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With thanks and praise to the

Flying Spaghetti Monster for

creating the universe!


It is the 41st millennium. For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has satimmobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the master of mankind by the will ofthe gods, and master of a million worlds by the might of his inexhaustible armies. He isa rotting carcass writhing invisibly with power from the Dark Age of Technology. He isthe Carrion Lord of the Imperium for whom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day,so that he may never truly die.



Yet even in his deathless state, the Emperor continues his eternal vigilance. Mightybattlefleets cross the daemon-infested miasma of the warp, the only route betweendistant stars, their way lit by the Astronomican, the psychic manifestation of theEmperors will. Vast armies give battle in His name on uncounted worlds. Greatestamongst his soldiers are the Adeptus Astartes, the Space Marines, bio-engineeredsuper-warriors. Their comrades in arms are legion: the Imperial Guard and countlessplanetary defence forces, the ever-vigilant Inquisition and the tech-priests of theAdeptus Mechanicus to name only a few. But for all their multitudes, they are barelyenough to hold off the ever-present threat from aliens, heretics, mutants—and worse.



To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in thecruellest and most bloody regime imaginable. These are the tales of those times. Forgetthe power of technology and science, for so much has been forgotten, never to be re-learned. Forget the promise of progress and understanding, for in the grim dark futurethere is only war. There is no peace amongst the stars, only an eternity of carnage andslaughter, and the laughter of thirsting gods.


CHAPTER ONE



As soon as he woke, Trooper Lorenzo knew there was something wrong.

He rolled to his feet, simultaneously drawing his fang. He crouched in silence, in thedark, ready to drive half a metre of Catachan steel into the heart of any man or beast thatthought it could sneak up on him.

But Lorenzo was alone.

He turned on the light, suppressing a prickling, creeping feeling as he realised again justhow close the walls of his basic cabin were. And beyond those walls…

Lorenzo’s bed was undisturbed: he preferred the floor, though even this was too flat forhis liking. He could feel the beginnings of a stiff neck. All the same, he had slept foralmost five hours. Longer than usual. Warp space did that to him. Out there, beyond theadamantium shell of the ship that carried him, there was nothing. But the warp itselfdistorted space and time, and that played hell with Lorenzo’s instincts—and his bodyclock.

His brain itched. He was tired, but he knew he wouldn’t sleep again now. He cursed hisweakness. His tiredness would make him less alert. In the jungle, it could mean thedifference between life and death.



Lorenzo was safe here, in theory. No enemies of the Imperium lurked in the shadows. Nopredators to sneak up on him as he slept, unguarded. Only the warp itself to worry about,and the possibility that it might capriciously tear the ship and its occupants apart—andthere was nothing he could do about that if it happened. Nothing anyone could do.

They said no one but the Navigators could look into the warp. They said it would drive anormal man insane. Still, Lorenzo wished he could take that chance. He wished the shiphad windows, so he could face his enemy and, perhaps, begin to understand it as theNavigators did.

Lorenzo had been in the thick of a space battle once. He had sat inside a cabin like thisone, gripping the side of an acceleration couch as he rode out the Shockwaves of nearmisses and glancing blows, his knuckles white, his life, his destiny, in the hands of aship’s captain and his gunners—and of the Emperor, of course. He had hated that feelingof helplessness. He had prayed for the attackers to board the ship, so he could have met


them face to face. When Lorenzo died, he wanted the comfort of knowing he had foughthis best against a superior foe—and if he had his way, that foe would be no mere spacepirate or ork, but something more worthy of his origins and training.

When Lorenzo died, he wanted to be able to salute his killer, and be buried in its soil.

He splashed a handful of water on his face, and ran a hand through his tangled black hair.He threw on his camouflage jacket, though it would be useless against the greys andwhites of the ship’s interior. He re-sheathed his knife, and was comforted by its weightagainst his leg, his Catachan fang was a part of him, as much as his limbs were. Asunlikely as it was that an attack would come, he had learned always to be prepared. It waswhen you allowed yourself to get comfortable that death could strike unexpectedly.

Somewhere on this ship, he was sure that other members of the company would beawake. He could probably find a card game.

Lorenzo’s booted feet rang against the metal floor as he left his cabin, tinny echoesreturning to his ears. The air was recycled, stale, and it didn’t carry sounds in the way thatfresh air did. The artificial gravity wasn’t quite the same as that of any planet he’dvisited. And it was quiet—so deathly quiet. There were none of the sounds of nature towhich Lorenzo was attuned, the subtle clues that mapped out his surroundings for himand warned when danger approached. Instead, there was only the faint throb of engines,the vibrations reverberating through the hull so their origin was untraceable.

There was something wrong…

Everything was wrong. Man wasn’t meant to exist in this unnatural environment. None ofits signs could be trusted, and this made Lorenzo uneasy. If he couldn’t rely on his owninstincts, what could he rely on? “Fear not the creatures of the jungle but those that lurkwithin your head.” The old Catachan proverb came to him unbidden and he thanked theEmperor that his company had its next assignment. They were already on their way to anew world, a fresh challenge.

He didn’t know the details yet. Still, he had no doubt of one thing. Soon—within days, hehoped—his squad would be fighting their way across hostile terrain and through hostilecreatures, beset by threats from all directions. It was likely some of them would die. Hewould be in his element again, his destiny returned to his own hands.

He ached for that moment.



It was early afternoon, ship time, when Colonel “Stone Face” Graves summoned his

Third Company of the Catachan XIV Regiment to the briefing room.


The men of four platoons, their bandoliers slung across their backs, crowded into thesmall area. Four platoons, comprising twenty-two squads—including two squads ofCatachan Devils, who stood near the front and around whom even the most hardenedveterans left a respectful space. Then there were the hulking, low-browed ogryns,included in the briefing as a courtesy though they would most likely understand only halfof what was said. So long as they were pointed towards the enemy and permitted to rendand maim, they would be happy.

Lorenzo felt comforted by the presence of so many compatriots—by the press of theirbodies and the natural, earthy odours of dirt and sweat.

“Listen up, you soft-skinned losers,” barked the colonel. A howl of good-natured protestrose from the assembled company, but Graves’ chiselled features remained harsh andrigid. “Naval Command think you lot have had it easy too long, and I agree with them. Ibegged them: ‘No more milk runs. I want no less than the dirtiest, most dangerous jobyou’ve got. I won’t have my Jungle Fighters turning into fat, lazy sons of acid grubs whowouldn’t lift a hand to scratch their own arses!’ So, ladies, last chance to pamperyourselves in your luxury quarters—because as of this evening, you’ll be working foryour keep.”

This pronouncement was met by a rousing cheer.

“Planetfall at 19.00 hours,” the colonel continued, his voice loud and clear across thetumult though he’d made no effort to raise it. “Anyone not in full kit and waiting at theairlocks by 18.30 finds himself on punishment detail for a month!”

“Yes, sir!” came the answering swell from the crowd.

“Colonel,” someone yelled from the back. Lorenzo recognised the voice of “Hotshot”Woods, from his own squad. “You serious? Is this going to be a real challenge for us thistime?”



“You idlers ever hear of Rogar III?” growled Graves. “It’s a jungle world, out in the backof beyond. Explorators found it a couple of years ago, decided it was right for colonisingand strip-mining. Just one problem: They’d been beaten to it. That’s why they called onus. We have Guardsmen down there fighting orks for the past year and a half, but they’restarting to find it tough going.”

Lorenzo joined in the collective jeers of mock sympathy.

“They’re crying out for someone to hold their hands,” added Graves, to a roar of laughter.“You see, seems Rogar wasn’t the walk in the park they thought it’d be. Three weeksago, in response to reports from the front, the planet was re-categorised as no longersuitable for colonisation…” He left a long pause there, but every man present knew whatwas coming, and anticipation hung heavy in the recycled air.


“…on account of it being classified as a deathworld!” concluded the sergeant—and this

time, the cheer went on much longer and louder.



“It’s a crock, that’s what it is.”

Lorenzo was sharing a mess hall table with four other members of his squad. He lookeddown at his bowl gloomily, and let a dollop of over-processed grey mulch slide from hisspoon. Another thing he hated: Imperial Guard rations. If he’d been planetside, he’d havefound something—some herb or spice—to make them more palatable. Or someone wouldhave hunted down some indigenous beast, and his squad would have feasted on meat.

Lorenzo considered not eating at all until he had made planetfall. But on top of hisdisturbed sleep patterns, the last thing he needed was to let his energy levels dip. Hegathered another spoonful, thrust it into his mouth and tried to swallow without tasting it.

“Stone Face got it right,” continued Sergeant “Old Hardhead” Greiss in his gravellyvoice. “This is just another wet-nursing mission for a bunch of city boys who got in overtheir heads. You tell me, how can a planet go from being colony material one day todeathworld the next? It can’t happen!”

“I don’t know, sergeant,” said Brains Donovits, his thick black eyebrows beetling as hisbrow furrowed. “I’ve been keeping an eye on the comms traffic, and the latest reportfrom the commissars on the ground makes for pretty interesting reading. They’ve hadsome real problems out there.”

“Yeah,” put in Hotshot Woods, his blue eyes sparkling as he suppressed a grin, “and youknow Command wouldn’t send us in without good reason, sergeant. They know whatthey’re doing.”

Greiss shot the young trooper a stern glare through narrowed eyes. It only lasted asecond, though, before he dropped the pretence and let out a bark of laughter, slappingWoods amiably on the back.

“It’ll be the same old story,” grumbled the grizzled sergeant as his good humoursubsided. “Things not going too well at the front, orks getting too close to Command HQfor the top brass’ liking. The next thing you know, some officer’s been stung by abloodwasp or got himself a nettle rash, or… or…”

“Got his foot tangled in a poison creeper,” suggested Steel Toe Dougan in his usual laidback tone.

“Suddenly, he’s screaming ‘Deathworld!’”


“There has also been some mention.” Donovits continued undeterred, “of abnormalitiesin Rogar III’s planetary readings. The Adeptus Mechanicus went in to investigate, butfound nothing. Nothing but orks, anyhow.”

“Ah, listen to Brains,” scoffed Greiss. “Never happy “less he’s got his nose in some

report or other.”

Donovits shrugged. “It pays to be forewarned, sergeant.”

“And since when did Navy reports tell you anything worth reading? The only place youget to know your enemy, trooper, is down there on its surface, in the thick of the jungle.Man against nature.”

Lorenzo felt something stirring in his chest at Greiss’ words. He’d been feeling less edgysince they’d dropped out of the warp into real space, for the final approach to theirdestination, but still he longed to escape this prison. It was almost worse, knowing thatrelease was so close. Time seemed to have slowed down for him. Lorenzo knew theothers were restless, too, chafing for action. He didn’t know if they shared his sense ofunease, if the warp had affected them as it had him, and he wouldn’t ask. There weresome things you didn’t talk about.

“I don’t know, sergeant,” said Woods. “There were times on that last world I wished Ihad stayed curled up on a bedroll with a good book. Might have made for more thrills, ifyou know what I mean.”

“Got a point there, Hotshot,” laughed Greiss. “I could almost have felt sorry for them…

what were they called?”

“Rhinoceraptors,” prompted Donovits.

“Yeah, right. Few frag grenades under their hide plates, and boom! Didn’t know what’dhit them. A couple o” squads could’ve taken out the lot of ’em. Hell, Marbo couldprobably have done it on his own.”

“He wouldn’t have thanked us for wasting his time, though.”

“You’re right there, Hotshot.”

“Of course,” said Dougan, quietly, “they did get Bryznowski.”

Greiss sighed. “Yes. They did get Bryznowski. Heard we lost a few of the ogryns, too.”

“And that rookie from Bulldog’s squad,” said Dougan, easing himself back in his chair sohe could stretch out his bionic leg. It had taken a hit a couple of worlds ago, and now ithad a tendency to seize up if he didn’t keep it exercised.


There was a short silence as the five soldiers remembered fallen comrades, then Greiss’craggy features folded into a scowl.

“Way things are going,” he grumbled, “I’m going to end up dying in my damn bed!” Hewaved aside Woods and Donovits’ well-intentioned protests. “Come off it, you lot. I’mthirty-six years old next birthday. Leaving it a bit late for that blaze of glory. But that’sokay. I made my mark. I just want to go out the right way, that’s all. Been too long sinceI had a scrap I couldn’t sleepwalk through. Long time since I faced a deathworld worthyof the name.”

“Maybe you should put in for a posting back home,” said Dougan, sympathetically.“Back to Catachan. Stone Face will understand. He’s coming up to the big three-ohhimself.”



Lorenzo was aware that, by Imperial standards, Colonel Graves was a young man, andGreiss and Dougan only middle-aged. But then, most Imperial citizens didn’t grow up onCatachan. Life there was shorter.

“Ah, I couldn’t leave you jokers. But it’s the youngsters I feel sorry for. Like Lorenzohere. How’s he going to make a name for himself if he never sets foot on a world worthtaming?”

Lorenzo looked up from his meal, to grunt an acknowledgement of the name check. Hedidn’t reveal how much it smarted. Greiss would never have called Hotshot Woods a“youngster”, and Lorenzo was two years older than he was.

“I got a name for Lorenzo,” quipped Woods. “Why don’t we call him ‘Chatterbox’

Lorenzo? Or ‘Never Shuts His Yap’ Lorenzo?”

Lorenzo glared at him.

Greiss pushed his bowl aside, and hauled himself to his feet. “All right, men,” he said, hisvoice suddenly full of confidence and authority. “You heard what Colonel Graves said.Drop positions by 17.30 hours.”

“The colonel said 18.30, sergeant.”

“That’s for the rest of those slackers, Donovits. My squad forms up at 17.30 sharp. Fiftydeck reps, a few circuits of the deck—that should loosen up the muscles, get theadrenaline pumping. Then, when we get down to this ‘deathworld’, we’re going to tearthrough it like it was nothing, show those Guardsmen down there a thing or two. Thistime tomorrow, we’ll be back in warp space, headed for somewhere worth the sweat!”

Lorenzo greeted the prospect with mixed feelings.


The whole of Third Company could have fitted into one drop ship with room to spare.Instead, Colonel Graves had ordered them to split up, one platoon to a ship. That meantonly one thing. He was expecting trouble on the way down. Better to lose a few squadsand have the rest arrive intact than to risk losing all twenty-two to a lucky shot.

The five squads in Lorenzo’s ship had separated to the edges of the troop deck, sitting intheir own small clusters in the rows of narrow seats. It wasn’t that they didn’t get on, justthat Deathworlders found it best to make no more attachments than they had to. Theywere too easily broken. Lorenzo had no friends, but he had something better. He had ninecomrades, who would die for him in a heartbeat and he for them.

The shadowy spaces around the cramped seating area were empty, apart from a dustySentinel scout walker tucked into one. The Catachans carried little more equipment thanwould fit into their kit bags—and those bags stayed with them, nestled in their laps ordeposited on an adjacent seat. Lorenzo pictured the four ships streaking towards thesurface of Rogar III, blazing with the heat of re-entry, like meteors from the heavens. Hewondered how many Guardsmen on the ground would turn their heads upwards andthank the Emperor for sending them such an omen. The thought made him feel good. Italmost made him forget that he hadn’t touched ground himself yet.

There had been a reallocation of troops a few days earlier. The commander of C Platoon,Lieutenant Vines, had disbanded one squad and reassigned its members to bring the restup to strength. Greiss’ squad had two new arrivals to complete its complement often—and old hands Myers and Storm were currently passing the time by quizzing one of them,a nervy youngster by the name of Landon.

Landon was eager to please, bragging about a time back on Catachan when he’d wrestleda blackback viper single-handed. Myers and Storm were pretending to be impressed, butLorenzo knew they were poking fun at the rookie.

The other newcomer, Patch Armstrong, had an easier ride. It had taken an ambush byfour ice apes on the frozen world of Tundrar to deprive Armstrong of his left eye—andeven then he had snapped the spine of one beast, gutted two more and gunned down thefourth as it had fled. The patch he wore, and the crooked ends of the scar that protrudedabove and below it, were his badges of honour. Like Dougan’s leg, and the plate inSergeant Greiss’ head.

The drop ship was being shaken.

It had only been a little at first, but now it was growing stronger. Sharkbait Muldoon hadrolled up the left sleeve of his jacket to paint his own, better, camouflage pattern directlyonto his skin, layering on natural dyes with his knife, he let out a curse as the bladeslipped and nicked his arm. Lorenzo said nothing, but his fingers tightened around thearmrests of his seat.


“Must be one hell of a storm,” commented Woods. But Lorenzo observed that Greiss’

jaw was set, his teeth clenched, his nostrils flaring, and he knew this was no mere storm.

Then, just like that, they were falling.

The drop ship plummeted like a brick, like it had when it had first been launched from itsmother. Lorenzo’s stomach was in his mouth again, had he not been strapped in, hewould have been slammed into the ceiling. Woods, cocky as ever, had loosened his ownrestraints, and now he was fighting to hold himself down as g-forces rippled the skin ofhis cheeks.



For eight long seconds, Lorenzo was facing his worst nightmare. Then the engines caughtthem and they were flying level again, but still buffeted, the deck lurching unpredictablybeneath their feet. Behind the din of the protesting hull, the soft, artificial voice of thenavigation servitor sounded over the vox-caster: 

“Warning: extreme atmospheric turbulence encountered. Destination coordinates nolonger attainable. Prepare for emergency landing. Repeat, prepare for emergencylanding!”

The first impact came almost as soon as the warning was issued.

Lorenzo had barely had time to get into the brace position, his chin on his chest, hishands clasped over his head. It felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to every bonein his body at once. And then it happened again, with only marginally less force thissecond time.

The drop ship was skipping along the ground, its engines shrieking. Lorenzo was rattledin his seat, his straps biting into his chest. He concentrated on keeping his musclesrelaxed, despite the situation, knowing that to resist the repeated shocks would do himmore harm than good.

Then they hit the ground for the final time, but they were still barrelling forwards, and thescrape of earth and branches against the outer hull was almost deafening. Rogar III, asDonovits had taken pleasure in informing everyone, was blanketed in jungle. There wereno open spaces in which to land, but for those cleared with axe and flame. Lorenzopictured the scene outside the drop ship’s hull now, as it ploughed through tangledvegetation, the servitors straining to rein in its speed before it hit something that wouldn’tyield to its considerable mass. Before it crumpled in on itself like a ball of paper.

And then, at last, they were still, the engines letting out a last dying whine as the dropship’s superstructure creaked and settled. The lighting flickered and cut out, and Lorenzocould see nothing in the sudden total darkness. But he knew his way to the hatchway, andhis squad was the closest to it.


The drop ship had come to rest at an angle. The deck was tilted some forty-five degreesto the horizontal, so Lorenzo had to climb to reach his goal. He swung himself from oneempty seat to the next, using their backs to keep his balance and his bearings. From allaround, he could hear the sounds of buckles popping and men leaping to their feet.

He was almost there when he realised he had been beaten to it. The hatch had buckled alittle and was sticking in its frame, but Woods managed to shoulder it open even asLorenzo was about to lend him a hand. First a crack, then a rectangle of brilliant lightblazed in Lorenzo’s eyes, and he blinked to clear the patterns it burnt into his retinas.

In the meantime, Woods had clambered out onto the angled side of the ship. “Hey,” hecalled down to the others enthusiastically. “You’ve got to see this. It’s a beautifulevening!”

Lorenzo frowned. The upturned hatchway offered him the familiar sight of a junglecanopy—but behind the greens and browns, the leaves and the branches, the skyappeared to be a perfect, deep blue, free from cloud. Woods was right. If there had been astorm, it had passed, impossibly, without trace. But then, what else could have tossed thedrop ship about like that?

It was there again: that sense of wrongness he had felt in the warp. He needed to get outinto the open. The rest of the platoon were crowding up behind him anyway, so Lorenzofollowed the sweet scent of fresh air, mingled though it was with the stench of burning.He gripped the sides of the hatchway and pulled himself up and out through it.

He had barely raised his head above the parapet and started to take in his newsurroundings, when Trooper Woods pushed him down again, with a warning yell:“Incoming!”

Three plants were shuffling towards the drop ship. They looked like the mantraps ofCatachan, but taller. Three bulbous pink heads, surely too heavy for their stalks tosupport, split open like mouths. No teeth within, though. These plants were spitters.

Three jets of clear liquid plumed through the air. Lorenzo and Woods tumbled back intothe drop ship together. Woods had been hit, a thick gobbet of acid sizzling on his arm. Hewhipped out his knife—a devil claw, typically ostentatious—and half-cut, half-tore hissleeve away before it was eaten through. Still, the attack had left a livid red burn on hisskin.

Somewhere, not far away, a carrion bird was screeching in delight.

“So, how’s it looking out there?” asked Greiss—and Lorenzo realised that the sergeant

was addressing him.

A smile tugged at his lips as he gave the traditional answer: “Reckon I’m going to likethis place, sergeant. It reminds me of home!”


CHAPTER TWO



The air outside the hatch filled with acid spray again, and a few drops made it inside theship. The Catachans withdrew from the danger area, those at the front yelling at theothers to get back. Lorenzo’s bandolier was splashed—only a little, but enough to leave asteaming hole in the fabric.

Sergeant Greiss had shouldered his way up to Lorenzo and Woods through the crush. Theplatoon commander was only a few steps behind him. Lieutenant Vines was a quiet-voiced, unassuming man—but, because he had earned his rank, been elected to it by hisfellow Catachans, they listened when he spoke. He asked the two troopers to describewhat they’d seen, and Woods told him about the spitting plants. “Three of them, sir,”Lorenzo confirmed, “at two o’clock.”

“Who’s your best marksman, sergeant?”

Without hesitation, Greiss answered, “Bullseye, sir. Trooper Myers.” As he spoke, heseized the shoulder of a wiry, dark-skinned man, and pulled him forward.

“You know what to do, Myers,” said Vines.

With a nod of understanding, Myers drew his lasgun. He waited a few seconds to be sureit was safe, then darted up to the sloping hatchway.

As soon as he popped his head up into the open, there came another deluge. Myers let offtwo shots, then dived and rolled back under cover, landing at Lorenzo’s feet. Lorenzoheard acid spattering the drop ship’s hull above his head. He looked down, and saw thatthe deck plates were bubbling beneath the droplets left from the previous attack.

Donovits was a second ahead of him, his eyes already turned upward. “Do you think itcan melt through adamantium?” asked Lorenzo.

“It’s possible,” said Donovits, “with the damage we must have taken on the way down.I’d keep an eye out up there. You see that ceiling starting to discolour, you find yourself asteel umbrella quick.”

“And that’d help?”

“For a few seconds, yes.”


“I’ve never seen plant acid so strong,” breathed Sharkbait Muldoon, “not even back

home.”



“Makes you wonder,” said Donovits, “what kind of insects live on this world if that’s

what it takes to digest them.”

In the meantime, Myers had made his report to Lieutenant Vines: “Three of them, sir, likeHotshot and Lorenzo said. I picked off the first, but I swear the second ducked under myshot. Got the measure of it now, though.” Vines signalled his approval with a terse nod,and Myers approached the hatchway again.

He was halfway there when the plants fired a fourth time.

This time, their two sprays were perfectly aimed. They collided above the hatchway, sothat a sheet of liquid dropped into the ship with a slap. Myers let out a curse and leaptback. Several troopers were splashed, but those who had alkali powders in their kits—ground from the vegetation of their last deathworld—had readied them, and they quicklypressed them into service.

An acid river trickled down the angled deck, petering out as it sizzled into the metal. Still,

Lorenzo wasn’t the only trooper forced to climb onto a seat to escape its path.

“Cunning critters,” breathed Myers, almost admiringly. And then he was off, withoutawaiting instructions. He vaulted through the hatchway, the ship’s hull ringing as hisbooted feet connected with it. Then he was out of sight, but Lorenzo could still hear, andfeel, his footsteps overhead, and the crack of a lasgun, firing once, twice, three times,four times, then another spattering of acid, uncomfortably close to the point from whichthe last footstep had sounded.

Then there was silence.



Lorenzo held his breath, alert for any sounds from outside the drop ship. Then he caughtSergeant Greiss’ eye, and realised that Old Hardhead was smiling. A moment later,Myers appeared in the hatchway again, and he too was grinning from ear to ear. He blewimaginary smoke from the barrel of his lasgun. “All clear,” he announced.

Four sergeants bellowed at once, ordering their respective troopers out of the ship double-quick. Lorenzo knew that whichever squad was last to form up outside would pay withextra duties for embarrassing their commander.

Fifty men rushed for the hatchway, but Woods reached it first. As Lorenzo climbed outonto the surface of a new world and looked for his squad, he felt a thrill of excitement.He was back in the jungle—back in his element. He knew that, whatever perils may lie instore for him on Rogar III, they couldn’t be as discomforting as that stifling room with itssingle bed, up there in space.



The trees of Rogar III were generally tall, thin and gnarled, but they grew close together—too close, in places, for a man to squeeze between them. Their leaves were jagged,some razor-edged—and creepers dangled from their topmost branches, bulging withpoisonous pustules. The undergrowth was thick, green-brown and halfway to knee height,the occasional splash of colour thrown out in the shape of a flower or a brightly patternedthistle or patch of strangle-weed. From a distance, it looked like any jungle Lorenzo hadseen. He wanted to get closer, to inspect the peculiar shapes and patterns of this jungle, tobegin to learn which shapes he could trust and which spelled danger—but, for now, itwas not to be.

The drop ship had gouged a great gash out of the planet. Undergrowth had been flattened,trees felled, branches shorn. Small fires were still burning, and creepers twitched likesevered limbs in their heat.



Vines checked his compass, and received a navigational fix from the troop carrier inorbit. They were ten kilometres away from the Imperial encampment, he reported, andthe quickest route to it was to retrace the trail of devastation to its source. It was also thesafest route—for, although Lorenzo saw several more acid spitters among the ashes, mosthad been burnt or decapitated. When one plant did dare stir, and cracked open its pinkhead, it immediately became the focus of eight lasguns, and was promptly blasted out ofexistence.



The Catachans proceeded cautiously to begin with, and there was little talk. Each of themknew this was the most dangerous time: their first footsteps on a new world, not knowingthe threats it posed, knowing that an attack could come at any second from any quarter. Intime, they would become familiar with Rogar III—those of them who survived theseearly days. They would learn to anticipate and counter anything it could throw at them.Then this world would be no challenge anymore and, Emperor willing, they would moveon to another.

Lorenzo loved this time. He loved the feeling of adrenaline pumping around his body,loved the edge it gave him.

For the moment, though, the planet was nursing its wounds, keeping its distance. Heheard more birds screeching to each other, but apart from a brief flutter of wings on theedge of his vision he never saw a single one. A jungle lizard skittered away as theCatachans approached. Lorenzo estimated it to be about twenty centimetres long, butwithout a closer inspection he couldn’t tell if it was an adult or a baby.

It was almost as if Rogar III was watching the new arrivals, sizing them up just as theywere sizing up it.

Bulldog Rock was the first to order his squad to double time, and Greiss and the othersergeants followed. Not to be outdone, another squad struck up a cadence call.


A scream of engines drew his attention to the sky, and he caught a glint of red as the raysof the sinking sun struck metal. Two drop ships, ascending, from a point no more than acouple of kilometres ahead. He wondered what had happened to the third, and suppresseda shudder at the thought that one platoon may not have been as fortunate as his own.

Not long after that, they came to the end of their own ship’s trail—the point at which ithad hit ground. Lorenzo had looked forward to entering the jungle proper, but instead hefound himself at the edge of an expansive clearing. It was man-made, about twokilometres in diameter, doubtless the product of many hours of toil by Imperium troopswith flamers—and yet the vegetation at the clearing’s edge was already showing signs ofre-growth.

Without breaking step, the Jungle Fighters made for a huddle of prefabricated buildingsin the clearing’s centre, now little more than shadows in the twilight. As they reached it,the sergeants shouted more orders, and the Catachans formed up in their squads again andfell silent. Lorenzo was aware that their noisy arrival had turned the heads of several

Guardsmen who’d been standing sentry. It had also given fair warning of their approachto the commissar who now came to meet them.



He was a young, fair-haired man with pale skin and ears that protruded very noticeably.The Imperial eagle spread its wings proudly on his peaked cap, and his slight form wasalmost swallowed by a long, black overcoat. Fresh out of training, Lorenzo thought. EvenLieutenant Vines, not a tall man, seemed to tower over the senior officer throughpresence alone. Lorenzo thought he could see a sneer pulling at Vines’ lips as he foldedhis arm into a lazy salute and announced, “C Platoon, Third Company, Catachan XIVreporting for duty, sir.”

“Not before time, lieutenant,” said the commissar tersely. “I assume it was your drop shipthat screamed over our heads an hour ago, and almost demolished the very camp we’vebeen fighting to defend?” He made it sound like an accusation, as if Vines had beenpiloting the ship himself. Before Vines could speak, however, the commissar raised hisvoice to address the assembled platoon. “My name is Mackenzie. I am in command here—and as long as you are on Rogar III, my word is the Emperor’s word, is that clear?”

A few of the Catachans mumbled a derisory, “Yes, sir.” Most of them said nothing.

Mackenzie scowled. “Let me make this clear from the outset,” he snapped. “I don’t likedeathworlders. In my experience, they are sloppy and undisciplined, with an arrogancethat far outstrips their ability. The Emperor has seen fit to send you here, and I concedeyou may have certain expertise that will hasten a conclusion to this war. But had thedecision been mine, let me tell you, I would rather have fought on with one squad fromthe blessed birth world than ten from Canak or Luther McIntyre or whatever hellhole itwas you lot crawled out from.”

“Catachan, sir!” hollered Vines, and a proud roar swelled from the ranks of his men. If

Mackenzie had expected to get a rise out of the Jungle Fighters, he was disappointed.


Most of them ignored him, not quite looking at him, undermining him with a wave ofindifference. Woods said something under his breath, a few men laughed, and thecommissar’s eyes narrowed—but he hadn’t quite caught the words and couldn’t pinpointtheir source.



“As you are here,” he continued, “I intend to make the best of it. I’m making it mymission to whip you rabble into shape. By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll be thesmartest Guardsmen in the Imperium.”

Mackenzie turned on his heel, then, and snarled in Vines’ direction, “Your platoon is latefor my briefing, lieutenant. Ten laps round the camp perimeter, double time. Last squadback does another ten.”



“With respect, sir…” began Vines, the look of contempt in his eyes suggesting that

respect was the last thing he wanted to show.

“That includes you, lieutenant.” Mackenzie barked—and he marched away stiffly, into

the largest of the buildings.

Vines took a deep breath. “All right,” he said, “you heard the man.”

The Catachans took their circuits at a leisurely pace, and with a cadence call thatcontained a few choice lyrics about senior officers.



By the time they got to the lower ranks’ mess hall, there was only enough slop left forhalf rations, and it was cold.

About fifty Catachans and a handful of ogryns from A and D Platoons had taken over agenerous area, perching on tables with their feet up on chairs, swigging from flasks andpunching each other boisterously. They had broken out the hooch to celebrate theirarrival, it had been brewed on the troop ship, and put aside for a special occasion. Theyfilled the large space with their raucous laughter.

There were other Guardsmen here—they outnumbered the Catachans two to one—butthey were finishing their meals in silence, along one side of the hall, looking very muchlike they’d been edged out by the newcomers. They wore red and gold, and wereidentified by their flashes as members of the 32nd Royal Validian Regiment. ToLorenzo’s eyes, most of them looked tall and gaunt—but then, he was aware thatCatachan had a higher than average gravity, which made its people more squat andmuscular than most.

It didn’t surprise him that the two groups had self-segregated. The Catachans were Jungle

Fighters—elite deathworld veterans. The best the Imperium had to offer, they believed.


The rank-and-file Guardsmen regarded them with a mixture of curiosity, admiration and,here more than in many places, outright resentment.

Lorenzo’s squad picked up their meals and took over a table. Greiss joined thempresently, he’d had the rookie, Landon, fetch his food for him while he’d pumped theother platoons for what they’d learned so far.

He threw a folded sheet of paper onto the table. Lorenzo saw the crudely printed headerEagle & Bolter, and needed to look no closer. Another propaganda broadsheet, doubtlessfull of consoling “news” about how the war here was being won. “Looks like we hit thejack pot this time,” said the sergeant happily. “We got killer plants, man-eating slugs,poison insects, acid swamps, all the usual. On top of that, there’s talk of invisiblemonsters—and ghosts, would you believe!” He saw that a couple of Validians wereeavesdropping from the next table but one, and he added slyly, “Course we only got theword of a few rookie Guardsmen for that. Probably jumping at their own shadows.”

“Ghosts?” echoed Donovits, interested.

“Yes: ghosts, lights, whatever. Supposed to appear at night, lure men into the jungle—

and those crazy enough to follow them don’t come back.”

“Speaking of which, sergeant,” said Armstrong, “any news on B Platoon?” The one-eyedtrooper made the question sound nonchalant, but Lorenzo knew Armstrong had belongedto the missing platoon before his recent transfer.

“Not yet,” said Greiss. “They had the same trouble we did on the way in, but it looks like

they set down further away. They’re out there somewhere.”

“Lucky for them,” said Woods. “They don’t have to put up with Commissar Jug-Handles

throwing his not considerable weight around.”

“It must’ve been some storm,” remarked Donovits.

“Blew up out of nowhere,” said Greiss, “by all accounts. One second, the sky was clear,the next, our drop ships were drawing strikes like lightning rods. Then clear blue again.”

“Still think Naval Command were exaggerating, sergeant,” asked Woods with his

characteristic cheeky grin, “about this place turning into a deathworld?”

“Can’t see this place ever having been anything but,” commented Bullseye Myers. “I

don’t know why it took ’em so long to admit it.”

“Maybe it was Mackenzie,” considered Dougan. “You heard what the man said. He

doesn’t want us here.”


“Yeah,” said Woods—and in a passable impression of the commissar’s nasal whine, hecontinued, “‘I don’t like deathworlders. I’m making it my mission to whip you lot intoshape. You hear me, Greiss? On your knees and lick my shiny black boots. And whenyou’re done with that, you can kiss my—’”

“If I were you,” snarled a voice from behind him, “I’d be careful what you say about an

officer of the Imperium.”

Woods didn’t even glance back to see who was talking, though Lorenzo could see that itwas a broad-shouldered, square-headed Validian sergeant. 

“Don’t care what his rank is,” said Woods offhandedly, “he’s still a damn idiot.”

“You want to repeat that to my face?”

Greiss’ eyes narrowed. “Stand down, sergeant,” he growled. “I’m in command of thesemen. You have a problem with them, you bring it to me.”

“Mackenzie was right about you deathworlders,” the Validian sneered. “You’ve no

discipline, no respect.”

“Where we come from,” murmured Muldoon, idly sharpening his night reaper blade on a

piece of flint, “respect is earned, not given.”

“You come charging in here, all gung-ho, bad-mouthing our people, thinking you can just

take over.”

“And here I thought you begged us to come,” said Woods, “because your lot couldn’t do

your jobs properly. What’s the problem—sun too hot for you?”

“We’ve been here eighteen months,” snapped the Validian, “and we’re winning this war.We’ve driven the orks right back, there hasn’t been an attack on this encampment or anyother in three weeks. If you wanted to help, you should have been here when we werecleansing areas, holding the line, facing ambushes day and night. But no, true to form,you glory hounds show up in time for the mopping up and claim all me credit.”

Greiss was on his feet, his lip curling into a dangerous snarl. “Have you quite finished,sergeant?”

Woods stood now, too, on the pretext of clearing away his half-empty bowl. “It’s okay,sergeant,” he said, “just a bitter old man letting off some steam—and can you blame him?Can’t be many Imperial Guard regiments have had to go crying for reinforcementsagainst a few trees and flowers.”


The Validian’s eyes bulged and his face reddened. He pulled back his fist, but Woods hadanticipated the move. He sidestepped the sergeant’s blow, and simultaneously took holdof his attacker, using his own weight to flip him onto his back on the table.

The move had the effect of bringing the rest of Lorenzo’s squad to their feet, as they leaptto avoid flying cups and bowls. Two tables away, the Validian’s fellows were alsopushing back their chairs and standing. Their downed sergeant tried to right himself, butWoods was keeping him off-balance. The sergeant kicked out, and Woods danced out ofthe way of his boot. As the sergeant swung his legs over the side of the table and made tostand at last, Woods head-butted him—the fabled “Catachan Kiss”—and his nosesplintered in a fountain of blood.

The first two Validians came at Woods, but Armstrong and Dougan intercepted them. Itlooked like Steel Toe was just trying to calm things down, even at this stage, but hisefforts were futile: as a Validian took a swing at him, he responded with a punch to thejaw that laid him right out. Another six Guardsmen surged forward as one, and Myersand Storm leapt onto the table and stood back to back, lashing out with fists and feet.

In just seconds, an all-out brawl had broken out. No guns or knives were drawn, but norwere any punches pulled. Even Landon joined in with gusto, pummelling away at thestomach of a man two heads taller than himself until he staggered and passed out throughsheer inability to draw breath.

A pug-nosed, unshaven sergeant came at Lorenzo with a chair raised over his head.Lorenzo ducked under the makeshift weapon, and threw himself at its wielder. His headimpacted with the soft tissue of the sergeant’s stomach, and they went rolling end overend on the dirt-streaked floor.

The violence was spreading like unchecked fire. Other squads were pulled into the fray,taking sides according to regimental loyalty. Validian reinforced Validian, Catachanreinforced Catachan, until the entire hall had erupted into a cacophonic mass of screamsand yells and crashes and the dull smacks of fists and feet against flesh. Out of the cornerof his eye, Lorenzo saw two ogryns ploughing into the melee, picking up men by thethroat two at a time and knocking their heads together.

He had managed to get on top of his opponent, surprising the sergeant with his litheness.He pinned him with a knee to his chest, and drove his knuckles repeatedly into thesergeant’s face—until two Guardsmen seized him from behind, and tore him away.Lorenzo had seen them coming, but in the midst of such chaos it was impossible to avoidall the possible threats. Still, he was prepared for this one. He thrust his elbows back,catching his would-be captors off-guard, and threw himself into a forward roll, wrenchingtheir hands from his shoulders. He dropped into an alert stance, expecting the Validiansto come at him again, but they had other problems. Greiss had just waded into them.

The sergeant planted his hand in one man’s face, and pushed him back with enough forceto send him sprawling. Then he concentrated his efforts on the other, his expression feral,


a zealous gleam in his eyes as he laid into his victim with a barrage of punches so fastand furious that their sheer force kept him upright for a second after he was knockedcold.

Dougan was in trouble. He was surrounded, and it looked like his artificial leg wasplaying up again, slowing him down. Lorenzo flew to the older man’s assistance, but twomore Validians rose up in his path. He transferred his momentum to his fist, and drove itinto the first man’s skull. The second made a grab for Lorenzo’s throat, andsimultaneously knocked his legs out from under him. For an instant, he was suspended inmidair, choking. He managed to plant his hands on his attacker’s shoulders, and bring uphis feet, kicking at the Validian’s chest. They both fell, but Lorenzo spun and hit theground on his feet, and was ready for the first Validian as he came at him again.

In the meantime, Muldoon had come to Dougan’s aid, letting out a war cry as he bowledinto the men surrounding his comrade and scattered them. Dougan got his second wind,hoisted one foe by the scruff of his flak jacket and hurled him, arms and legs thrashingfuriously, into another. The ogryns were still cracking skulls, the Validians now realisingwhat they had taken on, almost trampling each other to get away from the misshapencreatures.

One particularly hapless specimen backed into Lorenzo, eyes wide with fear, just as theCatachan finished putting down his own two opponents. In the heat of a terrified moment,the Validian broke the unspoken rule, by drawing his lasgun.

Lorenzo was on him before he could aim it. The gun dropped from the Guardsman’sgrasp as Lorenzo seized his arm and twisted it until the bone snapped. The Validian letout a yelp and fell to his knees, but he had foregone any right to sympathy or mercy, andLorenzo knocked him cold with a spinning kick to the head.

His keen ears caught the sound of a whining voice, straining to be heard across thetumult. Commissar Mackenzie had just strode into the hall, and he was demanding calm,to no avail. At his heels, however, was Graves—and when the colonel spoke, Catachansand Validians alike fell still.

“Just what the hell is going on here?” Graves roared, his voice resonating in the sudden

guilty hush.


CHAPTER THREE



“I said, what the hell is going on? What do you think you’re doing?”

Colonel Graves strode deeper into the mess hall, his blazing eyes darting from Catachanto Validian to Catachan, sharing around the force of his scorn. “I’ve seen acid grubsbehave with more dignity. You’re meant to be on the same side!”

Mackenzie scuttled after him. “Do you see?” he fumed. “This is why I was opposed tobringing Jungle Fighters into this campaign.” He raised his voice to address the hall. “Iwant—no, I demand—to know who the ringleaders were behind this disgraceful display.Names and ranks!”

A few eyes were cast down, a few feet shuffled, but the Validians were no more willingthan the Catachans were to tell on their own. In the face of their intransigence, thecommissar’s face grew steadily redder.

“Sergeant Wallace!”

The unlucky Validian who the commissar had singled out snapped to attention, andreported, “My apologies, sir, I didn’t see how the incident started. My men and I onlyacted to calm the situation when it seemed to be getting out of hand.”

Mackenzie got the same story, almost verbatim, from his next two sergeants.

Lorenzo sensed a surreptitious movement behind him, and he turned to see that thesergeant whose nose Woods had broken was being helped to his feet, a piece of clothclasped to his bloodied face. He was glaring venomously at the cause of his woes, butWoods returned his gaze with a smug grin and cracked his knuckles into his palm.

It was this look that Commissar Mackenzie caught, and he bustled over to the pair, hisnostrils flaring with self-righteous zeal. “Enright?”

The bloodied sergeant shrugged helplessly, using his cloth as a shield from interrogation.Mackenzie clicked his tongue in impatience, then dismissed Enright and the twoGuardsmen who were supporting him with an impatient hand movement. The trio madetheir way to the door, and no doubt to whatever medical facility this camp offered.


Mackenzie fixed Woods with a shrivelling glare, which he then turned upon theCatachans around him until he saw the sergeant’s stripes on Greiss’ arm. “Perhaps youcan shed some light on this matter, sergeant?”

“Greiss, sir.”

“Sergeant Greiss. You seem to have had a ringside seat for the worst of it.”

“My apologies, sir,” said Greiss in a faintly mocking tone, “I didn’t see how the incidentstarted. My men and I only acted to calm the situation when it seemed to be getting out ofhand.”

One of the Catachans let out a harsh laugh, but Mackenzie wasn’t amused. He castanother distasteful look at Woods, and snapped, “It seems clear to me, Sergeant Greiss,that you and your squad were responsible for this outrage, and I intend to make sure youregret it. How would you feel, Greiss, about sleeping out in the jungle tonight?”

Greiss’ eyes lit up. “Delighted to, sir.”

That wasn’t the answer Mackenzie had been expecting, and he seethed impotently. “Letme tell you, Sergeant Greiss, what happens to Guardsmen who disrespect their seniorofficers.”



“I’m all ears, sir,” growled Greiss.

Mackenzie flushed. “We bury them. Let me tell you what it’s like, Greiss. It’s too smallfor you to stand, too narrow for you to sit down. You’ll spend the night—as many nightsas I choose—in the most uncomfortable position you can imagine, until you think yourspine will crack. You’ll feel spiders gnawing at your feet, you’ll be at the mercy of thejungle lizards. And during the day—in the daytime, when the sun’s beating down on youand you don’t have the room to lift an arm to shade your eyes—in the daytime, Greiss, letme tell you, you’ll start to wish you were dead.”

Graves had moved silently to the young commissar’s side. He cleared his throat now, andmurmured, “May I remind you, sir, that we need these men fresh and active for duty inthe morning? I don’t see much point in pursuing this matter. Especially—” and helaboured this point particularly heavily “—with no evidence to lay charges against anyindividual. No harm done, I’d say. In fact, it’s probably best for all sides they got it out oftheir systems.”

Mackenzie said nothing for a moment—and Lorenzo expected him to snap at the colonelthe way he had at Lieutenant Vines. Instead, he seemed to accept the quiet wisdom inGraves’ words. He turned and marched stiffly out of the door, the tension in the halldiffusing in his wake. People began to pick themselves up, to collect scattered bowls,chairs and tables and to tend to their wounded, Catachans and Validians working togetherto restore order.


“For any of you girls who were fretting,” announced Colonel Graves, “B Platoon havevoxed in. They’ve had some casualties—lost eight men—but most of them are stillstanding, and they’re making their way to us, ETA 11.00. In view of this delay,Commissar Mackenzie has decided not to wait. All Jungle Fighters are to assemble in thebriefing hut in twenty minutes.”



Lorenzo slept under the stars that night, on a bed of leaves picked from the edge of thejungle and carefully tested for hidden spines and poison sap. Basic quarters had beenprovided for the Catachans, but there weren’t enough bunks for all of them—and mostwould have chosen to sleep outdoors anyway. It had been too long.

The sounds of the jungle at night brought a feeling of calm to Lorenzo. The rustle of abreeze in its leaves, the caws and cackles of nocturnal predators, the gurgle of water—orsome other liquid—carried from far away. He wished he could be deeper inside it. Thearea cleared out by the Validians had an acrid burnt scent to it. Lorenzo was used tohaving a canopy of green above him—but tonight it was black, and freckled with thewhite points of distant suns. The night sky was crystal clear, the air warm. It was as ifRogar III was showing him its good points, its aesthetic qualities. As if it wanted to lullhim into a sense of security by hiding its true, savage beauty from him. Lorenzo wasn’tfooled. He looked forward to the morning, to testing this world’s mettle.

He thought back to Mackenzie’s briefing, and suppressed a thrill. The commissar hadbeen furnished with a list of the Catachan squads, and had assigned them to variousmissions. B Platoon had drawn the short straw in their absence, they would arrive at theencampment to find that their comrades had moved out and left them to reinforce thesecurity details here. If they were lucky, the orks would provide a distraction or two tobreak up the monotony.

The rest of the Catachans were to do what the Validians could not: take the fight to theorks themselves. Which meant, of course, fighting the jungle too.

“I know what you’re all thinking.” Colonel Graves had added to Mackenzie’s speech.“It’s a jungle world, maybe even a deathworld, nothing you haven’t seen before. Well,believe me, Rogar III is different. The commissar here tells me that, a year ago, this placewas a little green corner of paradise. Well, I don’t know what’s happened, and to tell thetruth I don’t much care—but as you ladies can see, this isn’t paradise anymore.”

Later, Donovits had tossed around a lot of phrases like “climate change” and “axisshifts”—but Lorenzo hadn’t cared much.

He’d been more interested in hearing how the Imperium’s attempts to expand itsencampments had met with failure. It was a full-time job for a squad of Guardsmen tomaintain this one, small though it was. For every jungle creeper they burnt away, twomore seemed to replace it—and their rate of growth was prodigious.


“When the Explorators came to Rogar.” Graves had said, “they recorded some weirdenergy signature.” Of course, Lorenzo had already known that, thanks to Donovits.“Now, I’m not saying there’s anything in that—just warning you hotheads not to get toococky. We don’t know what this deathworld has to throw at us, but we do know a coupleof hundred Guardsmen have died trying to find out.”

Mackenzie had displayed a rough map of the area, and pointed out the known orkstrongholds. He was planning an attack on one of these, intelligence suggested that it waslightly defended, the orks depending on the jungle itself to protect them. A derisive snorthad gone up from the Catachans at this point.

The whole of A Platoon, ogryns and all, was committed to this offensive, while two of DPlatoon’s four squads were to set traps and lay in wait for reinforcements from the otherork camps. Other squads would target supply lines—hit and run tactics, to divide theenemy’s attention.

Lorenzo’s squad had been the last to learn its assignment—and its ten men had let out acheer when Mackenzie had explained that it was the most vital, and most dangerous, ofall. The commissar had shouted at them to be silent.

“One particular ork has been giving us trouble,” he had said. “Their current warboss inthis region. You know how it is—we take out one, another takes its place. But this onehas a few more brain cells than most. The troops have taken to calling him Big Green.He’s actually got the beasts organised, to an extent. Their last few raids on us werealmost well planned. And this ork has a keen sense of self-preservation. Most warbosseslead from the front, this one stays behind the lines. He’s become a legend to the orks, ifonly because he’s lasted longer than his predecessors. He’s good for their morale. Toogood. I want him dead!”

According to the commissar, the Imperial Guard had been close to finding the warboss’hideout when, in his own words, “the jungle became impassable”. They knew its generallocation, but the lair itself was well concealed. The Catachans’ job was to find the orkwarboss and do the necessary deed. A stealth mission, a single assassination. Soundedsimple, Lorenzo thought.

Then, Mackenzie had thrown a spanner in the works.

“Given the importance of this mission,” he had said, “I will be leading it myself.

Silence!” he bellowed in response to the Catachans’ howls of protest.

Sergeant Greiss, who a moment earlier had sported a broad grin on his face, now lookedas if he had been slapped. “With respect, sir,” he had growled, “you aren’t a JungleFighter. Better if the men take their orders from someone used to—”

“Contrary to popular belief, sergeant.” Mackenzie had sneered, “they do teach us to domore than sit around and drink amasec in officer training. I am fully qualified in jungle


warfare—and more importantly, in command. Now, I’m sure your style of leadership isadequate for charging at the enemy with your bayonets fixed—but this is to be aprecision strike. For that to work, I need…” He raised his voice to speak over thegrowing grumbles of dissent. “I need a well-drilled, efficient squad of men, who knowwhat’s expected of them and will comply without question or complaint. With respect,sergeant, I doubt you can provide that.”

Lorenzo wasn’t looking forward to serving under Mackenzie. Still, he wouldn’t haveswapped this assignment for any other. He felt proud at the thought that Colonel Gravesmight have recommended his squad above all others—although he wasn’t kiddinghimself. He knew that, if they had been recommended, it would have been for Greiss’experience or the distinguished war records of Dougan and Armstrong. Chances were, thecolonel didn’t even know Lorenzo’s name. Anyway, it seemed more likely thatMackenzie had made the choice himself, probably just for the opportunity to laud it overGreiss.

The Catachans had insisted on providing their own night watch, to the chagrin of theValidians already standing sentry over the camp. Lorenzo had volunteered for the duty,but he hadn’t been quick enough. He slept soundly, knowing he was safe in the charge ofhis comrades—until, in the dark hours of the morning, some inbred danger sense wokehim.



He opened his eyes, instantly alert, to face a yellow stare.

A jungle lizard, just a little larger than the one he had seen yesterday. Somehow it hadslipped by the Guardsmen of two regiments, and crept up on him. Its eyes stared into hiseyes. It was perfectly still, its trailing body propped up by two legs like miniature treetrunks. Tiny nostrils quivered as it breathed, slowly and calmly. Its mouth was a thin line,perhaps a little upturned at the edges. As if it was mocking him, gloating.

Lorenzo had seen lizards that could breathe fire and spit poison, or eviscerate a man withtheir claws in seconds. He had seen one burrow into a man’s stomach and attach itself tohis nervous system, working him like a puppet. He had no idea of the capabilities of thisone, but he didn’t doubt that it was deadly. Deathworlds bred no other type of animal.And it had the drop on him.

He lay still as a rock, staring into those yellow eyes, looking for the slightest glimmer ofintent, the warning that the lizard was about to strike.

Slowly, painfully slowly, so slowly that his muscles screamed in protest, Lorenzo’sfingers worked their way down his leg. Toward his Catachan fang.

The lizard made its move.

Its mouth gaped open, impossibly wide, almost larger than its head—and during thebriefest split-second that followed, Lorenzo got the impression of a coiled red tongue


with a glistening needlepoint end. He snatched his knife from its sheath, tried to roll out

of the way, but he knew there was no time.

Something flashed through the air. Something metal.

Then there was blood—thick, green blood—and Lorenzo was up and armed, but onlybecause the expected attack had not come.

A Catachan fang was buried up to its haft in the lizard’s head. Its blade had passedthrough the creature’s mouth, pinning its tongue, and into the scorched earth beneath it.An ordinary man might have thanked the God-Emperor for sparing him, but Lorenzo hadlong since learned there was no divine intervention in such matters. He thanked goodcomrades instead.

“Sorry “bout that, pal,” said Myers, reclaiming his knife from the dead lizard’s head andcasually wiping off its blood and brain matter with a leaf. “These critters are likechameleons, they can change their scale patterns to blend in with their surroundings.”

As usual, Myers was accompanied by Wildman Storm—a muscular, bearded Catachanwho often looked like he would tear off your head as soon as look at you, until hisfeatures broke into a dazzling grin. “We’ve picked off a few tonight,” he said, “but wedidn’t hear this one until it was already past us. Took a minute to find it.”

“No problem,” said Lorenzo, adding a grateful nod for the rescue.

No longer pinned, the lizard had toppled onto its side. Its ruptured tongue lolled out of itsmouth, leaking venom and blood. From above, no longer eye to eye with it, it seemedsmall and insignificant. It was easy to forget the real threat it had posed just a fewseconds earlier. Lorenzo wondered what its poison would have done to him—weakenedhim, paralysed him, killed him outright?

“Do you suppose these are the ‘invisible monsters’ they talk about round here?” asked

Storm.



Lorenzo shrugged.

“Hope not,” said Myers, as he re-sheathed his knife and sauntered away. “I was hoping

for something more of a challenge.”



Breakfast for the Catachans was a vegetable broth, brewed by Dougan from local plants.It was the best meal Lorenzo had tasted in weeks—made even more so when Stormdropped a hunk of lizard steak into his bowl. The men were in high spirits, lookingforward to their missions. The only shadow on the horizon was that of CommissarMackenzie—and Greiss in particular was taking the usurpation of his position badly.


“You tell me what the Imperium is even doing here,” he grumbled over his soup. “We’reout at the rear end of nowhere, there aren’t any minerals here worth a light, and as forcolonising, forget it! I’ll tell you this much: if the orks packed up tomorrow and leftRogar III, we wouldn’t be too far behind ’em. Seems to me the only reason we’re here isbecause they are, because the Emperor’s armies can’t be seen to be turning their backs onthe enemy. The only reason the orks won’t leave is because they won’t turn their backson us, so we just keep fighting.”

“Hey, steady on, sergeant,” said Woods. “You’re starting to sound like a heretic!”

“Hell, don’t get me wrong,” said Greiss, “I’m as up for a scrap as the next man. I’d justrather orks and Guardsmen alike moved their backsides out of here and left us to it.Jungle Fighters against the jungle, the way it should be.”

“Yeah, I can get on board with that,” grinned Woods.

“Course,” sighed Greiss, “ours is not to reason why. We just move where we’re told to

move, fight who we’re told to fight, jump when we’re told to jump.”

Lorenzo remembered what the sergeant had said back on the ship, how he wanted hisblaze of glory. He was unlikely to get it with Mackenzie calling the shots. He told himselfthere’d be other chances for the grizzled sergeant, but he could see it in Greiss’despondent eyes: he’d convinced himself that this would be his last hurrah. Lorenzo hadseen what happened to men who began to think that way. It was a thought that tended tobecome a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The hall was beginning to empty when a Validian approached Lorenzo’s table, and took aseat beside him. He was in his thirties, but still baby-faced. He wasn’t exactly fat, butthen nor were his muscles exactly toned. He was beginning to grow jowls. Sizing him upin a second, Lorenzo concluded that he’d never have reached half his present age on

Catachan.



Greiss looked up from his meal. “You’re at the wrong table, boy,” he growled, althoughthe Validian couldn’t have been much younger than he was. “Your lot are over that sideof the hall.”

“I know that, sergeant,” said the Guardsman. “I wanted to introduce myself before we setout. Braxton.” He held out a hand, which Greiss ignored. “Commissar Mackenzie’sadjutant—and I report for the Eagle & Bolter. Didn’t anyone tell you? I’ve been attachedto your squad. I’m coming with you this morning.”

“Like hell!” snapped Greiss, and he pushed his bowl aside and stormed out of the hall.Woods shot Braxton a mocking sneer, then followed. Myers and Storm, further down thetable, were absorbed in their own conversation, which left Lorenzo effectively,awkwardly, alone with the newcomer.


“Don’t mind Old Hardhead,” he said. “He’s had his nose put out of joint by your boss.”

Braxton nodded. “The commissar does seem to have a talent for that.” The Validian andthe Jungle Fighter shared a brief smile. “I just thought you ought to know we aren’t alllike him,” said Braxton. “Or Enright.”

“Enright?”

“The sergeant who started the trouble yesterday. Talk about noses being out of joint! Orif it wasn’t before the fight, your trooper over there sure saw to it… Enright and hiscronies can’t face the fact that we need your help. They think we should be able to handlea few orks by ourselves.”

“But the orks aren’t the problem.” Lorenzo pointed out.

“I know,” said Braxton. “Rogar III has changed. I think I’ve noticed it more than some ofthe others, because… well…” He shifted in his seat. “Since I got this assignment, Ihaven’t seen much action, you know? But last week, I went out there, into the jungle, forthe first time in a while, and…”

Lorenzo’s ears pricked up, eager for some hint of what was to come. “I swear,” saidBraxton, “those jungle lizards had doubled in size since the last time I’d seen one—andthey’d never been so vicious. They used to run for cover when we got within ten metres.We used them for target practice. Now, they’re getting bolder, sniffing around the campitself. One of them stung Marks. The veins in his neck, and then his face, they turnedblack, throbbing. He was screaming, begging us to put him out of his misery. We had todo it. He’d have brought the orks down on us.”

“I just wanted to say,” said Braxton, “that it’s good to have the experts here.”

“Not according to Mackenzie,” said Lorenzo.

“I know—and if it were up to me, we’d leave you to do your jobs. We’re only going toslow you down out there. But the commissar—he’s young, he wants to prove himself. Ithink he wants to be the one to tame the famous Jungle Fighters. And deal with BigGreen, of course.”

“And you just go where Mackenzie leads, huh?”

“My job is to report his glorious victory—if I’m lucky.”

Lorenzo regarded Braxton with a newly sympathetic gaze. It occurred to him that he wasonly obeying orders, like anyone—and that, in his own milieu, he was probably an ablefighter. But, like most Guardsmen, he would have been conscripted at the age of sixteenor seventeen, already an adult. Lorenzo had been taught to defend himself with a knifebefore he could walk. By the age of eight, Catachan children were expected to be able to



tame a wild grox, a harsh lesson that some did not survive, but such was the nature of lifeon a deathworld. You could be forged in its jungle heat, or you could wither and die in it.

Beneath Guardsman Braxton’s words was an unspoken plea for help. But the men ofLorenzo’s world—like those of all deathworlds across the Imperium—obeyed only onelaw: that of the jungle. Survival of the fittest.


CHAPTER FOUR



It was another clear day. The sun blazed bright and hot, the morning temperature far inexcess of that of the previous evening, the air bereft of breeze. Most of the Validians hadbeen forced out of their stuffy huts, and some were evidently finding the heatuncomfortable. The Catachans, however, revelled in it. It opened Lorenzo’s pores andinvigorated him.

The clearing was full of sweaty bodies, moving in time to barked commands. JungleFighters were forming up in their squads and moving out. The men of A Platoon werearming themselves with autocannons and heavy bolters, and tuning up the three Sentinelsthat would precede them into battle.

Mackenzie was in the thick of the activity, dispensing words here and there to thesergeants, complaining repeatedly about the Catachans’ lack of a formal uniform.“Uniforms get damaged.” Colonel Graves told him, “when you’re out in the jungle.” Butit didn’t seem to calm Mackenzie’s ire.

Greiss would normally have had his squad doing circuits or squat-thrusts by now, instead,he sat with his knees to his chest, and snarled at anyone who dared come near him.Muldoon had acquired the dyes of some indigenous plants, and was adapting his bodycamouflage to the local shapes and colours. A few other Catachans had followed his lead,Myers and Storm among them, glad to let the sun caress their skin. Lorenzo, however,was no artist, he would have to make do with his heavy jacket, and with a few streaks ofdubbin across his face.

Mackenzie was annoyed to find the squad not standing to attention, awaiting hisinspection, he made his displeasure known to Greiss, who shrugged and climbed to hisfeet in his own time. The Catachans fell in sloppily, making their feelings for the youngofficer clear. In turn, Mackenzie griped about the absence of regulation shoulder guardswith identifying numbers, but there wasn’t much he could do about it at this stage. Hegave a stern speech that was mostly a reworking of the previous day’s—“whip you rabbleinto shape”, “smartest Guardsmen in the Imperium” and so forth—with a few clichésadded: “When I say ‘jump’… I expect you to crawl on your bellies over broken glass…”

“We’re facing a four-day journey together,” concluded the commissar. “Eight days, forthose lucky enough to make the return trip. It’ll go much easier if we all pull together.”He produced a sheet of paper, then, and began a roll call. “Sergeant Greiss.”


“Yes!”



“Yes, what?”

“Yes, sir!” said Greiss with a sneer.

“Trooper Armstrong.”

Patch Armstrong answered to his name, and Mackenzie went through the others, givingeach trooper in turn an appraising look as he committed his face to memory. Dougan,Storm, Myers, Donovits, Muldoon, Woods, finally, Lorenzo and Landon.

Braxton, of course, was already well known to the commissar. The Validian had found anill-fitting camouflage jacket in the stores, and was looking uncomfortable. Mackenziewas in camouflage too, though he had retained his peaked cap. It was a little too large forhim, but his jutting ears kept it from sliding down. “Do you think it’s a good idea to begoing into this with an eagle-shaped target on your head, sir?” Greiss asked, withmeasured disdain.

“It’s a symbol of authority, sergeant,” snarled Mackenzie. “You’ll learn. By the time I’m

finished with you, you’ll all learn.”

They moved out, at the commissar’s insistence, at a quick march in two ranks of five,with Greiss leading the way. Mackenzie brought up the rear, occasionally shoutingorders.



They broke step, however, as they crossed the tree line—and Lorenzo noted thatMackenzie worked his way into the centre of the group, so that there would always be aCatachan between him and any potential threat. The commissar had a rough sketchedmap, which he kept to himself, and a compass. He kept the squad moving on a bearing ofapproximately twenty-five degrees. “We’re taking a circuitous route,” he explained whenquestioned, “to avoid a small ork encampment to the north-west of here.”

“I’m sure we could take ’em, sir,” offered Woods.

“I’m sure we could, trooper,” said Mackenzie icily, “but as I explained at the briefing lastnight, this is a stealth mission. A single ork gets wind of our presence in this area andlives to tell of it, and we may as well pack up and go home—because our chances ofgetting within shooting distance of their warboss will be zero.”

“I still say we could take ’em,” muttered Woods resentfully. But Mackenzie was right,

and he knew it.

The jungle closed in above them, sparing them the fiercest of the sun’s rays, though theair was still sweltering. Braxton was sweating, wiping his damp forehead with his sleeveevery few steps. The burnt odour lingered, and the Catachans’ feet crunched on dead,


blackened leaves. This area had been torched—and recently—but with little effect. Some

of the plants and trees seemed to have been growing here for years.

Their progress was punctuated by cracks of las-fire, whenever a jungle lizard wassighted. Myers and Storm had warned everyone of the creatures’ chameleonic properties,and Lorenzo had added the information he’d received from Braxton, so the whole squadwas on the alert. Out loud, each man swore he would never end his days like Braxton’sill-fated friend, pleading for the mercy of a quick death. Privately, Lorenzo knew—as theothers must have known—that stronger men than he had been broken by such pain asonly a deathworld could inflict.

In time, the discharges became less frequent, as if the lizards had learned from theirmistakes and were keeping their distance. Lorenzo didn’t imagine for a second, though,that they had seen the last of them.

That burnt smell was fading. The jungle grass was growing taller and the trees moreclosely together, letting less sunlight in through their branches. A pink-headed, acid-spitting plant reared up beside the Catachans without warning, but Myers blasted it topieces before it could open its mouth.

Lorenzo felt goose bumps on his flesh, but it was a pleasant feeling.

He seemed to have been waiting a long time for this: to plunge into the darkest heart ofthe jungle. To face Rogar III on its own turf.



They were about two hours out when Braxton reported to the nearest Jungle Fighters—Myers and Storm—that he thought they were being followed. Their only response was apair of knowing grins, so Braxton called out to Commissar Mackenzie. “Sir! Sir, I thinkwe’re being followed.”

The young officer called a halt, and the squad stood silent for a minute or two. Mackenziefrowned. “Anyone hear anything?”

“No, sir,” murmured the Catachans.

“It was up there, sir,” said Braxton, pointing, “in the trees.”

“You’re imagining things, Braxton,” decided Mackenzie, though his voice betrayed a

doubt.

Lorenzo caught an aside from Storm to Myers: “Looks like the commissar’s radar dishears are just ornamental, then.”


“Actually,” said Sergeant Greiss, with no little satisfaction, “there is someone stalking us.

The rest of us have been aware of it since we left the clearing.”

Mackenzie turned pink. “What? Then why didn’t you speak up?”

“Because he’s on our side. In fact, we’re honoured to have him watching our backs.”

The commissar looked none the wiser, and fumbled with his list of names. “There’s noone missing,” he said.

“This man works alone,” said Dougan.

Mackenzie scowled. “That is not acceptable. This offensive has been planned to the lastdetail, and I will not have those plans jeopardised by a maverick.” He shouted into thejungle: “You, trooper. Come here, now!”

Dougan cleared his throat. “Should you be yelling like that, sir? If there are ork patrols orgretchin in the area—”

The commissar ignored him. “Trooper, my name is Commissar Mackenzie, and I am incommand here. I demand you show yourself immediately. You have ten seconds. If Ican’t see your face by then, you will be facing court-martial!”

The echoes of his words were soaked up by the foliage. In the distance, a bird took flight.

There was no other sound.

“Could be out of earshot by now, sir,” offered Myers.

Mackenzie rounded on the Catachans, clenching his fists. “If anyone sees or hears a traceof that man again, I wish to be informed of it immediately, do you hear me?Immediately!”

They moved on.

Dougan dropped back in the marching order until he was alongside Braxton. He gave theValidian an approving nod. “Mostly, if Sly Marbo doesn’t want to be seen or heard, heisn’t—sometimes not even by those of us who know he’s around. I’m impressed.”



An hour after that, the jungle became so dense that the Catachans had to draw theirknives and cut their way through. Armstrong and Muldoon took point to begin with,Armstrong’s devil claw and Muldoon’s sleek, black night reaper hacking at stingingplants and thick purple creepers.


All of a sudden, Muldoon let out a warning cry, and a cloud of insects blossomed fromthe undergrowth at his feet. Each was the length of one of Lorenzo’s fingers, with hairyblack bodies and gossamer wings. Armstrong hopped out of the way of the swarm, but itlatched onto Muldoon, following him with an angry, high-pitched whine as he tried toback away from it. He swung his arms furiously, flattening several insects against thenearest tree, his blade slicing through two more.

The rest of the squad had withdrawn out of reach. Lorenzo brought up his lasgun,squinting along its sights until he knew he could fire without hitting Muldoon. His las-fire fried several insects, as did simultaneous shots from Greiss, Woods and Donovits.But there were too many of them. The cloud seemed hardly to have lessened in size.

Myers and Storm had flung their packs to the ground, and they pulled out the constituentparts of a heavy flamer. They clicked them together, then Storm steadied the bulkyweapon while Myers aimed it at the swarm. The first explosion of fire singed the ends ofMuldoon’s hair, and lit up one flank of the insect cloud, sending them streaking to theground as dying embers. Muldoon hurled himself face-first into the undergrowth, givingMyers a clearer second shot that took out the bulk of the remaining swarm.

There were still more than a dozen insects crawling over Muldoon, but he rolled andcrushed those that couldn’t take flight in time. The others rushed to stamp on the rest, orto skewer them with blades. Myers and Storm aimed one final, precautionary blast offlame at the ground from which the swarm had risen. Then the Catachans surroundedMuldoon where he lay on his back. He blinked up at them, flushed and chagrined, hisface pimply with insect bites.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Muldoon?” barked Greiss without sympathy.

“You know better than to disturb an insect nest. You didn’t see it?”

“I saw it, sergeant,” said Muldoon. “I was giving it a wide berth, but the bugs came out

fighting all the same.”

“They must be sensitive to vibrations in the ground,” guessed Donovits. “Or to body heat—though that’s less likely in this climate. But why would they attack if their nest wasn’tdirectly threatened?”

“Just antisocial, I guess,” said Greiss, reaching down to help Muldoon to his feet. “You

feeling alright, Sharkbait?”

“Like a walking, talking colander,” said Muldoon ruefully. “They took chunks out of me

all over. I got them in my boots, under my backpack, in my collar…”

“Show me,” rapped Greiss.

The sergeant spent the next few minutes examining Muldoon’s bites. Lorenzo knew why.

On Catachan, there was a creature known as the vein worm, which burrowed into its


victim’s flesh and laid its eggs in his bloodstream. Greiss intended to make sure thesealien insects had left no similar surprises in his trooper. When he’d satisfied himself onthat count, he asked Muldoon to tell him how many fingers he was holding up, checkingfor toxins that may have begun to cloud his senses. Muldoon answered correctly, andGreiss rewarded him with a grim smile, and clapped him on the arm. “You’ll live,” heconcluded. “Probably.”

“Do you think we can get on now?” asked Mackenzie, impatiently.



They proceeded more cautiously after that, with Woods and Donovits taking over cuttingduty up front. As soon as Woods sighted a second nest in among the creepers, they all fellback, and Myers and Storm readied the flamer. “What are you waiting for?” criedMackenzie. “Just torch the damn thing!” But the troopers turned to Greiss forconfirmation of that order, and the grizzled sergeant shook his head and reached for astick.

He flung it at the hive, and once again a cloud of black insects darkened the air. Myers’finger twitched on his trigger, ready to unleash a stream of fire should any man bethreatened. The insects, however, didn’t seem to have detected the watching Catachans.They buzzed around for a while, finding no one upon whom to expend their wrath, andthen settled resentfully back into their disturbed home.

“What the hell was the point of that?” demanded Mackenzie. “You just wanted to

provoke those things?”

“To observe ’em.” Greiss corrected him. “Anyone else see what I saw?”

“The red flower over there,” spoke up Donovits. “The insects were giving it a wide

berth.”



Greiss nodded. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

He followed Donovits’ pointing finger to a delicate red flower sprouting from the trunkof a tree. It had eight perfectly formed petals, and it was quite the most beautiful thingLorenzo had seen on this world so far. That left him in no doubt that it was dangerous.

Greiss found another stick, and poked the head of the flower with it. Immediately, itspetals snapped shut like a vice, gripping the stick so strongly that he couldn’t pull it free.He tried to uproot the flower with a yank, but its hold on the tree behind it was just astenacious. It was crying, letting out a shrill wailing sound that, after a few seconds, boredinto Lorenzo’s ears like a drill.



Greiss whipped out his fang, and sliced the head of the flower from its stem.

Immediately, the wailing ceased and the red petals flopped open. Greiss turned, and


displayed the decapitated head to the others. “Doesn’t seem too dangerous on its own,”he commented, “but watch one of these things doesn’t grab your ankle. It might just holdyou still long enough for something bigger to come along.”

A flutter of wings drew everyone’s attention upwards. A shadow flitted between thetrees, and was gone. A bird of prey, Lorenzo surmised, answering the flower’s alarm call,put off by the number of strangers present and by the fact that none of them wereimmobilised.

“Now,” said Greiss. He flipped the flower head onto the insect nest, and withdrew tosafety again. This time, there was a distressed quality to the displaced insects’ humming—and a definite direction to their flight. Within a minute, they were all gone, deeper intothe jungle.

Donovits nodded. “They didn’t like that. The flower probably preys on the insects, sothey’ve learned to detect its scent and avoid it.”

“All right,” rapped Greiss, “everyone spread out, look for more of these flowers.”

Mackenzie’s nostrils flared. “I think you’re forgetting who’s giving the orders here,sergeant.”

“If you’ve got a better idea, commissar.” Greiss shot back. “Now’s the time to speak up.”

“Sergeant,” protested Hotshot Woods, “you expect us to wear flowers in our hair now?”

“In your hair, in your lapel, down your trousers,” growled Greiss, “I don’t care what you

do with ’em, Hotshot, just as long as you wind up smelling right.”

As he joined the search, Lorenzo noticed that Muldoon was looking a bit woozy. Thetrooper pulled himself together when he saw he was being observed, and he smiledgrimly. “Dizzy spell,” he said, apologetically. “I think those damn bugs sucked a fewpints of blood out of me. I just need a minute…”



Lorenzo kept an eye on Muldoon after that, and realised he wasn’t the only member ofthe squad to be doing so. He was usually more zealous than any of them, with thepossible exception of Woods—always scouting ahead with a gleam in his eye, a feralsmile on his face and his night reaper in his hand. Now, however, he lagged behind,finding the going tough. They all had plant tendrils grasping and tearing at their heels, ofcourse—but Muldoon was the only man particularly troubled by them. He lost his footinga number of times, and almost fell, but Lorenzo knew better than to offer assistancewhere it wasn’t requested.


Muldoon was swigging too freely from his bottle, too, the other Catachans were taking itsteady, not knowing when they might find fresh water.

“You’re worried about him, aren’t you?” said a low voice beside Lorenzo. It was

Braxton.



He shrugged. “What do you think? You ever come across bugs like that before on Rogar?

Seen a man bitten by one?”

“A few times, yes. Didn’t seem to do any lasting harm. I’ve never seen a swarm attack

like that, though.”

Lorenzo nodded. “Bugs carry diseases,” he said knowledgeably. “Sharkbait might getlucky—or he might get sick. Real sick, real soon. Or real dead. That’s why Old Hardheadhad us take precautions.” They had all teased sap from the stems of the red flowers,rubbed it into their faces and hands. “New world, new rules—and there’s only one way tolearn what they are. Sharkbait knows that as well as the rest of us do.”

“Why do you call him Sharkbait?”

“Before my time,” said Lorenzo.

Dougan fell into step beside them. “Poseidon Delta,” he grunted. “We had to cross aswamp, but there was a catch. The mother of all marsh sharks. It hunted by radar, coulddetect a ripple on the surface from ten kilometres. The span of its jaws was wider thanyou are tall. Sharkbait—he was just Trooper Muldoon then—took a Sentinel in. You sawthem at the camp: armoured hunter-killer machines. Chainsaws, flamers… We use themwhen we don’t exactly care about being subtle. But this Sentinel got its leg jammed in themud, came crashing right down. And the marsh shark was there, of course, peeling backthe outsides of the crew compartment like a tin opener. It got Reed, swallowed himwhole. But Muldoon…



We were firing our lasguns from the bank. The shots just glanced off this monster, gave itno more than a bad case of sunburn. Muldoon was lying there, pinned by the wreckage,going under, and this shark was rearing over him, coming in for the kill. We thought hewas a goner. Then, calm as you like, he just reached into its mouth, slung a whole pack offrag grenades down its throat.

We didn’t even hear the explosion, the damn thing’s hide was so thick. But suddenly, itwas thrashing and groaning like it had the worst case of bellyache in history. Then it wentdown. Greiss and me, we went in and pulled Muldoon out of the mud. He was lucky notto have lost an arm—or a head. If that shark had snapped its teeth shut just a fraction of asecond sooner… I don’t recall a discussion. We all knew ‘Sharkbait’ Muldoon hadearned his name, that day.”


“That’s important to you people, isn’t it?” said Braxton. “Earning your name. I’ve heard

Hotshot, Old Hardhead—and they call you Steel Toe, right?”

“Another story,” said Dougan, “for another day.”

“And ‘Sly’ Marbo?”

“Never been quite sure about that one,” Dougan confessed, “if it’s an earned name or agiven name or just something he’s picked up along the way. Seems to suit him fine,though. What’s with all the questions, son?”

“Eagle & Bolter,” said Braxton. “Just wanted a bit of background info for my piece.Everyone knows what you Jungle Fighters do, but no one really knows all that muchabout you. I thought, if I could tell them what life’s like where you come from—Catachan, right?—there might be a few less, uh, misunderstandings.”

Dougan nodded. “A word of advice, son. Not everyone likes to talk. Oh, stick aroundlong enough and you’ll hear all the old war stories, all right—but you start probingsomeone like Old Hardhead about his past, and he’s liable to probe you in return. Withhis bayonet, in your guts.”

Braxton fell silent for a time, after that. But it wasn’t long before he turned to Lorenzo,and asked the question the Catachan had been dreading.

“So, what’s your earned name, Lorenzo?”

“Don’t have one.” Lorenzo said. Not that he had anything to be ashamed of. “Not yet.”



Armstrong was the first to hear them. He froze, listening, and the others did the same oneby one.

Footsteps, crashing through the undergrowth. A guttural grunt that could only have beenformed by a larynx. There was somebody nearby. Several somebodies—and notbothering to hide their presence. Braxton turned to Lorenzo, and mouthed silently,“Marbo?” Lorenzo shook his head.



A second later, the Catachans had melted into their background—and Lorenzo saw theconfusion in Braxton’s face as he turned to find himself standing alone. Lorenzo himselfhad slipped behind a tree trunk and was hugging its contours. Muldoon had chosen thesame hiding place, and was crouched down beside him. From close up, Lorenzo couldsee that Muldoon was running a fever. His bandana was soaked with sweat, and hisbreathing was hoarse and ragged.


Storm lay flat on the ground nearby. He had arranged a few creepers across himself,breaking up the lines of his body so that its patterns blended perfectly with those of thefoliage. From any further away, and most other angles, he would have been invisible.Indeed, to Lorenzo, the rest of the Catachans were invisible. He could make out only oneother outline—that of Commissar Mackenzie, trying to conceal himself behind ablossoming nettle plant.

Guardsman Braxton caught on, and ducked under cover himself.

More footsteps, and the rustling of leaves. Whatever was out there, they were comingcloser. Eight or nine of them, Lorenzo now estimated. Too small, too nimble, to be themuscular, lumbering orks. Gretchin, most likely. Genetic cousins to the orks—smaller,weaker, subservient, but far more cunning. If they realised they were outnumbered, theywere likely to scatter and run, take word to their masters.

There was no urgency to their movements. Chances were, they didn’t know they hadenemies nearby. The gretchin were probably just out foraging—but they might get lucky.Thick as the jungle was, they wouldn’t see the Catachans’ trail of severed tendrils anduprooted plants unless they stumbled right onto it. It sounded to Lorenzo, though, likethey were within a bloodwasp’s length of doing just that.

Suddenly, somebody slammed into him from behind.

Lorenzo was taken by surprise, winded. No mean feat—but then this attack had comefrom the last direction he’d expected. From a comrade, a man he’d entrusted with his lifecountless times, and who was now bearing him down into the dirt, eyes ablaze withmadness, a black knife raised to strike at Lorenzo’s throat.

Muldoon was trying his best to kill him.

And he was screaming with incoherent fury as he did so—a sound that could hardly havefailed to reach the gretchin’s ears.


CHAPTER FIVE



Muldoon was bigger and stronger than Lorenzo, and certainly heavier. Lorenzo waspinned to the ground by his weight, the jungle grass now growing above his head, roughagainst his neck and his cheeks. His right arm, and his Catachan fang in its sheath, weretrapped under Muldoon’s knees. All he could do was strike out with his left elbow,knocking his attacker’s knife hand aside.

Muldoon’s night reaper was smaller than Lorenzo’s fang, but just as deadly. Its blade wastriangular, shaped to leave a large entrance wound that wouldn’t clot—and knowingMuldoon it was almost certainly poisoned. Probably with the venom of a jungle lizard.

He was always the first of the Catachans to turn a deathworld’s threats to his advantage.

Lorenzo kicked out with both feet, trying to unseat Muldoon, but Muldoon knew too wellhow to spread his weight to maintain his balance. That knife hand was coming around tostrike again. Muldoon loomed over Lorenzo, his unshaven features crazed with blindfury, his eyes wide, white, unblinking. There was no point talking to him, in appealing toreason. He was too far gone. There was no way to know what was going on in Muldoon’shead, what those insect bites were making him see, but Lorenzo would have laid odds hedidn’t even recognise his old comrade right now. He was fighting his own daemons.

He couldn’t afford to hold back. He found Muldoon’s face with his free hand and dug hisfingernails into his eyes. Momentarily blinded, Muldoon threw back his head and let outan uncharacteristic howl of pain and rage. Lorenzo pulled his right arm free, twisted outof the path of a badly aimed knife blow and seized Muldoon’s wrist in his left hand. Hetried to shake Muldoon’s grip on his weapon, but his fingers were locked around its haft.As Muldoon lashed out again, Lorenzo guided his thrust and buried the night reaper’sblade in the ground beside his head.

If Muldoon had been in his right mind, he would have abandoned the knife until it wassafe to retrieve it. Working on primal instinct, however, he only knew the night reaperwas a part of him, his most important possession, and he all but forgot about Lorenzo ashe struggled to reclaim it from the unyielding earth. Lorenzo crawled out from beneathhim, and tackled him side-on. He hurled blow after blow at Muldoon’s head, prayingeach time that the next one would be the one to put him down, knowing he was made ofsterner stuff than that. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop him without inflicting alasting injury.


Lorenzo could have drawn his own knife. He could reach it now. Against any other foe,he would have done it. He would have ended this.



Blood rushed in his ears, dulling his senses. He could hear, though, that the rest of hissquad had broken cover. They were slashing and beating their way through the jungle,regardless of the danger from hostile flora or more insect hives, toward the gretchin. Thecreatures couldn’t help but hear them coming, and they turned and fled back up the paththey had cleared for themselves.

Muldoon must have been in pain, near senseless, but he was fighting back. Lorenzowould have expected no less from him. Fortunately, his fever slowed his reaction time,and Lorenzo ducked the worst of his punches.

Help came, at last, in the form of Dougan. The older trooper knew his bionic leg slowedhim down, and so it was natural that he should have been the one to stay behind. Dougancame up behind Muldoon, and tried to restrain him while Lorenzo knocked the wind outof him with a double jab to the solar plexus. He remembered head-butting a ValidianGuardsman the previous day, finding his stomach soft and yielding, in contrast, hittingMuldoon was like driving his knuckles into rock.

Muldoon let out another animal roar, and broke Dougan’s hold. Lorenzo held back for aninstant, waiting to see what he’d do. Muldoon looked wildly from one of his comrades tothe other, realising he was surrounded. His eyes flicked towards his night reaper, stillburied in the ground, but it was too far away. Muldoon reached into a pouch of hisbandolier and pulled out a demolition charge.

With a quick flex of his thumb, he popped out the charge’s pin.

Lorenzo and Dougan hit him at the same time, from opposite sides. Dougan was trying towrestle the charge out of Muldoon’s hand, but his grip was as resolute as that on his nightreaper had been. Lorenzo’s survival instinct was telling him to dive for shelter, but hewasn’t about to abandon Muldoon while there was the slightest chance he could be saved.He added his strength to Dougan’s, taking one of Muldoon’s fingers in each fist andforcing them open.

The demolition charge dropped out of Muldoon’s hand.

Lorenzo had to dive for it, cradling his palms to give the explosive device the softestlanding he could. In so doing, he left himself exposed, and Muldoon punished him with abrutal kick to the face. Lorenzo felt his lip splitting. He rolled with the blow, and wasback in the grass again, his own blood on his tongue. But Dougan was keeping Muldoonbusy, keeping him from pressing his advantage, and Lorenzo had the charge with—heestimated—less than a second to spare before it went up.

He hoisted himself onto one elbow, took a fraction of that second to orient himself, tocheck where the others were, then he put all the strength he had into an overarm throw.


The demolition charge seemed to have barely left his hand, arcing towards the treetops,when it burst and showered him with hot shrapnel.

Dougan had locked an arm around Muldoon’s throat, and was holding on despite hiskicking and screaming. Lack of oxygen had an effect on the frenzied trooper at last, andMuldoon’s eyelids fluttered and closed. Dougan waited a moment longer before herelinquished his grip. A flicker of regret crossed his face as Muldoon’s legs buckledbeneath him and he crashed into the undergrowth.

Lorenzo and Dougan drew their Catachan fangs, cut down a couple of thin vines andbound their unconscious comrade’s wrists and ankles with them. Lorenzo yanked thenight reaper out of the ground, and respectfully returned it to its sheath. Even withMuldoon in this state, he couldn’t deprive him of his knife—though he ensured that histied hands couldn’t reach it.

Lorenzo could hear las-fire through the foliage, and he knew the rest of his squad wereclose on the heels of their prey.



Myers and Storm were the first back from the gretchin hunt. They were followed by

Donovits and Armstrong.

“How is he?” asked the one-eyed veteran, nodding in Muldoon’s direction. He must have

seen the start of the fight, and deduced the reason for it.

Dougan shrugged. “Hard to tell. His fever’s broken, so he could be alright. Best leavehim to sleep it off, and hope he’s seeing things more clearly when he comes to. How’d itgo with the gretchin?”

“We got ’em,” said Storm, baring his white teeth. “They won’t be taking any tales back

to their greenskin masters.”

Commissar Mackenzie came crashing through the foliage then, Guardsman Braxton at hisheels. “What the hell was all the screaming about?” the young officer demanded to know.“And who let off a bomb? Where’s the point in our chasing down gretchin left, right andcentre if some idiot just broadcasts our position to every ork on the planet?”

“Couldn’t be helped, sir,” said Dougan.

“And the jungle would have deadened the sound of the explosion,” added Donovits. “I’d

say it couldn’t have been heard more than, say—”

“I don’t want to know, trooper!” snapped Mackenzie. “This operation is turning into ashambles. Where’s Greiss?” He turned, and jumped to find that the sergeant had appearednoiselessly at his shoulder. Recovering himself, he snarled, “Sergeant Greiss! Is it too


much to expect you to exercise a modicum of restraint over your men? God-Emperorknows, I wasn’t expecting much—but so far I’d have been better leading a squad of orksinto the jungle. At least they have some semblance of self-control!”

Greiss glared at Mackenzie as if he was an acid grub he’d just found eating into his boot.The rest of the Catachans—somehow without seeming to move, just shifting their stances—formed into a vague circle around the commissar. No words had been spoken, butsomething had definitely changed.

Lorenzo caught Braxton’s eye. The Validian didn’t know what was happening—but hecouldn’t have been more aware at that moment that this was Catachan turf, that he andthe commissar were the outsiders here. Instinctively, he shrank back against Mackenzie.He looked pale.

Mackenzie himself appeared to keep his cool, but Lorenzo could see the apprehension inhis eyes.

Sergeant Greiss broke eye contact, took a half-step back, and just like that the threat wasdissipated. “Well done, men,” the sergeant barked. “A bit of bad luck, Sharkbait heregoing crazy when he did—but it couldn’t have been helped, and you dealt with it well.”

Greiss wasn’t normally so effusive with his praise—it wasn’t usually needed—soLorenzo knew his words hadn’t been for the Jungle Fighters’ benefit. Mackenzie lookedirritated, but he didn’t protest.

It was only when Greiss detailed Woods to pick up the unconscious and bound Muldoonthat the commissar broke his silence with an outraged splutter. “What the hell are youthinking, Greiss? That trooper has given us away once already. We can’t afford to let ithappen again.”

“And it won’t.” Greiss promised. “I’ll see to it.”

His tone left no room for argument, but Mackenzie didn’t take the hint. “That man isdiseased. He might be infectious. Even if he isn’t, what can we do for him out here?”

“You got anything at the camp that could help him?”

“No,” said Mackenzie emphatically.

“Then Muldoon comes with us,” said Greiss with equal force, “until I’m sure there isn’t a

cure for him.”

“You think you can drag him all the way to the warboss’ hideout and back? You thinkyou can guarantee he won’t wake up along the way and bring the orks down on us? No,sergeant. No, no, no. I don’t like doing this—but I’m ordering you to abandon thistrooper for the sake of the mission!”



“Sorry, sir,” said Woods, who by now had slung Muldoon over his shoulders and wascarrying the bigger man effortlessly. “Isn’t the sergeant’s decision no more. Sharkbait ismy buddy. You want me to drop him now, and leave him here for the lizards and thebirds, you’ll have to shoot me.”

With that, Woods turned his back defiantly and set off into the jungle once more. The restof the Catachans wasted no time in joining him, leaving Mackenzie standing. Thecommissar turned to Greiss as if for support, but recoiled at the malicious half-grin on hisface. So he took the only course open to him at that moment. He lapsed into a judicious,if sullen, silence.

They moved on.



It was as the evening closed in that the birds launched their attack.

The sky, where it could be seen, was still a light shade of blue—but with the sun havingsurrendered its efforts to pierce the trees, the shadows had free rein down here. Thecanopy had captured much of the heat, but it was beginning to evaporate. The Catachanswere used to jungle nights, of course, and their eyes adapted well to the gloom. The samecould not be said of Mackenzie and Braxton. After stumbling one too many times,Braxton had made to light a torch, but Greiss had hissed at him to put it away. “You wantto draw every critter in the jungle to us—and blitz our night vision while you’re at it?”

They were caught by surprise, because they hadn’t heard the birds massing. This in itselfwas unusual. It suggested a level of coordination unprecedented in such creatures, inLorenzo’s experience—that the birds had appeared in such numbers, so quickly.

The beating of their wings was like oncoming thunder, except that it sounded from alldirections at once. Their bodies were a storm cloud, drawing with it a darkness even theCatachans couldn’t penetrate. And then they were there, the birds, plummeting throughthe leaves like hailstones—but hailstones that, when they hit, burst into screeching,scratching darts of fury.

Lorenzo had just had time to draw his Catachan fang and lasgun. He was wielding thelatter one-handed, keeping his knife hand back to protect his face. He fired repeatedly,aiming up above the heads of his comrades. It felt like the air was full of whirling blades,scratching, cutting, pecking at his flesh. He could barely see to take aim through thetumult of black wings—but as a particularly large bird flew up before him, clawsoutstretched, beady eyes trained upon him, Lorenzo saw his chance and struck. He felthis bayonet punching into the soft tissue of the bird’s heart, and he smiled grimly asblood welled onto his fingers. The bird had been skewered, and Lorenzo didn’t have timeto remove it, so he fired the lasgun again and swung it like a club, knocking a few of hisavian attackers from the sky, hopefully stunning some. The dead bird’s corpse split, lostits grip on the bayonet, and hit Lorenzo’s boot with a wet slap.


A sharp beak had clamped onto his ear and was tugging at it, so he sideswiped its ownerwith his fang, which left his face exposed for a split-second and gave another bird thechance to swoop in and jab at his eye. Lorenzo twisted his head aside in time, but theywere tugging at his hair, clawing at his scalp. The birds had torn away his bandana, anddrawn blood. He was pumping las-bolt after las-bolt through feathered bodies, but foreach one that dropped two more seemed to replace it. And, unexpectedly, they had hisgun, their claws scrabbling at its furniture, working in concert to yank it from Lorenzo’sgrasp. They didn’t quite have the strength, so instead they piled their weight on top of it,forcing its barrel down until he couldn’t pull the trigger for fear of blowing off his ownfoot.



The gun was useless to him now, a dead weight in his hand, so he sacrificed it. He flungit to the ground, taking several startled birds with it. He delivered a vicious kick to one asit struggled to right itself, and sent it sprawling. Then he brought his boot down onanother, and snapped its neck.

Was it his imagination or was the flock thinning at last? Lorenzo could focus onindividual birds now, rather than being overwhelmed by their mass. They were indeed, asfirst impressions had suggested, jet black, from their wingtips to their claws, even theireyes. There was no expression in those eyes—no rage or satisfaction, just a matter-of-factblankness. Their wings were short, flapping furiously to keep their squat bodies aloft.Their black beaks came to wicked hooked points.

Lorenzo found a tree and backed up to it, denying them the chance to come at him frombehind. He kept his fang in motion, slashing at any bird that ventured too close. They hadbecome less bold with fewer numbers, keeping their distance, giving the impression ofwatching, waiting for an opening, although their eyes were still glassy. Lorenzo feinted,drew one of them in, and tore open its stomach with his blade, showering himself in itsguts.

Another tried to blindside him, but he caught it by the throat, squeezed, felt its bonespopping between his fingers and thumb. Its body joined the growing pile at his feet—andthen, something in that pile nipped his ankle. At first Lorenzo thought it was just onebird, crippled, unable to fly but still single-minded in purpose. He raised his foot, tried tokick the wretched creature away—but there were more of them down there, scratchingand pecking. The air around him seemed to have darkened with their bodies again.Reinforcements?



A bird shot up from below and got past Lorenzo’s defences, latching onto his face andhugging it, and he would have let out a cry if he hadn’t bitten his tongue in time. He wasblinded, he could barely breathe for the bird’s sticky, bloodied feathers in his mouth and

nose.



He clawed at it, but its brethren were pecking at his knuckles, biting his fingers, keepinghim from getting a grip, and his tormentor’s claws were like nails raking his cheeks. Hedropped into a protective crouch, closed his fingers around the creature on his face at last,


and tore it away from him, taking too much of his own skin with it. He saw it properly forthe first time as it struggled in his hands—and although Lorenzo had seen much in hisshort career as a Jungle Fighter, the sight that greeted him now caused his mouth to gapein surprise.

The bird’s neck had been cut almost through. Its head flapped lifelessly against its winguntil, as Lorenzo watched, it detached itself at last and plopped into the long grass. Butthe body was still moving—and not just the uncoordinated twitching that could followdeath in some species, but a deliberate and almost successful attempt to squirm free fromhim. With a shudder of revulsion, he dashed the bird against the nearest tree, with enoughstrength that his hand cracked through its body like an egg. It didn’t move again.

Then Lorenzo felt them, saw them clawing their way up his legs: more bird corpses,some nursing broken legs, wings, backs, some eviscerated. Some of them had been deada long time before this battle had begun. Putrid flesh slid from their gnarled bones, thestench that hit Lorenzo’s nostrils would have been sickening to someone less familiarwith it.

The first few skeletons had climbed as far as his lap, and they sprang for his throat,falling short, their wings too tattered and rotted to catch an air current. Lorenzo tried tobrush them off, but they were tenacious. He mimicked Muldoon’s earlier actions, rollingon the ground, feeling a satisfying crunch of bones beneath him. One skeletal bird hoppedonto his face, and he stabbed at it with his knife. The blade passed through its empty eyesockets, and he lifted the undead creature off him, its legs pedalling the air, wing bonescranking uselessly. He flicked it away.

And then, suddenly, he was unmolested, the last of the birds around him finally still indeath. His own survival assured for the moment, Lorenzo’s thoughts went to hiscomrades. He was relieved to see that each of them had won or was winning his ownbattle. He joined them in shooting, slicing and bayoneting the few remaining birds.Without their superior numbers, they were easy prey, and soon the Jungle Fighters werejumping and stamping on hundreds of small corpses.

Then there was silence.



They regrouped, and took stock of their injuries. Landon was the worst, his face red withhis own blood—but nobody had escaped harm, apart from the unconscious Muldoon.Lorenzo’s comrades all sported crazed scratch patterns on their arms and faces, and hecould tell from the prickling pain in his cheeks and forehead that he looked no better thanany of them. His jacket sleeves were gashed and ragged, one trouser leg also torn.

Guardsman Braxton appeared to have held his own, though he was exhausted. He leanedagainst a tree trunk for support, flushed and out of breath. Storm was looking particularly


irked that the birds had taken great clumps out of his beard. Dougan’s bionic leg had been

gummed up with feathers, which he was picking out of its joints ruefully.

Woods was the first to find his voice. “Well,” he said, “that was interesting. Who’s up forseconds?”



Mackenzie was in no mood for jokes. “What the hell just happened?” he demanded. “I’vebeen on this world a year, and never seen the birds behave like that.”

Greiss frowned. “No?” And, for a moment, their animosity was softened in the face of ashared concern.

“I mean, don’t get me wrong,” said Mackenzie, “they were always vicious—but after a

few initial sorties, they kept their distance. They knew they were no match for us.”

“They made no attempt to retreat,” Donovits mused, “even when it became obvious they

couldn’t survive. “As if they had no choice but to fight us.”

“Even in death,” grumbled Mackenzie.

“Some of those birds had been dead for months,” said Donovits. “There was no tissue left

holding their skeletons together. What was animating them?”

There was silence for a long moment as everyone pondered that question. Lorenzosuppressed a shudder, and his eyes involuntarily flicked towards the crushed andsplintered bones at his feet, as if they might yet somehow spring to life again, repair andrebuild themselves.



Greiss made an attempt to diffuse the tension. “You ask me, it was sheer bloody-mindedness!” he said, as if that might explain everything. “We probably stumbled intotheir territory. How about it, Brains? Think they could have been protecting somethingdown here? Eggs, maybe?”

Mackenzie shook his head. “There was nothing here a few weeks ago. I sent a squad toreconnoitre this area, and they reported nothing like this.”

Greiss raised an eyebrow. “This area? You sure about that, commissar?”

“Of course I’m sure, sergeant. What are you suggesting?”

“Well, I know the jungle can be good at covering tracks—but I’d swear that, till we

turned up, there hadn’t been anyone come this way in a long time.”

That sent the commissar scrambling for his sketch map. In the meantime, his adjutant hadrecovered his breath, though he still looked pale. “I guess that could have been worse,right?” said Braxton—and Lorenzo looked at him, and tried to work out what he really


wanted. Some reassurance that the Catachans had everything under control? Or thatthings couldn’t have been worse, that he’d just survived the best this jungle had to throwat him? He couldn’t give the Validian either.

“I mean, most of us escaped with superficial cuts. Unless—”

“Unless?”



Braxton’s eyes flickered towards Muldoon, and now Lorenzo understood.

“Relax, city boy,” drawled Woods. “If the birds had poisoned us, we’d know about it by

now. You feeling ill? Because I’ve never felt healthier in my whole life. Raring to go!”

“Muldoon didn’t know,” said Braxton quietly.

Lorenzo and Woods glanced at each other, and Lorenzo knew they were both thinkingthe same thought: that Muldoon had known, that he’d felt the sickness creeping up onhim, even fought off the first of the hallucinations. He had known, but he had been tooproud to speak up.

“You want to worry about something,” said Woods, “you worry about those ‘superficialcuts’—because out here, there’s no such thing. Any cut can be deadly. Jungle worldsbreed diseases—and not all of them are carried by insects and vermin. Most, you can’tsee—but they’re around us all the same, in the air. And they’re just looking for a wayinto your bloodstream!”

Woods wiggled his fingers, miming the action of a bacteria creeping its way under

Braxton’s flesh. Then he closed his fist with a clap, and Braxton jumped.

He laughed, but Lorenzo didn’t join in. Woods had seemed to enjoy tormenting Braxton—but the threat he described was real, to all of them. Maybe, he thought numbly, that hadbeen the point of the birds’ attack all along.


CHAPTER SIX



Mackenzie was all for setting up camp there and then, the fight knocked out of him, butGreiss insisted on moving on. “This place stinks of death,” he growled, kicking out at afresh bird corpse that, despite having lost its wings and its head, had crawled out from abush to make a feeble attack on his ankle. “God-Emperor knows what that might attracthere tonight. Bigger birds, maybe.”

Lorenzo knew there was one other reason. The Jungle Fighters’ mood had darkened sincethe attack. They were quieter now, and more apprehensive. They spoke few words asthey treated their wounds with sterilising fluid and synth-skin. Even Woods, now he’dhad time to reflect upon what had happened, seemed subdued. They had faced greaterthreats—Braxton had been right about that—but none like this. The way their attackershad fought on beyond death—that was different. The men of Catachan lived by the lawsof Nature, and tonight those laws had been violated. Greiss wanted to get them awayfrom the scene of that violation, from the broken bones, to give them something else tothink about.



“Five minutes, troopers,” he growled. “Finish up what you’re doing, then we’re getting

out of here!”

Landon’s left eye was bleeding. One of the birds must have found it with its hooked beak.Myers and Storm had sat the rookie against a tree, cleaned his face with swabs from theirfirst aid kits, and now they were applying a field dressing to the injured area. “Look atyou.” Storm tutted good-naturedly, “this is, what, your first, second, time out in the field,and you’re trying to get yourself scarred permanent-like. What, you bucking for yourearned name already?”

“Can’t be that, Wildman,” said Myers. “Even a rookie wouldn’t be stupid enough to let

those birds go for his eye, knowing we got a ‘Patch’ already.”

“Yes,” said Storm, nodding with mock gravity, “can’t have two of those.”

Landon smiled, but the smile turned into a wince. Lorenzo felt ice in his stomach. Heknew Myers and Storm were only joking, trying to keep up the youngster’s spirits—butjust for a second there he’d feared Landon would get his earned name before he did. Hechided himself for that thought. A comrade was hurt. Would he rather it was himsprawled in the dirt, wondering if he would see out of both eyes again?


Armstrong sported a nasty gash on his arm, where it glistened amid the knotted tissue ofold scars. He was sewing it up with a needle, biting on a stick to control the pain. WhenGreiss gave the word, however, he—like all the others—clambered to his feet and hoistedhis pack, fresh and ready to go.

Mackenzie didn’t question the sergeant’s decision. He knew he was right. But Lorenzocould read the commissar’s eyes. He resented the way the Catachans deferred so readilyto their sergeant over him. That was going to mean trouble.



Ninety minutes later, in a less dense part of the jungle, Greiss came to a halt and calledfor silence. He listened for a moment, then declared this as good a spot as any. Braxtonshucked off his pack and sank to the ground with a sigh—but he scrambled guiltily to hisfeet and joined in as the Catachans got straight to work. They identified any flora thatcould be classed as dangerous and cut it down. Donovits found an acid spitter behind atree, almost as if it had been deliberately hiding there. They thinned out the undergrowth,and Myers unearthed a jungle lizard. It sprang at his crotch, its legs propelling it higherthan Lorenzo would have thought possible. Myers flashed his knife, and bisected it inmidair.

“I think we should light a fire,” said Donovits, addressing his sergeant rather than the

commissar.



Greiss nodded his approval, and Mackenzie opened his mouth to object. “Worth the risk,I’d say.” Greiss interrupted sharply. “The men fight better with a hot meal inside ’em.And it’s going to get dark around these parts pretty damn soon. Don’t know about you,but I like to be able to see what’s creeping up on me—and in the jungle, there’s a wholenew menagerie of critters come out at night.”

“Apart from anything else, sir,” said Dougan in his usual polite manner, “it’s always

good to know which of those creatures are afraid of fire.”

“And which ones aren’t,” added Greiss under his breath.

“Where’s Sly Marbo?” asked Braxton. “Is he joining us?”

Nobody answered him. The truth, Lorenzo knew, was that none of them had a clue whereMarbo was now. They hadn’t glimpsed or heard him in hours. He might have beenpresent for the bird attack, perhaps firing in from the sidelines, in the chaos, Lorenzocould have missed him. Or he might have gone scouting ahead, maybe encountered orksand found a good sniping position in which he would wait for hours or days—as long asnecessary. One thing, Lorenzo did not doubt: wherever Marbo was, he could look afterhimself. He would be back.


The Jungle Fighters broke into their standard rations, because they were tired and becausenone of them had the spirit to go hunting or gathering anything better. Anyway, their trustin what they knew about this jungle had been shaken, and no one was especially keen tosample its wares right now.

The night brought with it the fluttering of leathern bat-wings, the soft chittering of a newtype of ground-based insect, and—at one point—the footfall of something bigger andheavier, which nevertheless slipped away before it could be seen. The fire drew curiousmoth-like creatures—and, although they seemed non-aggressive, Armstrong pointed outtheir barbed fangs and the Jungle Fighters took to swatting them when they could, just in

case.



There were snakes, too. Storm found one, about a metre long, slender and black, coiledaround a tree trunk, slithering its way down towards the roots. He glared into its slit eyes,challenging it, and the snake glared back. It hissed and struck, and—having ascertainedthat it was hostile, as if there had been much doubt—Storm caught it by its head,squeezing its mouth shut with his fingers. He yanked it from its perch, swung it over-armand smacked its body hard into the ground like a whip. Lorenzo glimpsed a distinctivesilver triangular pattern on the snake’s back. Then Storm casually tossed its lifeless bodyto Donovits, who would probably spend his watch teasing venom out of its glands foranalysis.

Lorenzo was loath to lie down, to close his eyes on an environment about which he stillknew so little. But he had no choice, and he trusted his comrades to protect him. So, helay down on the damp earth and slept.



He was woken by Trooper Storm.

He reached for his fang, and started to push himself to his feet. Storm clapped a steadyinghand on his shoulder, and a bright grin broke through his now ragged-looking blackbeard. “Easy trooper,” he laughed. “There’s no fire. It’s time for your watch, that’s all.”

Lorenzo nodded and relaxed. He glanced at the small patch of sky immediately abovehim. It had been pitch black when he’d gone to sleep, but now it was showing just theearliest signs of lightening. If Rogar III had a moon, Lorenzo hadn’t seen it yet. He threwon his jacket and his bandolier, and checked that his lasgun was locked and loaded.

The only other light source in the Catachan-made clearing was the embers of the fire.They popped and cracked as Myers poked them with a stick, keeping them alive buttorpid. There was a slight chill in the air, and Lorenzo drew closer to the glowing coals,to soak up their scant warmth.


“Steel Toe was right, by the way,” said Storm. “The lizards really don’t like fire. Eventhis is enough to keep them away, though we’ve heard them hissing out there. You wantsteak for breakfast this morning, you’re going to have to go get one.”

Dougan greeted Lorenzo with a nod. They were to share the last two-hour watch. Typicalof Greiss, thought Lorenzo, to pair him up with a veteran, as if he still needed watchingover. The rest of his squad were shadowy mounds in the darkness—though he couldidentify the sergeant by his quiet but distinctive snore, like a grox breaking wind.Presumably, it was Braxton who was twitching in his sleep and sometimes letting out aquiet whimper—while Muldoon, of course, was the one tied to the tree. “Keep an eye onhim,” advised Storm, nodding toward their unconscious comrade. “Woods says he wokeduring his watch, muttered all kinds of gibberish about daemons and monsters. Hotshothad to slug him one to put him back under.”

Lorenzo was disappointed to hear it. He’d hoped that time, or maybe one of the herbalremedies Donovits had forced down Muldoon’s throat, may have dispelled hishallucinations. For all that Greiss and Woods had said to Mackenzie, the Catachans knewthey couldn’t lug Muldoon around with them indefinitely. There would come a timewhen they’d have to accept that he was lost.

Myers and Storm lay down, and soon their heavy breaths joined the sleeping chorusaround Lorenzo. He sat on a tree stump, left behind after Armstrong had unpacked amachete and made firewood. It was a little too small for him, and he was uncomfortable—but then comfort was hardly desirable when the lives of your comrades depended onyour staying alert.

Dougan knew that too, and he was circling the camp slowly. His soft footsteps werebarely audible, but Lorenzo could tell that his artificial foot fell a little more heavily thanthe real one. Dougan didn’t like to sit on duty. He didn’t like to take the risk of his legseizing up at a critical moment.

It was about forty minutes later that Lorenzo saw the light.

He wasn’t sure what it was at first: a faint blue glow, somewhere between the trees,lasting just an instant. He couldn’t pinpoint its location, he had no idea how far away ithad been. He had been sharpening his Catachan fang, but now he froze—and Dougan,though he was somewhere behind Lorenzo on his latest circuit, picked up on his bodylanguage and did likewise.

It could have been a trick of the approaching dawn. The sky was now a deep indigo. Butno, there it was again. Too soft, too muted to be a torch, it wasn’t the kind of light youcould see by. And yet too wide, too sustained to be an accidental glint off a weapon or asuit of powered armour.

Lorenzo grabbed for a stick, and brushed it across the embers of the fire, smotheringthem in their own ashes.


The blue light was clearer to him now, but still maddeningly undefined, still seeming tolurk at the edge of his vision, never quite in focus. One second, it was at ground level, thenext, it glimmered through the branches at head height, and every time he moved his eyesto find it, it slipped away from him. Some sort of glowing creature, Lorenzo wondered?What was that word Brains had once used? “Bioluminescence”. He wondered if heshould wake the others, but he pictured their faces if he did and they found he’d beenspooked by a swarm of fireflies.

Anyway, the light was coming no closer.

He watched it a moment longer.

It blinked out.

A second ago, there had been a wisp of smoke coiling up from the ashes of the campfire.Now, it was gone. The sky was a little lighter—wasn’t it? Lorenzo frowned, andcrouched by the ashes. He touched them tentatively. They were still warm, but coolerthan they ought to have been. His mind was straggling to catch up with what his senseswere telling him: that some minutes had passed without him knowing it. It took sometime for the message to get through—but when it finally did, Lorenzo stiffened in horror.

The light had hypnotised him, dulled his mind. Anything could have happened while he’dbeen distracted. Anything could have crept into the camp, and dragged his comradesaway while they slept.

There was something. A shape at his shoulder. Lorenzo whirled around, but it was onlyDougan. “It’s alright, son,” the veteran assured him in a whisper. “We zoned out for aminute or two, that’s all. Everyone’s alright.”

“Old Hardhead said something,” Lorenzo recalled, “in the mess hall yesterday.” Why

was it so hard to remember?



“Something about… about ghosts. Lights that lured Guardsmen into… ambushes, I

guess. I didn’t realise… I didn’t feel it, but that thing must have got inside my head.”

Dougan nodded gravely. “I’m going out there,” he announced.

“But—”



“We need to know what we’re facing. Don’t worry. We’ve seen what it does now, andwe’ve shaken it off once. It won’t fool me again. It’s just a question of focus. It won’teven see me coming.”

“You’re right.” Of course he was right. Lorenzo wished he had realised it sooner, then hecould have been the one to volunteer, to have gone out there alone. To have made a namefor himself, perhaps. “I’ll come with you,” he offered.


Dougan shook his head. “You need to stay here, watch the camp. Could be this light’smeant to lure us away while something worse creeps up from behind.”

“I can wake one of the others.”



“No need to panic them just yet. It’s best I go alone. You could be right about there beingan ambush. Any trouble out there, I’ll shout a warning. Then you can wake the others,and point them in my direction. I’m counting on you, Lorenzo.”

Lorenzo shook his head. “I’m coming with you.”

Dougan laid a hand on his shoulder, and looked him right in the eye with an unnervingintensity. “Let me do this,” he said. “I need to do this!”

Lorenzo was left in no doubt that he did. He nodded glumly, and Dougan smiled andclapped him companionably on the arm. Then he slipped away into the jungle, in thedirection in which the blue light had last been sighted. After only a few seconds, Lorenzocould neither see nor hear him.

Why did Dougan need to do this?

He’d had his share of glory. Why couldn’t he have let someone else have a taste of it, thisonce? Why had Lorenzo accepted what he’d said? Why hadn’t he spoken up, persuadedDougan that his need was greater?

He had picked up a stick—and as resentment welled in his chest like a living thing, hefelt the wood snapping in his clenched fist, driving a splinter into his palm. How could heever prove his worth?

He pulled himself together, horrified by what he had been thinking. He admired thesemen, trusted them more than anyone or anything else. He surveyed the sleeping bodiesaround him, tried to remind himself of that—but that feeling in his chest was back, and hehated them, all of them, for keeping him here. He hated Old Hardhead Greiss and HotshotWoods, hated Steel Toe Dougan most of all.

The light was back. Lorenzo noted its presence with a numb feeling of acceptance,because somehow he knew it had been there all along. It was brighter than before—andbehind him, this time. In the opposite direction from the one in which Dougan had gone.And closer. Almost close enough to touch, it seemed. For a second, just a second,Lorenzo’s dulled mind grasped the idea that the blue light was fooling him, playing withhis thoughts and feelings—but then that revelation slipped away and was forgotten.

It might not have seen him, he thought. It didn’t know he was here. It probably thoughthe had gone off with Dougan, fallen for its lure. It probably thought it could move innow, for the kill—but the light had underestimated him.


A few steps. A few steps into the dark, that was all it would take. Lorenzo could be thehero for once, the man who had captured the light itself.

To his credit, he did hesitate. He tore his eyes away from the light and shook his head toclear it. He understood that the light had been clouding his thoughts, though he certainlydidn’t appreciate the extent of its influence. He remembered what Dougan had said. Aquestion of focus. So he focused on what he knew, his comrades, and reassured himselfwith the knowledge that they were real and tangible. He tested his senses one by one,listening, breathing, feeling, and found each of them as sharp as he remembered.

Then Lorenzo turned back to the blue light, and found it waiting.

He should have called out to Dougan, but he didn’t want to scare the light away. Heshould have woken the others, but the light made him think they would steal his glory. Heshouldn’t have abandoned them, sleeping, helpless, relying on him to keep them safe, butit was only a few steps and he was in control.

Just a few steps.

Then a few steps more.

The jungle closed around Lorenzo, but that was alright because he hadn’t come far. Heknew he hadn’t come far, because he hadn’t reached the light yet, and he knew the lighthadn’t moved. He knew that, if he looked back, he would still see the camp. Hiscomrades would hear him if he called.



Not that he was likely to call. He didn’t need them. In his mind, Lorenzo had left thejungle of Rogar III for a different jungle altogether: that of his home world. He wasleading a group of children—some of them his children, probably—on a hunt, and theywere hanging on his every word of advice, looking at him with awe in their eyes. A manwho had earned his name, and more. One of Catachan’s greatest heroes, and yet stillhumble enough to spend time with them, to pass on his wisdom.

Lorenzo pointed out a deadly spiker plant lurking in the foliage, and they gave it a wideberth. He heard snuffling ahead, and he held up his hand for silence. He crept forward,pushing aside the vegetation with his las-gun. There it was, in the centre of a smallclearing, basking in the sunlight: The most fearsome of his world’s predators, nearlegendary throughout the Imperium. The beast after which his own regiment had beennamed. A Catachan Devil.



They were downwind of it, and it hadn’t scented them. Lorenzo beckoned to the childrento come forward, to take a look at the beast. They obeyed, and let out hushed gasps offear and wonder. Lorenzo recalled how, at their age, he had been afraid too, and heresolved to prove to them that there was no need, that Man could always triumph overNature. If he was the right man.


At their age…

He laid his gun aside. This would be a fair fight. Lorenzo drew his knife—a devil claw,the finest of all Catachan blades, over a metre in length—and he pounced. The creaturereared up on six bristling legs, opened its mighty claws, and whipped its spiny tail aroundto sting him. It was fast. He had almost forgotten how fast. Or perhaps it was just that hehad slowed down with age. How old was he now, anyway?

He could still take it.

Lorenzo landed in the spot where the creature had been, his knife raised to strike. But theDevil was no longer there. He whirled, disoriented, but saw no trace of it. How could ithave escaped from him? From… from… what was his earned name, anyway? He feltconfused, standing in that clearing alone. Confused and humiliated. He thought he couldhear the children laughing at him.

Then Lorenzo glimpsed a spiny tail a short distance ahead of him, and he knew what hadhappened. The Catachan Devil had simply wandered away, in search of a better light. Asoft blue light. He could see it through the trees, and though he didn’t know what thelight was, he didn’t wonder. The light was safe. Everything made sense again. Except…

How had he got so old?

Lorenzo knew what the children said about him behind his back. They said he couldn’t bea hero as he claimed, because he had survived the war when all the real heroes had died.They called him a coward, said he’d never taken a risk, never distinguished himself.Never earned his name after all. He could hear their taunts now. He tried to blot them out,tried to focus on the creature in the blue light ahead of him. He couldn’t see it anymore,but he could see the light, and he approached it with increasingly urgent steps. In thatlight, he would prove them all wrong about him. “I don’t know but I’ve been told, JungleFighters don’t grow old…”

This wasn’t what Lorenzo wanted.



Even if it had been, he knew it was an impossible dream. Few Jungle Fighters ended theirdays like this, and he had never expected to be one of them.

It wasn’t real.



It wasn’t real.

With that sudden knowledge, he snapped back to the present, to Rogar III. It hit himbetween the eyes like a smack of cold air, and he was on the bank of a stagnant lake, onefoot poised over its surface. He pulled back, and sent loose dirt skittering over the side.As it hit, it evaporated in a cloud of white steam. Acid.


The blue light was hovering in the centre of the lake—but now, as if it knew its ploy hadfailed, it blinked out again and left Lorenzo in the dark. Alone. Without his lasgun.

In a part of the jungle he had not seen before.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Lorenzo was afraid.



It was a feeling to which he wasn’t accustomed. But then, nor was he used to being alone,separated from his squad—to having abandoned them. It was their lives he was afraid for,not his own.

He didn’t know where he was, nor where Dougan had got to. He didn’t know how far hehad walked, mesmerised by the blue light. He just knew he had to get back to thecampsite. He crashed through the jungle, following a trail he didn’t remember leaving,cursing himself for his weakness.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been warned. He could see it clearly now. The light had beeninside him all the time, a more subtle presence than he could have imagined. It hadheightened his desires and his fears, whatever it had taken to lead him where it hadwanted him to go. To his death. He had been lucky. It hadn’t been strong enough.

Somehow, he had found the will to focus, to snap himself out of its spell.

The only thing he wanted right now, the total of his hopes and ambitions, was to find hiscomrades alive. He remembered what Dougan had said, how he’d suspected that the bluelight was trying to lure them away. What if there had been an attack in his absence? Whatif they were all dead, and it was his fault?

Dougan. Suddenly, Lorenzo could hear his voice again, and see the intensity in his gaze.“Let me do this… I need to do this!” He hadn’t questioned him, hadn’t seen that the lighthad cast its spell over Dougan too.

He stumbled to a halt. Somehow, impossibly, his trail had petered out.

He was lost for a moment, scrabbling in the undergrowth, looking for something—asnapped twig, a crushed leaf—anything to show he had passed this way before. Therewas nothing. Until, just as he was beginning to give up hope, wondering if he should riskcalling out to the others, Lorenzo’s fingers brushed against something. Something cold,hard, smooth, angular. Wood and metal.

His lasgun. He had to tear it from the clutches of weeds, as if it had lain here for weeks,been claimed as the jungle’s own. He felt another stab of anxiety. He didn’t feel as if



more than a few minutes, maybe a half-hour, had passed, and the pre-dawn sky supportedthat theory—but in the blue light’s embrace, time hadn’t meant a great deal. Hiscomrades’ corpses could be rotting already.

He tried not to think about it. No point in worrying about what he couldn’t change. Justget back to the campsite, and deal with what was real.

A pair of yellow lizard eyes blinked at Lorenzo from under a flowering plant. He friedtheir owner with a las-round, just to test that his gun wasn’t clogged.

A faint breath of air caressed his face, and made his scratches sting. So, he hadn’t beenentranced long enough for them to heal. He remembered stalking an imaginary Devil,standing downwind of it. He had to hope that this part of the fantasy, at least, had beenreal. He closed his eyes and oriented himself at the spot where he’d found the lasgun,tried to transport himself back to that Catachan clearing and to mentally retrace his stepstowards it.

When he opened his eyes again, he knew which way he had to go.



Lorenzo heard movements through the trees—and was that the sergeant’s voice?

He broke into a run, and came up short when two familiar figures loomed before him,

Armstrong and Landon.

“What happened?” asked Armstrong and Landon at the same time.

“We’ve been searching for you,” said Armstrong. “Where—?”

“Is everyone—?”

“We thought something must have dragged you away. We were lucky Sharkbait wokewhen he did, and started yelling. Landon here had a lizard on his neck, we only just got itoff him in time.”



“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Where’s Steel Toe? Is he with you?”

Lorenzo felt as if his blood had just frozen. “You haven’t seen him?”

He swallowed, and told Armstrong everything, burning with shame beneath the veteran’sone-eyed gaze. Before Lorenzo’s story was done, Armstrong was leading the way back tothe camp. En route, they were joined by Myers and Storm, both bursting with questions.Armstrong filled them in brusquely, and Lorenzo pointed across the ashes of last night’s


fire to where he had last seen Dougan. Myers and Storm went straight off to resume their

search in that direction.



Armstrong mimicked the screeching call of a Catachan flying swamp mamba, and therest of the Jungle Fighters answered his summons, appearing two by two to hear the newsand to have their own efforts redirected.

Sergeant Greiss cast an appraising eye over Lorenzo, and asked if he was alright. Lorenzonodded, and Greiss crooked a finger in his direction and growled, “You’re with me,trooper.”

Lorenzo fell in at the sergeant’s heels, avoiding his gaze. He knew what he must havebeen thinking.

The search went on for another hour, aided by the reappearance of the sun. Donovits andWoods found a partial trail, and Donovits identified the uniquely heavy indentation ofDougan’s bionic leg—but as with Lorenzo’s trail earlier, it led them nowhere.

Greiss was about ready to give up, Lorenzo could feel it. Until he gave the order, though,there was still hope. He found a path they hadn’t searched, because it was so overgrown,and he started to hack at the vegetation with his knife. Greiss regarded him for a secondthen, to his immense gratitude, the sergeant drew his own Catachan fang and joined him.

They hadn’t gone far when a figure dropped out of a tree in front of them. It was a litheman in camouflage fatigues and the customary bandana, with tanned skin and dark hairlike Dougan’s. Lorenzo’s heart leapt—and it stayed in his mouth as he recognised thisnewcomer, not as the man they were looking for but as Sly Marbo.

He had never been this close to the legendary one-man army before. In othercircumstances, he might have felt honoured—but Marbo seemed hardly to have seenLorenzo. His face was taut, denied so much as a flicker of emotion, and his eyes werewhite and penetrating but dead inside, as he addressed Greiss. “You won’t find yourtrooper this way.”

Greiss accepted the pronouncement without question. “Have you seen him?”

Marbo shook his head. “This jungle has a way of hiding things, and people. Haven’tworked it out yet.”

Greiss sighed, and called out, “Right, let’s call it a day. Reassemble at the campsite.”There was no response, but Lorenzo knew that one of the others would have heard, andpassed the message on.

“One more thing,” said Marbo in his deep, throaty voice. “There’s an ork encampmentforty kilometres from here, twenty-two degrees. A big one. Don’t think the Validiansknow about it—but your course will take you right through it.”


Lorenzo didn’t question how he could have scouted so far ahead. He was Sly Marbo.

“No way round?”

“Not unless you want to go wading through an acid swamp—or adding four days to your

journey.”

Greiss expressed his gratitude with a curt nod—then Marbo was gone. Just gone, in thetime it took Lorenzo to blink, leaving not the faintest ripple in the foliage. SergeantGreiss turned to retrace his steps too, but Lorenzo stopped him with a hand on hisshoulder. “No. You can’t… Trooper Dougan, he could still be…”

Greiss raised an eyebrow. “You heard what Marbo said. Steel Toe’s gone. Accept it andmove on.”



“But what if the light still has him? If he’s been hypnotised… He could be out there!”

“You say this light of yours tried to give you an acid bath.”

“Yes, but I broke free.” 

“And if Steel Toe had done the same, he’d have found his way back to us, like you did.

What’s up with you, Lorenzo? You’ve lost comrades before.”

Lorenzo didn’t say anything. How could he articulate the pain he’d felt, like a body blow,when Greiss had called off the search? That terrible moment when his last hope had beensnatched from him. The sergeant was right, he had lost comrades before—you couldn’tfight the Emperor’s war, nor grow up on Catachan, without seeing death on a regularbasis, becoming inured to it almost. But it was different this time. Different, because hecould hear Dougan’s words in his head: “I’m counting on you, Lorenzo.”

He had let Dougan down. He had let them all down. Lorenzo had been given his chanceto be a hero, at last, and he’d failed. He had seen what happened, just a couple of times,to Jungle Fighters who lost the trust of their squad. It was as if they weren’t there, as ifthey didn’t exist. And he had felt no sympathy for those wretches. In this environment, ifyou didn’t have the trust of your comrades, you had nothing. Lorenzo would be asinvisible to the others as he had been to Marbo.

“I can’t help wondering,” said Sergeant Greiss as they trudged back to the campsite

empty-handed, “how you did it.”

“Did what?” asked Lorenzo.

“Broke the spell. Brought yourself to your senses before you took the big plunge. I mean,no disrespect to Steel Toe, God-Emperor rest his soul, I’d have said he was as strong-willed as any of us—but you’re the one who made it back.”


“I don’t know, sergeant. I just don’t know.”

“Must’ve taken some force of mind. You know, some of the others and me, we were

talking—figured you were about due your earned name.”

“No!” said Lorenzo, firmly. “Not for this, sergeant.”

Greiss nodded, and Lorenzo suddenly realised that the grizzled sergeant knew what hewas feeling, and understood. He hadn’t lost the sergeant’s trust. Quite the opposite—Greiss didn’t blame him for losing Dougan because he trusted him, because he knewLorenzo had done all he could and that few among them could have done better, not evena veteran of Dougan’s experience.

Lorenzo felt ashamed, now, for not trusting him—for believing that his squad would turntheir backs on him, when he should have known them better. He swore he’d make it up tothem. His tread felt just that little lighter as he and Sergeant Greiss walked on. Theywouldn’t talk about it again.



The commissar was in a foul mood.

He hadn’t recognised Armstrong’s Catachan call, so he and Braxton had been searchingalone in the wrong area all this time. Mackenzie blamed Armstrong personally for this,but Woods had leapt to his defence and a row had broken out. As Lorenzo and Greissarrived, Mackenzie was jabbing a finger into Woods’ chest, yelling almost hystericallyabout how he had almost died because of the Jungle Fighters’ negligence.

“I was attacked out there—by the biggest jungle lizard you’ve ever seen! It dropped froma branch, right onto my shoulder. It’s only because of Braxton’s quick thinking and keenaim that I’m here to tell the tale.”

Lorenzo hid a smile, imagining Mackenzie’s expression as his adjutant was forced toshoot the lizard from his shoulder. Woods was less polite, and just laughed. Armstrongturned to Braxton and congratulated him. “I’m not sure I could’ve hit such a smalltarget.”

The commissar was already scowling, but before Mackenzie could give vent to his angeragain, Greiss marched forward, his fists clenched, a scowl on his face. “I’ll tell you whatI told your sergeant back at the encampment, commissar,” he growled. “You have aproblem with my men, you bring it to me.”

Mackenzie squared up to him, his nostrils flaring. “And what good would that have done,Greiss? You’ve demonstrated repeatedly that you can’t keep your squad in line. We’vewasted the best part of the morning looking for two of your men—contrary to my explicitwishes—because they decided to go for a stroll in the night.”


“And I suppose your Validians would have stayed put?” sneered Greiss.

“My Guardsmen know better than to follow pretty lights into the jungle, sergeant. That’sbecause they’ve been taught self-control! If Trooper Dougan couldn’t hold himself incheck, then we’re better off without him.”

Greiss’ voice was low, but the threat it carried was unmistakeable. “Don’t push me,commissar. I’ve just lost a good man, who deserved better than to be taken down withouta scrap. I’m in no mood for this right now.” He handed his lasgun to Woods, whoreceived it without comment.



Mackenzie’s eyes bulged. “Well, I don’t have to wonder where troopers like Woods andArmstrong here learn their impudence!” he stormed. “I’ve had enough, Greiss. I’ve hadenough of this attitude of yours—of having my every order questioned by you. As far asI’m concerned, you aren’t fit to lead a squad of dung beetles, and I’ll be saying as muchin my report!”

Greiss drew his Catachan fang, weighed it in his hands for a second, then handed it to

Woods.

“In the meantime.” Mackenzie continued, “you will consider yourself demoted to therank of trooper. Guardsman Braxton will be my second-in-command for the duration ofthis operation.”

It was obvious from the paling of Braxton’s face that he was anything but happy with thissudden promotion.

Greiss shucked off his pack and rolled up his sleeves, slowly and deliberately. Mackenziewas still ranting as if he hadn’t seen what was coming. It occurred to Lorenzo that, had hebeen here, Dougan would have been the one to step in, to defuse the situation. But then,Dougan had always known what needed to be said, and how to make it sound polite andreasonable. No one would have thanked Lorenzo for interfering, so he held his tongue.

Greiss’ first punch took the commissar by surprise. It snapped his head around, staggeredhim and almost made him lose his balance. It wasn’t that Mackenzie hadn’t seen thesigns, Lorenzo realised—it was just that he’d hardly been able to conceive of asubordinate actually striking him. Even now, his first thought was for his lost dignity. Hewas steadying himself, pulling himself up to his full, unimpressive height, drawing breathto remonstrate with Greiss, when a second fist connected squarely with his jaw.

This time, Mackenzie fell, flipping almost head over heels to land on his back, losing hispeaked cap. Greiss planted his boot on the commissar’s chest and leered down at him.“That’s for what you said about Steel Toe!” Then he took his foot away and turned hisback in a gesture of utmost contempt.


Lorenzo thought it was over—until Mackenzie did the last thing he had expected. Hesprang to his feet, and with a speed and ferocity that Lorenzo would never have creditedto him, he leapt at Greiss.

Greiss heard him coming and half-turned, as Mackenzie cannoned into his side. JungleFighters danced out of their way as they careened back and forth, shifting their grips oneach other, each looking for a clear shot at the other. Greiss found one first, and delivereda punishing blow to Mackenzie’s stomach, which doubled him up and brought his chinwithin striking distance. Woods let out a passionate “Yes!” as a two-fisted uppercut leftthe commissar stunned and reeling. Greiss bore his opponent down into the dirt, butMackenzie recovered and planted a foot in the sergeant’s stomach, flipping him over andaway from him. Woods winced as Greiss landed hard—and then Mackenzie was on topof him, and it was all Greiss could do to fend off his punches.

The rookie, Landon, looked to Armstrong with concern in his eyes, but he just shook hishead: No. We stay out of it.

Greiss had caught Mackenzie’s wrist in his left hand. He planted his right arm across thecommissar’s throat, protecting his head from Mackenzie’s free fist with his elbow. Hepushed up with both knees. Mackenzie’s eyes were almost popping out of their sockets ashe fought to retain his position. He was good—far better than Lorenzo would haveimagined—but Greiss was better. He knew his body, every muscle in it, like he knew hisCatachan fang. He knew when to tense, when to push, when to shift unexpectedly so thatMackenzie reacted to an absent force and unseated himself.



Slowly, inexorably, Greiss gained the advantage, and their positions were reversed.Greiss had the commissar pinned now, his arm resting across Mackenzie’s windpipe, hiseyes blazing with ruthless zeal as he pressed down hard. Mackenzie kicked and scrabbledat the arm that was choking him, but Greiss wasn’t giving a millimetre. “Braxton,” thecommissar spluttered.

Braxton had almost started forward once already, but he’d been frozen by a glare fromStorm. Now, he took Sergeant Greiss’ arms in a nervous grip, glancing over his shoulderas if he expected the rest of the Jungle Fighters to stop him. He was able to tear thesergeant away from his opponent only because Greiss chose not to resist him. He letBraxton haul him to his feet, then threw off the Validian’s hands and brushed himselfdown, glaring at the prone Mackenzie as if challenging him to a second round.

Mackenzie was having enough trouble trying to breathe. As soon as he could, he lifted atrembling finger to point at Greiss—a feeble attempt to assert some authority—and hewheezed, “I’ll have you court-martialled for this, Greiss. If you thought Trooper Dougandied an undignified death, just you wait. You’ll end your days in front of a firing squad!If we weren’t on radio silence, I’d be voxing a squad of Validians to come and collectyou right now. And the rest of you… You just stood there and watched while this manassaulted a senior officer. You’ll pay for this, all of you. When I make my report, you’llpay dearly. You’ll be an example to every damn Jungle Fighter in the Imperial Guard!”


Mackenzie picked himself up and marched into the jungle, with a curt order to the JungleFighters to follow him. Braxton looked around as if he wanted to say something, thenthought better of it and hurried after his commissar. The others gathered their equipment,Myers and Storm hoisting Muldoon between them, and set off in their own time. Lorenzocaught the looks that passed between the others—Greiss and Woods in particular—andhe suppressed a shiver.

Somehow, he doubted the commissar would ever make that report.



The going was easier than it had been the day before, and the squad made good progressthough they were in sullen spirits. They were starting to get the measure of Rogar III.They knew which plants to avoid—and the flower sap they’d been careful to reapply totheir skin kept the biting insects away. More jungle lizards tried to pounce on them fromthe trees, like the one that had attacked Mackenzie—evidently, this was their latest trick—but the Catachans were forewarned, and it became a sport to them to pick off thecreatures with las-fire in midair. Myers was the champion of this game, of course.

Braxton broke the silence to express his admiration at the speed with which the JungleFighters had adapted to their new environment. It was an attempt to build bridges, but itfell on stony ground.

If there were any birds left in the vicinity, they were keeping a low profile. Lorenzodidn’t hear a single call. But the memory of the creatures that had pressed their attacksbeyond death hung over the squad like a pall.

There was some good news, though. Muldoon had come round again, and this time hewas quite lucid. Myers and Storm continued to support him for some time after he’dstarted to complain that he could walk unaided. They fed him simple questions until theywere sure he was in control of his faculties. Muldoon had no memory of anything afterhe’d disturbed the hive, so Storm had to fill him in about his attack on Lorenzo.

“I can’t have been trying too hard,” he commented. “I seem to have left him in one

piece.”

Lorenzo turned to him with a grin. “You’re just lucky I was going easy on you, becauseyou were an invalid.”

“Ha! If I hadn’t been holding back, I’d have dropped you before you knew I wascoming.” He was certainly back to his old self. He turned to Myers and Storm. “Seriously—Lorenzo here knocked me out all by himself?”

“Well,” said Myers with a grimace, “he did have help.”


Lorenzo’s stomach knotted as he remembered how Dougan had come to his assistance.

“Yes,” he said numbly. “I had help.”



It was about twenty minutes after that, trailing a short way behind the others, deep inthought, that Lorenzo got the feeling he was being followed. He whirled around, andthought he saw a shape through the trees. A humanoid figure, just standing, watching.But as he brought it into focus, it slipped away like a shadow. Like last night’s blue light.Was he being tricked again?

He called out a challenge, which alerted his squad and brought them to a halt. He hurriedup to where he thought the figure had been, his lasgun trained on a thorny bush behindwhich it could have taken cover. There was nobody there.

“Sorry,” he said. “False alarm.” The others accepted his apology, and moved on.

For Lorenzo, it wasn’t so simple. This wasn’t like last night—when, having snapped outof the blue light’s trance, he had seen so clearly what had been real and what had been anillusion. Perhaps something like the light was still working on his senses, because thistime, he was certain that there had been something.

No, not just something. Someone…

He knew it didn’t make sense. He knew that, even without external provocation, the mindcould play tricks. Especially the grieving mind. Especially the guilty mind. But, just for amoment as he’d glimpsed that figure, Lorenzo had been sure—as sure as he’d been ofanything in his life—that he had known it.

He was sure he had recognised Trooper Dougan.


CHAPTER EIGHT



The jungle seized Trooper Woods without warning.

The red flowers were particularly prevalent in this area, and Lorenzo and his squad hadbeen treading carefully. Woods was sharing a joke with Greiss, who was in a surprisinglysanguine mood, when his feet were yanked out from under him. The Catachans went fortheir weapons as their comrade dropped. Woods was on the ground, in the long junglegrass, and the red flowers were all screaming.

Lorenzo’s first thought was that he had been careless, stepped too close to the flowers—though he had to admit, that didn’t sound much like Hotshot. But Woods, he realised,wasn’t just being held, he was being dragged.

It wasn’t the flowers’ heads that had Woods, it was their roots. They had burst out of theground, tangled themselves around his ankles—and they were grasping now for hiswrists. They were coiling and writhing around him like living things, like serpents,striking when they sensed an opening. The closest troopers—Muldoon and Landon—haddropped to their haunches, knives drawn, but the roots were thick and tough. By the timeLandon had drawn sap, and Muldoon had cut his first root through, ten more had eruptedfrom the undergrowth to replace them. And the wailing flower heads were snapping atthe would-be rescuers, straining at their stems.

Woods was pulled out from under Landon. The rookie lunged after him, desperate not tolose the root he had almost severed—and a flower head caught his finger. Landon foughtto free himself, but the red petals held him as tightly as they’d held Greiss’ stick theprevious day. Landon redistributed his weight, tried to gain leverage, and another floweropened its petals wide and clamped itself onto his left ankle. He was immobilised.

Muldoon had fared better, snatching his hand away from a similar attack—but by thetime he and his night reaper resumed their work, Woods had been pulled another metretoward uncharted territory. The nearest roots had relaxed their grips now, having passedtheir captive on to those behind. They were rearing up, twitching from side to side as ifon the lookout for fresh prey.

Woods had one hand free, and he was clutching at the undergrowth, at anything thatmight anchor him. After pulling up a third clump of weeds, he abandoned this plan andreached instead for his devil claw. As he tried to manoeuvre it through the living bondsthat held him, a flower caught the blade and wrenched it from his grip.


“Hey,” called Woods, the strain in his voice belying his forced jovial tone, “a little help

would be appreciated, you know?”

The entreaty was unnecessary. Most of the Jungle Fighters were on him, or struggling toreach him through the minefield of grasping vegetation. They were cutting, tearing,hacking, but Woods was still being pulled away from them. A root caught his free arm,and pinned it to his side like the other one. Now he was trussed up good and proper, likea fish in a net, hardly able to even struggle anymore.

Mackenzie was shouting, “Don’t just stand there, do something! Cut him loose!” as if itmight help. Lorenzo was just watching, thinking… looking for a way, a safe path, toreach Woods through the press of bodies that surrounded him, realising that even if hecould find one he would only be joining a losing battle…

He remembered the acid lake, and it occurred to him that the roots might be pulling

Hotshot towards something…

Lorenzo bounded past his comrades, drawing his las-gun. He was surprised to find thatGuardsman Braxton had had the same thought. They stood side by side, and scanned theirsurroundings, fingers uneasy on their triggers.

Lorenzo saw it first: an acid spitter, lurking in the heart of a flowering bush, almosttotally concealed. It stiffened, as if sensing eyes upon it, and opened its mouth. He wassure it was too far away to reach him with its deadly spray—but instinct made him leapaside anyway, and push Braxton with him.

The spitter’s aim was perfect, its liquid plume sluicing into the dirt at just the spot wherethey had been standing. A few seconds later, and Woods’ head would have entered itsrange.

A dual burst of las-fire destroyed the acid spitter. Then, without having to confer, bothLorenzo and Braxton pointed their guns at the undergrowth in Woods’ path, and began toblast the flowers that waited there. The flowers’ siren wail went up an octave, becominglouder, more intense, more painful, and Lorenzo’s head began to throb. He could seeblack spots at the edge of his vision, and he knew the rest of his squad was affected too,because they were starting to reel and shake their heads and put their hands to their ears.

He kept on firing, because it was the only way to end it. Each time he incinerated a redflower head, its roots thrashed for a few seconds longer and then fell limp, but thatdreadful sound never seemed to ease.

Lorenzo had to cease firing when he was too blind to aim properly, when the remainingflowers were too close to the prone Woods for safety. He was going nowhere now, theroots around him dead and blackened, but he was still firmly entangled. The other JungleFighters followed Lorenzo and Braxton’s lead, targeting the flower heads rather thantheir roots. They seized them by the red petals, holding their “mouths” closed, and sawed


them from their stems. With each flower that died, more of Woods’ bonds fell loose, andfinally he was able to tear himself free and stand, evidently in pain from the continuingscreaming.

Mackenzie was feeling the worst of it, though. He was practically on his knees, his handsclasped over his ears, and Lorenzo was alarmed to see blood trickling through his fingers.

With Woods out of the danger area, however—and Landon freed now, along withWoods’ knife—lasguns could be employed again, and it wasn’t long before the final redflower was blasted to a cinder. Lorenzo closed his eyes and let out a long, shudderingsigh as he was soothed by a blessed silence.

“Well, that seals it,” muttered Greiss, when their ears had finally stopped ringing.

“There’s something seriously nuts about this place.”

Donovits was sitting on the ground with his knees drawn up to his chest, his foreheadshiny with sweat. “It’s as if evolution has been speeded up here,” he considered. “The redflowers couldn’t catch their prey any more, because the insects—and we—had learned tokeep out of their way, so they evolved a means of bringing their prey to them. Likewisefor the spitters, they’ve learned how to spit further. The different species are evenworking together—but all this should take generations. Instead, it’s happened in a fewdays. I’d say it was impossible, but we’re seeing it with our own eyes.”

Lorenzo felt that chill of the unnatural playing about his spine again. He didn’t want tohear this, didn’t want to believe, but he had no choice. “That’s why the birds and thelizards have been growing more hostile,” he said in a hollow tone.

“And changing their tactics.” Donovits confirmed.

“And why they only started calling Rogar III a deathworld a few weeks ago,” said

Armstrong.

“I’d guess,” said Donovits, “that it was the arrival of the orks and the Imperium that upset

the ecological balance here. Since then…”

“Rogar has been evolving ways to combat them.” Armstrong concluded the thought

grimly. “Now, it’s evolving ways to combat us!”

It took a moment for that to sink in, for the consequences to register with everyone,before Greiss put them into words.

“That means we can’t take a thing for granted,” he said glumly. “Soon as we think weknow what a creature or plant can do, it’s likely to up and develop a whole new set ofoffensive capabilities. You need to stay on your toes, troopers.”


Mackenzie had been leaning against a tree, hands on his knees, getting his breath back,licking his wounds. Now he pushed himself up to an unsteady vertical. “You’reforgetting, Trooper Greiss, you don’t give the orders around here anymore.”

“Will do, sergeant,” said Woods as if the commissar hadn’t spoken.

“Too right, sergeant,” said Myers.

“Whatever you say, sergeant,” said Storm.

Mackenzie just scowled, and ordered them to get moving. He was no longer so keen,though, to lead from the front as he had been doing. He instructed Woods to take point inhis place, and fell back to his more accustomed position among the troops. He saw thatGreiss was regarding him through hooded eyes, and he said curtly, “I’m watching you,Greiss. One misstep and I’ll have you in chains.”

“With respect, commissar,” Greiss growled, “you might be better off watching your ownback. The jungle’s a dangerous place—and if you get dragged away like Hotshot just did,you don’t want to be relying on an ‘undisciplined rabble’ to save your scrawny hide, nowdo you?”

He bared his teeth in a cruel smile.



They reached the river early in the afternoon.

Mackenzie looked pleased about this, as it suggested he had kept his squad on coursedespite Greiss’ reservations. “Five minutes, everyone,” he said magnanimously. “Fillyour water bottles, wash up, whatever you feel you need to do. Just remember, this is thelast known fresh water between us and the warboss.”

“You’re assuming it is fresh water,” said Greiss.

“I told you before, Greiss, my men reconnoitred this area. We tested the water for all

known poisons and diseases.”

“We might know a few you don’t,” suggested Armstrong.

Mackenzie’s voice rose in indignation. “That water is perfectly safe. I’ve drunk it myself.Or did you think we’d been sitting on our hands for the past year just waiting for thealmighty Jungle Fighters to show up and rescue us?”

“Just saying I’d like to see for myself,” growled Greiss. “Sharkbait?”


“Aye, sergeant.” Muldoon tore up a handful of weeds and approached the riverbank. Thewater, a short way below him, was impossibly clear and fast flowing. It was six metreswide, and it sparkled hypnotically as it caught the sun. Lorenzo shared the sergeant’ssuspicion: it looked too good to be true.

Muldoon cast his weeds into the river. It hissed and bubbled where they hit, and Lorenzocould see that the water was eating into the vegetation, even as the current swept it awayin a telltale cloud of vapour.

Mackenzie blanched. “It… The reports… My men assured me… Why would they…?”

“Just a guess, commissar, sir,” said Greiss with a crooked grin, “but perhaps your men

just don’t like you much.”

Braxton hurried to offer a kinder explanation. “It must be as Donovits said, sir. Theplanet is adapting to our presence, finding new ways to fight us.”

“Maybe,” agreed Donovits, “but this goes beyond evolution, accelerated or not. If thisreally was a freshwater river—if it’s become so highly acidic in a matter of weeks—we’re talking about a sizeable ecological shift.”

“Could it be the orks?” asked Braxton—and he wasn’t the only man present, Lorenzosensed, who wanted to think that—to cling to a rational, knowable cause for their woes.“Could they have poisoned the water somehow?”

“Maybe,” conceded Donovits, though he sounded doubtful.

“Don’t underestimate these orks,” muttered Mackenzie. “I told you, this new warboss is

smart!”

“Yes, well,” said Greiss. “Right now, the important thing isn’t what may or may not have

happened in the past—it’s what we do about it in the here and now.”

Mackenzie had been staring into the acid river. Now, he snapped to attention as ifremembering his responsibilities. “Right. I hope I don’t have to tell you people toconserve supplies from here on. In the meantime, we have a more pressing problem.”

“Don’t tell me,” said Greiss wryly. “We have to cross that thing.”



They began by sending Woods up a tree.

He shinned up to its topmost branches, until its leaves hid him from view. He disturbed abird—the first the squad had seen all day—but instead of attacking him it squawked interror and took flight.


From his new vantage point, Woods scanned the length of the river in each direction,looking for a natural crossing. No one was really surprised when he returned with thenews that there was none. That would have been too easy.

Armstrong had brought rope, so the rest of the squad stood back as Myers tied a lasso,swung it over his head and let the looped end fly. It soared across the acid river to theopposite bank, and caught hold of a tree branch. Myers tugged at it to confirm it wassecure. The rope came loose, and there was a collective wince as it slapped into the riverand was dissolved in an instant, before he could even think about reeling it in. Myers wasleft with just the two-metre length that had been coiled in his hands.

The Jungle Fighters tested a few creepers, but found them brittle, dried out by therelentless heat. Muldoon suggested they dig up some snapper flowers, and Greissapproved the idea. Mackenzie grumbled something under his breath, but he didn’t object—so soon, they were working in a heavy silence, weaving a replacement rope from theflowers’ hardy roots. They knotted several short strands together, and finally they wereready for Myers to try again.

This time, the lasso caught and held. Myers tied his end of the rope around the sturdiesttree he could find, and Mackenzie asked for a volunteer to be first across.

Lorenzo’s was the second hand in the air, as usual. The first belonged to Landon.

“You sure about this?” Greiss quizzed him.

“Makes sense, sergeant,” said the rookie. Lorenzo could see how nervous he felt aboutsaying this, but he was saying it anyway. “Someone’s got to go over there and tie therope up securely, and I’m the lightest. I’m the most likely to make it.”

Greiss accepted that, so Muldoon set about tying his remaining two metres of ropearound the volunteer’s waist, passing it between his legs and finally over the knottedplant roots to act as a safety harness. To this, he attached the end of another length ofroots, which would pay itself out as Landon went across.

Then the Jungle Fighters watched in tense silence as Muldoon hoisted Landon up until hecould grip the precarious root bridge with his hands and feet. The rookie had left hisheavy pack behind, but his lasgun was slung across his back, he never knew what hemight encounter, alone on the far side.

Landon made his way across quickly, hanging upside-down from the makeshift rope likea squirrel. He only slowed as he neared the middle of the river, where the slack broughthim down almost to its level. If he’d made a slip there, he would have been dead beforehis harness could catch him.

It was at this moment that Myers’ lasso, straining to cope with Landon’s additionalweight, lost its grip on the branch.


Mercifully, it snagged again, only a centimetre further along. Almost a centimetre too far.Lorenzo, watching, sucked air between his teeth, knowing he could do nothing as hisyouthful comrade dropped—as he was caught an instant later, holding on for his life tohis shaking, swaying lifeline. The acid river lapped against Landon’s lasgun, but as far asLorenzo could see, Landon himself was unharmed.

When the rope had steadied, he resumed his crossing, hugging more closely to the ropethan before until it had begun to rise again, to lift him out of danger. Then he struck outmore confidently towards the far bank, and set foot on dry land at last.

Landon untied himself from his harness, and made a quick check of the area forimmediate threats. He inspected his lasgun and discarded it, evidently, the acid hadrendered it useless. Then he knotted the rope he had carried across with him around atree. He retrieved the end of the first rope from its branch, and tied it around a differenttree nearby, making sure he pulled it good and taut. Then he turned to his comrades, andgave them a thumbs-up sign.

Mackenzie sent Woods across next. The other Jungle Fighters had almost made enoughroot rope to construct a harness for him, but he didn’t bother waiting for it. The crossingwas less fraught for him than it had been for Landon, Woods had two ropes to cling to,and he knew both were firmly anchored at each end. He reached the other side of theriver in seconds.

Armstrong was more prudent, waiting until his safety rope was prepared and in place,attached to both crossing ropes, before he set off at a perfectly measured pace. Once he’dset foot on the far bank, he hurled his harness, and Landon’s, back to the others, so Myersand Storm were able to follow him in short order. Donovits was next, once he’d crossedthe river, he called back a warning that the first rope was beginning to fray in the middle.“Best keep most of your weight on the second,” he advised.

Braxton had been watching the Jungle Fighters closely, and when his turn came he triedto mimic their actions. Only a third of the way across the ropes, however, he missed ahandhold and fell. His harness brought him up short, but for a moment he was bouncingand flailing in midair.

That was when the second rope snapped, its loose ends flopping into the acid to be eatenaway. Braxton scrabbled for the remaining rope, and held onto it with white knuckles. Aminute passed before he felt confident to proceed further. He made one more slip, but hisharness saved him again and he was quicker to recover this time. Lorenzo let out a breathof relief—and realised he had been holding it—as Braxton joined the others. Mackenziehad been rigid with worry, too. Who’d have thought the commissar cared about hisadjutant as anything more than a human shield?

Greiss and Muldoon, on the other hand, had been conferring in low whispers, ignoringthe drama playing out over the river. As the threat to Braxton passed, and Mackenzie’sattention turned back towards them, they parted smoothly—but their eyes met for a



second, and Lorenzo thought he saw something ominous in that gaze. A flicker of a

resolution made and confirmed.



Mackenzie ordered the three remaining Jungle Fighters to begin work on another rope.“Waste of time,” opined Greiss. “We don’t need two ropes. The second was a backup,that’s all.”

“A safety precaution,” said Mackenzie stiffly, “that turned out to be entirely necessary.”

“Only because your Guardsman didn’t know what he was doing,” countered Greiss. “If

he’d followed Brains’ advice—”

“I’m not trusting my life to—” Mackenzie began.

Greiss interrupted with, “There’s only four of us left to cross, and Muldoon and Lorenzohere aren’t crying about it. That rope’s held up just fine so far. Better to take a chancethan spend another hour sitting around here doing craftwork. We’re already behindschedule.” And with that, he hoisted Landon’s pack on his right arm, and slipped his ownonto the left to keep himself balanced. Then he hauled himself up onto the remainingrope and, emulating Woods, began to swarm across it without a harness.

“Come back here, Greiss!” roared Mackenzie. “I’m warning you, if you don’t come back

here this instant, I’ll… I’ll…”

“Way I see it, sir,” said Muldoon nonchalantly, “there isn’t much more you can threaten

him with.”

“I’ll be adding this to the list of charges against you, trooper!” the commissar yelled after

the departing Greiss. “Muldoon, what do you think you’re doing?”

Muldoon had beckoned Lorenzo forward, and was tying a rope around his waist.Mackenzie pushed Lorenzo aside, and announced, “I’ll be going across next. I don’t trustGreiss and Woods over there unsupervised.”

“I’m sure Guardsman Braxton can keep an eye on them, sir,” said Muldoon, tongue-incheek. Mackenzie just glared at him, and said nothing.

Muldoon tied Mackenzie into his harness, then gave him the nod that he was ready to go.He didn’t help him up to the rope as he had most of the Jungle Fighters, he just watchedas the commissar scrambled up to it himself. He took hold unsteadily, and eyed the acidriver below him.

Then the commissar began to cross, moving hand over hand and foot over foot at aconfident, unhurried pace. That was when Lorenzo caught that glint in Muldoon’s eyeagain, and he felt his heart miss a beat.


He had heard that the attrition rate of commissars assigned to Catachan squads was manytimes the Imperium average. These losses were officially dismissed as accidents, ofcourse—a natural consequence of sending non-deathworlders, no matter how high-ranking, how well-trained, into an environment to which they weren’t suited. It wasrarely acknowledged that there might be anything more to it than that—at least, it hadn’thappened within Lorenzo’s earshot. But everybody knew—or at least suspected—theunspoken truth.

The deathworlds of the Imperium bred men who were independent, proud, and loyal onlyto those who had earned their respect. That went double for Catachan.

“He’s doing well,” murmured Muldoon, watching the commissar’s progress with obvious

resentment, “for a city boy. Too well.”

He reached up to the end of the root rope, still tied to the tree beside him, and he lookedat Lorenzo as if he was challenging him to say something, to stop him—and it did occurto Lorenzo that maybe he should, maybe it was the right thing to do, but his throat wasdry and the words wouldn’t come, and anyway this was nothing to do with him and evenif it was, his loyalties lay with his own kind, didn’t they?

Didn’t they?

Too late. He was always too late.

Muldoon wrapped his fingers around the end of the rope and, with a smile of grimsatisfaction, he gave it a good tug.

Lorenzo watched as the vibrations travelled the first half of the rope’s length, to whereMackenzie was clinging on. There wasn’t time to shout a warning, even if he had wantedto. The rope jerked itself out of the commissar’s hands, simultaneously flipping him sothat he was on top of it. He flailed, caught by surprise, trying to find fresh purchase,slipped, plummeted to the extent of his harness’ slack—and then the harness gave way, asLorenzo had known it must. A simple slipknot.

There was nothing holding Commissar Mackenzie now.

He was in freefall.


CHAPTER NINE



Lorenzo didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t turn away.

There was no time, anyhow. Mackenzie would hit the acid before he could blink.

Unless, somehow, impossibly, the direction of his fall was reversed.

Unless he had managed to reach up and, with a last desperate lunge, catch the rope abovehis head and ride it back up as it bounced.

The commissar’s grunt of pain was loud enough to reach Lorenzo’s ears, even over therushing of the river. He was clinging, one-handed, to a rope that was still bucking, tryingits best to shake him. The way he had dropped, the way he’d arrested his fall, the way hewas hanging now, his feet pedalling the air—Lorenzo was sure Mackenzie must havedislocated his shoulder. It must have been a supreme effort of will for him to hold on atall, as the pain spread to his fingers and numbed them. But hold on he did—and morethan that, he managed to lift himself, find the rope with his other hand, and finally grip itbetween his knees.

Lorenzo was impressed despite himself. Muldoon looked like he could hardly believe hiseyes. Then his expression darkened, and he reached for the end of the rope again.

Lorenzo put out a hand without thinking, and caught his comrade’s own. Muldoon lookedangry, and Lorenzo didn’t blame him, he wasn’t sure of his own motives for intervening,so how could he expect Sharkbait to understand? He held his gaze, and shook his head:Enough! But he knew he was going to blink first.

To Lorenzo’s surprise, Muldoon gave a nod of acceptance. He took his hand away. Heturned so that Lorenzo couldn’t see his expression.

The rope began to tremble again. Lorenzo didn’t look, but he knew Mackenzie must beback on the move. A moment later, the rope gave a little jerk as it was relieved of thecommissar’s weight, and Muldoon turned to catch the remaining harness as Myers flungit back to him.

He said nothing as he tied the rope around Lorenzo’s waist. As Muldoon hoisted hiscomrade into position on the crossing rope, however, their eyes met, and Lorenzo thoughtthey shared a moment of mutual respect.


Then Muldoon turned away again, and Lorenzo was alone, concentrating on the ropebetween his hands and feet, the muscles in his arms and legs, and the rushing acid riverbelow his dangling head.

Halfway across, it occurred to him that if he had upset Muldoon, he was probably aboutto find out all about it.



When Muldoon stepped onto the far riverbank, the last of the squad to cross, Mackenziewas waiting for him.

Braxton had reset the commissar’s shoulder, and fixed him a makeshift sling, but he wasobviously in pain. Still, he greeted Muldoon with a left-handed punch to the jaw that wasfast, accurate and powerful enough to knock him off his feet.

Muldoon lay sprawled in the undergrowth, wiping the blood from his lip.

Mackenzie stepped back and straightened his jacket, glaring down at the trooper.

The Catachan rubbed his chin ruefully and conceded, “Alright. I deserved that.” He got tohis feet and dusted himself down.



“And a damn sight more,” hissed Mackenzie. “If you wanted to join Greiss on Death

Row, you couldn’t have thought up a better way of doing it, Muldoon.”

“Hey,” said Muldoon, all injured innocence, “you can’t blame a trooper for a simple

accident.”

Mackenzie’s nostrils flared. “Accident my—!”

Greiss interrupted, “You want to be careful, commissar, accusing a good man ofattempted murder when you’ve no evidence, especially in front of his squad. Muldoonsays it was an accident, that’s good enough for me.”

Mackenzie ignored him. He was glaring at Muldoon. “I want him restrained,” he saidicily. “Silence!” he bellowed at the chorus of protest that greeted the order. “I want thisman stripped of weapons, and his hands tied. Braxton!”

Braxton started forward, seeming almost relieved when Greiss barred his way with anoutstretched arm. “You can’t do that, commissar,” he snarled. “You make a mandefenceless in the jungle, you’re as good as killing him, without a trial, without nothing.”

“What do you suggest I do, Greiss? Muldoon has proven himself a danger to this mission—to me personally. “I have the authority to execute him on the spot. Is that what youwant?”


“It was an accident.”

Lorenzo had surprised himself again, but he felt he owed Muldoon something. He wascommitted now, everyone had turned to look at him.

“I was right there,” he said. “I saw it all. A bird flew at Muldoon. One of the black ones,from yesterday. It came right out of the tree above his head. It startled him. His arm joltedthe rope.”

“That’s right.” Woods spoke up. “I saw it from here. Sharkbait slashed at it with his

reaper, injured its wing I think, and sent it flapping away.”

A couple of the others gave nods and murmurs of agreement.

Mackenzie looked from one of the Jungle Fighters to another, evidently not believing aword of their story. “My harness—”

“—must have been frayed,” said Muldoon. “I’m sorry. I should have checked it more

closely. I should have seen the damage before I sent you off. Sir.”

Mackenzie glared at Muldoon for a long moment. Then he turned to Braxton. “I still wanthim bound,” he said. “To ensure there are no more ‘accidents’.”

This time, both Myers and Storm stepped forward, placing themselves between Braxtonand Muldoon, their arms folded in defiance. Woods drew his devil claw, the glint of itcatching the commissar’s eye and giving him pause for thought.

“I don’t think you’re hearing us, Mackenzie,” growled Greiss, stepping forward until hewas nose to nose with the slighter man. “You may be Mr High-and-Mighty Commissarback in your comfortable quarters, surrounded by a thousand Guardsmen ready to bowand scrape and lay down their lives for you—but you’re on a deathworld now. This is ourterritory—that’s why we’re here! Until you start to wise up and do things our way,‘accidents’ are going to keep on happening, you get my drift?”

“Are you threatening me, Greiss?” demanded Mackenzie. “I have witnesses.”

“You have Braxton.”



“If anything happens to me, anything at all—”

“It’ll be in his report. Yes, I worked that out. If he ever gets to make one, that is. Like I

keep telling you, Mackenzie, accidents happen out here.”

Mackenzie’s ears were still red, but the rest of his face had turned very white indeed.

He’d got the message, at last.


“He’s a good man, you know.”

Lorenzo’s attention had been focused on the jungle. There had been more lizards stirringin the foliage, and he’d that feeling of being followed again although he could see noproof. He hadn’t noticed Braxton until he had spoken, hadn’t seen that he’d dropped backin the marching order to be at Lorenzo’s side. Briefly, he felt irritated that the Validianalways seemed to come to him. Lorenzo didn’t feel like talking right now, least of allabout what had happened by the river.

But Braxton was determined. “The commissar, I mean,” he continued. “You’ll see thatwhen you’ve worked beside him for a while.”

Lorenzo raised a sceptical eyebrow.

“I know he’s been tough on you all. He’s fresh out of training. Maybe he’s trying too

hard to prove he can do the job.”

“His problem,” said Lorenzo curtly. “We can’t afford to carry him. On Catachan, he’d

have been dead twenty years ago.”

“Thank you, anyway,” said Braxton.

“For what?”

“For stopping Muldoon. I saw you.”

“You were too far away. You’re mistaken.”

“You must agree with me—that the commissar doesn’t deserve to die.”

“I agree with my comrades,” said Lorenzo, “that Old Hardhead doesn’t deserve whatMackenzie has planned for him, that Steel Toe was a good soldier, who didn’t deservewhat Mackenzie said about him.”

“There has to be a way—” 

“It’s him or Greiss.”



“You know, if it comes down to that,” said Braxton, “I… I have to…” Lorenzo nodded.

He knew. They said no more. There was nothing more to say.


They rested in an area lush with what Muldoon and Donovits judged were water-bearingvines. They snacked on purple berries that Muldoon had picked and tested earlier. ThenLorenzo drew his Catachan fang, took a vine in his hand and scored a thin cut in its skin.The vine bled clear, and Lorenzo positioned his near-empty bottle to capture the preciousdrops of liquid, of which there were all too few.

Within twenty minutes, the Jungle Fighters had drained the vines of all they had,replenishing their supplies just a little. As Lorenzo returned his bottle to his pack, heheard low voices, and realised that Greiss wasn’t with them.

He could just make out Sergeant Greiss through the jungle. He was talking to somebodyelse: a man whom Lorenzo couldn’t see at all, so easily did he blend into hissurroundings, but he knew it could only have been Sly Marbo. He couldn’t make outwhat was being said—but as Greiss turned and trudged back to the others, it was withslumped shoulders and a dark, brooding expression.

He gathered the Jungle Fighters around—and to Lorenzo’s surprise, Mackenzie didn’tobject, he just joined them and listened. Greiss told the squad what Lorenzo alreadyknew: that there were orks ahead—and Mackenzie raised his eyebrows and frowned athis sketch map but again said nothing. “Marbo’s scouted a path for us,” said Greiss,“that’ll take us around the greenskins, but still too close for my liking. Now, thecommissar here explained why we can’t blow our cover, but here’s another reason foryou: Marbo figures, from the size of this camp and the number of huts, that thegreenskins outnumber us about thirty to one. Even Hotshot can’t take down thirty orks onhis own!”

“Oh yeah?” grinned Woods. “Lead me to ’em, that’s all I’m saying.”

“So the only way we’re getting through this one.” Greiss continued, “is by stealth.”

“How far is this camp?” asked Donovits.

“Another five kilometres,” said Greiss, “before we start running into patrols. I say wemake up that ground, then break early for the night. We get some food, some shut-eye,then make our move in the small hours.”

There was a general murmur of assent, and the Jungle Fighters were starting to get totheir feet, to retrieve their packs, when Greiss stopped them. “One more thing. Any ofyou felt like you’re being followed? Since Lorenzo’s little outburst, I mean.”

Nobody spoke up. A few of the Jungle Fighters exchanged uncomfortable glances.

Greiss’ eyes narrowed. “I don’t hear any of you denying it.”

Unexpectedly, it was Mackenzie who spoke up. “I thought I heard something. Footsteps,about an hour and a half ago. When I looked, there was no one there. I assumed it wasMarbo.”


“I saw something,” offered Donovits, “more recently. I didn’t speak up because…Sergeant, it was just a flicker in the corner of my eye. A trick of the light. A… a feeling,more than anything.”

“Wildman and me, we dropped back without telling the rest of you,” said Myers,“checked out a bush where I thought I’d seen something move. It would’ve been aboutthe time the commissar said.”



“But there was no one there.” Storm took up the story, “and believe me, if there had been,

there was nowhere he could’ve gone without us seeing him.”

Greiss took all this in with a grim nod. “Marbo reckons there is something. He’s caughtglimpses of it, like the rest of us, reckons it’s stalking us. But whenever he gets too close,it disappears. It leaves no tracks, no nothing.” With a smile, he added, “Marbo says it’salmost as good as he is.”

“Ghosts!” said Braxton.



Everyone turned to look at him.

“That’s what the Validians have been saying. I reported on it for Eagle & Bolter, ourbroadsheet. The same story, from four different squads. They all had the feeling theywere being followed, but there was no evidence of it. I thought it might be connected tothe blue lights, the jungle playing tricks on their minds.”

“Hallucinogens in the atmosphere?” mused Donovits. “Could be put out by one of the

plants. They could even be in the berries we’ve eaten.”

“I didn’t eat any berries,” said Myers, “at least not till after I saw that… thing.”

“This could be serious,” grumbled Greiss. “First Sharkbait goes off the deep end, thenSteel Toe and Lorenzo go wandering in the night, now this. If this jungle gets us so wecan’t trust our own senses…”



“You said Marbo saw this ‘ghost’,” said Donovits. “He saw it following us. If the junglewere affecting him, making him—making all of us—paranoid, then surely he’d havethought the ghost was following him. That makes sense, yes?”

“Then it has to be real,” said Lorenzo.

“We need to know for sure,” said Armstrong.

“Maybe we should leave well enough alone,” said Braxton. “I mean, there’s no record of

these ‘ghosts’ attacking anyone.”


“Yet,” said Armstrong. “You should have learned by now, that could change in a

heartbeat. I say we search.”

Greiss nodded his agreement, and the squad separated, each man taking a sector of thejungle around them, though each was sure to stay within sight of two others at all times.They kicked and cut their way through the undergrowth, beat bushes, shook trees andeven shinned up some to search their leaf-shrouded upper branches. The Jungle Fighterschecked all the places where they would have hidden. Finally, they regrouped, havingcovered an area some three hundred metres in radius and found nothing. No one. No signthat anyone had been here, other than the Jungle Fighters themselves.



There was nothing they could do after that but go on. It was only a few minutes later,however, that Lorenzo had that feeling again, like a prickling on his neck.

He wasn’t the only one. As he whipped around to inspect the foliage behind him, Stormand Braxton did the same. And this time, Lorenzo was sure of it. There was somethingthere. He could just make out a shape between the trees. A head and shoulders. Fie drewhis lasgun and stepped forward, not wanting to move too fast, not daring to blink, to takehis eyes off the shape. His other senses told him that Storm and Braxton were beside him,and the rest of his squad not far behind. Lorenzo took another step. The head moved,shifting just a fraction, in a very human gesture.

He was only a few metres away from the shape when it changed. It seemed tometamorphose—or, more accurately, to come into focus—in front of his eyes. The shaperesolved itself into a cluster of thistles. Thistles that had always been there, the rest,Lorenzo had imagined. He started as Storm shot the thistles anyway, and fired into thesurrounding undergrowth a few times for good measure. “In case this thing is a shape-shifter,” he explained. But he disturbed nothing more than a few black insects, whichsmelt the flower sap on the Jungle Fighters and buzzed away.

The whole squad was on the alert after that, on edge. Lorenzo had to force himself not tojump at every shadow he saw, every distant sound that came to his ears. He thought aboutwhat Greiss had said, about losing trust in their own senses. The others hadn’t seemed tooworried, probably didn’t believe it could happen to them, but he remembered the bluelight. He remembered how real its lies had seemed.

Landon had approached Greiss, and Lorenzo was just close enough for his keen ears topick up their hushed conversation. “I’ve had an idea, sergeant,” said the rookie. “Whydon’t I hide in a tree and let the rest of you go on a way? If we are being followed, I’llsoon find out.”



“I don’t know,” said Greiss. “We’re talking about someone or something that’s given Sly

Marbo the slip—and that isn’t easy.”


“Maybe he knew Marbo was around. Maybe he heard us talking about him. I’m thesmallest of us, sergeant, the one he’s least likely to miss if he is watching us. The rest ofyou could gather around, block his view for a second, and I’ll be gone. Next time our‘ghost’ sees me, he’ll be passing right under me, and I’ll raise the alarm.”

Greiss raised a cynical eyebrow. “That a promise? Swear on your blade? Because you’vebeen pushing yourself forward today, Landon—and that’s good, don’t get me wrong,we’ll make a fine soldier of you, maybe even a sergeant one day—but this isn’t the timefor grandstanding, hoping to hog some glory for yourself.”

“Soon as I see a thing,” Landon promised, “I’ll yell my lungs out.”

Greiss considered the proposal, and finally nodded. By the time he passed it on to the restof the squad, however, two men at a time, in a quiet growl, he’d made a few alterations.He approached Mackenzie last—but by this time, the commissar had heard what wasafoot. “If you’re asking for my permission to proceed, Greiss,” he remarked acidly, “thenconsider it granted.”

A short time later, they came to a mournful-looking tree with branches that sagged almostto ground level, dripping with water-bearing vines. It was almost too perfect.

They gathered round and set to work with their knives, teasing out what liquid theycould. Lorenzo stopped Braxton from putting his thirsty lips directly to a vine, pointingout that the skin was probably poisonous.

After a few minutes of this, Landon worked his way to the centre of the group, and washanded a lasgun by Donovits to replace the one he had lost in the river. He stepped ontoMuldoon’s cupped hands and was hoisted onto the tree’s lowest branch, his camouflageuniform and dubbin-streaked face immediately lost among its leaves. Lorenzo heard thefaintest of rustles above his head as the rookie climbed higher, and he resisted the urge tolook up.

“Right, men,” announced Greiss, in what was maybe a slighter louder voice than usual,for the benefit of any eavesdroppers, “time we made a move. We’ve still got lost time tomake up.”

As the squad set off again, the Jungle Fighters spread out more widely than they wouldnormally have done, yet contrived to cross each other’s paths frequently. An observerwould have been hard-pressed even to count them, let alone to work out which of themmight be missing. They also moved more slowly than before—because, although nobodysaid anything, each of them was reluctant to leave his inexperienced comrade too farbehind. Indeed, the further they strayed from Landon’s position, the slower, the morereticent, their steps became—and Lorenzo noticed a certain amount of jostling for therearmost position, the man who would be able to respond first to the alarm call when itcame. Woods, of course, came out on top.


Lorenzo had been counting out a minute in his head. As he reached sixty, Greiss gave anod, and Muldoon disappeared into a bush. Myers provided a distraction, this time, byyelling “jungle lizard!” and firing into the undergrowth before professing, with mocksheepishness, to have been mistaken.

They proceeded at length, expecting Trooper Landon to reappear before too long, atwhich point somebody else would slip into hiding. After twenty seconds had passed,though, Lorenzo saw that Greiss was getting worried. Another five, and he came to a halt,and drew breath to give the prearranged signal that would call off the operation.

That was when Landon yelled out, at last.

Only this wasn’t a yell of discovery. It was a yell of fear.

Lorenzo was running before the echoes had subsided. They had come too far, becauseLandon was still all the way back where they had left him, and Lorenzo was pushing hismuscles as hard as he could, willing himself forward, and yet still the path to his comradeseemed to stretch a near-infinite distance. He concentrated on what he could do: pumpinghis legs, faster than he could think, so fast that he was sure only sheer force of will kepthim from falling. There were sounds ahead—ugly sounds, full of foreboding—but theywere almost drowned out by his heartbeat, by the crashing footsteps of comrades aroundhim and of Woods in front.

Every second counted. Every fraction of a second.

And there weren’t enough of them.

Landon yelled again: a terrible gurgling scream, which was cut off in mid-flow and couldonly have meant one thing.

He came into sight at last, limp and no longer straggling in the grip of a figure that washumanoid in shape but a mockery of a human in its aspect.

The monster was caked in dirt, centimetres thick, and it bristled with grass, dead leaves,living flowers and the severed roots of larger plants as if a whole section of the planet hadbeen scooped up and wrapped around its frame. Lorenzo thought the monster was flora,at first, but he could make out patches of suntanned skin, and human fingers aroundLandon’s neck. Woods had already charged it, a lasgun fanfare presaging his arrival.

Lorenzo had brought up his weapon but hadn’t fired, fearful of hitting the monster’scaptive—but Woods had seen what he hadn’t, or rather accepted what he didn’t want toaccept.

It must have waited for Landon, he realised. It was right under the tree in which the

Guardsman had concealed himself—but he wouldn’t have come down from there unless


he was sure it was safe. The monster had discovered the Jungle Fighters’ trap, and set its

own in return.



As Woods hit the monster, it dropped Landon, and he fell to the ground, his head comingto rest at an acute angle to his body. Lorenzo was halfway to him when he realised therewas no point. He changed course and leapt at the monster instead, along with Myers andStorm, whose howl of rage echoed in Lorenzo’s ears. Woods could probably havehandled the monster on his own—and he would have enjoyed bragging about it later—but Lorenzo wasn’t thinking about that right now. He was thinking about Landon.

The monster, it turned out, was stronger than they had expected. It dislodged Woods andMyers, and sent them flying with a sweep of its arm. As the two troopers fell, however,Muldoon and Greiss appeared in their places. The monster was borne down under thecombined weight of four Catachans, but showed no sign of slowing or weakening as theypounded at it with their fists. Lorenzo drew his fang, and plunged it into the monster’sheart with a snarl, but the blade came out encrusted with muck and no blood, and still themonster fought on.

It shifted beneath his knees, and he realised with a start that it was sinking… as if themonster lay in quicksand, though the earth around it felt as hard as it ever had to thetouch of Lorenzo’s foot. He was scrabbling at the monster, desperate to stop it, to hold ithere, because all he could think was that it was getting away—it had killed Landon and itwas getting away—but the pull of the earth was inexorable, and the monster was gone,leaving Lorenzo with only two handfuls of mud and an empty feeling in his heart.

He staggered to his feet, and stepped back from where the monster had been, from thespot where the jungle grass still grew as if it had never been disturbed—and he looked atGreiss, with bewilderment in his eyes, as he realised that the sergeant had claimed asouvenir, wrenched it free from the monster’s mass even as it went under. He was juststaring at it, the first time Lorenzo had seen him speechless, as the rest of the JungleFighters gathered round.

Greiss held up his find, and one by one they realised what it was, and then they had nowords either.



It was a bionic leg.


CHAPTER TEN



Lorenzo couldn’t sleep.

This was highly unusual—at least when he was planetside, out in the jungle.

They had set up camp before the sun had gone down. They were resting in preparationfor their passage by the ork encampment—a trial in which the night would be their ally.Lorenzo could feel the distant sun on his face, and its red glow penetrated his eyelids—but he was used to that. He was used to making the best of sleep whenever, wherever andfor however long he could grab it. It wasn’t just the sunlight that kept him awake.

Nor was it just the death of a trooper he had hardly known, to whom he didn’t remembersaying a word, a young man who could have become a good comrade, even a hero, hadhe lived to earn his name.



The monster—Lorenzo couldn’t think of it as Dougan—could sink into the ground, andrise from it as silently.

Little wonder, then, it had proved so elusive so far. Little wonder Landon hadn’t seen itcoming.

Lorenzo was feeling the same discomfort, the same restless itch, as he had on the carriership. That creeping realisation that the world around him didn’t bow to the edicts ofnature, to the physical laws he had thought inviolable. The feeling that nothing mademuch sense anymore.

“It couldn’t have been Steel Toe,” Woods had insisted, in the aftermath of the brief fightwith the monster, manifestly ignoring the proof that had been there for all to see, inGreiss’ hand. “I don’t care what happened to him, what this planet did to him, hewouldn’t have… He wouldn’t have. Not Steel Toe.”



“Sorry, Hotshot.” Greiss had said gloomily, “we have to face facts. I’d recognise thishunk o’ metal anywhere. See under the dirt here? Scorch marks from where Steel Toewas bitten by that critter on Vortis. It shorted the circuits, sent a lethal shock across itsown mandibles. Steel Toe couldn’t walk for a fortnight, till we got the leg fixed, but hesaved our bacon that day.”


“It wasn’t him,” said Donovits firmly. “It may have been his body, but it wasn’t Steel

Toe. He’s dead!”



Myers had rubbed his chin where the mud-encrusted monster had hit him. “Well, he wassure taking a long time to lie down.”

“Brains is right,” said Muldoon. “What we just fought wasn’t Steel Toe. It wasn’t alive. Itwas some kind of a zombie. I looked into its eyes—and I’m telling you, Steel Toe wasn’tin there.”

Greiss, as usual, had turned the topic to the future, to what they did next, not letting histroopers dwell on what they couldn’t explain. “Right, men,” he had announced, “thatmeans we have a problem.”

“I can’t see that thing coming back, sergeant,” said Myers, “not minus its leg.”

“Not what I meant, Bullseye. There’s something on this planet can bring the dead back to

life.”

“Not exactly bring them back.” Donovits had corrected him, “just reanimate them.Without getting a closer look at Steel Toe’s body, I couldn’t tell you if it was host tosome parasite, or…” He’d tailed off as he had followed Greiss’ gaze.

They’d all looked down at Landon’s body.

Lorenzo let out a sigh, now, and rolled onto his back, accepting that he was awake for theduration—until he could calm the raging thoughts that filled his head to bursting. Helistened to Myers, who was on watch, humming a quiet tune as he cleaned his knife. Hestared, almost sightlessly, at the plastic sheeting that Muldoon and Donovits had tiedaround the leafiest branches of the surrounding trees, collecting condensation for thesquad’s water bottles. He listened to Braxton’s breathing, beside him, and he knew theValidian was awake too.

Rogar III was winning. It was beating them—and the fact that it could only do so bychanging the rules was cold comfort to Lorenzo.

He had wanted a challenge. He had wanted to earn his name. But his squad was alreadytwo men down, and they hadn’t seen a single ork yet. There would be more casualties, ofthat, he was certain. More chances to prove himself. Or die trying. Not that Lorenzo wasafraid of death, but he thought about the rest of his company, by now no doubt engagedin fierce battle. He wondered if they had scratched the surface of Rogar yet, if they’dlearned its secrets—or if the planet was concentrating its forces on this one small squad,the twelve men who had dared try to penetrate its dark heart. Ten men, now. Hewondered what those fellow Jungle Fighters would think, upon completing theirmissions, if they found their bravery had all been for nothing—if there was no word fromthe squad that had been entrusted with the most important assignment.


No, Lorenzo wasn’t afraid of death. But he was afraid of failure. And of going to anunmarked grave, with no one left to remember his name or to tell of his heroism at theend.

They hadn’t been able to cremate Landon. They were too close to the orks now to risklighting a fire. Myers had expressed the dubious hope that their fallen comrade’s brokenneck might prevent his resurrection by the force that had animated Dougan. But Donovitshad just shaken his head.

Greiss had done the deed himself, in the end. He hadn’t let anyone else help, he’d roaredat Woods when he’d tried to ignore that order. He had told them to remember Landon ashe was in life. Still, Lorenzo couldn’t shake the image from his thoughts: Old Hardhead,driving the butt of his lasgun down into the dead rookie’s arms and legs, over and overagain. Until his body was no more than a fleshy sack for the fragments of his shatteredbones. Until no force in the Imperium or beyond could have made Landon’s limbssupport his weight.

The sound of a shovel striking the earth had seemed to repeat forever. Greiss hadreappeared, at last, with his face dirt-streaked and red. He had reported, in a hollow tone,that it was over, that Landon could rest in peace.

Lorenzo drifted into a fitful doze, haunted by nightmares in which he was fighting hisown comrades, and the bony hands of Dougan and Landon were grasping at his ankles,trying to pull him down into the earth to join them.



He could hear low voices.



He opened his eyes, catching his breath at a lingering vestige of some dream horroralready fading in his memory. The night had swooped in when he hadn’t been looking. Itwas dark, and the huddled shapes around him were stirring, preparing. It was time,already.

He scrambled to his feet, still unsettled by the dream but trying not to show it. He pulledon his jacket and bandolier, checked his pack. Few words were spoken, the JungleFighters all concentrating on what lay ahead of them, knowing its import. Mackenzie andBraxton looked especially tired, and Lorenzo realised that each must have slept only halfthe short rest period. Neither had been placed on the watch rota, but the commissarprobably hadn’t dared close his eyes without his adjutant to look out for him. He didn’ttrust anybody else.

Lorenzo hadn’t been placed on watch either. A part of him wondered if it was becauseGreiss didn’t trust him. Despite his pretence to the contrary. Because of last night. Thesergeant’s briefing soon quelled that fear, though.



Greiss spoke quietly and didn’t say much. Sounds carried further at night. Anyway, theCatachans knew what was expected of them, and Mackenzie and Braxton would just haveto follow their lead. He reminded the squad of the importance of stealth: “One ork orgretchin gets sight or sound of us and lives to tell of it, and we’ve not only blown ourmission, we won’t be around to explain to Colonel Graves what the hell we thought wewere doing.” Then he made the pronouncement that caused Lorenzo’s heart to leap.

“Lorenzo takes point,” said Greiss. “That’s because we might have more to contend withthan just greenskins. Remember, people, those blue lights come out at night. I want youto pair up, keep an eye on your opposite number—first sign he shows of going misty-eyed, you give him a slap. Lorenzo, I’m trusting you upfront alone because you’veshaken off the effects of the light once. If it comes back, you can resist it, right?”

“Right, sergeant.”

Greiss outlined their proposed route, and Lorenzo felt a swell of pride when he turned tohim in particular and asked if he was clear on it. He confirmed that he was, and Greissdrew him to one side, and clapped him on the back. “I know I don’t have to tell you to goslow and careful. Hell, if you’re as quiet out there as you are around us half the time,those orks will never hear you coming.”

Then Greiss gave the order to move out, and Lorenzo drew his Catachan fang and slippedinto the jungle, quickly but quietly, staying low, in cover. He used his lasgun to part thevines and creepers in his way, surveying the ground for predators and other hazards. Headvanced cautiously, doing his best to leave no trail. The foliage yielded to his soft butfirm touch, but closed in again behind him until he felt like he was travelling in his owngreen cocoon. He knew his comrades were behind him, but all he could hear of them wasan occasional rustle that might have been a lizard or a whisper of the night breeze. Theywere keeping their distance, in case Lorenzo made a misstep, set off an ork trap and blewhimself to pieces. He was alone now, to all intents and purposes. In the most dangerousposition, but that was alright. He wanted that responsibility.

The danger focused Lorenzo’s mind. It sharpened his senses. It blew away the doubts of afew hours earlier, like a strong, fresh wind.



He maintained a good pace for the first hour or so, but slowed when he knew theencampment was near. He saw no evidence of its presence yet, but he fancied he detecteda hint of greenskin stink on the air. Something stirred in a bush beside him, and Lorenzofroze, hoping his camouflage would hide him—but it was only a snake. One of those withthe silver triangles on their skins.

He crept on—but, a few minutes later, he spotted another triangle-backed snake in theundergrowth, and this one had seen him. Its head reared up. It bared its tiny fangs andhissed, but it made no move to strike Lorenzo. It appeared to be watching him.


He remembered how the birds had stalked the Catachans, how he’d kept spying them outof the corner of his eye before they launched their attack. He remembered Braxton sayingthat the lizards had done something similar, poking around the edges of the Validiancamp for a few days before they’d dared enter it. The silver-backed snake didn’t appearto be a threat right now, but as Armstrong had said, that could change in a heartbeat.Particularly if it wasn’t alone, and especially if a concerted attack on the Jungle Fightersdrew the orks’ attention.

Lorenzo took a step forward, fingers twitching on his knife. The snake tensed, watchinghim. A lasgun would have done the job more efficiently, but with too much noise.Lorenzo stooped down, holding out his free hand as bait. The snake backed away acentimetre, suspiciously. Lorenzo took another step.

The snake struck. From further away than he’d expected. As if its coiled tail had acted asa spring to propel it out of the grass. It jabbed at the proffered hand, and Lorenzosnatched it away and decapitated the snake with his fang before it could land and reorientitself. He stamped on its severed head, exploding it in a mass of black blood. He grabbedthe twitching body, wrung it until it was still, and tossed it aside into the dark. A quiet,discordant hiss of alarm told him that his message had been received by multiple unseenonlookers. The jungle grass swayed and rustled in a dozen thin paths away from him.

It was shortly after that that he came across the first trap.

Lorenzo had known it was imminent, because the undergrowth in this area was flattened,plants and branches broken. The orks had been here, and recently.

The trap was crude and obvious, like most of their constructs: a cord stretched betweentrees at knee height, connected to something hidden in the lower branches of one. Agrenade, most likely. Still, a Guardsman in a hurry might not have spotted it. It was moreevidence of the warboss’ cunning, spreading to his followers.

Lorenzo stepped over the tripwire carefully, and waited. Thirty seconds passed beforeMuldoon’s head peeked out of a bush a few metres behind him. He saw Lorenzo, and aninquisitive expression crossed his face. Lorenzo indicated the wire, Muldoon wouldprobably have seen it anyway, but better safe than sorry. Muldoon nodded, then waitedfor Lorenzo to regain his lead.

Alone again.

The second tripwire was higher, and better placed. To its right, the jungle was dense withpoison creepers—and Lorenzo knew that that way lay the acid swamp of which SlyMarbo had spoken. To the left: a cluster of red snapper flowers, through which he couldsee no safe route. Again, his inability to use his lasgun narrowed his options. Bad enoughto be grabbed by those intractable petals—but the greater peril would be the flowers’alarm wail, certain to attract attention.


He approached the wire, and stooped beside it gingerly. It was too high to step over. Hecould disarm the trap: cut the wire or retrieve the grenade from the tree. The risk in sodoing would be minimal, but actual. If an ork or a gretchin came this way after the JungleFighters had passed, it would know they had been here.

No. Far better, far safer, to take no chances. To go under.

Lorenzo lowered himself onto his stomach, noting that the ground was a little soft, a littlewet. He removed his pack and his lasgun from his back, to reduce his prone height, andpushed them under the wire before him. Then he dragged himself through the mud on hiselbows, keeping his head down.

He had plenty of clearance. So long as nothing unexpected happened, so long as he didn’tget careless, he had nothing to worry about.

So long as nothing unexpected happened…

The blue light snapped on like a shipboard lighting panel, just ignited into a glowing ballahead of him, a few centimetres off the ground. Lorenzo felt his stomach tighten as hecraned his neck to look at it without raising his chin. He sensed that it was calling to him,urging him to stand and approach it, and he felt the muscles in his arms and legs tensingto obey.

He stopped himself, before his back could brush the tripwire.

He closed his eyes, and immediately felt better. His head was clearer. Lorenzo listened tohis own breathing, and he felt the cold of the mud against his stomach. He thought aboutSteel Toe Dougan. He knew the blue light was still out there, but he was certain it hadn’tentered his mind. He was certain that it couldn’t, so long as he didn’t look at it.

But what if the blue light wanted that? What if its purpose, this time, was to blind him tosomething else? To something creeping up on him…

…something rustling in the undergrowth beside his head…

Lorenzo opened his eyes, as breathless and disconcerted as he had been after hisnightmare. He looked around quickly, but saw nothing. Nothing but the blue light,drawing his eyes in like it was the only thing in the world. The only thing that mattered,anyway. It occurred to Lorenzo that it was closer than it had been last night, that this timehe really could catch it, catch whatever it was that was generating it. End its threat. Savehis comrades.



In the blue light, Lorenzo saw Sergeant Greiss’ approval, so rarely bestowed. Yet, in hismemory, he heard his voice: “I’m trusting you up front alone… If it comes back, you canresist it, right?”


Greiss was counting on him.

“Right?”

Lorenzo remembered how determined he had been to prove himself worthy of OldHardhead’s trust, not to let him down again. He knew the only way to do that was to obeyhis orders, to do what he’d promised he would do… “Right?”

“Right, sergeant.”

To resist. That was Lorenzo’s greatest ambition, what he wanted most at this moment,and so—as a part of him was only dimly aware—that was what the blue light showed tohim, and in so doing it defeated itself. Lorenzo blinked, and the light was still there, butsuddenly it was just a light, and it had no hold over him.

Still, he stayed where he was for a moment longer, exploring the crannies of his mind,ensuring there was no trace of the blue light left in there. Ensuring that he wasn’t beingtricked again. He concentrated on what he remembered, what Greiss had told him—andhe reassured himself that, as long as he heeded those words, those explicit instructions, hewould be doing the right thing.

Lorenzo dug his elbows into the mud and pulled himself forward again, until he was clearof the ork tripwire, then he climbed to his feet and collected his belongings. The bluelight was gone. Blinked out. As if it had sensed it had no power here anymore. Somehow,Lorenzo knew it wouldn’t be back. Not for him. He realised something else too: that hishands were stinging.

He looked down, saw that his palms were red and beginning to blister. He had been sowrapped up in his thoughts, in the light, that he hadn’t noticed. The wet ground. Acid. Itmust have seeped from the nearby swamp. The knees of his trousers had almost burntthrough, and the soles of his boots had begun to melt. Not much harm done yet, but intime…

Lorenzo cleaned his hands on a leaf, and waited for Muldoon to appear again. This time,once he’d pointed out the tripwire, he beckoned him forward. Greiss came too, holdingup a hand to halt the troopers behind him.

“I think we need to bear a little further north,” whispered Lorenzo, displaying his

damaged boots.

“That’ll take us closer to the orks.” Muldoon pointed out.

But Greiss looked down at his own feet, and scowled. “Lorenzo’s right. No point ourfinding Big Green if we’re all walking on bloody stumps by the time we do.” Then, withgrudging admiration, he conceded, “Mackenzie was right about that greenskin. Building


his camp on the edge of the swamp, making the best of the natural defences—he’s a

clever bastard, all right.”



The encampment was even closer than Lorenzo had estimated.

Almost as soon as he changed his course, he found himself at the edge of a clearing, alittle smaller than the Imperial Guard’s, crammed with ramshackle buildings of metal andwood.

He lay and watched it for a while, scrutinising each shadow until he was sure of itsnature, until he knew it wasn’t an enemy waiting in ambush. He studied the ork huts,familiarising himself with their layout, with every blind corner from which an ork or agretchin could spring out at him as he passed. He saw no sentries—which worried him,because he knew there would be sentries. Somewhere.

At last, Lorenzo glanced behind him, saw his squad waiting, gave them a thumbs-upsignal and moved on. He moved on slowly—almost painfully so, knowing that stealthwas more imperative now than ever. A single thin line of trees separated him from theorks. He had to make maximum use of the scant cover he had—and he had to be sure hedidn’t make the slightest sound.

It seemed to take an age for him to reach that first danger point, that first gangwaybetween two huts, to be able to edge forward and peer down it, to reassure himself that itwas empty. It seemed to take an age—although he knew it had only been a few minutes.But Lorenzo wasn’t impatient. He lived for moments like this.

There was something in the trees ahead of him.

He froze.

It was taller than a man, but hunched, enormous arms hanging down to its knees, itsshoulders broad and muscular. It was wearing dulled armour—and, although the darknessmade it difficult to pick out colours, the skin that showed through the metal plates had adecidedly green tint.

The ork didn’t seem to be trying to hide. Lorenzo wondered, for a heart-stoppingmoment, if it was searching for him, if it had heard something. Any closer, and he fearedit might catch his scent.

Then it turned away from him, grunting as it fumbled with its protective metal layers, andhe realised it had only come out here to relieve itself. Lorenzo would never find anenemy more exposed, more helpless, he could attack it from behind, wrap a cord aroundits throat and strangle it. But orks were a sturdy breed, and it would certainly have


struggled loudly as it died. Reluctantly, he let it be—and when it had done its business,

the ork shuffled away and faded into the shadow of a metal hut.

Lorenzo crept forward again. He stepped over another tripwire, and waited to point it outto Muldoon. Glancing ahead, he saw that he was almost there, almost past the camp.Maybe they’d call him “Sneaky” Lorenzo. No, he wasn’t sure he liked that. “Shadow”Lorenzo? “Sly” Lorenzo?

Voices.

They were hushed—but against the muted sounds of the night, they sounded unnatural,harsh and as loud as las-fire discharges.

He thought one of the voices belonged to Greiss. There was an urgent tone to it, almost aplea. Lorenzo looked to the ork camp, certain that the voices must have carried that far,but nothing was stirring. Not yet. He ached to know what was happening, but he knew heought to maintain his position. He sheathed his knife and fingered his lasgun, ready todraw it if necessary.

The explosion caught him totally unawares.

The night erupted into daylight, too quickly, too shockingly, for Lorenzo to avert hisgaze, to protect his night vision. He was half blinded.

But, as the echoes of the explosion died away and his deadened ears popped, he couldhear movement and grunting from the encampment just a few footsteps away. And theshadows, the only things he could make out now, were shifting.

Lorenzo’s mind raced. Had his comrades blundered into a trap he had missed? Hadsomething else found them? Was it his fault?

There had to have been casualties, he realised, his throat drying at the thought. Theexplosion had been centred right at the spot where he’d heard Greiss’ voice. It hadsounded like a frag grenade.

The shadows were converging on that spot now, orks snarling and roaring with battle lustas they rushed to defend their territory.

A wave of despair passed over Lorenzo as he realised it didn’t matter now which of hiscomrades were alive or dead. The orks knew where they were—and as Greiss had said,the orks outnumbered them thirty to one. They had nowhere to run, trapped between theencampment on one side and the acid swamp on the other.

There was no doubt about it. They were all dead.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



The orks were an oncoming mass, one indistinguishable from the next, at least toLorenzo’s compromised sight. The air was filled with noise, and the ground shook to thestaccato flashes of more explosions: makeshift grenades, hurled over the heads of theorks’ front ranks by those in the rear.

In response, las-fire barked out of the jungle, striking the foremost orks and passingthrough them into their comrades. Lorenzo felt like cheering. At least five, six, seven ofhis fellow Catachans were alive and fighting back—and the next explosions blossomed inthe heart of the orks’ own ranks. The Jungle Fighters’ frag grenades were more effectivethan the orks’ bombs, because the greenskins were packed so closely together, each ofthem more likely to take a shrapnel hit. Their armour, and their thick hides, would protectthem from the worst of it, but many would be injured, some badly. Some were knockedoff their feet by the concussive force of the blasts, as Lorenzo’s eyes cleared, he saw orksstumbling over each other, trampling on the fallen, pushing each other aside—and yetstill advancing.

They didn’t know where he was.

As the orks closed in on Lorenzo’s squad, he realised they were passing him by, in hissolitary position ahead of the others. The others were dead anyway. He had a chance tosave himself, to sneak away, maybe take a report back to Lieutenant Vines so that thenext men sent out here would know what lay ahead of them.

He didn’t consider it for a second.



Lorenzo broke cover, letting out the loudest, wildest war cry in his repertoire, his fingerlocked around the trigger of his lasgun so that it fired repeatedly into the enemy mass. Hedidn’t care how accurate his shots were, chances were they’d find a few orks wherever heaimed them. He just wanted to draw attention to himself. Maybe—with luck—convincethe greenskins that he was more than one trooper, that their enemies had surrounded themin a pincer movement. The more of them he could distract from his squad, the better theirchances would be, the worse his own chances.

He was dead anyway, he told himself. They were all dead. But the longer the JungleFighters survived, the more orks they could take down with them. The more orks theytook down, the greater the chance there’d be stories told of them back home. Assumingthat, by some miracle, this story made it back home at all.


The nearest orks responded with alarm and confusion to Lorenzo’s attack, took a momentto pinpoint the source of it, and aimed their weapons: crude, solid-shot guns. They weretoo slow. Lorenzo had already dived into the sheltered gap between two huts, and he wasstill running as bullets pinged off metal behind him. He heard grunts and howls andfootsteps, and he knew he’d succeeded in drawing the attention of a few dozen orks. Nowhe just had to survive the consequences of that success.

He ducked and weaved and twisted between huts at random. The longer he could keep hispursuers searching for him, the fewer orks the others had to contend with in themeantime. But he couldn’t disappear completely, couldn’t flee back into the jungle,because the orks might just abandon their hunt in frustration and return to the combat.

Lorenzo let out a whoop and fired his lasgun three times into the air, drawing his foesfurther into their own camp. He rounded another corner and disturbed a knot of gretchin,who screeched and jabbered in their own crude, incomprehensible tongue, and came athim.

Lorenzo brought up his lasgun, fired, downed several targets—and then the rest wereupon him, or streaming around to attack him from behind. They were kicking andscratching, squealing for their masters. He swung his lasgun like a club, dislodging twoof them. He kicked and punched at the others, he reached over his shoulder, seized agretchin that had clung to his back, and slammed it into the ground. He tried to run,kicking more of the creatures out of his path, but they dogged his heels. He spun around,fired, claimed two more kills, and the rest of the gretchin scampered out of sight. Theyemerged again as soon as Lorenzo had turned his back.

Their cries drew the orks, as he had known they must.

The first of them appeared ahead, and barred Lorenzo’s path. It snarled at him, as if tointimidate him with its presence. That worked, he had heard, against some men, the ork,with its sloping brow, its jutting jaw and its recessed, baleful eyes, cut an imposing figure—and his eye line was level with its fearsome tusks and its slobbering lips. To a man whohad faced down a Catachan devil, though, a single ork was nothing special. It might walkand talk, but to a Deathworlder this green-skinned monster was just another thing to bekilled.

Lorenzo snapped off a round, the shot narrowly missing the ork though the flash sent ithowling and reeling in pain—but he’d pay for the second’s distraction it had caused him.The ork’s comrades had found him too, and they came at him, rounding the ramshacklebuildings from all directions. More than one of them mimicked the Catachan’s earlieractions, kicking aside the gretchin that had summoned them. The pathetic, stuntedcreatures slunk away, their job done.

Surrounded and outnumbered, Lorenzo concentrated his fire in one direction, hoping toclear an escape route for himself. His one advantage was that the greenskins couldn’t usetheir guns without hitting each other—though, given the speed at which they werecoming, that wouldn’t keep him alive for long. He finished off two of them, but the


lasgun’s power pack whined and died as the third bore down on him. He tried to impalethe ork on his bayonet, but it wrestled his gun away and tossed it aside. Another orksmacked into Lorenzo from behind, and he rolled with the blow, drawing his knife as hehit the ground and twisted out of the way of a descending axe blade. It sliced into theearth a whisker from Lorenzo’s ear. Its wielder wasn’t far behind it, choosing not toretrieve its weapon but to leap instead on its fallen prey and rend him with its bare hands.Lorenzo threw up his knife so the ork’s own momentum forced the blade through the roofof its mouth and into its brain.



Its dead weight smacked onto him, winding him, pinning him down, but providing himwith cover and a moment’s respite. By the time two other orks had hoisted their deadcomrade aside, Lorenzo was ready to act. On hands and knees, he slipped between thelegs of one of his attackers, and tripped it in the process. The orks fumbled and stumbledand generally fell over each other in their eagerness to apprehend the slippery, squirmingCatachan—but any green hands that found him were rewarded with a slash of Lorenzo’sfang.

Then, joyously, he was through them all, open space looming ahead of him, and he waspushing himself to his feet, snatching his stolen lasgun, reaching for a fresh power packfrom his bandolier and a meaty hand grabbed him by the back of his jacket and pulledhim back, twisted him around, slammed him into the metal wall of a hut, and while hewas still trying to get his breath back from that, a giant ork fist pounded into his stomachand Lorenzo coughed up blood and felt his legs giving way.

He managed to block another axe thrust with his las-gun—the last time it would savehim. The blade embedded itself in the gun’s furniture, and came free with a cracking anda splintering and a last sullen fizz of energy. Lorenzo found an ork snout with hisbayonet, drawing blood and making the creature squeal and fall back, but then he let thegun go and it was just him and his Catachan fang, and he knew that at best he’d be able tokill one more ork before they killed him.

He focused on doing just that. He picked his target, pushed himself away from the wallbehind him, ducked beneath a pair of flailing green arms. He locked himself into a deadlyembrace with the luckless ork, denying it the chance to swing its axe or raise its gun. Heburied his knife in its stomach, twisted it, cutting through the ork’s guts, feeling its bloodspilling out, soaking into his own clothes, at the same time, its fingers closed around hisneck, cutting off his oxygen, fading his surroundings to black. A deadly dance fromwhich neither partner would ever break.

Lorenzo wasn’t sure at first if the pops and cracks he could hear as if from the end of along tunnel were those of his own bones breaking—but the orks were reeling inconfusion again, and the grip on his throat was loosened, and he thought he could see alithe, dark-haired figure hurling grenades from the roof of a nearby hut, although hemight have imagined it.


He raised his fang to make the most of his reprieve, thinking he might claim another orklife, but the world was still darkening and the commands from his brain didn’t seem to bereaching his muscles… and now Lorenzo was sliding to the ground, falling in slow-motion but still too fast to put out a hand to save himself. He was lying facedown, and hisback was showered first with hot shrapnel and then an ork body landed on top of him,hiding him, and he just lay there, clinging to consciousness, his face sticky with blood buthe didn’t know whose.

A long time after that, it seemed, Lorenzo heard the orks moving away from him. Theywere turning their attention to a new enemy, leaving him for dead, and he couldn’t havesaid for certain that they were so wrong. It was only after a long minute had passed andhe was still breathing, his heart still beating and his head clearing as his lungs heavedprecious oxygen into his bloodstream, that he knew he would fight on. Only then thatLorenzo breathed a grateful prayer to the God-Emperor for sparing his life, until herecovered his wits and realised he ought to thank Sly Marbo instead.

He didn’t know why Marbo had chosen to save him, above the others. Maybe he’d justbeen lucky—in the right place at the right time. Knowing Marbo, it was possible he’dbeen on that roof all night, waiting for his moment. Whatever the reason, Lorenzo wasdetermined to return the favour, or to pass it on.

Marbo, he decided, had the right idea. Find high ground.

He pulled himself up onto the roof of the nearest hut, finding plenty of handholds in theold, pitted metal but almost falling as his muscles protested at being put to so much effortso soon. He’d half-expected to find Marbo up there, but he had moved on, of course.Lorenzo lowered himself onto his stomach, and craned his neck to see over the edge ofthe building without being seen in return.

Much of the fighting had now moved out of the encampment. The Catachans had drawntheir more numerous foes into the jungle environment they knew best, though with theacid swamp at their backs they had precious little room to manoeuvre. From here,Lorenzo couldn’t see any of his camouflaged comrades—but he guessed, by the positionsof the orks, that they’d separated along the perimeter line, making themselves harder tofind. The orks, in turn, seemed to be everywhere, shaking trees, firing into bushes, doingeverything they could to beat their foes out of hiding.

There were more of them, of course, among the buildings, searching for the long-gone

Marbo, liable to find Lorenzo instead.

His eyes alighted upon one building in particular: a small metal structure, built with alittle more care than most, no windows cut into its walls, its door secured by thick chains.Ammo store, he guessed. He strained to reach his backpack, unfastened it, and rummagedout the two demolition charges with which he’d been equipped. They weren’t really forcombat use—the Catachans employed them to clear hard-going areas of the jungle when


they were in a hurry and stealth wasn’t such an issue—but they were just what he needed

now.



The first charge landed with a plop beside the chained door, when no orks were lookingthat way. Lorenzo set the second to detonate only two seconds after, and he felt his palmsweating as he held the cold sphere in his hand, counting down.

He let the second charge go even as the first explosion shook the buildings around him.By the time its vibrations overtook him, he was running, but they made him mistime hisleap to the next hut across. Lorenzo pedalled empty air, desperate to propel himself thatvital centimetre further, and somehow he caught the protruding edge of the roof as itpassed him, and almost yanked his fingers out of their sockets as they caught his fallingweight.

There were two orks below him, and they turned their guns upwards. Before they couldsqueeze their triggers, they were knocked off their feet—and Lorenzo felt itsimultaneously: a furious Shockwave of heat and sound, like a hurricane raging aroundhim, in which it was all he could do to grit his teeth and maintain his hold on the parapetwhile his back was peppered with debris.

The hurricane lessened, and he strained and pulled himself up, attaining his new perch atlast. He rolled onto his back, breathless, but raised himself on his elbows because hecouldn’t resist the chance to inspect his handiwork.

It looked like the sky was on fire. The building he had just leapt from had collapsed,along with several others, and Lorenzo could see the burning, smoking hole where theammo store had been. Evidently, he’d guessed right about its contents. His first chargehad blown off the door, the second must have bounced neatly through the resultingaperture. Its detonation had sparked a chain reaction, just as he had planned. The sturdywalls had absorbed much of it before they had given, else he would have been dead. Tohis satisfaction, several orks—presumably reacting to the first explosion, too late to stopthe second—had perished, their burnt corpses twitching and steaming in the midst of thedevastation.

Dozens more orks were turning from the jungle, streaming back into the camp, lookingfor the enemy that had penetrated their home. Lorenzo couldn’t have hoped for a biggerdistraction—and it had certainly been well timed for at least one Jungle Fighter. He saw ablur of activity, heard the howls of stricken orks, and then Muldoon came streaking out ofthe foliage, his lasgun firing. From this distance, Lorenzo couldn’t see what hadhappened, but he could guess. One of Muldoon’s favourite tricks: he would gather up acluster of deadly creepers, secrete himself in a tree and, when the enemy got too close, letthe creepers go. Lorenzo could see orks dancing and twisting as they fought todisentangle themselves, as the creepers stung them and burst their poisonous pustules intheir grotesque faces.


But he was exposed now, left with nowhere to run but out into the open where his paintedskin couldn’t camouflage him. Like Lorenzo before him, he raced for the shelter of theork huts, miraculously untouched by a hail of bullets—but one great brute of an ork hadavoided his trap, and it came charging after him, and cannoned into him from behind.

Lorenzo was on his way before Muldoon hit the ground. He leapt onto the sloping roof ofthe next hut, almost lost his footing on its slick surface, righted himself and jumpedagain. His fingers hovered over his bandolier, over the pockets that held his frag grenades—but unless more orks moved in, unless they formed a living shield between Lorenzoand Muldoon as they had between him and Marbo, a grenade could do more harm thangood. His lasgun was gone. That left him with his knife.

He launched himself from the last roof, at the ork’s broad back, and he let out a cry—enough for it to hear him coming and half-turn its head, not soon enough for it to bringaround its gun and pick him off in midair. Enough for it to take its eyes off Muldoon for amoment. The ork jerked backwards, easing its weight off its fallen prey, as Lorenzo’sfang sliced down between its shoulder blades—and in that same moment, Muldoon drovehis night reaper up into the ork’s throat.

The ork took a long, long second to die—but at last it toppled like a felled tree, andLorenzo fancied he could feel the ground shaking with the impact of its heavy corpse. Orwith something else…

Something was coming. Something big. Lorenzo didn’t have to look, didn’t have to wastethe half-second it would take him, to know it was bad, that they had to take cover. But

Muldoon was slowed, having trouble standing, and Lorenzo saw that his head was cut,his eyes glazed over. Concussion.

He reached out a hand, and Muldoon laughed giddily as he took it, as Lorenzo hauledhim to his feet. “Looks like… like I owe you my life,” he giggled. Then, suddenlyearnest, he gripped Lorenzo by the arms and stared into his eyes as if he had the mostimportant information in the Imperium to impart. “Hey, Lorenzo, you noticed? Thereisn’t… isn’t half as many of the greenskins as Greiss said there’d be. Thirty… thirty toone, my eye! More like ten to one. And we can take down ten orks apiece, right? Hell, Imust’ve killed five already.”

That noise was getting closer… The rumbling of an engine. Lorenzo looked now, and hesaw it—saw its piercing light first, through the drifting smoke of the battlefield, and thenthe shape of the behemoth behind it.

It was black, daubed with crude paintings of human skulls and bones—ramshackle inappearance, but bristling with armour plating and weapons. Lorenzo had seen vehicleslike this before. It was the ork equivalent of a tank—a battlewagon, they called it—manned by a greenskin mob. They howled and strained forward on the back of thisunnatural beast as they saw their two exposed foes. The pilot trained the vehicle’ssearchlight upon the Catachans, and wrestled its great wheels around.


Muldoon’s mood had changed again, and suddenly he looked distant and extremely pale,apart from the livid red gash across his head. “Trouble is,” he said to himself in a hollowvoice, “they got Brains. I saw him go down. So, we have to take out a few more orkseach to make up his share.”

Lorenzo couldn’t allow himself to react to this news. There would be time for mourningthe dead later, when the act of so doing wouldn’t add to their numbers.

The battlewagon had two guns, like eyes on stalks protruding before it. The one on theright flared, and Lorenzo pushed Muldoon aside as a shell whistled by and thumped intothe dirt, and filled the world with light and sound again. His comrade sagged in his armslike a dead weight, and Lorenzo slapped him across the face, hoping to shock him back toalertness. More gunfire—the right-hand gun again—but the searchlight had lost its targetsand the smoke from the first impact was swirling around them and ork weapons, mostlylashed together from spare parts, were notoriously unreliable anyway. Still, the impactalmost knocked Lorenzo off his feet.



Muldoon blinked as blood seeped into his eye, and coughed as smoke crept into histhroat. Lorenzo tried to drag him toward the huts, but there came another explosion fromthat direction and they were thrown back, back into the open, and the searchlight hadrediscovered them and there were more orks coming, silhouettes through the haze, fromthe encampment, from the jungle.

Muldoon was pressing his lasgun into Lorenzo’s hands, saying, “Here—you can makebetter use of this than I can.”

“What… what are you—?”

He wouldn’t have had to finish the question, even had the smoke not robbed him ofspeech. He could see the answer. Muldoon was rummaging in his bandolier, finding ademolition charge with each hand—and although Lorenzo’s first instinct was to stop him,to save him, he held himself back because his comrade was grinning at him now. “Yousaved my life. That makes it my turn. And besides, I count nine greenskins on that tank.Add them to the other five, and that’s my share and a few for Brains to boot.” Lookinginto his comrade’s ashen face, Lorenzo saw the pain he was holding at arm’s length, thedarkness lurking at the edges of his eyes, and he knew then as Muldoon surely did thatthis was how it had to be.



Then he was gone, tearing himself from Lorenzo’s grip before he could think of a wordto say. He was racing into the light—and before the orks knew what was happening, hewas too close for them to train their gun upon him, but not too close for them to bringtheir other weapon—the one on the left—to bear…

It was a flamethrower. That explained what this single wagon was doing out here,thought Lorenzo, why the orks had assembled it in the depths of a jungle that would onlyimpede it: they’d been using it for clearance operations. A fierce jet of flame licked


around Muldoon now, and although he seemed to avoid the worst of it, and thoughLorenzo’s vision was obscured by smoke and by the battlewagon’s glaring light, he wascertain that Muldoon had been winged, that he’d been burnt, and yet like the relentlessorks themselves he kept going.

He vaulted over the guns onto the front of the tank, planting his feet and his fists into thefaces of the orks at the triggers. Those behind saw the threat to them and, snarling, drewtheir own guns, and one of them leapt at him but he turned its momentum and its weightagainst it, and threw it over his shoulder and off the moving vehicle. The others fired, andMuldoon’s body twitched and jerked as their bullets ripped into him, and Lorenzo fearedthat he too would fall and die in a splatter of mud and blood, but he was climbing—climbing onto the back of the battlewagon as if animated by willpower alone, and he fellinto the midst of the ork mob and they leapt upon him and tore him apart, but by then hisfinal goal had been achieved.

The charges blew the battlewagon apart from the inside, and eight orks died screaming.

By that time, Lorenzo had replaced the depleted pack in the lasgun his comrade had givenhim, and he was firing at the shapes that loomed about him, making sure he kept moving,an impossible target amid the sensory chaos. He felt a grim sense of triumph as heclaimed his tenth kill of the night, and he thought of Sharkbait Muldoon and knew hewould have been proud.

But he also knew he was surrounded, and the orks were homing in on him now, closinghim down. They came at Lorenzo from all sides, moving in to close combat as usual,trusting in their greater strength and numbers against his greater dexterity. This time, heknew, he had no right to expect a reprieve, no Marbo to save him. He had used up all hisluck. So he dropped his gun and hurled the last of his grenades, and he thought about howbravely Muldoon had died—and Donovits too, he didn’t doubt—and he drew hisCatachan fang.

And finally, Lorenzo ran to greet his enemies, with his trusty knife in his hand and adefiant roar in his throat.


CHAPTER TWELVE



The fighting seemed to have gone on forever.

Lorenzo remembered the first tint of sunlight touching the sky, remembered how amazedhe’d been that only one night had passed because it seemed so long since he’d thought ofanything but blood and smoke and fire. Yet when he looked back on that time, much of itwas no more than a blur of sneering ork faces and knife thrusts and death. Lots of death.He thought that, at one point, he’d stood back to back with Sergeant Greiss, but hecouldn’t be sure. Once they’d moved into hand-to-hand combat, he’d had no choice butto surrender himself to his instincts. Otherwise he’d have thought about the tiredness inhis muscles and the aches from his bruises and the still-overwhelming odds against him,and he would have lain down and died. Or, worse still, he’d have thought about dying.

He could have died, and he’d probably have known nothing about it. Just wound downlike a spring, from a wound he hadn’t yet felt, and that wouldn’t have been so bad, wouldit?

Lorenzo was fighting in his sleep, muscle memory twitching his arms in response to animaginary parade of blood-crazed enemies. Somewhere in the back of his mind, hethought he must have wondered if he would ever wake up, or if he would fight thisnightmare struggle forever.

Yes, it had been a glorious battle.

And it was made all the more so by the fact that, in the end, Lorenzo felt sunlighttouching his face, and he opened his eyes and knew that he had lived.



It took him a moment to work out where he was. The light was bright, but hissurroundings seemed dim. He realised that the light was streaming through a smallwindow, to be swallowed by the dust and the dirt in here.

An ork hut. Lorenzo was lying on a makeshift bunk, really no more than a pile of junkdraped with rags, and he was swaddled in stinking furs. He was hot, burning up. Itcrossed his mind only briefly that the orks themselves might have brought him here, as ahostage. That wasn’t their style. The fact that he was here meant his small squad hadachieved the impossible. They had won. But at what price?



Lorenzo felt a stiffness in his side, and sent a tentative hand under his bulky coverings toinvestigate. His questing fingers found a hard knot of synth-skin, between the ribs in hisright side, and he winced at the sudden white hot memory of an axe blade scythingthrough his flesh. His memories were disordered, still vague, but that pain, he felt sure,was among the most recent of them. He sighed regretfully. He would have liked to befound standing, at the end.

“Hey, Lorenzo? You moving under all that lot?”

The familiar voice drew Lorenzo’s gaze to his left, to the next bunk, where lay Woods.He must have been injured too, though Lorenzo wouldn’t have known it from the cockygrin on his face. “Bout time too,” said Woods. “Been lying here awake on my own thepast couple of hours, while you’ve been snoring away. What’s the point in winning thebiggest damn scrap this squad’s ever seen if you can’t jaw about it with your buddiesafterwards, huh?”

“We… did win, then?”

Woods raised an eyebrow. “I’ll put that down to your being flak happy. Of course wewon, Lorenzo!”

“What I mean is… I heard about Brains.”

Woods pouted. “Yeah. We lost Brains. And they’re starting to give up on Sharkbait, too.

Been looking for him all morning.”

Lorenzo’s mind’s eye flashed up a picture of Muldoon racing into the light of the orkbattlewagon, and he felt a pang in his stomach. “They won’t find him,” he said numbly.Woods fixed him with an inquisitive, almost needy gaze, and Lorenzo realised that it wasup to him to tell Sharkbait Muldoon’s last story, to keep it alive. He had that honour, andthat responsibility. So he took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment as he pickedhis words, and he told it.

He emphasised how brave Muldoon had been. He mentioned the gash in his head,because it made him seem all the more heroic for having overcome such an injury—andhe exaggerated the number of orks on the wagon, that he had killed, because after all ithad been dark and there’d been so much smoke and there could have been fourteen orfifteen of them, and Lorenzo didn’t want to sell his comrade short. Woods listened to thestory with growing admiration, and when it was done he breathed in through his teeth andagreed that Sharkbait had died well. Lorenzo felt an odd sort of pride at having beenthere, at having seen something so inspiring, but most of all at knowing he’d done justiceto his fallen comrade’s memory, and somehow everything seemed a little brighter then.

“A couple of the others saw how Brains went.” Woods related in return. “There were afew of them together, and the orks were searching the jungle, and they hadn’t had time tofind a proper hiding place what with everything going to hell so fast. They say Brains let


the greenskins find him, because a couple more steps and they would’ve stumbled rightonto Wildman and maybe Bullseye. He gave his own life to buy the rest of us time.Course, he came out firing. I have to confess, sometimes I didn’t have much time for oldBrains, thought he yapped too much when he should’ve been getting on with it—but theway the others tell it, he would’ve done Marbo proud last night. Took on ten, twelve orksby his lonesome, and stayed standing long enough for the others to retrench, to startfighting back.”

“What happened?” asked Lorenzo. “What started it, I mean? We were almost there,

almost past the encampment, and then…”

“Oh yeah,” said Woods, screwing his face up into a scowl, “I almost forgot you were upfront, missed it all. I bet you can guess, though. I bet you can guess who was brainlessenough to step on an ork trap, blow himself right up.”

“Mackenzie?” Lorenzo hazarded. The disdain in Woods’ voice and expression had been

something of a giveaway.

“Mackenzie,” he confirmed. “The commissar.”

“I wouldn’t have thought even he—”

“It was the blue light. Came up on us all unexpected like. I felt it in my head for a bit—just a second—like it was scanning me, reading my mind, then it moved on.

Mackenzie… I figure what happened was, the light picked on the weakest of us.Mackenzie got up, started walking towards it like he was in a trance or something. Thesergeant tried to stop him—brought up his lasgun, told Mackenzie he’d shoot him dead ifhe took another step, though I don’t know why he cared, can’t say I’d have shed a tear ifMackenzie had gone on, if he’d sunk into the swamp and never come out again. But OldHardhead seemed to be getting through to him. Mackenzie just froze, and he was lookingat Old Hardhead, and at the blue light, all confused—and it was Bullseye, I think, whosaw the wire. Mackenzie was standing with one foot in front of it, one foot behind. God-Emperor knows how he hadn’t tripped it already. Old Hardhead, he motioned to the restof us to get back, and he kept talking to the commissar, all quiet and calm. Mackenzie, hewas listening, he could see the sergeant was making sense, but he still wanted to go tothat light, you could tell. He kept asking why he should trust any of us. He talked aboutwhat happened at the river, and he accused the sergeant of wanting him dead. I knew wewere in trouble right then, knew he’d bring the orks down on us eventually even if hedidn’t trip that wire. Old Hardhead was whispering, trying to hush the commissar, but hewas getting hysterical.”

“That’s what the light does to you,” said Lorenzo sombrely. “It plays on your hopes, yourfears. And Mackenzie was already so afraid…” He fell silent as he realised what he’dsaid. He’d admitted to a weakness, in front of Woods of all people—a soldier who, ifhe’d ever feared anything, would certainly not have confessed to it.


It didn’t seem to matter. “Makes sense,” said Woods. “I think, deep down, Mackenziemaybe wanted to believe—he wanted to be convinced—but that light was just too damnstrong for him.”

“What about Braxton?”



“Give him his due.” Woods conceded, “he tried. He crawled forward, put himself in thedanger zone, just so he could talk to Mackenzie, back up what Old Hardhead was saying.But as soon as he opened his mouth, Mackenzie, he just… it was like he freaked out goodand proper. He accused Braxton of betraying him, said he was alone now and he wasn’tgoing to listen to anyone anymore. He closed his eyes, put his hands over his ears, like hewas in pain, and he was screaming for everyone to stop talking, to leave him alone, to lethim think.



“Well, it was all over then, of course. Braxton started forward—I don’t know why, likemaybe he thought he could drag Mackenzie to safety or something—but the commissarhad made up his mind.”

“Or rather.” Lorenzo murmured, “the light had made it up for him.”

“And the rest, like Commissar Mackenzie, is history.”

“And Braxton?”

“Oh, he’s alright. Old Hardhead grabbed hold of him, pulled him back, damn near got

himself killed in the process. Now, that—that would’ve been a tragedy!”

“I shouldn’t have stopped him,” said Lorenzo. “Sharkbait. At the river. He would’vekilled Mackenzie, but I thought… I don’t know what I thought. If I’d kept quiet, if I’d lethim… Sharkbait would still be alive. And Brains.”



“Doesn’t work like that,” said Woods, with more understanding than Lorenzo would haveexpected from him. “No one made Sharkbait do anything he didn’t want to do. You madehim think, is all. He let Mackenzie off the hook for the same reason any of us would’vedone it: because when the commissar’s harness went and he grabbed for that rope and heheld on, he surprised us all. You were right, Lorenzo. You can’t deny a man a secondchance after proving himself like that.”

“Even so…”

“If the light hadn’t got Mackenzie,” said Woods, “it would’ve worked its influence onsomeone else. Braxton, maybe. Or… or… I told you, Lorenzo, I felt it in my head. I felt itcalling to me—and in that second, I think I would’ve done just about anything it told meto do.”


That sealed it. This wasn’t the Woods that Lorenzo knew. He turned to his comrade witha new anxiety prickling at him, and he said, “You never told me about yourself. How youended up… I mean, how you went on. Last night.”

“Hey, don’t worry about me,” said Woods cheerfully. “I did okay. Really. Just tiredmyself out, is all—and you know Greiss: he likes to think he’s looking after us. He said ifI didn’t come in here for a lie-down, he’d knock me out himself.”

“Right,” said Lorenzo, not quite buying it. He was just starting to realise how pale hiscomrade seemed where the daylight fell across him. Sweat beaded his brow, as if he wasfeverish—or perhaps he too was just hot in his ork furs.

“Seriously,” said Woods, “you think this looks bad, you should see the ork that did it tome. I should say, the twenty orks!” And he launched into a detailed and bloody accountof every punch he had thrown, every shot he had fired, every thrust of his devil clawagainst the ork hordes.

Lorenzo stopped listening after a time. He tuned out the words, and strained to catch thedistant, muffled sounds beyond the hut’s walls: footsteps, scraping, the odd snatch ofconversation. He felt as if he had been lying in this bed for an age, and he longed to feelfresh air on his face, to catch up with the comrades he had thought he would never seeagain. To see what fresh challenges had arisen in his absence.

He knew he should wait. He didn’t know the extent of his injuries. He didn’t feel toobadly hurt, but then his head was muzzy and he could have been in shock. He could havebeen infected. But normally, the person to tell him that—the man who ought to have beenat his bedside with his revolting herbal cures—was Brains. Lorenzo couldn’t bear to waitany longer.

Woods had fallen silent. Lorenzo realised he was asleep.

He peeled off his bed coverings and tested each of his limbs, trying his weight on them,before he levered himself to his feet. He swayed a little, and felt sickness rising in histhroat but suppressed it. Morning air breezed in through the window, and prickled hisskin like pins and needles. He crept over to Woods and put his hand to his forehead,finding it hot like a simmering pan. He located his clothes and backpack in a pile in thecorner, with Muldoon’s lasgun laid out almost reverently across them.

His jacket felt heavy and grimy against his skin, its insides caked with his own driedblood. It was only when he saw his water bottle that he realised how dry his throat was,and how cracked his lips. He gulped from the bottle greedily, and had to stop himselfbefore he emptied it. There had to be fresh water somewhere in the camp, he reasoned.The skin around his patched-up wound had evidently been cleaned. He longed for a poolto bathe in, though a bit of dirt didn’t usually bother him.


Finally, Lorenzo approached the door to the outside world—and thought it was locked atfirst, as it jammed in its frame. He put his shoulder to it, and tried to pretend that theeffort hadn’t made stars explode in front of his eyes. He stumbled out into the sunlight,unsteady and blinking, and walked straight into Sergeant Greiss.

Somewhere, there was a fire burning, and Lorenzo caught a glimpse of Myers and Stormlugging an ork corpse between them.

Then Greiss was guiding him back into the hut, telling him to take it easy in his gentlestgrowl, and Lorenzo tried to throw off his hold, tried to prove he could stand unassisted,but before he knew it he was sitting on the bunk again, just grateful that the room wasn’tspinning anymore. Greiss took Lorenzo’s head in his callused hands, peered into his eyes,and nodded, satisfied. “You’ll live.”

“We did okay—right, sergeant?”

“Yes, Lorenzo. We did okay. We did more than okay. We’ve been tossing ork bodies onthe flames all morning.” Lorenzo didn’t question that statement. He knew the Catachansdidn’t burn their enemies’ corpses for the sake of their souls. Orks were renowned fortheir regenerative properties, it was common for one thought dead to rise from a coldbattlefield in search of revenge. On Rogar III, he realised, there was even more reason totake precautions.

“Sergeant!” Lorenzo’s fellow patient was awake again. Lorenzo found himselfwondering if Woods’ voice had sounded so weak, so subdued, the last time he hadspoken. Perhaps it had, and he just hadn’t noticed. “Lorenzo tell you about Sharkbait?”asked Woods. Greiss replied that he hadn’t, and Woods repeated the story as the sergeantlistened patiently. This time, there were twenty orks on the battlewagon, and Muldoonhad to hack his way through four more to reach it, but Lorenzo didn’t bother to correctthe details. Woods’ version made a better story, and Muldoon deserved his glory.

“We ready to move out yet, sergeant?” asked Woods, when the story was told.

“Not yet, Hotshot,” said Sergeant Greiss. “Still cleaning up behind ourselves. We’vetaken apart all the comms we can find, but you can bet a few gretchin would’ve made arun for it when they realised they were beaten.”

Woods grimaced. “Sooner or later, they’ll find more greenskins, and then the wholeplanet will know we’re here.”

“If we’re lucky,” said Greiss, “the orks won’t put two and two together in a hurry. For all

they know, this camp could’ve been our target all along.”

“Yeah, “specially when they hear about the attacks on their other camps.”


“But they’ll know we’re closing in on their warboss—whether they believe we know it ornot—and if Big Green has half the brains Mackenzie reckoned he had, he’ll be doublinghis personal guard about now. Our dear, departed commissar just made getting to ourtarget about ten times harder than it ever was.”

“I thought as much,” said Woods. “But, we just came through against thirty-to-one odds.

Shouldn’t think there’s a whole lot can stop us now, yeah?”

“Funny thing about that.” Greiss growled. “There aren’t half as many dead orks aboutthese parts as there ought to be. I think we got lucky, Hotshot. I think our job was halfdone before we got here.”

“You think Rogar’s been as hard on them as it’s been on us?”

“About the size of it, yes.”

“Now you’re wondering what happened to the orks it killed. And how long it took the

survivors to work out that any bodies they leave intact…”

Lorenzo didn’t remember lying down, but he was staring at the ceiling. He didn’tremember discarding his backpack and jacket, but he was unencumbered by them. Hehad been thinking about Dougan, or rather about the mockery this deathworld had madeof his memory. About the skeletal birds that had refused to lie down. And now, about ahundred, two hundred, dead orks, in varying stages of decay, clambering from the groundall over the planet…

“Should make for an interesting few days,” murmured Greiss.

“Nothing we can’t handle though,” said Woods, “right, sergeant?”

Lorenzo drifted into a dreamless sleep, then, and opened his eyes only once in the nextfew hours to find himself on the cot again, and Greiss in the doorway of the hut. He musthave been leaving, waking Lorenzo as he shouldered the sticking door out of its frame.But something had stopped him. He was looking at Woods, and with the sunlight behindhim casting his face into shadow, Greiss seemed weighed down by every one of histhirty-five years, older and more tired than Lorenzo had seen him before.

When next he woke, Greiss was there again, standing over him, shaking him, and fromthe quality of the light through the window he guessed it was early afternoon. “Time youdragged yourself out of that pit, trooper,” he said. “We got a lot of ground to make up ifwe still want a chance of catching the warboss by surprise. You up to it?”

“Yes, sergeant,” said Lorenzo, getting to his feet, relieved when his body didn’t make aliar of him. He still felt weak, drained, and his side hurt like hell, but his senses wereclearer now. Catachan men healed quickly. He donned his jacket and his backpack again,picked up the lasgun that he supposed was now his, and made for the door. He stopped


when he realised Greiss wasn’t following. He was sitting on the bunk Lorenzo hadvacated, staring into space, a lasgun laid across his lap. Not his own gun: that was slungunder his pack as normal. Lorenzo felt a knot forming in his stomach as he was finallyforced to face an unpleasant truth.

“What about Hotshot, sergeant? Aren’t you going to wake him?”

“In a minute,” the sergeant said.

Lorenzo looked at Woods. His skin was whiter than ever, drenched in perspiration. Hisbreathing was ragged, and his face twitched with emotions that Lorenzo had never seenwrit there before. Every few seconds he let out a low moan, almost a whimper. Heseemed to be having the mother of all nightmares. The young trooper looked surprisingly,awfully small.

“Is he…?” Lorenzo ventured.

“Hotshot managed to find a sniping position,” said Greiss, “up a tree. He was cuttingdown those greenskins like dummies on a shooting range. But one of ’em got lucky—happened to be looking the right way when an explosion went off and the light glinted offHotshot’s lasgun. He couldn’t get down in time. The orks surrounded him, started firingup into the branches. Hotshot took a bullet in the leg, was grazed by two more, butnothing critical, he knew how to make himself small, use his backpack and the tree trunkto protect himself—and with his camouflage and all, the greenskins didn’t know wherethey were aiming. Hotshot was firing at ’em, dropping grenades on their heads—hemust’ve taken out a dozen or more. But you know what orks are like. They don’t give upeasy. They were swarming up that tree, and Hotshot was shooting and slashing down at’em, but even he couldn’t stay put forever. He made a jump for it, sailed right over theirheads.” There had been a touch of admiration in Old Hardhead’s voice, but now it faded,and his shoulders slumped. Lorenzo knew how fond he had always been of Woods.

“He didn’t make it.”

“If it hadn’t been for that damn slug in his leg…” Greiss was silent for a moment, thenwith pride in his voice, he continued, “He kept fighting. Even though he’d shattered hisspine, he was on the ground, and the orks were piling onto him… I should’ve got theresooner.”

“No, sergeant!” Lorenzo protested automatically.

“Don’t give me that,” Greiss growled. “If any of us had to end his days a cripple, better itbe an old warhorse with no fight left in him. Better it be someone who’s had his day,whose story’s been told.”

Lorenzo was still digesting the full import of what Greiss was saying. “…end his days acripple…” They were on a stealth mission, without backup, unable to vox for an airlift—


and even if they could get Woods back to an Imperium facility, it would certainly havebeen the last thing he wanted. It was unlikely a medic could do much for him. The onlyperson who could save him now from a fate worse than death was Greiss. Lorenzo’s gazestrayed to the spare lasgun on the sergeant’s knee.

“He’ll be remembered,” was all he could think of to say. It seemed to cheer Greiss up a

little.



Then there was an awkward silence as Lorenzo realised there was nothing more he couldsay, and eventually turned to the door again.

The last thing he saw as he left that hut, as he left another comrade behind forever, wasGreiss leaning over Woods, shaking him gently awake, telling him it was time andpressing the lasgun into his hands. And Woods’ smile—not afraid, but relieved. Grateful,

even.



Just one of those things. Lorenzo had learned to accept it. He walked away from the hut,and ignored the part of him that wanted to break into a run, to get away from there beforehe had to hear…

He thought about his promise: “He’ll be remembered.” He walked, and waited. Andthought about his comrade, relating his last story, and he wished he’d known, wishedhe’d been more attentive. He thought about the dangers that still lay ahead, all hisdepleted squad still had to do, and he told himself they’d come through somehow.

Lorenzo pretended not to hear the dark voice in the back of his head. The voice that said:Yes, Hotshot Woods will he remembered. Sharkbait Muldoon will be remembered. Theywill all be remembered.



But for how long?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



The rain came early in the evening.

The Jungle Fighters had seen the clouds, felt the cool, fresh breeze that presaged theoutburst—but the speed and ferocity with which it broke defied their expectations.

The rain was acidic. Guardsman Braxton winced as the first drop splashed off his cheek,and Lorenzo threw a hand to his neck as the skin there began to smart. The acid,fortunately, wasn’t strong, not like that from the spitter plants—but with prolongedexposure, it could do as much damage.

They found some shelter beneath the spreading branches of a huge tree. Lorenzo listenedas the rain beat down on its roof of leaves, and he looked gloomily at the cascade ofredirected liquid like a waterfall around him. He wondered how long it would be beforethe leaves were burnt through, and he couldn’t help but feel that even this downpour wasdeliberate. It was as if the planet was so determined to destroy them that it wouldsacrifice a part of itself.

They debated the wisdom of turning back, of scavenging sheets of metal from the orkcamp, but Greiss in particular was reluctant to lose ground. “Aside from which,” hegrowled, casting a wary glance back over his shoulder, “we don’t know what might bebehind us.” They all knew what he meant. Ever since they had set off, they had all beenaware of ghosts dogging their footsteps again.

It had been inevitable, of course. Still, Lorenzo had hoped for at least some respite. Hewasn’t the only one of the six remaining men in his squad—half their originalcomplement—to have been injured in the previous night’s battle, nor to feel profoundlytired. Armstrong’s left arm was useless, the nerve tendons in his shoulder severed by anork axe, and Braxton hadn’t said a word all afternoon and looked like he could drop atany moment. Their lasguns were low on energy, too, Myers wore a belt of strung-together power packs, letting the dwindling sunlight do what it could to recharge themuntil they could build a fire to do the job properly. But the nature of their mission—andGreiss, now firmly back in command—had required they press on, and not one of thosesix men was prepared to admit defeat.

Their map had been incinerated along with Mackenzie, but Armstrong knew where theywere and was sure he could remember the location of the warboss’ lair from the briefing.He could get them close, at least.


They broke out the alkaline powders from their backpacks, rubbed them into theirexposed skin and hair. As they worked, the ghosts began to gather, in the corners of theirvision. This time, they had attracted more than one stalker. Many more. And thesecreatures, it seemed, were trying less hard to conceal their presence.

Or maybe it was just that they were bigger and clumsier than Dougan, less able to hide.Ork corpses, as the Jungle Fighters had anticipated. This close, there was no denying thestink of death that rose from them, it had been wafting past Lorenzo’s nostrils for the pastfew hours, whenever the breeze was right. Some of these orks had been dead weeks ormonths, but now they were a part of the planet itself, cocooned in its substance andanimated by its mysterious energy.

It had taken six Jungle Fighters to send one monster into retreat. A smaller monster. Six

Jungle Fighters, relatively refreshed and ready for battle.

For now, the zombies seemed content to keep their distance, to watch. Greiss moved hissquad on quickly anyway, worried that if they stayed put too long they might besurrounded. They moved through the rain at a faster-than-normal pace, with their packsover their heads, hugging the trees. Fortunately, they knew enough about Rogar now toavoid its more obvious traps—though Lorenzo remembered what Donovits had saidabout this world’s rapid evolution, and he eyed even the safest-looking flowers withsuspicion.

He twitched at another rustle from the foliage. It was closer than usual, to the left of thesquad rather than behind them. He brought his lasgun around but didn’t dare fire lest hestart something they couldn’t finish. Another ork shape was clearly outlined, watchinghim with unblinking eyes, one of which had slid half out of its socket on a slagheap ofdried blood. As Lorenzo watched, it withdrew and sank silently into the ground.

“They’re watching us,” he announced. “We’ve survived everything else Rogar has to

throw at us, so it’s got its zombies watching us, looking for a weakness.”

“I’d almost rather they made their move,” murmured Braxton, “and got it over with.”

“Careful what you wish for.” Storm cautioned him grimly.

“When you people first arrived,” said Braxton, “and you were talking about Rogar like itwas a—I don’t know – a living thing, an enemy, like an ork or something, I didn’tknow… I mean, I’m starting to see it now. I’m starting to feel like this planet is alive, likeit’s intelligent, like it really wants us dead.” He sounded as if he wanted somebody tocontradict him. No one did.



The jungle had started to close in again. Greiss had sent Myers and Storm ahead to clearthe way, and the squad’s pace had dropped to a crawl.


And the ghosts were gathering at their backs.

“Maybe we should send a few las-shots their way,” suggested Armstrong, worriedly,hefting his gun in his good hand as if to reassure himself he could still operate it.“Discourage them a little.”

“Don’t know if it’d work,” murmured Greiss.

“Hotshot fired at…” Lorenzo began, then was unable to say Dougan’s name, “…the first

one. It didn’t seem to react at all.”

“They don’t feel pain,” said Greiss. “You remember what Brains said. We’ve got to stopthinking of these things as living creatures. They’re less than that—less than orks, even.They don’t have hearts—or if they do, they sure aren’t beating anymore. No internalorgans, no nerves, no pressure points, and I doubt their brains are getting much use.They’re plants, no more than that. Part of the jungle—the planet itself—just wrappedaround the remains of the dead.”



Lorenzo stole a quick look at the collecting shadows, searching for one that was shorterand thinner than the others, hoping he wouldn’t find it. If the God-Emperor had anyinfluence at all here, so far from his Golden Throne, he would see to it that Dougan couldrest in peace.

“Then we deal with them like we would any hostile plant,” reasoned Armstrong.

“Can’t tear ’em up by the roots,” growled Greiss. “They’re up and walking about

already.”

“Shred ’em?” suggested Storm, his fingers twitching over his knife hilt.

“Take too long with the knives,” said Greiss. “Way I’m thinking, those things will keep

going till you get to the skeleton and can take it apart.”

“We’ve got to do something,” said Braxton, “before they attack!”

“Boy’s right,” said Armstrong. “We need a show of strength, give them something to

think about. If they can think, that is.”

“If they can’t,” muttered Myers, “looks like something does it for them.”

“How much ordnance do we have left between us?” asked Lorenzo.

“Couple of shredder mines,” offered Storm.

“Still got my demolition charges,” said Myers.


“Save ’em,” said Greiss, with a gleam in his eye, “for a special occasion. I got a better

idea.” He and Armstrong spoke as one: “Burn “em!”



Lorenzo and Braxton took over clearance duty as Myers and Storm assembled the flameragain. Greiss wielded it himself, straining under the weight of the device as he lugged it afew steps closer to the watching zombies. Then he pulled the trigger, and simultaneouslyswept the flamer around in a wide arc.

It was like a dozen explosions had gone off at once, plants and trees erupting as if they’djust combusted from within. The zombies—those Lorenzo could see—they were burningtoo, starting with the parts of them that were the most flammable: the clumps of weedsand grass embedded in their bodies. They reeled in apparent confusion, their armspumping in futile slow-motion, patting themselves down, trying to extinguish themselves,succeeding only in setting fire to their hands or bumping into each other and spreadingthe flames to their comrades.

Lorenzo was amazed at the severity of the reaction, until he remembered that Rogar IIIhad felt fire before—from the Jungle Fighters’ small campfire of two nights ago to theall-out attempts by humans and orks alike at deforestation. It knew what fire could do toit, and—Lorenzo knew this didn’t make sense, but he was suddenly sure of it, more surethan he’d been of anything his instincts had told him of late—it was afraid of it. Thedeathworld itself was afraid, and in its fear, it chose to attack the creatures that had hurt itso much, while it still had the means to do so. And it sent its soldiers forward…

The Jungle Fighters drew their lasguns as six flaming zombies—those that could stillwalk—came stumbling towards them, trailing smoke, like a small army of infernaldaemons. They let off a fusillade of shots, to no effect, and Greiss sent another blast offire the zombies’ way in the hope of hastening their demise, before abandoning theflamer and leaping aside, not an instant too soon. A zombie hurled itself at him, and hitthe ground where Greiss had been, setting light to the undergrowth. It tried to stand again,but scorched earth was sloughing from it like dead skin, withering to ash, and the bonesof its purloined skeleton were beginning to show through and it could no longer lift itsown weight.

The rest of the squad dropped their packs and tried to scatter, but they couldn’t go far,confined to the narrowed corridor their knives had cleared. The same couldn’t be said ofthe zombies: their movements were slow and awkward but unhampered, the foliage itselfseeming to part for them. They separated too, each choosing a target. Lorenzo foundhimself side by side with Braxton, both trying to press themselves back into the jungle,thorns tearing at their jackets and their hair, nettles stinging their hands, as two flamingzombies homed in on them.

He heard a yell, “Aim for their kneecaps!” and he followed Armstrong’s suggestion andtried to shoot the nearest zombie’s leg out from under it. He got in four shots before it


was upon him. It raised a ponderous fist, and Lorenzo wasn’t sure who its target was—him or Braxton—but then the fist came down towards him, and he ducked, and he tried toscramble past the zombie’s leg, but his hand recoiled from a flaming footprint in thegrass. The zombie swung around to follow him but a bone snapped, and its leg buckled,and Lorenzo knew his las-shots had done some good after all.

The zombie was falling—but it managed to turn its fall into a lunge, and Lorenzocouldn’t get out of the way in time as the creature, now little more than a burningskeleton, plummeted towards him. For an instant, he was staring into its hollow eyesockets—piggy ork eye sockets—and they seemed to be mocking him. A tusked mouthgaped in a rictus grin. Lorenzo brought up a foot, planted it in the zombie’s stomach andtried to fling it over him. It fell apart with the impact of his boot, and though the bulk ofits mass passed safely over his head, Lorenzo was showered with bones and mud andburning leaves.

He rolled, to put out any flames that may have taken hold of his clothing. Then he sprangto his feet, lasgun in hand, to find that the other zombies had suffered the same fate ashis. The combination of flames and las-fire had destroyed their cohesion, and they werecollapsing at the feet of the relieved Jungle Fighters. Two skeletons were relatively intact,and as Lorenzo watched they were drawn into the ground. Storm reached one before itcould vanish, and drove his gun butt into its spine, breaking it. The other—the skeleton ofthe monster that had attacked Greiss—escaped.

The Jungle Fighters relaxed and regrouped in the sudden silence, dozens of small firesflickering around them until the rain extinguished them.

“Think that’s the last we’ll see of them, sergeant?” asked Myers.

“I hope so, Bullseye,” growled Greiss. He cast a disparaging eye over the discardedflamer. “Because this thing’s just about on empty.” Myers and Storm packed up thedevice anyway, in case they were being watched—although for the first time in two days,none of the Catachans felt as if they were.

“There were more of those things out there.” Armstrong pointed out to Greiss. “You onlyburnt the front ranks of them. There were at least a dozen more behind—they escapedinto the ground when they saw the flames.”

“Not to mention all the other orks that must’ve died on Rogar these past few years,” said

Lorenzo.



“And Guardsmen,” said Braxton quietly.

Greiss nodded. He knew.

“Do you think they can move underground, sergeant?” Braxton asked. “Or will they have

to resurface where they went down?”


“I don’t know,” said Greiss. “What’re you thinking?”

“That it might be the right occasion to break out those mines.”

Greiss studied Braxton for a moment, then a grin tugged at his lips. “I like the way youthink, Guardsman. Right, troopers, all the shredders you have, hand ’em over. Patch,you’re with me. You saw where some of them walking corpses disappeared, right? Well,the next time they try climbing out of their graves, they’ll have a nasty shock waiting for’em. Lorenzo, Braxton, you get back to clearing the way. Once these babies are laid,we’re going to want to get out of here real quick.”

“Yes, sergeant,” said Lorenzo.

Greiss had half-turned away when a thought occurred to him and he looked back atBraxton. “Let me see your knife,” he demanded. Braxton showed him the small, bluntblade he had been using, and Greiss expressed his contempt for what he called an“Imperial pig-sticker”.

Lorenzo had noticed that he had been wearing two knives today, and he’d guessed wherethe second had come from. Still, he felt his eyes widening as the sergeant drew Woods’devil claw—at over a metre long, more a sword than a knife—and handed it to theValidian. “Here,” he granted, “you should find it easier going with this. It’s only a loan,mind.”



Braxton accepted the claw, and turned it over in his hands. He admired its well-honededge, and gauged how light and well balanced it was thanks to its hollow blade, half-filled with mercury. “Yes, sergeant,” he said, in a voice full of awe.



“I can see now why you think so much of him,” said the Validian, when he and Lorenzowere alone together. Greiss and Armstrong were still some way behind, laying mines, andMyers and Storm had taken this opportunity—while their progress was impeded—to fallback and hunt jungle lizards and anything else they deemed edible. Lorenzo and Braxtonwere left with the repetitive and wearying work of swinging their knives, forging ahead—though Lorenzo had to admit, it was going a lot faster now that Braxton was properlyequipped.

“Who?” he asked.

“Sergeant Greiss.”

“Of course we do. He wouldn’t have that rank if he hadn’t earned the respect of all of

us.”


“I didn’t realise. At first, he seemed—I don’t know—surly, I guess. Distant.

Disapproving.”

“If you’re looking for a soft approach,” said Lorenzo, “I’m afraid Catachan doesn’t breed

’em like that.”



“I guess not. But now I’ve seen Greiss in action—the way he leads from the front, keepsthis squad together, keeps us focused on the mission. And the way he… I mean, he reallydoes care about his troopers, even if he doesn’t always…”

“He’d give his life for us,” said Lorenzo simply, “as we would for him. Your point is?”

“I’m used to sergeants who do things by the book, that’s all. Same with the commissar. If

Mackenzie had survived, if he could see Greiss now…”

“If he’d been willing to look,” said Lorenzo pointedly.

“Yes. I just think, Mackenzie, he was like most of us. We don’t know till we see forourselves. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you, for Greiss, for all of you,being brought up on a world like this. A deathworld. But I’m starting to understand, andMackenzie—I think he would have understood too, in time.”

“You don’t think he’d have filed his complaint against Old Hardhead? You don’t think

he’d have had him shot?”

“We’ll never know,” said the Validian. “Best thing, I think, is to let it lie. I certainly

won’t be saying a thing.”

Lorenzo was about to agree when he spotted something. A triangle. Silver. He couldeasily have mistaken it for an exotic leaf, lying flat against a branch, had the pattern notconnected with something in his memory. A warning. Braxton’s knife hand was movingtowards it, and Lorenzo batted it away even before his conscious mind remembered whatthe pattern represented. The triangle wrinkled, as a snake head jerked out from beneath itand made a stab at where the hand had just been.

“I think we should both talk less,” said Lorenzo, “and pay more attention to where we’re

going.”

Braxton nodded. But it wasn’t long before he spoke up again. “I just wondered,” he said,“if I should say something. To the others. Let them know. That they can trust me, Imean.”

Lorenzo smiled tightly. “They know. Old Hardhead in particular.” He indicated the devilclaw in Braxton’s hand. “Trust me, he knows.”



Then Greiss and Armstrong came pelting towards them, sweeping Myers and Stormalong in their wake.

They had barely come to a halt when a series of explosions from behind them rattled theground and shook leaves from their branches. The trap had been sprung. Greiss’ cruelgrin exposed his teeth and flared his nostrils. They all waited for a minute, listening forthe shuffling footsteps of zombies, squinting through the rain for the shape of an ork, butthere was nothing.

And, a few minutes after that, Braxton found a trap. A snare in the undergrowth, ready totighten about the ankle of an unwary traveller and hoist him into the trees. A sign,Lorenzo agreed when the Validian pointed it out to him, that orks had been here. Craftyorks. Then he inspected the snare more closely. It was fashioned from creepers—but, farthan having been knotted together by hand, it seemed to have grown into its unnaturalshape.

“Rogar’s still learning,” he murmured as Braxton used his devil claw to slice through the

snare. “It’s learning from us.”



They forged on well into the night, making up for their late start, until Lorenzo’s bodywanted nothing more than to shut down. He’d been running on adrenaline, but now eventhis was spent. The acid rain hadn’t let up, and despite his precautions Lorenzo’s face andneck were red raw. The wound in his side felt like it was ablaze. He had begun to wonderif Sergeant Greiss would ever call a halt to this torture, though of course he would neverhave complained.

At last, Greiss accepted that even his squad needed rest. He warned, however, that theydidn’t have much time. He intended to move out early in the morning—and until then,the Jungle Fighters would have to keep watch in three shifts of two in case the blue lightreturned.

For the first time, Lorenzo didn’t volunteer for first watch. Greiss detailed Myers andStorm to that duty, and Lorenzo was grateful to be placed on the third and final watchwith Armstrong, possibly in deference to the fact that both were wounded. Only as theyset up camp—positioning their plastic sheeting not to collect water tonight but to deflectthe rain—did he realise how tired the sergeant himself looked.

They built the biggest, hottest fire they could, despite the risk that it might be seen. Theydid it to spite what they now saw to be their real enemy: Rogar III.

Lorenzo was asleep almost before his head touched the ground. But it seemed like hiseyes had only been closed a minute when the shouting began.


He thought he was dreaming again, at first. That dream from the previous night, beforethe ork camp, when dead comrades had pulled him down into the earth to join them. Onlythis time it was real, and it was the earth itself that pulled at him. Lorenzo was alreadyhalf-buried, he tried to stand, to tear himself free, but he couldn’t gain leverage and thepull of the earth only increased.

Quicksand? He was sinking, though the ground had been perfectly firm when he had laindown on it. He fought the urge to lash out, because he knew he would only go downfaster. Somebody was shouting his name, yelling at him to wake, and the rain was stilldrumming on the plastic sheets above his head, searing them brown.

This was worse than quicksand. Lorenzo knew how to deal with quicksand, knew howhard it was to actually drown in it, but this—this was Rogar III itself, grasping at him,drawing him to its heart. His first instinct was to unsheathe his Catachan fang, though hehad no use for it yet, because if his legs went under he didn’t want to lose it with them.

With a supreme effort, he raised his head. The whole campsite was a quagmire.

Armstrong and Myers had been caught sleeping too, and were being sucked under. Greissand Braxton were standing but buried up to their knees, it must have been their watchwhen the planet had struck. It was Braxton who had shouted, presumably unable to seefrom where he was that Lorenzo had already woken. There was no sign of the campfire:it must have been pulled under and smothered.

Storm was doing better than any of them. He was on his hands and knees in the mud, butpulling himself along with his powerful muscles, almost swimming, his teeth clenched,face red with exertion, until he came to the edge of the Catachans’ small clearing and hisflailing hand caught a tree branch. He had something to hold on to now, and he couldbegin to haul himself upright.

Lorenzo was determined to follow Storm’s example. But suddenly, the earth beside himseemed to explode, and he recoiled and sank a little further as a figure erupted frombeneath it. A large, hunched figure with tusks protruding through a matted layer of plantsand dirt. An ork zombie.

And there were more of them, bursting from the ground all across the clearing,outnumbering the Jungle Fighters and surrounding them. In contrast to their flounderingtargets, they waded easily through the mud, their ponderous gait now seeming only toofast.

The nearest zombie loomed over Lorenzo, and raised both fists above its head as itprepared to strike him dead.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Lorenzo brought up his right hand, his knife hand, to protect his head, and tried to do thesame with his left, but the earth had it. He pulled at it, and brushed something below thesurface: a familiar shape. He wrapped his fingers around it, feeling like he was squeezingcold slime until they closed around hard metal. With a gut-wrenching effort, he broughthis hand, and his lasgun, tearing out into the open and braced the weapon in both handsabove his face.



The ork zombie’s blow landed, hit the gun, and Lorenzo felt the vibrations judderingthrough his bones and thought he’d lost another lasgun, thought it would snap in two, butsomehow it remained intact. He realised that his shoulders were in the earth again, theimpact and his own efforts driving him downwards.

The zombie was preparing to strike again, and Lorenzo turned the lasgun around andpulled the trigger, but it jammed. Mud in the barrel. He could just reach the zombie’s legwith the tip of his knife, and he slashed at it, scoring a groove, but it didn’t react. Thequagmire was sucking at the back of his head, caressing his ears with cold tendrils.

He couldn’t beat the monster. The best he could hope for was to keep it from killing himlong enough for the planet to take him, to fill his nose and mouth with its substance andsuffocate him.

He couldn’t beat the monster. So he stopped fighting it.

A clump of flowers protruded, ridiculously, from the zombie’s thigh, and Lorenzostrained to reach them, trusted them to support his weight as he hauled himself up, mudslurping and sucking at him but losing the contest of strength. With both hands full,holding his lasgun, his knife and the flowers, he couldn’t defend himself against anotherdouble-fisted blow to the back of his stooped head. He took it with gritted teeth, blindedfor a moment as he almost blacked out. He felt as if his skull must have cracked. Then hefelt the flowers give way, their roots torn clean out of the zombie’s earthen flesh.

Lorenzo was falling back, and he couldn’t shift his trapped legs to steady himself, but hethrew out his arms and found the zombie’s legs, and he hugged them tightly, holding onfor his life. This had the useful side-effect of unbalancing the zombie, which reacted tooslowly, toppled, and splashed into the quagmire on its back. Lorenzo was scrabbling,clawing at its cold, wet mass, using it like a log in a river. He climbed onto it, dragging


his legs after him, he pulled himself along the zombie’s length, yanking dead leaves from

the vegetation that coated it, simultaneously trampling the zombie further down.

He hauled himself upright as the zombie’s head sank underground. He used its chest as aspringboard, pushing off it, leaping for the edge of the clearing. He landed with both feetin the mud, and was instantly buried up to the waist again, but as the top half of his bodyfell forwards, he was able to grab at a branch and, like Storm before him, use it as alifeline.

He glanced over his shoulder, to see that the zombie was thrashing about, resurfacing andbeginning to stand—and that another was heading his way. There wasn’t time to freehimself completely from Rogar’s grip. He settled instead for dragging his backside uponto the dry ground beyond the clearing, his legs still in the mud but his shoulder hookedbehind a tree, bracing him, allowing him to resist the suction force from below. Heplunged his fingers into his lasgun barrel and scooped out as much mud as he could. Thenhe dug the butt into his shoulder, aimed for the second zombie and fired. The gun whinedand let out a feeble light. The second zombie lurched closer. Lorenzo pumped the triggeragain, and on his fourth attempt, the lasgun finally coughed up dirt and struck true.

He had aimed for the knee again, it took four shots to penetrate through to the bone, andthen the oncoming creature collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, and disappearedbelow the surface.

By that time, the first zombie had somehow managed to right itself and was bearing downon him. This one took six shots, and fell less than a metre from him, hands reaching forhim. He thanked the God-Emperor for the creatures’ sluggish reflexes: if this one hadonly shifted its weight onto its good leg, it could have stayed upright long enough to wrapits fingers around his throat.

In no immediate danger now, Lorenzo took a second to scan the battlefield. Myers andArmstrong were engaged in their own struggles, each beginning to gain the upper hand—but Braxton was in trouble.

Three zombies had surrounded the Validian, overpowered him, and pushed him headlonginto the mud. His face was buried, he couldn’t breathe.

Greiss had seen what was happening, and was just finishing up with his own opponent.Astonishingly, he had whittled into it with his Catachan fang until he had exposed itsspine, which he had then seized and yanked right out of its body. He tossed the wretchedcreature’s remains aside, with a sneer, and began to wade towards Braxton, but the mudwas up to his stomach and his progress was slow.

Storm was firing in from the sidelines, and as Lorenzo watched, the first of Braxton’sattackers fell beneath his las-fire at last. Storm switched targets, and Lorenzo joined him,their shots converged on the back of the second zombie’s knee and burnt through it inseconds.


The third and final zombie swung around to greet Greiss with a hefty punch, which thegrizzled sergeant dodged. His face was level with the creature’s stomach—with itsgreater bulk, it looked like it could crush him with its thumb—but he drove the butt of hislasgun into its leg and, to Lorenzo’s amazement, shattered it. The bone must have beenold and brittle. But this zombie’s reflexes were better than most. Instead of falling, itswayed on one leg, and looked down to where its other leg hung loose, still attached to itsbody by muddy tendrils.

Then Greiss laid into it with his gun butt again, roaring like an animal, and slowly, as if itwas fighting gravity itself, the zombie fell and was gone. Greiss’ path to Braxton wasclear—but the Validian was gone now, too.

There was nothing Lorenzo could do for him, no chance of reaching him. He shifted hisattention to the zombies still standing, supporting Myers and Armstrong’s efforts with hislas-shots. But his eyes kept flicking to the patch of mud where Braxton’s head had goneunder, and he found himself holding his breath as Greiss propelled himself towards thatspot and plunged his hands into the shifting earth.

Myers was free of ork zombies, but his struggle had cost him. He was sinking fast. Stormleapt back into the quagmire, and waded to his comrade’s aid. He reached Myers andgripped him beneath the arms. He tried to drag him free, but for every two centimetresthe pair gained, the quagmire reclaimed one, and Myers was buried up to his neck now.

Lorenzo concentrated on freeing his own legs. When the planet let go, it did so suddenly,and he fell back into a bush and lost vital seconds disentangling his vest from its thorns.He raced around the edge of the quagmire, to the point at which Storm had re-entered it.He could reach him from here, by placing one foot in the mud while leaving the otherbraced behind him. He caught Storm’s reaching hand, and pulled at it with all hisstrength.

Across the clearing, to Lorenzo’s relief, Greiss pulled Braxton, coughing and spluttering,to the surface—but the effort had cost him, and now they were both treading mud, onlytheir heads visible, helpless.

Armstrong’s las-bolts despatched the final zombie, and he was in trouble now too, hewasn’t too far from the edge, but with his useless arm he had no way of reaching it.Lorenzo gritted his teeth and pulled harder, and at last Storm stumbled onto the bankbeside him, and they took one of Myers’ arms each and dragged him up after them.

Myers was trying to bring something with him. He strained and pulled, and the earthreleased its grip on his muddied backpack. Lorenzo had lost his, along with his jacket andhis bandolier. Myers was rummaging in the pack before his legs were even out of thequagmire, and Storm grinned behind his black beard as his comrade produced a rope. Hemust have woven it himself from plant roots, after they’d lost the others at the river.


Myers made the throw, of course. The end of the rope slapped into the mud a centimetreor two from Greiss’ head, but was absorbed before he could free an arm to reach for it.Both Greiss and Braxton strained to move their submerged limbs, to find their sinkinglifeline, and Braxton’s chin went under and he spluttered again as he took a mouthful ofearth. Then, a tense moment later, the Validian yelled out, “Got it!” and Myers andLorenzo pulled for all they were worth.

Storm, in the meantime, had found a branch that jutted out over Armstrong’s position. Heclimbed up to it and swarmed along it, the branch bending beneath his weight. Armstrongraised his good arm, and their fingers strained to find each other.

At last the struggle was won, and six muddy, exhausted soldiers lay on dry land andlooked mournfully at the swamp that had been their campsite, thinking of the precious kitthey had lost to its embrace, and of how much more they could have lost.

They had just three half-filled water bottles between them now, Lorenzo’s, Storm’s andArmstrong’s having gone down with their backpacks. The flamer could never beassembled again without the parts Storm had been carrying. They were just grateful thatMyers still had the power packs for their lasguns.

But Lorenzo felt most sorry for Armstrong, because his devil claw knife had beensnatched from him. The veteran Jungle Fighter looked devastated about that, far morehurt than he’d been by his shoulder injury. Braxton offered him Woods’ old devil claw,but he just shrugged the Validian away. It wasn’t the same.

“I hate to say this,” announced Greiss, “but we need to move on before we can bed down

again.”

“You think there’s anywhere safe on this damned planet?” asked Armstrong, sullenly.

“I’m gambling it takes a good while for Rogar to turn an area like this into a bog,” saidGreiss, “else why would it have waited till now? In future, we’re just going to have tomove between two or three campsites a night, grab our sleep a few hours at a time.” Theyall saw the sense in that, though it was a disheartening proposition.

In the event, they moved only a few hundred metres before Greiss gave the order to startclearing the ground again. Lorenzo and Armstrong took their watch while the othersslept. Armstrong was poor company, sitting on a tree trunk and stared at his own feet.Lorenzo, fortunately, had slept long enough to feel relatively refreshed. He hoisted theprotective plastic sheets over his comrades’ heads by himself, though shortly after he haddone so the rain subsided at last.



A few silver-backed snakes hissed in the undergrowth—but to Lorenzo’s relief, the restof the night passed without incident.


The next morning, the Jungle Fighters had an unexpected visitor.

The figure stepped out of the trees as they were making to move out—and instantly, sixlasguns were drawn and aimed at it. The figure made no threatening move, however.

Lorenzo peered at it curiously. It was humanoid in shape, about his height and build—and to an extent, it resembled one of the ork zombies, fashioned as it was from Rogar’svegetation. But this figure was wearing a jacket woven from varicoloured leaves, and abranch slung across its back where the Jungle Fighters kept their lasguns, and it evenseemed to have a face, wide-eyed and grinning, though this was just a pattern formed—accidentally?—by the twisted stalks and plants that ran through its rough, sculpted head.A thatch of straw was perched atop that head, like a mop of blond hair.

It grinned at the Jungle Fighters for a minute or more, as they watched it warily. Then thefigure let out a bizarre, inhuman noise: a series of guttural clicks and warbling vowelsounds. Then it turned, and with a clumsy, rolling gait like it might shake itself apart, itmoved away from them, in the direction they intended to go, until its path was blocked.Then it brought up an arm, jerkily, and sliced it down, then up and down again.

“What the hell is it meant to be?” breathed Myers.

“Best guess?” growled Greiss. “It’s meant to be one of us. Look at it, Bullseye!

Pretending it’s cutting its way through the jungle like we’ve been doing.”

“I think it was trying to talk.” Armstrong said. “It was trying to sound like us, imitate the

noises we make, but it doesn’t understand language.”

“You think we’re supposed to be taken in by that?” asked Lorenzo, not sure if he shouldbe amused or disturbed by the idea. “We’re supposed to think that’s one of us, let it joinus, and—then what?”

“I vote we don’t give it the chance to show us,” said Myers.

“I’ll second that,” said Greiss.

Six lasguns converged on the unlikely doppelganger—and it whirled around to face theJungle Fighters, and if Lorenzo hadn’t known better he could have sworn it seemedsurprised. Then the figure exploded.

Hidden spines shot out from its chest and mouth, like slender darts, and the JungleFighters leapt for cover, and fortunately had kept enough distance between them and thetwisted effigy to avoid being struck. Lorenzo raised his head to find a dozen spinesembedded in a tree beside him. More lay in the grass, and he noted that their needlepoints dripped with poison. Of the effigy, there was no trace at all now. It had fallenapart, returned to its constituent components and reclaimed by the jungle, and Lorenzo


couldn’t tell which of the leaves and plants that strewed the ground before them had

belonged to its mass.

The second effigy showed itself almost four hours later, just stepping out behind theJungle Fighters into the path they’d cut, greeting them with its incoherent warble. Itdidn’t last a second before it was gunned down, falling onto its back and shooting itspoisonous payload into the sky. Lorenzo had barely set eyes upon it before it was gone—but he was left with the distinct impression that this doppelganger had been moresophisticated, a far more accurate likeness of its template, than its predecessor had been.It was about then that they all felt the first tremor.



It had been a quiet day by the Jungle Fighters’ standards. They had dealt with routineattacks by jungle lizards, snakes and spitter plants, but nothing that had really challengedthem. Since the incident with the second effigy, they’d had no sense of being followed, soit seemed that—for now at least—they were safe from zombies.

As they had progressed, so too had their spirits lightened. Lorenzo had started to feel likethey had finally got the measure of this deathworld, like Rogar had run out of new waysto torment them and accepted their mastery of it. It was a good feeling. A reaffirmingfeeling. It made their sacrifices worthwhile.

They didn’t speak about the tremor. With luck, it had been an isolated incident—and themore time passed without a recurrence, the more likely this seemed.

Then, as the daylight began to die, the jungle opened up again, and they were able tosheathe their knives as their passage through it eased. Shortly thereafter, they uncoveredgretchin footprints and knew they were close to their goal. They withdrew a short way,and found a secluded spot in which they could rest for a time. The last time, they allknew, before the culmination of their mission. Find the ork warboss and take him out.They were starting to look forward to it again.

Greiss agreed to let them light a cooking fire, because the canopy was thick here and asmall amount of smoke would likely go unnoticed. Anyway, they were low on standardrations, but they did have the lizards Myers and Storm had caught, along with a fewhandfuls of Rogar’s choicest spices. Myers tasted each one before he added it to the pot,in case its nature had changed since the last batch he’d gathered. In case the planet hadbrewed up a new poison to surprise them.

They knew there was a small chance that foraging gretchin would happen upon them, soLorenzo helped Armstrong set up a few traps. Any creature that came within earshot ofthem would be strung up in a net, unable to raise an alarm.

They ate, and their conversation turned to the usual subject: to comrades gone but notforgotten. They spoke of Hotshot, Sharkbait and Brains’ defiance of the ork hordes. They


had all heard the stories by now, of course, but it helped to reiterate them. It comfortedthem, and ensured that they had the details right, for the next time the stories were told.They talked of Landon’s bravery, and of the heroic fight Steel Toe Dougan had no doubtput up against the blue light. In time, their conversation turned to earlier exploits, andthey found these stories were even more worth the telling because Armstrong andGuardsman Braxton were new to their squad and hadn’t heard them before.

Greiss recalled how, as an eager young rookie, Hotshot Woods had rushed an ork sniperthat had pinned the squad down, miraculously reaching it without a scratch and wrestlingit from its emplacement. Myers and Storm took it in turns to relate how Brains Donovitshad survived an encounter with a stranded Chaos Space Marine, simply by outthinking it,and were pleased when Braxton asked questions and made expressions of admiration inall the right places. Then they all listened attentively to Armstrong’s fresh tales of heroesfrom his former squad, and expressed a collective wish that they could have known thesegreat men and witnessed their deeds.

Myers followed that with the tale of how Old Hardhead had earned his name. It was astory from before Lorenzo’s time, of course—before Myers’, for that matter—but theyhad both heard it often enough. Trooper Greiss, as he had been then, had been part of asingle platoon that had taken down a Chaos Dreadnought. He had lain some of the snaresinto which it had walked, and planted a mine on its leg as it had struggled to free itself.Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to outran the explosion that had ripped theDreadnought apart. Or maybe it hadn’t been fortune but fate that had lodged a sizeablehunk of shrapnel in Greiss’ skull. The surgeons had reportedly written him off, but hisstrength of character had buoyed him to a full recovery. “Without that metal plate theyput in his head,” Myers concluded, “he wouldn’t be the cantankerous old sod we knowtoday.”

“Knock it off, Bullseye,” growled Greiss, “unless you want latrine duty when we get

back to civilisation.”

“You wait till you’re splashed over the front page of Eagle & Bolter, sergeant,” said

Myers. “We got their star reporter in our midst, you know.”

“Yes, that’s right,” remembered Storm, turning to Braxton. “Didn’t I hear you were

working on a story about us?”

“We give you enough material yet?” put in Myers.

“Ease off, you two,” said Greiss. “You know what those rags are like. The higher-upswouldn’t let Braxton print any of this stuff if he wanted to. They’re only interested intheir own truths.”



“I wish I could argue with that,” said Braxton, “but you’re right, yes. I always wrote whatI was told to write—about successful missions, and ground that we’d gained. I don’tthink half of it was even true. I didn’t ask.”


“Never saw a broadsheet that was any different,” remarked Myers.

“And I thought that was alright,” continued Braxton, “because it was all about morale.That was what Mackenzie always said, and the commissar before him. Put the bestpossible spin on it, they said. Tell the troops about the overall campaign, about theImperium resisting its enemies, and remind them why they’re doing it. Don’t let themdwell on the details, how people like them—like us—are suffering and dying for thecause. Your story would have been no different. Just a few lines about your great victory,maybe a name check for the commissar. They’d never have let me write about Woods orDougan or the others.”

“All the more reason for us to make it back alive,” said Storm. “Because if we don’t tell

those stories, who will?”

“I will,” swore Braxton. “One day. I’ll tell them how it is with you—how you make sure

that everyone matters, every life counts for something.”

“Keep talking like that,” said Greiss, “and your next commissar will probably boot you

right out on the first suicide mission to cross his desk.”

Braxton grimaced, but took the joke in the spirit it was intended.

They were all still smiling when the ground shook again.

This tremor was worse than the first one. It lasted longer, felt deeper and moredestructive, although the only visible signs of it above ground were a slight blurring ofthe trees and the dislodging of a few leaves and fruits. The tremor died down with noharm done, but Lorenzo could see his apprehension mirrored in die other Jungle Fighters’eyes, because they knew what it might presage.

Maybe Rogar III hadn’t conceded defeat after all. Maybe it was just waiting, planning,and building up to its biggest offensive against its interlopers yet.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



“Sergeant—you’ve got to see this.”

As the Jungle Fighters had ventured deeper into ork territory, they had switched to stealthtactics, as they had by the encampment. This time, it was Myers who had the task ofscouting ahead for traps. He had already guided the squad around several tripwires and aconcealed pit. Now he came scurrying back to them, face flushed.

They followed him through the foliage, all too aware that they were moving parallel to apath worn down and churned up by footprints. Lorenzo could hear clinking and clunkingand the guttural sounds of ork voices ahead, and he moved as carefully as he could,disturbing hardly a leaf.

A light spilled into the jungle, and Lorenzo feared at first that it was the mind-alteringblue light. It was white, though, far more harsh, and it seemed to emanate from manysources. The Jungle Fighters were careful to stick to the shadows, not to let the lightreveal them.



Then, with a cautious touch, Myers parted a cluster of spiny fronds, and Lorenzo sawwhat the excitement was about.



The orks had set up a mining operation. They were working well into the night. Aclearing was illuminated by lanterns strung up in trees, turned inwards, their lightbleaching out all but the faintest hints of colour. Across the clearing, the ground rosesteeply, and a tunnel had been dug into the side of this hillock. A square wooden framepropped up its entrance—and as the Jungle Fighters watched, another light appeared inthe tunnel’s depths. An ork emerged, the light streaming from a battered helmet that wasbalanced atop its misshapen head. It was wheeling a lopsided barrow overloaded withrocks, which it dumped unceremoniously onto one of several heaps dotting the area.

Four gretchin were sorting through this heap, giving each rock a cursory glance beforethey tossed it onto a discard pile. Nearby, two orks quarrelled over a pickaxe—and tenmore stood sentry at regular intervals around the clearing, with one stationed to each sideof the mine entrance. A few more gretchin were scampering about, fetching and carrying,offering their ork masters food and drink.

“What do you suppose they’re looking for?” asked Armstrong, after the Jungle Fighters

had backed up a safe distance.


“Isn’t much worth digging up on Rogar,” said Wildman Storm, “at least not according to

Brains—or did I hear that wrong?”

Greiss shook his head. “You heard right, Wildman. But remember what else Brains said—about this world’s energy signature. There’s something here, something the exploratorscouldn’t identify. I’m guessing the green-skins are after it.”

“How?” protested Lorenzo. “If the explorators couldn’t find it…”

Greiss shrugged. “You know orks. Bloody-minded. Likelihood is they got nothing, knownothing, but they’ll just keep on looking on the off-chance that there’s some miracle rockdown there they can mine and use against us. Probably hollow out this whole planetbefore they admit defeat.”

“Emperor help us if they do find something,” murmured Armstrong.

“So what now?” asked Storm—and Lorenzo recognised the impatient gleam in his eyes.“The odds are way better than they were two nights ago, and this time we have theadvantage of surprise. We come out firing, we’ll have half those greenskins down beforethey know what’s hit them.”

“I don’t care about ‘half those greenskins’,” growled Greiss. “We’re here for one reason,and one reason only—and I didn’t see anyone out there answering Big Green’sdescription.”

“There were no huts.” Braxton realised. “Where do these orks live?”

“Another encampment, somewhere nearby?” hazarded Myers.

“Your job to find out,” said Greiss. “When I give the word, you take a scout round thatclearing, see if there’s any wheel tracks or evidence of orks tramping to and fro. Myguess is, there won’t be. I reckon these greenskins have taken their equipment and theirbeds underground, into the mine itself.”

“So, getting to their boss won’t be as easy as it sounded,” added Myers.

“He’s got to show his face on the surface sometime,” opined Braxton.

“Has he?” said Armstrong, cynically.

“Normally, I’d say wait,” said Greiss. “Set up sniper positions, sit it out for a few days,let our target come to us. But this is Rogar III. We sit around here too long, we don’tknow what it’s going to throw at us.”


“If we go into that mine with all guns blazing,” said Armstrong, “Big Green will knowabout it—and I’m betting, if he’s half as smart as Mackenzie reckoned, he won’t lethimself be cornered in there.”

“Something else for you to keep an eye out for, Bullseye,” said Greiss, “on yourreconnoitre: a back way in—though if there is one, it’s probably kilometres away, andwell hidden. No, I’ve a feeling in my old bones: the only way we’re getting in sniffingdistance of our man is if we barge in the front door. Question is, how to do it withouttipping off the warboss that we’re coming?”



Twenty minutes later, Lorenzo was lying flat on his face in the grass, having mud slappedonto his back by his comrades—some of them, he thought, with a little too much relish.He protested as Storm tried to tie a branch into his hair with clumsy fingers, butsucceeded only in poking him in the eye.

Finally, Sergeant Greiss suggested he try standing, and Lorenzo did so, helped to his feetby Braxton. A heap of vegetation crashed to the ground around his feet, and he looked atArmstrong, upon whom similar indignities had been heaped, and stifled a laugh.

It took another ten minutes’ work to achieve anything like the effect they wanted.Lorenzo and Armstrong remained standing for this final stage, and Lorenzo watchedadmiringly as his comrade disappeared beneath layer after layer of dirt. Much of it didn’tstick, and even now some patches of Armstrong’s skin showed through, but that didn’tmatter so much. A garland of plants had been knotted together and draped aroundArmstrong’s shoulders, from a distance, it might have looked like the leaves weregrowing out of him. The likeness wasn’t perfect, but even Lorenzo had to suppress ashudder, staring now at a figure that reminded him of the zombies that had almost killedthem all. Of course, although he couldn’t see it, didn’t dare tilt his head for fear ofdislodging its dressings, he knew he had undergone a similar transformation.

Greiss cast an appraising eye over his two troopers, and announced that they were ready.“At least,” he added, “I’d say we’ve done as much as we can with you. I suggest youstick to the shadows at the edge of the clearing, and—I don’t know—try and puffyourselves up a bit, stick your shoulders out. You’re supposed to be orks under all thatmuck. Pair of scrawny buggers like you two, you’ll be lucky to pass for gretchin.”

“So long as the greenskins don’t pick ’em as Catachans, eh, sergeant?” said Myers. Hehad surprised everyone by producing two ork guns from his backpack, now he pressedone into Lorenzo’s hands, and the other into Armstrong’s. “Here, this should help keepup the illusion.”

“You got any more of them, Bullseye?” asked Greiss.


“Afraid not, sergeant. Just picked up two at the encampment, for a rainy day. I loaded

’em both up, though.”

“Rest of us will have to make do with lasguns, then. We let Patch and Lorenzo start firing

first, and with a bit of luck the orks won’t think about it in the confusion.”

It sounded like a risky plan. For a start, the Jungle Fighters were relying upon thelikelihood that the orks had had their own encounters with the plant zombies. “When theystart falling.” Greiss had said, “we want them to think that that’s who’s behind it: theirown living dead. So, no heroics. We’re just going to pick off a few sentries, narrow theodds against us and fall back, no more than that.”

Greiss, Myers, Storm and Braxton slipped away to their positions then, and left Lorenzoand Armstrong standing, looking at each other. Lorenzo hoped that Armstrong, with allhe’d been through, was up to this—but when Greiss had expressed a similar sentiment,the veteran had snapped that he had lost an eye and an arm, not the use of his legs or hisbrain.

They waited two minutes as arranged, then began to shuffle toward the lights and thesounds of ork voices. It was easier than Lorenzo had expected to replicate the zombies’stiff, unnatural gait: it came naturally to him, so worried was he about shedding hisdisguise before it was even put to use.

They split up as they neared the clearing, Armstrong going right, Lorenzo left. He saw nosign of his other comrades, but he knew they were nearby. He drew in a deep breath andstepped out into the open, stopping just short of the footprint of the nearest lantern. Thenearest ork sentry was a little closer than he’d anticipated, and he squeezed the trigger ofhis gun and sent a hail of bullets its way. Somewhere to Lorenzo’s right, the chatter of asecond ork gun echoed his own.

The ork was coming at him, snarling, foaming at the mouth. It must have known it wasdead, but it was using its body as a shield, giving its fellows time to react to the intrudersin their midst. There was every chance that if it could cling to life long enough to reachLorenzo, it could do some real damage. He took a step back, but he couldn’t display toomuch speed or agility for fear of exposing his deception. All he could do was keepshooting, and pray.

Then the ork fell, and the clearing was full of answering fire, then the whines of las-boltsshooting in from positions unknown, and there were four more orks coming Lorenzo’sway and it was time to get the hell out of there.

It took all the self-control he could muster not to duck or run—to turn his back and toshamble away, hearing ork feet pounding ever closer, making himself a clear target for anagonising second. A bullet whistled by his ear, another blew a clump of mud from hisshoulder and grazed his skin. Then Lorenzo rounded a bush, passed out of his enemies’sight, and abandoned all pretence.


He left a trail of debris behind him as he raced through the jungle, he just hoped hispursuers wouldn’t recognise it for what it was. He put as many obstacles as he couldbetween him and them. The orks were snarling and howling, and letting off gunfire inrandom directions, so he knew they wouldn’t hear him, as long as they didn’t see himeither, they should assume he had sunk underground like Rogar’s other zombies. Intheory, at least.

The explosions came in quick succession—two of them. The orks had run into their owntraps, the positions of the tripwires changed by Greiss and Myers. Some of them wouldhave died. It was still too early to tell, though, if the rest of the plan—the important part—had succeeded.

There was mud in Lorenzo’s eyes and mouth, but he had reached his rendezvous pointwith the rest of his squad. He was the first there. He clawed great handfuls of dirt fromhis face, breathed deeply of the warm night air and coughed up a leaf. He wasrecognisably Lorenzo now, but a film of the planet’s substance clung to him like a secondskin. He didn’t think he would ever feel clean again.

Somebody spoke, and he jumped, he hadn’t heard anybody approaching. Then herecognised Greiss’ voice, and saw the familiar figure of his sergeant out of the corner ofhis eye, though he couldn’t make out what he was saying, so bunged up were his ears. Hestarted to clean them with his fingers, as Greiss padded up to him and laid a hand onLorenzo’s shoulder.



That was when he saw his mistake.

Lorenzo’s head snapped up, and he looked into the hollow eyes of an effigy. A bettereffigy, far better, than the first two, Rogar had sculpted Greiss’ craggy features perfectly,even found plant tendrils to match the iron grey of his hair. And that voice—it hadpossessed exactly the right gruff tone, even if, Lorenzo now realised, it hadn’t beensaying a thing. He muttered a curse, aimed at himself for not having paid attention, as hepushed the effigy away from him and dived at the same time, but knew it was hopeless.

The effigy exploded, and Lorenzo felt his ears popping, felt its spines stabbing into himbefore he hit the ground, his left side feeling as if it was on fire.

He rolled onto his back, raised his left arm, and saw four spines protruding along itslength, three more embedded between his ribs. He yanked them out quickly, some tearinghis skin and sending more lances of pain through him. Most of the spines, he was gratefulto see, still dripped poison and therefore hadn’t pumped the whole of their doses intohim. Seven spines, though… He was bleeding through some of his wounds, and this toowas good because it meant he might bleed some of the poison out. He twisted his armaround until he could reach two of its punctures with his mouth, and he sucked at them,his tongue recoiling at a strong, sour taste.



His heart was hammering, his head light. The first effects of the poison—or of his ownfear? He didn’t want it to end like this. Not through his own carelessness. Not without aname by which his comrades could remember him.

He searched his pockets, found the capsule of herbs that Donovits had given him somemonths ago. A generic antitoxin, he had called it—though he had warned it wouldn’twork in all situations. Deathworlds, Donovits had said, had a habit of evolving poisonsfaster than men could combat them—and, Lorenzo supposed gloomily, he would havesaid that went double for a world like Rogar III.

He gulped the herbs down anyway, taking hold of all the lifelines he could. He clamberedunsteadily to his feet as Armstrong burst through the jungle behind him, followed byStorm, Greiss and then Braxton.

Lorenzo told them what had happened to him. He had no choice: he had to warn them incase Rogar tried the same trick on them. He downplayed his injuries, though, claiming tohave been hit by only three spines and professing a false confidence that he had suckedmost of the poison out of his bloodstream. Greiss gave him a sceptical look, but Lorenzowas able to return it with clear, focused eyes. Maybe, he thought, he would be alrightafter all?

Myers returned a few minutes after that—having stayed to view the aftermath of theJungle Fighters’ incursion—and Lorenzo could tell from his broad grin that he had thenews they wanted to hear. “We gunned down three greenskins altogether,” he reported,“and wounded a few more. They lost another three, and most of the gretchin, to their owntraps.”

“They called for replacements?” asked Greiss.

Myers shook his head. “Just spread their sentries more thinly. “It worked, sergeant.Judging by the way they’re looking around and pointing guns at the plants, they think theplanet did this to them.”

“How many orks left?” asked Armstrong, performing a quick mental calculation. “Six?”

“Five,” said Myers. “One went and stood itself right next to my bush. I caught a junglelizard creeping up on me. I couldn’t resist it. I gave it a flick with my lasgun, catapulted itonto the greenskin’s shoulder. The lizard stuck the ork’s neck with its tongue before itcould move. It was on the ground, thrashing and howling, when I slipped away.”

“Five orks,” said Greiss, “and how many gretchin?”

“I reckon about four. Five, maybe,” said Myers.

“Not bad,” mused Armstrong. “We got the greenskins down to less than half strength,

and they don’t even know they’re under attack yet.”


The Jungle Fighters’ next step was to make their presence well and truly felt.

They synchronised their assault, bursting out of cover from six points simultaneously,their lasguns flaring. Lorenzo, Braxton, Greiss, Armstrong and Storm took an ork each,though Armstrong had grumbled under his breath about being assigned one that wasalready injured. As Lorenzo fired repeatedly at his target, he was aware of gretchinscampering away towards the mine, intent on taking a warning to their warboss. That wasMyers’ job: to stop them.

Myers’ las-bolts struck the stunted creatures unerringly, often finding the best anglesfrom which to penetrate two or three of them. Two gretchin fell, and the remaining threewere deterred from their course, giving Myers the chance to get between them and themine tunnel. The single ork that had been guarding the entrance had been lured away byGreiss, now it hesitated, glancing back, not sure whether to press its attack against Greissor to tackle this new foe. In the event, it was spared that decision. One of Greiss’ las-boltspassed through the ork’s thick skull and fried its brain.

Lorenzo’s ork was thundering towards him, weakened but not defeated. He dropped hisgun, pulled his Catachan fang, and greeted his opponent with a well-aimed slash to thethroat. The ork was dead, but still fighting. Lorenzo avoided its clumsy grasp, but almostfell as it rammed him with its shoulder. The ork toppled, catching him off-balance, andbore him down with its weight. Its left hand was trapped beneath it, but it seized histhroat with its right, and Lorenzo grabbed a chunky green finger in each hand andstrained to pry them apart.

The ork ran out of strength, and its eyes rolled back into its head as it heaved its finalbreath. Lorenzo pulled himself out from under it, in time to see Sergeant Greiss gunningdown the last of the gretchin. The rest of his squad were already pulling ork corpses intothe foliage, hiding them, and Lorenzo followed suit. None of their targets had survived tospread word, but it was possible that the sounds of battle had carried into the mine.

Lorenzo waited, crouching silently, watching the tunnel entrance, the blood of his deadenemy seeping into his boot. After a minute or so, something stirred down there, andLorenzo tensed at the sight of an oncoming light.

It was another barrow-pushing ork. Evidently, it hadn’t heard anything amiss, because itstrode right out into the clearing and stood there, blinking in the harsh light of thelanterns, just beginning to register the fact that it was alone.

It dropped its barrow, which teetered and upturned itself, spilling its contents. A look ofconfusion, tinged with fear, began to spread across the ork’s face—and froze there asmultiple las-bolts stabbed out of the darkness to impale it.


The Jungle Fighters emerged into the clearing again, and Greiss jabbed the fallen orkwith his toe to check that it was really dead, that it wouldn’t spring up and surprise them.Myers asked if they should burn the bodies, to prevent the planet from making use ofthem. Greiss concluded, reluctantly, that they had no time, that their work here could bediscovered at any moment, and that they would just have to take that chance.

They headed into the mine tunnel, in single file, Storm taking point wearing an orkminer’s helmet, lighting their way through the darkness. Myers was behind him, thenArmstrong, Braxton, Lorenzo and finally Greiss, his knife drawn, ready for anything thatmight try sneaking up on them from behind.

They had taken only ten steps, hardly left the lights of the clearing behind them, whenthey came across another ork with a barrow. Its helmet beam dazzled Lorenzo—butStorm’s beam blinded the ork in turn so that, for a fateful moment, it didn’t recognise theintruders for what they were. Sergeant Greiss had decreed that lasguns should only beused now when strictly necessary—not just because they were low on ammo, but becausewho knew how far the sound would carry through these tunnels—so Storm leapt at thecreature with a muted snarl and his Catachan fang raised and, impressively, he gutted itbefore it could raise much more than a whimper.

Storm took the dead ork’s helmet and passed it back along the line to Greiss, who turnedoff the helmet’s light but placed it on his head for future use. Then they crept ondownward, the slope of the tunnel becoming more pronounced until Lorenzo judged thatthey were descending below ground level.

He eyed the precarious wooden struts—most of them just branches chopped to size, stillsprouting offshoots and leaves—that were wedged into the passageway supporting theincreasing weight of the earth above their heads. He didn’t trust them.

The ground shook again then, as if to underscore his fears, and Lorenzo swallowed as themakeshift struts rattled fiercely and a shower of loose soil fell about his ears. He couldn’ttell if this tremor was lighter or heavier than the first two, he only knew that it felt moreominous down here, where it wasn’t just below him but around him and above him too,and where he knew there would be nowhere to hide from a more severe quake, no way toavoid being buried alive.

“You realise,” said Braxton, putting Lorenzo’s own thoughts into words as the tremorsubsided, “if this place caves in, we’ll have come all this way for nothing. Rogar willhave dealt with Big Green for us.”

“Maybe,” grunted Greiss, “and maybe not. Maybe he’ll just slip away through his escapetunnel, wherever that is, and maybe it’ll take us a year to find him again. No, I don’t careif this whole damn world blows itself apart around us—I for one am not backing out ofthis on a ‘maybe’. Far as I’m concerned, that brute’s still alive until I clap my own eyeson his stinking corpse!”


Lorenzo became aware of a sick ache in his stomach, and he fought down a surge of bilein his throat. His skin felt hot, prickly, and he was short of breath. The symptoms camefrom nowhere, and at first he thought the tunnel must have caused them, this unfamiliar,claustrophobic environment.

Then he remembered the effigy, and its spines.

His precautions had done him no good. Rogar III’s poison was coursing through hisveins. He knew he should tell the others, warn them in case he went crazy like Muldoonhad, became a threat to them. But then they would probably have left him behind, to dieon his back like Woods, and he couldn’t face that. Not when they were so close to theirgoal. Not when he was so close to a chance to earn his name, at last.

He would earn his name. Lorenzo swore that to himself. He didn’t know how—but if hecouldn’t find a way down here with a world against him, then where could he? A way tosurrender his life for his squad, for his cause, for a chance to be remembered, and heknew he wouldn’t hesitate this time. Because, this time, he had nothing to lose. This time,he was dying anyway.

Might as well go out in a blaze of glory.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Sergeant Greiss swore under his breath.

The orks’ mine tunnel had opened into a cave—and Lorenzo could see, from the lack ofwooden props and the uneven texture of the rock where Storm’s light fell upon it, that itwas natural. Passages snaked from the cave in all directions—ominous black holes in thewalls.



“Looks like the greenskins have bust their way into a whole underground complex,”

Greiss grumbled. “Could spread for kilometres.”

“What do we do now, sergeant?” asked Braxton.

Before Greiss could answer, Myers let out a “Ssshh,” and held up his hand for silence. Asecond later, they all heard it: lumbering footsteps, echoing from the walls until there wasno way of knowing which direction they came from.

Storm snatched off his helmet, snapped off the light, and the Jungle Fighters dispersed,navigating by memory in the total darkness, finding nooks into which they could squeeze.Lorenzo found himself in the mouth of a narrow, twisting passageway, and feared for amoment that it was along this very route that the orks were approaching. Then thefootsteps—two sets, he estimated—seemed to move around him, and he saw the bobbingbeam of a helmet light, and then there were two hulking shapes in the cave, stridingtoward the exit tunnel.

Then the Jungle Fighters were upon the orks, Storm reaching them first, leaping onto theback of the nearest and drawing his blade across its throat. Greiss and Braxton crashedinto the second creature, staggered it, and Lorenzo lent his shoulder to their efforts and itfell, three knives plunged into its chest and stomach.

“You notice something?” asked Armstrong, as the others confirmed their kills. “Thesetwo were going up to the surface, but they don’t have barrows. No pickaxes, no spades,just guns.”

“You think they suspect something?” murmured Greiss darkly.


“I think Big Green’s maybe starting to wonder what’s been happening to his barrowboys. Or maybe the sentries up top were supposed to report in. Either way, I’ll bet thesetwo were coming to investigate.” 

“When they don’t come back either…” breathed Myers. “Alright.” Greiss nodded.“We’ve got—how long would you say?—a few minutes before all hell breaks loosedown here. Meantime, we need to make inroads into these caves, make sure the warbosscan’t go nowhere without getting past us first. Anyone else hear that? Sounds likedigging?”

Myers reported that he did hear it—and, screwing up his face in concentration, Stormagreed. Lorenzo didn’t hear a thing, and he scrabbled at the insides of his ears infrustration, evacuating more of Rogar III’s mud. The effort disturbed his equilibrium, andhis brain performed a lurching spin. The sickness in his stomach made another surge forhis throat, and he swallowed it down.

Greiss and Myers followed the digging sounds to the right-hand side of the cave, andMyers located a tunnel that was wider and straighter than the others, its floor a littlesmoother. “I’d say there’s been a few barrows pushed up this way, sergeant,” he reported—and, standing at the tunnel entrance, even Lorenzo could now hear the distant clink ofmetal against rock from somewhere below.

“Right,” sighed Greiss, “this is how it’s going to have to be. We split into three teams.Patch and Lorenzo, you follow this tunnel here. Braxton, you’re with me—we’ll take thepassage those two orks came up from. Bullseye, Wildman, you wait around here a while,stick to the shadows. Chances are, there’ll be more greenskins along soon, and I’mbetting once they find their buddies’ corpses littering the place, they’ll send word back tothe big boss.”

“We can follow ’em,” concluded Storm. “Right, sergeant.”

Everyone seemed happy with that plan, and Lorenzo didn’t want to be the one to object.Still, he felt numb. His chances of being the one to find the warboss had just been slashedby two-thirds. He pictured himself dying quietly in a dark tunnel somewhere, whileGreiss and Braxton, or Myers and Storm, stumbled upon their target and grabbed all theglory. He wouldn’t let that happen.

Greiss handed him the miner’s helmet from one of the dead orks, and Lorenzo jammed itonto his head and practically dragged Armstrong away, down the tunnel towards thedigging sounds. “Steady on,” whispered Patch in his ear, “you’ll run straight into thegreenskins at this rate.” But Lorenzo wasn’t listening. He’d had a lifetime of being toocautious. All he cared about now was covering as much ground as he could. More groundthan the other two teams could cover. Being the first to find the ork warboss. Earning hisname, before it was too late.


There were lights up ahead—harsh, like the lanterns outside. Lorenzo switched off hishelmet beam and crept forward, Armstrong at his heels.

The tunnel they were following took a sharp dip, its gradient so steep that they were half-walking, half-sliding. The sounds of picks and shovels were unmistakeable now, andthere was something else. The squeak of a wheel. Armstrong tapped Lorenzo on theshoulder and indicated a side passageway, narrow and level, also well lit. Lorenzonodded, and they slipped into it, and pressed themselves against its walls so the lightwouldn’t cast their shadows across the junction.

An ork appeared, grunting as it strained to push a loaded barrow up the slope. Lorenzo’shand moved to his lasgun, knowing that if the creature saw them their cover was blown.It only had to yell out. To his relief, it moved on. Let Myers and Wildman take care of itwhen it reached them, he thought.

They moved further down the side passageway, until the right-hand wall fell away andthey were in a natural gallery, looking out across a vast cavern. Its floor lay some tenmetres below them, its far wall was four times that distance. The cavern was swarmingwith orks, hefting tools, battering at the walls, breaking off chunks of rock that gretchingathered and piled into waiting barrows. The area was lit by six lanterns, squeezed intoniches at varying heights, connected by tangles of thick cabling. There was a lanternbeside the Jungle Fighters, on the gallery, lying on its side—and they crouched behind itso any ork that glanced their way wouldn’t see them behind its intense light.

Lorenzo scanned the throng with his eyes, fervently hoping to find an ork with cleaner,better armour than the others, an ork that was giving the orders, an ork perhaps a littlelarger than its fellows. He was disappointed.

“Another nine, ten passageways off this chamber,” breathed Armstrong. “This place is

like a maze!”

“I don’t know,” Lorenzo muttered. “Most of those tunnels, I think the orks dugthemselves—and I think they’re still digging them. See how the gretchin keep comingback along them with more rubble. I’m betting most of them are dead ends.”

“Doesn’t mean we won’t find Big Green’s quarters down one of them.”

Lorenzo conceded the point, but nodded towards a wide tunnel entrance below them tothe left. “Seems to be a lot of coming and going through there,” he remarked, “and thepassageway we’re in heads in that direction. I think it’s worth a look.”

“Your call,” said Armstrong.

They crept on, until rock closed in around them again and their passageway dipped andnarrowed and came to an abrupt end. Its floor didn’t quite meet the wall, however, andLorenzo peered through the gap thus created and saw another passageway below. Even as


he watched, an ork passed along it, he could almost have reached down and touched itshead. He listened a moment, but the only sounds he could hear came from the mainchamber behind and below them. He glanced at Armstrong, who nodded—and Lorenzolowered himself through the hole, until he was hanging from his fingertips, then lethimself drop.

The world gave another spin as he hit the ground, and he lost his balance and fell. Hepicked himself up quickly, humiliated, and gestured up to Armstrong that he was alright.He had guessed right. This tunnel sloped back down to the main chamber in onedirection, climbed more gently into darkness in the other. He could only see a short wayin the lantern light that bled up from below, but it was enough to see that the tunnel wallswere riddled with openings.

At Lorenzo’s signal, Armstrong joined him, hampered by his dead arm but still affectinga more graceful landing than his comrade had managed.

Two orks were coming their way. Quickly, they clucked into the nearest of the openings,and found themselves pushing through a tattered curtain. Beyond this, a small cave waslittered with skins and debris, and Lorenzo realised that orks had been sleeping here.Fortunately, there were none present at the moment.

A little further up, the tunnel levelled out and split into three, and they followed the left-hand branch. They found more quarters, some rumbling with the grunts and snores ofsleeping residents, some apparently empty. Some had lights within, spilling around theedges of their curtains—and in one, the curtain was pulled aside and four orks sat arounda flat-topped boulder, playing with knuckle dice. Lorenzo and Armstrong didn’t dare riskpassing that cave, so they backtracked and chose another path from the three-wayjunction.

Lorenzo felt angry. What the orks were doing here—it was wrong. At least, when themen of Catachan tamed a deathworld, it was a fair fight. They didn’t burrow under itsskin, try to destroy it from within like a virus. The thought of it made him itch, made thesickness rise in his stomach… He wasn’t sure why, didn’t know where these feelingswere coming from, because it wasn’t as if the Imperium had never strip-mined a world.Maybe just not a world like Rogar III…

They came across a particularly large entranceway and Lorenzo hesitated, wondering ifthis could be the cave to house the warboss. He didn’t want to poke his head around thecurtain, though: he’d have been unlikely to see anything in the dark and he might havedisturbed somebody. Anyway, he could hear at least three different snores from within—and it was probable, he thought, that the orks’ warboss had a cave to himself.

A moment later, however, more footsteps—shuffling unexpectedly from an unseentunnel, little more than a fissure in the rock—forced the two Jungle Fighters to duck intoanother cave. And this one was occupied.


Lorenzo held his breath, and not just because of the stink of ork bodies around him. Hecould just make them out: three festering lumps crammed together on the floor. He hadalmost stepped on one as he’d entered, and he eased his foot away from it. For a moment,he thought he had left Armstrong behind outside, so silent was he—but then he saw theglint of a single eye in the darkness, and was comforted.

The footsteps shuffled up to the cave entrance, and for a moment Lorenzo feared hemight have had the bad luck to have taken cover in the wandering ork’s own quarters—but then the moment passed and the footsteps were receding. Heading for the mainchamber, he guessed.

But there was still something wrong—badly wrong—if only he could put his finger on it.

Lorenzo’s spine prickled with dread.

He realised what was about to happen a second before it did, and he knew that his luckhad turned bad after all. As bad as it could have been.

The tremor shook the soles of his feet, then seemed to rise through the walls and meetagain above his head. One of the sleeping orks stirred instantly, and Lorenzo was trapped.He didn’t think it had seen him or Armstrong yet, but that could change in an instant, ifthey moved—and the footsteps outside the cave had come to a halt, so where could theyhave gone anyway?

The waking ork was fumbling for something, and Lorenzo wondered if there was achance, a tiny chance, that he could reach it and muffle it before it yelled out, plant hishand over its mouth and his knife in its throat. But that tremor wasn’t subsiding—and ashe took his first step, the earth bucked underneath him and he fell, put out his hands tocatch himself, ended up sprawled across one of the two sleeping orks. Which, of course,was awake too now.



The first ork had found a miner’s helmet, and it snapped on the light, shining it aroundthe cave.

Armstrong let loose with a las-bolt volley, which kept the ork pinned down but didn’tprevent it from letting out an alarm howl.

So now the third ork was clambering to its feet, blinking, reaching for its weapon, andLorenzo was still trying to avoid the flailing grasp of the second. It caught him by thearm, and he was trying to pull away from it, dragging it to its feet after him, its fingersdigging painfully into him. He turned, braced his shoulder against the ork’s chest andtried to throw it. It was too heavy, shifting its weight to counter his move, but in so doingit relaxed its hold, and Lorenzo wrenched himself free from it, though it felt like he hadlost a handful of his flesh.

Then he and Armstrong were running, as the third ork found its gun and fired—inentirely the wrong direction, confused by the shifting shadows and its wounded fellow’s


dancing beam of light. The Jungle Fighters burst out into the passageway, where the orkthey had been hiding from was waiting, its gun raised. Lorenzo lowered his head, rushedit, and a bullet pinged off his helmet, then he cannoned into the ork and it gave a fewpaces but braced itself. They were fighting for the ork’s gun, and Lorenzo feinted, let thegreenskin have the weapon but unbalanced it in the process. It stumbled, and fell onto hisfreshly drawn knife, impaling itself. Planting his foot in the ork’s stomach, he pulled theblade free. It was still alive, but he didn’t have time to finish the job.

There were more orks in the passageway, pouring out of the openings on all sides,reacting to the clamour, and the only thing that kept Lorenzo and Armstrong alive wasthe fact that the earth was still shaking, and with increasing ferocity, confusing the issue,giving the orks more to worry about than just them. Armstrong made to flee back the waythey had come, Lorenzo’s impulse was to go deeper into the mine, find the ork leader,and they both came up short as they realised they were pulling in opposite directions.

Lorenzo knew, just knew they were in danger, and he threw himself at Armstrong, bargedhim into the wall as the roof caved in. They were coated in soil, disturbed dust tearing atLorenzo’s throat, making his eyes water, but they had avoided the worst of it and the orkswere reeling around them, and Lorenzo grabbed Armstrong by the hand and pulled himalong, guiding him through the chaos by instinct, at a loss to explain where that instincthad come from.



The tremor was more than a tremor now. It was a fully-fledged earthquake—and Lorenzoknew, with a gut-wrenching certainty, that this was only the beginning. The tunnel wasshaking so fiercely, it felt like he had double vision, cracks were opening in the walls, thefloor was churning itself up, tossing him about like a wild grox, and the roof wasgroaning and grinding and collapsing in stages. Rogar III was taking its revenge on theorks that had defiled it, driving them out of itself or just burying them. Lorenzo had lostall sense of direction, but he was moving broadly with the ork flow, and he knew that thismeant he was headed back to the main chamber, and from there to the mine entrance. Asif the planet itself was herding him that way. What hope did he have now of finding theork warboss? What hope for him at all in that lantern-lit clearing, with a hundredevacuated greenskins waiting for him? Even assuming he could make it that far.

He was looking for another option, a way to cheat his fate, when an ork reared up in frontof him, a spade levelled at his throat like a knife. Lorenzo swung his fang, but the quakemade the ork appear to be in ten places at once, and his thrust passed through its ghostimage. He didn’t know which of its ten spades to avoid.

But then, with a tremendous crack, the wall behind the ork split, and Lorenzo caught hisbreath in the face of an explosion of fire.

Molten lava, bright red with its own luminescence. It burst through the sundered rock,broke over the ork’s back, and the creature let out a howl of incandescent pain. Lorenzodidn’t stop to ask how it was possible, how the planet could have pumped its ownlifeblood so close to its surface. This was Rogar—and he could feel the lava’s heat


scorching his face even before it reached him. He kicked out at the scalded, screechingork, and landed his boot dead centre where all its images combined. It staggered, fellbackwards, and its bulky form all but plugged the fissure as Lorenzo had planned. Theork’s screams were quelled, its body shuddered and fell still, as liquid fire crept over itsshoulders and between its legs.

Lorenzo and Armstrong had a moment’s respite. Many of the orks behind them had heldback, or tried to back up along the narrow tunnel, when they’d seen the lava. They werecolliding with each other, knocking each other down. From the chorus of screams thatsuddenly rose from up there, somewhere in the darkness, Lorenzo guessed that anotherlava spring had just opened behind them.

The Jungle Fighters ran—but Lorenzo dragged his comrade to a halt as, suddenly, he sawwhere they were. Above them was the hole in the roof through which they had dropped:the one that led up to the natural gallery. A way to circumvent the main chamber and allthe confused, frightened, angry orks within.

He gave Armstrong a boost, and the veteran shouldered his way up through the narrowopening, attained the ledge above, then turned and reached down with his good arm forhis comrade. As Lorenzo took it and scrambled up after him, an ork came roaring out ofnowhere and swung its axe at his dangling legs. The shifting earth threw off its aim, andLorenzo stamped on the ork’s face and pushed himself up the final section of his climb.He fired his lasgun down the hole behind him to discourage pursuit, then turned andfollowed Armstrong along the narrow passageway—to find, to his horror, that it came toan abrupt end.

The gallery, their route to freedom, had crumbled away. They were looking out of a holein the side of the main chamber, at another hole too far to reach by jumping, theintervening expanse of wall too sheer to climb along even if it hadn’t been shakingmadly. Lorenzo’s foot touched something: the lantern they had passed earlier, still on itsside, wedged into position by a stubborn outcrop. He followed its light beam, and on thefloor of the chamber he saw a molten river.



The chamber had split down the middle, and its halves were divided by a roiling,bubbling lava flow. Dozens of orks had been trapped on its far side, and panic had brokenout. An ork tried to leap the stream, but fell short, howling as its legs were dissolved, therest of its body sinking after them until only a thin wisp of steam remained of it.

Lorenzo had his own problems. An ork head popped up through the hole in the floorbehind him. He and Armstrong fired at it—and, holding on with both hands, there wasn’tmuch it could do to defend itself. Even in death, though, it kept coming, the headfollowed into the passageway by a pair of broad shoulders, then a green-skinned torso.Lorenzo realised that the corpse was being pushed up by more orks below, shieldingthem as they followed it. The muzzle of a crude ork gun appeared over the hole’s edgeand fired blindly. Bullets ricocheted around the confined space, and Lorenzo drew asharp breath through his teeth as his shoulder was nicked.


“We’re easy targets up here,” muttered Armstrong. “We can hold off these greenskins fora while—but our backs are exposed to the main chamber. Once the orks down there seeus, we’ll be caught in a crossfire, dead meat.”

He was saying nothing Lorenzo didn’t know. He cast around for something, anything—and his eyes found the lantern. It was trailing tangled cables in each direction around thegreat cavern, clockwise, the next lantern still clung to the wall, but anticlockwise, thenearest two had been wrenched free from their moorings and were hanging suspended.Lorenzo pulled at the cables in that direction, and found plenty of slack.

Armstrong glanced at him, saw what he was thinking and nodded his approval. “Thatmight get one of us out of here,” he said. “Go. I’ll buy you some time.”

With that he was off, before Lorenzo could stop him—back down the passageway,leaping onto the first ork as it hauled itself up out of the hole, taking it by surprise,forcing it back down but falling with it, toward the bloodthirsty pack that Lorenzo knewmust have gathered below. His instinct was to go after his comrade, to do what he couldto help him—but not only was it hopeless, he would have been doing him a disservice.Armstrong had sacrificed himself to save Lorenzo, to give him a chance at least—because Lorenzo had let him, because he hadn’t spoken up first, because he hadn’t toldhis comrade that his life was over anyway, that if the orks and the quake didn’t finish himthe poison would.

Armstrong was relying on Lorenzo to tell that story—which was all that kept him goingnow as he yanked on the lantern, tore out the taut cables from one side of it and gatheredthe loose ones to the other. He looked for a safe landing spot, clear of orks and lava andfalling rocks.

That was when he saw it. Amid the chaos below, a great brutish ork, trapped on the farside of the lava stream but walking taller, more confidently, than its fellows. It wassurrounded by an entourage seven-strong—one of which was festooned with bizarretotems and carried a staff.

As Lorenzo watched, two of the guards seized another gretchin, and bore it face-first intothe lava. First the larger ork then the shaman used it as a stepping-stone, hopping onto itsback and across to safety before it boiled away. Then the big ork turned and shoutedimpatient curses at its guards, and they tried to follow but without any such assistance.Four of them made the leap, two did not.

Lorenzo didn’t care about them. He had eyes only for their master, with its tough,leathery skin and its gleaming new axe, twice the size of the other orks’ weapons andwith ceremonial trappings. He had no doubt that this was him. The warboss. Big Green.He even knew, with a flash of insight, what the strange-looking ork with the staff had tobe, why it was getting preferential treatment. The source of Big Green’s vauntedintelligence. An ork psyker—a weirdboy!


Everything he had ever wanted. His blaze of glory…

Lorenzo wrapped his hands around the entwined cables, calculated the trajectory of hisswing. The ork leader was facing away from him, at the edge of the lava flow. One kickbetween the shoulder blades, with enough weight behind it, would send him reeling. Hithim at the right angle, and the weirdboy might even go with him. And the fact thatLorenzo would doubtless follow both orks into the fire—well, that was good too. Afitting end for a hero.

Only, he realised, with a pang of despair, who would see it? Who would tell the story ofthis, his greatest moment? He hesitated.

Which, in turn, made him angry with himself. Not this time, he thought. His last chanceto count, to make his life mean something. At least he’d know.

So, Lorenzo pushed himself off from the rock, and his heart leapt as he saw that his pathwas true, that even the quake hadn’t shaken him off-course. He saw his destiny rushingtowards him, and in that moment he knew that someone, somewhere, would tell a storyabout this some day.

Even if it was only the orks themselves.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Everything had changed in an instant.

Lorenzo was on the ground, fighting unconsciousness, not sure how much of the violent,lurching motion around him came from the earthquake and how much from inside him.He tried to put together the pieces of what had just happened.

He had seen it lain out before him: the rest of his life. His heroic death. The ork warboss,growing larger and closer until there was nothing else in the world, nothing else thatmattered. Only the warboss, and the river of fire.

Only Big Green, somehow, had heard him coming, or maybe a follower had shouted awarning or his psyker had muttered a prediction, because he had turned—and, with notime to swing his axe nor to sidestep, he had leapt instead, and met his oncoming attackerhead on. His muscular arms had encircled Lorenzo’s legs, and they had hit the groundtogether but the warboss had landed on his feet while Lorenzo had been smacked downonto his back.



He expected to die a failure—until he realised that the warboss had staggered, at least. Hehad taken a step back to brace himself—and his foot had slipped into the lava stream. Thepsyker let out a panicked chittering sound at his master’s peril and hobbled away.Lorenzo held his breath but the warboss’ self-control was incredible. He triumphed overwhat must have been searing agony to keep his balance—and he loomed over theCatachan with his axe raised high, though one of his legs now tapered to a dripping,cauterised stump at the ankle. Lorenzo still didn’t know what to do, because he hadn’tplanned for this situation, hadn’t planned to survive this long.

So it was just as well that his instincts took over—and he kicked out at the warboss’intact leg with all his might, and he managed to fell him but not backwards as he’dhoped. Lorenzo scrambled on top of the huge ork, still hoping that somehow he could rollthem both into the lava—but Big Green was too heavy and unyielding, and Lorenzo wasseized from behind by two of his four remaining bodyguards.

He kicked and yelled as he was dragged from his foe—as more orks streamed towardshim from all directions, disregarding their own peril in the face of his threat to theirleader. Rarely had he seen such a display of loyalty from the greenskins. Now a curtain ofsnarling faces closed in front of Lorenzo, and he couldn’t see the ork leader anymore, andhe knew it was all over.


The sounds of las-fire seemed distant at first, as if they came from a world that was nolonger his concern. It was only when the orks began to scatter, when one of those thatheld him was hit and loosed its grip, that Lorenzo realised a new element had entered theequation. Or rather, two new elements. Sergeant Greiss and Braxton. Lorenzo didn’tknow where they’d come from—a tunnel opening beneath the collapsed gallery was hisbest bet—but they had bought him another chance when he had thought he was out ofchances, and he wasn’t about to waste it.

He tried to throw his remaining captor, but failed. Again, his instincts came to the rescue,predicting the patterns of the quake, telling him when the ground would buck beneath theork’s feet, which way to push when it did. The greenskin squealed as it fell, surfed theshifting floor on its back and wound up with its head in the lava.

Lorenzo drew his gun, and immediately found a target. The greenskin psyker. He hadthought it long gone, but it must have run into the new arrivals and reversed its flight. Atleast, he thought as he killed it, that was the end of the warboss’ advantage. He was just anormal warboss now. But his squad’s orders hadn’t been to kill the psyker, they’d been tokill Big Green himself, and he intended to do just that.

The warboss couldn’t have gone far—not with only one foot. Indeed, there he was, just afew metres distant, being helped along by two guards. But Greiss was closer, andLorenzo could see the familiar gleam in his sergeant’s eyes, knew he had spied anopening and would take it, heedless of the cost to himself. While Lorenzo’s path wasblocked again, and he couldn’t clear, it in time—though he ploughed into the orksanyway, lasgun flaring, fang flashing, and he wasn’t sure if the red mist he could see wasa product of his own unreasoning anger or his poisoning or just an afterglow from thelava stream.



All he knew, in that desperate moment, was that he had to reach the warboss before hissergeant did. He couldn’t help himself. Greiss was tired of life, wanted to go out on ahigh—but he had earned his name. Weren’t there enough stories told of him already?

Greiss was wading through orks like they were nothing. They’d given up trying to shoothim, because it was hopeless aiming through the quake, and they were throwingthemselves at him to be hurled aside or gutted or just trampled as they mistimed theirrushes and fell at Greiss’ feet. Lorenzo was so busy watching this performance that hewas barely aware of his own actions, moving on autopilot, stabbing at an ork throat here,reacting to the whistle of a descending axe there. It was only as a substantial chunk of thechamber’s roof fell, as Lorenzo danced out of its way and a dozen orks were crushed, thathe realised what he’d been doing: drawing his foes to him, bunching them together,setting them up for a fate no man could have predicted… could he?

Dust billowed black around him, rubble made his footing treacherous, and the last of thelanterns toppled from its high perch, smashed and died. The only light now came fromthe lava—and Lorenzo almost plunged into it as, scrambling to find the warboss, he slidon a layer of scree. Then the earth cracked again, and suddenly the molten stream had a



hundred narrow tributaries, crazing the cavern floor. Lorenzo vaulted them two at a time,he knew where he was going, almost as if he could sense his prey’s ponderous, one-legged footsteps through the ground itself.

There he was—stranded on an island, only one guard left at his side, the lava flowsaround him thin and shallow but impassable to one with his disability. As Big Green sawLorenzo, his eyes widened with fear and hatred, and he yelled and gesticulated to hisguard, ordering it to lay itself down as a bridge for him. The ork signalled its refusal byswiping at the warboss’ neck with its axe, evidently, loyalty had its limits, especiallywhen an ork sensed that its leader’s day was done.

But Big Green had earned his position for a reason. Some warbosses had been known togo toe to toe with Space Marines. Displaying the same lightning reflexes with which he’dmet the Jungle Fighters’ first attack upon him, the warboss caught the axe’s bladebetween both hands, a centimetre from his slavering sneer, and twisted the weapon rightout of his startled guard’s hands.

Lorenzo was firing frantically—but like the orks, he found his shots knocked astray, thewarboss had his traitor guard by the neck, had wrenched its arm up behind its back, andwas pushing it down, and it looked like he was about to get his bridge after all, soLorenzo sprang for the warboss’ back.

He timed his leap just right, to benefit from an upsurge beneath his feet, Big Greenwhipped around and swung his giant axe, but Lorenzo was higher than he could haveexpected, and the blade passed beneath his feet—and then he was on the warboss’shoulders, and he plunged his knife into the ork’s eye and tried to work its point up intohis brain.

Big Green howled and threw back his arms, trying to swat the Jungle Fighter from hisback. Lorenzo held on as long as he could, but between the warboss and the quake it waslike trying to straddle three grox at once. He pulled his knife free and jumped before hecould be thrown, landing nimbly on his feet.

He parried an axe thrust with his knife, and simultaneously kicked out at the warboss’injured leg, making him howl again. But Big Green didn’t fall. He barely even flinched—and Lorenzo had been counting on at least a momentary respite to drop back into adefensive position. The axe blade whistled toward him again, and the flat of its bladestruck a resounding blow against his wrist, splintering bones, and his knife flew out of hisgrasp.

It was spinning towards the lava, and Lorenzo leapt after it without thinking, dropping hislasgun, catching the knife with his off-hand in midair, twisting to avoid a scalding deathhimself. He landed on his back, winded as the ground rose up to meet him. The warbosslunged, and Lorenzo barely brought up a foot in time, tried to kick the warboss away, butthe ork batted it aside. Then he was on Lorenzo, the sharp points of his tusks almosttouching the Catachan’s face, dripping drool onto his cheek and blood from his punctured


eye, and Big Green’s axe haft was pressed down across Lorenzo’s throat, crushing his

windpipe.

All Lorenzo could do was take that haft himself, try to force it upwards, away from him,but the warboss was too strong, and he could feel the breath being choked out of him. Hislungs were empty, burning, and his head felt light. He held on, because every fraction ofa second he could keep Big Green here dealing with him was a further delay to thewarboss’ escape. Lorenzo may have failed to kill this monster, but he could be the herowho engaged it in single combat, kept it trapped long enough for the earthquake to finishit. A forlorn hope, he realised.

Then, suddenly, the pressure on his throat was released, and Lorenzo tried to see whatwas happening, but without him knowing it his eyes had closed and he couldn’t openthem because they were prickling with tears and his entire body was preoccupied withjust trying to breathe. His stomach convulsed as he heaved in air, and spluttered on itsgritty texture.

By the time he could look again, he knew what he would see: Sergeant Greiss, wrestlingwith the warboss. Greiss had landed a few good blows, too—the warboss had a livid scaron his cheek to add to the one Lorenzo had left across his eye. But he was fighting on, asif nothing would ever stop him.

Lorenzo’s legs were too weak to stand, so he contented himself with hitting his opponentlow, the combination of his efforts and Greiss’, and Big Green’s missing foot, flooringthe big ork again. They piled on top of him, fists and knives flying, but they couldn’t stillhis axe—and its blade swung and impacted with Greiss’ head, cleaving his miner’shelmet in two, cutting into his scalp and, with a resounding clang, hitting the metal platejust below the surface. Greiss fell back, blood matting his grey hair as Lorenzo used themomentum of the warboss’ swing against him, and with a tremendous, last-ditch heave,tipped and rolled him into one of the narrow streams. The ork leader was facedown in thelava but still thrashing, and Lorenzo placed his good hand on the back of the warboss’head and, releasing a strangulated roar of utter hatred from the back of his throat. Hepushed down…

Then he was scrambling towards Greiss, though he didn’t know what he could do forhim. The sergeant was bleeding freely, but all Lorenzo could see in his face was amalicious satisfaction at the death of an enemy. And maybe, when he looked at Lorenzo,a hint of approval?

Then, a sudden change of expression—a warning glint in Greiss’ eyes. Lorenzo whirledaround and the warboss was standing, molten lava streaming from his face, most of theskin burnt away, but he was coming at them again…

Greiss was firing at him, pumping las-round after las-round into the warboss’ chest, andLorenzo didn’t think it would be enough—but then there was las-fire from behind BigGreen too, and a bedraggled, soot-blackened figure emerged through a haze of dust—and


even as the ork leader reached his targets, as he made to bring his axe down, it was one ofGuardsman Braxton’s rounds that finally sizzled through his skull and put out the ferallight in those eyes once and for all.

Lorenzo had thought he’d feel different when the ork leader died at last. Lie had expectedto feel… something. Relieved, perhaps. Or dismayed, that another man had delivered thekilling blow. Somehow, he had thought mere would be silence, and time to reflect—butas another great chunk of rock was dislodged from the cavern roof to thunk into theground beside him, he knew it was not to be.

Braxton helped Lorenzo to his feet, and they both turned to give Greiss a lift, but thegrizzled sergeant waved them away stubbornly. “We’ve got to get out of here, sergeant,”insisted Braxton as Lorenzo retrieved his gun and slapped a new pack into position. “Thisplace won’t hold up much longer. Most of the orks have already run for it. Where’sPatch?”



Lorenzo shook his head. “Bullseye and Wildman?”

“Dead,” said Greiss, flatly. “Me and Braxton, we stumbled across their bodies on our way

in. Looks like they found Big Green before we did, more’s the pity.”

“I’m sure they put up a good fight,” said Lorenzo, almost automatically. “I’m sure if it

hadn’t been for them, if they hadn’t weakened—”

“Time enough for eulogies later,” growled Greiss. “Looked like the greenskins weremostly headed back up to the clearing, but we found another way out.” He nodded in thedirection from which he and Braxton had appeared. “We take that, chances are we’ll runinto less opposition along the way. That is, if the whole tunnel hasn’t collapsed by now.”

“Let me lead the way,” said Lorenzo.

Greiss snarled. “Like hell! In case you hadn’t noticed, trooper, I am not dead yet—and

I’m still in charge of this squad, what’s left of it.”

“That’s not what I meant, sergeant. I’ve been having a… a… I don’t know how todescribe it, some kind of an instinct about the quake. Like I know how the earth’s goingto move, where it’s safe to step, where…” Lorenzo tailed off, embarrassed at howimplausible the words sounded out loud.

But Greiss just regarded him coolly for a moment, then nodded and grunted, “Step to it,then.”



Lorenzo set off sure-footedly, affecting confidence while inwardly he half-expected hisluck to run out at any moment. Then, there it was again: that indefinable feeling, that tugin a certain direction. Greiss indicated a tunnel mouth ahead of them, but Lorenzo balkedat a direct approach, and picked out a circuitous path towards their goal instead. His


caution was rewarded as a lava stream bubbled and spat its contents straight up like a

geyser.

The Jungle Fighters hugged the wall, keeping just out of range of burning droplets, untilthey reached the tunnel and stumbled gratefully into its stale but cooler embrace. Afterthat, their progress was a little easier, because there were no lava streams up here andbecause they could lean on the walls for support. To some extent, anyway. A particularlyviolent shudder pinballed the trio from one side of the passageway to the other and back,and made Greiss curse and demand to know why Lorenzo hadn’t felt that one coming.

Darkness enveloped them, and Lorenzo snapped on his helmet light, which luckily stillworked. They passed several junctions, with Greiss bellowing directions at each one—and they found their path strewn with crushed ork bodies, and had to squeeze their wayaround more than one partial cave-in.

It was Braxton who first voiced the feeling that they were being followed, though whenLorenzo shone his light behind them they could see nothing. Greiss urged them on, andeventually he directed them into an upward-leading passageway that was smoother andstraighter than the others, obviously worked, like the one they had followed down fromthe clearing.

The first set of wooden struts they came across had slipped and buckled but,miraculously, held, they climbed past them gingerly. The second had broken intosplinters, but fortunately the roof was staying up by itself.

It was just past the third that their luck ran out.

Lorenzo heard the orks ahead of them before he saw them. There were a half-dozen ofthem, jabbering in panic as they tried to dig through a pile of rubble that had completelyblocked the tunnel. They were succeeding mostly in getting in each other’s way: as theJungle Fighters watched, one ork accidentally embedded its pickaxe in the skull ofanother.

They were sitting ducks for a volley of las-fire, the narrow confines ensuring that eventhrough the quake most of the Jungle Fighters’ shots found a target. The orks, in turn,didn’t seem to be armed—and, taken by surprise, they jostled with each other in theirhaste to close with their attackers, more than one of them stumbling in the melee andbeing manhandled aside. A single greenskin made it within knife range—and this,Lorenzo made short work of with his Catachan fang.

As he yanked his blade out of the ork’s chest, he stumbled, brushed the tunnel wall withhis bare arm and recoiled from its unexpected heat. Greiss had felt it too, and he gaveLorenzo a quizzical look. “Lava,” he confirmed. “It’s alright—it hasn’t built up enoughpressure yet to cause a burst. We’ve got a few minutes.”

Greiss nodded, and asked, “How far to the surface?”


“Almost there. Just the other side of that cave-in.”

“Guess the orks had the right idea, then,” said Greiss—and the Jungle Fighters rummagedamid the corpses of their enemies to retrieve their pickaxes and spades, and set about theblockage with gusto and a great deal more efficiency and teamwork than the greenskinshad demonstrated.

Lorenzo was worried about Greiss. He had retied his bandana like a bandage over hishead wound—but the bleeding showed no sign of abating, red rivulets rolling down hischeek. None of this seemed to lessen the zeal with which he swung his pickaxe, but thenLorenzo had learned to expect no less from him.

“Looks like you were right, Braxton,” Greiss murmured—and Lorenzo swung around,and this time his light beam did pick out something. A lot of somethings, no longerbothering to hide.

Ork zombies, shuffling up the tunnel behind them. They could only fit two abreast withtheir broad shoulders, but their ranks extended further back than Lorenzo could see—and,at their heart: the chilling sight of an even bulkier creature that could only have been thewarboss himself, his skull half-caked with mud but stripped to the bone beneath this.

There was still too far to dig, no way they could escape in time. There were too manysources of fresh corpses for Rogar to use against them, even discounting those orks thathad been melted in lava or whose bones had been shattered. Lorenzo found himselfaverting his gaze from the oncoming army—not through fear of their strength andnumbers, but lest he glimpse the familiar shape of a lost comrade among them.

“Looks like this is it,” growled Greiss.

“No, sergeant,” protested Lorenzo—though he knew it was hopeless too. “Not now. Not

when we’re so close!”



“I didn’t mean the end for all of us. Just me. About damn time!”



“What… what are you…?” Lorenzo began—but Greiss hefted his pickaxe, and Lorenzosaw that gleam in his eyes, saw where it was focused, and suddenly he knew what thesergeant was planning. And, impulsively, he laid a restraining hand on his shoulder andhe said, “Let me.”

“What’s wrong with you, trooper?” snapped Greiss. “That’s twice you’ve questioned my

orders, and I’m telling you, I don’t like it!”

“You’ve taken worse hits than this, sergeant. I know you have. You aren’t going to let

some dumb ork get the better of you, are you?”


“Too damn old,” grumbled Greiss. “This was always going to be my last outing. Andyou, Lorenzo, you got a job to do. You’re the only one who can tell Patch’s story. I’monly sorry I won’t be around to hear it.”

“I… I’m dying too, sergeant. Poisoned.”

Greiss looked Lorenzo up and down, and said curtly, “You look alright to me.” Lorenzocouldn’t argue, because Greiss was right—because, exhausted and hurt though he was, herealised only now that the effects of the effigy’s venom, the nausea and the dizziness, hadreceded.



Then Greiss clapped him on the arm and smiled grimly. “Live for me. Tell everyone I didit, got my blaze of glory. And don’t be so damn impatient for yours. Way I see it, you gota lot of stories in you yet, you only just earned your name.”

He turned and, before Lorenzo could say anything else—before he could think what tosay—he was charging at the front rank of zombies with a bloodcurdling scream. As hereached them, as they grabbed and clawed at him, he smashed his pickaxe into the wallbeside them, again and again, until the first crack began to show… and to widen… andexplode.

A deluge of lava crashed into the passageway, and surged downhill. It subsumedSergeant Greiss and the zombies, swept them away, and Lorenzo knew that this timethere wouldn’t be enough left of any of them for Rogar to reanimate. He turned away,couldn’t watch, concentrated on the blockage in front of him, swinging his pickaxe intime with Braxton’s, driving himself on, ignoring the pain in his fractured wrist, notletting himself think about anything but the task at hand because if he did think about it,what had happened to Greiss and Armstrong and Myers and Storm and all the others, ifhe really thought about it, he might have been overwhelmed by the unfairness of it all.Why them? Why them and not him?

Lorenzo thought about their sacrifices, and his greatest fear was that they would all be fornothing.

His pickaxe rose and fell, and he could feel the heat from the lava at his back and the rockwalls closed in around him, and his pickaxe rose and fell, and there were tears in his eyesbut that might have been the dirt. He remembered the ship, out in warp space, so long agonow, and that feeling of being trapped, surrounded by hostile forces, helpless to influencehis own fate, and he longed for the open air but feared he would never breathe it again.

Lorenzo’s pickaxe rose and fell, and he felt as if he had been doing this forever, gettingnowhere. He could sense the planet, his enemy, a living presence in his thoughts, and heknew it had won, defeated him, that he would never find his way out from inside it—thatRogar III would bury him as it had buried the rest of his squad. Just swallowed them up,left no trace of them. No one to tell their stories.


No one to remember…


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Daylight.

Lorenzo hardly registered it at first, couldn’t bring himself to believe in what might havebeen a cruel trick on the planet’s part. It was only a pinprick, after all, not enough tomake out any details of what might be out there. But it was daylight, nonetheless, and itstouch invigorated him.

His right wrist was bruise-blackened, stiffening, and he couldn’t wield the pickaxeanymore without suffering a lance of pain up his arm. But he and Braxton had chippedmost of the bigger pieces of rock away, and Lorenzo’s knife was now sufficient to whittleat the packed soil that remained. To make that pinprick wider.

Finally, thankfully, after what seemed like an age in the dark, they pushed their waythrough a curtain of loose earth and emerged, stumbling and choking, into the dew-pregnant morning. Only a few hours, Lorenzo calculated from the height of the sun, sincethey had entered the ork mine—but what a difference those few hours had made.

The earth had stopped shaking, Lorenzo didn’t know when. Maybe Rogar III hadexpended its energy—or maybe it was just content with its fresh kills, for now. Nothingstirred in the jungle—and, after so much noise, the silence felt eerie. It heightenedLorenzo’s creeping sense of loneliness.

There was a shape in the undergrowth. An ork, lying face-down. He thought it wassleeping at first, but on closer inspection it proved to be dead. He recognised the multiplescorched entrance wounds of las-rounds on its green skin. A short way from it, hediscovered another two greenskin corpses, and a gretchin that had evidently tried to runand had been cut down from behind. They must have escaped the mine before the tunnelcollapse, he thought, to find a greater peril waiting outside. He was grateful. In hiscurrent condition, even a trio of orks, if they had taken him by surprise, might haveproved too much.

Lorenzo sensed, rather than heard, movement behind him, and he knew it could only beone man. He turned to greet Sly Marbo with a cool nod.

The legendary Catachan stood just a few metres away, but Lorenzo could hardly makehim out against the greens and browns of his background. He recognised his dead, whiteeyes, though, and his deep voice, empty of emotion.


“Did you get him?” asked Sly Marbo.

“Big Green?” said Lorenzo. “Yes, yes, we got him.”

Marbo nodded. He had heard what he needed to know. He left without a footstep or arustle, seeming to melt into the jungle without moving at all. For a moment, Lorenzofought the discomfiting feeling that he hadn’t moved, that he was still there, watchingwith his white eyes. But that was just paranoia, he knew. Marbo was gone—and it wasunlikely Lorenzo would see him again.

Braxton, meanwhile, had sagged to the ground, and was sitting with his back to a tree,knees up to his chest. “I could sleep for a week,” he moaned.

“Go ahead,” said Lorenzo, checking for jungle lizards in the grass before he sat downbeside him. “For an hour or two, anyway. I’ll keep watch—but I think it’s safe. I thinkit’ll take Rogar a while to gather its strength, to be ready for its next move.”

“How can you know that?” asked Braxton.

Lorenzo shrugged. “I just do. It’s like I can feel it in the back of my brain. Like I couldfeel, underground, when the earth was going to move, where the lava was flowing… I’vebeen feeling it ever since the effigy poisoned me.”

“You told Sergeant Greiss you were dying.”

“I thought I was. But this was something different. A part of the planet in me. I think it

was trying to… In some weird way, I think it wanted to… communicate.”

“Didn’t stop it trying to kill you,” remarked Braxton. “Or any of us.”

“No,” agreed Lorenzo. “I think—I feel—it didn’t have much choice in that.”

“And I expect it’ll try again.”

“I expect it will.” It felt strange to say the words, to accept something that a few daysearlier he’d have sworn was impossible. If Brains had been here, he reflected, he’dprobably have been able to make it all sound rational. As it was, there was only one wayLorenzo could make sense of all he’d been through. “Remember,” he said, “when thezombies were stalking us, you said something about the planet itself being intelligent.”

“It seemed that way, at the time.”

“Yes, it did. To all of us. But I’m not sure that was quite right. No, I don’t think Rogar IIIis intelligent as such—not in a calculating way. It’s more like… like it’s just beenreacting. To what’s been happening on its surface. To the orks. To us. To the fighting.Like it can’t help it.”


“Like some kind of an allergy,” suggested Braxton. “The more we fight, the more weharm the planet, the more deadly the defences it evolves. New plants and animals,springing up on its skin like rashes. Or antibodies.”

“Yes. Like that. And whatever it is, whatever’s caused this, I doubt it’s something that

can be mined. The orks are wasting their time.”

“That’s what Rogar wanted you—wanted all of us—to understand,” said Braxton.

“We’re all wasting our time.”

Lorenzo looked at the Validian, and he remembered the nervous, apologetic adjutant whohad joined their squad four days ago, the stranger whose intrusion he and the otherCatachans had so resented. “You did well,” he said. “I mean, really well. All the men,good men, who died trying to see this mission through to the end—but you’re the onewho finished it. You struck the killing blow.”

Braxton waved aside the compliment. “I did nothing. It was a team effort. You took onthe ork leader by yourself, and crippled him. And Sergeant Greiss—if it hadn’t been forhim, we’d both be dead. I just blundered along at the right moment.”

“You made it this far,” said Lorenzo, “when most didn’t. I guess that makes you one of

us, after all.”

“It isn’t over yet,” said Braxton. “We’ve got a four-day trek ahead of us, if we’re to make

it back to the encampment.”

“Even if we don’t,” said Lorenzo, “Marbo will. They’ll know we did our job. They’ll

know Big Green is dead.”

“Maybe,” said Braxton, “but they ought to know more than that. They ought to knowabout Old Hardhead and the others, what they did for us—what they did for everyone.Don’t suppose I’ll get to write that story, though.”

Lorenzo grinned. “You could always try. You get drummed out of the Imperial Guard,

I’m sure the Jungle Fighters would have you.”

They sat there, side by side, for a long time, warmed by the sun, exchanging no words butsharing a deep bond of comradeship forged in the fires of their mutual experience.

Eventually, Braxton got up and searched the dead orks, finding a water bottle and takinga long swig from it before he passed it to Lorenzo. The Catachan hadn’t realised howthirsty he was, and the cold liquid felt blissful against his parched throat.

“So, what do I call you now?” asked Braxton, sitting beside him again.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he lied.


“Now you’ve earned your name. I heard what Greiss said.”

“He didn’t want me sacrificing myself instead of him. He wanted his blaze of glory. He

was just telling me what I wanted to hear.”

“You really think?” Braxton raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I didn’t know Old Hardhead aswell as you did—but tell me this: in all the time he led your squad, did he ever once justtell anyone what they wanted to hear?”

Lorenzo let out a bark of a laugh, and conceded, “Suppose not.”

“So, what do I call you?”

He sighed. “Lorenzo, still. Just Trooper Lorenzo. A Catachan’s earned name—it’s givento him by his comrades. It’s like a mark of their respect, a sign that they accept him. AndI’ve got no comrades left.”

“Maybe, when the other platoons hear—”

“Maybe. But hearing about it isn’t the same as being there. I’ll probably be assigned toanother squad, with men who don’t know me, and they won’t care that my old sergeantmeant to give me my name if he’d been able to think of one, if he hadn’t been too busycharging to his death. I’ll have to prove myself all over again. Anyway, what are theygoing to call me? What did I do that was so special? I wanted to… I wanted to be the onewho held off the orks so Patch could escape, but he got there first. I wanted to be the onewho took out Big Green, but I wasn’t strong enough. I wanted to stop the zombies, butOld Hardhead…”



“Sounds to me,” said Braxton, “like you got a suicide wish—like you think you can’tprove yourself unless you die in the process. What was it you just said to me? ‘You madeit this far…’”

“By not being brave enough,” Lorenzo muttered.

“By taking everything this planet had to throw at you,” countered Braxton. “Birds, acidplants, lights, zombies, the earthquake… By facing all that and surviving! You think thatwas dumb luck? I’ve been watching you, Lorenzo, and okay, maybe you aren’t alwaysthe first to stick your head in the lion’s mouth, but that’s because you think about things,assess the situation, then deal with it—not in a showy way, not looking for glory, butefficiently. You get the job done. You were the first person to give me a chance, to lookbeyond the fact that Mackenzie had foisted me on you. Maybe it took the others too longto appreciate that, maybe they took you for granted. But I’ll bet that’s what Old HardheadGreiss realised at the end there: that you were always there, for him, for all of us, that youwere the most dependable man on this squad. I’ll bet if he were here now, he’d find aname for you to say all that. Something like… like… ‘Long Run’.”


“‘Long Run’?”

“‘Long Run’ Lorenzo. What do you think? Got a ring to it?”

“I don’t know. I…”

Braxton grinned. “You’ve got to accept it. You just told me, I’m one of you now.”

“You enjoy throwing my words back in my face, don’t you?”

“So I’ve a right to give you your name. The name you’ve earned. And I like the sound of

Long Run.”

Lorenzo sat back, turned the words over in his head, tried to find an argument againstaccepting them, and smiled. “Yes,” he said. “I like it too.”

“So,” said Braxton, “what do you say, Long Run? Ready to move off?”

“I thought you wanted to sleep.”

“I feel okay now. More than okay. I think we should get some distance under our belts,

while things are quiet.”

Lorenzo nodded. “Maybe Rogar hasn’t covered over the paths we cut through the jungleyet. We’re not likely to run into any more orks for a while. I reckon we can make thisreturn trip in three days—less, if we hustle.”

“I guess that depends,” said Braxton, getting to his feet, “on how hard Rogar III tries to

stop us.”

“Whatever it does,” said Lorenzo, straightening his bandana, “we’ll deal with it. We haveto. We’ve got a story to take back. The other squads, the other platoons, they’ll be backfrom fighting orks by now, probably razed a few settlements. They’ll want to know howwe got on, if any of it was worth the sweat. We have to warn them about Rogar. We haveto tell them what it is, what they’re doing to it.”

“You think it’ll change anything?” asked Braxton.

Lorenzo shook his head. He remembered something Old Hardhead had said, on themorning they’d set out from the encampment. “Best thing we could do now would be toleave this world alone. That’s all it wants. But the Imperium won’t leave as long as theorks are here, and the orks won’t leave until we do. Neither side can afford to turn itsback on the other, so we’ll just keep fighting.”

“Over nothing,” said Braxton.


“Over nothing.” Lorenzo agreed. “And in the meantime, our violence will breed violencein turn. They only started calling Rogar III a deathworld a month ago. You have towonder, what will it be like in another month? A year? A decade?”

“I don’t know,” said Braxton, “but I’m counting on being around to find out.”

Lorenzo grinned. “Look forward to it.”

Then, like Sly Marbo before them, they disappeared into the jungle together, in near-totalsilence. They left only the faintest footprints to suggest that either of them had ever beenhere. And, a few minutes later, the deathworld had erased even them.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Steve Lyons has written novels, short stories, radio plays and comic strips for charactersincluding the X-Men, Doctor Who, Strontium Dog and Sapphire & Steel. He has writtenseveral non-fiction books about television shows, and contributes to magazines. DeathWorld is his twentieth novel.



Scanning and basicproofing by Red Dwarf,formatting and additionalproofing by Undead.

OPS/image-2094.png
WARMAMMER £

What you call hell, they call home!

DEATH WORLD

Steve Lyons.





OPS/cover.png
What you call hell, th

DEATH WORLD

Steve Lyons






