single stray bullet could steal her kill and break her oath. 

			Her vow was for more than just his death. Only when his life lay in ruin, when all illusion of heroism was shattered and the underhive knew him as a murderous coward – only then would she grant mercy and end his suffering. Until then, his life belonged to her, and she would ensure no other would take it. 

			The long-las clicked into place upon her back, and Elissa Harrow began the descent from her sanctuary. 
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			By the time they reached the shale spoil heap Caleb was sweating, though he was unsure whether this was due to the prior night’s indulgences, or the dome abruptly lurching into its midday environmental protocol. The transition had not been smooth, the climate regulators raising the temperature by twenty degrees in a matter of minutes. The dome lights were brighter too, though it made little difference and the convoy was now deep within the shadow of the largest mound. 

			He wiped his brow, glancing at Iktomi. She seemed unaffected, at least by the heat. But something was off. He knew her methods well enough, how she would study the landscape to identify cover and potential firing lanes. But she was preoccupied, her gaze drawn over her shoulder, as though waiting for something to emerge from the dust clouds behind them. 

			The convoy halted behind the shale mound, the last piece of cover before they reached the mine. The settlers dismounted and checked their equipment, whilst Caleb and Iktomi scaled the rock face. She moved like a spider, ascending without regard for hand or foothold. Caleb was more methodical, testing each handhold in turn. The rock was soft, crumbling at his touch. 

			They reached the summit. They had a clear view of the mine’s entrance on the plain below. His heart sank when he saw it. He’d hoped for a pit in the ground, something they could easily surround and contain, pinning the Orlock gang in place. But the main mineshaft had been carved directly into one of the upturned mountains, at the point where its tip pierced the ash desert. The entrance was reinforced by scaffold and support beams, and around it a rudimentary compound had been constructed: two crude buildings welded from scrap and a perimeter wall assembled from a motley collection of boulders and aged bulkheads. Still, it looked solid enough to repel small-arms, and well-chosen firing points had been incorporated in the structure. 

			Behind the reinforced gate additional barricades were welded into a crude but impressive secondary line of defence, each studded with jagged iron blades. Beyond the compound the terrain had been levelled, creating a hundred-foot kill-zone. Even with minimal defenders any frontal attack would suffer heavy casualties.

			‘Damn it,’ he said. ‘It’s a fortress. Did I know it was a fortress when I made all those promises?’

			She shrugged.

			‘Tell me my plan again,’ he sighed. ‘Just so I’m clear.’

			She repeated the instructions he’d dictated prior to blacking out, her tone impassive, her expression less so. It sounded no better on the third hearing.

			They were stealing ore. Something called melerithyst. He’d never heard of it, but apparently the mineral commanded a high price. The heaviest thing Caleb had previously pilfered was the bronze bust of Gurnark the Bootking. Even this limited experience suggested to him that stealing several tons of ore would pose some significant logistical challenges. Not that it was really stealing in this instance; the settlers had stumbled across the melerithyst seam before the Granite Lords had moved in, the gang taking over the excavation and driving the locals away with threats and intimidation. He and Iktomi were heroes, defending the downtrodden against ruthless outlaws. 

			Quite a lot of outlaws as it turned out. 

			Two were visible at the mine entrance, alert but at ease, their weapons held low. He’d hoped that the gang’s guard might be down, but they seemed well drilled. Two more were further out, sweeping the perimeter. Four outlaws; five more left unaccounted for. They could be in the mine, he supposed, finalising the extraction of the ore. He recalled some mention of it being a delicate process, but the previous evening was still a blur.

			Four visible. It would have to be enough.

			‘You can find a way in?’ he said. 

			Iktomi nodded. He knew better than to ask how. 

			‘Okay, let’s just go through this one last time. You sneak in and sabotage whatever supplies they have left – we need to make sure their water extractor is taken out. No food, no support, nothing. They need to have no avenues of retreat.’

			Saying it aloud helped. That part of the plan seemed logical; the key to ending a siege was to prevent it ever happening. Pre-emptive action. Anticipation. All commendable ploys. It was probably the part that had come to him when he was still on the Wildsnake. 

			Part two of the plan was a little dicier, no doubt formulated under the influence of Third Best. It involved him entering the camp alone, convincing the outlaws to load the ore into minecarts on his behalf, and the whole group departing the compound only to run afoul of the settler’s ambush. 

			They descended, scrabbling down the shale mound, the rock crumbling beneath their feet. At the bottom the settlers were arming themselves. Most carried short-range weapons: sawn-off shotguns and stubguns, but there were a couple of harpoon launchers and a heavy stubber. Nothing appeared suitable for blasting a hole through the fortifications, but why should it? The weapons were for intimidation only; he’d sworn no blood would be spilled. 

			At the centre of the activity the settlement’s overseer was barking commands. He was tall and broad, standing at least a head above Caleb and a shoulder wider. His hair was thinning, tied in a silver braid that reached halfway down his back, and his face was worn by something more than the passage of time, the right side a twisted mess of scar tissue, the ear long departed. When he saw them he extended a broad hand, beckoning them over. Caleb glanced at Iktomi in confusion as they approached. She mouthed a name under her breath: Stone. It certainly suited him.

			Caleb drew himself up to his full unimposing height, redeploying his winning smile. It was not reciprocated. He suspected he should clean his teeth. 

			‘You’ve seen what we’re facing. Still think this plan can work?’ Stone asked, his tone indicating he did not. 

			‘Absolutely,’ Caleb lied. ‘We just need to draw them out. Once they’re in the open, numbers are all that matters. They will have to surrender.’

			‘And you think you can do that?’

			‘Of course. I’m simply a servant of the Merchant Guild, here to finalise the sale of the ore. Money talks.’

			‘Except they are not expecting you for another three days.’

			‘Plans change,’ Caleb said. ‘Let me worry about the timelines. You just need to ensure you are in position when the convoy comes around the shale mound. The carts will mysteriously lose power. That is your cue.’

			‘And what then?’ Stone said, raising an eyebrow. ‘I have a cell that can hold perhaps three of them. Perhaps double that if it’s for a short time.’

			‘That’s all you need. Lock them up and sell the ore to the real guilders when they arrive. Once it’s gone there will be nothing more worth stealing. The gang can be escorted out of here.’

			‘And you think I can just release them?’ The older man frowned. ‘Has it occurred to you they might not be happy about how things have turned out? What if they decide to return with some friends and get some payback?’

			‘Why would they come back?’ Caleb replied. ‘You live in an upside-down wasteland underneath a lake of toxic death. Nobody would come here unless there was a ton of credits to be made, or they had literally nowhere else to go.’ 

			‘You came here,’ Stone replied, fixing him with his piercing glare. 

			‘That’s different.’ Caleb swallowed. ‘We just wanted to… disappear for a little while. There was a minor misunderstanding with a couple of ne’er-do-wells, but it will blow over. Really soon.’

			‘Is that right?’ Stone said. ‘Because we take in all sorts down here. I find it better not to ask too many questions, providing new arrivals are willing to follow our laws and pay their way. But you make a pretty speech and suddenly I have people risking their lives on the assurances of a stranger who is already on the run. Why is that?’

			‘I suppose I’m just inspiring.’

			Stone leant closer, his face an inch from Caleb’s. ‘I don’t see it,’ he said. 

			‘Well, they do,’ Caleb said, nodding to the settlers.

			‘Sure they do,’ the older man replied. ‘Before you came they’d given up hope. When we first struck the melerithyst seam it changed everything. Suddenly we had a glimpse of a life beyond scratching out a living in this dead-end pit. So much excitement… I guess that’s how word leaked. Soon enough Redcap and his lads came down here, chased us off, and took over operations. I still can’t figure out how he extracted the ore so fast, but he did.’ He sighed, glancing to the miners. He looked tired. 

			‘There’s still hope,’ Caleb said. ‘You send me in there and I will talk the whole gang around. If I fail then I’m the only one who gets shot. You can deny any knowledge of me.’

			Stone considered this. ‘That’s a fair point.’

			‘I’m that confident,’ Caleb assured him. ‘Trust me – this is what I do.’

			‘Con people?’

			‘Well, yeah. But just bad people. Not you. Obviously.’

			‘I’m really glad to hear that,’ the older man said. ‘Because, make no mistake, if you try and pull anything with me there will be unpleasant consequences.’

			Stone turned, marching stiffly away to inspect the final preparations. The settlers had concealed themselves in long-abandoned extraction pipes jutting from the base of the shale mound. The rails would bring the minecarts around the mound. Once they reached the pipes the ambush could be sprung. Assuming Caleb survived, of course. Stone was barking orders, coordinating the positioning of the heavier armaments. From the way he directed them it looked as though this was not his first firefight.

			‘He’s warming to me,’ Caleb said as Iktomi drew level with him. ‘Before this is done the two of us will be sharing a drink and laughing like old friends.’

			‘He doesn’t trust you.’

			‘Well, I’m going to change that,’ Caleb replied, vaulting onto the lead minecart. He staggered, almost falling. Iktomi caught his arm. 

			‘You are not in a fit state to do this.’

			He looked at her. For just a moment his smile slipped.

			‘I have to try. I gave my word.’

			‘Or we could still disappear.’

			There was no judgement in her voice. He knew the offer was genuine. 

			‘We made a promise,’ he said. ‘Or rather, I made a promise.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘But you didn’t. You could leave.’

			‘I could,’ she agreed. 

			‘But you won’t.’

			‘No.’

			He grinned. ‘Well, at least I’m not the only idiot. Is there anything else I should know before I wade in?’

			‘Plan B is in your pocket,’ she said. ‘But you assured me you wouldn’t have to use it.’

			He reached into his coat and felt a familiar shape. 

			‘Won’t I need some–’

			She took hold of his chin and forced his head back, jamming the filter plugs into his nostrils. 

			‘Thanks,’ he said, eyes watering. ‘Dare I ask if there is anything else?’

			She thought for a moment. ‘I did ask what I should do if you got into trouble.’

			‘And?’

			‘You said it wouldn’t come to that.’

			‘Right,’ he said. ‘But… let’s just pretend for a moment that it does. What’s the plan?’

			‘You said it wouldn’t come to that,’ she said, slinging the grenade sack over her shoulder. ‘Good luck. Hero.’

			He did not like how she made that last word sound. 
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			Caleb raised his hand in greeting as the convoy approached the compound. The gangers remained at their posts. They did not return the greeting, though neither did they raise their weapons in response; that was a start. 

			He was beginning to question his decision to drive the carts. One of the settlers, someone familiar to the gang, would have been less conspicuous. But then they would not be able to masquerade as a representative of the guild. Besides, he’d apparently insisted that only he possessed the charm to pull off the heist, that his silver tongue would lull the gang into a false sense of security, ensuring that when the ambush was launched they would be unable to respond. It was a little unfortunate that his vaunted silver tongue currently tasted like it had died and been left to dry in the Ash Wastes for half a cycle. But then again, that was something he could use. 

			He reached into his pack, tearing off a strip of rat jerky. He didn’t bother much with chewing, forcing the meat down his throat and chasing it with a handful of dust and the last dregs of the Third Best. It did not sit well. But it wasn’t supposed to.

			As he drew near to the main gate the guard took a step closer, raising his hand to signal a halt whilst his colleague levelled his autogun. Caleb clumsily adjusted the control panel and the cart slowed. The guard was close enough now to see his face. 

			‘What is your business here?’ he said. ‘And who the scav are you?’

			‘My name is Amatiage Rakk, representative of the esteemed Merchant Guilder Solias the Prosperous. I am here to arrange transport of the melerithyst ore.’ 

			He flashed his badge of credit, a symbol of his membership of the Merchant Guild. It was, even if he said so himself, a quite exceptional forgery.

			The Orlock examined the emblem, a frown creasing his weathered brow. 

			‘But… you’re not supposed to be here yet. We haven’t completed the extraction.’

			‘I appreciate that. However, my lord Solias has requested that we bring our timetable forwards. There is a minor issue with–’

			He paused, held up a finger by way of apology, and bent his head over the side of the cart. There followed an extensive and audible expulsion of rat meat and Third Best, bulked out by dust and pebbles. The guard was clearly a hardened fighter, proudly wearing a six-inch scar across his cheek. But even he recoiled at the sight, retreating a step and almost levelling his weapon at the steaming vomit now adorning the bedrock. He glanced from it to Caleb, his expression a mixture of fear, pity and disgust. 

			‘What’s wrong with you?’ he said. 

			‘Prospector’s Blight,’ Caleb said, swaying as he wiped his mouth with his hand. ‘There’s a lot of it about at the moment. By the time I passed through Hope’s End half the settlement was laid up. My master is concerned that if we tarry too long the supply chain may be compromised. I do apologise, but rest assured that we–’

			Abruptly there was a second eruption. He hadn’t planned it and certainly didn’t enjoy it, but it helped sell the story. It was just a shame that it was at the expense of his digestive tract. 

			‘Bones!’ the Orlock snapped, calling to his fellow ganger, his weapon still pointed somewhere between Caleb and the pool of unpleasantness steaming by the side of the carts. The man called Bones had apparently been watching proceedings. He shook his head, keeping his distance. 

			‘Do not be alarmed,’ Caleb said, half climbing and half tumbling from the minecart. ‘It’s not usually that contagious, providing you don’t touch any of the fluids. At least, not person to person. It’s the minedust, you see.’ 

			He nodded to the mineshaft. His words must have carried because Bones flinched, glancing over his shoulder to the mine’s main entrance, like a man betrayed. The nearer guard was also hesitating. Caleb could see the uncertainty play across his face as he tried to decide what to do next. It was gratifying to note his gun was now held at his side; he must have quite correctly determined that Caleb posed zero threat in his current condition. 

			‘I fear I will not be able to assist with loading the carts,’ Caleb said. ‘Would you mind if I rested a moment? I think I need to lie down.’

			‘Shut up!’ the guard snapped, raising his weapon, but Caleb could see his heart was not in it. He was no doubt second-guessing how he felt, trying to determine if the ­bubbling in his stomach was paranoia or the onset of something more serious. Caleb took a step back, raised his hands. There was no point pushing the matter. He needed the man to reach his own conclusions. 

			With a curse the guard shouldered his rifle, vaulting into the cart and gingerly reaching for the controls with gloved hands. The convoy shuddered, lurching across the improvised rails into the compound. Caleb followed on foot. Ahead of him Bones must have summoned the rest of the gang; three more emerged from the mine’s entrance, the two perimeter guards remaining on patrol. Seven in total, two still ­unaccounted for. 

			Caleb sunk to the ground some distance from the gang, and made no effort to listen in to their discussion. An attempt to steer the conversation might arouse suspicion. Besides, there was only one course of action. The ore needed to be moved and the possibility of an outbreak just made the situation more urgent. Nevertheless, the men argued. Voices were raised, scraps of conversation reaching him. From the way they spoke it did not seem any of them was in charge. 

			Eventually a decision was made. Two of the guards returned to the main shaft, shouldering their weapons. The rest loitered outside, casting the occasional glance in Caleb’s direction. He kept his head low, swaying slightly. At one point he clamped his hand over his mouth, half rising. It was gratifying to note that all five of them flinched. 

			He heard it before he saw it, the rumble of the mine’s cage emerging from the main shaft. On it sat a compact haulage unit, little more than a seat mounted on a smoke-belching engine. It dragged an iron trailer into the ash desert. Inside, sealed in a series of transparent membranes the size and shape of pillows, was a pinkish mineral veined with gold. It glistened even in the faux daylight of the underhive. The engine ground to a halt, the trailer running into it with an audible clang, and its contents shuddered. Three of the gangers raised their hands in horror, rushing over to berate the driver for his clumsiness.

			Caleb had assumed the gang would at least try to make him perform the heavy work, but they ignored him, easing the minecarts into place beside the trailer. With the utmost care they lifted each membrane, one man a side, a third hovering nervously between them. It was a slow process, and Caleb was grateful for that. He was feeling a little better now, the second purging having apparently cleansed him somewhat, but his legs were still shaking. Still, so far everything seemed to be working. Once the carts were loaded they would proceed from the compound, but they would not get far. Barely a hundred yards from the entrance the settlers would be in place behind the shale mound. As the carts reached them Iktomi would detonate the explosive, destroying the compound. The gang would be startled, turning to face this new threat. At that moment Caleb would disable the convoy and the settlers would emerge from their hiding places, weapons drawn. Surrounded, with no avenue of retreat and no means of moving the ore, the gang would surrender. Maybe.

			He sighed, finding himself wishing he still had the bottle of Third Best. There was so much that could go wrong. What if the settlers gave away their position? What if the gang refused to back down, taking cover amid the minecarts? He could see the thought processes behind the plan; it must have seemed bold and daring, snatching victory through guile and gut. But watching the gang work made him realise these were hardened men, well drilled and used to functioning as a unit. They did not seem the sort that would give up easily, but it was too late to back out. His greatest concern was that two of them remained unaccounted for. 

			This mystery was soon solved. As the Orlocks loaded the last of the ore, two figures approached from the rear of the compound. One of the perimeter guards raised his hand as they headed towards the gate, and the lead figure responded in kind, but there was something about the gesture that made Caleb uneasy. It was made worse by the second figure, who had something heavy slung across his shoulders. Caleb tried to convince himself that it could be anything – supplies perhaps, or a crate of Wildsnake to celebrate a job well done. But as they drew closer it became difficult to deny that he was carrying a body.

			The gang had noticed this too. Their labours completed, they fanned out across the barricades, covering all angles of approach. Caleb watched as weapons were eased from holsters, a sickly feeling washing over him that had no connection to the previous night’s indiscretions. He kept his head low, as if unaware or unconcerned by these developments. With tensions rising he knew his best hope of survival was appearing as inconsequential as possible. 

			The two late arrivals entered the compound. They were clad in a similar manner to the rest of the gang: shoulder guards marked with chevrons, three-quarter-length greatcoats and armoured wrist guards. But the lead figure carried himself differently, his focus encompassing the compound, scrutinising every aspect of the gang’s work. There was no doubt in Caleb’s mind that this was the leader of the Granite Lords, a man who carried the troubling nickname of Redcap. He gestured and his companion dumped the body with a grunt. It flopped across the rock, arms spilling open, dead eyes staring blankly at the sky. Caleb didn’t think he knew the man, but he was too far away to be sure. 

			Redcap said something to one of his underlings. The man shrugged, jabbing his thumb in Caleb’s direction. The gang leader glanced at him, his expression unreadable. He turned back, muttering something inaudible, before waving to Caleb, beckoning him closer. The sickly feeling was getting worse.

			Caleb took his time finding his feet, shuffling over unsteadily as if he might collapse at any moment, whilst he desperately tried to figure out what was happening. The gang were all accounted for, and the corpse did not wear their colours, clad instead in an olive-green greatcoat. Could he be a mercenary of some sort, hired to scout the area? Or had one of the locals been a little too eager and ended up paying the price?

			As he drew closer Caleb ruled out the latter. The corpse was clearly an outsider, his armour cobbled from furnace plate and scraps of mesh. Slick oily hair framed a pockmarked face, the eyes and mouth bulging open, displaying rotten teeth. His throat had been slit, and for a moment Caleb thought of Iktomi and her long-bladed hunting knife, but the wound lacked her usual precision, the killer having cut from collarbone to cheek, the throat torn open as though by a hungry milliasaur. He would have died quickly, if not painlessly. 

			Redcap smiled at Caleb. It was not even remotely reassuring. 

			‘So you’re the guild’s representative,’ the gang leader said. ‘And I hear some sickness is going around? Half the settlement is laid up?’

			Caleb nodded. ‘Prospector’s Blight.’ His voice did not sound convincing any more, but Redcap nodded sagely, as if the fictitious disease was a well-known aliment.

			‘Well, I do wish all a speedy recovery,’ he said. ‘Especially Stone. I have a lot of respect for that man. We all do.’

			Caleb nodded. He could feel the gangers moving into position around him. Redcap was still watching him. He tried to strike a pose somewhere between feverish and nonchalant, but doubted it was particularly convincing.

			‘And you’re the brave man who offered to undertake the journey from Krackrok?’ Redcap continued. ‘Or are you stationed somewhere more local? Who is your paymaster?’

			‘Solias the Prosperous,’ Caleb replied, his voice higher than he would like. ‘I think–’

			‘Ah, of course. A man well known to me,’ Redcap continued, laying his hand on Caleb’s shoulder and squeezing just a little too hard. ‘Say, being a fellow who’s travelled and seen a few sights in his time, perhaps you can assist in identifying something we found in the wastes?’

			His arm encircled Caleb, dragging him over to the body. 

			‘Anyone you know?’ Redcap asked.

			‘I’ve never seen him before,’ Caleb replied, truthfully. 

			‘Well, between you and me,’ Redcap said, drawing Caleb in a little closer, ‘I think he’s an outsider. Someone who came to stir up trouble between my boys and the great people of Hope’s End.’ He shook his head, appalled by the very thought. ‘That’s what outsiders never understand,’ he continued. ‘This is Orlock territory. It will always be Orlock territory. It doesn’t matter that Ironcrown fell. We are the House of Iron and we stick together. That’s why the people of Hope’s End have so generously agreed to provide us with the ore we need to continue our campaign against the other houses. We don’t need anyone disrupting things. You understand?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘But then I find myself wondering – if this is an outsider, why is he dead?’ Redcap continued. ‘None of my boys killed him. Now I could see someone from the settlement putting a bullet in him if he turned up looking for trouble, and they would have my full support in doing so, but slitting his throat? That’s not someone defending their territory, that’s the work of a killer, and not a neat one at that.’

			He turned his head to face Caleb, still wearing that false smile.

			‘You know what this reminds me of? When the Badrock Boys were finally put to rest. They weren’t the smartest bunch, but damn they were tough. I hated those bastards. Bonesnapper killed two of my boys the last time we tangled – just broke them like toys. Then one day I hear this story, about how all six of the gang were cut down in a single night-cycle. Bonesnapper was the last to go, just bled out in the end from a dozen wounds. I cheered when I heard the news. We all did.’

			He gestured to the rest of the gang. They nodded, their collective gaze never wavering from Caleb. 

			‘Of course, stories are sometimes just that,’ Redcap continued. ‘I wanted to be sure. So I looked into it, got a couple of different accounts from people who were there at the time. Even met someone who’d seen the bodies. Of course, I just had to know who was responsible. Turned out to be a fellow called Caleb Cursebound, allegedly the underhive’s ninth most dangerous man.’ 

			He grinned, reaching into his pocket and unfolding a well-worn warrant. Though the picture was faded and the bounty torn off, Caleb could not deny the resemblance. 

			‘I… that is, I don’t have–’

			Caleb felt someone seize his arms, pinning them in place. Redcap released the grip on his shoulder, stepping away and unholstering his stubber.

			‘It seems our dead friend was looking for you,’ he said. ‘Shame really. If Caleb Cursebound had walked up to me the day he ended the Badrock Boys I would have slapped him on the shoulder and bought his drinks all night. I just want you to know that – this is nothing personal.’

			‘You have the wrong man,’ Caleb said. ‘I’m just making my way through. I don’t want any trouble.’

			‘Too late,’ Redcap said, levelling his gun. ‘It’s a shame. I would have liked to have known what really happened to the Badrock Boys. Now we’ve met I can’t quite picture you cutting down old Bonesnapper with nothing more than a blade. You don’t seem to have that killer instinct.’

			‘I don’t,’ Caleb said. ‘Most of the time I don’t have to.’

			A throwing knife slammed into the eye socket of the ganger holding Caleb. 

			At the same instant an explosion tore through the compound, engulfing the larger building in flames and spraying the gang with splinters of scrap. Redcap was staggered by the blast, his shot whistling past Caleb’s ear. Caleb thrust his hand into his overcoat and the choke grenade bounced at his feet, engulfing them in a cloud of amethyst smoke. 

			‘Why did no one search him?’ Redcap roared as Caleb sprinted for the convoy of minecarts, but his voice was soon drowned out by the second explosion. The remaining outbuilding burst like a rat caught in a grinder, scraps of rusted iron hurtling in all directions. Something slammed into Caleb’s shoulder, knocking him off balance. He staggered but kept moving, vaulting into the nearest cart and ducking amid the melerithyst ore. He drew his laspistol, firing off a couple of shots in the vague direction of the gas cloud. The filter plugs had protected him from the worst of it, but his head was still spinning. From outside the compound he heard shots – the settlers were trying to provide covering fire. But they were out of position. Or rather, he was out of position; the compound remained a fortress. 

			A volley of bullets hammered into the minecart behind him. Caleb ducked as more shots sailed over his head. He risked a glance. One of the perimeter guards was advancing, autogun raised. Behind the man a shadow unfolded from the scrap and surged towards him. He just had time to turn before Iktomi buried her knife in the man’s chest. She never slowed, snatching the gun from his dying hands and sprinting towards Caleb. 

			A bolter shell slammed into the ash sand beside her, the blast throwing her to the ground. She rolled as she fell, finding her feet as Caleb’s head snapped round. The Orlocks were emerging from the smoke, goggles down and respirators in place. Redcap led the charge, his bolter poised for a second shot. 

			Caleb rose, firing wildly. He clipped one of the gangers’ thighs, and the man screamed and dropped to the ash. The others spun, ready to return fire, but a barked order from Redcap slowed them. Caleb could not make out the exchange, but when they fired the shots came in controlled bursts, most sailing above his head. His gaze fell on the carefully bagged melerithyst ore. They were afraid of hitting it. Not that it mattered; all they had to do was keep him pinned down. He cursed, realising he should have made for the control cart. It was at least thirty feet away and he had no chance of reaching it.

			There were familiar footsteps approaching from the far side of the cart. 

			Iktomi.

			‘Good plan,’ she shouted between volleys of gunfire. 

			‘Not my fault,’ Caleb replied. ‘They found some guy in the desert with his throat slit and my picture in his pocket. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that?’ 

			Her response was drowned out by more shots. There was a pattern to them: short bursts to conserve ammunition, but tight enough that there was a chance to try to flee. 

			They were holding him in place. Some of them, anyway. The others would be moving into position, flanking them.

			Iktomi raised the stolen autogun above the minecart, firing blind, perhaps hoping to at least slow their advance. He thought he could make out shots from beyond the compound too, the locals still apparently trying to provide covering fire. But beyond those walls was a kill-zone; a couple of heavy stubbers could hold off an army. How many of the gang were left now, six?

			He risked another glance, peering through the dust and smoke from the smouldering remnants of the outbuildings. Two of the Orlocks were positioned behind a barricade, their injured comrade with them. Caleb ducked as one unleashed another volley, and glanced to the main entrance. Two more were holding off the settlers; the rest must be outflanking them. 

			More shots. This time from his left. On the far side he heard Iktomi return fire. He couldn’t tell if she hit anything. He couldn’t see anything while trapped inside the cart.

			The scav with it. 

			He surged upright, hurling himself gracelessly over the wall of the cart, a rain of bullets snipping at his heels and punching a row of holes through his greatcoat. He landed heavily and considered staying there. Beside him, pressed against the cart, Iktomi was covering their left flank. He glanced to the right, expecting a second attacker to be emerging through the smoke, but there was no one. Had he miscounted?

			Beside him Iktomi unleashed another hail of bullets, but now he was outside the minecart he could hear another sound: a rumble pulsing through the ash, like thunder. He’d heard it before. The cage was moving. Something was coming from the mine.

			He crawled, pressed low, peering between the minecarts and trying to catch a glimpse of the main shaft. The compound was littered with the shattered remnants of the outbuildings. Though the fires had died, smoke billowed from the wreckage. He still could not make out the entrance, but the rumbling had ceased. The cage had stopped.

			Then he saw it, a shadow lumbering towards him. It stood three times the height of a man and almost that again in width, its shoulders broad but hunched like an ape’s, forelimbs almost brushing the ground with each step. Through the smoke something glinted; he caught sight of a row of amber sensor banks gleaming like the eyes of a spider. 

			Iktomi appeared beside him, her gun discarded. She was bleeding from the forehead. He hadn’t noticed it before. 

			‘He is down,’ she said, nodding behind her before catching his expression. ‘What is it?’

			He pointed. The smoke was thinning, enough to catch sight of the thing advancing upon them, oblivious to the carnage surrounding it. It was not a creature of flesh and blood; its body was a perversion of steel and servo, shielded by a carapace of rusted iron, the shoulders adorned with chevrons. Its forelimbs ended in massive claws powerful enough to crush rock, and flanked by buzzing sawblades. Beneath a faceplate studded with sensors, steel mandibles clicked, the blades sharp enough to sever limbs.

			He could just make out Redcap behind the automaton, screaming orders and curses. The monster paid his words little heed, but it was heading straight for them, wading through smouldering wreckage as though it were nothing more than overspill from a drainage pipe. 

			‘What is that thing?’ Iktomi asked as the machine drew closer. One of the Orlocks’ improvised barricades lay in its path. It raised a clawed limb, the meltapod mounted in its palm hissing. The barricade glowed as the heat struck it, turning red, then yellow, and finally white as the steel began to run like wax. The machine calmly strode through it, molten metal pattering harmlessly from its armoured shell. 

			Iktomi swore in ratskin. Caleb turned to her, adjusting a setting on his laspistol.

			‘That would be a Luthor-pattern Excavation Automaton, model C/21,’ he said, trying to keep his voice steady. ‘Affectionally known as an Ambot. Usually employed for ore extraction, occasionally shanghaied into a combat role. Very powerful, very durable, perfect for mining and murder alike if it wasn’t for a tiny design flaw. It just takes one well-placed shot to shut it down.’

			He took a deep breath. The hulking automaton was drawing closer. Once it reached the carts their cover would count for nothing. He only had one chance to neutralise the monster. The moment was all that mattered; he had to make it count. 

			He waited until it was a dozen steps away before surging upright, ignoring the shots pinging from the steel around him, his focus on the connect port just behind the Ambot’s left sensor bank. It was barely a finger’s width.

			He squeezed the trigger. 

			The blast struck true. The machine froze instantly, head bowing as the light in its artificial eyes slowly died. Beside it, Redcap had drawn his pistol, intent on returning fire, but hesitating as his iron enforcer ground to a halt. He ducked behind the machine for cover, screaming at it. His fist glanced from its armoured leg joint. It did not seem to register the blow, or anything else for that matter. 

			Caleb grinned at Iktomi, blowing on the barrel of the laspistol.

			Then the machine’s mandibles clicked, once, then twice. Its sensors flared with a scarlet light. It straightened, gaze sweeping the compound, as though seeing it for the first time, before finally settling on Redcap. The wrist-mounted sawblades whirred.

			‘Ah,’ Caleb said, wincing. ‘On reflection I think this might be the B/34 model.’

			‘It that bad?’ she asked.

			‘It’s bad for someone.’

			The machine raised its fist, and casually backhanded Redcap. He was hurled through the air, blood spraying from his chest, and slammed into a barricade some ten feet from them. He did not move. 

			Caleb grabbed Iktomi, pulling her low just as the machine’s sensors swept over them, seeking new prey. It turned its head, mandibles clicking, before its unblinking gaze settled on the two gangers providing covering fire. It took two stumbling steps towards them, and then broke into a loping run. The barrage of autogun fire did nothing to deter it.

			‘Why is it doing that?’ Iktomi hissed as the machine surged towards the panicking gangers. 

			‘I must have damaged its cranial governors,’ Caleb said.

			She frowned, not understanding his meaning. 

			‘The stuff in its head that keeps it under control,’ he said. ‘It’s just an animal now. It will kill them and us and everything else it can find.’ 

			She stared at him blankly, still failing to understand.

			‘Why?’ she said. ‘Why build a machine that will turn on its owner?’

			‘It’s not just a machine,’ he said. ‘It’s alive. Or partly alive. I don’t understand it exactly. Its body is mechanical but inside it’s… the frame is built around some xenos beast. They’re apparently quite temperamental in the wild. I damaged whatever it is that keeps the creature docile.’

			They heard screaming, punctuated by occasional bursts of autogun fire, which were becoming fewer and further between.

			‘It’s an animal,’ she said, watching the carnage from the gap between the minecarts. ‘It’s alive?’

			‘In a sense.’

			‘Then we can lure it. And we can kill it,’ she said. ‘Do you have more explosives?’

			‘A couple,’ he said, handing her his last two krak grenades. She slipped them into the shoulder sack, crouching low behind the convoy as she crept in the direction of the mine. He searched for a weapon, anything with more stopping power than his pistol. There was nothing. 

			‘Wait!’ he cried, but she was gone, darting not towards the machine but the mine entrance. The surviving gangers were scattering, the slowest already seized by the Ambot. One of them spotted her, raising his weapon. Caleb opened fire, and the ganger ducked for cover under the barrage of las-fire. 

			The Ambot was slowly ripping flesh from bone, its bloodied mandibles slicing the ganger into ragged chunks. It would have looked almost pitiful as it tried to feed, if not for the human remains dangling from its jaws. The machine caught sight of Iktomi as she reached the entrance, its head craning to follow the movement. Steam hissed from beneath its faceplate. 

			It dropped the broken ganger.

			She turned to face it, standing just before the cage, amid the scaffold of support beams. Her knife was drawn, though Caleb had no idea what she intended to do with it. Her other hand clasped the grenade sack.

			She shouted something, the words unknown to him. Whatever was said, it caught the Ambot’s attention. It headed straight for her, breaking into a lumbering run, the sawblades whirring in anticipation. It was a few scant feet away when she moved, ducking under the snapping claws and wrapping the grenade sack around its wrist, her knife piercing the machine’s knee joint. The blade snapped, but it was enough to throw it off balance. The machine stumbled, clawed limbs grasping at the support beams for purchase, just as the grenades detonated, unleashing a cloud of smoke and rock. Iktomi had cleared the entrance but the shockwave threw her to the ground. For a moment the entrance hung lopsided, the scaffold bent by the blast and the beast’s fury. 

			Above them the mountain shuddered. 

			Then the main shaft erupted, an avalanche of dust and rock swallowing the Ambot as the mine collapsed. Iktomi had found her feet and was moving when the ash wave struck her and she vanished from sight. Caleb too ran, abandoning the shelter of the minecarts as they were engulfed by the cloud of dust. He kept running even as it consumed him, until the air became clay and everything was darkness. He couldn’t breathe, the weight of the rubble and dust crushing his chest. 

			But he felt a breeze on his fingers. A way out. 

			He scrabbled, dragging his way from the darkness, gasping as he burst clear. The air was choked with dust, the barricades, minecarts and everything else swallowed by ash. There was no sign of Iktomi, no indication even of where she was buried.

			Then something stirred in the ground. Fingers, clawing, drawing hand then arm from the ground as Iktomi tore herself clear. She took a shuddering breath, struggling as she tried to free her other arm, but it was held fast, pinned under the rubble.

			Caleb stumbled to his feet, breaking into a faltering run, intent on freeing her. 

			It was this that saved him. 

			The bolt-round whistled past, detonating against the compound wall. Caleb spun to face the shooter but lost his footing, falling to his knees. Before him, Redcap emerged from the ash cloud. The Orlock was barely on his feet, his left arm clutching his side, blood oozing between his fingers and staining his undershirt crimson. But his right hand still clutched his weapon, now aimed squarely at Caleb’s chest. His breath came in shallow gasps, ribs no doubt cracked by the Ambot’s blow, but he was trying to speak, perhaps to offer some final words before pulling the trigger. 

			The shot came from beyond the compound. It was silent until it struck, the las-pulse piercing the boltgun’s magazine. The explosion was comparably small, but sufficient to tear Redcap’s arm from his shoulder. Remarkably, he didn’t fall, steadying himself and staring down at the newly acquired stump with a look of incomprehension. A second shot blew a hole in the side of his head. It was an even smaller explosion, just enough to spray Caleb with blood and brain tissue. 

			Caleb tried to stand and failed. He suddenly felt very tired. He glanced to Iktomi, who was still trying to claw her way clear. In the distance he could hear the settlers drawing closer to the devastated compound, the mine and all its equipment buried under ash and rubble. 

			‘See?’ he said with the ghost of a smile. ‘I told you it would work. We’re heroes.’
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			Elissa watched as settlers burst into the compound. They fanned out, assessing the chaos. The smoke was thinning now, the last of the wreckage buried by the explosion, but the air was still thick with ash. Caleb lay sprawled in the dust. Beside him, his accomplice clawed like an animal, trying to drag herself clear.

			Elissa sighed, weary. It had almost been a disaster. 

			She had been complacent. Redcap had entered the compound before she realised his underling was carrying Lars’ body. She had left it lying close to the settlement, assuming one of the locals would have discovered it along with Caleb’s warrant. It would have been the first step in her plan to turn the settlement of Hope’s End against him. 

			She had scrabbled for her rifle, but before she could take a shot the compound was flattened by a series of explosions. She’d lost sight of Caleb in the unfolding chaos, only spotting him again when he’d confronted the berserk mining robot. She had seen some unpleasant sights since descending to the depths of the hive, but few were quite as disturbing as watching the machine attempting to devour a ganger alive. 

			But then she appeared. The ratskin.

			Elissa watched as the settlers ran over to her, where she was still trying to claw her way clear of the dust. They seized hold of her shoulders, dragging her free, but she twisted from their grip, grasped the nearest settler’s forearm and wrenched it behind his back. There was an audible crack. He screamed. The rest of them swarmed her, pinning her in place beneath the weight of their bodies. 

			Elissa had heard the stories. Not just those told in the dives of the underhive, but accounts of witnesses and survivors. A few had spoken of Caleb’s accomplice, a ratskin girl who was rarely seen and even more rarely heard. None of them knew her name, or much about her, beyond how unsettling they found her presence. Elissa could only assume the ratskin had been responsible for the explosions, and at least some of the casualties. But she knew for a fact that it had been the girl who had stared down the bloodied Ambot, armed with nothing more than a knife and some krak grenades, and still somehow triumphed.

			The settlers had her in chains now, dragging her from the compound. Two others had Caleb, his arms pinned behind his back, though he didn’t seem to be resisting much. 

			Elissa knew she had been lucky. She may have saved Caleb from Redcap, but there had been a dozen occasions where a stray shot could have picked him off, and Elissa doubted she could have done anything to halt the rampaging machine. 

			She heard her vambrace click, signalling that it had finally connected with the Spire. The image that greeted her was indistinct, a faded sketch in flickering blue light. It was not the face of the woman she had tried to contact.

			‘Where is Lady Harrow?’ she said.

			‘Her ladyship is indisposed,’ a voice replied. ‘But she has tasked me with attending your needs. How can I assist, my lady?’

			‘I require information on an automaton. I’m sending a description. I need to know its name, how it works, any weaknesses. Send me anything you can find – I do not want to risk facing a beast like this without knowing more about it.’

			‘As you command,’ the voice replied. 

			She closed the image without another word. Once again Lady Harrow was unavailable. She knew the bondsman could fulfil her request, and would do so whether she had spoken to Lady Harrow or not. But she was still tired of being ignored.

			Still, events had ultimately worked out in her favour. Caleb, too, was now in chains, ready to receive the settlement’s justice. She wondered how he would be punished; a flogging perhaps, or imprisonment? Either suited her well enough.

			But the ratskin could be a problem. Elissa thought it would be better if she was disposed of quickly. 

			It wasn’t the worst cell he’d ever been in. 

			It was clean for the most part, unless you counted the ash. Or the bloodstains. But even they felt established, as much a feature of the cell as the walls carved into the rock face, or the two-inch-thick steel bars that secured the cell door. Besides a barred window overlooking the main square, the only light came from a stained fluorescent lumen suspended fifteen feet above them. There was a rusted iron bucket in the corner which, mercifully, neither of them had needed to make use of yet. The only remaining point of interest was an iron ring welded directly into the floor. It was even thicker than the bars, its surface tarnished but still as strong as it had ever been. 

			Caleb had an excellent view of the ring, as did Iktomi. This was because they were chained to it, their hands shackled by heavy manacles strong enough to restrain a member of House Goliath. The padlocks were equally massive, the keyholes almost the width of his finger. He’d quickly given up trying to support the weight of the shackles and was now sprawled on the floor, staring up at the flickering bulb. Beside him Iktomi sat with her legs crossed, her hands folded in her lap. Her left hand was bandaged, her knuckles bruised. 

			For the first hour she had studied the cell, inspecting each bar and every foot of rock, seeking a single flaw or weakness. Now she was still. 

			Caleb had argued, pleaded, even offered some implicit threats. The settlers had heeded none of them. He’d tried screaming down the corridor, feigning further illness, and had considered starting a fight with Iktomi to attract a guard’s attention. Given her current temperament he’d decided to hold that back as a last resort. 

			‘Well?’ he said, gaze fixed straight ahead. ‘Any ideas on how we escape?’ 

			She did not respond, or even acknowledge his words. She had not spoken since their incarceration.

			‘All right,’ he sighed. ‘I know what you’re going to say. We should have kept our heads down.’

			Silence.

			‘I meant I should have kept my head down, not got involved in a local dispute.’

			More silence. This felt unwarranted to him; things hadn’t gone that badly, relatively speaking. They were alive and for the most part unhurt. He’d certainly got them into worse spots; no one was trying to sacrifice them on a scrap altar or feed them to the sump jellies. 

			‘It would have worked, though,’ he continued, unable to stop himself. ‘They were loading the carts, ready to set off. There was no way Redcap would have recognised me if he hadn’t found that body. I couldn’t have planned for that.’ 

			Silence. Except it wasn’t completely silent. Iktomi exhaled softly, the sound not quite loud enough to warrant being referred to as a sigh.

			‘Fine,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘But for once it’s not my fault we have a bounty on our heads. I didn’t kill a member of the upper hive. I didn’t mutilate the body. And I’m not the one who always tries to solve our problems by stabbing people.’ 

			She glared at him. For a moment he wondered if that was the expression her enemies saw right before she gutted them. Then again, she usually seemed far calmer when she was killing people, almost serene.

			‘I saved your life in the Spire,’ she said, her voice sharp as a stiletto blade. ‘And I didn’t kill the bounty hunter.’

			‘I never said you did.’

			‘You accused me.’

			‘I asked you,’ he replied. ‘I asked you if you’d killed him. And given that he was hunting us, and that someone had snuck up behind him and slit his throat, I think it was a reasonable assumption… I mean question.’

			‘Well it wasn’t me. Someone else killed him.’

			Caleb considered this, drumming his fingers on the iron cuffs. 

			‘You’re sure?’ he asked. ‘On reflection I don’t find the idea of someone else slitting his throat very reassuring. Perhaps you killed him a while ago and then it slipped your mind?’ 

			‘Or perhaps it was the same killer that shot Redcap.’

			‘I thought that was covering fire from one of the miners?’

			She shook her head. ‘The shot came from the wrong direction, and none of the settlers were carrying a las-weapon.’

			‘Maybe you missed it. You’ve been a little distracted.’

			‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Because someone is hunting us.’

			‘But he’s dead now. And if what you’ve said is true then it sounds like we actually have someone looking out for us.’

			‘Or someone who wants to claim a bounty for themselves. Maybe you’re worth more alive.’

			‘I’ve always thought so,’ he said. ‘But most of the people who dislike me tend to disagree.’

			‘Understandable.’

			There was a flash of light beyond the bars. A door opened; he could hear metal scraping against the stone. Footsteps echoed down the corridor, the sound strangely inconsistent, as though every other step carried greater weight and purpose.

			Caleb rose on his second attempt, dragging himself as upright as he could manage, the cuffs digging into his wrists. He nodded to Iktomi, gesturing for her too to rise. She ignored him. 

			A shadow fell across the bars. 

			‘You’ve made a lot of people very unhappy.’

			Stone stared at them from beyond the cell. His face was grim, though this might have been in part due to the bruising around his left eye, the skin purple and swollen. 

			‘We took care of the Granite Lords,’ Caleb said. ‘As agreed. For the most part.’

			Stone raised his good eyebrow. ‘Is that right?’

			‘More or less.’

			‘As I recall, the agreement was no blood would be spilt,’ Stone replied. ‘I have two men getting their wounds stitched, a third with a broken arm and a juve who was gutshot and is lucky to still be alive. He’s not out of the sump yet either, there’s still a risk of infection.’

			‘We’re sorry to hear that. Really.’

			‘The Granite Lords are all dead too, as far as we can tell. Won’t know for sure until we’ve dug them out. Sad end for those boys.’

			It was Caleb’s turn to look puzzled. ‘Those boys were robbing you.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Stone said. ‘But they were just doing what they needed to do to survive. Besides, this used to be Orlock territory. They may have pulled out after the quake, and since then we’ve let in all sorts of folk, but we of the House of Iron remember, and loyalty is bred into us. When we stumbled across the melerithyst seam and those boys came to claim it, some of us thought they were within their rights, that we shouldn’t have put up a fight.’

			‘Did you?’

			‘No,’ he admitted. ‘But that doesn’t mean I wanted to see them dead, and I certainly didn’t think we should risk our lives fighting them. But then you arrived and gave your little speech about outsmarting them and freeing us from oppression, and everyone was so wanting to be convinced.’ 

			He looked Caleb up and down. ‘I don’t know how you do it. But you have a real gift for making people think you’re worth more than you really are.’ 

			‘I’m sorry people got hurt,’ Caleb said, meeting the older man’s gaze. ‘But that was always a risk. You must have known that.’

			‘Yeah, I knew,’ Stone nodded. ‘And if everything else had gone well I think I could have accepted that. But it didn’t.’

			He sighed, pulling up a chair and reversing it. He sat, one arm folded over the backrest, the other absently massaging his right knee.

			‘You know how melerithyst is formed?’ he asked. 

			Caleb didn’t answer. It didn’t seem that sort of question. 

			‘The mineral has a crust,’ Stone continued. ‘Like the shell of a sumpkroc egg, except even thicker. The outside is inert and worthless, but if the deposit is large enough and the shell gets thick enough then you sometimes get a little pearl in the centre, like a gemstone. Still worthless, mind, unless you put just the right amount of charge through it. Then the stone sparkles. I suppose it’s pretty enough if you like that sort of thing. The rich people uphive will pay a lot for a really pure gem. I gather they make it into jewellery or something.’

			He shrugged at this, as if the rationale behind such behaviour was quite beyond him

			‘You can’t make a living out of it, chiselling through a boulder to extract one shiny bauble. But you stumble across a big seam… Suddenly that’s real money, providing you can get to it. Extracting the stuff is delicate work, of course. Once that shell is broken a tiny contaminant can ruin everything inside.’

			‘The landslide…’ Caleb whispered, a horrible sinking feeling drawing over him.

			‘Indeed,’ the older man nodded. ‘All the melerithyst. All that money. Gone. Buried in the dust. We’ve already started excavating, hoping some of it is salvageable. We might get lucky.’

			He did not sound hopeful, and suddenly looked a lot smaller.

			‘We didn’t cause the landslide.’

			‘Oh?’ Stone frowned. ‘Those weren’t your grenades going off?’

			‘Yeah,’ Caleb conceded. ‘But it was only partially our fault. It was mainly the Ambot.’

			‘Ambot?’

			‘Yeah, they’re like a–’

			‘I am of Orlock, the House of Iron,’ Stone replied icily. ‘I know what an Ambot is.’ 

			‘Right, well the miners must have been using it to excavate the ore – that’s how they finished so fast. When we–’

			‘Where is it?’

			‘What?’

			‘The Ambot. Where is it?’

			‘Buried?’ Caleb suggested. ‘Maybe it dug its way clear and wandered off. I don’t know.’

			‘Well, once it digs its way back we can renegotiate the situation. Until then I decide what we do with you.’

			He regarded them in turn, his fingers drumming on the backrest.

			‘I’m sure we can be of better use outside this cell,’ Caleb began. ‘I’d be happy to–’

			‘No,’ Stone said, shaking his head. ‘You won’t be happy. Not once you see what your job is going to be. You ever worked on a clearance crew before?’

			‘I haven’t had the pleasure.’

			‘Then you are about to receive an education.’ The older man rose from his seat. He winced slightly as he straightened his knee, and Caleb heard the distinct whine of servos. He unhooked a weighty set of keys from his belt, unbolting the door. The cell bars ground open, protesting as they scraped across the rock floor. Their captor entered the cell, his footsteps still echoing with the uneven gait. He approached Caleb, looking him over one final time. Then he unlocked the manacles. They fell to the ground with a satisfyingly loud clang. Caleb rubbed his wrists; it did little to ease the discomfort of where the metal had dug into his flesh, but there was such a thing as protocol.

			He turned to Iktomi, expectant. She remained cross-legged on the floor. Their captor made no move to release her.

			‘Aren’t you going to free us both?’ Caleb asked.

			‘You’re not free,’ the older man replied. ‘You’re just going to work. I’d keep you cuffed if I thought you were an actual threat.’

			‘I don’t want any trouble.’

			‘See, there I actually believe you,’ Stone said. ‘You were meek as anything when we carted you away, despite having blood and brains splashed across your face. Shame the same could not be said for your friend.’ He glared at Iktomi and tapped his swollen eye.

			‘You put your hands on me,’ she muttered, refusing to meet his gaze. 

			‘I was trying to pull you out. As was the man whose arm you broke.’

			‘Your skull hurt my hand,’ she said, holding up her bandaged finger. ‘Call it even?’

			Stone cursed and turned away, seizing Caleb by the arm.

			‘Can I just have a moment?’ he pleaded. ‘Just… to say goodbye.’

			Stone rolled his eyes, but released his grip. ‘You have a minute. And keep it clean.’

			Caleb nodded in thanks, squatting down beside Iktomi, clumsily trying to take hold of her hands despite the manacles. ‘My love,’ he said, staring longingly into her rather baffled eyes. ‘I swear we will be together again.’

			She blinked, confusion morphing into something akin to panic. He leant closer, pressing her to him in an awkward embrace, his mouth resting against her ear.

			‘Can you escape?’ he whispered.

			‘The cuffs?’ she asked. ‘Maybe. I could pick the lock if I had a pin or small piece of bone.’

			‘Stone swept this place clean,’ Caleb said. ‘Well, maybe it would be safer to stay here for now. If things get really dire I’ll signal you.’

			‘How?’

			‘You’ll know it when you see it.’

			‘So, you don’t know, then?’

			‘Not as such.’

			‘Enough,’ Stone said, seizing Caleb’s shoulder. ‘You have a debt. It’s time to repay it.’ 

			Stone marched him through Hope’s End, one arm hooked behind his back. There would have been little point struggling; the older man’s grip was like steel. Literally. His right hand was entirely mechanical, the bionic limb strong enough to shatter bone. 

			For the most part, the people of Hope’s End seemed to ignore Caleb, and he did his best to keep his head down and his eyes low. But he caught the occasional exchange of words, and from the corner of his eye he could see small groups gathering, merging like tributaries as they followed the two-man procession. Without Iktomi to watch his back he felt vulnerable. Perhaps Stone read something in his expression. The older man slowed a fraction, his grip easing. 

			‘Just keep your head down.’

			‘That’s what I’m doing. But I still get this sense people are eyeing my neck a little too closely.’ 

			‘Maybe,’ Stone said. ‘But they won’t cross their overseer.’

			‘And when your back is turned?’

			‘It will be different once you get to the mine. And once the main shaft and the compound are clear I’d prefer it if you both disappeared back uphive. That is, providing your woman can refrain from injuring any more of my people.’

			‘You are very lucky she didn’t hear you call her that,’ Caleb murmured as they drew towards the workshops. A line of minecarts were propped on their sides, secured by industrial clamps, while the workers buffed the magnetic runners clean. As Caleb approached, they turned as one, a dozen pairs of eyes staring balefully at him.

			‘I’m dead, aren’t I?’ Caleb whispered, speaking mainly to himself. But Stone heard him.

			‘No,’ the older man replied. ‘The mine has a code.’

			‘My gang before my house, my house before all others?’

			The older man smiled. ‘Not that code. At least, not all of us. No, there is just an understanding that once you climb that mineshaft there is no room for rivalries and grudges. It doesn’t matter if you stole my wife or wronged my family. If two people get into an altercation up there, they can end up not only killing each other but also everyone else.’ 

			‘I’d find that more reassuring if– sorry, did you say “up” there?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I thought mines traditionally went down?’

			‘If only we could. You dig a few feet through the ash and rubble and the bedrock is as tough as ceramite. We can barely scratch it, let alone mine it.’

			‘Then where does the mineshaft go?’

			Stone nodded to the inverted mountains. Caleb’s eyes widened.

			‘You go up those things?’

			‘They are all we have left. We took all the easy deposits centuries ago.’

			‘You know there’s a lake above us?’

			‘Sinkhole? Yeah, we know.’ Stone chuckled. ‘How do you think we ended up with such unique scenery? Those stalactites, we call them the King’s Tears. That’s where the sump found weak points between the domes. It burned a path through, the rock running like wax, dripping through till it reaches the bedrock below.’

			‘So, just to be clear, the upside-down mountains are actually funnels of acid-fused rock?’

			‘That’s what formed them. They’re clear now. Mostly.’ 

			‘So you aren’t worried about maybe poking a hole into the lake?’

			‘We get leaks all the time. The rock melts and eventually seals the breach.’ 

			‘That doesn’t sound so bad.’

			‘At least, that’s what we think happens. Usually there aren’t enough survivors to be sure.’

			‘I see,’ Caleb said. ‘Well, if I do get caught in an acid shower I’ll do my best to try and make some notes.’ 

			Stone smiled with genuine humour. ‘No need to panic just yet. You’re in clearance crew, not deep excavation. I doubt you’ll be digging high enough to be at risk.’

			‘I feel like you’re enjoying this more than you should.’

			‘I enjoy no part of this,’ Stone replied as they drew to a stop beside the workshop. ‘I didn’t enjoy your little speech. I didn’t enjoy watching you raising my people’s hopes only to dash them. I didn’t enjoy watching those young men die when it all blew up in your face. I didn’t even enjoy watching you come to terms with how badly you messed this up.’

			‘I really did want to help,’ Caleb sighed. 

			‘I believe you,’ Stone murmured. ‘But I also think you were more interested in playing the hero than actually being one. Do you feel like a hero?’

			Caleb didn’t answer. Stone presented him to the mine workers. 

			‘One more for your crew,’ he said, addressing the foreman. He was of average height and similar girth, clad in the same combination of leather and denim as the rest of the crew. Goggles adorned his head and a respirator hung around his throat. His hair was either greying or powdered by ash; it was hard to tell. 

			Caleb smiled, even though he’d long since lost confidence in the expression. The foreman looked him up and down. 

			‘Fancy threads,’ the foreman said, rubbing Caleb’s torn and stained shirt between his fingers.

			‘Thanks. They certainly were.’

			‘I’m guessing from how you dress that you don’t have much experience mining?’

			‘I’m used to crawling through narrow spaces. But besides that, no.’

			‘Well, we can change that,’ the foreman said, grinning. ‘Providing you survive.’
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			Stone was true to his word, at least in the beginning. Caleb had been relegated to clearance crew, shoving ash into the minecarts as they endeavoured to clear the compound. He kept hoping to stumble across the Ambot, so that its presence might corroborate at least part of his story. When he finally heard the clank of his shovel striking metal he was ecstatic, until further investigation revealed that it was the body of one of the gangers. There was a las-burn on his thigh, and Caleb realised it was the man he’d shot. Perhaps if he’d been uninjured he’d have had a chance to escape; it was impossible to know for sure. The body was dragged away and loaded into the cart along with the rest of the curiosities extracted from the dust. 

			When the settlers uncovered the toppled minecarts everything changed, the mine clearing as workers surged towards the discovery, discarding shovels as they dropped to their hands and knees, brushing the ash with their fingers. The first bag of melerithyst was split, its contents little more than a brown mulch, but they continued digging as the foreman caught hold of Caleb.

			‘I need to pull some more people down here. You’re needed upstairs,’ he said, jabbing his thumb towards the main shaft, where the cage awaited. 

			Two prospectors flanked the entrance, each protected by a thick leather apron. They wore goggles, their mouths covered by ancient respirators. Both nodded as he approached, gesturing wordlessly to a backpack that was about half his height. As he heaved it into place part of him wondered if this was just part of his punishment. It might explain why the rucksack seemed to be filled with rocks. 

			The mine’s cage had been welded from old bulkheads, the gate a mesh of steel. There was room for perhaps half a dozen on the platform, but only the three of them ascended, the winch whirring as it raised them into the darkness. 

			Caleb had lived most of his life in the cramped confines of the underhive. He was familiar with the warren of pipes and tunnels and knew how dangerous it could be, but it had still always felt somehow natural to him. The mine was different. He was an invader venturing into hostile grounds; every twist in the tunnels felt like an ambush waiting to happen. The tunnel walls had an unpleasant sheen, almost like rotten flesh, and the air still burned his throat in spite of his goggles and respirator. Even without the risk of bullet or blade, prolonged exposure to the fumes would no doubt prove fatal. 

			The prospectors surged ahead, exchanging monosyllables as they examined the branches of the tunnel, marking off sections with incomprehensible symbols; perhaps warnings or directions. Caleb stumbled, struggling to drag his feet over the rough terrain. Ahead the tunnel branched in two, the left passageway clear, the right a mess of broken pipes. Caleb made for the clear path, but one of the prospectors’ hands snaked out, barring his path. The man reached into his pack, rummaging, withdrawing an extendable metal pole. It stretched out before him, tapping the walls and floor as he slowly moved along the passageway. 

			A dozen tendrils suddenly surged from cracks in the tunnel, their bladed tips stabbing at the pole. 

			Lashworms. 

			The creatures’ bodies would be buried deep in the rock, safe from retaliation, while their bladed tails sought to tear a meal from anything that stumbled too close. The prospectors marked the tunnel entrance with a red cross, and the three of them picked an awkward path down the passage that ran parallel. 

			Beyond lay a chamber of buckled iron – a fragment of the Ironcrown of old preserved in the rock. It was at least twenty feet high and wider still, a framework of warped iron bulkheads. But the metal was tarnished, tinged with a sickly green veneer, poisoned by the toxins in the air. The prospectors slowed, exchanging worried looks. They trod warily across the slanted floor, testing the corroded iron with needles of glimmering silver, wiping the metal on silken cloths and peering intently at the residue, as though discerning the future from Ironcrown’s entrails. They were meticulous, each taking two steps and repeating the process as they made their way through the chamber. They had almost reached the end when one of them shouted, thrusting his needle into the air. 

			It was stained emerald green. 

			More worryingly, steam was rising from the metal. 

			The first prospector seized Caleb’s arm, dragging him from the chamber, the second hurrying beside him, swinging a brass handbell. As it rang others joined it, a procession of miners joining them from branching tunnels as they made for the cage. Only a handful could descend at a time and the rest waited in silence, their gaze intent on the shaft. Caleb glanced to the prospector waiting on his right. He still held the silver needle, though it was now bent, the tip dripping onto the rock. 

			Outside, the light cycle had shifted to dusk, the dome lights dimmed and tinted a warmer shade. The minecarts were now partially excavated, though most of the melerithyst ore had spoiled and was now brown mush. Still, a few stones had survived – gems of pink flecked with gold. They had been painstakingly preserved in transparent membranes. It was all that remained of the priceless mineral. He was glad they had left it out to see. It was gratifying to fully quantify the extent of his failure. 

			The prospectors and foreman were deep in conversation, no doubt debating how to secure the mine. He took the opportunity to slip away, drifting silently along the compound wall, now halved in height thanks to the mine’s overspill. They would no doubt be after him as soon as they realised he had gone, but he wanted just a moment of quiet, away from the noise and the stink of sweat. The air was clogged with dust but still tasted so very sweet, freed from the acid taint that permeated the rock. He had never been so happy to see the dome lights flickering above like stars. 

			Movement.

			He jumped, pressing himself against the compound wall. There had been a shadow. It only lasted a heartbeat, but it looked as though something had shifted on the wall above him. 

			He peered through the amber haze. Nothing.

			Perhaps it was another malfunction – one of the dome lights failing. Still, he no longer felt the need for solitude. He turned, intent on returning to the settlers, when he felt something land almost silently behind him, and the hairs on his neck rose. He spun around just in time for a fist to slam into his face. 

			It wasn’t the hardest punch he’d ever received, but it was perfectly placed; the cartilage in his nose cracked, tears flooding his eyes. Two more stinging jabs followed in rapid succession, snapping his head back. He could barely see or make out the silhouette rushing towards him. For one instant he thought one of the settlers was seeking payback, but the punches were too crisp, closer to a cage fighter than an angry miner. 

			Another blow caught his chin and he fell, fingers scrabbling in the dust, hurling a handful into his assailant’s face. He’d hoped to blind them, but a visor shielded their eyes. Still, it took a moment to clear it, time enough for him to regain his feet and aim a kick at their knee. His opponent’s leg buckled but they recovered quickly, lashing out again with a series of hooks. Caleb tried to cover his head as best he could, but more and more were landing. A right cross hammered into his ear, throwing him off balance. Desperate, he swung as hard as he could but hit only air, his opponent neatly bobbing out of reach before swooping in to deliver another flurry of blows.

			He staggered, head bowed. 

			A knee slammed into his face and he fell to the ground. His assailant seized his shoulder, rolling him onto his back, something sharp and cold pressing to his throat. As his vision swam into view he found himself staring at his attacker’s forearm, and the silver vambrace on their wrist. He could feel breath on his cheek, short, ragged gasps of hate.

			Footsteps. 

			His attacker turned. One of the miners loomed over them. Caleb blinked, unsure for a moment what was happening. His assailant surged upright, the knife slipping between the miner’s ribs, twisting before it was torn clear. Blood sprayed across the dust. As the miner fell his killer sped past, vaulting over the compound wall.

			Caleb could not find his feet. Instead he crawled to the miner, intent on stemming the flow of blood. But one look into the man’s lifeless eyes told him he was too late. He wanted to shout for help, but his ear was still ringing, his lungs choked by the dust. He could no longer tell in which direction the attacker had fled, or why he had been spared. His vision was failing. 

			Voices were drawing closer, but they too were fading. 

			They dragged Caleb’s unconscious body into the wagon train, dumping it alongside the motley collection of treasures exhumed from the dust. The dead miner was laid reverently in the final cart, his face covered by the foreman’s overcoat. 

			Elissa lay atop the broken stalactite, watching them through the rifle’s scope.

			She had followed him ever since he left Hope’s End. When the crew first departed for the mine she had been disappointed, having hoped the settlement would have elected for a more visceral punishment, like a public flogging. But she had enjoyed seeing Caleb drudging through the ash at the place of his failure, reduced to little more than a dreg hauler.

			Her unease had begun when he’d entered the mine, doubt eroding her resolve. What if he overcame his guards? He could escape through one of the walkways that linked the stalactites. He could escape uphive. She would never know.

			She tried to cover the entrances, her long-las trained on the causeways, but she had never been inside the mine. There could be other ways, secret paths leading to the dome above. She found herself constantly edging closer, as though her presence might draw him out.

			She did not know what had happened next, only that the mine emptied suddenly, the settlers gathering in the centre of the compound. In the confusion Caleb had made a break for it, and she found herself clambering onto the ledge above him. 

			He’d spotted her, and ducked into the shadows, perhaps intent on warning the settlers. She had to act.

			But when she struck him something had awakened inside her, the hate and fury she’d suppressed finally gifted with an outlet. Her training took over as she hammered her fists into his self-righteous face. With each blow she saw her father laid out in the family’s mausoleum. In life he had been a giant, but death diminished him to nothing more than a shell, a remnant of the man who had meant the world to her.

			Her fist had struck his face and suddenly Caleb had fallen and she was atop him, her knife pressed to his throat. She could not recall drawing the weapon, as though the blade sought his death of its own volition. 

			She could have ended it then with a twist of her wrist. She still could end it; the convoy was well within range of the long-las. One shot would draw a close on Caleb’s sordid story. She could return to House Harrow a hero, her family’s honour restored. 

			But it wasn’t enough. 

			He needed to know why he was dying. He needed to know who was responsible. Not some hivescum whom he’d cheated at cards, or a jilted lover seeking vengeance for broken promises. He needed to know that a pitiful piece of underhiver filth could not saunter into the Spire and murder a noble without paying for it. He needed to learn that the House of Harrow would not allow such a slight to go unpunished. He had stolen both her and her family’s honour; in return she would take everything.

			So she had hesitated, blade pressed to his throat. 

			It was then the miner had made his untimely appearance. 

			She could not let the man live, not after he’d seen her. News of a mysterious attacker would rouse the settlement against her. Perhaps Caleb would spin a story, try to pin his failings upon her. Perhaps he would succeed. 

			But the death granted her an opportunity. Caleb had been found beside the body. There were no other suspects, and now the settlers could only see him for what he truly was: a cold-hearted murderer.

			Elissa watched as the convoy departed, carrying both corpse and killer to face the judgement of Hope’s End. She had intended to follow, to find some way to isolate him so she could have her final revenge, but as she stood her gaze landed on something glinting in the ash, no doubt forgotten in the chaos – a partially exhumed armour plate adorned with chevron markings. 

			The miners had no doubt assumed it was part of the scrap from the explosions, but she recognised the pattern on the carapace. 

			She had found the Ambot.
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			They hauled him into the main square, his feet trailing through the dust. He fell once, his legs giving out, but two of the miners seized his arms, dragging him upright. The others surged ahead, the foreman urging them to gather the settlers in the main square. Caleb’s ear still rang from the attack, but he caught snatches of conversation. The consensus seemed to be that he was the killer, the only debate whether the settlement should undergo the formality of a trial or simply shoot him and be done with it.

			He sagged in their arms and they soon tired of holding him upright, throwing him to the ground and binding his hands to a support strut from the improvised stage. A day ago he had stood there and roused the settlement into following him into battle. 

			He could see the foreman screaming, gesturing towards the gaol cells. 

			‘What are you–’ he began, but a fist smashed into his jaw. He blinked, trying to focus. His right eye didn’t seem to be working right. He could feel the swelling in his cheek squeezing it shut. His nose was still clogged with dried blood, and he could barely move his lips. 

			He did not have to wait long for an answer. 

			Iktomi walked calmly from the cell block, her hands still secured by the iron manacles. She was flanked by two of the burlier settlers, each clasping her arms, pinning them to her sides. Against their bulk she looked like a child, just like when he’d first found her in the Ash Wastes. 

			Their eyes met. He tried to smile, but it hurt too much.

			‘Both of them!’ the foreman yelled, as they tied her to the adjacent support strut. ‘We end this now!’

			She glanced at him, her face expressionless.

			‘It went well, then?’ she asked. 

			‘Why are you still here?’ he replied, his voice hoarse. ‘I thought you could escape whenever you wanted?’

			For a moment she didn’t answer. 

			‘I thought it might be safer in the cell,’ she said. ‘What happened to your nose?’

			‘I had a scuffle. Did they mention it?’

			‘I overheard a little. They said you killed someone.’ 

			‘No. I was attacked.’

			‘They said you were found with the body.’

			‘I didn’t kill him. You have my word. Isn’t that enough?’

			‘Depends,’ she said. ‘Do you need my word that I did not slit that bounty hunter’s throat?’ 

			‘I shouldn’t even have questioned you. I’m sorry.’

			She shrugged, the chains clinking with the movement.

			‘Well, I think it’s fair to say that someone is after us,’ Caleb sighed. ‘You were right. How does it feel?’

			She considered the question as the miners lined up before them, loading their stubbers. 

			‘Not great.’

			The foreman approached, eyes blazing. 

			‘Caleb Cursebound,’ he said, voice thick with repressed rage. ‘You destroyed our livelihood, endangered our people, and have now resorted to cold-hearted murder. Before we pass judgement on you and your accomplice, do you have any final words?’

			‘Yeah. Do you offer a last meal?’ Caleb asked. ‘Because there’s this wonderful place in Port Mad Dog that serves sump jellies broiled in their own brine. It’s a bit of a journey, but I think it’s worth–’

			The foreman smashed him in the face again, this time with the butt of his pistol. For a moment all he could see was stars. The man was screaming, spraying him with saliva, tears freely streaming down his face. Caleb could not hear his words though, just the ringing in his ears. 

			‘–barely more than a boy, you understand, you piece of grak?’ the foreman said, backhanding him across the face again before turning to face the four settlers, their stubbers drawn.

			He raised his hand and they raised their pistols, the barrels aimed squarely at Caleb and Iktomi. 

			The shot was deafening, drowning out the crowd. 

			The impromptu firing squad turned in the direction of the noise. There, in the centre of the square, stood Stone, his smoking shotgun aimed at the sky. His shirt was unbuttoned and he was barefoot, the bionic toes of his right foot clearly visible. It would have been comical if not for the expression on his face.

			The foreman opened his mouth to speak but was drowned out by a second shot parting the heavens. 

			‘What in the Emperor’s name do you think you’re doing?’ Stone roared.

			A dozen voices tried to respond. All were silenced by the look in his eyes.

			‘I, and most of you, are from the House of Iron,’ he said, each word striking with the force of a hammer. ‘We are not unthinking brutes like the Goliaths, or backstabbers like the snakes of Delaque. We do not administer justice from the shadows. We live by a code and our word is like iron. Now, someone tell me what is happening before I lock up the whole sorry bunch of you.’

			For a moment no one spoke.

			‘Grimm is dead.’

			The voice came from somewhere in the crowd. Stone glanced at him, lowering his gun. He gestured and the crowd parted. Caleb vaguely recognised the man as one of the crew.

			‘How?’ Stone asked.

			The miner pointed at Caleb. ‘Him. He stabbed Grimm in the heart.’

			Stone glanced at him. Caleb could not read his expression, his gaze as cold and hard as the steel.

			‘You saw him do it?’ he asked.

			The miner hesitated. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘We found him though, right beside the body.’

			‘Was he trying to escape?’

			‘No. Grimm must have put up a fight. He was unconscious.’

			‘He killed Grimm whilst unconscious?’ Stone asked, frowning. ‘Where’s the knife?’

			‘We don’t have it.’

			Stone considered this. All eyes were on him. 

			‘You don’t have it because I didn’t kill anyone. I don’t hurt people unless I have to, and I would never take a knife to an innocent man.’ 

			Stone rounded on Caleb, stabbing his finger at him. ‘For once in your miserable life you will shut your mouth,’ he said. ‘I will tell you if and when you get to make your case. Until then you do not speak unless I ask you a question. You understand, boy?’

			Caleb nodded.

			‘I need to see the body,’ Stone said, turning back to the crowd. He seemed to be counting them. His gaze swung to the foreman. ‘Who did you leave to secure the mine?’

			The man shrugged. Stone stared at him and he flinched.

			‘Get a five-man crew and get back up there,’ he said. ‘Tanner – I want you on guard duty. Watch these two, keep them safe until I’m done. The rest of you, go back to your homes. Now where is the body?’

			Elissa did not know how long she’d been toiling in the dirt. 

			Light in the underhive was a precious resource, with vast sections condemned to an eternal night. But the ash desert beneath the hive held to its own fractured light cycle that no longer bore any resemblance to the planet’s natural rhythms. Dawn became twilight, the long shadows clawing at the pit. She would have welcomed their aid; no matter how hard she dug the Ambot seemed forever trapped in the ashes. 

			But she would not stop. She had seen the destruction the machine had wrought, how it could tear a gang of armed men to pieces. With the mining robot’s schematics despatched to her vambrace there was a chance she could reactivate it, and if she was to confront Caleb one final time she needed an enforcer – something that could keep the settlers occupied, or eliminate Caleb’s accomplice if required.

			She had cleared to the Ambot’s midriff. The machine lay askew in the dust, its massive frame pinned by the mine’s broken support struts. In her mind’s eye she could picture its sensors blazing back into life, servo-driven claws tearing open its tomb, but the machine was quite still, as inert as the spoiled melerithyst.

			She had no means of lifting the beams clear, resolving to cut though them instead. She had just located the welding torch when she caught the hum of the minecart approaching.

			She retreated behind the furthest barricades, unclicking the rifle as the sounds drew nearer. There was no way of hiding the Ambot.

			Voices drew closer. The settlers. 

			She eased the rifle into place, adjusting the sight. They were only a few dozen yards away. She recognised the foreman, leading a handful of men. 

			‘We should have just ended it here,’ the foreman said. ‘Put the bastard out of his misery.’

			Another shook his head. ‘Stone would never have allowed it.’

			‘Stone is an old man wedded to an old code,’ the foreman replied. ‘That lying bastard Caleb has brought nothing but misery. And now one of us is dead by his hand. What more does he have to do for us to take action?’

			‘Stone will get to the bottom of it.’

			‘There is no bottom of it!’ the foreman snapped, spinning to face the workers. ‘That snake sank his fangs into our brother. I should never have let Stone convince me to let him join the crew. We should have granted him a stubber’s mercy when we had the chance. Him and that ratskin, too.’

			The miners exchanged glances.

			‘You can’t blame her for Grimm,’ one of them said. ‘She never left the cell.’ 

			‘Didn’t she?’ the foreman said in response. ‘There’s something not right about her. Have you seen her eyes? It’s like she doesn’t see people, just looks through them. I’d wager she’s witch-born.’ 

			‘Boss?’

			One of the miners was pointing to the pit. He’d spotted the partially unearthed Ambot. 

			‘Emperor’s Light,’ the foreman whispered as it became apparent what had been uncovered. ‘When was this found? Why did no one tell me?’

			‘I guess during the disturbance?’ one of the miners said. ‘Maybe during the evacuation?’

			‘Doesn’t matter. If we can get this machine working it changes everything. We might even have a means of digging beneath the bedrock now. Someone get the torch – we need to cut it free.’

			Elissa watched as they set to work, slicing though broken beams, relieved that the miners would complete her work. But their exchange troubled her. She’d believed Hope’s End passed for what was considered civilised in the underhive, but it sounded as though the civility was about to descend into barbarism. If she was to claim Caleb’s life in the name of her house she would have to move quickly. 

			The crew manoeuvred the crane into position, raising the slumbering machine from its tomb and easing it into a minecart. The foreman was grinning. She adjusted her gunsight, centring his beaming face in the crosshairs. 

			She took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. Then she squeezed the trigger.

			The las-pulse exploded just above his ear. She cursed herself as he fell, the shot having pulled a fraction to the left. Her weapon made no sound, and for an instant the remainder of the crew were unsure why he had fallen. The second shot tore through a miner’s chest. The third clipped a knee, the victim tumbling to the ground, clutching his leg. The fourth missed entirely, a tremble having spoiled her aim. 

			She stopped, breathing slowly, steadying the weapon. The next shot finished the crippled miner. The rest of them had vanished from sight, ducking behind the carts and equipment. 

			She wasn’t used to this. 

			In training she had always excelled with the weapon, picking off her targets with a coolness that bordered on contempt. But she had been able to take her time, lining up each shot and making it count. This was not the sterile training grounds in the Spire. Now she had lost the advantage of surprise and her prey had gone to ground. The dust was still thick and the light was poor. Her window was narrowing. 

			Something moved behind the crane. 

			She brought the rifle up too sharply, the shot searing the dust a few feet from the vehicle. One of the miners broke, scrambling for the mine’s entrance. She adjusted her sight, but as she squeezed the trigger he ducked behind the barricade.

			No one else moved. How many were left?

			She cursed, realising that she hadn’t counted them on arrival, too preoccupied with concealing herself. She’d underestimated the crew, thinking no more of them than the scum she’d encountered back in Slag Row. But they were disciplined and hardened. Even without their leader the crew would not break.

			Minutes passed. She supposed a relief team would come at some point. They would be an easy enough target, the minecart gliding slowly across the magnetic rails. But if there was more than a handful of reinforcements she could suddenly find herself surrounded, and if she returned fire it would potentially give away her position. From what she’d seen the crew only carried basic firearms, but if there was a single heavy stubber then it would be over the moment they spotted her. 

			She detested the thought of abandoning her position. The moment she stepped into the open a stray shot might pick her off. The anger still smouldered inside her, but she pushed it down. There were times when her fury was a weapon, but not here. The sniper’s temperament was cool and calm; rage would not lend strength to her weapon or keenness to her eye. She had to think laterally; find a means of drawing them out.

			Her first thought was the Ambot. Caleb’s las-shot had caused it to run amok, tearing the gang to pieces. She knew she was a better shot than him, but the machine lay dormant and she did not know how he had pulled off the feat. She had the automaton’s schematics stored in her vambrace’s databanks, but there was no time to pore through pages of near-indecipherable etchings, hunting for an unknown weak spot.

			She shook her head. Her anger was still guiding her, seeking a means to prove her superiority over him. She did not need to beat him at his own game – she merely needed to beat him. 

			It was then she spotted the welding torch. 

			It lay abandoned at the foot of the crane, the pilot light off. With a flick of her thumb she adjusted her weapon, upping the intensity to maximum. It would burn through most of the power reserves. She had to make the shot count.

			Two long, slow breaths, just as she’d been taught. The tension eased from her shoulders. It was just another target; a challenge at which to excel. 

			On the next exhalation she squeezed the trigger. 

			The las-pulse pierced the torch’s fuel tank, the liquid erupting in a ball of flame. It was a modest blast, nothing compared to the chain of explosions that had levelled the compound, but enough for the fireball to engulf the extraction site, the burning fuel setting the very rock alight. 

			She heard the screams before there was movement. One of the miners broke from cover, his clothes ablaze. A las-pulse burst open the back of his head. As he tumbled, a second miner emerged from behind the barricade, tearing at his overalls with blackened fingers as the flames consumed him. She granted him mercy, despatching him with a shot through the heart. 

			There was no further movement. Then again visibility was falling; the compound was wreathed in oily smoke, and the last of the light was fading as the dome shifted back into its night-cycle. 

			Her rifle was almost out of charge. She folded it with practised grace, clipping the weapon between her shoulders as she drew her double-edged knife, the blade blackened so as not to catch the remaining light. There was no other option – she had to risk exposing herself.

			She crept from cover, her footsteps silenced by the micro-stummers embedded in her boots. The pair were once exquisite, gifts from her father, but the ripperskin was now tarnished by the filth of the underhive. She’d first worn them at the debutante ball. It was supposed to be the beginning of her last rite of passage, a celebration before she descended into the depths to prove herself. But the day was now tainted, the glorious moment stolen from her. She held on to that anger now, confident it would bring strength to her blade. 

			She moved low and slow, gaze sweeping to encompass the compound. It was a question of luck now, and the thought shamed her. She’d been taught that a Harrow found victory through strength of will, that chance was the refuge of the weak and foolish. It was just another compromise, one of many she had made since her descent. 

			She found the last survivor not far from the excavation site. He was uninjured, and well concealed behind one of the barricades. Perhaps this was why he had failed to make a break for it, reluctant to abandon his position. She understood this, even as her knife slid across his throat. He died choking on his own blood, no doubt trying to issue a warning. But there was no one left to warn; a quick sweep of the camp confirmed it.

			She knew the bodies could not be concealed for long, but it was a simple matter to douse them in the fuel from the crane. Perhaps the locals would think it an accident; perhaps they would suspect foul play. It did not matter now. She needed to act quickly, before the settlers passed sentence and her chance for vengeance was stolen. 

			It was time for Caleb to leave his cell, and she had the perfect tool to liberate him. 

			It was Iktomi who first saw the smoke.

			They were still bound in the main square, the guard known as Tanner keeping a silent vigil, his weapon trained on them. Caleb’s head was bowed, his gaze fixed upon the bedrock. He had been silent ever since his exchange with Stone. She knew the expression on his face, just as she knew better than to try reaching out to him. But she tapped his foot with her own and he lifted his head, following her gaze and seeing the smoke billowing from the distant mine. 

			It was not long before the settlers saw it too. They gathered in the main square. Stone was soon summoned. He stared impassively at the distant smoke before barking orders to the nearest settlers. He then approached them, his mouth a grim line. 

			‘Is this more of your work?’ he asked.

			Caleb looked at him. ‘None of this is our work,’ he sighed. ‘I accept responsibility for ruining the mining operation, but I don’t kill people in cold blood. I don’t kill them at all if I can help it. We’ve been down here the entire time – you can’t blame a fire on us.’ 

			He glanced to Iktomi. 

			‘And you can’t blame any of it on her. She’s been locked up. You said yourself that nobody could break out of the cell.’

			‘Maybe,’ Stone shrugged. ‘Some folk think it’s a conspiracy. Maybe you have someone else working with you on the outside.’

			‘Is this the same person who beat me half to death?’

			‘Grimm could have put up a fight.’

			‘If he fought that hard I never could have stabbed him. I bet there wasn’t another mark on him. I’m beaten half to death and he has but a single wound? Doesn’t sound like much of a fight.’

			‘Well, I never said it was a good theory,’ Stone countered. ‘But you can’t blame us for being suspicious. This trouble started right about the same time that you arrived. I can’t help but think there’s a connection. Things like this don’t happen this far downhive. Our work is dangerous, and people die. But we don’t kill each other.’

			‘What about the Granite Lords?’

			‘They didn’t kill anyone,’ Stone said. ‘A couple of them used to be local boys.’

			‘And that’s the only trouble you’ve had?’

			‘We get the occasional bandit,’ he said. ‘And the odd mutant. Did your attacker have three arms?’

			‘No.’

			‘Did they steal anything?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then it doesn’t sound like a mutant or bandit,’ Stone said. ‘Any other suggestions?’

			‘I think the killer is connected to us somehow. They want revenge.’ 

			‘And we’re just caught in the crossfire?’

			‘That’s how it seems.’

			‘Lucky us,’ the older man said. ‘Any idea who this mysterious enemy might be?’

			‘No. But maybe they left a clue at the mine.’

			‘We have no reason to suspect that the smoke is suspicious. Perhaps the hauling rig’s engine caught fire.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Caleb shrugged. ‘Is that what you think?’

			‘I think we are on lockdown until I know more. I’m heading up there.’

			‘Just you?’

			‘It might be a setup. I’m not risking any more lives.’

			‘I could go with you,’ Caleb said. ‘Then you’d only be risking mine.’

			Stone frowned. ‘You think I should free you?’

			‘I think we should accompany you and try and uncover our mutual enemy.’

			‘We?’ Stone said, raising an eyebrow. ‘No, I don’t think the two of you should go anywhere together. One of you stays in custody, just to keep the other one honest.’ 

			‘Fine. I’ll go’, Caleb said. ‘Put Iktomi back in the cell. She can escape on her own anyway.’

			‘I doubt that,’ Stone said, untying him from the chair. Caleb raised his hands, holding the manacles forwards. Stone shook his head.

			‘Oh, come on!’ Caleb exclaimed. ‘You expect me to go after a known killer with my hands tied?’

			‘No. I expect you to come with me to try and shed some light on who’s doing this,’ Stone said as Caleb stepped past him. ‘We’re investigating, not playing at heroes.’ 

			He glanced at Iktomi. Her head was bowed, as though her gaze were intent on the cuffs. 

			‘Praying?’ Stone asked. 

			She shook her head. ‘Thinking.’

			‘You’re still planning on escaping?’

			‘If I have to.’

			‘You mind sharing this escape plan?’ he asked. ‘I’m curious how you intend to get out of those manacles. They could hold a Goliath ’Zerker.’ 

			‘They have a simple lock,’ she said. ‘I just need a metal pin or a small piece of bone to pick it.’

			‘Perhaps,’ he conceded. ‘But I searched you both and check those cells every day. I know you have neither of those things.’ 

			She didn’t reply. Stone nodded to Tanner. 

			‘Put her back in the cell. Then I want this place on lockdown.’

			‘What do you think it is?’ Tanner asked.

			Stone’s face hardened. ‘I’ll know when I get there. Meanwhile, keep your eyes open.’

			Tanner led Iktomi back to the cell block, securing her cuffs to the iron ring. She seemed oblivious, head bowed, her gaze still fixed on the iron manacles. The chain was as thick as her wrist, the keyhole the width of her finger. 

			She studied it for some time. 

			She had no pin. 

			The guard secured the cell door, retreating to the corridor beyond.

			Iktomi took hold of her bandaged finger with her right hand. She breathed slowly, steadying her grip, before wrenching the finger sharply to the right. 

			There came a loud crack. 
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			The minecart had died a dozen yards from Elissa’s hideout, the magnetic fields bowing under the weight of the Ambot, the cart grinding to a halt. It did not matter much either way; she had no means of raising the creature from the ground. Still, it felt like yet another setback.

			She had no idea how the machine worked. Her training for the underhive had not covered engineering. She could field-strip a rifle in seconds, identifying every part by touch alone, but she had little idea how the weapon actually functioned. The machine’s schematics could be accessed via her vambrace, but the etchings made little sense to her.

			Still, the machine did not look seriously damaged, the collapsing mountain doing little more than chipping its already well-worn paintwork. The automaton had been designed to tunnel through solid rock; it must have been built to endure cave-ins. Likewise there was no sign of the damage inflicted by Caleb. She supposed his shot must have overridden a system somewhere. Could it be fixed? She needed a weapon that could be aimed; awakening the Ambot whilst it was still primed to attack anyone close by could prove a costly mistake. 

			Her vambrace whirred, the telltale click of the interface connecting with the upper hive. Once the holo-matrix would have displayed a flawless facsimile of her former life – the gleaming structures and cultivated gardens, the picture so perfect that she almost felt like she’d returned home. But the underhive had tarnished the device, just like it did everything else. She was now greeted by a flickering image of faded blue, the lines blurred and indistinct. She could just make out the figure of a middle-aged woman. She wore black, the colour of mourning, though her dress was pinched a little tighter on the waist than was customary, and her veil was a delicate silk rather than the more traditional weave. Though her face was hidden, Elissa could picture the look of disdain she no doubt wore. It was quite familiar to her. 

			‘Greetings, beloved daughter,’ Lady Harrow said, the words free from sincerity. 

			‘And to you, beloved mother,’ Elissa replied, addressing the woman who had neither birthed nor raised her. ‘Something troubles you?’

			‘A great many things trouble me,’ her stepmother replied. ‘Our situation becomes ever more dire. Those jackals from House Catullus have been sniffing around our holdings, seeking any source of weakness. They wish to swallow our legacy and take claim of our glories.’

			‘They are our allies, mother.’

			‘They are upstarts and ingrates who do not know their place!’ Lady Harrow snapped. ‘If your father were still with us…’

			She trailed off, giving a theatrical sob and dabbing her eyes with a lace handkerchief. The holo-matrix was too poor for Elissa to tell if there were any actual tears shed. She waited for her stepmother to finish the display. 

			‘Well, I suppose what’s done is done,’ Lady Harrow sighed, tucking the handkerchief neatly into her sleeve. ‘When will your little escapade conclude?’

			‘Soon.’

			‘Soon cannot come soon enough. Your father’s death has left us on the brink of civil war. And now your cousin Perin has returned from his hunt in triumph. Any fool can see he plans to make a play for control of our house. Worse yet, he might succeed.’

			‘Then let him.’

			‘You are a foolish child!’ her stepmother snapped. ‘There is already talk of him stepping out with Lady Catullus’ second daughter. With the backing of House Catullus it will be impossible to oppose him. And that will be the end of our legacy. We will become just another footnote in the Catullus family’s chronicles. Is that what you want?’ 

			‘What I want is to avenge my father.’

			‘And you shall,’ Lady Harrow soothed. ‘He would be so proud of the oath you chose. Proud that you have dedicated your time in the underhive to avenging him, and bringing an end to that wretched killer. But this is more important than vengeance. Until you fulfil your oath I cannot open my door to you, or welcome you into my home. Until that murderer is brought to justice I cannot call you daughter and you cannot take your place as our new Head of House.’

			‘He will die. But first I will take everything from him. Every­one he cares about. Only when he has nothing left but pain will I grant him mercy.’

			‘Oh, just put a bullet in the back of his head and be done with it,’ her stepmother said. ‘It’s an oath, not a poem.’

			‘He dies. My way.’

			‘Fine. Then send that robot thing you found. You have your little instruction manual – I saw to it.’

			‘It’s not as simple as that,’ Elissa retorted. ‘It’s offline, and last time it was working it was attacking anything that came near. I might be able to awaken it, but I have no way of knowing if that will restore it to normal or if it will still be in the grip of a murderous rage.’

			‘Pardon my bluntness, child, but that does not sound like a warrior’s problem. A warrior does whatever is needed to crush their enemy. They do not let cowardice govern their actions.’ 

			‘I am not a coward,’ Elissa spat. ‘But if I die this is all for nothing. If I make a mistake here, then–’

			‘A Harrow does not worry about failing,’ her stepmother told her. ‘A Harrow does not dawdle over matters of could or should. A Harrow imposes their will and changes the world.’

			The display went dark. Elissa stared at it for some time, her stepmother’s after-image burned into her eyes. She pressed her thumb to her vambrace, the holo-matrix displaying a blurred blueprint of the Ambot. Beneath, the text was barely visible: a set of directives for awakening the machine. 

			She had her oath. That was all that mattered. 

			She reached for the Ambot’s control panel. 

			They travelled in silence, broken only by the hum of the minecart’s generator as it glided upon the rails on a wave of electromagnetic energy. Stone was sat behind Caleb in the control cart, one hand ever on his stubber. Caleb sat with his hands still bound. He found his own focus skirting over the landscape. Behind every dune and mound he saw a ­sniper’s opening. They were such an easy, predictable target. He wondered if that was how Iktomi felt all the time – suspicious of every dripping pipe or rusted outlet valve. 

			‘You think someone is following us?’ Stone asked. 

			‘I’m just being cautious.’

			‘Doesn’t seem to be a natural trait of yours,’ the older man replied. ‘Who’s after you?’

			Caleb shrugged, or attempted to, his shoulders weighted down by the manacles. ‘I don’t know. It could be anyone.’

			‘It could be,’ Stone replied. ‘But in my experience there is usually a prime candidate.’

			‘Your experience?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Were you hunter or hunted?’

			‘I think everybody gets to be both,’ Stone said. ‘Providing you live long enough.’

			‘Well I’m one of the hunted,’ Caleb said. ‘I could probably write a book about it if I had the chance to sit still long enough.’

			‘You certainly have a gift for tall tales.’ 

			Caleb turned his head, glancing back at him. ‘I prefer to think of them as embellishments.’

			‘I bet you do,’ Stone replied. ‘I was especially impressed by that story of you killing an invisible monster. Very creative.’

			‘It wasn’t invisible,’ Caleb argued. ‘It just had a way of muddy­ing perceptions. That’s how it got close enough to feed.’

			‘And you killed this monster?’

			‘Sort of. I was the bait. Iktomi killed it. Once it was dead you could see it properly – a shrivelled little creature, some kind of mutant.’

			‘What about that gang you killed?’ Stone asked as they reached an incline, the cart slowing. ‘Could there be any survivors? Someone seeking payback?’

			‘No, they’re all dead.’

			‘You really killed them?’

			‘Not me. But I saw the bodies.’

			‘Fine. Any of your other enemies want you dead?’

			‘Of course,’ Caleb replied. ‘But I don’t think many care enough to send bounty hunters this far downhive.’ 

			‘Any other suspects? I’m guessing there wasn’t much to that story about the Blood River massacre?’

			‘No, that was true. For the most part.’

			There was silence. Caleb turned to face his gaoler. Stone fixed him with his piercing glare. Caleb stared back.

			‘Is that right?’ Stone said. ‘You fought against those unspeakable creatures and somehow prevailed?’

			‘I wouldn’t say I fought them. Fended off a couple perhaps. But they were already leaving. I hid for most of it.’

			‘And the child?’

			‘What about her?’

			‘In the story you said you carried her on your back for one hundred miles through the Ash Wastes.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			The question was asked so casually. For a moment Caleb wasn’t sure how to answer. 

			‘Because she was a child?’ he said. ‘What else could I do?’

			Stone didn’t reply straight away. Caleb could tell they were getting closer. He was starting to recognise landmarks, the piles of debris and tunnels running through the dunes. Ahead lay the shale mound where the ambush should have been sprung. 

			‘So, we’ve ruled out monsters and gangers seeking vengeance,’ Stone continued. ‘Who else has reason to hate you?’

			‘Present company excluded?’ Caleb coughed, then cleared his throat. ‘Well, I… there was an incident in the Spire. Have you ever heard of the Hand of Harrow?’

			‘I’ve heard of it,’ Stone replied. ‘But I thought it was just a myth.’

			‘Yeah, that’s the funny thing,’ Caleb said. ‘Myths always seem to have a little grain of truth.’

			‘You’re saying you stole the Hand of Harrow?’ Stone frowned. ‘You broke into the Spire, stole a treasured artefact, and somehow escaped with your life?

			‘Lives. And yes. Sort of.’

			‘Then it sounds like we have a suspect. I’m just surprised you’re not already dead.’

			‘I don’t think I’m a priority at present. The whole incident caused something of a succession crisis. The house is on the brink of civil war – until that’s dealt with I doubt they care much about seeking restitution.’ 

			‘How do you know all this?’

			‘I have an info broker.’

			‘House Delaque?’

			‘Aren’t they always?’

			Stone rolled his eyes. ‘Snakes, the whole bunch of them. Why would you trust this one?’

			‘That’s a question I’ve asked myself more than once. But he’s honest more often than he lies.’

			‘You sure about that?’

			‘I keep a ledger. Besides, he was the one who tipped me off that the hunters were coming.’

			‘But not who hired them?’

			‘No.’

			Stone rubbed his chin. ‘Well, someone holds a grudge. And they don’t care about people getting caught in the crossfire.’

			A cloud of oily smoke hung over the mine, the dome’s extractor fans failing to clear the fumes from the fire, but at ground level they could see well enough. The fires had died now, but bodies were strewn about the compound. There was no point checking for signs of life; most were badly burnt. 

			While Stone checked the bodies Caleb examined the extraction site. The workers had found something, that much was clear from the gaping hole. The winch had also been brought into place. Whatever it was must have been large as well as heavy. Yet now it was gone. 

			He heard Stone curse and looked up. The older man was examining one of the bodies.

			‘Headshot,’ he sighed. ‘Another one over here too. This was no accident.’

			‘You believe me then?’

			‘I’m starting to,’ the old man said. ‘But I still don’t understand why these people had to die.’

			‘I think I have some idea about that,’ Caleb replied, nodding to the extraction site. ‘Someone has dug an Ambot-sized hole. But there’s no actual Ambot. I’m not much of a detective, but I think I see a pattern here.’ 

			‘Could be.’ Stone nodded, approaching the pit. ‘Something’s been taken all right. Something heavy.’

			‘Then where is it?’

			Stone did not answer. He was reading the impressions left in the ash. They made little sense to Caleb, contaminated by footprints, but the older man seemed to know what he was looking for. 

			‘Minecart’s gone,’ he said, nodding to the ground. There was something: parallel lines running through the dust. Stone dipped his finger into the ash and brought it up, metal filings clinging to his armoured gloves. ‘Magnetised,’ he said, retrieving a small device from his pocket. 

			He raised it, the needle spinning before being drawn to one of the distant stalactites. 

			‘There,’ he said, pointing. 

			Caleb shrugged, not following.

			‘The cart,’ Stone continued. ‘Someone took it. That way, according to the compass.’

			‘But there are no rails?’

			‘There don’t need to be,’ Stone replied. ‘There is enough ferrous ore in the bedrock to move the cart, at least for a time. It wouldn’t get far through, especially if it was carrying something heavy.’

			‘Can you track it?’

			‘Yeah,’ Stone nodded. ‘You interested in some payback?’

			‘I could be persuaded.’

			‘Then maybe it’s time we took those cuffs off you and gave you a weapon. I think this–’ 

			The las-pulse struck Stone in the shoulder, the blast hurling him from his feet. He tumbled as he fell, landing heavily. A second shot punched into the side of his head.

			Caleb turned.

			She stood at the compound entrance, rifle braced against her shoulder, clad in an exquisite leather and mesh underskin, though the material was worn, spoiled by exposure to the toxic underhive. A silver vambrace adorned her left arm, the metal curiously untouched. Her hair was tightly bound behind her head, though strands had worked their way clear of the bun and hung loose about her face. But it was her eyes that most troubled him. He’d seen madness and hatred; both were common within the underhive. But her eyes held the deranged glint of the zealot, like the fanatics of House Cawdor. There was a manic joy in her hate that engulfed all reason. 

			‘Never where you’re supposed to be,’ she said. She took a step closer, the rifle aimed at his head. ‘But I think this is better. I would have found you in Hope’s End, but it would have been messy, rushed. This is better. This way I get to take my time.’

			Caleb returned her gaze, his brow furrowed. He tilted his head, like a dog struggling with a difficult command. 

			‘Sorry, have we met?’ he asked. 

			The las-pulse struck the ground in front of him, singeing his boot. He took a step back. 

			‘You met my father!’ she snapped, voice shaking, the quiver creeping into her arm. 

			She slowed and took a deep breath, finding her centre. The tremble ceased.

			‘My name is Elissa Harrow,’ she said, calmer now, though her eyes still brimmed with hate. ‘You broke into my home, murdered my father, and mutilated his body.’

			‘Well, that certainly narrows it down a bit,’ Caleb replied, shuffling his feet a hair’s breadth closer to the mine. ‘Was this recently, or–’

			The shot was placed perfectly between his legs, barely singeing his crotch in passing, and striking the ground behind him. 

			‘You do so enjoy the sound of your own voice, don’t you?’ she continued, drawing closer, her mouth split in a zealot’s grin. ‘Everywhere you go you tell all these stories. About who you killed and where you went and what you did. How you even scaled the heights of the Spire, like you’re some kind of hero of the underhive. Well, do you know how your story will end?’

			He shook his head.

			‘In ignominy,’ she said. ‘They will say how a petty slight caused you to unleash a murder-machine on the innocent people of Hope’s End. They will tell how it tore their settlement apart, almost wiping them out in the process. But fortunately Caleb the Hivescum will be stopped at the last moment by a brave warrior from the upper hive, who avenges her father’s death and puts the pitiful thief in the ground like the dog he is. Caleb the Cursebringer is what they will call you from now on – how does that sound for a send-off?’

			‘Not bad,’ he conceded after a moment’s thought. ‘I mean, purely from a narrative point of view – on a personal level it’s not ideal. I take it this murder-machine you’re referring to is the Ambot?’ 

			‘I sent it to liberate you,’ she said, still smiling. ‘It was going to tear open that cell and let you both walk free. Of course, I would then have switched the inhibitors off and allowed it to vent some of my frustration on that cesspool of a town. Since you’re here I suppose I’ll need to change my story a little. I think we’ll say I arrived in time to stop you, but too late to prevent you taking the life of another poor settler.’

			‘One small point,’ Caleb said as she aimed her weapon at his face. ‘I didn’t actually kill your father. Or mutilate him. The person responsible for that is currently residing in that cesspool. You may kill me, but she will come for you.’

			Elissa’s smile twitched. ‘You’re lying.’ 

			‘Why should I?’ he said. ‘You’ll still kill me. I just wanted you to know before I die that this is not over. You must have seen her in action. Who do you think is more capable of defeating your father, her or me?’

			Caleb saw movement behind Elissa. Stone had risen to an elbow. His face was a bloodied mess, the skin burnt away on one side, revealing a steel skullplate. He raised his stubber.

			She hadn’t moved, her weapon still trained on Caleb. 

			‘Even if that were true, it doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘The Ambot will–’

			‘She will beat it. Just like she did before. And then she will come for you. And there will be no soliloquies, no elaborate schemes or convoluted plots. She will simply find you, kill you, and carve out your heart.’

			Elissa didn’t reply, but her finger tightened on the trigger.

			Stone fired, the stub-round clipping her side, the mesh armour absorbing the worst of the shot. She swayed but stayed on her feet, swinging the rifle round to return fire.

			Caleb turned, darting towards the mine’s entrance, his movements hampered by the iron manacles. Behind him he heard the pistol fire once more before it was silenced by a las-pulse. He threw himself into the cage, another pulse soaring over his head, and slammed his fist on the controls. Slowly the cage doors ground shut. As the cage ascended the mineshaft he could just make out the figure of Elissa Harrow on the ground below, rifle levelled at Stone’s prone figure. 
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			Iktomi watched from the cell’s narrow window. Her hands were unbound, though the right clasped the left, stemming the trickle of blood. 

			She’d seen the settlers move out after Stone and Caleb left, setting up guards to patrol the perimeter, two more ascending to the main building, acting as spotters for the ground forces. 

			Now she watched the main square. 

			Small groups would pass, always alert, weapons drawn. She caught snatches of conversations that gave away little; they did not know what was coming, only that they must be wary. Her gaze fell on the bedrock at the centre of the square, where the pebbles had started to dance, the movement almost imperceptible, like the beating of a fly’s wings.

			She frowned.

			More miners passed but she ignored them, her focus reserved for the tiny vibrating stones. She could feel the force that shook them now, like distant thunder beneath her feet. 

			A crack crept though the rock, no thicker than a knife’s edge.

			She turned from the window. Her chains were wound in a circle by the iron grate, the bloodstained manacles beside them, a bone chip still lodged in the lock. She picked up the chain, ignoring the ache in her bandaged hand. 

			Voices. They were running towards the square. She could not make out their words beneath the thunder rising through the rock.

			The Ambot burst from the main square, wading from the crumbling bedrock as though it were a shallow stream. Its steel mandibles clicked and it surveyed the settlements, sensors glinting a sickly amber as it searched for its target.

			Gunfire. The settlers closed in on the machine, unloading their shotguns. The shells pattered from its carapace, like shingle against steel. It paid them no heed, advancing towards her cell. It did not move like she remembered; each step was slow and deliberate, like a clockwork toy. There was no fury in its eyes, merely a cold purpose. As it drew near it raised its claws, the underslung meltapods flaring. 

			Iktomi retreated to the far end of the cell, the chain clasped tight. She could feel the heat radiating from the wall, the metal smoking at the weapon’s caress. The Ambot’s claws sank into the iron, sparks flying from its sawblades as it peeled the wall open, tearing a doorway the width of a bulkhead. 

			It stepped back, as though inviting her to pass.

			She did not move.

			The miners were drawing closer, weapons trained. The machine did not respond, its purpose apparently fulfilled. 

			Then it stiffened, servos locked. 

			Its sensors flashed red, as though in warning, the steel mandibles snapping.

			It stared at her through artificial eyes, steam hissing from its jaws.

			She waited.

			The machine’s claw swept forwards, the meltapod flaring, but she was already moving, hurling herself to the left, the chain clasped two-handed. She spun on her heel, channelling the momentum through the weapon, and hurling it with all her strength at the machine’s faceplate. As it passed through the melta-beam the chain glowed white-hot, the metal running like wax as it struck the machine’s sensor bank. 

			The Ambot’s claws flew to its faceplate, metal scraping against metal as it struggled to clear its vision. She swept past it, darting through the opening torn into the cell’s wall. In the square beyond, the settlers had formed a semicircle, their weapons aimed at the ruptured wall. 

			She froze, gaze darting from one face to another, until she found their former guard, the man Stone had referred to as Tanner.

			He met her gaze.

			‘Stone said keep us safe,’ she said. ‘And he said your word is like iron.’

			Behind her the Ambot’s engine roared in fury. It turned awkwardly, hampered by its bulk, before swinging its fist in a murderous arc. She ducked beneath the blow, fingers closing around a broken bar from the cell’s window. She smashed it into the Ambot’s faceplate, a shockwave rippling down her arm. 

			The machine didn’t even flinch at the blow, sawblades spinning as it reached for her.

			A volley of stubber rounds ricocheted from its chestplate. 

			The Ambot hesitated, its mandibles clicking, as though caught between conflicting protocols.

			The settlers had opened fire, Tanner at their head. She ran between the settlers as they retreated, guns still blazing, and the machine waded through the barrage in pursuit. At the far end of the settlement lay the workshop. There would be machines there, perhaps powerful enough to pierce the beast’s shell. 

			She glanced back. It had fallen some way behind but was still following, its crimson sensors focused on her. 

			A harpoon pierced its wrist, the projectile finding a weak point between the plates.

			The Ambot slowed, glancing from its arm to the gunner now linked to it by the steel cable. The man had a moment to realise his mistake before the machine wrenched the weapon from his grasp, dragging him from his feet. As he scrambled to rise the Ambot swept forwards, its meltapod flaring. The air was filled with the stench of burning fat. His cries were mercifully short. 

			The automaton slowed, sensors sweeping across the square, as though searching for something, oblivious to the gunfire. One of the settlers moved too close, trying to unload his shotgun into the machine’s relatively unprotected hip joint. It suddenly surged towards him, claw slamming down, the impact reducing the man to pulp. It immediately lost interest, returning to its search, as though seeking a trail.

			It was hunting.

			She slowed, and Tanner drew level with her.

			‘What’s it doing?’ he said.

			‘It remembers me,’ she murmured.

			He looked at her. ‘What?’

			‘Look.’

			The machine had caught sight of her. Steam hissed from its jaws as it broke into a lumbering run. The miners moved with it, formed a semicircle around the beast, firing controlled bursts from their autoguns. The Ambot twitched at the impacts, but did not slow.

			She glanced back to the workshop and the lines of upturned minecarts still undergoing repairs. 

			‘Do they still work?’ she asked.

			Tanner shrugged. ‘I could get them working.’ 

			‘Do it,’ she said, springing towards the workshop, the machine thundering after her, charging through the storm of bullets. 

			She dived between the carts, rolling to her feet, the broken bar held in her right hand, the left trailing blood behind her. 

			The Ambot lurched closer, its mandibles clicking. Perhaps some echo of the predatory creature it once was still drove the machine’s consciousness. Around it, the miners were moving into position, adjusting the levers and cranks as they slowly brought the generators to life. 

			The Ambot gave no sign that it saw them, its sensors squared solely on Iktomi. It lurched forwards, claw raised, meltapod flaring. There was a hiss as water vapour was boiled from the air. She ducked beneath the blast, the heat scorching her shoulders, and swung the bar in a wide arc. It stuck the barrel, the metal liquefying on impact, the molten steel cascading over the weapon. She turned just in time to avoid a blinding flash. 

			The Ambot glanced at its blackened limb, as though unable to quite process the injury. Then it raised its undamaged claw, unleashing a second blast of heat. She ducked beneath it, feeling her face blister, and the air filled with the stench of singed hair. The machine turned to follow, its mandibles clicking in what could almost have been frustration. She ducked behind it again, trying to keep the lumbering beast between the carts. She was tiring, and clumsy as the machine was, it never tired, never stopped. 

			But something was wrong. 

			It was slowing, its movements sluggish, as though wading through water. Metal scraps slithered from its path as the machine staggered, servos creaking as they pressed against some unseen force. 

			The miners had activated the upturned minecarts, and the Ambot was caught between them in a magnetic bubble. 

			She turned, vaulting over the barricade. The miners were adjusting the outputs, trying to pull the creature apart. The nearest looked at her and shook his head; the generator was at full power, but they could only slow the beast, not stop it.

			She sought a weapon. 

			There. Behind the generator: a discarded harpoon, cable still attached. 

			She called to Tanner, who was now running the generator. 

			‘On my signal, cut the power. Then get ready to run it through the cable.’ 

			He nodded. 

			The Ambot could not comprehend the strange force exerted on it, robbing the strength from its limbs, but the machine must have been aware enough to recognise the settlers as a threat. It raised its remaining weapon, and a surge of heat lashed against the minecart, the frame warping and buckling as the miners hurled themselves away from the blast. As the metal bubbled the cart shut down, distorting the magnetic field. The Ambot was suddenly off balance, staggering as the remaining carts dragged it backwards. Instinctively it strained against the force, claws tearing into the bedrock as it sought to drag itself forwards. 

			She strode to meet it, a step from the magnetic bubble, the harpoon raised, cable trailing behind her. 

			The Ambot hissed, redoubling its efforts, scrabbling towards her. As it struggled to its feet she raised the harpoon.

			‘Now!’ she said.

			Suddenly the field was gone. The Ambot surged forwards, off balance. As it fell she lunged to meet it, driving the improvised spear into the machine’s sensor bank. She tried to leap clear, but the wounded automaton landed a glancing blow, the impact sending her sprawling. She landed heavily, rolling to a knee, clutching her shoulder. 

			The machine rose, the harpoon still embedded in its faceplate, a cable dangling from it. The Ambot hissed, lumbering towards her, its sawblades whirring in anticipation. It ignored the miners scrabbling with power outlets, their intentions quite beyond it. Its mandibles twitched one last time in anticipation. It raised its fist to deliver the killing blow. 

			Tanner threw the switch. 

			The workshop’s generator sent a surge of power down the cable, through the harpoon and straight into the Ambot’s sensor bank. The machine stiffened, servos locking, its sensor lights flaring red, then white, then finally dimming to nothing. 

			Smoke wafted from its faceplate, and the beast was still. 

			Elissa crept through the narrow confines of the mine. She moved awkwardly, her ribs bruised from the stub-round. She couldn’t believe the old man had survived the headshot, but three more rounds in his chest had silenced him. 

			It had taken an age for the cage to descend. She’d half expected Caleb to have left some surprise for her – a shredder mine or plasma charge – but there was nothing. He was nothing, she kept reminding herself. This was merely a setback.

			The mine stank, the fumes burning her lungs. She should have taken a respirator, but she’d never thought she’d need it. She’d considered waiting him out, except the mines were linked by walkways. If he found a way across she might never catch him. 

			She still had her long-las, but in the confines of the tunnels it was a clumsy weapon; the barrel was too long to negotiate the tight passageways. She’d tried strapping it to her back, but even then she found it catching on the tunnel walls. She debated stripping the rifle, but doing so would not only deprive her of her weapon but also slow her pursuit. She had a stub pistol holstered in her belt, along with the knife; perhaps she could leave the gun and press on without it? 

			But what if Caleb had hidden somewhere ahead? 

			If she left the weapon behind he might double back, retrieve the gun and wait for her to emerge from the tunnels. 

			Her heart was pounding. She took a breath, calming herself, choking back the worst of the fumes. She tried to remember what Garak the Seeker had told her during the hunt. He never needed a trail, he just followed the route he knew his prey would take. Caleb’s wrists were bound; that would limit his movement, especially climbing. They were heavy too, chained with thick iron. It would be hard to muffle the sound of those chains, especially if he tried to move quickly. 

			She slowed, holding her breath, listening.

			There. The clank of metal. The echo made it hard to pinpoint the source, but she could tell which direction it came from, and followed the sound, her rifle catching against the tunnel walls. There were a dozen turnings, the entrances marked with coded symbols.

			Which way?

			She held her breath, waiting, the only sound the pounding of blood in her ears. Every instinct told her to run forward, that to hesitate was to risk losing him. But her father had told her that the mark of a great hunter was patience, knowing when to act and when to react. He must be tiring. Most likely he had found a hiding place somewhere and was waiting for her to move past him. A single step could give her presence away. She had to outlast him, let him think she had given up the search.

			Footsteps. She spun, running as fast as she could, rifle held low. Ahead the tunnel branched in two, the right passageway blocked by broken pipes, the left clear. Something was painted on the wall above it: a red cross. She saw movement at its far end, a figure diving for cover. She darted down the tunnel, raising the rifle, trying to get a clear shot.

			A stabbing pain lanced into her side. 

			She screamed, losing her grip on the rifle as something pierced her thigh. A whiplike coil spun out of the rock before her, slashing across her cheek and tearing a morsel of flesh. More were emerging along the corridor. Lashworms – the tunnel was infested. 

			She managed a half run, the muscle in her thigh protesting as blood pulsed from the wound. The corridor ended just ahead, less than a dozen strides away. She dived through, tumbling onto her side and rising awkwardly.

			Something smashed into the side of her head. She staggered, somehow staying on her feet, raising her hands to shield her face. A second blow swept her defence aside, iron cracking her wrist, and she lost the feeling in her fingers. Through blurred eyes she saw Caleb lunge at her, his mouth covered by a respirator, swinging the iron padlock that secured his restraints like a club. She retaliated, launching an awkward right hook that glanced off his chin. A second caught his temple, staggering him. She tried to follow up, but he anticipated the third strike, ducking aside and wrapping the chain around her forearm. He twisted, rolling behind her and wrenching her arm across his shoulder.

			Something tore in her elbow. 

			She screamed, snatching her knife with trembling fingers, slashing wildly, her training momentarily forgotten. The blade sheared across his hand. He gave a gratifying grunt of pain, releasing his grip on her arm. She stabbed again, the knife piercing just below his shoulder blade. He staggered but lashed out in return, driving his fingers into the wound in her thigh. Her leg gave and she fell to one knee, losing her grip on the knife, which remained embedded in his shoulder. 

			Caleb was moving awkwardly, hands still bound, unable to reach the knife in his shoulder. Elissa rose slowly. Only one leg could hold her weight and her right arm was near useless, her grip too weak to hold anything, but feeling was returning to the fingers of her left. She scrabbled, seeking the stubber, but the holster was empty, the weapon lost to the struggle.

			She knew she was tiring, her strength seeping from a dozen wounds, but Caleb was not faring much better. Her gaze darted about the tunnel, seeking a weapon that could finish it, while Caleb backed away, retreating towards what appeared to be a chamber of rusted iron embedded in the rock, the metal buckled and tarnished by the poisonous fumes of the mine. She hobbled after him, slowed in part by the wound in her leg. Worse than that was the burning in her throat. The mine was killing her; she knew that now. But if she could kill him quickly there was still a chance: she could take the respirator and return to the Spire, her oath kept, her honour intact. So she pressed forwards, still scrabbling for a weapon, as though the pistol could somehow be lodged somewhere in her belt. 

			Her hand closed around a krak grenade. 

			It was risky. An explosion in the tunnels could crush them both. For all she knew the toxic fumes were flammable. But she was running out of time. 

			He ducked into the chamber, backing slowly to its centre. She edged closer, seeking an opening, but he continued to slink away from her, always just out of reach. Even though his mouth was covered by the respirator she could tell from his eyes he was smiling. 

			‘Are you feeling all right?’ he asked. ‘You look a little off colour.’ 

			She darted forwards, hands raised to his throat, but he stepped into her, slamming his forehead into her face. She staggered, eyes watering, and barely avoided a kick aimed at her head. Caleb spun, off balance for a moment, but she was too dizzy to take advantage.

			‘Seeing you like this reminds me of your father.’

			She screamed, drawing strength from her fury, scrabbling for the knife still lodged in his shoulder. His thumb stabbed out again, piercing the wound in her side. She howled, collapsing, all her strength gone. Even shackled, even with a knife in his shoulder, he had won. She was too weak to pursue him, choked to death by something she couldn’t kill. Somehow he’d manoeuvred around her so she lay dying at the centre of the chamber, his back to the entrance. 

			He bowed to her, set to depart. Her fingers found the krak grenade again. 

			She managed a smile. She could still fulfil her oath.

			She launched herself up one final time, grasping the chain binding his wrists and priming the grenade. But he twisted, thrashing like a beast, and the chain slipped from her blood-slick fingers. The explosive tumbled from her hand, bouncing once before coming to a stop in the centre of the chamber. 

			There came a moment that lasted a lifetime: Caleb disappearing into the tunnel beyond, footsteps pounding on the rock, the red light flashing on the grenade, counting down her final moments.

			She saw her father on the day of the debutante ball, admiring her in her finery. She knew he was suffering then, his age finally catching up with him. But none would have known that from the speech he gave, the strength in his voice. He’d been so proud of her.

			The explosion tore through the crumbling iron, unleashing a torrent of toxic sump-liquid distilled from the waters of Sinkhole. Elissa’s final thoughts before the wave struck her were of the glittering spires of House Harrow.
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			Caleb stared out across the emerald waters of the sump lake known as Sinkhole, his back pressed to the mineshaft that led down to the settlement of Hope’s End. 

			He sighed, lowering to his haunches, his hands crossed, fingers drumming against his wrist. 

			Beside him, Iktomi merely sat. 

			‘We’re going to die out here,’ Caleb mused. ‘You know that, right? After everything we’ve endured, we will finally meet our end in the middle of nowhere because a trawler didn’t bother showing up.’

			‘He said he comes every three days.’

			‘And if he doesn’t?’ 

			‘Well, if you die first I can survive by eating your corpse.’

			‘That’s what we’re reduced to? If you die first I get to eat you?’

			She glanced at him, brow furrowed. ‘Sure,’ she said, turning away. ‘Why not?’

			‘That’s if we even last long enough to starve,’ Caleb said. ‘This island doesn’t exactly look that stable.’

			He was right enough. The island had been formed by jetsam floating across the toxic waters, a halo surrounding the entrance to the world below. He rose, gingerly picking his way across the island until he was near the edge. He prodded the uneven ground with his toe and a two-foot section broke off. It floated a few yards out into the lake before a score of tentacles emerged from the sump and lazily drew it beneath the waters. 

			‘Well, that’s encouraging,’ he said, stepping slowly away from the edge. 

			‘Try not to break the island.’ 

			‘We should have stayed in Hope’s End,’ he complained. ‘At least for a while. We could have persuaded them to build us a raft.’

			‘They wanted us gone.’

			‘I could have talked them round,’ he said. 

			She raised an eyebrow. ‘The last time you talked them round it ended with two of them getting shot and us blowing up their main source of income.’

			‘You’re focusing on the negative – the point is I talked them round.’

			‘They let us go because it was easier. Let’s not do anything to change their minds.’

			‘And we let them keep that Ambot,’ he continued. ‘Once they get that up and running it will change everything. We didn’t even charge our half fee either. All in all, I think they owe us – they could have at least given me a bottle of Wildsnake so I could die happy.’

			‘Do you wish to go back and tell them?’

			Caleb paused for a moment, recalling the passage below the sump, and the terrible creatures that prowled the depths of the toxic waters. 

			‘Stone would have let us stay,’ he said, taking a seat beside Iktomi. ‘Y’know... if he’d survived.’

			‘You can’t be sure of that.’

			‘No I can’t. But I still wish he’d survived.’ 

			‘He was a tough man,’ she said. ‘He died well.’

			‘He was tough because about half of him was bionic. I have no idea how someone who lived down there could afford to be so extensively rebuilt. Did he used to be somebody important? Was there some other reason he was down there?’

			She shrugged. ‘Everyone has a story.’

			‘Yeah,’ Caleb murmured. ‘Harrow’s daughter certainly had a story in mind, and I’m pretty sure we were the villains of the piece. How strange is that?’

			‘Sickening,’ Iktomi agreed. ‘If I’d met the girl I would have cut out her heart.’ 

			‘Well, quite.’

			They watched the sump lap against the shore, staining it green. 

			‘There’s still a bounty on my head,’ Caleb said. ‘I don’t know for sure who set it. That’s not good.’

			‘Maybe you should learn to keep your head down?’

			‘Maybe.’ 

			‘And your mouth shut.’

			‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘it would be better if we forgot this little adventure.’

			‘No stories of your great deeds?’

			‘None,’ he agreed. ‘Well… unless someone asks. I don’t want to be rude.’

			‘They might ask about your nose.’

			‘It’s crooked isn’t it?’ he groaned, examining his face with his fingers. ‘I knew it. How bad does it look?’

			‘That depends how vain you are.’

			He thought for a moment. ‘Let’s assume excessively.’

			‘Then maybe I should try and straighten it,’ she said, beckoning him closer. 

			He bent down. She took hold of his nose between thumb and forefinger.

			‘Ready?’ she asked. Before he could answer there was a sharp crack and a surge of eye-watering agony. He swore, surging to his feet, his hands clasped to his face. She waited.

			‘How does it look?’ he asked. ‘Better?’ 

			She studied his face. ‘Better,’ she agreed. ‘But not quite what it used to be.’

			‘I think I can live with that,’ he said. ‘I don’t think you get to be quite the same after something like this.’ 

			They stared out across the sump. In the distance the silhouette of a barge was slowly drifting through the smog, the oarsman propelling it towards the island. 

			‘I’m sorry I got you into this,’ he said, as they watched the barge draw closer. 

			She shrugged. 

			‘And I’m sorry about your finger.’

			She held up her bandaged hand to examine its three remaining fingers. 

			‘I didn’t use it much.’ 

			They watched as the barge drew closer. 

			‘You didn’t have to stay,’ Caleb said. ‘When I let things get out of hand… it’s not your problem.’ 

			‘I took an oath,’ she replied. ‘I swore that if I survived that journey through the Ash Wastes I would repay you, protect you in return.’

			‘Yeah, but you’ve saved my life half a dozen times since.’

			‘And yet you still need to be protected,’ she said. ‘Until that is no longer the case, or one of us dies, I will uphold my vow.’

			Caleb frowned. ‘That was a poorly thought-out oath.’

			‘I know,’ she sighed. ‘I was young and dying of exposure. Also, I had been bitten by many spiders.’ 

			The barge rolled into place, the oarsman offering a smile as he extended the gantry. Caleb was about to board when Iktomi touched his shoulder.

			‘We could keep going,’ she said, nodding across the waters. ‘Perhaps it’s safer on the other side of the lake?’

			‘Didn’t you listen to the oarsman’s stories on our voyage here?’ he replied. ‘All that talk about beasts on the far shore who wear the faces of men? I think I’d rather face more bounty hunters.’

			‘Those were just stories,’ she said as they stepped onto the barge. 

			‘Perhaps.’ Caleb shrugged, his gaze intent on the distant waters. ‘But a story is always a little true.’

		


		
			Epilogue

			 


			The bondsman bowed as he entered the room. 

			Lady Harrow glanced up from the desk, her face half hidden by the black veil. The bondsman bowed low, his head almost touching the marble floor. She waited a moment before indicating he could rise.

			‘Yes?’ she said. ‘Is there news?’

			‘The main shaft leading to Hope’s End has been sealed off,’ he said, his remarks addressed to a point just above her head. ‘Apparently, the settlers do not wish to speak with outsiders for a time.’

			‘Those useless dirt diggers,’ she said. ‘Is there no one else in that filth heap who knows what happened?’

			‘Your agents made contact with one of the trawlers of Sinkhole,’ the bondsman said. ‘He claimed to have witnessed everything.’

			‘Then what did he say?’

			The bondsman cleared his throat. 

			‘He said that Caleb Cursebound slew a renegade gang known as the Granite Lords by dropping a mountain on them.’

			He kept his gaze fixed just above her head, avoiding her gaze.

			‘Was that all?’ she asked, her voice unnaturally calm. 

			‘The trawler also claimed Cursebound was accompanied by a nine-fingered assassin who defeated a rogue automaton that had besieged Hope’s End. Apparently, he then gifted it to the settlers.’

			‘What a quaint little folk story,’ Lady Harrow said. ‘Did my daughter’s name form part of this diatribe?’

			‘He did not name her,’ the bondsman replied, ‘though he claimed a score of bounty hunters came after Cursebound.’

			‘I assume they all failed?’

			‘He still lives. The hunters appear to be dead.’

			‘Appear?’ she asked. 

			The bondsman shuffled his feet. ‘The trawler claimed that on the other side of the lake there are beasts that walk like men. Mutants perhaps, or simply more of his delusions. Nevertheless, he claims that two days ago a person was washed up on that distant shore, so badly burned and twisted that the creatures took pity on it and claimed it as one of their own.’

			He risked a glance at Lady Harrow’s face, but could not read her expression through the veil.

			‘My lady?’ he said. ‘I think the man was quite mad – he spoke often of mountains whose peaks pierced the ash desert. But you could always despatch a small party to–’ 

			She raised her hand. He felt silent.

			‘A Harrow would rather die than be taken in by the dregs of the underhive,’ she said. ‘My beloved daughter Elissa Harrow is sadly deceased, and I will not sully her reputation by giving the slightest credence to such a tale. You will not repeat it.’

			‘Of course.’

			Lady Harrow sighed heavily.

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

			‘Jarene.’

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

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

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

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

			‘But–’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Larina opened fire.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘You worry too much, Jay.’

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

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

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

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

			‘What?’

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

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

			A Guilder badge.

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

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

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

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

			‘We what?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Jarene swallowed, but nodded once more.

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

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

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