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WARHAMMER 40,000

It is the 41st millennium. For more than a hundrecdTenturies the Emperor has sat immobile on the Goldenof thhrone of Earth. He is the master of me gods, and master of a million woarldnkind by the ws by the mighilltof his inexhaustible armies. He is a rotting carcassTwrithing invisibly with power from the Dark Age ofechnology. He is the Carrion Lord of the Imperium forwhom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day, so thathe may never truly die.



cthontin

Yet even in his deathless state, th

e d

ues his eternal vigila

aemon-infested mia

nce. Migh

sma of thty

 be Empeattlefletsror

e warp, th

e co

e only

rss

 route

between distant stars, their way lit by the Astronomicanthe p,

armiesys gchivic me baattlenifestation of the Emperor’s w in his name on uncounted will. Voraldsst.

AGreatest amongst His soldiers aer the Adeptusstartes, the Space Marines, bio-engineered superImwarriosr. Their comrades in arms are legion: theperial Guard and countless planetary defence forces

the ever,-vigilant Inquisition and the te fech-priet foAdeptus Mechanicus to name only aw. Busts or all thf theeir

multitudes, they are barely enough to hold off the ever-present threat from aliens, heretics, mutants

 - an

wosred.



To be a man in such times is to be one amongstbuntold billions. It is to live in the cruellest and mosttimloody regime imaginable. These are the tales of thoses. Forget the power of technology and science, foreso much has been forgotten, never to be re-learnedF.oinrg thet the promise of porgress and understanding, fore grim dakr future there is only war. There is nopeace amongst the stars, only an ef thtenrity of carnagand slaughter, and the laughter oirsting godse

.
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a fe

‘We ain’t m

w detach

uch on paper. A single regiment, a d

ments of support. Bits and bobs. N

ozen companies,

ot much on paper.



And‘But yo you ku take a millioeep ’em fightinn men and yog ’til fou th terow them into the fighr everyn you started witht. you gotonly one man left. ’Til just the toughest, just the smartesbleedin’ luckiest are still breathingt, just the

.



‘And then you send them out again.



‘And of the ten men who thought they were tough, nine find they

finweren’t tod thugh enough; of the ten who thought they were smart, nineey weren’t smart enougfind thhir; the ten who thought they were luck

e luck runs out.y

‘Imagine who you’ve got left after that. And then you send them

out again ’til you’ve only got one in ten of those still kicking.



‘That’s us. That’s the Brimlock Eleventh.



‘We ain’t much on paper, that’s true. But thain’t.’at’s the only place we



Trooper Rit ‘Mouse’ ChaffeyG Brimlock 11th Imperialuard regiment, Ellinor Crusade
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Prologue



There is a tradition amongst the crusading regiments of the

Brimlock Dragoons. When each new recruit leaves Brimlock for thefirbst, and almost cetarinly last, time they aer told to look at the planethoehmined th. Froemm. T thahet mn thomeyen at, ther toeirld that that plane home is whatet isver n gro loounngd ther theirey standon, thMe ground they fight on, and the ground that they die on.foajor Stanhope watched on helplessly as, below him, his menfrund their final homes. The fight was hopeless, they had known itom the start, but they were standing fast and fighting hard. By thGode

-E

Gmperor, they were showing the enemy how hadr asuadrsman could fight. But one by one they fell and, as each onekuccumbed, Stanhope felt another part of his soul cut from him. Heleneft inw that when the last was extinguished there would be nothing

Hside him.e ached, he burned to be down there with them. To fight besidethem, to share these last moments and then march alongside themineto the Empeorr’s light. But they had forbidden him, they hadcontruldusted him w not resist thith a taem. Hsk to ge heldive th the ceoir elouxprsend, theitur ime pmouprose. Htarl pridee of therbegkiment, in his hands and, above, the shining lights of a salvationeconed to him. But Stanhope knew he could not be saved. Andyet. AGnd yet.od damn me, Stanhope thought, and he took hold of the firstrung and began to climb.



Charasia – 657.M41 – YCear 18 of the Ellinor

rusade



‘You have your orders, lie‘Tutenant!’

‘I chey’re being slaughtered!’‘an see just as well as you can.’

bYou might be willing to stand here like a gawping fool, captain,ut I–’‘Y

ou take another step, lieutenant, and I will shoot you wheer you

stand!’Captain Blundell-Hollinshed

-Blundell o

at his insubordinate secondf the Brimlock 11tha rged-in-command. He had not drawn hpistol, but his threat was very real. He glared fiecrely at the otheris

thofficer: a second lieutenant named Carson. Carson was one ofose, Blundell knew, who would never amount to anything, who in

eighteen years had never been decorated or promoted, aftend who

would most probably be put up against a wall ar this campaign if

he was not forced to gun him down in the next few seconds.

starTehe. Cre was a look in Carson’s eye, Blundell could see. Thaold, yet calculating. Blundell tried not to glance down at htow

cClose Carson’s hand was to his own gun. Everyone knew how fast

arson was supposed to be, how he had suvrived so long. It didn’t

matter, Blundell told himself, this would not be settled by speed. It

was a malf intter of authorityf th and unless’s Carson wished to p

himse the hands oe crusade commissars, he wlaouclde back

down‘Re.turn to your position,’ Blundell ordered, keeping his voice

calm. ‘And we will stay in the line until we aerordered to do

otherwiseC.’

arson did not move and Blundell refused to repeat himself.

Instead, th 1e lieutenant slowly turned and looked across the v

where the1th’s Boy Company was being guttedalley to.

nThe Boy Company, or the probationary unit to give it its formalBalumnde, well’sas an inevitable part of the decision, poo opinion, to allow a portion of the Guadrslyr mmeadn’se in wives to

accompan thy them on crusade. Their offspring earned their keep as

soon asey were old enough to carry, until, as adolescents, the

were permitted into the Boy Company to prove their worth any

become proper guardsmen, or alternatively to stay fetching adnserving all their livesd

.

feaTrlehat burning desire to pss, but it wrove themselves sometimes made themThas no substitute for experience.

ey should have been kept to thee rar, that is if anyone could tell

wdheer the rear was, or where the front was for that matter, in this

amn iritarting war. The Brimlock assault had soon booted the

Karthadasim soldiers and their mercenaries off Charasia, but

thtoey’d left their guns for these pesky indigenous tribesmen who

Broimk gelorackt d Guearligdhst in smenna triepdping at their liberators even as theA to pacify each region.

tand now, Blundell considered, the tribesmen had bit on a juicythrget. They’d sprung from some hidey-hole after the main bulk of

e 11th had passed and struck the rear of the column. The

sergeant major in command of the Boy Company had been snipedin

h the first volley, a mere second after one of the boys had salutedcoimm, upanknynow hading colylla givpsineg the sd. The onipfficer heris target. Without the SM, the

-cadet had tried to organise

return fire, but he too had been struck as soon as he had staterd

shouting orders. At that, thee rst of them had dived for whatever

meagre cover they could find. The ones who raised their guns and

tried to shoot weer the first targets. Quickly they were down too anthe Charasian tribesmen could start leisurely picking off the boysd


who weeTr cowering, second by agonising second.

thhey weer in a dreadful pinch, Blundell knew, but he also knewlaat it was almost certainly a diversion. There was most likely a farrger enemy force, just waiting for him to move his company out ofposition, to have him expose them, before launching their attack.Ho

cw did he know that? He didn’t. But he trusted in his chain ofcommand. He had sent his report to Colonel Arbulaster and the

hisolonel would decide. Until then, his last ordesr were to maintain position in the column and he would do so, until he was orderedotherwise. That was the dutyO of a Guardsman.

rders and discipline. That was what made the Brimlock

regiments gerat. That was what held the line at Defiance, that wa

what had carried them over the trenches at Torrans, and that wassliewhat Blundell had tried so hard to imputenant and the rest of his companyress upon his unurly secondC.

arson was still standing theer, still obviously nursing a spark ofbobstinacy. Or posing, Blundell considered, one hand resting on theutt of one of his holstered pistols and the other clasping the backof his untrimmed blonfrd hair. No doubt trying to darw thfre menattention to their conontation. Well, it was not a conontation’s

Blundell intended to lose.

not is‘Resuturen to y any oourder post, liers to anyute manann ut,’ Bntil I slundeay oll inthestructed. ‘You sharwise. Understanlldme? Dismissed.’

Blu‘Captain,’ Carson muttered, and walked back to his men. Nondell corrected in his own head, slunk back to his men. He w,asdefinitely beginning to master the man.

rHis men; yes, that was the problem. When Blundell’s ownoegiment, the 92nd, had been dissolved after the bloody crossing

hver the Katee on Ordan and had been subsumed into the 11th, hethad suspected that he would be given a command at the bottom ofhe barrel. He had not been mistaken. His fellow 92nder Gomerad warned him. Gomery had told him that the rest of the regimeytn

called it Casron’s company, despite the fact that a seconlied

wuouteldna nent, aver bnd certainly one we allowed a commith sanucdh a stain on his reputation,.

BGomery had told him that Carson’s men were devoted to him.ut Blundell could tell that that wasn’t true. His men had just grownused to him; that was all. Carson curried their favour incorrigib

allowing them far too great a liberty and irerverence. Blundellly,

himself had already heard a nickname some of the men had put

asbout for him, ‘Blunder’, and he intended to come down with the

treasverest sanctions the nexh encouraged trash; Blut timndeell h he hada bed seno mu lumchbe oref ad w whiff oith sef it. Averanldsthurvivors of thee rgiments from the debacle on Cawnpore. One of

em, a corporal named Gardner from the 412th, had emerged

particulalyr maladjusted and without use.A few of the company showed promise, however. His steward

who’d acquired the name ‘Mouse’, seemed a salt-of-thee,-arth

hard,-working fellow, whilst Colou-rSergeant Towser, or ‘Old Red’a

fos the men called him, was an inexhaustible pillar of strength andrtitude. Blundell did not doubt that it was he who had kept the

ckinompdaf mny effective in spite of Carson’s indulgence. It was these

, oen who were the rocks on which Blundell would build thenew spirit of the company. He had disciplined them mecrilessly onthe journey from Ordan to Charasia and drilled out their bad habitsa

wnd eccentricities, and here on campaign it was paying off. Theyfoere obeying his orders in spite of the tribesmen’s provocation and,br all his posturing, their lieutenant could not fight it. Carson hadecBome alun irrelevance.

ndell watched Carson until he had returned to his assigned

position, ensurit foing his obediel’snce. Blundell then returned to hf this vox-operator to war the colone orders. The distant cries oe

pwounded and dying boys gave him no pleasure, but at least theinitifufluel sncituae. Btioy thn had allowed he end of this caim tompa cigursn, nh the lao one wst traces of Carsonould be talking’sabout Carson’s company any more; it would be known by its propernthame as Blundell’s company, and it would be he who would take

em on to glory.

A few minutes passed and still there was nothing from the

caolonel. Still the boys were suffering. A doubt emerged, unbiddenliend uutennwant; hanted, into Blundee had no furthell’s mindr use for. H deela hy. If oad won the point wnly the colonel with houldisrepitioly he could be calm. Whether it was to hold and defend their

trpoibsn against some attack, or to strike out and drive theesmen away themselves. Blundell did not care which way. Hejust needed to be told.He caught a particular look in the eye of his vox

-operator. He

smtaarechind aet h. Bimlun in rdell weply and the operator quickly focused back on hanted to question him, wanted to tell him toismbake sure it was working properly, ensure he was using it correctly,taut hke knew such questions would be redundant and might been for the first signs of panic. He knew he had no choice in thematter. He had told them all to wait for orders; he could not now

thcountermand himself. He could not tell them to wait for orders andshen decide that orders were not necessaryould have moved at once, and as he hadn. If th’t, they weren’t, then he

Hat meant they were.e stood and faced away from the decimation of the boys,

staring at the rest of the regiment. The other companies were

manoeuvring, dust-coloured Chimeras transporting some platoons,others marching on foot, af th few of the horse dragoons galloping ontheir mounts, but none oem were coming back towards him

.

Fmrom where he was, he could not discern the pattern in their

thovements, but he continued to stare into the distance beyond asough hde could see some enemy force to which they were

responing.


He peered from the corner of his eye in the direction of theregimental colours where he knew the colonel must be. He strainedas though he might pick out Arbulaster somewhere within thegroup, then see him stoop down so as to pick up the vox and givehim his orders

.

NoBlundell looked down expectantly at the operator. Still nothing.ww, Blundell suspected, he was beginning to look like a fool. Thethhole company must have realised that there was no immediatefillereat to their front, and that the closest enemy was behind andhting the regiment’s sons. Blundell knew that some of his menad sons in the Boy Company if th. Sergeant Forjaz was one. Whatcould he possibly say to hime worst happened? How could hexplain why he held him back, why he held the whole companebypack, when they could have intervened? He knew he could nothossibly countermand what he had previously said, but how coulde explain that to a father who had lost his child?hStill no orders! Blundell clenched his jaw tight. He should notave been placed in this situation. Arbulaster should not have donethis to him. He should havee rplied. There sho fruld be orders!He turned around, ready to snatch the voxom the operator’shoand and demand answers from command, when he caught sightGf wuahdrat was happening. Help had finally arrived. Asmen had ghosted along the side of the valle platoon ofy. They were

Cmoving fast, but carefully. Blundell could believe that thethharasians, from their positions, would not even catch a glimpse ofem, and yet within a couple more minutes the Guardsmen wouldbe right on their flank.sSuddenly, it all became clear. Evidently, the Charasians couldceome his company further along the valley. They would see hpany move as soon as he gave the odrer and disappeaisr oncelemorttine. So, instead, the colonel had left his company in position,g the tribesmen believe they were secure, whilst he broughtanother force in to catch them before they could run and annihilatethem.oBlundell knew he should never have doubted the colonel. Heacnlyting wis ashed that on this occasion it c distraction, whilst his meno weuld be another company

Hnt in for the kill.e paused a moment as he caught sight of the distinctive pair ofploistols that one okf the attackers had holstered on their hips. Heoed shaprly down at his company in their positions. Carson

Fojarz, Red, nearly a platoon, they were all missing. Furious, he,htuisrned back to the attack just about to b men!egin. Damnation, theywere

Carson scrambled over theo rcks at the head of his men. He hadn’tgiven any orders; he hadn’t needed to. His men knew what washaa veppteening, and they knew wharan. Eveyr single one hadt to do

. Ev

 beeery single one on fighting since the firf them wstasmcampaign ooer years thf the Ean ellinveryor Cthinrusade to here. They’d been soldiers fog else they’d ever been. He had left hisrplaoidsition on the line; R ded had gone with him, and the men silentlyloown their packs and followed after. Words were simply nonger needed.

He had led them hard south, taking them around onto theraeverse of the ridge that led back down the valley. They ran intemorranings lot the sok almtacks and rock chimneys which made the craggost as though it were a field of giant wheat madye oftrstone. They went fast, swarming up the slope and over the broken,eacherous ground. Their step was sure, their movement confidentand quiet. Anything they had been originally issued which rattled orclinked or flapped had been secured or disposed of long before.kThe men grouped automatically in their sections, each manfonocuwseindg h ahis peadla, ece in foach ornemation behind his corpo forging his own path sral. The copo as to avoidroralsconges’stion or bottlenecks that would slow their advance or darw theenemy eye. The sections rushed through concealed gullies, themen tightening into a column to thread their way through fo narrowgaps between chimneys and then dispesring back intormationonce on the other side. They kept low over rises to reduce theirkprepofilet the anird la, no msrifleatter how steep their path became, they alwaysThs in their garsps.ey went fast. Faster than they should. Faster than doctrineallowed. Carson knew it was a risk, but neither he nor any of hismen could abide any further delay. Their attack was a strike to thethroat that would take gripff. W and then thro Cttle the life from their foe.It was a risk that paid ohilst thehaarsians had some finestribhots amongset their kind, Carson knew they were not soldiers. The

-vmales had allowed their attention to focus entirely on theirthictims in the Boy Company; they all wanted to score a kill againsttheir liberators. They thought they had hidden themselves well, bloute faint discharges from the Kartha weapons their former overrdshad left them weer all Carson needed. Their very firing stances, lowand crouched over, helped conceal the Brimlock platoon as itcdlosed in on them from their left and behind. There were only aCozen or so metres left between Carson and the rearmost of thelikhaarsian positions and still no warning had been shouted. Juste their targets a few minutes earlier, the Charasians did not standa chanceC.arson did not need to order the attack. He merely had to think it.

His men acted as he knew they would. They sprinted the last fewlametres and launched themselves at the enemy. The heavy butts ofhsrifles smashed against the backs of unprotected Charasianbeads, smashing their skulls or knocking them cold so there wouldime no shouts of pain when the lasrifles were reversed and bayonetspaled their flesh. One realised the danger a moment too soonand Carson heard a xenos shriek that carried over the sound of the


continual gunfireG.

renades, Carson thought, and he saw them fly down into themidst of the Chaarsian hiding places. Their firing stopped and for asplit second there was no sound but a single voice gabbling xenoswords. Then there was thecrump-crump-crump of the detonation

and bloods-smist sprayed into the air. The screaming began for real:bcereenams o so cof pnfidain from those struck and of panic from those who hadent a moment before, but were now realising the

thperil tht hey were in. They were turning, desperate to target the threataad appeared right behind them.

flaVolley, Carson thought, and las-shots from Brimlock riflesshed around him. Through the spurs and jagged outcr, fewstruck true, but the carck of the shots as they splintered ooff rpsock andthree hmaisins oingf th Chea arair as the bsians thaet thams passed nearby convinced theey had been outflanked by far greaterCnumbers than a mere phlatoon. There was no return fire. Thearasians were surprised, a few of them were dead, but the restwere safe in their dug-in positions. If the Brimlock Guardsmen

hesitated, gave th Cem even a minute to recover and collec

themselves, theharasians could have stayed put and utnleashea wdridgeithering fire on the Guardsmen now so visible coming over theH above them.

this men had to charge, Carson thought, and that is exactly whatlaey did. Ahs his men leapt down upon their targets, Carson

unced himself into a knot of the tribem-ales. They were still

standing, turningt. C, fumbling to bring their weapons around againstthe new threaarson’s pistols were already in his hands. Hec

olenched the triggers, once, twice and a third time, and the bodiesanf thrd cehee osf thts ine xcinenos fighters smacked down onto stone, their faceerated by the heat of the lass

Thbeams.ere was a sharp, shocked inhalation of breath behind him. Hewhirled about. Another Charasian had been hidden in the shadowoCf an outcrop. It was younger, this one, and for a split second

arson paused. His gaze locked with the wide, black-eyed xenos.

oIts yldeor. Cuth was not relevanarson fired. He didt; it w noat los caryring a gun, it would not get anyHe flattened himself against aok to s rock, taee thakingt it h coveit, hr ine k exnacew it htly thead.sHame position that his enemy had been in a few seconds before.

Be listened and the only sounds he could hear were the shots ofrimlock lasrifles and the crunching of stone underfoot as men

charged in behind him.

feHe looked up. All across the slope the Charasians were on theirCaet arsond rn’su mnnening e aboavest, sta themying on the side of the valley and the Boy Company belo, flew. It weing froas omnlynow that he could see how many of the enemy there had been. Overa hundred of them were running from the thirty Guardsmen who hadattacked them. The Brimlock Guadrsmen, winded and unable to

keep up, kept firing at the backs of those in flight. Every Charasian

tribe-male they killed at this moment was one who would neverr

aneturn to sd rifle batrike arrel drt theenchm in the fued in the bturloe. Cod oarf thson saw Forjaz, his bayonee xenos who had beentshooting‘S at his child.

ergeant!’ Carson called over to him, his first word since he hadworked away from Blunder. ‘Take a section, check on the boys.’

Forjaz stared for a moment, still wrapped in his paternal bloodrage, then blinked and nodded gratefully. Better that he knew a

soon as he could whether his son was living or deadsThe sound of Brimlock las.

Charasians went to ground, disfire leappessareninged as the survivin amongst the samge kindoTf rock chimneys and gullies that had hidden Carson’s own attack.fahey would not go far, they did not need to. They knew the countrr too well to be rooted out by off-worldersy. Af th few of them at lewould turn back so as to stall any pursuit oe main party andast

perhaps even to cIt wreep back and take their attackers off-guard.

was a merciless war, on both sides, and Carson suspected hefinould soon see how little mercy his own side had, for Blunder hadally ordered the other two companies to move and they weer

coming back for him.



Cwithaptain Blundell rega his burised, blooddreiedd the a, but still livwkwainrd reunion of Sergeant Fog son: man and boy, bothjarzthshaken, yet both firmly restraining the emotions going thorughinem. Blundell looked away from the embarrassing scene andstead shot a scorching gaze up towards the rocks where Carson,

Red and the r if hest of their platoon were still holding. Blundell wbe damnede was going up there to haul the second lieutenouldantdunown again. Carson had to come down to him, atil he dnd he would waitBlundeid sll woas and then throw the book at him. furious. The captain did not care who Carson hadsaved; he was finished in this company. With the help of a seniorofficer or two – Major Roussell was another who detested Carson –the second lieutenant would be finished in this existence as well.He would be handed over to the commissars and they would puthim up against a wall and be done with him.

LThis waiting game he was playing was not going to save him.frord General Ellinor himself could appear and could not save him

Hoism the fa lifects. Carson had defied Blundell’s orders and that was it. was forfeit, and a thorn in Blundell’s side would finally beremoved‘C.aptain,’ someone alerted him. Blundell looked about. A trooper

Cwaaws wnpalkoreing to detrituwasrd, Cs horpimor fraom sl Gardeconernd platoon. It was that piece of.him‘Captain Blundell,’ Gardner said, raising his hand and salutingB.lundell automatically snapped off a quick salute in reply. ‘Yeswhat?’,


thAnd the carefully aimed shot from a Kartha rifle burned throughe back of Blundell’s head and blew his face out from behind.
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Chapter One

The Fortress of Kandhar – 659.M41 – Year 20 of the

Ellinor Crusade



Tbhe conquest of Kandhar by the Ellinoang, but with a carckle. It was thr Crusade ended not with afue crackle of the flames from theneral pyres that burned twenty metres high around the ruins of theenemy’s last stronghold, cremating the bodies of friend and foealike. They lit up the dark sky and their light reflected off the low-hanging clouds bathing the cold valley with their warm glow

.of thThee tr manooper watched them burn through the wide hole in the sor house. He sat in comfort, sunk down in a red, velvetidechair. Someone had lit a fire in the fireplace to keep the place warmagainst the cool night air. The men, the rank and file, were huddledaround the pyres, thffice bodies of their dead comrades keeping themalive. But no oer could be expected to debase himself in suchm arefuanner, and so the manor house had been approprbishedriately.thThe trooper gazed at the small but happy fire in the fireplace, anden looked outside at the great vengeful flames soaring up in giantctaolumblens towards the heavens. There was a beverage on a side near his right hand: a good, fine-cut glass with a measuer ofheavy liquid the colour of oak. It sat there untouched as he drank inthmoe view instead. This was one of the moments, one oments of wonder that needed to be savouredf the

‘You got the dinrks? Wheer’s a good spot?’.‘Over there by the fire?’takThe two officers stepped lightly towards the fireplace, looking toe their ease in the chairs around it. The trooper was sitting solow in his seat that the first of them did not see him until he hanearly sat down in his lapd

.lo‘Oh! Apologies, I didn’t–’ It was then that the officer took a goodhok at the trooper, as much as he took a good look at anything, andhime saw his dirty, th face, his battered uniform and, most importantly to‘Whe insignia of a private.at are you doing in here?’

T‘Dhe trooper did not res?po Officnd.o you hear me, maners only in here. Get back to yoursection.’

T‘Hhe tre loooper’s heavy eyes stayed staring at the fire.thoks pretty far gone,’ the officer’s friend said. He had noticedde stains on the trooper’s grey fatigues: sweat, smoke and mostefin‘Ditely blood. ‘Maybe we should leave him to it.’amn him!’ the officer replied. ‘He’s just playing dumfficb. I’ll havyour name and regiment, man, and your commanding oer willehave a mite more, I’ll warrant, after I’ve had a word with him.’cenTtimhe trooper setre, eventill d to bidlinn’t rk, deuplyinr; in fag thec et, he hntirea cod nnfroont mtaotiovend a. Thneofficer’s friend shook his head and went to g‘Net a steward.ame and regiment, soldier!’ The officer tried to soundcommanding‘V, but the order came out as petulant.eyr well, I’ll find it for myself.’ The officer reached for the tagsapround the trooper’s neck. He leaned in and suddenly yelped ininatoin. T a lohe trock. Thopeer tro’s hopeanr’sd w heaas cd wlamphirleed ad aroround his wrisund, he blinket, twd aisndting itstared wide-ey‘Whed at the officer.at’s wrong with you?’ the trooper asked, his tone one ofgenuine concern. ‘Why are you shouting?’‘Unhand me, you dog, or I’ll have you on the wheel!’

‘Is there a problem here, sirs?’ One of the heavy-sethreatening stewards closed in, the officer’s friend beht, pindo hliteimly

.

ThThe trooper saw what his hand was doing and released his grip.e o‘I wfficer shrank back, cradling his injury and spitting nails.ant this private’s name and regiment,’ he odrered thestewards, ‘and then I want him slung out of here!’

The trooper stood and persented himself. ‘Major Stanhopecommanding the 1201st.’,

No‘Tt ohan Kt’san a liedha!’ thr aet le oafficst!’er blurted out. ‘There’s no such regiment.‘Sir,’ the steward began. ‘Sir?’foIt took a moment for the officer to realise that the steward wascusing‘W not on the fraudulent major but on him.hat?’‘Major Stanhope is currently seconded to the 371st, whom, Ibhaelieve you’ll findnd for two of h, isa cre oollen Kaguaendsh toar a. Npporowa,’ the sch, ‘it wteward raised hill be no troubleis forus to arrange chairs for yourself and your friend with a very pleasantoutlook up‘Nstairs.’

‘So,’ the officer retorted.‘Yir?’ll n’ the st foteward reff. Hplied with seemingly infinite patience.ouob us oe assaulted me.’disaThppe steointmwaerd ant.llowed a moment to pass to indicate his silentb‘In that case, I shall have to ask you to vacate these premisesefore continuing‘V any further.’ery well.’ The officer turned to the trooper only to discover hehad slumped back down in the chair once more. He contained his



irhisritation ande rs

 sword. ‘M

ted his uninjured hand significantly upon the hilt o

ajor Stanhope, if that is who you are, you will

f

accompany me outside. Do you have a second you wish to

contact?’S

tanhope did not reply. He was gone again, once more gazing athe firet

.

SThe officer walked round pointedly to stand right in front of him.htanishope blinked back and the officer gritted his teeth and repeated

‘O challenge.‘Df course. Of course,’ Stanhope replied and stood up.

o you have a weapon,’ the officer said disdainfully, ‘or do you

need one to be provided?’‘Y

ou’re right. You’re right. Got to have a sword or might get yointo trouble. Had a sword somewheeru

… Where’s it gone?’Stanhope turned his back and bent down near double, searching

under his chair, and incidentally displaying his trouser-covered

rump‘Ah to his o, thpponent.

ere it is!’ Stanhope saw the unusual thick sword with its

distinctive inward curve entangled under the chair alfwnd reached ingrabbed the hilt and gave it a tug. It slipped out haay and then,

sothtuck faser hant. He gdrunted in annoyance and took a second grip with his

‘That’s a. fell-cutter,’ the friend exclaimed. ‘He’s a bloody fellcutter!’‘B

Thlessed Margueiter!’ the officer gasped.ere was the smash of glass and the bang of furniture bein

knocked hastily to one sideg.

a g‘Aha! Got it!’ Stanhope declared as he pulled the sword free withareat ripping of fabric. He waved it triumphantly in a small circle

Obove his head and then turned his attention back to his challenger.r, aStat least, where his challenger had been.

nhope looked about in sluggish confusion. The steward

rfligighted the table and chairs that the officesr had toppled in their

ht.

‘Can I get you another, major?’Stanhope looked down at the empty side

-table

‘Did I have one already?’.‘Y

‘Oehs, sir. The glass broke.’, sorry about that,’ Stanhope said. ‘I suppose I’d better have

another then‘N.’ He reached into his pocket.

o need, sir,’ said the steward, bowing: the coin that the majorh

foar ad gniv enen him for the first dintire platoonrk had been enough to cover a round.

Th‘Tisake it anyway.’ Stanhope pressed another coin into his hand. one was enough for a whole company.

b‘As you say, sir.’ The steward vanished and Stanhope settledack into his chair, jamming his sword underneath again. The fresh

drink a‘Sppeared on the sideta-ble.hall I stoke the fire for you?’ the steward offered, reaching for

one o‘Nof the la, no, lencave he it beads propped up beside it.e,’ Stanhopee rplied, as he returned to his

moment. ‘It’s happy.’

Medicae Station, Kandhar



The ma fractioan who would become known as Blanks opened hisig rhn. They’d finally turned the luminators down. Ht eyethe scannedbe room; all the medicae were gone and the wounded were in theireds. He held his breath, listening intently to the sounds of theirbreathing. None of them snored. Any troopers who snored hadbtheen killed many years before. Hopefully, the medicae had druggedrem to keep them quiet just as they had been doing to him. Hehisaised his hands a few centimetres from his bed and felt the tug of restraints. There had been some kind of panic today. Morewounded arriving. Many more. The medicae had not paid him muchattention and had forgotten to shorten his wrist straps after hismeal. It was his opportunity.loThe medicae were lying to him. They had told him that he hadHsowt his memory because of his injuries and yet he had no injuries could he have lost his entire memory and not have a scratch.loon him? He had been injured before, he had scars, but they weer allfung healed. He had tested every part of his body and everythinnctioned as it should. He was not wounded, he was not sick, agdnthat meant they were doing something else to him.bWhen he had first awoken, he had tried to break free, but he hadreen too confused and there had been too many medicae standingtoeady, and so he had been restrained. One of the medicae had triedd comfort him, telling him that the paranoia would fade in a feways and then he could be released back to his regiment, but thenanother one had said that his regiment were all dead. He askedthem why he was fit, b being kept her fit ae; they said they were only keepinghim until he wasut he waslready. More lies. He asked tothsee his service docket, buey stopped listening to ht thim aey refused. Wnd started dhruen he continued to agging him until hesk,trstopped. Tonight was the night that he was going to find out theuthH.e slowly arched his body up. His bedclothes rustled slightly asfinthey slid fr down him. He pushed his hands behind his back, thgersom one hand stretching to reach thee rstraint on the oether.bIt toeeonk ne screaraly hminalf ag, bn hut hoisur to u bodny wdo one; his muscles should haveOnce one restraint was off, thae os strongthers q.uickly followed and then

,at last, he was out of bed. His legs waveerd a moment as thereadjusted, but then they responded. He had obviously not beyen offthem long. Another lie. He took a blanket from the bed and padded


softly along the ward and out through the door.

hThere was no alarm. There was no guard. There were wounded,owever. There were wounded everywhere: lying on pallets,

slumped against walls, standing and trudging slowly down the

corridor. The ones nearest him looked up plaintively for a momenbt,

Hut the then saw he was not one of the medicae and so ignored him.He starertew hd tris budlaginnkge at osve ther his head and shoulders and held it c other walkers did, looking for his pathlose.

.

thHe had tried to get information from the others in his wadr, butey had all been officers and uninterested in conversing with a

private soldier. However, they had been free enough in talking withone another and he had gleaned the inform

 floation he needed fromthat. There was a blue line painted on theor ending at his ward.He s

misshuingffle limd abslo, bng it, purnedass, anindg so withld eiever aryfte othr serold injuieryr, bandaged, he could

conceive of. None of them were screaming, none of them were

crying outet, but there was a general groan of suffering that

permead the air. There were no medicae, no one tending to any ofthem

.

He reached a junction and there the blue line intersected w

hith aof aalf-dozen mo cavern: dorue. A thble, triciplek red line terminated in another ward the size

them. There weer more thastan acked with p thousanda ollef thts aemnd mo in thare men upot one roomn

alone. It was not his destination. He found the thin grey line and

started following that. There were no wounded along this path and

so he picked up his p foace. He jogged lightly down the emp

corridors until heund his destination: the recordso rom. Inty there,

whe had heard, was a service docket for every patient within thesesalls. The door was locked, but he was not going to be halted now,

luo close. He forced his way in and flicked on the emergencyminators. There they were.

thThere were thousands of them. Maybe tens of thousands ofem. But they were all ordered and filed. He ran through the aisles

until he found the right rack. He searched through them, looking forhis service number. There

H it was. There he was.floe pulled the docket clear and poured the contents out onto the

hor. The top sheet was a medical report. It was obviously new; itkad nothing on it since a week before, nothing he did not already

thnow. Behind it, though, was his service record, with his number ate top. He pic, Gked it up and began to read. Name: Stones, John.

Rank: Privaterade Primus.

entirAnelyd that was it. Ev blankery other section, every other page, was.

Cloud Hills, Kandhar



Carson and Red meint the officers from the 29th early in the morningpla a wceo tood goed grove in the lee of one of the hills where they could not be seen. Theer was no otherA.s the two parties came closer, Red muttered to Carson. ‘Ireccied the woods already, sah. Nothing. You’ll be alone.’

The officer in tht?e lead, Captain Ross, saw them approach. ‘Acolour-segrean’ he said, talking of Red, but goading Carson.‘Could you really not persuade a real officer to stand by you?’jibCarson would not normally have wasted a second on such ahise, b but today he wanted to relish this. He could feel the fluttering inody. The anticipation. This might be his last time for a while.th‘A staff lieutenant and a quartermaster?’ Carsone rtorted, notine insignia on Ross’s companions. ‘Could you really not pesruadgea real soldier to stand by you?’shuRckoss gave a chuckle that had no trace of humour and started to‘Yo ourff the h chapse gavot oy winter coat he was wearingff pretty lightly so I hear. Wh.at was the bill in theend?’ he asked Carson.

Ele‘Fifteen in the company,’ Carsone rplied, ‘about a hundred for the‘Sventh overall.’ounds like you were a bit careless with your platoons, eh?’Ruposs said, but Carson knew that he was in non his high horse this timeo position to stand.k‘Headr you got a bit of a bloody nose yourself,’ Carson replied,eep‘Tingk his tone light and well-mannered.oo us by surprise with that sally at Thal, is all. Caught us outof p‘Bosition. Eighty per cent across the Twenty-Ninth.’ad luck.’ Carson said, but Ross waved it off.vin‘It wdicaatios thn. ‘Me ones that broke who got it.’ Ross said with a smile of‘There’s a by chaps held togetherit of gold piping to it th. Wouagsnh,’ h’t so be conad for ustinued. ‘T.’here’snot much of the Twenty-toNinth left; it means that Command is goin sgCit us down and send back our colousr.’arson scoffed openly at that. ‘They’ll just merge you withanother regimef unt and send you on to the.’ next one. Just as they’vdone with all os a dozen times alreadyeof CRoosmms caurndle. Wd hois fard isce th in aat the ginr. ‘T Twenhat’s not whatyt I hear coming out-dNinth is being set for garrisonuty‘G.’arrison duty…’ Carson could not believe it was beinconsideredg‘T.hat’s right. The colours go ho fivme. I sfotay here. Twentyfte-five yeasr,twenty years on this crusade ande bere that, and arth all thatwe Guard and I are finally saying goodbye. Might be the Eleventh ashaevll. Be but yeenou smr lot sat likrtill he mave some fighe, Carson, ant in thd beemen, do a bit len’t thssey? Shou careful wldithyour men.’C

‘Larson had no response to that.et’s get to it,’ he said, unbuttoning his jacket and throwing it


down onto the ground.Th

e quaterrmaster cleared his throat. ‘I believe, sirs, that I’m

required at this time to ask you to confirm that you are acting of your

volitio‘I dn and both intend to proceed.’

o,’ Carson said quickly. The fluttering was in his blood now.The fam

‘Oiliar excitement pulsed around his body.‘Veh yrye ws,’ Rell,’ thoss confirmede quartermas.ter sighed. ‘On your honour, sirs.’ He

sCet off out of the woods; the other officer followed. Red hooked

Rarson’s jacket up off the grass and went after them. Carson andoss we‘Sre finally alone.

o th?is’, dear friend,’ Ross said, ‘will be our last time. No holdingback, eh

Carson could not have agreed more. ‘No holding back.’

Ahim few minutes later, C his jacket and Carson emerged from the woods. Red handedarson gave him a curt nod of thanks. The othertwo officers, pale-faced, went to collect their friend’s body.feNews of the death of Captain Ross came as little suprrise to hiskllows in the 29th. Carson’s reputation as a duellist was welldnown, infamous even. It was his duelling, or at least one paticrularuel in the first year of the crusade, that had finished his career andconsigned him to live out the rest of his career at his present, lowrankly.

Ross had already walked out with him three times, each timceaoming back wounded and defeated, but still nursing his grudgethgaisin last thst time deadly lieutenant of the 11th. At lease Ross had done the decent thing ant, his fed waitellod uws saidntil the,end of the campaign.thIn past times, twenty, fifteen, even ten years before, the officers ofe 29th would have felt slighted at such a defeat. A deadly feudmight have erupted, more duels might have been fought, morofficers incapacitated or killed. But now, here at the end, noneefth ocem was willing to pick up Ross’s cause. Strangely, the idea ofmonfronting a man who had survived two decades of war across thehost lethal battlefields and shooting him dead for the sake ofonour was less appealing at their age than it had been in theiryouth. They were tired and they had had enough.The 29th was s

 fotruck off the ordf aer of battle, their colou furs werreturned home torm the core o new regiment in atureenfounding. They were settled on Kandhar, there to keep in check thethative human tribes liberated from the Karthadasim. The officers ofthe 29th and the other garrisoned regiments soon establishedine thmselves as the new noble elite of the world and began indulginge rewards peace offered, that so few of them had survived toenjoy.

And the same fate should have been awaiting the long-servinogthffice gears alaxynd men of the 11th as well, if there had been any justice in

.


[image: img]
Chapter Two

Imperial cruiser Relentless, Kandhar low orbit



thThere was no justice in the galaxy, Colonel Aere had been then he would not have been rrbulaster decided. Ifousted from the midstojof the victory celebrations, then forced to endure an hou’sr shuttle

urneyHte into orbit, and all on the general’s whim.

e spped onto the hangar deck and was greeted by a youn

Navy officer. Arbulaster hid the scowl of annoyance he had beengwhearing ever since he’d received the general’s summons behindinis btroudushy moustache and wearily returned the youth’s salute. Hced himself as acting sube-something or other, but ArbulasternNever had much patience for the titles and ranks of the Imperial

avy. As far as he was concerned, as the colonel of a Brimlock

regiment, the only ranks he needed to know weer those of ship’s

captain and higher.

aThe youth led him off the hangar deck, making polite small talkgs thrunetsy w ase hnt. Ae forugbulaster limht down thitee nd hauis rseaesponses to sm caused by the fligall aht affirmativnd hisepreceding celebratory excesses. He resisted the urge to plu hisears against both the youth’s chatter and the deep-pitchedg

omnipresent pulsing of the engines which churned his sto,mach.

They arrived on the command deck and the background pulse

boecame a cacophony created by the constant chatter of the hundredsr so crew carmmed into the area, all punctuated by a diverseinuccession of trilling alarms, all obviously routine given the lack ofthterest the crew appeaerd to show. Arbulaster did not know howhe Navymen could stand it. Every centimetre of space on the deckad a pu florpose; it was packed with consoles and arrays, some sunkinto theor, others climbing into smfteall towersf lo. The wa

themselves were covered by bank ar bank oiallsn ancgisticd

sogitator rows, all appearing to be frantically busy even though thebhip, as far as Arbulaster could tell, wasn’t doing anything. The

Imridgiae itself arched over the width of the deck and above it hung thekpeinrl Aqtcuila, its sculpted wings just as wide as the bridge itself,eepg wah over them all.

The youth asked him to wait and then excus feed himself.

Arbulaster paused a moment and then took aw steps over to oneoinf the more reflective consoles. Whilst trying to maintain an air of

aterest in the crewman’s operation, he surreptitiously checked hisbppearance. Hang the inconvenience of the early reveille, if he hadeen brought heer for the reason he expected then it would all beworth it. The rumours had been rife amongst the regimental

commanders: the genearl was s Gtanding the Brimlock regimentsdown; assigning their old, tireduardsmen as permanen

gteandrrisons to the worlds they had won. His days in this seeminglyless crusade, the magnum opus of Lord

-General Ellin

done. He had survived. He had survivedor, wereHis.

 men would live out their days here on these fringe-worlds

and help bring them into the Imperium. Arbulaster, however, was

goin‘Ag ho!’ ame.r familiar voice called to him. It was Colonel Th

descebnding from the bridge, a hand outstretched in saluabotkatation,.

the‘G groeod metingorning, colonel.’ Arbulaster forced a smile and returned‘Is it m.

orning?’ Thabotka replied breezily. ‘I can’t tell a thing

aboard these cratesAb.’

rulaster was glad that the ship’s captain was still up on his

dais and out of earshot of that last remark. Thabotka was not aB

arimlock officer. He was, in Arbulaster’s opinion, with his mannersrend hspecis ct. Inassteuaal fad, hmiliae wrasity, n fromot a B Herimlock officer in allboken, one of thelm dooszet en ovethryer

pthlaisnets which had contributed Guadrsmen to the crusade. Despite, and even though they were of equal rank, Arbulaster knew wellenough to treat him with a great deal of courtesy, for Thabotka wason the general’s staff. It was they who were making the decisionson which regiments were staying and which were fighting on

.

w‘Listen, Arb,’ Thabotka continued blithely, ‘the general’s realdrapped up right now; these negotiations have been nothing but

elay after delay. I’m here with his regerts, but so you don’t have awasted jo‘Of curney, he’d like me to have this chat with you instead.’

ourse,’ Arbulaster replied. He felt his chest tighten. Thabotkawas the k finind of man who would begin by saying how much he likeyou, andish by sticking you a task as rotten as a gangrenous legd.eHe wnforcas mer. Worhee thn than a staff colonel, he was the general’s personaere weer rewards and medals to be given, thel

genet Tarl appeared. If an unpleasant conversation was to be had, hese

Tnhhabotka.ey left the command deck behind and adjourned to one of thechambers set aside for the general’s use. One cornef thr of the cafbinhad a pict viewer playing the latest transmission oe Voice o

Lfoiberation with its regular thundering denunciation of the crusade’saes. The rest of the wall-space was festooned with trophies ofhnimals and xenos. In different circumstances Abrulaster, a gamethunter himself, would have been most interested in examininem more closely. As it was, he kept his attention fixed upong

Thabotka.


lohThe staff colonel mgars from the deskuted the pict viewer, picked up a small case of and offered one to Arbulaster. Arbulaster

picked it u‘Ep and caught a strange scent from it. know where it’s from?’

‘Nxotic, isn’t it,’ Thabotkae rmakred. ‘Youo,’ Arbulaster said as he accepted Thabotka’s light.

‘T‘It’s from right here. From right on Kandhar,’ Thabotka said.Guerrns out that Cue humans have been growing it heer ever since the

Abrsade. Before that even. Even the Karthas liked it.’rulaster grunted. ‘Hard to imagine us all sitting down with the

xenos and sharingTh a puff.’

abotka gave a chuckle, both friendly and insincere. ‘I like you,

Arb. It’s always a pleasure when our paths cross.’

Arbulaster stayed quiet as Thabotka lit his own and carried on,

cgehewing the wodneral needs yors ou tou dt wo hith thim ae lo favohgar sur, Artill in hb. He nis meedosuth. ‘T you tohe do the

whole cuArsade a favour.’

‘Yrbulaster didn’t dare draw breath.ou ever heard of Voor?’

‘N‘No,’ Arbulaster replied.o reason you should.’ Thabotka continued. ‘Never heard of it

mcyself until a few days ago. Pioneer world. Colony set up about a

thentury ago, sent out from Frisia. Mough, thostly uninhabited. Turns out,‘Hat we may have left a bit of a mess there.’

ave we ever even set foot on it?’‘Did

n’t need to. An orkoid ship, or rok or whatever they ca

crashed there about a year ago. The general reckons it’s proll it,bably a

leftover from that ork armada which corssed our path back in ’56.’‘I thought Ingertoll and the Navy got ’em all?’

b‘So did I, Arb. So did the genearl. But with Ingertoll and his staffMiting it in the fight, who did we have who knew for sure? Captain

Carcher says that the Navy knew. He says the Navy repoterd toommand. Maybe they did. Back then all I know was that ever

single eye at Command was focused on Cawnpore, Carmichayle

and the 67th.’

figh‘I wtingasn on’t th Oredare,’ An forrbulaster said quickly. ‘The Eleventh wasThabotka chuckled m aosgat oin. ‘Yf ’56.’ou know, Arb, of all the Brimlock

othfficers I’ve met, I’ve never met one who was on Cawnpore. I find

at a truly amazing coincidence considering how many Brimlock

regiments we sent there.’

Arbulaster bristled at that. Rank had its privileges, but he cou

not remain silent at Thabotka’s insinuationld.

dou‘I abt mm cy wertain that you have access to mord, colonel.’y service record if you

AThabotka held up his hand in mock defeat. ‘Of course, of course,rb. Never doubted you. Never doubted you at all. And that’s why the

general trusts you with this Voor business. There’s probablynothing to it. Command reckons that none of the orks evn surviv

the crash. You’ll just need to head over, fly the colours, leet theedVoorjers feel protected.’se

CBut his reassurances fell on deaf easr. Arbulaster knew thatfrrusade Command was notorious for filling their briefing dockets

dom the closest source of information to hand. Arbulaster had seenockets chock-full with detailed information about tithing, imports

and exports and the names of longd-ead governors, whilst onvaguely alluding to certain facts, such as the planet’s highly toxly

aicmtmonososphere, freezing temperatures, constant darkness, perenniaons or tunnelling hyperl

-predators.

lo‘If none of them survived, why isn’t Command leaving this to thecal PDF?’‘Th

ey don’t have them. No PDF. No Administratum. No

arb‘Nitrators. No?t even an Ecclesiarchy mission.’othing’ A suspicion slid into the back of Abrulaster’s mind

.

Finostitur a wotionrld, even a colonys had a most defin, toite have no trace of the Im implicationperial

.

ind‘That’s right, Arb. Appears our Voojerrs are very keen on theirependence.’ Thabotka’s stress on that last, near treasonous

whord was unmistakeable. ‘But the general is a generous man, so

e’s going to give them exactly what they’re asking for. And that

brings me on to the other favour you can do him.’

Arbulaster climbed on board the shuttle taking him back to theplantset’s sufarce and back to his regiment. He held his odrers, bothse of them, and also a listing of the officers and men who werebeing reassigned from other regime if hnts to replace his losf Mses. Hehad not glanced at it yet, and evene had, the names or

Sajoantanythhope and of Private ‘Blanks’ Stones would have not yet ming to himeant

.



Troop ship Brydon, transporting Brimlock 11th en

route to Voor



Blanks had c

everyone had

ome to miss his paranoia. The unnerving fic b

een out to get him was starting to feel str

tion that

ange

prefelytirarble to the truth that everyone, absolutely everyone, was

Cenely uninterested in him. The men of the second platoon ofarson’s company were not malicious, they were simplyu

pnrelenting in their apathy towards him. He hadn’t needed to haveit cicked up his nickname from the blank pages of his service record;ould easily be used to describe the expression in the face of

every man in the platoon to whom he started speaking.

AThe mystery of his service record had at least been resolved.ppaerntly, his had never made it to the medicae station, but the

officials had filled one in for him as a placeholder while waitin forreply from Cursade Command. As soon as that had come in, thgey a


btyrought it to h

pical banal r

is bedside. Blanks had read it c

ecord of a soldier who had fo

arefully. It w

ught for ninete

as the

en years

and yet never been promoted. There was a list of campaigns, a

smattering of minor disciplinary matters, a single lim

commendation and that was all. What a great disappopintmenbt it had

reeveen to haled aavse th suceh gre a mat qediouecstiorityn of one’s life answered and to be.

disHe had stopped causing trouble then, and when he was finallycHharged w loith orders to report to the 11th, he went without a fight.

e nonger even felt bitter towards his platoonm-ates. He had

started to understand what they had gone through during the

crusade, what he must have gone through as weblessing that every trauma, every stain on his memll, boruyt w haith thd beeen

dwoipwed clen on aan. Wn emheptyn he h bunk, oad firsnly tot jo haineved th thee m plaanto oonn, h thee h buankd p aubot his kitve

scream at hBlaim to get out of his mate’s place.

nks had got up and the man had instantly fallen back to

sleep. He would have noe rcollection of the incident in the morning.

Blanks had eventually found space at the far endlf to of the room near

the ogryn, who appeared to have attached himse the platoon. No

leone slept theer except Gardner because of the smell. And, hewharone scd lareatemr, nedo o at hne eim, bveer scaleuspt ine h the eis mamtep htyad bu bnkee bnelo hit bw thy ae mn eldanar

needle-shot on Azzabar that had burned him alive from the inside.

diffeThe subsequent days in theBrydon’s hold had been littleernt. The company had a regular routine of drill, exercise, meals

and rest. Blanks followed along as best he could. A trooper namedM

thouse introduced him to the gambling games they played, to fill upine e himmp lotyn timg ee in thnoughe e to wveinnings. The other troope his backpsr took an interest

-ay, and then they closed their

compBlaanky to h dim again.

nsid not care about the pay. It was in regimental scrip that

couldn’t be used anywhere that had anything worth buying. He did

not even miss the conversations that he’d had whilst he’d gambled

it athway. They had been awkward. The men of his platoon spoke in

meeiran oinwn lag hangd buaeegen e of shstaborlist, trheudnc ovateerd th seen yetearncs thes, wat thhose fulleey had beren in

one another’s company. Their words weerid rdled with obscure

references to battles long-fought and men long-dead. Duinrg one

game, another trooper had walked past, looked at the position onthe board and made a noise like a straining animal. The other

hplayers creased up in laughter and Blanks could only stare on whileMeou waseite hdad fo ar thskee gad abme toout him continue. Bu ht that one occasion where

‘Yad been even worse.ou don’t know anything?’

StoBlanks fished out his tags. ‘Just what’s on here. Trooper John‘Tnes. Thirteenth Dragoons.’

he Thirteenth?’ M.’ouse said. ‘I heard they all bit it in the drop on

Jug Dulluk last year‘That’s what I’ve heard as well.’

loMouse paused at that, frowned and unconsciously tucked hisw‘Yer lip behind his teeth in thoug?ht.’

‘Nou don’t remember anything‘Wo.’t’s

 the first thing you remember?’‘Whakaing up in a medicae station on Kandhar.’

‘And what happened then?’‘I was tired. I fell asleep.’

thMouse asked again and Blanks told him what he could. Whilee 11th and the 29th and every other Brimlock regiment that had

fosurvived the crusade completed the lengthy process of reducing thertress-world of Kandhar, he had been tucked up safe in atrying to binrg the man he had been back from the darkness b. Ned,one

oinf the medicae knew how he had come to be there; their only

Dterest was keeping him quiet and then turfing him out. The 13thBragoons had been wiped out, so there was no one there to ask.

ut eThven that small piece of knowledge caused him trouble.

e gery-haired sergeant of the second platoon, Forjaz, had

called him a‘Tside:

his thing, about you being one of the Thirteenth.’

‘Yes, sergeant?’‘Don’t spread it aorund any more.’

d‘I haven’t,’ Blanks said. ‘I haven’t spread anything, sergeant. Ion’t know anything, just that that was my last regiment.’

Bla‘That’s what I’m talking about. Don’t spread it around any more.’nks still did not understand. ‘I’m only looking out for you. The

can be a superstitious lot, Guardsmen. They hear you’re the onlyysurvivor of a regime

‘Tnt that got hit, it starts them thinking.’‘Thinking what?’ Blanks asked.

thhat maybe you think you’re special?’ Forjaze rplied, irritated atEe question. ‘Maybe you think you’ve been touched by the

mperor?’

‘O‘I don’t, sergeant.’r that maybe you’re lucky? The kind of luck that means you’llwalk away even when the rest of your platoon bites it.’

‘I don’t think that at all.’

th‘Good,’ Fojarz said bluntly. ‘But maybe some of the others do. Ifthey think they’ve got a man of destiny amongst them, it statsr them

thinking. It starts them thinking that they don’t want to be the trooperat takes the shot that was meant for you. That they don’t want to be

the trooper who follows you on s’t likome mad charge that means theirdeath and your glory. They done men with a destiny; they tend

get everyone else around them killed to‘I don’t,’ Blanks stated. ‘I don’t thin.’k I have a destiny. I just want to

serveF.’

orjaz paused a moment. ‘Who?’ he quizzed. ‘Who do you think


you sIt werve?’

TEhas a question Blanks hadn’t expected. Guardsmen served.ere was a never a que

mpeorr,’ Blanks said

stion of who; you served Him. ‘The

‘W.rong,’ Forjaz corrected. ‘Out here, there is no Emperor. You

sserve me. You sevre the lieutenant. You serve the platoon. You

toegerve the man beside you. That’s how we make it thther. You understand me? If you wanted to be ar heough. Aro, youll

shouldn’t have joined the Guard.’

Perhaps, Blanks consideerd, Forjaz had had good intentions. Buwhaas pve golainne e averon tound B thlaenk cos thmpat if Fany aorjaz knew something dozen times already, it wouldt it

Forjaz was the only man left in the company whose. wife andchildren had won the ballot to travel with the regiment. His family,along with the others, were required to keep their own company. Hiswife worked for the gastromo, his daughters helped the medicaeand his son was himself a cadet-sergeant in the Boy Companys,soon to join the ranks as a full Guadrsman. They were keptpeeprioaarte ods whn beno thaedr s mehip from the unmarried men and those restn talked, Forjaz spent in the married men’squaIt wrters.as this that made him an odd man out. He ran the platoonwith pref thcision and efficiency, and could bawl a pivrate out with thebest oem. But unlike Lieutenant Carson, whom the men adored,and ColourS

-ergeant Red, who struck teorror into them, Forjaz wasrnlyank e, bveut hr simply obeyed. The men of second platoon respected he was not one of themis

.thForjaz might have been an odd man out, but he certainly was note oddest man out in the platoon. That honour belongedelsewhe‘Y, I’dre.

 agree. It’s too late for you now,’ Ducky, the companmedeics, told Blanks as he waited with the rest of the platoon fory theirroutine examinations‘What?’.hDucky hissed through his teeth as he studied the chart in hisan‘Wd. ‘We’re going to have to take that fot?ot.’’

‘It’shat? What’s the matter with my foo quite abnormal, I’m afraid. Almost mutated. The toes arhugely splayed and elongated. Your big toe is nearly entireedislocated. I’m surprised you can even wear those boots.’lytalk‘Tinhe bg aboouots feet?’l fine. My foot feels fine. Which one are you evendDucky stared down, then stared at the chart, then turned it upsideown‘Ah.

, my m.’istake, trooper. That’s a very healthy-looking hand youhave therelabTouherere was a chortle from the other men, not so much at the‘Are yd wiseou reacllyrack, but at Blanks’s confusion the medic?’ he asked.

.

G‘That’s what it says on my badge.’ Ducky replied. The lankuadrsman with the pemranent half-grin proudly displayed ayie pceof white plastic he had pinned to his uniform. It had ‘MEDIC’handwritten on it in black ink and a crude copy of the medicae helixdrawn below.‘T

‘Ahat’s not official,’ Blanks said.‘Nre you trying to be funny?’ Ducky replied sternly.

‘To.’Ahat’s a shame. I need all the help I can get.’nd so it went with Ducky. If you got him alone he could beserious and sensible enough, but put him in front of a group and hecwouldn’t help performing. The constant barrage of puns and jokessymere almosptom of ht invis moluntary, a nervous tick developed either as aadness or as the only way he had kept himselfsane aWll these years.

‘Ahen working, however, Ducky could be very serious.re you having trouble remembering anything that’s happenedsince?’ Ducky examined Blanks’s torso. His chest was as big as abarrel and had old scars and burns enough to make his skin lookdiniseased. Whatever the problems with his mind, Blanks’s body wastr great condition, especially amongst the ageing Brimlockoopers. Doubtless that was thee rason that the old hands of theplatoon had g‘Niven him no trouble when he joined.o. That’s been fine.’ Blanks sat up on the slab in the tiny med-chamber the regiment was allowed. ‘The medicae beforeme it was probably shock. That it might just be a matter of tim, they.’e toldNoDucky ignored him. ‘And you don’t remember anything before.orth a sinmg oell?f your old regiment? Nothing of Brimlock? Not even a sigh Nothing in your dreams?’t

‘No‘H, it’s all blank.’

‘Yence the name.’fully. ‘Why do they call you Ducky?’‘Teah,’ Blank frhere, myies sand, yido, ruue have a choice between the mundane andthpe slanderous,’ Ducky said, studying the auspex readings on theyaounel beside him. ‘The mundane is that my name is Drake and thar average trooper is unable to resist such an obvioustshisoubiq laruet. The slanderous is that I am a coward who tosses away

‘Asgun and ducks for cover at the merest hint of an enemy.’nd that’s not true?’‘Oh, no, it’s true. But the reason I do it isn’t because I’m acowardBlank.’s thought on it a moment. ‘Why is it then?’

B‘It’s because I don’t want to kill people.’‘Tlanks laughed out loud, but Ducky was serious.

‘I’vhat’s another joke, right? It’s a good one.’e seen a lot of men die. Some of them even had my hands in


thAeir chests as they went. B

nd that’s the way it’s goin

ut none of them died because of me

g to stay.’

.

h‘You’ve never killed at all?’ Blanks said in disbelief. ‘How longave you been in the Guard?’

Ducky looked up from the auspex readings. ‘I’m only a

Ghuadrsman because they put the pen in my hand and the gun to my

beraad and I din off theid wan’t wll. Haumnt toan pityut th oweem to the trs the Empoeruborle its of c exleisateninncg me, aynd He

can have my life if He so chooses. But I can’t give Him anothe’sr. It’s

not myBlak right.’

ns was stunned. He had never heard such sentiments

expressed before. Had he been a commissar he would have beenobliged to execute Ducky on the spot. Killing, especially killin

egrneeligmioies ous imf thpee Imrativpeerium, was not an ethical dilemma, it was a

.

Bla‘I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long, if that’s what you believe,’Dnks said.

ucky was not fazed by Blanks’s attitude. ‘I think, private, as you

come to know this platoon and this company, you will findf u that th.’eris one and perhaps only one characteristic that all os share

‘And what’s that?’e

ou‘Trshaelvt wese afte do wharwardst it ta.’ Thkes to do what we do and live with‘Ce smile had vanished from Ducky’s face.

an we just get this over with?’ Blanks stood up, eager to be

away from the medicae bay and its strange occupant. ‘When’s m

memory coming back?’y‘A

re you suer it isn’t already? You certainly salute well.’ Ducky

voice had a touch of a sneer’s‘I guess you’d just call tha.t habit,’ he spat back

.

th‘Well, I’d call it an automated learned response personally, butat’s whBy I’m the doctor and you’re the patient.’h

en, Ducky?’Dlanks felt his hands clench into fists. ‘W

ucky examined the auspex readings one last time. ‘Your

memory’s not coming back.’

goin‘Nog tot ev der?’ If this was another of Ducky’s jokes, Blanks was‘Weck him like. a second opinion?’

‘Yould you‘Tes!’

Aha fet uniform does absolutely nothing for your complexion.’w moments later, Blanks had stormed away, venting his

irritation on the examination slab rather than Ducky’s face. Left

atrlone, Ducky sighed and shook his head. He felt sorry for theiat mind

cooper, but there was no doubt. The signs of CommissarImleansing were there if you knew what you weer looking for, and no

perial medicae was going to try toe rverse it, so that was that. Hecould only wonder what the poor wretch had ever done to deserve it.


[image: img]
Chapter Three

It was at times such as these that Arbulaster rued the geratdistance between himself and Crusade Command that preventehdwim frome raching out and throttling the boneheaded incompetentswho worked there with his bare hands. Discreet inquiries! That wasbhat he had wanted. Discreet inquiries! A scratch of someone’sackH, a word in the right ear. He most cetarinly had not wanted this!e pacded, furious, back and forth in front of his second-in-comman, Major Brooce, who was holding the two offendincommuniqués. The first was from the office of the High Admgiralfustating that ally engagedll b anadttle thasht nipons ceap coabuldle o bef p splaaneredtar toy bombardment we make a roundre-Vtrip tothoor, even just to bomb a small part of it. The second one was frome office of the Imperial Governor of Voor, who had been copied inodn the first communiqué which included a lengthy studemonstrating that any such bombardment on the scaley necessarwould cause such ecological damage to the planet as to force theygcolony to be abandoned. It included a short personal note from theboegvernor herseun colonisinlf, sg thoem weworhald at w cryenly oturbsy aergoving that they had on and that she hadlybwondered how long it would take the Imperium to want to startLlowing pieces of it up. That note had been copied into the office oford-General Ellinor.

Discreet inquiriesflu. That wasffe what he fr had asked for. But howcould he wield his inence ectivelyom inside this rust-buckeotwf a ship, speeding into the abyss? Thabotka had certainly knownonhat he was doing, packing them off so quickly; w Kandhar near the general, he might have manoith a feeuvredw w himeeskeslfout o‘Sf it altogether. Even if not his men, at least himself.

‘Ahall I take caer of it, sir?’ Brooce offered.‘Cndific how would you do thaét?’ Arbulaster replied, still seething.laratory communiqu to all patiers concerned coiting that thecriginal request was truncated, mistranslation by the astropathcaonrryceingrned; strongly refuting any suggestion that you w through your duty to the greatest capacity possill nibleot b. Theeusual.’likArbulaster thought on it. ‘Yes, yes, Brooce, take care of it exace that. Good. Very good.’tly

Brooce had learned a lot from him, Arbulaster decided.

‘Y‘Wehas, sir,’ Bt officerrooce said. ‘And, sir? The offices?’rs have arrived.’th‘The new officers, sir. Your personal interviews. We have delayedem a‘Oh, Bs loleng ads we could.’sse Marguerite, if I must I must.’ Arbulaster found suchrfaituals excessively tedious and entirely pointless. He could make ar better judgement of a man after observing him in action for tenmhinutes than he could after days of courteous conversation. Thenhead remembe read in thred exactly who he had been given, and the detae service records. Perhaps it would not be entireils hlyepoin‘Gtless in that paticrular case.his det them together, Brooce,’ Arbulaster said, retreating behindesk. ‘And tell Parker to save you-know-who for last.’

Mtraajonsr Sfertainrnghope sa officesrt in th. Hee ha cdolo beneel’s an waitinntechamber wg a long timith the ande fiv thee otherbbenches around the sides of the small room werut he did not mind. A steward had come rounde not comfortable,ta and offered themnna, and the other officers chatted amongst themselves as theirdrinks were poured. Stanhope heard their convesration, the carefulgverbal reconnaissance that each man was performing, testing therround, determining their rung upon this new ladder. They noted thethank markings, they noted the medals, they noted the insignia ofdeir former regiments. They asked innocuous questions in order toetermine who had been promoted to captain first, who wasassigned command of a company first, who had been the first tosee combat. Such things mattered to them, even here at the end.aExcept, of course, it was not the end. Not for them, perhaps. Theyaftell knr it wew it waas dos to bne aned th the lae mst cen wampaign of the old Brimlock 11th. Butere granted their release, thehregiment’s colours would be sent home, laden with its battleonours, and would be used to raise a new Bimrlock 11th. And thecolonel and a few chosen others would accompany them as thecolour-guard. Of the ten million men who had left Brimlock at thbeginning of this crusade, only the colourge

-uoard would ever set footprn thomeoteir hdo, amend w thoerld again. There they would be fêted, rewarded,n they would fomr the elite of the new regiments

,reborn under colousr soaked in history, and they would go andwagNe the Emperor’s wars in another part of the galaxy.one of the other officers spoke to Stanhope, but that was fair ashe did not speak to any of them. They noted his rank, they noted hmedals, but then they noted his old insignia and the thick curveisbdclaomde hanging from his belt frog, and they knew that he was nopetition. Stanhope did not notice their glances; instead, hisineyeids were fixed upon his drink. He had put a blob of honey on thedse of his cup and watched the thick, golden liquid slowly oozeown towards the brown tanna. They touched and, for a fewmoments, the honey retained its shape like oil in water, one liquidseparate within another; then they intermingled and the honey


disappeared.

hdisT hhe door to the colonel’s office opened and the adjutant pokedead out. H

ressed in th

e called for a Capta

e uniform of a cavalr

in Ledbetter and the officer

y captain put his cup to one sideand, with a trace of self-satisfaction, followed the adjutant in. The

jathws of the other officers tightened a fraction and they occupied

all hemselves so as to aeppear nonchalant. As Ledbetter went in, theyOard the colonel’s voice raised in hearty salutation.

ne by one, the other officers had their names called and the

walked through the oak-panelled door. Stanhope blinked andy

realised that he was alone. He looked down at the undrunk tanna in

his hand. It was cold. He put it down and decided to stand. He

stamped his feet a little to quicken the blood, and stretched anad

thdjusted the fell-cutter inigh its scabbard, so it hung flat against his.



‘I’m very pleased to be here,’ the officer enthused. ‘The Eleventh

has q

Arbuite a

 r

ulasterep trutatio

n.’

inied to recall the name of the officer he wasLterviewing. He stole a glance at the docket on his desk. Ah yes,

71ieu3thten Hant Mulberry of the sappers, being consolidated from theeavy Pioneesr. He should have guessed it from the beard; itseemed to be part of the uniform for sappesr, though in Mulberry’scase it appeared to have grown through an omission to shave

rather than through any deliberate intent.,

M‘Glad to hear it, lieutenant,’ Abrulaster replied, hoping thathisulbe harry wasnnd. ‘The’t go 713inthg to tr had qyu aitend reach across the desk and shak a reputation as well, hope you’ree

goin‘I’vg to keep our standards high.’

be certainly got a lot of new ideas to try out, sir,’ Mulberreamedy.

New ideas? Arbulaster thought. That sounds like the last thingthe regiment needs.

reg‘Neimew ident neaeds?’ As.’rbulaster said. ‘That sounds like just the thing thehis‘I’m s ho pleased to hear it,’ Mulberry replied and Arbulaster saw‘Daisnd come out from behind his back and begin to reach across.

missed!’ Arbulaster snapped and Mulberry jumped to

attention, sa. ‘Sluted and strode out. The adjutant closed the doorbehind himhall I send in the last one, colonel?’

A‘Hbruolaster looked down at the sole docket left upon his desk.

‘Old on a moment.’Abf course, sir.’

rulaster picked the docket up and flipped it open to the servicerthecord. Stanhope, R. B. de R. H. 639.M41, a second lieutenant with6e newly raised Brimlock 33dr assigned to the Ellinor Crusade:42, promoted to first lieutenant after the assault on Ketta anda

stowarmdreindg the B of theronze Halo; 643, awarded the Abject Hope in the fotrress-city of Hanzi; 645, promoted to bcrevet

thaptain during the action on Dahar; 646, awarded the Ellinor Star fore counter-boarding649 of an enemy cruiser in the Bukhat system;

, promoted to major and given command of a wholee rgiment ofmargo auxilia, the 1

 O201st. Then the Brimlock Crown, the VictorLaurel, the Bellumpus, induction into the Order of St. Margueyrite.foBut, after the 1201st was dissolved after Ghilzai, nothing. Nothingbr the last four years except for a litany of transfers. Stanhope had

himeen bounced from one regiment to another, each colonel moving on as soon as they could.

thThere were no citations, no reprimands, no rationale, nothing one docket at least, but Arbulaster had heard the stories. Dereliction.Desertion. Insubordination. Intoxication. Assault. He had wonderewdchy an officer with such a reputation had not been despatched by aCommissar or a provosommand had been abt. Tle tohat was one favour which his contacts a grant. A brief reply had come back:tsomeone watched over him.

AStanhope, whether he knew it or not, had a guardian angel. Andrbulaster had not survived as long as he had by defying the

angels. He didn’t have to like it thlf. ‘Vough.Abrulaster composed himseery well, Parker.’

discThe adjutant nodded, showed Major Stanhope in and then exited‘Sreetly. Stanhope stood at attention in front of the desk.

Stand easy,’ Arbulaster ordered automatically.o this was the wretched Major Stanhope. Arbulaster was not

surprised and not impressed. He had made the effort to shave onthis occasion, but his cheeks wereifo hollow and his reddened fittesunk deep in their sockets. His unrm had obviously been eyeds inmore foturnate times and now it sagged slightly where a once-powerful frame had wasted away

Arbulaster let the silence linger.. He had found no quicker, moreeffective means of gaining the measure of a transferring officer:

whether they shifte ’ed a fraction with discomfort; whether they

Empeorr savem, actually started talking unbidden. Stanhop,

neither, he merely stood easy, hands clasped loosely behind he disidbNao, Ack, his eyes focused on a point slightly above the colonel’s hrbulaster realised, they were not focused, theead.

‘Damn it, man, are you on it now?’y were glazed.‘O

n what, colonel?’

HAbrulaster could not bear to spend any more time with this man.e c‘I dut to the chase.

on’t care who you were, major. I don’t care what you’ve done.Y

gou are an officer under my command and that means you have twogods: the Emperor and myself. But unlike Him, I am a benevolentthod. There are a hundred reasons why I might shoot you, butthere’s only one for which I’ll damn you and that is if you do anythinat results in th?’g‘Ye disurption of my regiment. You understand me

es, colonel.’


‘We have a vacant company command for you,’ Abrulaster saidthwith reluctance. ‘Lieutenant Carson has been managing the shoere for the last few years. Done a damn fine job of it too. They’repgood men. They don’t need much officering. Should suit you well asyou ain’t much of an officer.’

finisStanhope did not respond desphed him oite the slur and so Arbulaster‘One last thff.ing, Stanhope. If you would be so kind as to arrangematters to ensure that, after today, I never see you, never hear fromyou, never read your name, and am troubled by as few reminders ofyour existence as p

‘I’ll trossible, I would consider it a personal favour.’‘Sy my best, c.’olonel.’ee that you do

HeA abbrulaster found that Major Stanhope was as good as his wosented himself from the colonel’s world and the coloneldr.returned the favour by pointedly omitting to endorse the transfer

orders that would allow him to take command. Abrulaster had

enough to fill his time as he swung the 11th’s last campaign into

gear.The governor of Voor, despite their earlier ‘miscommunications’,ptrroved helpful enough and, as theBrydon emerged from the wapr,oansmitted all the terrain information they had. The rok had landedjun one of Voor’s secondary continents, covered with forest or

dngle. Aitebrulaster set his men to work to assess the most likerop-ss. He hlydad no intention of landing on the coast and

spening weeks, more likely months, trekking inland. He would

drop in, as close as was safe, and have the whole matterconcluded in d

Aays.rlongside the officers, theer were new men to integrate into theWegiment: two full companies of infantry under Captains Tyrwhitt andymticondham, a few more of Mulberry’s beards and, to Arbulaster’sparuAblar satisfaction, Captain Ledbetter’s horse dragoons.rulaster had been a horseman himself in the Brimlock

planetary militia before the crusade was called and he wasc

2ommissioned as a major in the armoured fist companies of theb8ac2ndkwa. Hdre c womas nmaont, ddeessrpite a that Bprimpearances, one of those befuddlelock occasionally produced whodwhere convinced of the ultimate battlefield supremacy of the man onorseback. Ledbetter’s horsemen would be useless in the junlesaround the rok’s crash-site, but afterwards, once the rok was tagken,they would be indispensable.

pArbulaster sat at the heart of the whirlwind of planning andasreparation, making quick yet confident decisions, wsurance of great experience. He found that old feelinith thg oef the

bexcitement and anticipation of a new campaign buzzing within hisdones, and then he realised that it was for the last time. And then,espite his frenzy of activity, there was one, even older feeling thatfehe had thought he had long overcome and yet now could not shake:ar.

GOne could not be afraid of one’s death in the service of theOuard. Your chances of survival were too far beyond your control.

ne only had to step into the wrong drop-thiepod, the wrong transport,e wrong pce of ground. One could not do that for twenty years

and fear for one’s life each time, not and keep your mind together.

But now this was the last. Now life he could see h if how close he was.

Now he realised the value his could havee could survive it alljudiest one more, one of them tim we. Houlde w beas m the laarscht. Hing into battle: some men would

Finally, five days after theByrdon hea cdould ente nreot led thet it b edeg heim. of the

Dsystem, it reached orbit and the 11th began their deployment.espite fe all their preparation, the orks and their rok would have to

wait aw days more. The 11th were not descending on them. Theywere descending on the governor.
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Chapter Four



Voor – 660.M41 – Year 21 of the Ellinor Crusade

Voor pacification Stage 1 Day 1,



The Bmainrimlock 11th paraded in a p

 street of the capital, Veoorheidrcise column through the dusty. Arbulaster had ordered thectholumn with a great deal of care so as to make the most impact one rag-tat’sg inhabitants of the capital. At the fore came theregimen company of horse dragoons, the self-ordained elite ofthBe Bimrlock regiments, resplendent in their ceremonial armour.inehind them came the infantry, nearly eight hundred men marchingfa step with lasguns shouldered and fierce expressions on theirces. And then, the finale, the regiment’s vehicles: the Chimeraswhich bore the infantry to battle, the Griffons with the gaping mawsof their heavy mortars, and then the mighty Leman Russ battletanks of the armoured company, which could grind the entire cbeneath their tracksity

.sAt the veyr head of the column were the regiment’s colours: aMingle banner portraying the image of Brimlock’s patron saint, Saintarguerite, crested by the double-headed Imperial eagle and, on

Beach side of her, stylised images of the ornate rifles for whichrimlock was renowned. In battle the colours were kept cafurefusheathed until the critical moment when they might be unrledllyin todspire the men to victory; on occasions such as this they weerthisep folauryed by one of the horse dragoons, gua colourdred on either side by

-sergeants of the regiment, and at the head of thosewas Arbulaster himself.hNot all was quite how he might have wished, of course. Theorse dargoons who had originally been mounted uponmagnificent greys, through replacef dmeiffents and generations ofbreeding, were now a patchwork orent colours. At least,hfoowever, the horses still ran, which was more than could be saidthr many of the regiment’s vehicles. The armoured company were

11e rthemains of the 920th Armoured, which had been folded into the after Azzabar. They were a hodge-podge of different modelsand classes, all ret’squiring constant maintenance from their crewsand the regiment C tech-priesThe transporhimeras wet.re in an even worse state, havinbgfueen cannibalised to keep the tanks of the armoured companyeqncuiptiopnined wg. Aitht th eneo bugeginning of the crusade, the regiment had beeh Chimeras to carry every man as a dragoonnregimhent should. The men, however, lasted longer than themacines and so now there were baerly enough to carry two of theten infantry companies.As for the men themselves, while they all appeared to wear thecalassic uniform of the Brimlocke rgiments, twenty years of repairinnd replacement had left every man with slight variations, whetherth pattern or material or colour. The differences even extended toheir insignia, as the stubbonr veterans of the other regiments thatad megred into the 11th kept something of their originalregim. Sental markings, meerly shifting them to make room for thenewimply by examining the uniforms alone one could trace backthAe hundred or more regiments which had now merged into one.brebuenla losteathr understood the men’s recalcitrance; he himself ha to give up the insignia of the 282nd even after its losdseson MespThots had led to its dissolution.e trained eye, then, would have identified the many signs ofwear upon the 11th, but the trained eye would also have recognisedwhat else those signs indicated: that these men were survivors ankillers in edTqual measure.hhe people for whom Arbulaster had arranged the procession,laowever, were far from trained. Thea rgged occupants of whatughably passed for Voor’s capital city watched from the side of thethstreet and the windows of the squat buildings. Their clothes andeir skin were marked with dirt. Even though the Guard had comeat their invitation to rid them of a foe that threatened their lives, theirmtheooir wd wideas quiet, their eyes hidden by the shadows cast beneath-brimmed hats.thNone of them cheered. None of them doffed their hats. None ofthem even called out in praise of the Emperor. Arbulaster had takenine effort to make the procession appear more as a parade than anvasion and had had Captain Durm play a triumphal hymn over thevox-casters on hf this tank, but it made little diffeernce to the sombrexpressions oe crowd. They simply starede.werAerbulaster knew what these people were and he knew wha thinking. They were not pioneers, they were escapees: mt theenyand women who had thought to flee the strictures and the duties ofcthitizens of the Imperium by running to this virgin world, leaving alle institutions they loathed behind.

For a hundred years or so they had been a finllowed their libfteerty.

Now, they thought, here the Imperium wasally coming ar them.FEcirst the Guard, thclesiacrhy withen the A its witchdministratum with its tithes, and then the

No matter what Arbulaster dhunts. And then what would follow afteid, the colonists of Voor would alwaysr?resent him and his troops, and so he had organised this display ofstrength. Let them resent him if they must, but they would fear himtoo.


thArbulaster glanced over to where the governor was watchingem. She would know that this was not simply a procession; shewthould know that Arbulaster had called her colonists here so thatey might meet their new masters.
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‘I hear you.’r colonel near got his asre bit off by the governor’s pe

yesterdayts

aroCunardso himn turned from watching the Valkyries landing and taking off‘I didn’t he toar the tha Vt,’ Coorjer scout beside himarson lied. He had he.ard it; everyone in the

regiment had heard of the altercation between Arbulaster and the

govinernor in their private discussions. Apparently, Arbulaster at onepot had cause to raise his voice and had inadvertently awoken thegovernor’s pair of leathertooths which had been asleep beneath herdesk

.

he uCandrson did not knowerstood that his e if thxit freom colonel had actually been injured, bu the interview had been extremelytswift.

th‘I hear Sarel and Hendril still got bits of his breeches betweeneir teeth,’ the scout carried on, highly amused. Her pronunciationof Low Gothic was harshened by her clipped and guttural Frisianaccent

sheCarson le was oneft th of the scout’s jibing alone. Her name was Van Am ane Voojerrs who had been living on the Tswaingdc11ontinent before the rok’s crash, now assigth thned to help guide the

rough the terrain and lead them to the orks. She was youngnot particularly pretty, but with an attractive youthful vigour about her,and at present she was extremely nervous,.She tried to hide it behind an aggressive, no

-nonsense

doemeanour, but in doing so she made her anxiety all the more

1b1thvious. O’sbvious to Carson at least. He doubted that thee rst of the pathfinder detachment had even acknowledged her

existenceTh.

e pathfinder detachment consisted of Mulberry, his bearded

sappers and, as far as Carsf aon could discern, enough plans andprint-outs to paper the hull o battleship. They were still poinrg

rovegerim teerrnt’sain maps and arguing over the best place to s operational base, even though in a few houite thers’ time theywould be there to see them in person.

dCarson was there to protect them in case they needed toescend to the jungle floor. Major Brooce had told him he had beenassigned because the colonel had particular fafficith in him. Carsonsuspected it was moer likely that no senior oer had been willinto be cooped up with the ‘beards’ for most of the dayg.

thWith the pathfinders wrapped up in their own disputes, and withAeir Valkyrie pilot delayed, it left conversation between him and Vanm regretfully inevitable. Regretful because, as Carson was

perhaps the first representative of the galaxy-spanning regimeknown as the Imperium of Man she had ever persona

encountered, she appeared determined to convince himllyf thmany betrayals of her people by that same Imp oe

‘Deiurm.yon’t take it personally, lieutenant,’ she concluded. ‘I didn’t trustfirou before I met you. I thought it was a mistake inviting you in thest p‘Dlace. We should have dealt with it all ourselves?’.’

Vo you really think you would have been able toan Am gave a short snort of irritation. ‘That’s just what I

expected from your kind. You can’t conceive that anyone could takec

ware of themselves without being in the grip of the Imperium,yoithuro wut the hitch huignteh and mighty Guard to rrs and your judges buurnsinh agn oud pt throtect them, withoue innocent alongtdwith the guilty, without your priests peraching blind devotion to yourbead Emperor. You think we’re soft? Have you any idea what we’veeen through here? What we’ve had to struggle through and

survive? How many we’ve lost just to make this our home? Ofcourse you don’t.’

appMroeracifuch allynd at th Vanat m Amoment C went quarson saw their piloiet.t, Zdzisław,‘Cd to him. ‘H

ow are you today?’‘It’sommander!’ Casron calle

 a beautiful morning, lieutenant.’ The mechanical Zdzisław

sfrtood at attention and snapped off a cisrp salute. His chin was

eshly shaved, his ashen hair was neatly combed and his right eyes

otill twinkled blue, and that was perhaps all that was left of therresigint of hal man. Eveis face, hisrything else had been constructed afterwards. Th arms, his legs were metal; Navy bionics in theecritical places, handw-ehis lelded plates and geasr in the rest. They were

Cgacy of twenty years secondment to the Brimlock 11th.arson caught the look of restrained horror on Van Am’s face outof th‘We’v corner of his eye. ‘Are you all set?’ h’t tae inquired.ee the party plan already; shouldnke more than a few

hhoadurs once we ge been lost durint the og theld b rairid od in the an Kaswair.’ Zn Bdzayisła andw’s ins nteatuadral voic his woerdsemanated in a toneless electronic dirge from a vox-box fittethd in hisroat. What made it all the more eerie was that Zdzisław, to appearmoer human, had managed to wire his metal jaw to move, but

could not synchronise it with the words. It flapped randomly as hespoke, as though he were a puppet laughing madly at its own joke

.

‘You know about the aerial distubrance around the crash-site?’

sThe rtretchok itseed olf wut foars kilo still gemetrenesra artinoug an intend it, prerfevenrence fieting anyld w flyehichrs from

coming‘Th close.

e governor’s office has given me what they have. They don’t

have much, but our path should be safe.’


‘Excellent,’ Carson replied and finally turned to the Voorjer

woman who was still gaping horribly at this man who had been so‘Hviolently disassembled and so painstakingly put back together.older Van Amersfoort, this is our pilot, Squadron Commander

Zdzisław.’

moZnrdzinisław politely held out the metal bones of his hand. ‘GoodVang, m Ama ha’adm.’ enough sense about her to take hold of the cold gripand shake it. H‘It’s her movements were as mechanical as the pilot’s.

‘Aolder actually. The correct title.’‘Vpologie,’ Cs, holder.’

an Ama.’rson continued the introductions, ‘is the governorgranddaughter’sapZprdoxzisimłaaw letiont his h of a nead fall a fraction and then jekred it back in theVod. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

Can Am stared at Casron. ‘I never said that.’arson held her stare lightly. ‘Do you really think that I’d allow

myself or my men to go into danger alongside someone without

knowing exactly who they are and what they might do?’

Van Am blinked. ‘No. I suppose not.’

fo‘Perhaps a rule to live by, then,’ he told her curtly and thenrellocewiveed Zdzisław towards his Valkyd a second shock when she srie. Van Am went after them anaw Zdzisław’s flyer. Manydpilots, over time, grew attached to a particular craft. They wouldn

dame it, record its victories, even start to believe that its quirks andefects were part of its own personality. Zdzisław had gone further.Much further. He was not fond of his Valkyrie, he was in love with it,weorshipped it, was obsessed with it. Over the years he had paintedtavelisrym ceanntimic imetre with lavish, elaborate, someages. Each one he consideerd atime labs eourxp olicf loit,ve, a

Vsymblkol of his passion and gratitude for every occasion that theayThier had taken him into battle and brought him home again.

e other pilots kept their eccentricities far better hidden, yet stillZdzisław had been promoted to squadron commander, in par

bteexccause his devotion made his Valkyrie the most reliable, the most

Veptional vehicle in the fligan Am, however, had noht. clue as to this. She could only watch

as Zdzisław went through hise rgular rituals of stroking and

hcaisressing the flyer’s nose, whispering into one of its vents, whilst co-pilot performed the more mundane per-flight checks.

Those completed, they took off, leaving the huddled settlement ofVAoorheid behind, and were soon jetting over the blue ocean. Van

thm hae tripd ta. Cakerson a sen wasat o copnpotensitet no Ct toarson, but stayed silen have to shout over tht throe Valkughouyrie’stthengin hes and instead turned his thoughts to a more serious matteranow to handle a young woman frightened for her world. Thatmatter was his prospective commanding officer, Major Stanhope.

The colonel had warned him about Major Stanhope, or rather h

hadn’t. A Brimlock officer, when speaking to his junior, would neveermcoaligmmn aandnointhger offic, esepr. It secially when that officer was the juniorimply wasn’t done. But the fact that th’se

colonel, when he told Carson of the new appointment, did not

threcommend Stanhope as ‘good’ or ‘solid’ was far moer damninan a whole litagSny of indictments from an officer of another world.

tanhope was not one of us, Arbulaster hfficad told him. Carsonhad heard that charge levelled at several oers duinrg his careerapplied to weak,-ekneed saps who fainted at the first sight of the

enemy, to shell-shocked officers who spoke to flowers andbloxpected a reply, to psychotic butchers who smeared themselves in

od and declared themselves the Emperor’s True Prophet. It wasan accusation that meant nothing in specific and everything in

geCneral.arson’s relations with the fomrer company commander

Captain Blundell-Hollinshed,-wBlundell, who was as ill-fated as he

Thas ill-e capnamed, had started badly and continued in the same vein.tain had been appointed towards the end of the Ordan

campaign; Carson had returned with his company foetid and coatedwRith mud from a long patrol slogging through the Katee river delta.ather than present the company to their new commander in theirbedraggled state, Carson had given them a few hours to rest andc

aslean themselves up. Blunder nearly charged Carson w a result for retaining command for that timeith mutiny.

hBlunder’s drilling had not been petty vindictiveness, though; itad been ambition. It was an ingrained, insatiable ambition

amongst the officer corps. Each one wanted promotion. Each onewanted to be part of the colour-guard. All of them craved the

immortality that glory would bring with such a fierce desire as to

pmush them to insanity. And none of them hesitated to spend their

gaensp’s livs wehes in thre coelouir quest, especially now in the crusade’s lasrgt-uards weer going home after each campaign.thSuch immortality, however, almost invariably came at the cost ofe lives of the men who served under them.

finCarson had expected the same from Stanhope, but when theally met that morning, he had been surprisedy.

him‘Lsieelf autenant Carson? Major Stanhopet breakfast in the officers’ mess,’ Stanhope had introduced.

‘NCarson rose to stand to attention, but Stanhope stopped him.o need for that,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to disturb.’

hInstead, Stanhope sat down with him. Carson regarded him ase adjusted his sword as he sat. He looked tired, even for early inthe morning, and his uniform was rumpled as though he had slepin it.t

‘Y‘It’s good to meet you finally,’ Stanhope said th.eBrydon with us?’Ces, major,’ Carson replied. ‘You were on

barson had been waiting for the major to appear for weeks onoard the ship, but he had never emerged.


d‘Telahe colonel tey in signing thlls me that there is se transfer papers. It aome kind of administrativeppears I’m still not officia

part of the regiment and so obviously can’t take command of thellycompany. I thought it best for the men that I not be hanging around

while my status was still… uncertain.’

disbHis senelievedtime himnts made peferct sense, yet Carson still instinctively‘I hope my abs.ence did not cause you any problems,’ Stanhope

concluded.‘N

ot at all.’ Carson found the honorific ‘sir’ on his lips, but could

not bring himself to use it for this man. ‘And have the administrative

delays now been overcome?’Stanhope didn’t reply, he was staring at Carson’s breakfas

‘Would you like me to call a steward over?’ Carson offeredt. to. eat?’

CStanhope looked up, puzzled. ‘If you’d like somethingarson continued.

la‘No, no. I’ve eaten already,’ Stanhope replied. His eyes rolledzily. ‘T in their sockets as though searching for something in his own

headhe ad.’ministrative delays, no, I’m afraid not. Tomorrow, th

colonel sayse

pArbulaster really was playing Stanhope along as long as hecoonssibtinuely c, bouuldt th, Ce sarilesoncn ce sonsidered. Htretched betwe weeaiten thd foemr S. Statannhhopeope to

appeared to have no other conversation besides his initial objective

Inand Carson did not want to continue eating while being watched.ste‘If yad, he stood and Stanhope instinctively did the same.

ou’d like to inspect the men first, major, I would be happy toarrange it.’

hap‘Wpyha tot? w’ Sait utanhope said, surprised. ‘Nno, that’s fine, lieutenant. I’m‘Vtil eveyrthing’s official.’

Ineyr well,’ Carson said; again the ‘sir’ stuck behind his tongue.thstead, he saluted. Prompted, Stanhope saluted in response and

en walked away. Casron stayed standing until the major left the

mess and then sat back down, shaking his head, to finish h

breakfast.is

the‘W pree’rsee gent. ‘Ltting close,’ Van Am shouted, bringing Carson back toCook out the window.’

arson did. For a split-second it looked like they were flying over

a gtorey continent of dark tangled rock. They were clouds so thick as

 appear almost as though the flyer could land upon them. The

stretched across the entirety of Carson’s view, from one end oyhorizon to the otherf the

.

sighTht oe Vf thalke byrlaie dckes waceternded beneath the clouds and Carson caugh of the ocean beneath. Then, in an eyet-thblink,

ey crossed the coast and were over the jungle.

thHe realised Van Am had leaned forwards and was staring out ofe s‘Wame porthole.

e’d ba ferely touched Tswaing when the rok hit,’ she said. ‘Whad just aw settlements on the coast. We thought we might be

finemishighet bd we ahe plan wneet-k saillew it cr, thomouginht wg towards us. First reports said ite might have to abandon the

plac’de, everything we’ve done here. But the impact wasn’t as big as

I tewe fell yared. It had slowed itself down as it entered our atmosphere.‘Tou, we thanked the Emperor then, thought it was a miracle.

hese clouds, they formed after it hit. After the fire. The jun

didn’t burn easily, but then the temperature dorpped, and thagt anlethe lack of sun are slowly finishing the jungle off.’d

‘DCarson glanced at her. She took it for con’t mistake me. That was lekker byo usncern. We. would have had to

thclear the jungle anyway. The cold killed the disease bugs, forcede critters to move north to where it’s warmer. We even thought we

cou‘Old move up fir our timetable to expand.nce thee stopped, we sent out a flyer to inspect the crash

dsite. That’s when we discovered the interference. The first flyercidn’t come back, we didn’t know what had happened to it. Its vox

lout off and we never heard from it again. The second we sent was adivt more cautious. As soon as the pilot felt the controls go, she

e‘Wd and headed clear.

e sent in a gro’t sup on foot. They made it all the way to the

impact crater, didnee a single ork. The rok had buried itself

under the ground.

w‘They should have left it buried, but they didn’t know then that ithas the orks. They were just trying to find the source of the flying

azard. They found the rok quickly enough, the interference was

thcomingd from inside. They went in and there they found them:ousans of orks all dead, all dead from the impact. Piles of them

in every pocket in the rok. Caverns full of war machines smashe

bdineyond repair. They searched for whatever was generating the

detecidrference, but you can’t teed to blow the whole thll oingrk tech from junk and so they‘W.’

‘Why didn’t you?’ Carson asked.e’re farmers, lieutenant. We didn’t have anything that would

make a dent in it. We told your crusade. It crashed here because of

you, we figured the least you could do is get us the explosivesfinish it o to

‘A didff.’ we?’‘Wndhat do you think? Our request’s probably still on the desk of

some doos at your Command. We were still waiting when our men

oCn thlubbe crater got hit. The resupply team found them all dead.

ed to death most of them, others nearly torn apart. All their

rifles, all their we’t kapons gone. That’s when we first saw them

orks. We didnnow what they were, but we knew they weren, th’ten

rative. The resupply team didn’t hang around to ask questions. Wetaepolkinrted that to your crusade as well and that’s when they started

‘Fg back. Not help, just more questions. More delays.ok to that, we said. You weren’t going to lift a finger. We’d sort it



ourselvesh. It took a couple of months, but Grandmother got a

thunderd men off the farms and sent them over. By that time, though,e orks had the crater. Our boys couldn’t even get close. Their bosswas a muggie, didn’t have the nerve for a real fight. He lost a few

men and turned them round and ran. That’s when they came an

todthok us from the villages on the coast. Said they couldn’t be sure

beat the ods.’rks wouldn’t cross half the continent to butcher us in ourV

an Am was interrupted by Zdzisław’s voice crackling around thecabin‘W.

e’re over the first prospect point. I’ll open the hatch to allow youa better view.’The occupants of the Valkyrie attached themselves to safety linesagnd the rear hatch opened. The green canopy appeaerd almost

inrey in the dim light. It covered the landscape like a sea, poolingbto the deep crevices and breaking around the peaks showing theare sMoil, baked hard by the now absent sun.

ulberry and his beards were quickly standing near the edge

alternately checking their auspexes and peering out of the cr,and see the jungle floor. It was soon apparent that they werea nft toot tryhappy and Mulberrye‘T rturned up the craft to Carson.

dhis is all dashed useless I’m afraid, Carson. Can’t see atoa lashing thing down there in this light. And there’s certainly nowhere

nd. We’re going to have to go out on the dangle, I’m afraid.’

bCarson nodded and passed the message through to Zdzisław toe ready to have the team abseil out. He worked his way to the rearand started clipping himself on. Van Am followed him and didlikewise. He leaned over and took her hand to stop her

.‘M

Ha’am, no disrespect, but you’re not going down there.’de expected her to snap back at him, but she just snorted in

deisrision. ‘As I said, lieutenant, it’s holder. From landholder. Norespect, but this is my land and no offworlder is going to tell mefewhere I cannot go. But I’ll let you drop first, so if there are anarsome critters you can shout us a warning as they take ayof you.’ bite out‘SCarson relented. He let her go and returned to his own harness.tho long as there aren’t any leathertooths;’ he said. ‘I hear they finde arses of Bimrlock officers extremely tasty.’

BThat took the Voojerr girl off-guard. Van Am did not know if therimlock officer was joking with her or mocking her, and his deadcalm expression gave her no clues.

w‘Your man, the muggie,’ Carson said, switching the subject. ‘Helittleasn fo’t wrong. I’ve fought orks. I’ve seen what they do. They care

Sr their own lives. Even less for those who aern’t of their kind.ome fights you can only win by not starting them in the first place.’figh‘Mt yaybe,’ Van Am said. ‘B but if you stay dependent on others toourattles, to protect what you call your own, can you everconsider yourself truly free?’

Carson could not help shaking his head at that. In all his yearsh,laerg head n, freeevdeomr hea wadr ss nuot ech naïveté. On Brimlockven a luxury, it was a m, in thythe Im. But hperium ae couldt

sdisee the conviction in the girl’s face and knew better than to try to

Ssuade her.urvival, that was all that mattered. Your own and those for whomyou cared. That wasfo why he wft Kas still fighting. He’d had it confirmewith the medicae bere he leandhar; one way or another thisdwwas to be his last campaign. The only thing left that mattered to himVoas that his men survived, and he would allow no idealisorjers, no glorystic

-eeking officers and certainly no dried-up, defunctcommandingWith th officers like Stanhope to threaten that.

at in his mind, he checked that his pistols were fastenedsecurely by his side, tugged on his harness, took a hold of the rand jumped down through the trees of Tswaingope

.
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It had taken two further days of pathfinder flights befoer an

Bacceptable landing site had been agreed. Arbulaster signalled therydon to ready the DOV and finally signed the transfer ordersallowingC Major Stanhope to take command of Carson’s company.arson was already awake when the notification arrived. Now hehnad given up on the medicae’s ineffectual drugs, he found he onlyseeded a few hours a night. Along with the notification was the

Ctandard form request from Stanhope for a handover inspection.arson gThlanced at them and took them straight to Red.e handover inspection from one officer to another was aserious event; new commanders took it as an opportunity to pick asmany holes in the unit’s readiness as possible, for after this theywsere liable for any flaw or defect the unit possessed. The unit’swergeants took it as a personal crusade to ensuer that as few flawsthere found as possible. Red rousted Fojarz and Booth at once ande three sergeants then woke the whole company and had themchleaning their body armour, polishing their lasguns and buffin theirelmets within a few minutesg.

They weer glad they had done so, for when the time came anthdde company stood to attention outside the makeshift barracks, theythisec reovgerimed thent pat Mreseajor Stanhope was not the only new member ont: a dozen metres back Commissar Reeve wfasalso watchingTh the proceedings, his visor down against the sun.e commissar had also joined them after Kandhar and he hadalready made an impression on the men. He was an easrecognisable figure. He derssed in the ubiquitous uniformilycommissar: black cap, black coat, black boots. His one touc of afh ospekursllsonalisation, however, was that his coat w: hundreds and hundreds of miniature sakus studded wllsith.

EThe skulls were not for decoration, they weer kill markings.hxcept for a commissar they would not have been kills. They wouldave been executions.

S‘First pla. Stoon, ready for inspection, s Cah,’ Red told Carson andtanhopetanhope nodded and ledarson down the line withoutswtopping until he reached the end. He looked back and Carsonsimaited for some comment, but there was none. Instead, Sply passed to the second linetanhope

.inForjaz then stepped forwards. ‘Second platoon, ready forspec, Ction, sir,’ he said. Stanhope acknowledged ht, Cim and startedagainarson a step behind. There fa came a poinars foon knew,when dirt became so ingrained in abric, or gunk smouled aaachine, that it could never be fully cleaned or made to operateagain. The same was true of certain members of the company who,thfter twenty years of combat, had developed such dysfunctions thatey could never fit back into the cleanc-ut pImiaress mould of the modeljupeigrl Guadr infantryman. Mabrle could never be stopped fromfrry-rging any weapon he was given in order to improve it, Zezéom sweating through any uniform he wore in minutes and Reptonfafrom hissing when he spoke through the wounds on the side of hisace. Nothing could be done to make the lumbering ogryn Frn’k atGll persentable, nor to tear him from the side of his adopted brother,laardner. Blunder had nit-picked a list of issues as a long as ahissr faifle, but Stanhope merely walked past them with no expression,ce waxen.

For a moment, Carson believed that the entire inspection wouldpDass without incident, but then Stanhope stopped in front of Ducky.corucky stood perfectly at attention, his equipment all present andr‘Wect, with one glainrg exception.

‘Shere’s your weapon?’ Stanhope asked.Cir, it’s missing, sir,’ Ducky snapped back.arson could see Reeve over Stanhope’s shoulder focusing onthe major. Technically, a soldier could be shot for losing hwiscomeapon, yet Ducky had declared it amented on the weathers easily as he might have‘The campaign hasn’t eve.n begun, private. When did it gomissing?’‘Sir

, on a pathfinder flight yesterday, sir.’ In fact, he had hurled itout into the undergrowth as soon as his feet had touched down inthe‘A jungle. Ducky, thankfully, did not sharet? th’ Sat detail.nd you have requested a replacementanhope readied tomove on.‘S

Tir, no, sirly b.’rought Stanhope up short. ‘You’ve not?’‘She rep

‘Air, no, sir is.’ that?’‘Snd why’t in

Cir, I dontend to use it, sir.’arson swore in his head, cursing Ducky and his damndmisguided principles. The man had earned five separatehecorations for tending to and retrieving wounded men underborrendous fire, and he had been stripped of them all, one by one,ecTause he refused to kill and refused to lie about it.

‘Whe whole company was focused now on Stanhope.hat’s your name, trooper?’


th‘Sat Cir, Private Drake, sir,’ Ducky replied with tharson knew he would still be weaine cool, sligrg when thht smileey put him u

aga‘Pinst a w

rivate

all.p D

rake,’ Stanhope c

the only sane man here.’ A

onsidered, ‘I do believe you may be

nd with that, he turned on his heel and

caarried on down the line. Carson was shocked still for a moment

wnd thas loeonkin follog owff aed at anfteothr. He checked on Reeve, buer unit marching past. Duct the cky haodmm got aiswsaary

with it. How could one man be so damn lucky?

feStanhope’s review of Booth and his third platoon passed with asw incidents. By the tim, Ce Stanhope finished the inspection and

dismissed the menarson had grown more suspicious fr. Perhaf hthe major had not wished to condemn a popular man inonps

ct oisnomrades. If he truly was a coward, then he would just send the

Cotification to Reeve and he would do the rest. But in that instance,hisarson might be able to placate him. He walked with him back to

‘I’ll h room.ave a new weapon issued to Private Drake and ensure he

ho‘Dlds onto it.’

o not bother on my account,’ Stanhope replied indifferently. ‘Imeant what I said.’

disCaparson was surprised; perhaps Stanhope would not be a‘I opointment as a commanding officer after all.

nly hope the commissar feels the same way as you do,

major.’

‘I wStanhope passed through the wide portal back into the barracks.ouldn’t concern myself with Reeve. He wasn’t there to stand

jumedgement over your men. He was there to s.’tand judgement over

‘What makes you think that?’S

Ctanhope gldave a thin smile. ‘Because he’s following me.’‘It’sarson co tru not hide his look of disbelief.

ue,’ Stanhope continued. ‘Every time I’m transferred to a

new regiment, there he is. For four years now, from the 99th to th

263rd to the 371st to here.’e

that?‘I’v’e never heard of such a thing. Why would he being doing‘H

onestly, lieutenant, I don’t know. We’ve never so much as

inexchangtoed pdleasantries. I can only imagine that he has some hookC me an is waiting to reel me in.’

arson regadred Stanhope. He knew of his record; he knew heh

aad been a hero once, but his best days were years past. Nommoatteunt of official gratitude, no goodwr how glorious, will for such endeavours, no

‘Sould hold a commissar back from his duty.o Reeve was there to judge you,’ Carson said sceptically. ‘Do

you think you passed?’‘You mean was I acquitted? Well, I suppose we will see. B

tomorrowy C dawn, if I’m up against a wall, then we’ll assum nturned toarson. ‘By the way, I’ll be engaged much of theeo day. Ift,’ he

morders come through, just cay say so. I’ll crry them out. Don’t worry about getting‘Shheck in with you before the evening.’

all I assign one of the men as your steward or would you

prefer to pick one yourself?’Stanhope opened the door, revealing little of the dark room

be foyond. H. ‘Te stepped’t b in, making it clear that he did not wish Carsontollowhat wone necessary, lieutenant. You can keep your

bfiguhttoting mn my oen in thwn jace figket.’hting line. I can shine my own boots and

bCarson was surprised again. Having a personal steward oratman was not simply a commander’s perk, it was the only

practical thing. Even the most fastidious procedural directivesacknowledged it was better to have com

ffinmanders spend their timecommanding their men, rather than bug their gear.

and‘Youare a major.’ Again, the ‘s travelled no furtherir’ stuck on the tip of his tongue‘Yut a. major what?’

‘Wes, lieutenant, bShat?’ Casron said, confused.

‘Vtanhope raised his eyebrows, but did not continue the thought.ery well,’ he concluded as the door closed. ‘You can have one

man bring me any messages or orders first thing in the morning.

That is all.’
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to release the DO feV. The landing site was ready, he hafted approvethe schedule torry the troops and armour across arwards ind

itsorder of p serioityr to complete the deployment of the DOV and ensureif thecurity. The pathfinders had not seen any orks in the vicinity, but

bre were any his advance guard would be in position longfeefore they could pull together a force of any size. He just needed a

w more hours without interruption from that hectoring governor

and‘E they would be d,’ Mone.xcuse me, sirajor Brooce interrupted him. ‘Commissar

Reeve would like to speak with you.’d ice

-

irritaThe commissar’s name pourtion. ‘The commissar?’ he saeid. ‘Vwater on Arbulaster’s‘Shery well. Very well.’

all I send him in, sir?’Ab

rulaster glanced around at the mess in the control centre

caused by days of feverish activity and at the number of men nearb

who would doubtless overhear every wordy.

h‘No. No need. Take over here, Brooce, and send someone to tellemim I’ll mphasiseeet him outside my study,’ Arbulaster decidedoutside, will you Brooce?’. ‘Do

‘I will, sir.’

hisBrooce sent off one of the troopers and Abrulaster strode off to study. As he went he took the opportunity to straighten his


uniform surreptitiously. You didn’t give these fanatical black-coabt

astards any excuse if you could avoid it. You never knew what thewere gyAbolaing to choose to care about from one day to the next.

ruster fastened the clip on his high collar just as he arrivedat his door. Reeve wasn’t there yet, so he would have a fewm

coommmentsissa tor’s en insuterre thest. Hat he we leaft nlkedoth ining out that might catch the.

him‘Tha frnk you for seeing me, colonel,’ Commissar Reeve greetedAom beside his desk.

Trbulaster swore silentlyh in his head. ‘Of course, commissar.’e commissar did not walk to meet him, he merely stood wherehe was. He had obviously been a big man in his youth, bu

clearly been decades ago. He was old and, as he had aget thd, hat hadbody had shrivelled back in on itseis

Alf.hbrulaster walked up to the desk, but Reeve’s position preventedthim from going around and sitting in his chair. It was yet another ofe petty power-plays that weer so endemic amongst the Emperor’spolitical officers.Arbulaster refused to be thrown off-guard, or to sit down in th

visitor’s chair, which would allow Reeve to sit in his position beheinthdRe desk. Instead, he stayed on his feet. He stopped in front of

uneelesves, b theut did not salute. Brimlocks did not salute commissars‘Yy had assumed the responsibility of a line officer.

ou wished to speak with me?’R

eeve did not respond at once. He merely stared at the colonelas though with a single glance he could see every lapse in

judgement Arbulaster had ever made. But Arbulaster was notu

lonnerved by it. If Reeve thought that he could be intimidated by acok, he was sorely mistaken. Arbulaster had suvrived five differentjuommissars in the course of the crusade; he knew they bled redst likAe any other man.

At length, Reeve finally opened his mouth. Each time he did sorbulaster half-expected to hear a death-rattle, but Reeve’s voice,was clear and smooth.

se‘I we yoausr V obalkseyrrvieing th flyerse ins. Opections this morning and I happened toAne flyer in particular.’

‘Trbulaster had no doubt which one he was referring to.ell me, colonel,’ Reeve continued, ‘who is responsible for thecondition of those craft?’Th

e Valkyries were the Navy’s craft, and each one was the pilot’sresponsibility. Arbulaster knew that, and he knew that Reeve knewthat as well. He knew that neither was the right answer.

rep‘I aliedm r; heesponsible for the cond had played this gameitio ben oforf theat craft,’ Arbulaster‘Th.

en you are responsible for that vandalism to it?’

imThis was the reason that Reeve had pulled him away from theirminent deployment on Tswaing? He lowered his opinion of thema‘Tn ano’rther notch.

heye devotional images, commissar. The pilot, you

uhndesrtand, is most devout.’ Devout, yes, Arbulaster thought to

thimself, it was simply that his devotion was to the flyer rather thane saints.

is‘They are obscene, colonel. A single devotional image is all that allowed. We cannot have the Empeorr’s blessed fighting craft

appearing.’ like some tattooed merchant crewman. They wremovedill be

cSo this was the kind of commissar that Reeve was, Abrulastertaonsidered. Aking a breach pe, thtty oenb hseavessive who would commend a man fo him flogged for having his boots dirtyr. Orperhaps it was simply another power-phis linfficlay to enforce his will overe oer from the start. Either way, Reeve would have to learnthat he was not dealing with some wan subaltern; evencommissars had their place, and their place was not to im

fighting effectiveness of his regiment with their righteous wpehimde thesy.Arb‘I wulasill steree rep to thliede, ‘a nesce sossonary arrangements, commissar as it is possible. At present, yo,’u

ap‘I apreciate, we aer approaching a critical juncture.’

ppreciate it entirely, colonel. You are a busy mat mn, Iunderstand.’ Arbulaster hoped for a moment that thaight have

been it. Of course, it wasn’t. ‘So I have made my contribution tos

hharing your workload and have attended to this matter personally. Ieaquve gipmiveenn ot, thrdeer pilos for the crew to be issued wt especially. I think it ratherith the n fitting theacet hsesa shryouldfixremedy the damage he has caused. Unless,’ Reeve paused anded Arbulaster with his sunken gaz?’He, ‘you have any objection

e didn’t. Zdzisław would have a fit, but if he was going to fire offand snap Reeve’s withered old neck then so much the better.‘No objection. Do as you see fit.’

am‘E gxcladellen it wt. Till nheot b coelo thnee cl oasf me wy laithst r usegim,’ Reeevnt oe sfteaidn h. Aarbd oulabjestectiorns. Ihnoticed that, at the mention of the old colonel, the commissar’sand had gone to one of the skulls upon his coat and he was

stroking‘N it a fraction.

ine hundred and eighty-nine, colonel. In case you wer

counting.’e

chill. ‘AAbrulaster snapped his eyes up. Inn impressive record,’ he manag thaedt in to sstaaynt h. Reeev feelt a me toreuclyh ofnhodded and then took his leave, leaving Arbulaster alone. The manleaft ind killed nearly his a thousand men, nearly as many men as he had whole regiment. He’d killed more Imperial troopers than

probably any singlef m individual foe the?y had faced. In the Emperorname, what kind oadman was he’shAs much as Arbulaster regretted it, Zdzisław would have to be onThis own. Arbulaster had permitted such customisation in the past.

e regiment was a thousand strong, but those thousand were

what was left of a million Brimlock troopers, across fifty regiments,


wjoho had begun the Ellinor Crusade. He knew that to s

urney took its toll upon the mind as well as the bod

urvive such a

y. Heu

hndesrtood his men, and where it did not disrupt the regiment head made allowances. He allowed for the totems, the trophies, the

lucky bullet cases, the dubious relics; he allowed for Captain Drumhis bizarre garb and the vox,

-

bamplifiers he had fitted on his tank toElast out battle anthems; he allowed for Captain Gomery and Mister

bmmett; he even allowed for Lancer Diver and his immodest post-attle displays. Arbulaster would tut and shake his head, but after

all this time, he didn’t care what a man wore, or didn’t wear, so lon

as he was back in his uniform and ready to march before sunu-pg

the next day.He had seen other officers try to fight such things in their

rinegimsanityents, try to e that grippnfoed arce uniformity in thny man after a lifeetim facee o of wf the inar. Thevositaeble officers

thwho attempted to keep the appearance of complete normality ineir regiments were driven mad themselves. Mad, or up against a

wall before the black-coats or their own men. Well, Arbulaster was

nfaot going to let either of those happen to him. He was not goin

ll now, and cetarinly not at the hands of Commissar Reeveg to.

frHe returned to the control centre and released his fear asuustration over the vox with theBrydon. The Navymen there picked

thp their pace and, an hour later, four days after the 11th paradedrough the streets of Voorheid, theBrydon launched the DOV, the

gianTht outpost vehicle, with its drop-cradle towards the chosen site.e DOV left a burning streak through the sky as it entered the

atmosphere. Then, as it approached the surface, the drop-cardle’sth

thrusters ignited and the staggering force they generated slowedae DOV’s descent, vaporising the vegetation beneath it and

firllowing the vehicle to settle in place. Only a few minutes later, thethst Valkyries swooped in, delivering their cargo of men to defend

e DOV and deploy it into a Brimlock outpost, a full base of

operations for their expedition on Tswaing. The campaign proper

had begun.
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Chapter Six

Brimlock ouptost DOVA-, Tswaing, Voor

pacification Stage 1 Day 7



Cjuarson caught sight of the ork war-patyngle. The okrs had the scent of theirr as it c

 quaryr inrashed through th theeir nostrils nowdand were chasing it hard to run it to ground. Their prize was still aozen paces ahead of them. It was big, bigger even than the orksthough its own skin was pale. It ran like a bull, head down, arm,ps

Bumut it wping, smashing the smaller branches in its path into splinters.It maasna sgelowd toing, tir reacinhg, a thend the o base of orks pressed afterne of the giant tr it aeesll the h andarder.cbollapsed there a second, chest heaving. It glanced to either side,ut then it heard the war-cries behind. It turned and stood at bay. Itreached down onto the ground, like a wrestler preparing to chargeand roared its defiance at its pursuers,.thThe okrs paused a moment, catching their own breath, relishingcae imrriedm. Tinheent k orkill. T in thheey r leaeadied the clubs, stones and spears thed, wearing a headdress of teeth and fury

,raised a bone sharpened into a pick and led his warriors in amighty bellow of their own ine rply.frGot you, Carson thought, and he pulled his trigger. The las-boltom the heavy pistol struck the ork right in its gaping mawb. Its eyesinulged wide as the back of its mouth and the top of its spine werethrcinoaet aartes it fed in a flash. It dropped its bone and clutched feebly at itsTll, not a mark on it.ith light as a volley of las-thhe jungle trail erupted wfire burst fromhittine undergrowth. The fire was focused, with three or more shotsg the closest orks, incinearting their faces, throats and the sideof their head fos. An autocannon opened up, its shots whippingthrough theliage like angry insects. Those struck tumbled to theguround; the rest of the orks, caught by surprise, wavered a moment,dnsure which way to face. There was a second volley, and a half-ozen more ork bodies hit the dirt. Inexperienced troops, caught socdirompletely off-guard, would break. They would dash for coverectly awayf a from the fire and thus expose themselves to thesecond line of thmbushers placed to strafe fire down the length ofthe other side oe trail. Veterans would never have allowedthremselves to clump together so, they would strike back along thesotruteike th foerwy haradds c loomeokin, eg toven while th flank theeir air cttaomrackersdes behind them would.thOrks, being orks, just charged straight down your throat. Even ase third volley lashed out, the orks were plof thughing into the jungletowifoards their unseen adversaries. Ahead oem fr, shapes in greunrms, stained brown with dirt, started tois reom the groundyr touun. The orks bellowed again, hacking and slashing at theit londeokgerrdow asth a thos thugheir a thettay hckader bs rrokan fren oom thut threoir cughharge. For an instan the ambush, and ittwas at that instant that the second line, stationed behind the firstand not on the other side oThf the trail, opened fire.e Brimlocks of the first line ran, one hand on their hot lasgunsthe other holding down their tanna,-stained helmets. No one needeto remind them to keep low as the lasd

-afire flashed over their headstht the oose of thrks running after them. The second line shoe first line dove into their firing positions at twndic whe more, airledsaround, ready to add their fire. But the orks’ charge had beensimhattered and the few of them that reached the second line werepaled by a half-dozen bayonets even as theya rised their clubs tostrike

.

‘Hold your fire!’ The order echoed across the line.maTdehe last ork stumbled away. Even orks could some to see the sense of living to fight another day. Thtimerees, in be frontof it, however, stood the great white bull-monster that the war-phartybad chased into the killing ground. The monster swung a hugeranch and smacked the ork off its feet.

The ork curmpled, unconscious, and fell intou the leafysndergrowth. Across the rest of the jungle there was a moment ofeniled, once as the survivors drew breath, waiting to sr whether another threat wee if it truly was the‘Gas to emerge.ood job, Frn’k,’ Carson called. The bull-monster, an ogryn witha coproral stripe tattooed on his arm, nodded and picked up the ork

Cat its feet. He slung it over his shoulder, then turned and gavea‘Nrson a crude salufe,’ Cte.ow keep it sarson continued. ‘That one’s for the colonspecial delivery!’ael,There was a smattering of laughter from the jungle and, one byone, K Company began to emerge from between the trees.d

 up-tr‘Section leaders, count up and clean up. Booth, take a squaail, look out for any stragglers. We’ve got what we came for. I don’twaCnt any surprises.’arson rolled over and sat up. He unstrapped his helmet andsrighook out his dirty blond hair. A caterpillar dropped into the mud,h‘Steod itsrry foelf, ar thne ind ccorawled awaynvenience, I’m. sure,’ he muttered. He then

Crested his hand on his thigh and lowered his head. ‘Come on.ome on,’ he said to himself. He did not move. ‘All right.’

He twisted around to check on the men. Booth’s platoon had


already disappeared up the trail. Casron thought it unlikely that theywjuould be disturbed, however. The company had been scouting thethnegley’d for two hours already a encountered. Rnd this was the only bed had distributed crematoand of orksr-packs to the menand they were torching the bodies. Frn’k the ogryn had instinctivelyr

aeturned to Corporal Gardner and was trying to carry both the orkpnd Gatienatlyrdner’s heavy autocannon at the same tried to get Frn’k to drop the ork time, while Gardner

C.arson noticed that Red was coming over to him. The

company’s colour-sergin hisigeant carried his lasgun in his off-hand, while

 rht he wielded ‘Old Contemptible’ his iron-black mace. It

was an anachronistic weapon to wield on the battlefield, to be surebut one that had proved its worth, in raids such as this, wher,prisoners needed to be

Carson did not knoe taw wkehyn. they had been sent out to bring in a

pfrrisoner. The order had come to him from Major Roussell, straightom the colonel, so he could not argue against it. Perhaps it was

simply habit, just as his men knew exactly how to set up the

ambush without specific orders. Habit formed’s by many repetitions.But there was nothing that the commissar interrogators wouldgket from the ork that Carson had not already learnt from killing its

ainsh. H. Itse looked a body wast the le underadedevr heloe hapedd sh andot a itss a skin cr wemasato lighr turned it tot, not nearlyas tough as the fullym-atured orks he had fought in space. It was nosurvivor of the rok’s carsh; it was a new-spawn. No matter how feworks had survived the impact, their kind was now growing within thedirt of Voor.

oRed was closing on him quickly. Carson turned away and placedwne of his pistols in his lap, so that it might appear as though he

Cas correcting some fault. Red would not believe it, though;tharson’s pair of heavy pistols had not misfired as long as he’d hadem. They were beautiful pieces: each one had a rorschbone

stock, customised to fit regular Guard p finower-packs, a sculpted

antique lock and breech, andely-etched patterns down theirbarerls

 – wings on one, vines on the other. But their true beauty wason the inside. There, embedded within, was a glistening power-a

Thmplifier that made his shots twice as deadly as a regular lasgun.ese pistols had made him what he was today. They had to take

some of thCe blame at least.

arson felt, rather than heard, the colour-sergeant standing overhim. One expected such a big, blustering NCO to stomp around

s,bmacking the earth with eveyr step, but Red could be as silent as acroseat.th, as many drowsy sentries on both sides had learnt to their‘R

ed,’ Carson pre-empted. ‘What’s the bill?’

‘H‘One injured, sah. Corporal Marble.’ow bad?’‘P

ut his foot on some bug-hill. Twisted his ankle and split his lip.Ducky’s taking a look at him. He’ll get him walking.’

He‘G plaoodyed.’ C forar timson surrepe. ‘Remintitiod musly tested his leg again. Se to put Frn’k up for a comtill nmeondthingation.when we g‘Aet back to Dova.’h?’

‘Y commendation, saou don’t think he desevres one?’‘Of c

of purse, sah. Jus’t et tht.’ink he’ll prefer a day’s extra rations over asheet oaper he cana

com‘Gmood pendaotioint. Ln oent’s d somo the kaint. Ad ond lef ricet’s see if we can’t get his-hpaper as well. Then he can

loave his cake and eat it,’ he said, chuckling half-heartedly. Heoked up at the fearsome colou-rsergtheant’s stone expression andought better of it.

A flicker of movement in the cornef thr of his eye caused Carson totwist again to look back at the rest oe company. Mouse wasth

cheereckin, mog thving quickly from body to body ahead oem for anything of valuef the cremators,.

bRed saw him as well. ‘Private Chaffey, get your miserable selfack to your squad!’ he shouted.

WithMouse snatched up gu from the body he was inspecting. a second’s defianceiltily, he triggered the cremator before

scampering away. Carson sighed.‘I d

‘Heo w’s aish y paraou’d gsite, sive uah.’p on him, Red.’

trYes, Carson reflected, Mouse was. But on Mespots, he haddaded for the promethium that prevented the company dying in thetribeset; arnd on Kam Daka to, it had been he who had bribed theesmen allow them past the rebels’ positions. But then againon Azzabar, the wrath of the eldar had come down on their outpostfo

lor days, until Red happened upon the large jewels that Mouse hadproivteated from their warriors’ armour. Ca after that. Red had made it plainsron had to that he wanr a snted htripim o hff theandedover to the black-coats, but Carson had refused. There were no

edxtra points in war for playing by the book. As much as Red

etested him, Mouse was a resource and Carson would keep himas long as his worth outweighed the risk.

oRed was watching him intently now, waiting for him to give thehraded rr to mun ouot ove on. Caf excuserson tried his leg again. Sstill nothing, but he

‘D.o me a favour, Red. Keep the men occupied for a few minutes.’his‘A liph, right you aer, sah.’ Red twitched his moustache and purseh?d’‘Ns in concern. ‘Shall I get Ducky up here for you as well, sa

o, no,’ Carson waved him away. ‘A couple of minutes, that’s allI need. Then I’ll be right as rain.’

com‘Yes, sahpany. ‘Rig.’ Reht, yd gaou sve ahoc crkeisrsp s, pealute and turned back to thg your ears back and listeen up!’

Colonel Arbulaster and Major Brooce walked through the


ctronstruction site of the regiment’s fo

oopers were stripped to their shirtrward base. All around them,

sleeves, hefting, carrying,

juassembling and digging. Just half a day before, this part of thengle had been indistinguishable from any other of the hundreds ofkilometres around them; then in the grey dawn the Brimlocks ha

arrived. The downd-blast of the drop-cradle’s engines had scorcheda

frond flam thttee DneOd thV it he veldegetation beneath it. It ha and then launched agad lain, cnredeatind, released itsg an evenelfwider circle of devastation around it. The Navy had done their part,

now it wThas down to the Imperial Guard.

e DOV, or Deployf aable Outpost Vessel to give it its full name

was an integral part o Brimlock campaign. No matter to what pa,rof the galaxy a regiment might be sent, no matter what xenos worldtth

wey might find themselves upon, the DOVs provided the Brimlocksthith secure fowrard strongholds. Arbulaster had a great respect forAem. It was from them that the 11th had fought off the eldar atzzabar, from them they had beaten back the Tarellian dog-soldiersat Takht, and from them they had stamped down upon the uprisin

at Kam Daka, even though they hgOad been outn frumbered by over ahunderd to one. And now this DV was risingom the jungle

.

put inThe externa place. Thl we raell hgimad bent’seen the firs sappesr int thing to their w bore askerSsembled and-endragged the cornerstone blocks into place and drove thetinem inls hto thadethground to pirrovide a firm base. They’d installed the sentry guns one tops, and supevrised the men as they carried the armour

plates from the DOV to create the wall. As the last section waswelded into place, Arbulaster had felt a great surge of relief flow

thwarosug a littleh him. T phe inside of the walls was a familiar place of safety. It

Everythingie wceas of B goinrimlock cavg to schedred out far from homeule and Abrulaster ha.d not heardanother peep frodm Commissar Reeve. He was in an expansive andgene‘Drous moo.o you know what makes the Brimlocks the geratest of the

Imperial Guadr?’ he asked Brooce as they walked past the salien

being erected for the landing padt‘Y.

‘It’ses, sir.’ B becausreooce replied.– What?’ Arbulaster broke off mid-sentence‘S.

orry, sir. Did you want to answer that one yourself?’

BAbrulaster harrumphed. ‘No, I was… Don’t horse around,rooce. I was going to say–’ Arbulaster caught Brooce’s temperatelong,-sevring expression. ‘Very well. Very well. What were you gointo say?’g

‘I th‘Thoue mght you wanted me to say ‘the men’, sen! Magruerite’s berath, it’s not the mir.’en!’ Arbulaster

thexclaimed, then heard a sudden silence as the noise of the work one salient suddenly halted. He turned and met the questionin

stare of the dozen men on the scaffoldingg‘W.

ell?’ he dem it.’anded of them. ‘Did your beard call a break? No?Then get back to

BroToche me. ‘Yeon ru retuearnelly thd to think theirat th joabs at pilend Arbulaster returned to of rookery droppings is whatmakes Brimlock great? You remember home don’tcha? You

remember recruitment? You think any of those pale-skinned

nambies with muscles like suet could be the match of a Catachanor a Cadian, or a Finreht Highlander?’,‘No, sir.’ Brooce snapped back obediently

.

officAerbulaster led hrs’ wives wereim o esvtaeblisr towards where the medicae and the‘It’s not the men. They arehing the base hospita what they are. Pack of gl.rumbling oldwomen…’‘Y

es, sir.’

And now Arbulaster noticed that a couple of the old wives wer

giving him the evil eye. He tipped his helmet to them and led Brooeback to the central bastionce

.

sec‘Noret, at tha littlet I min comd a bmait ondf gu insrmighbt folinrg w, Bheronoc youe. I’ll le havet y a rou into aegiment o littlef

yit sour ownh. When your men are grumbling, you know everything’s as

‘Rould be.’ir?’‘Oeally

h yes, s. You’ve got nothing to fear from a grumbling soldier. Theybsuild up hot air and it’s just theme rleasing it. No, it’s when they

stotop grumbling that you’ve gops grumbling about his lot, it mt to woearry. Because when a soldierns he’s planning to do

hsomething about it! And when soldiers take action into their ownands, Brooce, it invariably ends up with someone up against a

wall. Either them or you. You know, if that tight-rod Carmichael hadallowed some honest Brimlock grumbling, then that whole debacwith the Sixtyle

-Seventh might never have happened.

be‘W noe m suighrprist be,’ Ae the greatest complainers in thrbulaster continued. ‘But no, we Ge’reuard; that wou not the largeldst,wBe’re not the fastest or the toughest out there. What makes the

rimlocks the gAbreatest of the Imperial Guard is this!’

rulaster encompassed the entire base with a single grand

sweep of his arm.

G‘Building! We build, and we’re the best damn builders in theyuadr. These other regiments, they take a place, they move on, ataear later they find they’ve gokt to take it back again. Not us. What wee, we hold. You come back a hundred, a thousand years, and

what we built will still be there, ready for us to defend. And that is

what makes us the g‘Vreatest.’

eyr profound, sir.’Arbulaster shot his second a look, but Boroce maintained his

impe‘Sirrturbable expression,’ Brooce glanced at h.is chronometer. ‘You asked me to

remind you when–’‘Is th

at the time? Throne, yes, yes, let’s see what we’re up


alogainst.’ A

wered at th

rbulaster hastened back the way they’d come. The gate

eir approach and a squad of sentries joined the

oVfficers as they went out onto the scorched plain. There the

alkyries stood on their tempfuorary landing field. The flyers were

being reelled by Trojans caryring promethium tanks and Zdzisławw

a das giving his pilots their final briefing. Arbulaster and Bistance away, while they concludedoroce stood.

fleArbulaster noticed that their blue flight-suits were coveerd incks of paint and recalled then that they had spent the entire

pbrevious dayttle painting over the ostentatious devotional images anda art on their craft at Commissar Reeve’s instruction. He lookedover again at the four Valkyries sittin firg in the mff thidday sun, lookinjust as they had when they werest rolled oe assembly lineg

each one indistinguishable from the rest.,

th‘Was there anything you wanted, colonel?’ Arbulaster turned ate sound of the familiar, artificial voice and nearly gasped at the

sig‘Nht of him.

o, no…’ Arbulaster muttered, fighting the urge to recoil. He hadnever had a problem with Zdzisław’s injuries before. To him th

were merely the mark of a determined warrior. And yet toery

sday, fopome reason, he found them gruesome. Nothing had changed

ehyyes. Ficoallyr the, yet there was a cold, dead look in Z first time, Arbulaster realised that thdzisław’s one naturais was not a livinglmluan before him but rather an animated corpse. ‘Just to say, good

ck, th‘The Ekmpe.’ror protects.’

an you

Abrulaster tried to make the best of the unfortunate situation, aswaas his way when his own self-interest pervented him from doingmnything to change it. ‘She looks good out there, doesn’t she?’ Helootioned to what he thought was Zdzisław’s craft. ‘All the ladies

ve a new coat once in a while, eh?’

hZdzisław didn’t reply. Instead, he walked away, flight helmet inand.‘C

ommissar Reeve–’ Brooce interjected.

‘–‘Yes, he has a lot to answer for,’ Abrulaster muttered.

Ais here, sir.’‘Ybrulaster felt the silence behind him. ‘Aftenroon, commissar.’

es, it is,’ Reeve replied. Zdzisław stopped by the Valkyrie’s

ndose and made to hold out a hand to touch it, to caress it as he hadone before each flight hundreds of times before. But then he

dropped it, as if theer were no point and stepped pefurnctorily uponto the ladder

.

flamCoe, wlonhel Ao hrabud slaesteen far, wthho haers and sed meon vtheillarsge blos anwnd c aproart gps puoingt to th to theeirchildren’s aid, who had seen men forced to shoot their comardes

caught on razor-wire, still fohtcund his heart quickening a fraction ase wahed Zdzisław haul himself, without ceremony, into the

coc‘I skpit of his Valkyrie and flo pull the,’ R canopy down.hould have had himggedeeve said suddenly, ‘but thersepereemed littlecious abou let thft oeirf h pim thilotsat w. Still, aould feen exal it, amplend the Na should hvy cavean b beeen so

made.’‘Of c

ourse, commissar,’ Abrulaster found himself agreeing. Therest of his words were lost as the engines of the Valkyries ignited

and Zdzisław led his flight into the sky to get the regiment’s firsproper look at their enemyt

.
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Chapter Seven



Arbulaster had had the company commanders gather on theshooting deck. It was close to the top of the bastion, with only thevdox tower and the flagpole flying the Brimlock colours above it. It wassenipsigned to ging the eniveem ay c orom thmae londcal wing view oildlife. Hf the aere orean Vo, worhe, ththoeugr foh, arll itgave was a commanding view of the limitless green that stretchedoff to the horizon in every direction. Armies of orks might beencircling the outpost and an observer wouldn’t have an inkling.

As he had requested, his officers were already assembled by thetimthe he, Brooce and Reeve arivred. Most of them had been takingaseir he ea ense in the cteredanvas chairs, but they shot bolt upright as soon‘Sta.nd easy,’ he told them, quickly scanning the room. All hiscompany commanders were there, with one exception for which hewas most grateful: Major Stanhope. He saw the Voojerr girl, Van

Am, standing apart from the rest, wearing the same unimpresselook she seemed to have every timd‘Ae Arbulaster met her.mfternoon, gentlemen,’ Arbulaster began. ‘I don’t believe we’veket en masse before. I hope you’ve been using the time to get tonow the new arrivals.’loThere was a respectful chorus of agreement that Arbulaster hadng ago learnt meant that they hadn’t so much as said a word tothe‘Gm.ood,’ he said firmly. ‘Captain Ledbetter here is joining us wthe two companies of horse left from the Fiftyith-MSixth and Lieutenantsaulbepperrry has already been doing great work taking charge of ous. Captains Ingoldsby, Tyrwhitt and Wymondham will berlareporting to Major Brooce who commands the line companies andstly Major Stanhope, who unfortunately has other duties andcannot be with us, will be under Major Roussell who commands thelight.k‘To you new bugs, I hope you will have already made yousrelvesdnown to Captain Drum, who commands our armouredhetachment, and Major Rosa, our artillery. If you wish to avoidavingd you ter troops either run over or shelled I recommend you keeon gpTohorms with both of them.’ere was a chorus of polite laughter and the veteransexchanged nods of acknowledgement with the newcomers, bothswidiseps a of tessessing their relative positionsion in the air and doublens. Arbulaster ignoerd the-darkchecked his own officers. The

-to thskinned giant Colquhoun was staying quiet in the corner nexte diminutive red-haired Fergbus. Gomery had fortunately not

Rrough fot Mister Emmett on this occasion, the plump and smilingosar once was not snacking, anifud Drum, the spindly clean-shaven tank commander, had merclly confined his war-paint to a

Rdiscreet white line across his nose and cheeks on this occasion.Shoussell appeared sober, bue had noticed and shifted ht wera stas still snce. Htealing glances at Van Amer long coat gaped open.and Roussell’s eyes flicked down to glance at what might berevealed, only to see a heavy machete on her hip and a holsteredautopistol behind it.

Arbulaster sensed Reeve make his persence felt beside him.

Com‘Andmis, osaf cor Rureseeve, w.’e all recognise our new officer of the Emperor,R

‘Reeve paused a moment before addressing them.anks and privileges are not my interest, only the fortitude andvigour by which His servants enact His will. There is only oneauthority on this world, and that is His.’

There was certainly no laughter, nods or glances after tha

Breaking the silence, Arbulaster strode over to the grand tat.ble inthflice ckeerentrd ae ondf th cae rmoeom. H to lifee k, diseyplaed in a feying aw s topotrgrokes and the surfacaphical map of theearea. Two icons appeared there: the first, the familiar red and blackroundel of the 11th; the second, a leering green-etched orkishglyp‘Th. He allowed his officers a minute or so to peer over the map.

‘ishis,’ AOrbulaster continued, pointingll it.’ to the roundel w here. DVith a stylus,-A, or Dova as the men catoHe moved the stylus to the green glyph. ‘This is the ork rok. I’mFuld its ory. Brorigocine?al C’rusade Command designation was 692BrutalthAbrulaster took a half-step back to allow his second to talk themrough the specifics and the speculation. He had long ago learnedthat it was good command to do so. Brooce had a chancoutside his shadow, and he had a chance to watch his office to aesrct annot be observed himself.dinfoBrmrooce beganation on the: ‘W roek s have only been able to ao far. From the size of thcquire lime crater, hiteodwever,thwe estimate that the rok did not strike the planet at full speed, ratherat it must have slowed before it hit. Either some kind of re-entrengines or something morey… alien. That, and the interference therok is still generating, leads us to presume that some or all of itspdoint defences may still be operating. We expect to acquire more

Vaetalkyil sierhos tortly. Squadron Commander Zdzisław is leading a the crater in order to reconnoitre for any defence flighs ort offoother activity. He shall feed those images straight back to this roomthr our consideration. Major Roussell? What’s the current status ofe other matter?’


The languid commander of the light companies shifted closer toa respectful stance. ‘Received a message just before you arrived,major. Wise’ve caught one of the beasts and are hauling it in for thecommsa‘Gr’s interrogation, prior to our own… dissection.’ood,’ Boroce replied crisply. ‘Pass on my commendation toLieutenant Carson.’impRoussell shifted again, this time in discomfort at Brooce’sAlicit criticism that he had not led the raiding party himself.twrbulaster suppressed a smile and contented himself with a slightinitch of his eyebrow. The petty antagonism between his twofofantry commanders was well-known and had kept him amusedlifer haf blf a decade now. One needed to find theseffic little diversions in a ooredom, violence and horror, and both oers were carefulrenough not to commit the colonel’s cardinal sin of ‘affecting thehegiment’. Boroce had a point though, Arbulaster reflected; Roussellad become lazy, spending so much time resting on his formerghlories that the other officers jodked that his backside looked like ita been awarded the Imperial Lauerl. If Carson hadn’t killed theworng mall’sn all those years ago, Arbulaster would have put him in

Rousse place right now.wo‘Drdsov cara bckase, Dova base, this is Valkyrie G for Galaxy.’ The roboled over the speaker on the shooting decktic.

GBrooce activated the transmitter. ‘G for Galaxy, this is Dova base.o a‘Vhead.’alkyier flight holding at aquila five. Ready to descend. Requestclea‘Crance for mission.’ommander,’ Arbulaster spoke up. ‘This is the colonel. Antrace of the interference at that height?’ytwo‘Ne.’gative, colonel. I expect interference once we go below aquilath‘And how low do you think until you can get a clear picturerough that cloud?’

‘U‘Below five hundred, colonel.’nderstood. You are cleared for mission, commander. Gluck.’ood



loHigh above the ork rok, Zdzisław acknowledged the colonel. Heoked out into the white cloud, pressing up against the cockpit and

hiding the rest of the Valkyries from view. He switched the vox to call

out to them.‘Valkyrie flight, this is G for Galaxy, acknowledge and confirm vox

ne‘Lt is active.’

‘Leader, this is D Doctrine, acknowledged and confirmed.’‘Leader, this is P Pius, acknowledged and confirmed.’

Theader, this is T Terar, it’s all bang on here!’e pilol fat’s enthusiasm made Zdzisław smile, with what little of

his naturace remained. It was the first time he’d smiled in the

laast two days. He knew that his Valkyrie was the same bird as he’d

of plways floaint wowun. He wald stop hsenr b’t seino bg wefuddled that he thought a simpho she was. It didn’t, it had jusle lictk

made her hate him.

ThHe checked that all was well with his co-pilot sitting behind him.‘It’sey had left the other crew back at Dova to save weight.

 all buttoned up, skipper. Ready when you are.’‘Link the vox

-net with Dova and confirm Dova receiving.’

‘Linked,’ the co-pilot replied and then heard Dova confirm. Now, ifo

thne of the Valkyries could get a picture, even if it was embroiled ine interference, it would be retransmitted from the other flyers so it

would ap‘Vpear back at Dova. With that, they were ready.

alkyier flight, I’m descending. Hello, D for Doctrine, aer you

there?’

throTuhe vgh: ‘Hoice of Zdzisław’s second, Lieutenant Plant, crackled‘Sere, leader.’

‘Otand by to take over if I lose contact.’Zdkay, leader, good luck.’

zisław powered back the throttle. The whine of his bird’s

engines quietened and she started to descend. He brought up the

display from the nose-picter, pointed straight down. There wanothing to see yet but more cloud, getting darker and darker as

ds theyhisropped. He c controls asalled out his height as they wen they hit twentyt. He felt the first tug at

-five hundred metres. There had been

a vain hope, voiced during planning, that perhaps the interference

would not extend directly above the rok, but Zdzisław had not given it

credence. To his mind, this interference that jostled his flyer in the

sky could o fonly be one of two things: first, a defence mechanism,designedr use in space, to disrupt assault boats and boardin

agecntioemnsie, ws ahicparh gt inive pen thrsoat on serks adored the chance to cemed unlikely; or seconda, arve the byir

oproducttof whatever had functioned to slow the rok’s fall as it plummeted

wards the surface of Voor. In neither situation would it make

sense for it only to project out and not above as well.

frNineteen hundred metres and Zdzisław felt the invisible forcom this ork machine kick his bird to one side. He burned the jee

fotshr a moment to stabilise and then throttled back again. She hated

pim foaintinrg this. F over hirest hr dee hcoarad atiollonsw, sed thatrippint cgom hemisr of asar to bully hll she had dim inone, atond

innow he was forcing th her down to be pummelled by these ork ghostsSe air.

eventeen hundred metres and the Valkyrie was slewed to one

side. Zdzisław yanked the stick back around to compensate, butshe bucked and protested beneath him

.

ZSixteen hundred metres and the ghosts tried to spin her;todzisław turned the nozzle adjusters and overorde the equalisation

 sFteifteady h her with a burst.

enundred metres and Zdzisław was thrown near out of his

metal body as the bird flipped under him. Alamrs rang, the co-pilot


sthwoer a

e engin

nd the cockpit dis

e thurst that h

play lit u

ad been fig

p whtinith a battery of red lights, as

g gravity to keep them up wasnow accelerating them ever faster down. The numbesr on the

altimeter blurred and Zdzisław desperately twisted the nozzle

control. Then the ghosts struck anew, and the bird lurched to onse

aide and flipped again. Zdzisław shoved forwards on the throttleannd thd awe aayn frgromy engines roared. Zdzisław tipped the bird’s nose down

His h the rok and powered clear as quickly as possible.eart was thudding, someone was yelling in his ear, his copilo‘Tt was heaving behind him.

‘Lhis is G Galaxy responding.’‘Oeader!’ It was Plant on D Doctrine. ‘Confirm conditiof an.’

peartional at this time. The old girl gave me a bit o fight.W

fivee’ll c.’heck to see if anything’s shaken loose and return to aquila‘Glad to h

ave you back, leader. Are you clear?’‘C

‘Tlear.’‘Ahis is D Doctrine, beginning descent.’

cknowledged, D Doctrine. Watch for the daemons at fifteenhundred.’

‘W‘Okill dayo, le, D Daocdetrinr. Going downe. Better luck.’.’

in foBut D Doctrine did not have better luck. The ghosts came for himrce at twenty-one hundred and byb eighteen hundred he was

oosting clear. P Pius came in on a different vector and made it to

sixteen hundred, before nearly stalling his engines and dropping ahunderd metres as a dead weight. Zdzisław heard the shaking inthe pilot’s voice as he recoveerd.

fromAll the p Dovailo asts c T Toeuldrar b heegaran the his growing im descent. Tpa Ttieerrnca we inas the s deterigmnainlsed

aZnd he rode his Valkyrie all the way down to thirteen hundred.

thdzisław watched on T Terra’s nose-picter through the vox-net, ase clouds below him went from a white to a dirty grey, hf hopin

against hope that he had been wrong in his estimate oowg low thec

skloyud d, andes hecended. At eleven hunde went spiralling away frrd Tom th Teer cra wrateras swatted from the-out but the picter stayed transmitting and Zdzisłaswite, th. He ois vtheox wr piloenttskand Dova watched in horror as T Terra fell below cloud cover fivebilometres from the crater and they saw the jungle much too closeeneath. They were helpless as the Valkyrie continued to spiral outof control as the green canopy raced up towards it. But then flamesb

thurse fat all srolounwed thd aen pdic stoter appes T Tderra’s engines fired at full blast and.

D‘Sorry, leader, bit of a close shave there,’ the officers back atova heard T Terra report back.

V‘Quite a show,’ Arbulaster mutteerd. The images from thealkyier’s picter had been fed back and displayed across the entiretable. Asf th T Terra fell, every officer in theo rom was falling with him.None oem had looked away as it happened, but now the

mtheomir dent hrinksad p or gaslasncede o, a feut aw dt theared to s calmeter jupn bgleack, take a draught fro outside their ownmwVindows. Reeve, of course, was unmoved; he looked almost bored.an Am also, Arbulaster noticed, appeared unaffected, rather shewas staring‘B at him, waiting to see what he would do.

rooc.’e,’ Arbulaster said quietly. ‘Get me a pivrate line to

Zdzisław

‘Z‘Yedzs, sisłair.’ Bw hrerooce configured a handset and passed it oe.’ver.

fr‘Commander Zdzisław, it’s the colonel.’ Arbulaster stepped awayom the o‘Yther officers.

‘Ises, colonel.’ thf yat it then?’ he asked curtly. ‘You said five hundred metres.None oou even came close! Are you just going to keep throwing

ybeourselves in untter ideas?’til you run out of fuel or do you bluebells have anyAThere was a long pause at the other end of the line, andTrhbulaster for once considered that he might have overdone it.

ese were Navymen, not his Brimlocks, and if they decided to fly

off, well, he could request they be court-martialled, but that would beof precious little use to him here and now.‘There may be another possibility

…’

HeA sbrulaster heard him out, considered the risk and apporved it.distepped back to the table, which had returned to its tactical view,

playing the positions of the flight of Valkyries as they moved intoposition for their next attemp

Zdt.zisław’s plan was to d. If wescend not one at a time, but all four

Valkyiers togetherhatever was generating the interference hadlimdited capacity then it might be possible to ovewrhelm it. The

haanvege tor, though, was clear. For best effec descend close together, targetingt, th thee four Valkyries wou interference at aldsingle point. But with such limited control, if one should strike

another then both craft would be lost. Arbulaster, though, with his

officers, Reeve and Van Am all watching, felt he had no choice. Hewould trust Zdzisław and his pilots to keep themselves safe.

paTir. Zo test Zdzisław’s theory, he and D Ddzisław started getting buffeted at twoctrine descended as aenty-two hundred, butc

Doaxed his bird down to thirteen hundred before aborting. Dboctrine, however, had a smoother ride. Only once Zdzisław pulledhack, did the ghosts attack him with a fury. He made it down to eightunderd metres and Arbulaster willed the details of the crater to

appear on the table showing D Doctr finine’s picter, to get the picturnow and have this damned missionished already. But eighe

htsunpunderd w beforeas s thetill to piloot fin highally. D D manocagtrinede w to bas rreaollek awd, flipay. Aperbud twlasicteer andsthtopped himself from tugging at his moustache in annoyance, bute theory, at least, had been proved. Now nothing remained but to


try it out fore ral.

Zdzisław watched the icon for D Doctrine edge across his vieweruntil it settled in position. The four Valkyries were formed up in aospiraf theml toe hit th rduce the chance of collision, and facing out so thaeir enginet if any-Tburn they would head out rather than in.thhey were at the closest quarters, yet would be utterly reliant onZdeir instruments. It all made tactical sense, but the fomration gavezisław the eerie feeling of four warriors standing back-to-backmaking their last stand. The other pilots called in ready. He gave th,eorder.

H‘Valkyier flight. Descend.’ on the spacing between his flyers. In mid-ae kept his eye gluedhir collisions, you could not rely on conscious thought, theyapp inened too qtinuickly; you only had instinct and you had to pray thatyfivoursc ht was right otherwise you were simply dead. At twenty-eundred, right on cue, P Pius reported the first twitch. Zdzisławacknowledged, there was little else he could do. By twenty hundrehdce could see P Pius’s engines firing as the pilot tried toZdompensate for the buffeting, T Tzisław, in the third position aboeverra had fe, was still flylt the firing sst knock, bumooth. Attsixteen-Zdfifty, P Pius’s icon suddenly swivelled in its place onzisław’s display and the pilot’s terrified scream busrt over the voxas his flyer was spun. He hit his thrusters and powered clear. ThenT Terar started reporting the ghosts’ attack. The close call duringhis previous run had not dampened his enthusiasm.‘I’m g

‘Hooing to make it this time, leader!’‘I’mld formation as best as you can.’

 going to make it!’ Then he swore violently at his bird over thehvoimx as he wrestled it d hown. At ten hundred the ghosts pummelledard and he was thrown across the sky, but he was ready for itand‘C flicked the engines aro!’ hund and regained control.orssing eight hundrede said triumphantly over the vox

.

Z‘Adzctivisałatinw cg pould hicter!’ear the Valkyrie’s distress in the background.imBack at Dova, the officers looked down at the table as the cloudyaSgde appeared there. Still not close enough.udenly, T Terra shouted and Zdzisław’s proximity alarmssfliphrilled. The ghosts hafed struck the flyer hard in the fly nose andped back. The saty distance between the twoesr vanis ithed ina sthep riglit-second and Zdzisław’s instinctively powered forwardsht choice. T Terra grazed the back of his tail, spinning en. It wdas

-toDend. Only as it passed did Zdzisław hear the pilot’s warning. Dleoctrine heard it as well and hit his engines the same as hisader. For D Doctrine, however, the instinct was wrong. The scerenat Dova flashed white as T Terra’s nose-picter pointed up to the sky.For an instant, they saw the shadow of another Valkyrie racingtowards them. Then the screen went black.aInverted, T Terra had collided with the other flyer, the twohrmoured undersides smashing against each other. D Doctrine’sthull structure held, but the flyer was knocked clear of the spiral ande g‘Dh Dosts came for it.

‘Coctrine. Abotinrg! Aborting!’ Abrulaster heard the pilot shout.ommander Zdzisław, repot!’ Arrbulaster demanded of thblank screen, but there was noe rplye

.an‘Rsweerpoedrt, damn you,’ Arbulaster urged again, and this time he was is.

–h‘This’ and then the transmission was interrupted by theowlin‘Rg of tht the air through a breached cabin.epeaat.’

The voice, faint over the rushing air, responded. ‘This is T Terra!Aborting! Aborting!’‘G

As G if inalaxy,’ Brooce inte response, the scrrupted firmly, ‘repoeren flickered bacrt your statusk to life and Z.’dzisław’sartific‘Cial voicee rsounded over them.

Forssing five hundred.’or the first time, through the cloud, they could see the details ofthe ground below. The image was shaken and blurred buthere and Zdzisław was still goingt it was

.

‘Four-‘Efifty.’

‘Fxcellent work, commander,’ Arbulaster said with relief.Tohur hundred,’ was Zdzisław’s onlye rsponse.e view of the crater was clear now and the officers clusteredaround closely. The orks were there. The crater was pock-markedwith dark splotches, huts and other primitive buildings, which madup the burgeoning settlement aorund the roke.‘Three

-fifty.’did‘T nohat’s enough, commander. Abort respond. ‘Can he hear us, Brot,’ Aocerb?’ulaster ordered. Zdzisław‘A

‘Tcknowledge, G Galaxy,’ Brooce said clearly into the vox.‘Rhree hundred.’

‘Aespond,’ Z, G–’ Brooce began again.bortingdzisław replied, but the ground below kept comincloser. ‘She’s fighting me.’gflyeTr ahe rok skewed from the screen as Zdzisław tried to steer the‘Shway.e won’t, she’s not–’ he began. They had crossed two hundrednow.‘Pull out, commander!’ Arbulaster instructed, and at the sametime, they could hear the co-pilot start shouting at him to dsameo the

.froOmne h the sunighdred, and now the offict, as if it wers around the table stood back‘Eere them falling towards the ground.ngines stalled,’ Zdzisław said, even now his toneless voice notwave‘Finrg. ‘Come on, girl. Come on.ogri–’ Arbulaster heard, and then the vox went silent and the


screen went blank.

fixThere was silence on the shooting deck. The officers stayedhed on the black screen, unwilling for a moment to raise their

eads and catch another’s eyes. Then the table lit up again. The

cogitator had pieced together the imagery from the Valkyiers’ pictersidinto a single plan. As they watched, it began running itstheen imtification routines, highlighting the likely nature of the shapes

‘Thages had captuerd.ere it is,’ Arbulaster breathed. There were the orks. There wasa settlement. It was indisputably defended and fortified. But here itwas, all laid out before them.

The room crackled as the vox-net reactivated. Tf Zhis time, thoughit was not the mechanical, yet so human voice odzisław,.

per‘Tmhis is Fissionlig to rht Lecoieveuter Gna Gnt Palaxlany.’t in D Doctrine requestingA

rbulaster cleared the roughness in his throat. ‘This is the

thcolonel. Is G Galaxy within the interference radius?’ he asked,ough they all knew the answer. They had all seen it happen beforethem.There was silence on the vox

-net for a few seconds, then: ‘Yesis, colonel, but we’re willing, it–’

retu‘Trnhe ton y Doure rquest is denied, flight lieutenant. Valkyrie flight is to‘Cova at once. Objective has been accomplished.’

olonel,’ Plant began again, ‘please reconsider, we are–’‘B

rooce, cut the vox-net,’ Abrulaster interurpted, and Plant’s

words died in mid-air.

Now, Arbulaster looked around at each of his officers.

a‘Here we are then,’ he told them. ‘Here is the face of the enemythnd heme anre are my orders. Wd then we will be deon weill p. Geroceed hentlemen, yer, woue w all haill avennihila workte

ahead of you. Get to it and make it happen.’

bHis officers all concurred and Arbulaster watched them as theegan to plan the offensive. There was one man there he did notyregard, however; the man who had no role in their planning an

wdRheeo evexcused himself shortly after. That man was Commissar

.
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Chapter Eight

Jungle Trail, Tswaing, V 1oor pacification Satge 1

Day7



‘K

sh

ay-Vee!’ Stanhope heard the shout as the whine of the lascutter

ut off. ‘Kay-At thVee!’

e front of the column, the beard shouted again, as the

ancient tree he had cut through groaned and shifted a fraction to

one side. ‘Kay-Vee!’

sThe tree, slowly at first but gathering speed, fell to one side, aswtiff aatches a well-trained trooper passing out during parade. Stanhopd the men fall upon it with their machetes and hatchetse

,

stripping it of its leaves and branches, so that it might be hauled outof the cKolumn’s path.

ay-Vee, Stanffichope remembered. It meant ‘Beware’. Cadets forthe Bimrlock oer corps learned it in their first weeks at schoala

thnd througehy th toeo gk salaucxyh p. Whroradses os wnceith th wheism opeern thd aefteir rregime lightsnts’ journeys-their bunkout to warn

-fellows of an approaching magister were shouted loud

aths the enemy’s shells fell on them, or terrible monsters burst

rougThh flimsy walls and tore men apart.

at fraction, that tiny fraction of cadets who survived to return toBrimlock as colour-guard and perhaps become magister

thswemselves, brought new words back with them. Exotic, mysteriouscaodrdetss that laced their speech and fired the im of the next generation. Most did not catcaginations of thh on, some tooek a

gbrip but then were forgotten with the changing fashion, but the besttrecame so deeply ingrained, that within a few years they were asadSitional to Brimlock as Saint Marguerite herself.

uch development was not limited solely to words. Tanna itselfwas a Valhallan beverage brought, so the story went, to Brimlock ba returning officer of a coloury-icguard, who had fought alongside thefre warriors. So too were the fell-cutters. The first auxilia recruitsom the tribute world Marguerite were not intended to be soldiers atall, only labourers. They had been unarmed, except for some localchopping blades called falcatas, which a regimental commander

had purchased for them so they could cut back the woods aroun

his camp. Yet when that regiment was ambushed by the enemy adndasurorunded, far from safety, the margoes had gone to their rescuethnd ae regssimauenltet tod the foe’s positions with o break out and escape. Nnonly the oef thir belad maes, argoellosw haingd

sthurvived their sacificre, but that commander took the blades and

eir story to their home. After that, Bimrlock never recruited the menof Marguerite as labourers again. They were only ever rasoldiers, issued with lasguns and flak armour, and carryinisegd a ths

soseAandme chopping blades that had brought their people such honour.

T sheo the fell-cutters were born. Imperium valued Brimlock solely for its industry: its skill atmaking guns, the men to fire them and the vehicles in which they

cthould be transported. But truly what was great about Brimlock wasat its regiments went and found the best the galaxy had to offer

brought it home, distilled it and then spread the result w ne,xgeneartionith thet

.

weTll. She best thtanhopee g felt thalaxy had to offer, and somee need again. His fingerstim shes the worst aook a little ass he

eitsas heidd thinem into the small slit in his jacket. He took something from

g place and slipped it into his mouth, as he pretended tomop his brow. Then he relaxed and went back to watching the

jungle, as it slowly retreated before the might of the Imperial Guard.



Carson walked down the line of his men. They all had theequipment contents of their packs laid out in front of them on theirgroundsheets: lasguns, pistols, spare power packs, fragmentationgrenades, smoke grenades, bayone

, firts, ration cans, canteens,cremators, toilet articles, mess kitselig-hterstr, medicaeaeatments and moer. It was an oft-repeated witticism amongst thetrramveolleured fist companies that the lighd the slowest. There was an elet inmfaenntry carried the most andt of truth in it; while theothther companies could rely on their Chimera transports to carryteeir heavy gear, a light company were most often deployed inrrain where the Chimeras could not operate, so anything theneeded they had to carry themselves. Still, it did not mean theyy hatodta become beasts of burden and, as he went down the line, Carsonmapped those extraneous iteke them less effective on thms the raat wid hoeuld w wase abigh hout tois m leeadn down and.dIt had been ten days since the Valkyrie flight over the crater. Tenays since Commander Zdzisław went down. Though he had beena Navy man, he had been attached to the 11th as long as anyonecould remember. But, as ever, there was no time for mourning orhregerts. The images of the crater showed exactly what the colonelaad expected. The ork survivors had established a fortified positioninround the rok, and that meant he would not risk sending histhfantry in unsuppoterd, they would have to get their tanks there, andat mTheant cutting a path thorugh the jungle.e beadr, Mulberry, had reckoned it would take five or six daysto cross the fifty kilometres from Dova to the crater. Now, ten daylater, the crater still loomed in the distance, taunting them. Van Asm



hthad been right. It h

e lascutters and

adn’t b

 pla

een the trees, th

sma fire; it had b

ey fell qu

een th

ickly enough to

e ground. It was

rthelatively flat around Dova, but as they tore the jungle away futhrer in,

e beards found the terrain a mess of rocky slopes, sudden valleys

and concealed pits. Even the tree roots themselves were stretchedo

laut acorss the sufarce, the oldest ones as tough as stone. Theargest were as thick as a man was tall and had to be cut through to

littlellow the tanks and trucks to p foass. The advance continued, withr Carson’s company to do but stand and watch the jungle,

guaCrding the b deards from an ork attack that had yet to emerge.arsonid not know what game the orks were playing. If he had

been in their position, he would have been haarssing the columnever since it left Dova. The colonel knew how exposed they wer

aeInnd was taking every precaution to ensure they were not surprised.

Dfantry patrols constantly circled the head of the column, andCrum’s tanks and Rosa’s heavy artillery stayed close at hand. But

arson had fought orks before, and knew that they did not shy from

a fight, even when their enemy was ready for it.

Toe rlieve the tedium, Carson asked for and was granted

permission to lead raids far further from the column, deeper into theju

thngle ahead. He had no shortage of volunteers for his raids fromstae mndinen eg idithleer. T, ahes th proe bspeaect ords were a dab hand at roping in any maf scouting into the unknown, andn

maybe bitinglin it from an ork or a jungle beast, became far more

bappeag after one had spent a day trying to push a Leman Russattle tank up a debris-strewn slope. All of his own company stood

up and, as soon as word got around, the men from othercompanies started putting themselves forwa

Cdr as well.marson accepted as many as he thought the company captains

thight allow; he knew he had an imposing reputation amongstem, but he was still a second lieutenant and that rank would on

ever allow him so much liberty. His own company captain, or rathelyr

major, h firad the rank but did not appear inclined to do anything with it.

Thest day after he had taken command, Stanhope had spen

‘etAngaged.’ Carson had assumed that Stanhope was involved in

orbulaste’sr planning sessions, but Mousee rported back at the endthf the day that the major hadn’t left his room. Then Casron thought

at perhaps Stanhope was looking to ease the transition for him, to

allow him to continue to command as he had done before, until the

campaign proper began. But then the morning came when the

regiment was due to macrh, and a message came that Casron

should retain command.

soS thatanhope appeared befot, aside from the fell-cuer thetter, hy lee aft, hppis ueareniform stripped dowd almost as a regulanr

private. Carson had inqtlyuired about his dress and Stanhope hadcur replied that regulations permitted officers to remove identifying

rank markings a. If Ss required where enemy snipers weer suspected

toC be operatingtanhope’s face had not been deathly serious,arson would have laughed in it. It was true, the regulation wa

there, but their enemy were orks, who fought only with bloodsCcurdling charges, deafening roars and noisy guns. After that,tharson thought Stanhope might simply be cripplingly paranoid, but

at wIt was not the truth either.

as on the fourth day, when Mouse told Carson what he had

noticed about the. S plants Stanhope kept in his room, that Carson

realised the truthtanhope had surrendered. He had given up. Not

toto the enemy, but to the war. He was a leader who no longer wished

h command. He was an officer who did not want to give orders, orinave others look to him for them. He was a soldier who had no

Bterest in living; yet one’s sevrice to the Guard was for life, and therimlock mindset did not allow the self-curtailment of that term.

When first Casron realised, he had been annoyed at having such

an officer foisted upon him. Then he had been sympathetic. Then

whe had appreciated the advantages in having a commander whoStaished to be nothing monhope’s name upon it, bre than a private soldier. The company haut it stayed Carson’s in all but that namde

and he did not have to struggle with another Blunder to keep it. That

happreciation had lasted three days before, as is the way with allumankind when given what they want but not what they need, his

mood had soured back into irritation. What gave Stanhope the righ

Ct?sarson asked himself. Why was he allowed to call it quits, to

thureeirrns?der his duty, when all around him were expected to upholdC

arson’s patrol was ready. He had chosen second platoon to

come with him today and the men sat, packed and loaded. Van Am

and a half-dozen of her Voorjer scouts were coming as well. He had

consulted her before undertaking his first long patrol and she hadto

ald him that if he planned to find his way back at all, then he shouldlimsk her to go with him. And so he had. In truth, the Voorjers had

thited knowledge of this area; it was a tiny part of a vast jungle thate colonists had barely scratched. But her scouts, hunters mainly,

could move quietly enough and Van Am was determined to

maintain her worth and so took every opportunity to be of use, from

identifying the less pleasant fauna to demonstrating the cramponthe Voorjers used to climb trees, pick fruit and get their bearingss

.

crooVakn A of hm wer aarmndered over to him, her hunting rifle carried in the‘A.

re we waiting for the major?’

himC. Marson saw Mouse approaching and directed Van Am towards‘Wouse presented himself to his lieutenant and saluted.

hat’s the word?’ Carson asked, knowing what the answer

would be.

with‘M coajor Stanhope sends his compmmand of the company for thelime daynts, s.’ir, and entrusts you

hisCarson nodded perfunctorily, then rose and swung his pack over shoulders.


‘A‘Tny reply, sir?’

Thell him…’ Carson started, his irritation catching his tongue.en he paused for a moment and took a breath. ‘You know what to

say, Mouse. Tell him the usual.’

With that, Casron called his men to their feet and Van Am and

her voorjers led them into the jungle.

The cmakommand Salamander vehicle hit another of the beareshift ramps and the jolt very nearly made Bds’his tooroce bite through‘Hnague.ve a care, Parker,’ he admonished his adjutant at the wheel.c‘Sorry, sir,’ the driver replied without thinking, his focus on theahircumnavigation oead. Brooce lookf the bed ouat thricrae siddes and the men constructing thee at the troopers as they dug andmcursed, and then looked over to his p‘It aassenger.ppears as if the transit camp is well on its way, sir. Oncewe’re through the rest of the trees it should be close enough to actas a launching point for the main attack.’wArbulaster glanced over in the direction Brooce was indicatingHeith little’d bee inn nteruresst. Hinge th thise mn reoodtur foner dd to loays nookwing o, eveut hr sinis ocew thne w Vinalkdoyrwie.wthent down over the crater. He’d been acting very oddly as well. Aftere senior officers had had their fill of analysing Zdzisław’s picturesand retired, Arbulaster had asked Brooce to gather the servicedockets for all the men in the regiment. Brooce offered to have themlosummarised if the colonel could give him an idea of what he wasfeoarking fo of bumr, but Aphbrulaster waved him away, saying that he had no

T.wo days later, Boroce had delivered a half-dozen boxes full ofrecords to his quarters. The colonel had spent the next threeevenings dining in private, poring over the dockets. On the fouthrfomonring he told Brooce to remove the C boxes a’snd instead compiler him all correspondence related toarson company since thelaast campaign. He then went out on inspection. Brooce went toaccompany him, but he said he wanted to keep it informal this timehround. Brooce had the correspondencee rady by that evening andThanded it over to the colonel anticipating some kind of explanation.ere was none.

Two days after that, Arbulaster asked Brooce to convene a fieadvancement panel to consider any and all proposed pormotionldsd,becorations or commendations. The promotions at least would onlyCeom tempomandarr, by, suut hebje’d sct to caidon plasinidely thration and confirmation by Crusadeat they shouldn’t go into battlewith gaps in the command structure.thWhen the findings of the panel were issued, Boroce wentrough them, hoping for some clue as to what had obsessed hiscolonel. There was only one matter relating to that company, theait wpproval of the application to caommend one ogryn called Frn’k. Andbums thpeda alot commendation that Brooce now held in his hand as they

Bng the track towards the head of the trail.throoce was not the kind of man who worried. If he was a worrier

Aen ten years with the 11th’s officer corps and six years asrbulaster’s second-in-command would have finished him off lonago. No, Brooce was not a man raised to worry. He was a mangrcaised to beconcerned, however, and such behaviour from hishoelo hanedl in ev the mer beeidnst of a campaign had him more concerned than

Wh.atever it was, Zdzisław’s death was the spur. It had triggeredsomething in the colonel’s mind which had caused him to divert hisattention from the ongoing operation and led him on this peculiarquest. Brooce knew it was down to him to say something. It was hisdputy, both as his second and his fellow officer. Arbulaster might beRuttineeveg not only the operation but his own life in g grew suspicious. Brooce had been able toreat danger if deflect thecommissar over the last few days, but Reeve would act on littlemore than suspicion if he decided that Abrulaster was not fit tocommand. The hundreds of little skulls upon Reeve’s coat wereostentatious, but effective, and Brooce had the’s unerring feeling thathey watched him whenever he was in Reeve companyt

.

BHe had to say something, but he could not just come out with it.drimlock men, and their women as well perhaps, simply did not

Miscuss such things. When, during the invasion of Gandamak,ajor-Generahl Macnaughten learnt that a column of camp followersad been ambushed by a tribe of treacheorus allies and that hiswife and children were de frad, they fa gavef th him a gun and an armouredivision to wipe that tribeom thece oe planet. No one hadtried to talk to him about his feelings!dsir‘Ha?’ Bvroeo yoceu h deacidd a med toomen opent to r witheview the no. ‘Over theirtific losation for the Navys?’,fuArbulaster looked over and focused on his second, his browrrowed in p‘Wuzzlement.hat’s that?’‘Over the loss of Commander Zdzisław and his flight officer?’

‘OBh,’ Arbulaster remembeerd. ‘No, not yet.’

Arooce continued: ‘I tried to be circumspect with the wording.Hfter all, we don’t know what we might find when we reach the site.e might still be alive.’dArbulaster dismissed the thought out of hand. ‘He crashed tenays ago, right in the heart of them. If he hadn’t died then, he wouldhave done so by now.’nNow for the plunge. ‘Yes, sir. And I’ve made it clear in theaondtific acactioepn thtede im thep risorkstan. Tce oheref th ceer mistainlysion and that he understoo shouldn’t be any blamedattached to thThe regiment or to your command, sir.’at last sentence caught Arbulaster’s attention. ‘Me? Whyshould anyone blame me?’


It w

certainly

as not the r

 should

eply Brooce had expected. ‘I’m s

n’t be any blame attached to

aying there

 you and that thenotification makes that clear

…’

‘Z‘It wasn’t my fault, major,’ Arbulaster said without a hint of doubt.dzisław said it himself, the Valkyrie was fighting him. It doesn

m’tcatter if you believe in that claptrap or not. He believed, and his

wonhofide’s tonc be was shot. That’s what killed him, and I know exactlyHlame for that.’

‘Pe caught sight of something on the side of the track.ull her up heer, Parker,’ he odrered the driver and stood up out

of the S‘Calamander.

ommissar!’Reeve, who was watching the beards supervising the men

turned and regarded the colonel. Arbulaster car,‘We aer presenting some of the commendatioierd ons ton.night,

commissar. Theer is one where your attendance would be much

apRpreciated.’

eeve said nothing, as he always did when he did not consider

tha‘It ist a response was required. Arbulaster was undeterred. an ogryn, very dedicated. You know how they especially

vwenerate those of your position. If you were there, I do believe it

youould be ten time attend?’s as inspirational as if I presented it alone. WillR

‘Teeve considered it for a momen Mt.ajor Stanhope’s company?’‘This is Ogryn Frn’k attached to

‘I ahat’s correct.’ccept, colonel. I have some other business with that company.I will attend.’

r‘Glad to hear it.’ Arbulaster couldn’t care less as to Reeve’s‘Teason; getting the commissar there was all that was important.

donight then, commissar. At the new transit camp.’ He tapped theriver’s helmet and sat back down as they powered off to the head

of the column.



Crealarstivoen’s paly eastroy. Ul anlikdvanced quietly through the jungle. The going wae the jungle areas close to the coastalssettlements, which had once been cleaerd by the colonists butwhich now had grown back as an impenetrable mesh of thornthickets and underbrush, this jungle was old. The battle forsupremacy had been won long ago by the gerat trees whosecthanopy blotted the light from the ground and thereby suppressedthe gat crowth of any compeovered the ground wtitioasn. There was no grass, no flo a thick carpet of dead leaves. Twers; ahe onlllyother plant-life that prospered were the parasites: the creepers,vines and mosses that drew their life from others. In the half-litgloom and deep shadow, the trunks of the giants stood like pillarsin a dark and limitless cathedral. In such a place, the men needednono reminding to stay silent and so their progress was accompaniedly

Va by the cn Am haercldkle o her hf thune dtinegad rifle lea reveads uy innd berothfoo hat.nds. They were

Tpushing further forwards today than they ever had done before.kiloheir target was the great ring of grassland that stretched five or sixmetres from the crater. When the rok had impacted, super-heated fragments of it fell on the jungle, starting wildfires in eveyrdsirection. On her first expedition, she had discovered the craterpuroilotsrunded by a blackened plain of char had reported that that plain was nowred vegetation. The Valkyr green. Arbulaster hadiefinconsidered this a significant boon, allowing his tanks to cross thejual stretch in a day. Carson, though, wanted to ensure that it wasst grass and fireweed and nothing more pernicious that woulddelay the column even further.

HeThe jungle was quiet. Quieter than Van Am had ever known it.‘pr grandmother had sent her to Tswaing fifteen years before, to

Arepare her’ as she had cryptically pronounced. But the young VanIt wm found the isolated Tswaing settlement little better than a prison.thas surrounded by the jungle and tree branches encroached overe settlement’s walls. The jungle appeared to her a gloomy anddangerous place, very different to the wide plains of the farms nearVoorheid where she had spent her earliest years. It held that samescense of oppression that her grandmother claimed the firstholonists had been trying to escape. The young Van Am enduredtreiedr exile with little to te grace, paying scant attention to what her keepersach her of survival there. Her uncooperative attitude onshifted after one of her guardians finally lost his temper and let slythat her grandlipf amother would be granting her all her land in Tswaingthousands ocres, the settlement included, when she turne,fourteend.resIt spohnsocibilityked her. The sudden sense of ownership, o, struck her hard. On Frisia, scarcely anyf usable landexisted outside of that possessed by the Imperial government. Therights and deeds over what little there was were a source ofimmense pride tof th a family and were vigorously defended. Eff thven onVoor, only some oe colonists, those who had worked oeirinthdentured service to the Imperium, were allowed to own the landrey worked. Thea rnk of landholder was treated with dignity andtoespect. To have a chance at it so young… Van Am was determined prove herself worthy of it. When she travelled out into the junleagain, the trees and animals no longer felt like her gaolers, ragthershe saw them as her wards. They were savage, yes, even deadlybut she knew that if they should kill her it would only be becaus,she had not learnt them well enoughe

.cBut now she could sense the sickness of her land. The alienthhill caused by the clouds overhead was slowly killing the plants. Asthe plaknts died, so did the creatures. Even on her first expedition toThe ro the junglyle w thas still full of the sounds of life. Now it was quiet.ere were one orks and the Guardsmen, trespassers both.


hSaltehde. O saw a slight commotion at the head of the pne of the Voorjer scouts approached tolatoon and they report to the

command section, and she and Carson went to the front of the

platoon to see for themselves. Another party had stopped there atsome point before. Orks were not subtle creatures and the evidencoekf their residence was easy to see: the carpet of leaves had beenfoicr wked aside wheood to start ther theeir firey hs, aad walked, they had clumsily fend they had left the bones of thlled a treeecreature theyC had cooked and eaten in the embers.

arson ordered the platoon to deploy from its file to encircle thearea. The men split and advanced cautiously on either side, ForjaztaOking his section to the left, Corp Coral Marble taking his to the righnly once they were in place didarson lead the command sectiot.nforwards to investigate.

BThe lieutenant had made an impression on Van Am. The otherrimlock officers she had encountered were exactly as her

grandmother had predicted: hide-bound, crude and old. They wereall old, even the troopers. They were veterans, to be sure, but as faras Van Am could tell that just meant that they had learned one wof warfare and stuck to it. Even when they did patrol, thaycey stayedulose to the path, their link back to Dova, back to warfare they

anderstood. They felt secure there and, in thinking so, theyinutomatically considered everything outside to be hostile, eveyrthingthcluding the jungle itself. They spooked themselves believing thate orks were phantoms, able to move through the terrain with

ease, wCithout making a sound.

arson was the only one of them who had shown he thought

thdiffeerntly. While the others clutched their lasguns tight, keepingHeem ready to fire in a wn instant, Carson kept his pistols holstered.fealked thorugh the jungle with none of the others’ instinctivear. He knew that the truth, as the patrol now saw before them, wasvjueryle diffeernt. It was the orks who were on the alien world. The

Gng was even more unfamiliar to them than it was for theuardsmen. Carson appreciated what Van Am had tried to terest: thll the

Ae jungle was not against them, the jungle was neutral.es Carson went to look at the remains of the creature, Van Am

toxamined the tracks. ‘A few dozen, their path is curving backwards the crater. Not orks though.’

L‘No,’ Carson replied. ‘But it’s something they brought with them.ook aSt this.’

he went over.

c‘Do you know what this is?’ He pointed at the remains of thesarcass. She looked at it and scowled in disgust. The body was

hquat, bulbous, without arms; but the face, the face was almostum‘Nan.

o. What is it?’C

arson picked up one of the bones, broken in two to darin the

marrow. ‘A walking larder. They follo.’w the orks, eating anything thamoves, and then the orks eat themtwHe looked down the trail for a moment. Van Am watched his faceinhteile he thought, the slight deepening of the lines on his brow, the

nsity of his gaze, the sudden focus when he made his decision.dicta‘Wtine follow them, but we stay off their path,’ he said and begang the new marching odrer. His men obeyed his commandsquickly. Van Am saw that they did not obey him out of fear orobligation to his rank, rather because they did not wan

dt toaisappoint him. She could understand why; the lieutenant cast anwura of confidence about him. He knew as little as she did as tohhat lay ahead, yet as he gave his orders, she could believe that head p‘Hlaldnned it all from the beginning.

oe?r’

Van Am blinked. ‘Yes?’‘A

re you all right?’

‘PeSrfehe swung her rctly fine.’ifle barrel up to grip it with her other hand.

thThey moved out cautiously at first, but quickened their pace asey progressed and did not encounter the enemy. After a few

minutes they saw a mound of leavings on the trail; they were

pungent, warm and very fresh. Spurred on, Cf tharson and Van Amclosed the distance up to the head oe column. Suddenly, one ofsthe men in the lead made a frantic signal and dropped. In the splitGecond it took Van Am to realise what he was doing, the other

Cuadrsmen had all flattened themselves to the ground and she feltTharson tug at the side of her trousers to bring her down as well.

ey lay there, utterly still, for a long minute, waiting to see some

sign of whatever had excited the scout. Nothing. Carson rose to hishaunches and ghosted forwards. He reached the front of the patrol;it wahs the trooper they called Blanks. Carson made a gesture with

cis hand and Blanks replied in kind. She watched the silentthonversation until finally Carson nodded and motioned her to join

em.Ah

ead of them was their quarry. There were not a few dozen butsixty at least of the okrish herd animals. Their featuers, which had

appeared merely freakish on the corpse, were grotesque upon theliv

ee examples. They were bunched together, butting and biting atsach other in bad temper. A dozen gretchin armed with poles andthpeasr prodded them to keep them masrhalled together, and ateir rear was the largest ork Van Am had ever seen. It pulled the

remains of an unfortunate jungle creature from the jaws of the herdand flicked its whip. The loud crack urged the gretchin to shove theherd forwards down the trail and it moved with a great cacophony ofscreeches, gorwls and snaps. The okr did not care about beinqg

puielact. It feelt secure, confident, as though it were the master of this.

hVan Am was ready to put a shot through its head to demonstrateow wrong it was, but Carson gave no move towards an attack.


Instead, he was looking ahead, at the linthe of grey light now visible

Through the trees and the curve of the slope of the crater beyond.ey were nearly at the edge.finThey shadowed the okr and his herd the rest of the distance untilally it emerged from the trees. There, back on familiar ground, thehTerd beasts picked up speed and waddled away on their two legs.ahe ork cracked the whip again and the gertchin went careeringthfter them to stop them dispersing. The patrol reached the edge ofe trTheeline and looked out.e green expanses the Valkyrie pilots had seen were notgrasslands but kilometres and kilometres of lichen and mouldcarpeting the ground. The few trees that still remained were coverewith the black and yellow fungi eating away at them. Hardeneddwmushrooms were growing qith wuickidly toe umbrellas we take the dryingre s tretill loes’ pw tolace the g. Theroiru thndick, butflinstalks wets. Othre covered with their smaller cousins, sticking out likeers grew in clusters, like sickly-coloured flowers, while stillmoer littered the ground, their appearance varying from crystal-latticed eggs to piles of lef thavings. The perverted landsc fr flowall the way to the rise oe crater in the distance, andapome thaetdclarandter ths withe lee prring orkish glyph carved from stone looked over its

Fide.juor Van Am, it was a monstrous vision, a living bruise on herkill thngle. She finally began to understand that she could not mereese xenos, she would have to burn her planet to be rid of thlyem.


[image: img]
Chapter Nine

Cfrarson’s compf thany had slotted into the lines of mom the head oe path to the new site of then marching backe transit camp.toAlthough Drum’s tanks and Ledbetter’s cavalry were able to retunrh the greater safety of Dova each night, the infantry needed to bejuoused closer to the front. So, as well as carving a path through thengle, the overworked beadrs had also constructed the transitcthamps, clearing nearly twenty acres of jungle around the path fore fort and the dead ground surrounding it. Every few days, all workat the front halted as the beards moved the fort a half-day’s marchtoup the trail to the next area they had cleared. The whole processdook an immwn the oveense amount of effort acrall advance, but it wross such terrain and it slowed

Aas steady and it was secuer.ds the company marched into the camp that the colonel had

Sesignated Fort Eliza, after his wife, the beards in their constructionentinels were hurrying to place the last sections of the wall behindthe glacis and trench dug around the camp. The skies wergrowing black. The evere

-spresent clouds blocked the light of thehetting sun and so day rapidly tunred to night. Only at the line of thethorizon could hints of orange and red be seen through the cracks ine darkening grey.

FRed led the men to the tent cluster where they were billeted.ojarz and Booth came around with the evening rations and the

‘rmen gro’ daned at the sight of them. Officially the company had bee firnesteduring the day and so their lot had been drawn to be thoestthn sentry duty. They had half an hour to cook their rations as bestcomey could before they took their posts to spanies took their time to eat in the centatrand wl meatcssh. T, as the ohe menthergrumbled as usual but without much rancour. At least, once thewere done, they could have an uninterrupted night’s sleep. And thyemen of second platoon were additionally for futunate because Mousehaving been excused the patrol, had had all day to get up to his,ausual business and knew the wisdom in being generous. He hadfill acquired cheese, pudding, fruit and pastries and, having eaten his

‘Clready, handed the rest around.‘Yurmpet?ffin’ he said, offering it to the circle.

Mes, mu?’ Ducky said from the other side of him.ouse turned around. ‘What’s that?’‘Oh sorry,’ Ducky continued, taking it. ‘I thought we were trying ounew pet names for each other.’tMaMrboleus. ‘Ae snythhook his head aing for you?’t the medic’s antics and moved on toMarble, nicknamed such because of eldar gun-gems he’dpicked up ‘for research purposes’ on Azzabar and managed tosneak past Commissariat inspectors by hiding them intenrally, wasbusy re-rigging his lasgun yet again.‘Do you have a micor

-energy regulatoup. ‘It’s s?r’ he said without looking‘Howtill o abouvt aerloading when you ride the pu scone?’ll too long.’

Marble looked at him, exaspearted, then glanced back at the

Gscone, took it, and went back to his task. Mouse carried on round toar‘Wdner.hat about you, corporal? Got a few day-old loaves here thamight be good for TroubletG o.’ver. ‘Where’d they come from?’

Maourdner looked these sighed. ‘Whym’d you ask that, corp? They ain’t got a nameon ’em.’hGardner frowned for a moment, but then took the sack andeaded off over to the conrer where Frn’k was sitting. The ogryn atesepa forately to the rest of th’t ne company so he wasn’t tempted fin to taktheirod and they weernauseated by his smell. Mouseishededdisistatribncutine frg his hom theaul to th rest of the rest oem, fef the pelingla netoithon. Ber wlaelcnkos samet a sd normalleMxcluded. It was time to change that, he decided. He approachedouse.‘S

‘Yo, where’d they come from?’ he asked.ou a’t rs well, Blanks?’ Mouse narrowe’t tad his eyes. ‘Funny, I knowyou donemember anything, but I didnke you as the sorstick by the law.’t tocheBeslanks regarded Mouse carefully, then picked out a pe and took a bite from it. ‘I think you’re right,’ he saieidc, ae onfdsmiled. Mouse chuckled at that and, with that small gesture, therewas an op‘I teening.ll you,’ Mouse began. ‘Sticking by the law does’t lananything about you. Down in the rookeries, there ain’t sawsy. Nonthewaht mat yaoutte ar. Tin’t.’hat’s where you learn what you’re willing to do and

‘Ishere you started?’‘It’s that w

‘Y wheer I’d still be if I hadn’t volunteered.’ou’re not a conscript?’‘What are you talking about?’ Mouse exclaimed. ‘None of us are.We’re all volunteers.’on‘Tly chaont’ssc rigripht yt,’ Douuc if yky added. ‘Brimlock is very strict on that. They’ll‘Wou’re not smart enough to volunteer.’the all had the choice,’ Mouse continued. ‘The choice to starve,line choice to get locked up, to have your back whipped on the factoreyDs or catch your death working the outside of the dirigibles.’ucky perked up. ‘A man offered to sell me a dirigible once, but it


turned out to b

bBackla

e a lot of hot air.’

.’nks ignored him. ‘Maybe you’ll see it differently when you go‘G

o back?’ Mouse exclaimed. ‘None of us are going back. Oneway ticket when you join the Guard. They’ll fork out to lug you halfwacross the galaxy, but they won’t foay‘Ar a return trip.’

‘Appart from their favouritesart from them. Room for,’ D a feucky amended.w to go back with the colours. TheEclinkleers, you know, the ones with the medals, to found the next‘Tventh.’

‘Ahe o fefficers?’ Blanks said.w of ’em,’ M. ‘The colonel, of course, an

anywhere he goeso heu’ll tase sakeid Brooce with him. The Roosted’sra

blready been promised a place; he won it after Mespots. Drum’s tootharmy. Rosa wouldn’t fit. The new one, Ledbetter, he’s a good bet,’cey like to take a tin belly with ’em. Some of the sergeants as well,bos you need a few who actually know the end of a lasgun. Red’de to‘Wp of th’t be list, I’d,’ D wager.’

one Forjazucky said. ‘He.’’s got so many kids in tow it’dbe quicker to bring Brimlock to us

‘W‘Will they take Carson?’ Blanks asked.

Mell, he killed the wrong man, didn’t he. They can’t take him.’thouse shrugged and carried on. ‘Would you head back, Ducky? If

ey gave you the chance?’

‘Y‘They’re not going to offer it to someone like me.’eah, but just saying if they did?’

The half-smirk that Ducky pepretually wore dropped away

b. ‘Gothack to being a street cutter in the rookeries? All that ails you cured,cutsrice the price, no guarantees, no questions asked? Sewing up the on drunks, picking out arbitrator buck-shot from the arsectrheeks of part-time anarchists? Lightening the load of women in

ouble in a rat-infested flopDhouse? No, not again. Never again.’

ucky looked around the circle. ‘I’m here. It’s a new colony.

They’ll need medicae and they won’t caer where they’ve come fromyor what they’ve done, and they won’t ask you to kill, and everyonestaou save is going back to a life, nying.’ot going back into the grinder. I’mthThe circle was silent for a few seconds before finally Blanks tookVe lead. ‘So, you’re going to settle down here and find some pre

oorjer ntty?urse to bat her eyelashes at you and leanr at the feet of themaster’

lang‘I thuidinlyk I’ll lee rplieadve d, hisev haoolf-jinrgsm the loirk oncceal g moirrels to th in itse rig liehutentful panlat,’ Dceucky.

thThe circle cackled loudly with salacious glee and envy. For allat the striking young woman leading the Voorjer scouts had

remained hard-nosed andefo rsolute in front of the senior officers, hercus on their lieutenant whilst out on expedition had been obviousto th‘Se compa’t gny’s old hands.he wonet anywhere sniffing around him,’ Marble said

,c

halosing his lasgun up and joining them. ‘Nve. He doesn’t done of the others ever‘Oh, I bo anything.’

et he does. He’s just picky I bet,’ Mouse countered. ‘If I

was an officer and I lo‘If yoked like him, I’d be picky I tell you.’

ou weer an officer and looked like him,’ Blanks said, ‘you’d

help yourself as muc. ‘If Mh as you liked.’

Ducky interjectedouse was an officer, Emperor help the resof us.’tpThe circle laughed again, but their smiles froze as Fojarzbounded up to them. ‘Look lively! Look lively!’ he shouted. ‘The

rass are comingTh. Up! Up!’

e laughter stopped instantly as the men ditched their rations

and sprang to their feet, groping forff a jackets, clasps, laces andbuttons. Forjaz told Mouse to run ond get the lieutenan

‘What does the bleeding colonel want with us?’ Mouset. muttered.For‘I mjazus bit bt’vae fock. ‘Argont tod it’s inquire when I sh not just the coloonewed hl, it’sim in theto th newe pa blacrklour!’-tocoato.’If F

orjaz thought his men were moving fast before, then the

suddenly jumped up a few notches. Within a few breaths, the myenof second platoon were in a rough formation. Forjaz smacked themainto crisp lines and took his place to the side, just as the brassbeppeared from between the tents. They were chatween each other or, more accurately, Forjaze rttinalisg joedv, thiallye coloneland Major Brooce were chatting amicably while the commissar

walked, uThlonengaged, beside them.

e conel came to a stop a metre away from Forjaz and lookedat him expectantly. Forjaz took a step forwards and whipped ocrisp salute: ‘Sergeant Forjaz, sir. Second Platoon, K Companyff a.’

meAnrbulaster returned the salute easy, I hear you’ve pulled the. ‘Ex shcorellent, st strawe argenda arnt. Se upta ond yn firosurt

watch?’‘T

‘I’ll nhat’s right, sir.’ot take up too much of your time then. Now,’ he turned to theplatoon lined up beside the fire, ‘which one of you men is OgrynFrn’k?’

FThe ogryn stood in line towering a metre above every other man.trojarz’s eyes flicked to the colonel’s face, but his expression had noace of anything but honest curiosity. Forjaz gave a nod to Gardneradnd Gardner disceretly elbowed Frn’k in the thigh. The ogryn lookedown puzzled at his friend for a moment and, at Gadrner’s gestures,slo‘Ewly raiset!’ Ad his hand.xcellenrbulaster said without a trace of sarcasm. ‘If h

cefroieunld sd wteoup foldnrw’t mards and… er…’ He gestured at Gardner, ‘If his

Gind helping him along.’ardner led Frn’k to the front of the platoon, still uncertain as towhat was going on. They were quite a pair, Arbulaster reflected. He


did not know which of them looked more savage: the shambling

ogre odr the brute of a corporal who had covered himself in trophiesmae from the detritus of war. Once they were still, and the ogryn

was at a semblance of attention, Arbulaster motioned to Brooce

who passed over a sheet of paper.

F‘I have here,’ Arbulaster announced, ‘a commendation for OgrynPrn’k, currently attached to the Brimlock 11th, K Company, 2nd

inlatoon. To whit, that on 058660M41 Corporal Frn’k carried out anintodividual act of heroism by which he led a group of enemy warriors

 a prepared position and subsequently did single-handedly

capture a vital pisroner. As this was in direct face of the enemy andat great persona.’l risk to himself, his actions are worthy ofcommendation

betwArbulaster handed the paper to the ogryn who took it ceen his thumb and forefingerarefully‘T.

ry not to eat it, there’s a good man,’ Arbulaster said as he

patted the ogryn on the chest. ‘Commissar? A few words?’Abrulaster stepp

 foed away and beckoned to Reeve. Thecommissar camerwards, each step fe accompalf pnied by the chink ofhis kill-studs striking together. Fojarzlt himseush his chest outesven further. He did not dare look Reeve straight in the eye. No

holdier ever benefited from a commissar’s attention, all one couldloope for was to be forgotten as quickly as possible. And so he

oked past Reeve and thereby had a perfect view of the expressionon Gadrner’s face as Reeve stepped into the light to address the

platoon. In a brief second, Fojarz watched Gardner go from shockto anger, then pale to terror,

.

ed‘Mgea ojof thr Seta gnathhope,’ Reeve declared as the oeinfficer appeared at theFrg. ‘You are just in time.’

borjaz glanced over at Stanhope. He was standing bolt upright,inut Fteorjaz could tell he was on it again and wasn’t about to

rvene.

fille‘Blessed are the small minds,’ Reeve began, ‘for they are easilyd with faith. This ogryn heer, less than human but no less as

toervant of the Emperor, is an example to this regiment. Thoughyouday we have commended his actions alone, I h here are equal toave faith that all of

F his dedication.’orjaz did not hear the commissar’s words, his only concenr

wFas Gadrner. He was deathly white and looked ready to pass out.orjaz wanted to get him o’sut of there at once, but he did not dare

draw the commissar attention.

a g‘And with that faith in my heart,’ Reeve continued, ‘I deliver to yousift.’ Reeve held his hand up. From behind the tent came two

tholdiers that Forjaz didn’t recognise. They carried another betweenFem, tied and bound, struggling. As they came closer, though,

orjaThz realised it w twasn’t a man, it was an ork.

eo soldiers dumped the ork in front of the platoon. ‘That verprisoner which has brought us hy foere today.’The ork was bound head toot, yet it squirmed and slithere

adblong the ground, trying to break free of the bindings. The platoonlaroke from its ranks, those closest retreating, those at the endsppintug arityound so as to have the ork encircled. Forjaz took the

obpporn to step up and shove Gardner into Frn’k and push themoth back towards the tents. Marble, who was never without his

jerry‘H-rigg!’ Red lasrifle, raised it to shoot the ork dead.oldeeve ordered him, and Mabrle held. Reeve stepped

accross the circle, ignoring the okr, and held out his hand. ‘I

yooumm.’end you on your keenness, soldier, but this one is not for

hAt Reeve’s insistent look, Marble unstrapped the lasrifle andanded it over to him. Reeve took it and held it out to the man next tohim. Du‘Pcky picked it up, not knowing what was happening.

rivate Drake, I understand that the Emperor has never grante

ydcou the opportunity to rid the galaxy of one of his foes. That will

rhesant ogf ye nouorw fe. Ylloou wwsill k as oill thneis a of Hnisim deal thafendt lieerss b.’efore us and join theR

eeve stepped away. ‘Back, all of you. Give him room. We do notwish this night to end in accidental tragedy.’

foThe rest of the platoon did as they weer ordered. Ducky, thecus of their attention, looked aghast.

plac‘Noe. F, nrno’k,’ he s tooka himid, almost stammering, to R, it seeve, ‘it’s not my‘The ogryn has alreadyhould be his… honour received his honour,’ R.’eeve replied. ‘Thisone is y‘I cours.’

Ban’t take it for the whole platoon, we should draw lots.’ut the scarred and wizened Reeve would not budge, ‘You havebeen chosen, private. I insist. It is an order.’

xDucky looked at the ork on the ground. It looked up at him, itsdeenostrs fauctioce twn anisdte dd in aeath. It wnger and hatredould be a me. Its lifercy, a kin was dedicated todness to the entiregalaxy tot to end it. But then, the decision that Ducky had made so longa

didgo no kill had never been about the enemy. Xenos or human, it not matter. His duty to his god and to the Guard did not matter. Ithad only ever been about how he could live with himself in this

damned universe.‘No

‘You,’ D’reucky decided. ‘I w refusing a direct oon’t.’ He lorder?’wered the lasrifle.

k‘Yes,’ Ducky said and the platoon held its collective breath,nowing he was about to die.

fir‘That is unacceptable.’ Reeve pulled his pistol from his coat anded straight into Marble’s leg. Marble howled in pain an

collapsed, clutching at the burnd.

pForjaz instinctively took a step forwards, but saw Reeve’s pistolfoointed at him. ‘Hold your position, sergeant, or your life will be

rfeRit.’

eeve whirled the pistol back to point at Marble. ‘Kill the animal,


Private Drake, or my next shot wBill be to the head.’ut Ducky was already pointing the lasrifle at Reeve. ‘So willminRee, you blackh-e’sarted paeve cold gaze lockdrasite. Leave us alone.’e with Ducky’s furious glare. Forjazlooked desperately to the colonel to intervene, but Arbulaster merelolyooked on with a sombre expression. No one else dared move. Noone wished to aid the commissar, no one dared oppose him. Notrigne but Ducky, whose finger was trembling with rage around thegRer.eeve was unfazed. He was outnumbered and surrounded, andyet he had them all in the palm of his hand. He lowered his pistolslo

‘If ywly.ou wish to kill me, private,’ he said, taking a step towards him,th‘you had best hope to den I will have you ando ev seo wry oith ytherou mr firanst s of thhoist. F plaor if ytoonou d endo noed. At,nd Iwill take my time in doing so. It will be slow and there will be pain,and only when theyill th have scratched their throats raw with theirsfocreams wey be granted the mercy.’ of death. Or, private, you willllow my odrers and this will all be overDucky felt his hands shake wildly. Reeve would do it too. Hejuwould have them all kst given him that.illed for the slightest reason, and Ducky hadfateThe ork on the ground was bucking and snarling, ignorant that its was being decided. Ducky ignored it, his woldr full only of thegreyie eyt faes and the scornful expression on the commissar’s sunkenancnce. He raised the rifle to his shoulder to reduce the,shaking, his eyes watered as he squinted down the barrel at histarge

‘Jt in the middle of Reeve’s forehead.Foust do it!’ Mr a split seacorble shouted.nd, Ducky stopped shaking and stood perfectlybstill. Then he swept the rifle down towards the ork. He shoved theutt down and pulled the barrel in, back towadrs himself, as thoughabout to club the xenos to death. And then he pushed the trigger.

The lasrifle fired, then sparked and exploded. Ducky fell in silencehmis faisfirece a mass of burns and blood, his uniform burning from the

‘Wha.t in the Emperor’s name is going on heer?’ CarsonapRpeared, Mouse trailing behind.eeve, for the first time surprised and unsure what to doretreated. He stepped away and strode off into the darkness,ith wthe two Guardsmen he had brought. Carson did not wait an instant.He darew one of his pistols and shot the okr clean through the headlifes Forjaz and the rest of second platoon scrambled to save Ducky’s

.



‘Well,’ Arbulaster commented to Brooce as they boarded a Valkyier

to fly them back to Dova. ‘I think that went far better than expecteddon’t you?’,

theB corooce did not know how to begin to frlonel did not need oneame a reply. Fortunately,‘D.? Did

 you see it?’‘Whid you see his face, Brooceo? The commissar’s?’

‘Not him! The other one. Oh, it doesn’t matter.’ He activated the

intra-vox. ‘We’re all on board, Plant. Up, up and away!’


[image: img]
Chapter Ten



Carson watched the medicae try to patch Ducky’s face backtogether again. He had been standing there for two hours already,btout the surgeons were still working. They had no one else to attendmis ashidape fr withom Corpo a lasarl Marble and a private who was laid up after a

-cutter. Carson had not even known that thecolonel was here. He had been giving his report to Major RoussellDwhen he had headr the news. By the time the platoon had takenucky to the medicae tent, none of the senior officers who hadcaused the disruption could be seen.wCarson ordered Red to get them to their sentry posts. Theythould be early but it would be better to spread them out and givefaellinm a sense of purpose. At the very least, none of them would beg asleep at their posts tonight. He held back Forjaz and got thestory from him, then went inside. Stanhope was already there,watching‘S the surgeons work.eems like you weren’t the only one Reeve was interested inafter a

Tll,’ Carson said.‘Where was no response.

Stahere were you?’ he continued.nhope said nothing. He just stood there like a ghost, apresence without substanceC.arson went over to talk to Marble. He had needed little attentionbeyond a bandagiflee for his las-burn. He was distraught, over Duckrather than his r. Ducky, he said, must have ridden the trigger toyloothng and overcharged it. He kept on swearing that he hadn’t knownhat when he told him to shoot the ork. Carson forgave him, thoughfre knew it wasn’t his place to do so. Even so, Marble took comfortom it.Carson stayed there until he realised the sentry shift was neardone. The company found him waiting for them at their tent clusterly.The hours in the dark had not done much to cool their tempers anseveral of them wore murderous expressionsd.this‘Listen close all of you,’ h that isn’t rotten. Rotten toe s thaeid q coreuietly. ‘There’s nothing abou. But Ducky has shown us thtewday. No to matter how that circumstance came to be, when it cameown it he pHut the company first and himself second.’

‘Ne heard the men shift uneasily. He carried on.ow, as likely as not, there’ll be a battle tomorrow. Maybe ourlast one. Think on that and get some sleep.’

GaTrdhne cer, thompany feoll out and retired to their tents. He stopped‘I uugh, and pulled him over.

‘Nnderstand you have something to tell me, corpoarl.’o, sir,’ Gardner answered stiffly, but Carson could see themurderous inten‘Yt in his demeanour.es, you damn well do. This Reeve chaarcter, who is he? Howdo you know him?’

‘I don’t–’‘Don’t lie to me, corporal,’ Carson hissed. ‘You’re worse at it thanyourh big friend. Forjaz saw you. You recognised him. So you tell me,wy’s he got my company in his sights?’

‘That I don’t know, sir. Honestly, I don’t. But I have seen himbefore,’ Gardner replied with menace.‘W

‘Ahen?’ Carson urged.‘Ht Ce wawnpore.’

‘Yas on the Execution Boards?’ Carson said, incredulous.‘Tes, sir.’ that ordered your brother…’‘Yhe onees, sir. They didn’t tell us the names, and he didn’t wear thatcoa‘I ut of his, but I w.’ Touldn’t fogret his face.’nderstandhe man was committe, Carson could tell. Therwdedas no way to deter him, only to stop him heading out this night andfieeflect him down a more favourable path. He shook the corporalrcely. ‘Now listen, there’ll most likely be a battle tomorrow. Maybeour last one.’‘Yes, sir.’

C‘A gre feat battle. A lot of confusion. A lot of death. Think on tharsonlt his meaning could not have been more clear. ‘Noawt,’some sleep.’ get



Afte

sle

r that, Carson took his own advice and retired for the nigh

ep was restless, though, filled with the stories he had h

t. His

eard of

the Cawnpoer Execution Boards. They hadn’t just taken them

theutinm tieeers out and pud, spreadt them up against a wall, they had ordered-the artillery fired, soeagled, ac he had boersens the m told, theouths of Baser was nothiliskings. W left ohef thne

mhen except their arms, still tied to the cannons, and their blackened

eads, which would roll to the ground. At which point the barrels

would be lowered and the next mutineesr strapped on. He had

seen men die in worse ways on the battlefield, fir, but to do that to yourown kind

… The image plagued his dreamsst seeing his men

wstrapped on and fired through and then the aas raised up and he looked down the barerrl hrival of his turn. As he could see thee

officer abou‘Liet to give the order to fire. It was Stanhope.

utenant? Are you awake? Have you heard the news?’

SCarson carcked an eye open. Someone was inside his tent.omeone who was reaching for him. As his mind struggled fromsleep his body reacted. He grabbed out with one hand, struck cloth

,


gr

sid

ipped tig

e. H

ht. H

e yank

is other hand already held the bayonet he kept by his

‘It’sed the shape down and rolled on top of it. me! Wait! Wait!’ the shape whispered in a panic as it felt thesharpC point of the bayonet at its throat.

arson’s mind awoke and found the firm body of Van Am tensebeneath himd

.

cou‘Mgh’soedrry in,’ C suarprsrison me asutte Varen Ad amn pd touncokhe thde k himnife a in thweay kid. He thneyen.

C‘Damnation, you could have killed me,’ she muttered, flustered.ar‘Wson rolled off ahnd made to sit up, but found he couldn’t.

at are you doing here?’‘Y

ou haven’t heard?’Carson ordered his body to stand. It refused. ‘Heard what?’

‘T‘Tohe attack. It’s gmorrow? Well, woing to be thoue toghmt thoarrt mowig.’ht happen, didn’t we.’

th‘You didn’t know for sure? They said the word had gone out to alle c‘Thompany commanders.’

en it would have gone to Stanhope, wouldn’t it?’ He started toleveSr himself up just uffosing his arms.he sensed his ert beside her. ‘What’s wrong?’

fe‘Nothing,’ he said with a grimace. He felt her sit up beside him,strlt hugegler cool hands on his shoulder, on his arm. He gave up the

‘Wh and allowed himself to fall back on his bed.at are you doing here?’ he asked her again.

thShe rolled onto her side. Carson felt her body pressing into his,e heat of her flesh burning his own. Her scent flooded his nostrils,the mixture of the familiar sweat and dirt that all bodies acquire aftertw

feo weeks in the field and beneath that the heady essence of theabmovaele h. Hime c, loookuld not see her in the darkness, but he knew she waing down at him, her hair falling around her faces

,

grazingH his cheek.

He felt nothing.e felt her lean in and he put his hand up against her chest to

stop her. Her hand encircled his wrist and tried to push it ahe held firmside, but

‘Truly?’.

dHe nodded and then realised that she could not see him in thearkShness. ‘I’m afraid so.’

e retreated, sittin back on her knees. ‘So,’ she said after a

moment’s silence, ‘is it jugst me, or is it all those like me?’C

arson knew what she was implying. ‘No, I’m not that waeithery

‘Th.’en what way are you?’‘I’m ju

Hst…’ He cleared his throat. ‘I’m simply not in the game.’‘I the could teink it wll that that answer had not satisfied her.

ould be better if you–’‘D

on’t send me away,’ she whisperf eed softly. ‘Don’t send me

away. There mu’ll bst be a dozen pairstill. If y oyes who saw me come inhere, and theye watching us sou send me away so

qyouicu eklyven… W a littlehat w?’ill they think of me if they saw I could not interest

‘If your reputation is your concern, I’m surprised you came hereat a

Vll.’an Am flashed from anxiety to amusement. ‘Perhaps,

lieutenant, you a.’nd I have different ideas as to what I wish mreputation to bey

sileHnce had no argumene lingert to that, but merely let the uncomfortable‘Ho yo.ur man? Your medic?’

‘Bw is‘Ylind,’ Carson answered cutlyr.

ou weren’t there. And even if you were, what would you have

done?’‘I’d have done something. He was one of my company. I w

have done something.’ouldAn‘If yd thoenu had tried to s shot Ducky astop w it, Rell.’eeve would have just had you shot.

Th‘Reeve?’ he spat. ‘Commissars aer human like the rest of us.ey bleed and they die. I’ve seen them. There’s nothing special

about th‘Dem, nothing th,’ sat we don’t create in our own minds.’

o not be so surehe replied thoughtfully. ‘My grandmothera

frnd the rest, they came here to be free of men such as him. To liveoee of Imperial dogma, to worship the Empeorr, but to do it in theirfown way. To have lives of choice, not of blind suppression. And theyRund here… and we have had a century of freedom before men likeeeve have come chasingSh after us again.’

e was talking of the commissar, but Carson could tell it was

not him alone she resented. It was all of them.

gra‘And cmenothturey, yr caeslle, bdefo forre he the glp.’alaxy caught up. And then your

It wVan Am grew defensive at that. ‘Don’t make light of her decision.toas an impossible one, but she had to make it. And we will have cCarry the consequences.’

arson felt the sudden coolness form between them. He had notwanted Van Am here, but he did not want her to leave carryin

hgsahotreuldd fo knr him. How, she re meached out and took hold of her arm gentlyade the right choice.’. ‘YouthVan Am covered his hand with her own and held it a moment,en‘I th moved away.

‘Nink that should be time enough,’ she decided, sitting up.ow it isyou not consideringmy reputation,’ he said, trying tolighSten the mood.he laughed at that, quietly but freely

.

o‘Such a shame.’ He felt her hand, cooler now than it was before,Ln his temple and tracing up into his hair. ‘You’re beautiful,

au‘Prence.’

erhaps. In my day.’


Y‘No. You are more so now than you could have been back then.thour men, they all love you. They’d give their lives for you. Maybeat’s it? How can one woman compare when you have a wholecompany who adores you.’

He did not reply, and she knew he would not be drawn further.

She sighed one las‘Wt time.

Would it really be so bad? Just two trails crossing in the dark.I we mill gay die tomorrow. And even if we don’t, after you take the crater,

Co back to my farms and you will go back to your stars.’‘Narson shook his head.

‘No,’ he replied, ‘we won’t be leaving.’o?’‘You really do not understand who we’re fighting, do you. Theojurks, they are not like any other foe you can imagine. You cannotYst kill them once. Their spoers float around them, they’re in the air.ou can go through eveyr jungle on this planet, you can shoot everone of them that lives, burn their bodies, and in a few years thisyplafece will be teeming again. Voor has not been attacked, it’s beenins

‘Oted, and you and your militia will never be enough.n every world the cursade has encountered with this menacewse have left a garisron, sometimes onee rgiment, sometimes two,toommoetimres more, all for that very puprose. Whether we take the rok

‘I srow or not, we’re here for good.’ee,’ Van Am said quietly. ‘I must go. I hope your manrecovers.’

S‘Thank you.’he paused a moment. ‘If you had been therewould you really have stopped Reeve? Even if it m, if yeaont…u could’,

VCaanrson did not hesitate. ‘Yes Am turned to leave, but sto.’pped suddenly as she saw agroup of torches flash by. Men were running outside, quiet butu

Crgent, all over the camp. One of them busrt into the tent besidearson’s and woke the officer sleeping within. Carson heard amumble of voices, and then a sharp exclamation cut through thnight air: ‘Attack! The orks are attacking!’eswCorearson tried to jump up, but his body collapsed beneath him. H and cursed. Not now. Not now!eI’ll gVan Am stepped to help him, but then stopped short. ‘I’ll get Red,‘Net one of y!’ Cour men.’

‘Boarson demanded. ‘Help me up.’ut you don’t want them to see–’

‘I don’t give a damn how it looks. My men need me! Help me up!’

Corporal Dennett stood sentry on the fire-step of the fort wall andtowatched the darkness. He had little choice; there was nothing elseflo look at. The camp behind him was shutteerd, the externalodlights were extinguished, any torches inside the tents were ona low

-light, and the hopefusl light from the moon and stasr wasnmoot bthe aered by clouds of dirt and ash. Without his noctocle he wouble to see his own hand before his face. As it was, evenldwith the small noctocle strapped over one eye, he had to strain tombake out the detail beyond the walls. There was the ditch theeards had ploughed, the shallow glacis they had constructed withthe spoil; beyond that were the stumps of the trees that had beenlasered down so as to create a dead ground around the fort.aBeyond those were the ghosts of the trees which had beenbllowed to stay standing, the barest lines of their trunks andluranches visible through the noctocle. Dennett counted himselfcky to have caught sight of the orks at all. He watched them nowas they crept towards the wooden walls. They appeared to behaving no trouble navigating in the blackness.sDennett had fought orks before, he knew them to be tougher,satromnge wer, maso trure resilient than mene for most of the xeno. It ses racemesed tha to Dt theen crneutt thsadeat the hadencountered. Each one outstripped men in some capacity: the eldarwith their speed and their technology, the okrs with their numbersand their savagery, the Karthadasim and the bewildering array ofspined, horned, bfeestial mercenarief ms in their employ. And yet thhad all been deated by armies oen; men, who Dennett kneewyb toit ine little m dore than weak, pink, fragile, with little garnted by nature be

Thefence or attack. How had they done it?rough the noctocle Dennett cdould see that some of the orkswere groupe together, holding aloft crude ladders made from thegiant trunks and branches from the trees. A few hours earlier, thosesame logs the orks now carried had been fellefled by the beards.There must be some irony in that, Dennett rthected, but he doubtedbat either side would appreciate it. When he had fought the orkshefore, he had been one of the 74th, one of Ingertoll’s Ironsides. ItWad been they who had spearheaded the last strike against thethaaagh, had boarded the rok when it had been in space, had laide explosives to cripple its engines and send it spiralling into thesun. Few of the 74th had survived. Those few believed they hasucceeded. Those who had passed since had at least been spdarethis, the sight of the orkish taint upon another worldd.aDennett heard a whisper from the man beside him and passed itIf hlong. The first of the orks were closer now, approaching the glacis.he had not seen them by now, though, he most certainly wouldave heard them. They believed they were being stealthy, but thewere young, little more than news-pawns. For all the fightingyinstincts that orkoids were spawned with, there were many lessonyshou only learned through experience. And sometimes the price youiraond toy th peraye a for thas wet lell, Dsson was your life. There was probably some‘Firennett mused.e!’illuThe volley of las-fire flashed along the length of the fot wralls,minating the shocked orks for an instant before it burned into


their flesh. They yelled in pain and surprise; some bodies dropped,thothers stumbled. Dennett had targeted one of the ladder carriers athe front. He had gone for the face, hoping for a kill-shot, but the orkad swayed a fraction just before the volley and the shot had struckthe side of its temple instead. Dennett saw the shot hit, saw theo

thrk’s head flick to one side as the shot scorched into it, saw it roarteen shake itself and continue on. Dennett cursed. He had been

hismpted to go for the kill. He should have known better. He shifted aim down and went for the legs.

fe‘Free fire!’ The order came just a second later from the officer aw metres away.

firDennett heard the whine of his lasgun as it finished its cycle aned again. This time the ork, who had started to charge, stumbledd.It loast its grip upon the ram and brought its two kin behind it downjus wdell. The ram lurched and swung out of control. Better, DennettTged.

it tohe floods burst on, transfixing the okrs with light for the momentok for their red eyes tofo adjust. Dennett’s noctocle flared in his

eyefo like a starburst bere it cleaerd, shutting down automaticbere it overloaded. He saw clearly now the sheer numbers oaf thllywesave of enemies about to break against them. The orks, blinded,

wurprised and confused, did what they always did when confrontedthith the unexpected: they charged, some of them even dropping

foeir siege tools, so gripped were they by the instinct to rushblarwadrds. They charged up the glacis towards the wall, waving their

es high in the air, thinking the slope would take them straight

up to the walls, and then they tumbled down into the trench, pushedfo

prwards by those behind, striking their kin as they flailed forthurchase. Dennett heard their cries of alarm beneath him and thentre plaintive blows as they vainly tried to chop through the thickunks of the base o‘Gf the wall.

Thernades!’ the order came down.ese ork whelps may have sprung from the ground born for

war, but Dennett and all the other Brimlocks had liv

twed it these lastuenty years. The whelps had thought to try to take the 11th

conamwinarge evs. Benut D befoennre thett aey rnd the oeachedth theer se deantrdie grs haound sd, heeadn th aleemrted theirofficers who had roused the camp and readied the platoons that

wthere now pouring fire into the outclassed besiegers. All the while

e misguided orks slowly cerpt forwards, still believing that the

advantage was theirs. It was time, Dennett thought with relish as hreoeached for a fragmentation bomb, to teach these newest pustulesef the oxperienrkoid galactic pox the difference between instinct and

Dce, between savagery and soldiery.ennett activated the bomb, held it those crucial few seconds totoensuer there would be no time for the foe to throw it back, and thenssed it down into the trench.



Carson heard the distinctive csrack of the frag grenades as hehtruggled from his tent, his arm locked around Van Am and trustinger to take his weight. They staggered over to where his companwythas already formed up. Standing orders for such night flaps asese were for only those companies closest to a wall to respond tothe attack.dHe knew he must look ridiculous, reporting for duty, half-aressed, his arm slung over a woman. None of his men saidinnything and, to their credit, most did not think anything either. Redstantly came over and helped lower him to the ground. There werenStao orders, not that he could move out even if he were ordered to.nhope had turned out, looking almost as ridiculous, still dressedas a common trooper. He could see Carson’s predicament, btoutthok no steps to take command. After what had happened earlierCat night, Carson would not have let him anyway. Damn him,barson thought, he’d ride to battle strapped onto Frn’k’s backheisfo bre he’d let that man near his company. He just had to pray thatody responded before Major Roussell found a use for him.
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Chapter Eleven



Fort Eliza, Tswaing, Voo18r pacification Stage 1 Day



glacThise o akr attack was in chaos. The trench hidden between thesnd the fot wrall was filled now with their dead. Those whofourvived the murdeorus shrapnel of the fragmentation grenadeslaund themselves trapped there, having ditched their rams and

trdders in the confusion of the Brimlocks’ fire. A few of them startedying to climb back up fo the glacis to go b’ gack and retrieve them, andthey were easy targetsr the troopersuns. The rest were left toh

pack desperately at the wall itself, trying to heave apart the woodenaosts. Then the autocannons in the closest corner tower opened updnd swept down the entire length of the trench, blowing both theead and the livingF apart without discrimination.

or a few moments then there was relative peace. There was nosound from the trench aside from the high-pitched growls of a fewsquig pets, either mourning or eating their mastesr. Dennelowered his hot lasgun. Behind him, the camp was still risinttg

,

inofficers were sending back for orders, sergeants were yelling mentroto theoperir pu ranks. Dlled tooe tignnhetlytt h onea itsrd a horse whinny as an ala reins, and then the rumblerme ofd

efenglloines as the beards awoke their Sentinels. He hea trrd some of his

woopers ask if that was it. One of them suggested that it hadjust been a raid to test their defences and steal fr firom them an hoursleep. Another that the orks had seen how theirst wave had been’sslaughtered, and had then tired of the fight.

souFnrom the darkness beyond the dead ground, a sded. First one, then another, then dozens. A lighinglet, a to horcrnh, flaredahmongst the trees. It split into two, then four, then dozens, then

itsunderds to either side as each ork warrior lit its torch from that of neighbour, until the arc of fire stretched across the width of thejungle horizon.

trDennett heard the thudding steps of another company ofaoopers as they ran up onto the wall and took up firing positions

folongside them. He heard the autocannon crews in the towers callhr more ammunition and the profanity uttered by the trooper who

lead proposed that the orks might have tired of the fight. Dennettaned forwadrs again, sighted his gun and stroked his Ironsidesinsignia once moer. An ork could no more tire of war than a man

aconudld tir that we oaf hs eis oxacwtlyn b wherath. They could only be killed, aat Dennett intended to doll of them,.

‘How many of them are there?’ Major Roussell asked again, as he

pro‘Lwled around inside the tent at th,’ Ce centre o Gf the camp.ooks like at least a thousandaptainomery replied again

.

‘Ho‘Ww many more might there be?’ Roussell asked again.

Roue don’t kssell sntooppw,’ Gedo sumderdey rnlyeplied again, the conver.sation was going in

circles.‘A

‘Sre they attacking just the west wall?’ he asked.‘Ao far.’

re they going to attack the other walls?’

‘W‘We dohy non’t kt?’now,’ Gomery replied again.

th‘Well, we can’t see into the jungle and the rok is still fouling upe a‘Wuspexes.’

Cell what use is that?’ Roussell exploded.aptain Gomery bridled a bit. He wasn’t some lagging corporal

Roussell could bawl out at the drop of a hat. He was an officer, and

aalmost as senior as Roussell. He’d been a leader most of his life

cnd even back at the cadet schola on Brimlock it had been he who’dRaptained the field game squad to a nearly unbeaten season, not

Aoussell. Gomeyr secretly suspected that if it hadn’t been forbrbulaster’s disapproval of Mister Emmett, then he would have

een promoted above Roussell a long time ago. He certain

wouldn’t be here waiting for orders while Roussell paced uply an

down like a ratling trying to dd‘Haecide on his dinner.

‘I doven’t k we got through to Dnowova yet?’ Roussell cast about.–‘T’ Gomery started.

Ghen go atand find out!’omery sred, piqued, at Roussell for a moment, then picked

up Mister Emmett, tucked him under his arm and strode outside.



hRaousd beseenll w tryatcinghe tod G ouomest himry depa fromr ht with nis senoiot arity little for r therelief. Te yeahe mars nonw,

ever since the 92nd had been decimated crossing the Katee River

on Ordan and the survivors had been folded into the 11th. He’d

never let up about his nearly unbeaten season as team captain in

his last year at schola either, as though prancing up and down a

fiecld and kicking a ball had anything to do with an officer’s

aompetency to lead men into battle. Even now he still carried a balldround him wherever he went, painted to look like a face with white

aubs for its eyes, nose and mouth.

thRoussell had no idea who the real Mister Emmett was, or even ifere ever was one, but he praised the Emperor for him because

that was all the colonel needed to see to ensure that CaptainGomery was never going to be promoted again

.


Roussell knew thaht, as the senior officer, he was in charge, butthe had been left here practically alone. The only other major up ate fort with him was the artillery commander, Major Rosa, and youcouldn’t trust an officer whose idea of a dawith paper and pencil and a cogitator in odry

’s work was to sit downer to work out how to hitscomething five kilometres away. That wasn’t proper officering. Thetaolonel and Brooce had gone back to Dnks. The orks weren’t supposed to beova, so had Drum a attacking them at nignd hhtisdwhen they were battened down safely in their fort. Why now and notAuring the day when they dispersed along the trail and it wasrbulaster or Brooce who would have to put their reputation on theline?

Brooce had it in for him; he had been trying to oust him from hissgeniority for ten years now, ever since the 371st had been the first toRo in on Mespots and the survivors were folded into the 11th. In fact,leoussell wouldn’t have put it past Boroce to have set him up,aving him in command when he knew an attack was coming, soas to blacken his eye. Roussell had served the entire crusade, hefuhad wf con over a dozen victories in the first ten years, he had a chesll olink, his place in the colourt--guard had been guaranteed evenbthen, and he had steeerd clear of all disgrace since. But it would alllaest! for nothing if a costly debacle could be pinned on him here at thebBut the battle was going well, too well. The orks’ first attack hadeen beaten back without loss by Captain Wymondham’s companyon the west wall. Tyrwhitt’s company, as the closest companyencamped, had automatically moved up to the wall to a theirfirddoepower. The remainder of the line companies were either on therther walls watching out for flanking attacks or were forming up as adeadye rserve in the centre of the camp. Rosa’s mortars wereeploying and in a few minutes would be dropping ranging shotsobn the ork’s horde. Everyone was doing exactly what they shoulde… despite the fact that he had not issued a single order yet!

It was a nightmare! If they won the battle without him issuing asthingle order then he would look a fool, as though he had sleptthreyough the whole thing. But as everyone was doing exactly wha should be doing and everything was going splendidly, anytothrder he did give would be to get someone to do something thatey shthouldn’t be doing and he would look like an idiot. Wosreeverying then stopped going splendidly, it would be his order, if thatwould get blamed for turning the tide against them. And if he isasueddn order to order everyone to do exactly what they were alreadytrooinopg hs we wereou alrld loeadoky d likoine agn inc. Andomp if hee istesnt wuedho d an oidnrde’t kr tonow what h orderisdeveryone tocontinue doing what they were already doing he wouldraw even more attention to the fact that they had all been doingexactly what they should be doing without any orders from him! Hewas trapped. Utterly trapped.

Anotheru rnner came into the tent looking for odrers, his helmeand uniform both stained brownt‘Lieutenant Carson sends his. apologies, sir, and requestsorders for his compRany.’boussell eyed the runner suspiciously. He wasn’t a young man,frut then none of them were. He was heavy-set with a powerfulame, his skin mottled and scarerd, though his stare was as wide-eyed as a child’s. But if he came looking for orders he had come tothe wrong place‘Wr n.ame, trooper?’

‘Phat’s you‘Drivate Stones, sir.’on’t know you. Where’s the second lieutenant?’ Roussellstressed the ‘second’. Too many people, officers and men alike,seemed to forget Carson’s proper rank. Carso frn, Roussell knewwas another one who would have ousted himom his seniority if,

Bhe could. Then he could have both the light companies to himself.uundt heer th’d kat.illed the wrong man and he was never getting out from

‘He’s indisposed, sir.’

C‘You mean he’s in that Voojerr trollop.’ Roussell mockedarson’s success with her because he’d had none himself. ‘Tellhim he can stay there! Stanhope’s company stays in reserve. Theshall not engage until and unless they receive orders to do so.’yleaHvee swept away from the man, dismissing him. But Blanks didn’t‘A.nd if attacked, he should still not engage?’difficRoussell tried to peer down at the private; however, he found itult to peer down at the taller man. ‘Are you trying to be smarman?’t,rep‘Nolied, s. Rir. Merely trying to understand your odrers fully. Sir.’ Blanks‘Of couroussese hell did no shouldt mis engas thgee slig!’ Rousht lesell sngthening of the pause.napped back. Carsonwasn’t going to get the chance to have his men stand passively bas they got hacked apart and then blame it on his orders! ‘Heyshould do exactly as he should do at all times until orderedotherwise.’‘Is that an order?’

‘M‘Unost definitely noderstood, sir,’ Bt!’ Rlanousseks left. Rll fuomused.sell would have called him upoGn failing to slkalute an officer if he had not then been distracted bomy‘Seigry wlsaing back in, still carrying Mister Emmett.na in touch with Dova. They’re waking the colonel; they’llpatc‘Eh it thorut.’ Rgh here.’xcellenoussell staterd stalking again impatiently. Soonsromeone else would be giving the orders and it would be theirheimputation on the line and not his. He noticed Gomery was staring at‘W.hat is it?’ he demanded.



‘O‘Ydrers for my company?’

es, of course.’ Roussell considered for a moment as he

prowled. ‘Firs‘Yt, though, the orks.’

‘Hes?’ Gomery asked impatiently.ow many of them are theer?’



DThousands of them. That’s how many there seemed to be toennett as he pulled his gun’s trigger, listened to it whine as thepohwer cycled back and then pulled the trigger again. His shoulderaced and his cheek was burning from being perssed against theoverheating gun, but he continued to fire as quickly as he could.The las

-shots poured from the top of the wahll like bolts from thetoeavens, but their effect was far less impressive. The okr washugh; a single lasgun shot, more often than not, would scorch itsthide but not bring it down. The troopers had to hit their targets two orree times in succession to get the kill. Dennett himself had hit oneork five times in a row; each time the ork lurched, but then shruggedoff the injury, before the sixth shot made it tumble.aTywrhitt’s troopers had already mounted the wall and werehddoldin thg the heoir odrewn ba fireck. T, bhut ae ors faks hst aads th sweary amell sdh acot, it wrossa thsen’t e denadough togthround and the glacis, and as soon as they had reached the trenchey had lobbed their torches up into the blinding light of the floodsand onto the wall. Some were thrown too short and rebounded offthe ramparts back onto the heads of the orks in the trench, but threwest sailed high, slow enough for a man to dhen crammed onto a firingodge normally, but not-either sidestep, pressed up close with fellows

.trThe torches smacked home onto Brimlock helmets, andthoopers alvll along the wall jerked away from the flames, believingfremsees to be alight. They shouted in alarm and stepped backom the step, drof thpping their guns fir and batting at themselves. Thmen either side oem stoppeding as well to aid them or toeds-leefend themselves against their fellows’ wild flailing. The lafiremsaskeeneshift lad and the orks bellowed in triumph and hoisted up theirThdders again.e officers shouted at their men to keep shooting; thesergeants stepped up behind them, smacking the panicking menand haf thuling them fo back to their posts, kicking the torches oback oe wallsr the next company coming up in reserveff th toefirdouse. The autocannons in the high towers continued to spray theirwe, uas nnable to mot enoughis. Es thvene m as thass of ork warriors beneath them, bue singed troopers picked their lasgut itnsup again, the ladders were thumping onto the ramparts.



‘We’re to stay put?’ Carson questioned Blanks. He could stand on

his o‘Uwnlen assgain and Van Am had returned to h attacked,’ Blanks replieder Voorjer scouts.

.

bCarson turned to the assembled company. His eyes flickedriefly to Stanhope, but the major was simply staring over to the

west, lost in some personal reverie. Carson drew his breath and

opened his mouth to give his orders, but whatever he was goingsay was lost in the explosion to

.
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mol inndto thham had shouted a few minutes

e face of a climbing ork. The

were crawling all over the wall now. The autocannons had targyetedthe base of the tree-trunk ladders where the orks had bunchetod

anged nthoer at ennd soughwe gupt thnsem clean, but there were too many ladders.

thThe okrs dropped their weapons and used the logs as thoughey were ramptrs, charging up on all fours like apes. The troopersconcenated their fire on those at the front, the orks’ bodies

erupting with the red shot as they cartwheeled off the trunk-ladders,dying in mida-ir. But then the troopers faced agon firising secondswhile their guns recycled and the ork behind thest kept chargin,

ogan. Tgainh, aat ork got two metres mond the one behind it gore before the red shot lashed out

Tht one metre further.e orks bought each step with lives, but they were willing to

spend them, until finally they were close enough to leap from the

end of the ladder and cannonball into the knot of humans ranged

against them, smacking fir them aside.Dennett halted hise and grabbed his bayonet. He ducke

ddthown, brought his lasgun back, swore as he burned his fingers onse barrel and slotted the bayonet home. A thick green handhislammed down on the rampa hrt right by his face. Dennett snapped

ead up and looked straight into thee rd burning eyes of an orkwfaho had climbed up the sheer wall. It shouted unintelligibly into hisce and let go of one of its handholds to grab him, catchingof his helmet. Dennett tried to rip it off, but the chinstrap had c thae lipughatthnd we orkouldn held’t c ono tigme frht, dee. He hragginga itsuled himself away from the waelf over the rampat.rll andthGun and bayonet lost, Dennett fell down the earth slope behinde fire-step and the ork rolled with him, both of them punching,

scratching and kicking at the other with all the strength they coiduldmuster. Its barks and grunts filled his ears, its pungent fungo

smell invaded his nose.

uThey hit the ground tangled together, the ork pressing downspon him. It heaved and Dennett felt his throat tighten, and then ahudden release as his chinstrap broke and the ork ripped theelmet from his head. The xenos monster towered over him in thendight and giprped the helmet with both hands, ready to smash it

own on Dennett’s head and break his skull apart. Dennett

scrabbled in the dirt behind his back for anything to defend himselfw

vicith, btoryut he was too slow and the ork hammered down with a cry of.


of o

Dennett clenched his eyes shut as the ork’s cry turned into one

effo

utrage a

rtlessly in

s it foto thund itself plu

e air

cked from the gorund and lifted

D.ennett looked and there above him stood another monster, this

one standing twice the height even of an ork and made of cold, greys

ateel. The Sentinel held the struggling ork aloft in its hydraulic clawlands, without missing a step, the beard at the controls activated the

frcutter and sliced the ork to pieces. Dennett shielded himselfom the rain of cleanlyAll a cut segments of okr.

round him, the Sentinels of the support company were

climbing the earth slope up to the ramparts. The troopesr fightin

on the walls made way to give them room. The Sentinelsgt fo ignorethe orks already on the ramparts, instead making straighr thedir

targets: the log-ladders. One Sentinel was not quick enough, anan ork leapt onto its cockpit. The beard inside fired his pistol, but thde

ork held on and wrapped its hands over the man’s head and

dcrunched. The Sentinel overbalanced and fell forwards, smackinown on the log-ladder and knocking it from the wall.g

Theff; r rest of the Sentinels took a grip on the logs but did not push

them oather they pulled and dragged them over the wall and intoth

foe fort. The climbing orks clung on as their ladders were launcheduprwasiderds, but the Sentinels merely twisted their grip to turn the log down and wiped the orks off like a gentleman using a boot-s

scrapDer.

ennett scrabbled back up the slope. Eveyrwhere men were

cheering, and he found himself cheering as well. The okrs

remaining on the ramparts were outnumbered and swiftly skewere

bdby the merciless Brimlocks. Dennett found his gun, the unuseed

aamyoonnegst st htill in its sois jubilanct feket, and took his place again on thellows firstep.

itsHe looked out onto the floodlit dead gorund, now fully deservin name as it lay carpeted with ork corpses, and the furious orkg

warriors cutting handholds into the wall. He raised his gun once

again to pick them off and so did not see the shape in the dakrnessb

juest inyond the flo time to sodligee thhtse g. Hiane het coarmde the bt of firooe bm, hurninowever, and looked ug towadrs himp.

Roussell did not hear the sound of the mega-bombard firing, but hedid hear the explosion that cracked the western wall anrevebrerated throughout the camp. And when he hearddm it, heplauttenred his thanks to the Emperor. Finally, all was not going to

.himAbrulaster’s angry, flustered voice erupted on the vox in front of‘W.hat the throne is going on up there?’Roussell replied crisply. ‘We’re under assault, colonel. Severalthousand attackers. We’re coming under heavy fire. All companiesayore in dur odefending positions. Transmitting details now and awaitingRouressrs.’ell breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Back at Dova, thecolonel would be receiving all the data he needed so as to decidewhat actions were best. The battle was finally out of his hands.


[image: img]
Chapter Twelve

Carhalf-son arrived to find the western wall still burning. The bodies of adozen troopers litteerd the earth slope at the point of impTheir platoonact.

-dmates were tumbling down either side of them inrisamaprary, Captain Wymondham caarts, his company dissolvingllin aorg uunsdele himss. Cly aarftesor thn heem frardo thm theeexplosion again from beyond the walls and Wymondham waspthlucked from where he stood and thrown in a flaming acr throughe air. The survivors around him rolled down the slope toextinguish themselves and then kept running.theTrehe wa wasll h noa od hne leeld so far, Cft defendinagrs it.on saw, but that wouldn’t matter iftak‘Stop ’em, Red,’ he ordered, pointing at the fleeing men. ‘Booth,Ce the north section up to the tower. Fojarz, you’re with me.’arson led Forjaz and second platoon up the slope, his thrice-cursed legs pumping hard. An ork appeared, hauling itself up overthe wall. Carson drew his pistol and snap-fired as he ran. Theheeavy shot burned through the xenos’s face and caused its brain tohxplode inside its skull. Another ork appeared. Carson flicked histhand and his other pistol was there, firing. The second xenos mete sSame fate as the first.econd platoon crashed into the top of the wall and threw theclimbing orks back. Frn’k bounded up, snapping an ork’s neck andknocking it off the ramparts with a smack of his hand. Then hsuddenly dropped down onto his hands and knees and theedautocannon strapped to his back was in the perfect position to firewoaswn the le there rengadth oy tof th puell th waell. G trigagerdner, following right behind him,r, and he and his ogryn cackledwith glee as the climbing orks fell from their tenuous fingerholdsand scrambled for cover.

Further along th. Ce wall, Tyrwhitt’s men weer holding their footingagainst the attackarson snatched a glance over the wall adt thewead ground. This assault had been too light and he quickly sawprehyv; it haious wd cavonessis antedd o hadnly of those orks who had survived the been caught in the trench below. The nextwfloave proper was holding its position beyond the range of theoAdlights. They were waiting for a breach.s if at their request, the mega-bombard fired aga fuin. Carsonducked instinctively, but this shot went wide, strikingrther down

Tthyre wwhitt’sall, in pcinlatoeronating in as and thn ine dostazennt ha orklf as c slimquad from one obing up at themf.

ThWith that bombard, it would be deadly to stay where they were.e orks could pound them with impunity, and until their main forceattacked, his men could do nothing but sit there. Better to sendsecond platoon back to the rest of the company at the bottom of theearth slope; a few observers in the towers could give them warninenough to gg

‘Met up to thea rmpartsjo.r Roussell,’ Peel, his vox-sessage incoming from Maofficer,

Thtarted. Carson took the proffered handset and held it to his ear.‘e voice of Major Roussell crackled back at him.

H--- All companies --- Defend the westenr wall --- No retreat ---old the wall at all costs- -- Odrer direct from the colonel --- Stay onthe wall --’-cDirect from the colonel? Carson swore under his breath. TheRolonel was nealyr forty kilometres away, why in the blazes wasthoussell deferring to him? And why were they piling the men ontoe wall like ducks on a shooting range?fe‘That’s it. I’m going to take it out,’ one of the platoon announced aw paces away. Casron looked back. It was Blanks, and he wasalready strapping on a noctocle he’t g had taken from a dead corporaland readying to move out. He wasnoing to ask permission

.the‘Y enou bleeding well stay in lind of me, trooper, or I’ll have your guts onBy poker,’ Forjaz ordered him.

‘Ylanks stopped, suddenly confused, though only for an instant.‘Wes… yes, sergeant.’

‘I’mhat did you say?’ Ct,’ Barson pushed his way ovlf. ‘I oer to him. sorry, lieutena...’nlanks corrected himsenly meant tosay that I volunteerCarson grabbed his arm. ‘You think you can do it?’

CBlaarsnks looked up at him. ‘Yon looked at the man. Neso. I d ono.’e should be volunteering to dobsuch a task, certainly not on their own, and yet, even crouched hereehind thea rmparts waiting to bf ce blown to oblivion, this new man tohis company had such an air oonfidence about him that Casronactually believed he could.‘What do you need?’

‘Just a permission slip, lieutenant, in case an officer stops me.’

Bla‘Mouse!’ Carson shouted, and the trooper scurried across. ‘Give‘Snks one of my absence slips.’ I don’t keep any–’‘Dir!’ Mouse claimed. ‘You knowon’t bull me, trooper,’ Casron told him and Mouse reluctanreached inside his coat.tly

F‘Fojarz,’ Carson continued, ‘you go with him. Watch his back.’lieorjaz was speechless for a moment. Surely, he thought, thehutenant knew it was suicide. Feeling Carson’s stare upon him,owever, the hard-bitten sergeant muttered ‘Yes, sir’ with a shakvoicey‘I’ll b.e quicker on my own, lieutenant,’ Blanks said, taking the


plas-sheet that Mouse produced.

d‘I’m not sending a man out there on his own. That’s not how weMo things,’ Carson replied. And I don’t know you, he mentally added.

I’maybe you are what you seem and maybe you’re not, but either wa not letting you run wildy.

sCarson watched the two men hasten towards the gate in thekouthern wall. He doubted Blanks would succeed, but Forjaz would

Belaep his head. Forjaz would come back alive and most likely bring‘Innks with him.

Ecoming!’ven though they weer already crouched behind the ramparts

the platoon ducked instinctively at the so, found of the mega-bombard.This time, however, the explosion wasllowed by the sound the

all dey‘Braredacehd to he! Breacar; frh!’om further down the wall the shout began:



Fonrojaz paused a moment when he heard the shout, but Blanks didt. He knew what his mission was. There were nearly a thousanmdthen in Feir officoerrt Eliza, more than enough to ds kept their heads. Given timee, hfeownd a breach so long aever, that megas-bombard could make a dozen more like it. That was the real threatahimnd so Blanks kept running, and Forjaz cursed and hurried after

.



The breach wasn’t fatal. The shot from the mega-bombard hads

otruck the glacis and deflected up, striking the wall there, a quarterit hf the way up. It had smacked into the wall and the earth behind, but

thad not shattered and insteado rlled back into the trench, crushinge orks floundering there. With the top half of the wall caved in, the

shot formed a giant steppings-tone over the barrier and into the fort.

It wasn’t much, but for the ork warriors who had been forced tow

waait in ths encoe duraagrkness beyond the dead goement enoughrund, even such a crack‘Red! Red!’ Carson called a.s the orkso rared in slavering

athnticipation. Red, bless his flaring nostrils and scarlet face, was

ere‘R.

eady, sfteah!’ the colour-sergeant acknowledged. ‘Right, you

shockers, ar me!’

sRed no longer commanded only first platoon. He had bawled,cohomvepad anynd b intoullie lined six. Nowty m, at thore men from the late Wymondhameir head, Red manoeuvred them lik’se a

giant stopper to plug the breach. The construction Sentinels movedahead of them, carrying empty crates, spars and drums to fill the

gapG.ardner opened fire out over the dead ground again. Cars

f thonlooked and saw the horde plunging towards them, the lighflot oe

weoadspon casting their green skins grey. This was it. G and the other autocannons firing along theardne wall b’sarrely

sincratched it; the mortar shells that Rosa’s men were now lobbing

thto their midst were not enough. If the western wall was to be held,en it would be with only lasgun and bayonet.

Major Roussell heard the news of the beprach. Establishedlinrocedure in the instance of a breach was to construct a secondire; however, adhering to established procedures was not a cast-hon defence in a court-martial. Following a direct order, on the otherand, was. Guard officers were not excused the use of their initiativein the pursuit of victory, but ordesr were inviolable. And so Major

Rexoausspseerall utesded h Arbuis initialastertiv aned a wnd raiteedla foyerd th ordee nrsews to the increasingly

.



b‘Grenades!’ Carson commanded. The orks were racing for thereach now. For all their bulk they had a surprising turn of speed.

E

thaec

h one of them was running at full pe

y were not stumbling or tripping over elt, bacut e

ven in such a mass,

uh other. Their base,gnerring warrior instinct kept their charge intact, and they were

thoing to beat Red’s scratch company to the breach. They shovedbeir weapons between their teeth and, dropping onto all fours, they

laounded up the impromptua rmp made by the bombard shot andunched themselves at Tyrwhitt’s defenders.

The okrs, however, would not beat the Sentinels. The beards at

thwe controls manoeuvred the striding engines of war up the incline

fuith the ease of long experience. Now the orks had committed theirthll force, Carson’s men and the Sentinels would only have to hold

eir attack for a few minutes until the companies still held in

reserve all around the camp could come up. Then any ork that

made it thCrough the breach would be met by hundreds of lasguns.

arson heard another squawking on the vox, but did not care to

shear Roussell exhorting them still further. But the beards in theseamntinels had lise expetisre wteithned. They paused a moment and then, with th which they had advanced, they swung theire

walkers around and marched back down agCain.

arson could not believe his eyes. He looked in askance at his

vox-trooper, but he was already staring back towards the camp; in

efovery corner the resef nrve companies had halted as well. Thenllowing a chorus oew orders, they too turned to retrea,

‘What’s that idiot done?’t.



b‘Yes, major, follow established procedures if you are not certain thereached wall can be saved,’ Colonel Arbulastere rpeated over the

vox, while the sounds of the Valkyiers lifting-off could be heard in the

backgorund.

just c‘And the companies sonfirm?’ Roussell qutill eeriengadged on the wall, colonel? Can you lin.

e already established?’A‘Is your secondary defence

rbulaste’sr voice seared with sarcasm.


‘T‘Noh, colonel,’ Roussell reported conscientiously.en they’ll have to buy you the damn time then, won’t they.’

‘Hold position, sir,’ the vox-trooper replied. His voice had no

qisuivsueere hed, blmuet tht Carson could see that beneath the brim of he man’s face had paledist Guard-

.

hCarson felt the blood thundeinrg in his ears. Roussell washaimng, if hing ev dery man at the wall out to dyr. Carson was going to kill

eidn’t die here first.

Bsolanuthks fleern ww thoall, igrugh the darkness. He and Forjaz had run over to thetonoinrg the flood of men who streamed past themwards the breach, and dropped down the other side of the maingate onto the hard track beytiaond. With the orks focused on the newparl breach in the western wall, speed was more impotarnt thanstealth.They had dashed down the track, almost as though they werfleeTeing the battle, until they were outside the range of the floodlights.wheoore they had switched to thds and around to where Be nolankctos wcleass a cenrtad loinop heed ha udp in spoto thttede theork megab-ombaAdr.s they went, Blanks could see the glowing outlines of the treesand the morass of tangled undergrowth through the noctocle. It wasdifficult terrain even in the day; at night, at a run, it should have beensnigh impossible, and yet every time he put down his foot it foundsoomewhere firm, everylid wood to s time he stretched out his hand it grasped

Bteady his step.hehind him, he heard Forjaz breathing hard at the exertion, butlee had barely broken a sweat. A tree had fallen across his path; heapt and vaulted across it. He did not know how his body knew todo such things, it just did. Maybe this is what he had been in his oldrvitaegimenl ammt: aun runner, a messenger, someone who might deliver thition to the gun team, the spare part to the brokende-otank, or return the critically wounded man to thwn

He medicae.jue saw the outline of the ork on the other side of the tree trunklimst befober he crashed into it. They both went down in a tangle odfs. Blanks felt his elbow strike the beast’s throat, then foun hisbayonet in his hand plunging into its eye. He pulled it frhee, rolled tobis feet and flung it hard in front of him. The other ork made ainubbling noise as it sank to its knees, Blanks’s bayonet embeddedth its neck. It was only then that his instincts stopped firing and hisoughts caught up.falle‘You’re a violent bastard, aren’t you,’ Fojarz said from atop the‘Yn trunk, regaining his breath.

‘Nou need to stop?’ Blanks asked.o,’ Forjaz bit back, but his heaving chest said otherwise.eerBiela gnkrees snte ouptlinped warily over to the gurgling xenos, watching itse through the noctocle. Its eyes were fixed, but itstoarm was s itstill flapping a fraction. Its brain was trying to send signals arm to pull the weapon free from its neck, but its arm no longerundesrtood the brain’s instructions. It hadn’t been like this at theambush; there he had been in the third line, the orks had beenshapes through the trees and then scorched corpses on thegthrouemnd die. He had seen them alive and dead, but he had not watched

He tro.d down on the arm to stop it moving, twisted the bayonetadnd cut it free through the flesh, opening the ork’s throat. It slumped,ea‘Rd, into the undergrowth.

‘Ueargua.’ Frd, do you think?’ Blanks asked.nlikelyojarz sat on the trunk and pushed himself obreathing still heavy. ‘They’re newff, his

-probably doing the same as us. Trsyinpawnsg to s. Whelps. They were‘Okrs sneak? I thought they only went strnaigeak around the backht for you.’.’foForjaz stared at the trooper. ‘Of course they sneak! You neverught them before?’‘I d

‘Pon’t remember.’erfect,’ Forjaz spae wt.oods lit up as the mega-agaAinhead of them, thbombard fired

.



The shot flew across the same path as the last. The wall exploded,

throwing fragmentsitt’s of woodfe, earth and pieces of both the orkishattackers and Tyrwh denders up into the air. As the shower of

bthlood, flesh and dirt fell to the ground Carson saw the yawning gap

anat h almad now been created, as though the orkish gods had swunighty hammer and smashed their way thorughg.

b‘Get the breach! Get the breach!’ Carson bellowed to his platoon,ut the orks were already theer. They weer ugly, snorting animals

daubed with warp,-aint decorating their bodies fr with the symbols oftheir gods, wielding clubs and cudgels hewnom the jungle trees

,a

rnd picks and axes made from sharpened spars and rocks. Theythoareire dd weadith b andloo indlusto tht ae fos thrt.ey charged forwadrs over the trench of

‘First rank, fire!’

laThe orks at the front were sliced to pieces by the criss-crossings line‘Ss.

econd rank, fire!’ It was Red. As soon as he had realised thath

We would lose the race to the breach he had formed the survivors ofcallinymondham’s company up within the camp itseg out the ranks as quickly as he could, disclf. Noiplininw hg the we firase

against the cycle time of the lasguns to work them at their utmost

effectiveness. Against a human foe it might have been enough, but

orks were not human‘G.

ardner!’ he shouted to the corporal still blazing away on thautocannon that Frn’k had be

Gardner released his triggarcere ad andga sminst hackeis shd theoulder. ‘R ogryn oned theeploy side!’


of the h‘Tead.

hrouble, we move! Quick march!’ The ogryn grunted and thentheaved both the autocannon and Gardner bodily into the air. Wheney reached the rest of second platoon, Frn’k simply dropped to

one knee, holding the gun like a bazooka, and Gardner was firing inan instant.

oThe platoon poured their fire down onto the endless ranks ofthrks streaming inside. Even as some of the orks turned to meet thereat, the toughest of the first wave, screaming and scarred,

reached the ranks of Red’s company, only to be pierced by the tipsof the troopers’ bayonets.

But the orks did not feel pain as men did. Each attacker had to bcrippled or killed to halt them and, even impaled, they still clawed atecthe troopers. Red’s company lost their firing routine, as their linelarumbled into a burtal close combat they could not win. Red

bunched himself forwards, swinging ‘Old Contemptible’ high totoring h it crashing down on ork heads. Carson flicked his pistols up

‘Gelp him, but one of his troopers blocked his shot.et out of the way!’ he snarled, but the trooper was alreadmoving, running down the slope towards the melee, drawing ay

yheavy, curved blade as he went. It was Stanhope. He was notrelling; he was deathly silent, his energy entirely focused. He

fiseached the combat just as Red fell back, face crumpled by an orkStat. The ork grabbed the sergeant by the arm to finish him off and

Tnhhope whirled the fell-cutter in his grip and brought it down.e fearsome reputation of the fell-cutter, and the margoes whowielded them, was well-deserved. Though it looked like a sword

u, itsose bore little relation to the swift, slender blades that Brimlock

thfficeire ors appond cnenavts; thalrymen carried, which were designed to thrust ae fell-cutter’s sole purpose was to cut, and thatt itachieved with gSreat effect.

Rtanhope’s first blow chopped straight through the arm holdingit feed and carried on going, slicing the cap off the ork’s knee. Even as

ll back, the beast behind it garbbed straight for Stanhope whos

bpun and drove the blade into its stomach, its curve sliding it upbehind the ribs. Stanhope shoved it away, pulled the swodr out and,twringing it round like a windmill’s sail, chopped the ork’s head inoC.

arson adjusted his aim and blew out the brains of the third okr

about to swing a stone axe down upon the major’s back. Stanhopedid not notice, he only kept on fighting.

rThe volleys of fire began haltingly again as the foremost okrsmeeled back for a momeniraculously untouched bt. Sy htaisnh owopne fo sideug, bht thut Crough the beams,arson knew this

moment’s brilliant madness could not last.

tidA few orks had stepped back, but that was nothing against thee behind them pushing them further in, and the orks redoubledtheir charge.The mega

-bombard fired again and struck the southern tower

and Tyrwh‘Sitt’s heavy weapon crews firing there.

Cir!’ Gardner called as he continued to fire. ‘Need more ammo!’inarson heard the sound in the wind, the screech that would turnAto a deathly roar as though now the planet was coming for them.ny retreat under these conditions would turn into a rout as the orkslaunched themselves upon them, but he had no other hope.



R‘Message from Valkyrie flight, sir,’ the aide reported to Majorous‘Tsell. ‘They’re incoming, requesting targeting instructions.’

agreting?’ Roussell declared. ‘There’s an ork horde outside

our walls and they want us to tell them where they are? Tell them to

look out their damn windows.’‘They’re coming in rather fast, sir. If they have to fly

-past firs

recce then it will delayt to–’

h‘Yes, yes, very well.’ Roussell gritted his teeth in annoyance, yetde could not allow any evidence that he had been negligent in his

tautieks. ‘Give them the coordinates of the breach. The orks will have‘Yen it by no.’w, they’ll be massed there. They can fire free.’

es, sir

Cboruching low in the dombard beinark undergrowth, Blanks watched the mega-g reloaded. Its crew of dozens of gretchin swarmedacross its sufarce, trying to hoist a new shot into its wide gapinmouth. One of them slipped and fell inside, leaving the others togburst into hoots of laughter, curtailed by one of the ork overseercracking its whip. The defences around the megas

-ebombard werenxactly as Forjaz had feaerd. Formidable. Aside from the overseers,theinarly fifty ork warriors stood close at hand. These were not thener, smaller new-spfullyawns they had fought before; these were

 mleatuerd. Even hunched over they were as tall as men, themuscs of their arms as thick as a man’s tosro. At their head wasan even larger ork carrying a stone hammer and adonred in amrourmmeade of bengat metal rings. It was obviously enjoying the carnage the-‘Tbombard was inflicting.

Bhat’s him, that’s the wabross,’ Forjaz muttered, lying besidetolanks. ‘I don’t know what your plan is, but if you think you’re going

 pull some one-man-armytwf u bollocks and try to storm it with just theo

‘U os, I’ll shoot y,’ Bou myself.’nderstoodlanks replied. In truth, he did not know whaplan was. He hadn’t had a plan even when he volunteered, het hishadn’t been thinking; it’d been instinct. The mega-bombard was thepdisrimary threatat, it had to be destroyed. He could not destroy it from ance, and so he had to get closer. It had all been obvious to himakt the time, but now he was here he found himself reaching fornowledge in patsr of his mind and finding them empty. But then heheard the sound of the wind, and that was when he stoppedthinking and started letting his instincts rule his actions.


‘Give me the hand-vox‘Wh,’ he told Forjaz.

o’re you going to call?’ he asked, mockingly, as he handed itoverB.

ut Blanks wasn’t going to call anyone. Instead, he tore open

one of the panels and went to work.

riskFo serjandz sinhog aokno hthis her loead. ‘It dot out herees.’n’t matter. They’re never going tothBlanks sealed the panel, then took off his helmet and securede hand-vox into the liningh inside. He stood up and hurled his

elmet into the branches of the trees above the megab-omba‘Whdr.

at the–’ Forjaz began. ‘Unless you’ve been stashing atomicsthat’s’‘R no!’t going to do–un

theirTh ne heaturalml thet hievit thinge in bsratinnches and dropped onto the groundct, three of the gretchin sprang from. W theithgun to grab it. The biggest of them smacked aside the other two,jescooped it up and proudly planted the helmet on its head. As itered in triumph, the mega-bombard and the entire jungle aroundit exploded in fire

.
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Chapter Thirteen



Fort Eliza, Tswaing, Voo18r pacification Stage 1 Day



Corandporal Gardner clicked the last catch of the a

 wiped the grease off his hands withutocannon into place

 a rag. He was putting thegthun back to b Ved. It’d had a busy night. It had held the breach untilealkyries had screeched down from above the black clouds

.

They annihilated the mega-bombard and everything around it inthpilineir first run and then set aboug intot the main body of the ork force still

T the breach.dhe sudden attack from the air, coupled with the stubbornbefence by thhe four companies that had stayed on the wall, hadeen enoug to break the assault. The orks streamed away, backacross the dead ground, into the cover of the trees. Gardner hadcarried on firing until the last body he could see stopped twitching.pEven though the okrs had gone, the companies remained at theirwosts. It was only after Major Roussell was finally convinced that the

Thall had been held that he ordered the reserve companies forward.ere was to be no pursuit into the dark, unfamiliar jungle, ofcourse, but they took control of the dead ground to burn the carpet ofork bodies that lay there. The soldiers of these companies, who hadsat out the battle waiting on the second lined, at least had thedeefecency to londers of thok embae westerrassed as they passed the bloodiern wall.dthCarson’s company was stood down and the men returned toeir tents for the second time that night, but this time few couldreturn to sleep. Instead, each man followed their individual rituals tocalm themselves from the fire of battle: Frn’k ate, Mouse prayed,

Booth drank the spirits from which he otherwise af thbstained, Prosserwept quietly, and Red collected up the property oe men who haddCieomd. Gmisardner stripped and cleaned his gun and planned how to ksar Reeveill

.inHe had killed an officer before, Captain Blunder, though in thatstance it had been an accident. All it had been was a simplesalute, but that salute had given the sniper his targf aet. Gardner hadbeen lucky to have been under the scope o makrsmanexperienced enough to wait and pick his target, and then go togpicround rather than blaze away to scrag a couple more before beingk

Tehed o inff himscident helf.ad taught him that the best weapon to use againstone of your own was the enemy. He could imagine how it mighteasily be done to another of his unit; when fighting such xenosmonsters as the crusadf the had encountered one depended sogreatly on the support oose beside them that, should one ofathnem ded deathlay even a second it might make the difference between lifeBut killin.g a commissar in such a manner was harder. Thosecommissars who chose to lead from the front did not last as longas Reeve had. He would stay close to the colonel and Gardnercould not rely on the enemy to kill him theer. He would have to do ithimself.hEven the thought of murdering a commissar was treason; worse,Seresy, for they were the representatives of the Emperor’s will.

Ghould a Commissaiart interrogator pluck that thought fromdardner’s mind they would execute him for that alone. Suchraconian measures were designed to instil terror, to ensure that acommissar’s personage be treated as inviolable by any and all whomight question him. Gadrner, however, found it liberating. If theppunishment for the thought of the sin is no greater than thecunishment for the sin itself, then there was nothing to be lost in itsfaompletion. He had thought it as soon as he recognised Reeve’sce the evening before. All that remained was the action.to hHime would keep it simple. Simple worked. He would just walk u and then, with a single las-blast, there would be justice:pjustice for his brother and the hundreds others like him who werce

Condemned after Cawnpore. He’d already filched a pistol for it.wouldn’t use a lasgun, no; it would be too obvious to hold. Reevejuould be on his guard as soon as he saw it. But a pistol, he couldst reach inside his uniform as though he were delivering amessag

He.e zipped the autocannon back into its cover and steppedaround the slumb foering hillock o’kf Frn’k whose lips were ssmattered withod. He and Frn had been together fortill four years

,fosince they had both joined the 11th after Charasia, and they hadfought side by side ever since. But Gadrner would not wake him upr this. He would not understand. In many ways ogryns weremonstesr, but in others they were children. They veneratedcommissars second only to the Emperor. Even after Frn’k saw what

Reeve did to Ducky and Marble he still could not comprehend whahad happened. He thought it some horrible mistake. He would nottwundeayrstand why Reeve deserved to die; he would only get in the.bGardner stepped out of the tent, the pistol a reassuring weightheneath his armour. Reeve was here, Gardner could feel it. Mousead told him that one of the Valkyries, instead of returning to Dovahad landed inside the camp. It had to be the colonel, come to,


inspe

was h

ct the battle-site a

ere, then R

nd tear a strip off R

eeve would be here to

oussell, and if the colonel

o.

dHe walked through the camp, taking his time. Hurrying wouldraw the attentions of others. He reached the major’s tent in the

centre. Theer were two sentries at the entrance and so Gardnerh

taeld back, lingering in the dakrness. Officers were definitely insidethlkenin hg. He cae csuouldally r weaait. Hchedis s untodeod ar hisnd watched for a few minute chest armour as though tos

scratch and stroked the hilt o‘Wf the pistol.

Ghat are you doing here?’ a voice said behind him.ardner felt his breath catch. He turned quickly to see Carson

standing there. Carson saw the moment’s guilt in Gardner’s facand the hand disappearing under his armour. He pressed againest ithand feand frlt theee o andbje yact bnkeend theath. With a savage tug, he pulled Gardnee pistol loose. He looked at it for a mome’srntand then reg‘Harded the corporal once more.

e’s not theer,’ Carson said at last. ‘Reeve’s still with the

colonel at Dova.’‘W

Chat’s that, sir?’ Gardner replied dumbly.arson grabbed him by the collar, dragged him into the lee owares container and shoved hf a

‘I toim against the side.Gardld yneou to war gimracit.’ed. ‘How can I? How can I when we could bite ithany second? We nearly died tonight. You, me, all of us. If I die ande lives…’ He let his bCitterness hang in the cool night air.

arson had had enough. Fll’sirst, Marble and Ducky, then Van Am,then the attack and Rousse idiocy, his patience was worn out.

s‘You soryr, selfish, son of a bitch!’ he whispered furiously. ‘Youchoot him here? Now? They’ll take it out on the rest of us! I haven’ttharried this company for ten years, just for you to get every one ofem put up against a wall!’

CGardner was no wilting violet, but he was still taken aback.arson had never spoken to him, or to any other man in the

company, in such a manner.‘Sir?’

th‘Shut your mouth! Listen to me. They know about your brother. Ifthey don’t already, they’ll find out when he bites it. If Reeve dies theney‘T’rhe going’t– to come for you, and through you they’ll get us.’

ey won’

G‘They will. So when he dies you need to be nowhere near him.’ardner pushed himself free of Carson’s grip. ‘If I can’t go nearhim, how am I going to kill him?’

‘YGaordu’re noner het. Wsitae atedre.’

.

th‘This is one of those sacrifices, corporal, that has to be made fore mGen one serves beside. You and I, we both understand that.’

ardner nodded and did not resist as Carson led him out and

pfeushed him away in the other direction. Casron watched him forw moments to make sure he went and then doubled back, tuckin athe confiscated pistol away in his own jacket, ready for the real fight.g

‘I have no troublehearing your answers, pilot, I have trouble

understanding thet ‘pm,’ Roussell reiterated. ‘What do you mean whenyou say that it jusopped up’ on your targeting auspex?’

a‘Exactly what I said, major,’ Flight Lieutenant Plant, who was notloccustomed to being addressed so sneeringly, replied. ‘Tcation of the orkoid war engine appeared as a priority tarhgeet as wewere beginning our first run and we altered our attack accordingly. Iit.’presumed that it was someone here on the ground who had tagged

As the flight lieutenant spoke, Roussell noticed Carson slip in

othrough the door. He ignored him; Roussell had deliberately invitedanly the company commanders to ensure that Carson did not

httend, and yet the man had come anyway. Still, he did not want toave the further interruption of having a spat trying to get him out, hewas havingIt sh trouble enough with this debriefing as it was.

ould have been straightforward enough. Roussell

considered that it was qu’t cite clear that he had been respf aonsible forthe victory, he just wasnertain how. In past actions o similar

nsuature, he’d found it pbordinates as soonruden as pot to dessibleliver the fo, to ensurrmal debriefing to hise that they were all

ainwdivare of the official record and knew noidt to contradict it in their

ual filings. Here he had been, all set to grant a measure of

credit to the Valkyrie pilots for their assistance in chasing the orks

away after the success of his plan to contest and defef thnd the breach,when this dim

-witted bluebell unveiled the mystery oe targeting

cgoordinates. Roussell would not have cared, but if the pilot was

anoing to file it to thd if he colonel then the colonel was going to quiz him,‘I he didn’t have an answer he’d look an idiot.

ave always encouraged my sub-commanders to exercisthe

eir initiative in battle,’ Roussell said smoothly. ‘I’m sure that theerwere several units who w?ere placed and could have adv

coordinates. Major Rosa’ised as toobsTehe pvrersodgy ar wouldtille harvey officer woke from his doze with a start. ‘Y been in place to “tag”’ – Rourmade clear his disdain for Navy slangoussell’s tone

 – ‘this war engine, would theynot?’R

osa readjusted his spectacles. ‘Yes, well, perhaps. But I mustadmit that with our heavier pieces back at Dova we were focusing

on the ground outside the walls and the, er, softer targets there.’

in‘You misunderstand, major,’ the flight lieutenant interrupted, notwclined to make life easy for Roussell. ‘To be clear for the record,the were not voxed with coordinates; it was a Navy signal direct frome target.’

F‘That was us,’ Carson announced. ‘Two of my men, Sergeantorjaz and Private Stones, volunteered to make a flanking excursion


alond take down the bombard. They transmitte

cation.’

d the signal from its

A look of concern crossed the flight lieutenant’s face. ‘Did the

survive the attack?’yC

arson turned to him. ‘Both men reported back a shoralive and uninjured.’t time ago,just a‘They’re to be commended. They were jusble to divert from our initial–’ the flight liet in timutenaent b, wee wganere only,

relieved, but Roussell interrupted, clearing his throat loudly. He

wanted to shut up the Navy pilot before the topic of the first targetsarose again. Now he knew that Carson had held the breach, he

thought it wiser not to make the lieutenant aware that he h foad C giventhat position as the oigrinal target. It would be an excuserarsonto finally ca‘If thall him out and kill him as he’d done so many others.

ct’s all accounted for then? Let the record show theMommendable actions taken by these two men who were under

ajor Slotanhope’s command.’ There, Roussell thought, the matterwas csed and he was safe.



d‘Sisommise oStasf y

nh

edour time the ass?em’ Cbarlason caught Stanhope as Roussell

ope nodded

ge. ‘In p

 wearily

iv

 and le

rad thte?’

e way to his tent. ‘I’ll put a

note in my filing,’ Stanhope began as they went, ‘to ensure that the

colonel has an accurate account of who authorised the attack on the

bombard and who led the company at the breach.’

c‘Do not trouble yourself, major,’ Casrone rplied off-hand. ‘Thetrouloth.’nel and Major Brooce are perceptive men. They will discern the

‘Still, for the record–’‘D

o you really think that I care what the record says about me?’Sta

nhope paused for a moment and regarded him. ‘No, I do not.’

SThey walked a way furthf aer and Stanhope began again. ‘This mantones is something o mystery. Boosting the signal of a handv-ox

aisn oothne thing, but settiner.’g it to transmit a Navy targeting sign is quiteHe noticed that then, Casron thought. He must not be on it at the

mhoment. He was actually trying to be friendly. Collegiate. Obvious

e thought that fighting side by side at the breach had drawn themly

together, that thf the two of them might actually confet Cr and sharcommand oe company. He was deluded, buarson woueld ho

his tongue until they were in privateld.

had‘M heore than thaard Forjaz’st, e reven,’ Cport.’arson said, keeping his tone even, ‘if you

HStanhope heard the touch of censure in the lieutenant’s words.ke had not been there to hear Forjaz’s report; he had not even

nown whether the two men had survived or not until Carson

announced it. He suspected he knew what Carson wished to talk toh

thim about. He had witnessed it, they all had. It was not the wayit.ings should be done, but Stanhope was not going to hang him for

inte‘Youre rlations with the governor’s granddaughter are of norest to me,’ he said as he entered the tent, ‘if that is your

concenr. Your appearance together at the call to battle was…

unfortunate, but I’m sure that you will be more discreet in th future.’It was then that Carson decided to let Stanhope really haeve it.

Am‘I d. I won’t want to talk about Stones. I don’t want to talk about Van‘Pant to talk about Duckyt h.’im?’

‘Wrivate Drake? What abohuat in damnation were you doing?’‘Wh

at do you mean?’‘Y

ou know what I mean: when you stood there and watched aReeve shos

‘Tt two of my men.’‘I’ll taake care as to yke whatevero tounr toe I pne, lieleasuete wnaithnt.’ you, you washed up

,

clapped-out, pEh? Whitiful excuse for an officer. What gives you the right?

at gives you the right to sit out the rest of the crusade? To

stand and watch while men of mine are crippled, not by the enemy

but by their own side? If this is how you treated your own men, n,wonder they got murdered. Do it to your own command, but whyo

you have to come and take did–’

bCarson felt the side of his face explode. He stumbled back,fislint skintill og in sutsrprise. He focused and saw Stanhope standing there,

utretched, knuckles white. Stanhope stood stock still for a

moment. He had shocked himself with the punch; it was as if it had

cSome from a’snother person. It was that instant of delay befortanhope fighting instincts kicked in that prevented Carsoen bein

knocked to thgSe ground in seconds.

wtanhope swung again, more deliberate, this time putting hisSeight behind it. Carson deflected it and tried to grab the arm, but

Ctanhope was still moving forwards and tried toa rm his temple intoSarson’s nose. Casron twisted his face out of the way and

tanhope’s! C crude head-butt smacked’t ta into his ear. BlesseMargueritearson thought, he hadnken the aloof Stanhd

be such a dirty fighope toTter.

ghe sudden panic lent extra urgency to Carson’s muscles. Hethrabbed the major around the head and punched him in the side of

the neck, then felt the pain in his side as Stanhope tried to hit him inCe kidney. Stanhope tried to yank free of the lieutenant’s grip, but

arson brought his other amr around, grasped hold of Stanhope’s

hair and brought his leg up to protect his own groin and knee

Sstanhope in the face. Stanhope, with a rabid strength Carson hadn’t

busalapncected he had, shoved them both forwards. With Carson oe, the two of them fell back, Carson’s knee raised, his foff-ot

pressing into Stanhope’s stomach. He kicked hard and Stanhopewas fairly launched back across the tent and stumbled to the

ground. He grabbed the side of his bed to steady himself and


readThied for another attack when he saw the pistol in C

e two officers held position for a few moments, b

arson’s hand.

oth of them

pan‘I wting fodr breath.onered what it was going to take to get you to fight,’ Carson

said finally.

n‘Go ahead,’ Stanhope snarled. ‘That’s what you like, isn’t it? I’mmoat snyo a duddelsled th haveat I do you fon’t kughnot?w y Hoowure m rpanuy mtationen, h, lieowutenan manyt. Ho impwerial

officers have you murdered with those guns? More than any single

one of the enemy. More than Reeve even?’C

‘Yarson’s expression froze. ‘Don’t you dare compare me to him.’ou’re right. Reeve kills men because he thinks that’s his job’s.

You kill because you enjoy it. I saw it in you yesterday with Reev

oeyrk. I can see it in you now. What would you have done? What would

dou have done if you had been there sooner? You couldn’t haveon‘I’de any hthing.’

‘Nave stopped it.’o, you couldn’t. You’re a second lieutenant and second

figlieutenants can do damn all. Twenty years, Carson, twenty years ofhting; your men love you, your commanders trust you, so whyh

dave you never been promoted to a rank where you can make afigiffeht wrence? It’s bith you, youecause when E wouldn’t walk allinowayr’s fa. Andt fo whol oenf a s heo toldn picked a you a time

and a place, you met him theer. And when his shot just creased

yhimour shoulder, y thou didn’t disarm him, you didn’t injure him, you shotrough the heart. People said you were proud. You’re not

proud. You’re sick. You kill because you like it, but you killed thew

Draorng man. And that’s why you couldnke last night.’’t save your precious Private

thCarson felt it now, he felt the urge come on him. His mind knewdidat this was lunacy, that he’d get put against a wall, but his blood

 not care. All it could feel was the power, the power of havin

another life completely at its mercy, a hugely complex organismg and

the unique identity that it had developed which could be snuffed outb

cy the slightest move from him. It disgusted his mind, but his bloodBaullet thd oenut fo hisr it. H bodyis w betrhaoyele bd hoimdy tensed with the effort of the struggle.

.

hVery slowly, Carson toppled backwards. His pistol fell from hisand and thumped onto the ground. Eveyr muscle was clenched

and shakingS and he could not release it.

tanhope stepped towards him and saw the rictus on his face.‘Carson?’

‘Get…’ he managed through clenched teeth, ‘…Red.’
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Chapter Fourteen



Red emerged from Stanhope’s tent, his normally severe facesoftened a touch.‘Is

‘He he up?’ Stanhope asked crisply.‘Wha’s mt’s wovroingng, s wir. Hith he’s nim?’ot on his feet yet.’hRed looked away. ‘It’s not exactly my place, sir. I’m afraid you’llave to ask the lieutenant.’faBut Stanhope did not relent. ‘I’m askingyou, colour-sergeant. Inct, I amordering you.’whRoleed snapped to attention, standing s of Dova, and Stanhope saw defiantiff ecen blaough to sze in himupport the‘Axomitic gas,’ Carson said from the flap of Stanhope’s. tent. Hehwas in his shirt-sleeves and swaying, but he was upright. ‘And if youthave any questions, Mister Stanhope, I’d be obliged if you directedem to me.’

Red saluted quickly and disappeared, most unsettled at beingchaught between the two officers, and at the rebellious streak thatinasidd eemerged in him. Stanhope let him go and followed Carson‘Y.ou can walk again?’irCarson half-sat, half-collapsed on the bed. ‘I find your presenceritating, Stanhope, but not permanently debilitating.’ He gatheredhis jacket and slowly staterd to put it on. Stanhope waited for thexplanatione.‘There’s little to it. It was a Kartha booby

-trap, the son Kandhar. Wecond week‘We were tolde g aoxot omuitict qu gicaskly, bu wast I w insatansn’t quick enoughtly fatal.’.’

 the auto-inje‘No, it takes a few seconds. Time enough to usector. Did it never strike you as odd?’ Carson asked. ‘We weregiven myecyclone to inject ourselves with if we were? exgas that was supposed to kill you in a split second’posed to aordSertas.’nhope nodded gently. ‘It doesn’t normally pay to questionth‘It doesn’t pay to follow them blindly either, does it? You knowat.’

‘AStanhope straightened up, disliking the lieutenant’s inference.nd so the myecyclone didn’t work, is that it?’‘No, it worked alright. It’s the cure that’s killing me,’ Casron said.isStanhope did not know what to say to that. ‘Only the Guard couldlosngue a remedy that does exactly whaer to do it,’ Carson continued. ‘Andt th it we poon’t bison does, only takee clean; anyoneswthho’s ever lost all control of the lower half of their body can tell youat it isn’t clean. It’s happening more often, each time is longersp,re‘Hading further, and soon it will be permanent.’ow long do you have?’uCarson pulled his jacket on and started fastening the buttons. ‘Ofwseou?ld Nn’t bot long. The medicae said that when it re long. Uneached this stage, it

Htil I’m finished completely? They couldn’t say.’e stood up off the bed and faced Stanhope eye-to-eyI ke. ‘So nownow your little secert and you know mine. Both of them. I imagineyou’re thinking right at this moment whether you should have meremoved from command. I think you could. But I think you won

B’t.hecause then you would have to run the company, you’d have to beneere foed mr the aese men. And here is the last place you want to be. YouCnd we don’t need you.’harson walked out, leaving Stanhope alone. Stanhope breathedthard, stamped his foot and looked up to the canvas above him ande clouds and the stars above those. Casron was wrong about onething. The company did need him. They needed to know that therwas someone there, not to replace the lieutenant, buehimt to succeed.frBut Carson was right about him. Stanhope unbuckled his swordom his belt and sat down and began to twist off the base of the hilt,revealing a small compartment. He took a dry leaf from inside andput it in his mouth. He did not wish to be here. The men of thecompany needed someone, but it did not need to be him

.



In the silence of the morning the sentries at the fort’s gate heard therumble of a convoy approaching them from the east. They voxed the

Dnews to Major Roussell and he hurried over. Finally, it was Captainurm’s armour, and as pleased as Roussell was to add thearmoured company to the garrison, he was even more keen to rubDurm

H’s face in the victory he had missed.card as Roussell found it to imagine, the flamboyant tankthommander fought not to garner personal glory but for the sheerrill of riding his tank into combat. Why on earth would any saneman want to do that? The answer, of course, was that Drum wasn’tsane, he was howling mad. Roussell had never understood thecrazy fool, and certa’sinly did not understand why the coloneloverlooked the man eccentricities. He disliked him intensely as arthesuoult. Aght Dnd it drum’sidn rid’t hicuelp that a plous, tightlyopulation of the wives and widows

-cut costumes rather dashing andpaid him a good deal more attention on his arrival than they hadever done Rousse

Thll.e pitch of the rumble rose as the vehicles got closer and

Roussell waited for the fo first of them to emerge aorund the curve ofthe track leading to thert. Nothing appeared, and then the rumble


was overshadowed by the whoosh of a Valkyrie coming in low,

ready to land.



‘Colonel!’ Roussell acknowledged Arbulaster and saluted ratherb

noriskly. He’d had to run from the gate to the landing area and wast b‘Meajost pleased abour.’ Arbulaster ret it.turned the salute with equal discoutersy

.

tak‘Captain Drum has not yet arrived, sir. I do believe he may haveen a wrong tunr on the way here,’ Roussell reported with

satisfaction. ‘I’m not sure if he may have missed some instruction

during one of his wardrobe changes...’

e‘Unlikely, major,’ Arbulaster replied without humour. After aninntire night of authorising every single action Roussell took,

It wcluding lavatoiarl demands, he was quite sick of the sound of him.as a pity re infaally, he had once been a rather talented and highly

courageousntry commander, but over-quick promotion and the

assuarnce of a place in the colou-rguard had curbed his audacity

and he had shrivelled into paranoid mediocrity.

m‘Captain Drum is on his way to the start point. As you should be,craajor, if yter.’ou intend the infantry to play any kind of role in taking the

‘The attack... It’s still going ahead today?’ Roussell was a little

astonished.‘Of c

ourse it is,’ Arbulastere rplied. ‘What did you expect, major?

A few weeks R&R to recover from missing a night’s sleep?’

‘No, of course not,’ Roussell started, mortified.

r‘They’re on the run and we can hit them hard. They’ve playedRight into our hands.’ Arbulaster laid a comradely hand on

thoussell’s shoulder. ‘We didn’t want them boltholed in their rok uere. No! We wanted to get them out, have a stab at us where we’rpe

ready‘Y for them in a rok of our own. And they borke themselves on it.’

es, I–’‘After all, why do you think I put you out here in the first place?’



Arbulaster’s intention in ordering the infantry into fotifierd positions

aif tht night had had nothing to d

ere was credit to be hd

o

a h

 with luin

e inte

rg

nded to

 the orks into an attack, but

 grab his fair sharebefore Roussell had the lot.

sAt Roussell’s insistence he bierfly inspected the breach,thombrely looked over the bodies of the men as they weer buried in

be trench and finally ordered the walls they had died defending berougIt mhigt doht hwn.

ave appeared a trifle heartless, but Arbulaster was past

caring about a few troopers. His message was clear. Fort Eliza had

foserved its purpose and kept them safe for a night; now their entirrce was going to be thrown against the ork rok and he wanteend

boacnek h oef hreis m. It wean bs toein beg te all ompr nted to rothingetreat from the fie for them, as it wald to hos for himle u aps

well.

The Brimthrough thloeck 11th sat on the ground watching the beards cut

‘Kay trunk of the last tree in their path.-awaer. TVee!’ The cahe tree topplell wed tont up, though every man there was alread one side and the seated men raised ayragged cheer. Lieutenant Mulberry pivoted his Sentinel to face themand then leaned the cockpit forwards in imitation of a bow. Thesarcastic cheer was replaced by a ripple of genuine laughter, whichin turn dissipated before the angry bawling of the regimensergeantst’s.

Rea‘Odyn y mour fearch!’et! On your feet! In your sections! In your sections!Drum’s tank men rose to their engines and Ledbetter’s horseswhinnied and stomp‘Oed the ground.ne moment.’ The colonel’s voice cut through it all. He stoodupo‘Inn Drum’s tan.’k using its vox-amplifiers. his nameheTadhe cavalry dipped their lance points and the men lowered thesir.his‘The Emperor expects each man to give his strength, his spirit,T all, ahs he gave for us.’e colonel made the sign of the aquila; most men followed, ajad‘Fed few did noor death in Ht.is service is no end, for those that fall shall live onin His light.’theTy’dhose with fa always beith inen to the cld sorowd nodded along; it was the truth,.

C‘Now, men of Brimlock, raise your voices. For Margueiter, for therusade, Purge the xenos! Destroy them all! To arms! To war! TheEmp‘FOeror calls! For thOe Emp!’ theorr!’

R THE EMPERRe regiment swoer.aThe cavalry raised their lances and the bugler called thelicdvance. The tanks growled back to life and eased forwards into thebhen, Drum standing proud upon the lead tank, dressed in thehrocaded jacket of an ancient Bimrlock cavalryman. Rosa and thetheavy artillery rolled out next, the Griffon mortar vehicles following ine tracks of the tanks. Finally, the infantry companies fell in

Roussell first leading the two light companies, behind him B,rcoocethomme reganimding the linee, and by his side the command section flew

Beneathnt’s c thoseolo courlos highurs m.arched the Brimlock 11th, the mind ofTeahch man plagued with the fear that they would die here, at the last.e mind of each man but one. One lieutenant, whose thoughtswere not focused on his own death, but on the death of CommissarReeve. Today that death, he swore, was guaranteed.
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Chapter Fifteen



Fungal plain, Tswaing, V 1oor p8acification Satge 1

Day



Killinsimgple

 a m. Han on a battlefield, even a man on your own side, wasundreds of men, sometimes thousands, died on eversingle one. Killing a man universally loathed and despised wasyeven easier.

Killing a commissar, supposedly a direct representative of thauthority of the Gode-mEmperor of Terra, was very diffeernt. Their dailyreeamot atelynd wine was to be hated and despised. No one eve careless or sloppy ever made it to wearing the blanck coatainnd thhe skull insignia of the Commissariat. Commissars had theerent authority to execute immediately and without explanationany trooper or officer who they suspected of cowardice,incompetence, treachery or taint, a themselves.

Ss judged solely byoome armies, some entire campaigns, had been saved as a resultfrof qmuick and terminal action taken by a commissar to remove sw the command structure any who had been infected with feariftly,madness or disease. But mostly they contented themselves withruling troopers and officers alike with an iron fist in an iron glove,exacting terrible punishments for the slightest infractions thatcaught their attention.mCarson considered that conspiring to kill one of their numbertoig Reht juevest a andttra shct thoot hat kind of attention. He could not simply walk uim. Even if he did not mind dying himself, theprevenge would be taken out on his men as well. Therefoer, theattack would have to be untraceable, completely deniable, and itwould have to succeed first time, or his entire company might aswell line up against a wall and save the firing squads the trouble.oThey were setting a quick pace, quicker by a fraction than the restfuf theengus rg fieimldsen wt. Terehe column was beginning to s bizarre. Many of the orkoid funtrgetci shh ouaret. Tdheseproperties with the fully formed orks themselves. Some were thesame colour, others even had knots and growths that resembledork heads and muscles. This was no longer a trek through a jungleon Voor, this was an invasion of the skin of a single giant organismwhose many natural defences were ranged against them,

.thHe could hear the whoops of Ledbetter’s cavalry ahead. Many ofto the ork survivors oe fungus junglef th aneir assault the nd dispersed, scighavet bengfoinre hg foar fod sotumd anbled wd bateacrk

,Band a place to finallye rst. They were awoken now by the rumbling ofrimlock tanks and struggled from shelter to find horsemen allaround them, firing las-shots into them at near point-blank range.The column’s progress was fast, faster than even Arbulaster hadeoxpected. The ground was soft underfoot. It was made up of the ashwf the trhen theees th rok haat hda sd otrucnck. Ae been there, the trees that had burnend on top of that ash now grew the bdizarreathrray of fungus that sustained the orkoid species. The few stumpsat remained were so riddled with these parasitic growths that thecrumbled easily before the shells of the armoured company. Theytreads of the tanks and the hooves of the cavalry’s horses founeasy purchase in the groundd

-smould, but kicked up such a cloud ofgpores that the infantry following behind were covered. Arbulasterthave the armouerd company permission to open their throttles, andey surged ahead.thThe ork resistance was non-existent, in any case. Everywhereey were running, and the cavalry was harrying at their heels, andnow amongst them came the tanks of Captain Drum, straightowards the crest of the crater that hid their last objectivet.pleaOn tosurep. H of the he leadna’t eding tank, Drum sngaged the voxctood and sang in sheer-asters yet and the soundwas lost beneath the bellows of the machine-spthirits. The okrs, witheir clubs and spears, scattered before the engines of forty-firstmillennium warfaer. Drum stood tall, outside of the protection of thearmoured turert, and rode the vehicle as though it were a gianshield and he was some ancient chieftain being borne into bat

Cttle.a captain Ledbetter galloped back towards him, running to groundleonfused ork who had broken in the wrong direction. Ledbetteraned forwards in his saddle as he swept his chainsword downand hewed through the ork’s back. It dropped, its spine severed,and Ledbetter tugged his reins as his horse instinctively swervedaway from the falling body.Drum doffed his tricorne hat and waved it at the horse dragoonigas he circled, about to return to his squadron. Ledbetter pointedlythnored him, but Drum did not care. He was happy. He was morean that; he was ecstatic. He was not quite sure when he had gonemlitead, he was not even certain he was mad at all. He had been bornrally by the side of the production line in a factory on Brimlock, hismother one of thousands of menial servers who laboured in thone plant alone. He was raised by her side, watching theatmhanufactorum adepts assemble the revered engines of war, andtoe cre haptae win thas, having gone from crewman, torough this crusade, riding such o a bfficeaer, tost an cod lemmaadinndg her,isarmoured company into the fight on a far-distant world. What a life itwas compared to that which he would have lived had he stayed onthe production lines. What a life the Guard had given him!



Drum swept back his cape, raised one kneeh-igh boot andstomp‘Aed twice on his tank’s turret.fr‘Aiken, clear the path!’actioye, sir,’ the reply came from his gun to target a knot of hardened funner. The turert rotated angus stalks and Durmwhooped as it roared. He began to sing again.firLedbetter ducked a fraction in his saddle as the tank’s cannontred and silently cursed his instinct. Even his hosre had had thatained out of him. Was he not even this animal’s equal? Hespurred it forwadrs from the advancing line of tanks and revved hischainsword to clear it of the ork’s remains.

Ahead of him, thee rst of his squadron weer chasing thef th band oforks they hado rusted. As Ledbetter watched, he saw one oesbeurasts trprise, sip atabndobe rll. Td andhe lancer who had been after it w missed. His horse broke its steaps ta to akevoidn bygfoettingtute its legs entangled and galloped on with the rest. Thethrna orko rse unscathed and then launched itself upon one ofe squa frdron’s stragglers, caught the man’s leg and managed torip himom the saddle. It raised a meaty fist to smash in the backof the prone lancer’s head and Ledbetter sliced its arm through atth

Lee edblbetteow. The or’s backkr did not even have time to howl in pain before-Acut mutilated its face.la good kill, Ledbetter considered, as he watched the fallenNncer clamber wretchedly to his feet. But it would not be enough.ot enough to be selected as one of the colour-guard. He hadalready failed it twice, the first time with the 74th when it wasdissolved after Mespots and a second time with th fewwe 56th just aceeks ago. He had been so certain that time, but no, the regiment’stoommissar had vetoed him and his colonel had not cared enoughd fight. Now he had to prove himself again, in just these last feways, or he would never return to Brimlock and prove to his famwhat he had becomeilyB.ut there! There on the hills before them was a challenge thatwould burn his name onto the list for the colour-guadr.



The orks weren’t running away. They were runningtowards.A

 wabrand had appeared over the rim of the crater and hadmacrhed halfway down the slope on the other side. Their persencehad formed aa rllying point for the orks running from the Guarof the fungus jungle. They scrambled up the slope, up off the md ouoretwlevel ground where the cavalry dominated, and joined thecoamrband’s ranks. That single ork warchief suddenly found himsemanding not one, but two, three, then five warbands’ strengthlfas more and more of the scatteerd orks sensed the gorwinconcentration of pgThower and instinctively flocked in its direction.e cavalry chasing the stragglers now found themselves beinassailed by rocks, clubs and spears hurled by the ork line. Carsongssaw a single horse stumble and toss its rider. The rest of hispquroatecdron instantly bting their fellowroke o with firff the freir pomus thrueirit a pisnd circled backtols while he,rthemounted, befoer they all withdrew together. It was a tiny victory fore orks, but it was enough to provoke bellows of mocking hootsand chanting directed at the horsemen’s fast-ertreating backs.



o‘Ff thinally, Be Soroce,’ Arbulaster commented, standing in the open hatch‘Aalamander, ‘the orks are showin’ a bit of backbone.’

‘Dbout time, colonel.’amn right. Not going to do them any good, though,’ he

chuckled. ‘Soon a fies Ledbe.’ Atter gets himself out of th foere, our ill-tuneDurm will have ald dayrbulaster adjusted thecus on hisd

Bmonocular a fraction. ‘Vox the captain. Tell him to pick his tagrets.storeak ’em as quick as he can, hammer straighpping for a few orks today.’t through. We’re not



‘Bloody idiots,’ Mouse exc

‘Not if they’ve never se ’e

laim?’ed. ‘Don’t they clock what those tankcannon are gonna do tom

‘They’re gonna get muedrn taerenkd,’ Ms beforeouse s,’ Baidlanks said., with no small degreeof relish at the prospect of a swift, crushing victory that he would notefoven have to fight in. Now the armoured company had gone

Srwards, the light companies had taken its place in the vanguard.econd platoon had an excellent view of the tanks churning over thmosse

-coveerd ground towards the orks on the slope, but Blanks

had noticed something w‘Look at that!’ Blanks poronginted.. ‘The cavalry!’



Arbulaster had seen it as well. Ledbetter was not leading the cavalrback, they were reforming to chagrey.whip‘Blepesdse thed M maronguoceuiter! Is elar awavyer any sdin grgleasp onede o hisf m voy officxers mad?’ He-Captain Ledbetter now!’officer. ‘Get me

The vox-officer triedinte. ‘Sir, there’s no reply, sir. Maybe it’s therference…’‘My copper-bottomed arse, it is. I can see him from here! Gethim! Get anyoneffic to stopf L that charg’se!’But the vox-oer oedbetter command squad did notrhaespond. Arbulaster could only watch, half-incoherent wlf-gripped with the irrational fear that these orks, after kith rillinagg the,ethcavalry, would somehow drive the rest of the column back and bee eLnd of him.edbetter’s cavalry were going to die. The slope began gently butthen skewed upwa fords. No horse would be able to climb it straighthe charge wouldunder and then the ork mobs would jump dowt;nadmongst them and tear them apart. Yet none of this seemed to

Teheteyr th speur sretedad thy lineir mes oounf gtsrey and gold ho quickly from thersemen on their steeds. trot to the canter to the


gallop with little delay, their explosive lances held firmly upright,

thready to let their points drop at the last moment. They hit the base ofe slope and began to climb, the horses slowing despite their

riders’ urging. The line of orks now had no fear for they too

in

enstinterectivd thelye sa

w how the attack would stall. B

 scene, and his mount was far mouret th foe

n another rider

rmidable.

th‘Don’t you ever! Don’t you ever!’ Drum called, hunched down onfoe back of his metal monster, as its thundering engine poweerd itDrwards and it slewed into the path of the charge. For a moment,thurm’s crazy stunt worked and the horsemen began to slow. But

en the cavalry’s bugle sounded again and booted heels dug intohorses’ flanks. Ledbetter’s veterans knew how to deal with an

unexpected obstacle in their path. The cavalry ranks split, going lefta

clend righar, thet to floy kneww a throisun md thight be tank before them. Their ordee their last chance at glory, ansr wd thereey

were not stopDping to fo hr anything.

rum sprangis feet on the tank’s hull, his cape flowing in thewind and kicked the turret twice.

fir‘Sing for me, my’s b freauty. Sing!’ he shouted and his battle cannoned at the cavalryont rank.

TThe shell was aimed short, but that barely lessened the impact.ahe case of the shell exploded in the face of the hosremen and, inthn instant, three of them, man and horse together, were little moreThan bloodied ruins that tumbled and somersaulted to the ground.

e mounts of those either side stumbled and fell, tossing their

riders, already dying from the overheated shell fragments that had

struck them.

bThe cavalry’s hosres were desensitised to the sounds of war,thut nunodethrcinlag cp aonuld had theyve k broekept the them cir gaallolm in thp, wheinn faiecde o anf sd ruceah ared in

halarm at the carnage, the men upon them no less stunned at whatad happened. Even those horsemen distant from where the

cannon had struck gaped in astonishment, then outrage, and pulledtheir horses up.

sThe cavalry’s charge was over, the lancers wheeled away to theDidurem or br haaltecedd in s himhoseclf ok. Un hnmois tanved at the destruction he had causedk’s turret as it turned upon the orks,aTbove him, delightedly hooting at the spectacle he had given them.hhey did not realise that that was just a taste of what was about toappen to them. Drum saw the rest of his command move into linebeside him, drawing into close range. He gave the signal and hista

ank rocked savagely as it and the other nine war engines of thehrem thouurmebd cedomp the canony firtrol foed. He did not war the voxit to see the results. Instead,

-amps upon his hull and called

out:‘O

Thn! On! On!’e amrouerd company struck the base of the hill and their tanksappe’ jaared to rear up like giant metal mounts in order to climb. Thorksvelins and other thrown weapons clattered harmlessly offethbeir thick armour. As soon as the tanks’ front ends landed, their

hattle cannon fired. At such short range, they could baerly miss andfiruge chunks were blown out of the ork warband. As the cannons

ed, the heavy bolters mounted in the tanks’ hulls opened up as

well, firing explosive bolts at the crumbling ork line. Surpisred by

these strange weapons, the orks followed their instincts ancharged at the tanks and struck them with their clubs and cledavers

.Twhe taarriornks tr drivippeedrs bae or wrlyer noticed the slight loss of grip as the ork

Their victory was alre ceadaught beneath their tracks.y, litearlly, crushing. But as the tanks

moved up, the legendary orkish endurance kicked in. Those who

appeared dead or crumpled into the earth began to pick themselvesup and try to jump on the tanks from behindfa. T. Che only’s force whcould take the crater, as well, was the inntryarson compaon

wyFas the closest and they hurried to keep in contact with the tanks.too ar a frell the dnzy, aendstruction caused, th so Carson’s mene su hadrv toivo tars wke thereem ma doddwnened near hadrly.

to‘On! On! On!’ Carson shouted to his men as they stumbled uwards the crater rim. He fired his pistol at one of the ork warrioprsclinging onto the outside of a Leman Russ and trying to batter its

way through the armour of its hull with a heavy stone. His shot hit

thde creature in its side, but it ignored it, entirely focused on the slightseenct it wond toas making in the ta aim and then incninker’s sateidde. Ca the sridson paused for a spe of its head with hislit nextsdishotrt. He cursed silently at his slip; he could not afford to be

acted now, here, in the middle of the fight. He had to get his

men throug‘Sh this first and then he could deal with Reeve.

tay in close, you dogs!’ Red lambasted the men again. Hfais

hce was more crimson than ever, having to both shout and run, butcoem hapad to kny dideep up with the charging tank beside them. The who. It was the only way this haphazard assault wouldle

succeed.

bCarson fired a shot, killed another enemy, then spun his pistolack into his holster. In battle, he tried to keep his hands free as

much as he could. It was an old habit, one he had picked up afterRbed had dragged him from that foxhole on Torrans in his veyr first

hattle. He was fast enough that, if he needed his gun, it would be intris grasp in an instant; but if he kept hold of it he thought like a

hooper again, worried only for his own position, concerned only forthis next shot. Without it, he could see the whole battle. Without it, heought like an officer. He had been a third lieutenant back on

Torarns, Red ae rgular sergeant. He could never have believed theywould survive this long.



thStanhope clambered up the slope, sweating like a pig. It was note exertion, it was far worse. He instinctively touched the hollowedout hilt of his swodr. He had discovered it was empty that morning.


frHe was out. He had thought back, trying to sift the real memoriesom the haze of the previous night, but he only checked it when heused it, and using it blotted out the memories before. That was thepoint of it after all, to dull the mind and live solely in thftee present.He struggled to piece it together. It had been ar Carson had

ceollapsed, he remembered that, and hee rmembered the

thxplanation as well. He remembered his hand going to the hiltthen… Had there only been one left then? Had he taken more in

jaose final few hours of the night? The tiny pocket in the lining of hishcket was empty as well, as was the cut in his cuffs. How could heave taken them all?

Whatever the cause was, he was stuck with the outcome fu

been long enough since any regiment had allowed him into. It hlladb

nattle, and now he was going in completely cold. The sweating wasjuot even the physical withdrawal; it was far too soon for that. It wasDst the knowledge that he would be without until they returned toova. ForgIt met the battle, that knowledge alone terifierd him enough.

ade everything harder. The slope was steeper, his lasgun

heavier, the fabric of his uniform rougher against his skin. The air bharder in his lungs, and when he blinked the lids scraped over hiteyesis.

thHe crested the hill and before him there lay the rok. He had seenloe images that Zdzisław had provided for them at the cost of his

to thve and his life, but plans and layouts were nothing in comparisonThe sight bteefore him.

e crar, which appeared a mere pockmark upon the surfaceof Tswaing from above, swept in a smooth curve a kilometre eitherDside of the impact point. At the centre itself, the orks had dug down.mrivasesivn bey Em pit, upentil, dror only knew whaigging deeper at imndp dulseeepe, thr, they had excavated aey had reached thedrok that had failed to brake in time. The dirt they shifted had beenhrigophped in a heap of spoil. That first heap had mounted higher and

er, and, a fos they had tunnelled deeper, they were forced to shiftthe spoil tour more mounds, one roughly in each direction ocompassf the

.

forTtrehe top of each moss. They were litteunredd had been made into a rudime with collections of crude log wntayallsr and

xenos icon-towers. There was little to dStaistinguish between them, but

nhope found his mind automatically supplying the objective

Ccodes that the colonel had assigned with his usual inimitable style:hadr and Drumhead, the two furthest forts on the far side ocf the

Erater; Bitteleraf, the largest spoil-heapig rht on the edge of the pit;sndive behind it, overlooking Bitterleaf’s right, and the closest andthmallest, to Bitterleaf’s left, appropriately labelled Aconr. It waserTeh that his company would attack.

at monring, while the beards cleared the final stretch of road

and the men sat idle, chatting over tanna, Stanhope had been oneof the senior officf thers who had s Stuffed themselves into the cram’scompartment oe commandalamander to hear Arbulasterpedplan of attackThe fortifica.tions on top of the spoil-heaps were the key to the

Rrok, he had said. If the 11th could take them and hold them, thenosa’s artillery could call down its barrages on any part of the craterwith pinpoint accuracy. C figonversely, if they weer not taken, the

regiment would have toht its way through the cluttered dir

of the ork settlement with its flanks constantly endangered. Tt pheathss

wpoil-forts had to be taken, sooner or later, and in his mind theretimas never any doubt that it must be sooner. He knew that by the

to de they crossed the fungus jungle they would have only half a dayefeat the rok’s defenders so utterly as to make counter-attacimk

possible. If they did not, then the regiment would have to endureyet ano

’sther night assault, and this one with the regiment right in theenemy heart.

It wAarbulaster’s plan, therefore, was straightforward, fast and brutal.that ws in thas whe bat Lest traditions oedbetter hadf the Br annouimncloedc ak Ds thragoons, or at lease details weret

unveiled.



Noon was long past, but the sun was still high in the sky. Nothhae od erkves inhr eveanbitin seeg the cn it. All thrater knew whaey knew wast the s that thun was. Noe thick clonet thaud of thetmpermanently over their heads sometimes filled with a grey light andsometimes didn’t. Theirs had been a chaotic morning. Thewarboss had led away two thousand of their warriors the day beforeto kill this new group of pink-skinned aliens who weer marchintowards their domain. The wabross had yet to return, though sogmoethf the warriors had reappeared. The warboss’s second had hadbuem brningro ligughht tht toat h him, and they told him oad sprung from the alief thnse a’ wttaallsck, o, thf the se scruamddeblenover the ditch that blocked their path and the death they found there,and finally the fire from the sky that had erupted all around them.

The warboss’s second was confused; the aliens still livfeed anthe warboss had not returned. This was not victory. Dea ndst wasotdomething that he understood. The Stone Smashas did not suffereefeat; defeat was what they inflicted on the other ork tribes that

Sked out a primitive existence beyond the carter. The Stonemashas knew only victoyr, which was why it was they whocontrolled the crater and the riches theyGiv had unearthed from the pit.en a day, the baser instincts of the warboss’s second wouldhave reasserted themselves. He would have realised that whsile athingle ork still lived there could be no defeat, only a continuation ofine fight. He would have realised that the warboss was dead, killedh the first Valkyrie attack upon the cannon, and would smack the

Seads of his challengers together, take control of the Stonedmashas and lead them against the aliens once more. Given aay. That day, however, was a luxury that Arbulaster did not allow.


Just as with their fellows who’d been surprised in the fungal

Implain, the first warning many of the orks had was theu rmble ofpeiarl engines. They stopped in the middle of their daily tasksand looked up to the crater rim and saw the outlines of the Brimlocktanks emerge over the crest.

TFor many armies, many species, that would have been the end.leheir units were dispersed across the crater and beyond. Their

Tader was missing and no one had stepped in to replace him.thhey were surprised, unprepared, and under attack by metal beastsat none of them had ever encountered before. Some armieswould have broken and run, others would have withdarwn to theirlast defences in confusion looking for their units, looking for theircommanders, looking for some kind of instruction. Orks being orksh,thoeirwever, to midst took hold o lead thef them, air wndea thepons, looked to the largest wn followed their instincts: thearyrior incharged.
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Chapter Sixteen



Impact Craetr, Tswaing, V 1oor pacification Stage 1

Day8



‘Ftoirst rank, fire! Seconda rn

 perfection from lo

k, fire!’ T

ng experience. C

he ordesr rolled out again, tim

arson’s men held a tight lin

ed

e,

eVach man no more than a pace away from his fellow beside him.

an Am and her Voorjer scouts did the same, tacking onto the end

of the line and picking their shots in their own time. The okrs hadlittle to th

Trow back at them and so there was no need to seek cover.ahe troopers knew it was far better to stay close to their comrades

firnd concentrate their fire. The tank beside them thundered as itined its main cannon. Down the slope, a knot of orks disappeared

 a bThloody cloud of spores kicked up by the shell’s explosion.

e cloud dispesred and the orks’ latest push against them

dissipated. Carson was not yet concerned. This first wave of tinyr,

Eagtag bands was little threat while his men held the crater rim.sloach one would emerge from the edge ope below, bellow, stomp and roar. Thef thn the seye wttleoumlden tryt o ton th climeb

tuup to rbeach their enemies and the Brimlock fire would send themmlinGg back down again.

radually, though, the orks were learning. The small groups

stopped trying to rush up the slope on their own. Instead they waitedfo

ar more and more of their fellows to join them before beginningasnother attack. Each assausault was stronger than thlt lee laft ost. Trk bodies in the dirt, yet eachat was the way it alwaysh was

with orks, Carson knew; if they did not win at once they simply woer

you down, keeping you under continual pressure, exhaustinga

finmmunition, fuel and men. All you could do was pray that when theiral assault came you still hf thad the strength to withstand

The shouts and calls oe orks echoed up to thld it.iers. Mor

we soeoarriors had filtered in from the rest of the settlement and they were

innctoe m thore psyching themselves up to throw themselves headlonge Brimlock guns. Then, from somewhere beside Carson, a

it wsingle v Poice began to sing. For once it was not Captain Durm, ratherfrasrivate Heal. He began to sing an ancient song of his home

om one,f d of thfiae fa-rflung continef onts of Bimrlock fa. It told of war, ofvictory, oence and death; ordinary mencing the

einxtrtoao thedrin searcoyn. Hed wal finhenish aneothd the firer voicst se rotasnze aa abond wve hisas abou:t to launch

‘Private Heal! Shut your gob, you appalling shocker! We fight in

silence until told otherwise. You understand me?’‘Y

‘Ses, colour!’hTheu mt it!’f Ben orimlock needed no war

-cries to scaer the enemy;

thney needed no shouted oaths to bolster their courage. They were

disot acipnimalinedls o siler xnenceos, p filth. Tunctuahetedy fo onugly bht as poy the crferissps coionmamlsa, innds of their

othfficers. When their wild and wailing foes charged they found

emselves facing a grey line as still as death, and that shook them

all the more.

As if in concurrence, another tank commander chanced a shot a

longt-hdistance into a cluster of orks, and their own belligerent

moinotinuteg trs manosreformed into cries of alarm. It would delay them a few.

LCarson looked behind him, down the slope they had climbed.aid out below he could see the shape of the attack forming. On the

column’s right, Brooce and Deverril’s companies weer embarked in

their Chimera transports and had turned sharply at the base ocf the

rrater. While the orks’ attention was focused on the troopers at theqim, thuarteers of the mechanised dragoon companies were flae way around the crater’s circumference innked almos order tot a

Astrike for Endive, hoping to catch it undefended. In the centre,Brittebulaster was massing there companies for the main attack on

rleaf. Fergus and Gomery’s companies were juf dst breakin

ranks to start their climb, clambering over the lines oe orkg

Dads thatcrum’s tanks had crushed. Ahead of them, Arbulaster had given

thommand of the main assault to Roussell, and Carson could seehise distinctive tr, leonine major struggling up the slope at the head of

Coops.arson mentally urged him on. The sooner he arrived to hold the

rim, the sooner Carson could redeploy to assault his company’s

ofebjective: Acorn. The sooner they could launch th faeir as Cwer orks they would have to deal with and thestersaarsult, theon could

cwapoutuldre it. T haveh toe fa purstesur Ce haisrson could capture Acorn, th other, personal, objectivee more time he

R.oussell finally approached the crest. He looked less than

Vcontent, and it was not merely physical exertion or the sight of theoorjer woman standing a few paces away from Casron that was

souring his mood. The colonel was takinglf to no chancesll’s wdogmatic major and had attached himse Rousseith the personal

squad for the assault upon Bitterleaf.

afteRr aoussell could not object – it wll – but all of the officer coprsas supposed to be an honour recognised it for what it was. A

thslap in the face. An indictment of his failure to lead during the raide nInight before. A removal from the decisionm-aking process.

 a way, this was exactly what Roussell had wished for; no


matter what transpired in the battle, no liability would be placed

ubpon him. The heroics of his early career would survive untarnishedy any reversal in this final battle, and if he survived, his place in thecolour-guard was secure. However, Carson could see that there

was just enough pride left in Roussell for him to resent h

relegationis.

aThe only resentment that Carson had felt as the colonelhnnounced that particular deployment this morning was that he’dad to hide his elation. Wheer the colonels went, so too did their

frcommissars. Later on, Carson wanted no one to recall any reactionom h‘Mim at the opportunity the colonel had given him to kill Reeve.

ajor,’ Carson announced briskly over the renewed sound oflas

-fire from his men.

mRoussell halted, out of breath and unable to speak as his menlieoved past him and into position. He glowered at the second

butenant standing in front of him, hands clasped calmly behind hisack‘I tr.

ansfer defence of this position to you, sir, as per the executionof the colon fuel’s ba. ‘Tttle-plan,’ Carson s.’aid, throwing in a saluteannoy himrtherhe crest is yousr to

loRoussell opened his mouth to speak, but whatever he said wasCst beneath another booming shot from the tank’s battle cannon.Aarson smiled thinly at Roussell’s frustration and then he and Vanbm turned sharply away. He saw that the ork attack had been

throken again. That was the shortest yet; obviously they had decidedat a frontal assault was not for them. Carson could see the

growing mass of orks still amongst the settlement buildingss

flatretching to either side as their instincts told them to strike theranceks. And on one of those flanks stood Acorn. Now it was to be a

‘C.ompany!’ he called. ‘Advance Quick! On me!’

Stanhope’s sweating had nothing to do with terror now, it was pureeRxertion. All his strength was focused on keeping his legs pumping.wighas tht fooe ot donlyw dirn, push upection tha, let maft footteret dod. Hwn, pe hausd ah uplrea. Udyp tig, uphte, upne. Td thhaetsNtrap on his sword belt to stop it flapping at his waist as he ran.ow he shouldeerd his gun so he could lean forwards andscrabble at the earth with his hands as well.The men around him were doing the same. They all knew thatstopeed was paramount. Less experienced men would have neededma be bke seullochwe and a ast asand wult. Thiphepseed by their sergeants to get them to, however, were veterans; theirstrergeants could save their breath. For all the bellyaching andbouble such veterans gave on- and off-duty, when it came to aattle, when the margin between life and death was a split secondhesitation or the waveinrg of a centimetre, their caution for their ownsuafety was as scant as a body’s concern at losing a few cells. Thesnit, thafest if it re platoon, the company, was eveyeached the summit of Acorn firrthingst. A, andn sd tho the ue tronit wopaerss allran as hard as they could. And Stanhope was amongst them.bThe battle cannon fired again behind them. Stanhope was toousy to duck, but the shells were fired high anyway, as high as thepossibly could be to avoid hitting the climbing troopers. They struckysthhe toarpepmost battlements, blowing apart a waned stakes and toppling one of the xell senosgm iconent of-shower of dirt and debris covered the leading infantry. Ttowershat wa. As tooclose, StanhopHe decided; that should be their last shot.e pushed on up, gaining a lead on the other troopers. A brokenstake-wall was in his path. Rlf uather than losing ground by trying to goaround, he pulled himsep through the hole the battle cannon hadm

Tade, past the corpses of the orks that had taken cover behind it.she tanks had reduced the defences on the nearest face of Acorn toOplinters, but their fire could not reach over the cuvre of the slope.hnce they reached the flat top of Acorn, it would be the men who’davTe to phush through the ork defenders, take the fort and hold it.e top of Acorn was only fe a few metres away now and Stanhopebroke his step to puf thll out hisll-cutter. He realis fired that he hacome to the head oe attack; he would be thest one over thdtoeonp. Fe wor a seheer hecond, his mind went back to a very different ba had given the orders, yet othesr had had to pttleayfie theld,pforice. But this was not Cawnplisore, and here no one had beenoh enough to look for his orders again. This would be anappropriate way to finally end it.

He took the final few steps and an ork warrior erupted fromhidden ground above, bellowing in his face. Stanhope had no thesbreath to reply in kind. Instead, his strength fed his fell-cutter. ItStawung to mnhope inestinet the ork’s cudgel, blockedctively jerked away as the it, a senved srelicd eendd rig of thht throughe ork’s.wheapon flew past his ear. Irritated, the ork punched out, its fist stillolding the stub of its cudgel.

The fist struck th fue sf Stanhope’s helmet. The ork hadnbeen able to get itsll wideeig oht behind it, but still it left his head’tnringing. He stepped back, found little purchase on the slope andfinearly stumbled. His guard was down and the ork readied for itshishing blow. Then it yelped in pain. A trooper beside Stanhopetrad spea hred it with his bayonet. The ork grabbed for the gun, but thethooperad already withdarwn the weapon and was stabbing intoe xenos’s face. The bayonet punched against the hard boneabove the ork’s nose and was deflected to the side into the eye-sbeocket. The point wyond before the treont thoperrou pugh thlled it oe ork’s red eye and into its brainStanhope saw the orke rel away, cut againlutching. its face. Someonesthhouted an order behind him and a well-aimed Voojerr bullet turnedhe other side of its face into a blackened mess. The trooper whoad come to his rescue turned back to him.


‘Find your bloody feet, trSoop!’ Blanks shouted in his face.

btanhope already had and, hauling the ork corpse aside, surged oneside him.Th

e volley from Van Am and her Voorjers, and Sergeant Booth

and third platoon, had cleared away the okrs lying in wait to sprinugwpon the climbing Guardsmen. Behind Stanhope, second platoonpas following in its path, while to his left Red was at the fore of firstClatoon, staving in the back of an injured ork’s head with ‘Oldontemptible’, as Carson’s pistols flashed in his hands, killing stillmore of the xenosSta.

nhope looked only ahead of him. Through the struts of the

icon-towers he saw the orks they had raced there boil up over thother side. Blanks paused, snape

-shooting and slicing through th

knee of one oeRed was sf thehoutinm, ag snd Sometathninhope took the lead againg about forming a firing. line, but it

was too late for Stanhope. He was already charging. His body washprisotesting at further ill-treatment, but his mind demanded more and muscles provided. He angled himself at the closest ork and

raised the fell-cutter, sfutill unbloodied, above his head. An ork a

speed was as powerl as a bull, but in its inexperience it htead

haxpended its ed little left ton givergy hurrying up the backside of Acorn and found ite.

StaIt drew back its cleaver, telegraphing its downward swing.nhope brought the fell-cutter down, not forwards but backwards,sblopinning it around like a windmill’s sails. He sidestepped the ork’s

w and brought the heavy blade up in an uppercut against its

undefended belly. The ork arched its body back and Stanhope’sb

anladd se clicut thed itsrough air until it c face in two. Staanhughopt the ue shonduldeerrside of the ork’s chin-ork and knocked it to thcharged the flailing

Ae ground.bll around him, the lines of geren and grey were colliding, the

Bellowing ork warriors swinging their weapons and the silentrimlocks firing their rifles at point-blank range, before lunging in

with their bayonets. Even though the Imperium had arms that couldditsev eastaxhauteste continents, its vd soldiers graicpptolinry here would once again be gained by

Lasg toe to toe with its foes.-fell sshots, bayonets and cleavers struck home, and as the orks

o did men, as the luck of twenty-thyear veterans finally desertedem. The rest fought on, knowing flight to be more deadly than

combat, clustering in small groups of men who weer closer than

brothers. Zezé impaled an ork with a thrust, but it just reached out,g

aripping the barrel, and ripped the blade clear. Repton came inarlomnpgsidit, hoe aldinnd pg it slunged his own weapon intoteady like a fish on a hook fo its nr onow ee crxiticposeal mdomentso that Heal’s shot blew straight through its head. While another

wkicarrior was distracted tryking to grab the elusive Mouse, Forjaz

ed out its knee, stunned it with a second blow as it stumbled

and,S opened it up for Mouse to get the kill.tanhope swung again at the warriors who opposed him; heavyc,suuttinfficeg sd towings that severed heads and lim mislead many of his tough, yet inbsex. Tpeherie sncmalleed ost trppoicnkesnts

,and those who worked past his guadr encountered Blanks by his

side, striking throats, eyes and tendons, deadlier even with his

small blade than StanhopSe was with his sword.

uddenly fir, a volley of las-shots cut across fle the melee. Firsplatoon wasing. Fragmentation grenadesw ovehreadt

e,foxploding amongst the orks. The surprised ork warriors reeled bacr ak

S fetanw mhopoem thenrusts tot his co sunwoterdr this dow nnew th to finisreah ot.ff the ork at his feet

and nearly collapsed. It had been less than a minute since he hadcrossed over the top of Acorn, yet alreadylf b he felt the fury of the initialassaulf olt had dissipated. He caught hfuimseefore fr he fell and whimsen, but this time his body resed, wastedom the apaillethydand abuse he had inAflicted upon himself over the years.

ths his strength went, another part of his mind took hold. It washime officer he had suppressed for three years. The officer scolded

 worse than Blanks had done. It ranted at him for leading suchan unsupported charge. The excuse that he had not given anyone

orders rang hollow in his head; he had led and they had followed.

They were his responsibility whether he acknowledged it or not, andhfoe’d had to be saved again. Red and first platoon were pushing

withrwards, Forjaz was trying to haul second platoon back to link u them and form a single line that could repel the stream of thpe

orks that weer still climbing. That should be you, the officer in his

dmind berated him. It should be you pulling them back into orderressing the line, detaching a force to flank,…

That thought caught in his head, and he was struck by a horrib

slevuspicion. A suspicion confirmed when, beneath the sounds of thesoolley fire from first and now second platoons, he heard neunds of combat from the right. He stumbled over and thuwmped

agt foainst a log barricade for suppot. Brooth and third platoon were

Innollowing directly behind; Carson had thought of everything.stead, they were climbing around the summit of Acorn, aiming tostrike at the vulnerable flank of climbing orks and pervent themreinforcing the top

.

thThe success of Stanhope’s wild chagre, however, had pushedtoe o trrks back too quickly. They too were skirting around the summit

y and sburround the platoons on the top. Now one of those forceswas aout to slam straight into Booth and third platoon

.

frBooth, a gerat moustachioed sergeant, with an attitude chiselledom thf the same block as Red, led from the front and so was the firsone oird platoon to see the danger. He acted at once. He knewtth

sloapt, we bitheh hinis md himen undeployed, strung ou, they would come off wot in crseo oluncmen, c thelutc orkhing tos got thewithin reach. He abandoned his attack and odrered his men to

climb up, straight up, to the comparative safety of the other platoons


at the top. The orks saw their enemy break and run and climbed

laafter them, only for their leader toe rel back, flesh blackened froms-fire. The orks looked in thSe direction of the shots to see

erg‘Yeant Booth balanced coolly on the slope, lasgun in hand.

ou greenskins keep your hands off my lads,’ he muttered andfir

troed again as the orks turned their attention from the fleopers and directed it seingOn top of Acorn, Stanhoolepely p at hounimd.ed back to second platoon

where the distinctive shape of an ogryn carrying an autocannon was

crouchingG. ‘Gardner!’ he ordered. ‘Redeploy!’

ardner glanced at him, confused, but did not release the

trig‘Rger.edeploy, corporal!’ Stanhope demanded. Gardner shook h

head as though he couldn’t his‘Hold the line!’ The shout ceaamr.e from Forjaz, who was striding

over.

bStanhope had no time to argue. The instant the autocannonurst finished he smacked Frn’k on the side of the head. ‘Trouble

we move! Quick march!’ Stanhope shouted,.

Frn’k, half-deafened by the fire over his head, felt the blow, m

oadeGut the words and responded as his brother had trained him.

thardner yelped as Frn’k heaved him and the hot autocannon intohe air, but the ogryn had already spotted Stanhope pointing where

e sGhould go.

ardner swore blue murder for the few seconds that he was

carried along, but as soon as Frn’k deposited him where Stanhope

had indicated he saw what the major wanted from him. The orks

bclimbing after third platoon did not know what an autocannon was,anut thd perey lesseardne thd qe truiciggkely ar. Ts Ghea orrdksne hr sadig nhteo cod dveorw ann thd ne sowteehep ser tolop reun

,

and Gardner blew them off the slope without hesitation,

methodically cutting across them, adjusting his aim as he fired to

catch them all.

The men of third platoon raised a ragged cheer as they saw the

cAarnage Gardner created and they climbed up to fomr behind him.

Boll bothut a group o’s bodyf four of them, who started climbing down to recover‘Third.

 platoon,’ Stanhope ordered. ‘Form on me!’

‘F‘Third platoon!’,’ Carson countemranded, as he approached.orm on me

The troopers of third platoon knew who their true commander

was and looked to Casron for orders.

rattle‘Fod omr linut aend here! Fire in your own tim third platoon obeyed. ‘Gae! Prdnuersh ’em back! Redeploy!’ h!’ Caerson

continued, and Stanhope watched as, with first and second

platoizons advancing over the summit, Carson led third platoon tosee the far side of the top of Acorn and cast the orks down

.

Less than a fir minute after they had taken it, Gf thadrner was pourin

autocannone straight down the throats oe orks still trying tog

preinforce the annihilated defenders at the top. First and secondthlatoons took up supporting positions, and Carson voxed and ran

e company’s pennant up the side of an orkish icon-tower. The

message went back. Acorn was taken. The main attack could begin.


[image: img]
Chapter Seventeen



The sounds of the regiment’s main column starting to move into theedges of the settlement towards Bitterleaf echoed up to Carson onA

Scorn, but he did not have time yet to focus on that battle. He’d seenetanhope staring at him as well, but he didn’t have time for himbither. Instead, he was on the vox, ordering his suppot wreapons toe bArought up and his wounded and dead taken down.nother benefit of attacking first was that the medicae werestanding idle until your wounded came in. They got the best carethey could out in a place such as this. A shame it wouldne’t begnough for Booth. Carson hadn’t been able to spare more than anlance at the body, but even from that he could see that Booth hadloot died easily. Blessed Marguerite, let Booth and the others he hadhst in taking Acorn be the last he should ever lose. At least Boothad no family back at Dova that would need to be told. Carsonwasn’t sure how he could face Forjaz’s wife and children if he died.

He told himself that they were not a factor in the decision he’dmkade. Why he was going to take Red with him and not Forjaz. He’dcnouowldn R remed thembe loer, hngese hat, hd aad fought beside h level of trust with Rim med thoreat h time des than heidn’tshare with any other under his command. Still, it made it damnconvenienAt tht why Forjaz should be the one left behind.at moment, the husband and father himself appeared andrep‘Aorted in.ll the men aer digging in, sir. The Voojerr lot as well,’ he said.‘The ’skins won’t shove us off.’ab‘Gouot?od’. Well done, sergeant. Now, you know what Red and I are‘Yes, sir. No problem with it at all, sir,’ Forjaz carried on,unbidden.‘Thank you,’ Cars. If Ron replied. ‘Command of the company is yourthen until we returnosa brings his mortars up here, make roomsfohr them, but if he tries to bring a Griffon tell him that it’ll have to beEis mspeceian to slly nhot Gove it uardnper h. Yeroeu. D unonde’t tarstake and?ny’one off the defences.

‘Y‘Des, sir.’

‘I uon’t even let him out of your sight.’nderstand, sir.’ And he did. This wasn’t the first time they’dhad to do this after all. ‘And what about the major, sir?’

‘What about him?’‘If you want me to look after him

–’ Forjaz began, thhis voice unmistakeable. Carson cut him off.e dark intent in‘T‘That will not be necessayr, segreant,’ Carson said formally.dhis is our last time, the last time for the whole regiment. We’veone our job today. We’re done and he’s done. He’s no danger tous. Leave him be.’‘And if he tries giving orders again?’doe‘Tshe mn’t seen ke usnow who to follow, sergean leave.’t, just make sure he

RCarson left Forjaz to engage the major while he went off to meeted. There was small chance that Stanhope wouldn’t notice hisabsence eventually, but he would not be able to prove anything. And,as sharp as he appeared today, everyone knew that his word counot be taken seriously. He could safely ignore himld

.O

‘Lne person he could not ignore, however, blocked his path.‘Hieutenant,’ she said.

‘Wolder,’ he replied.‘Rhere are you going?’ she asked.econnoitre. I’m taking a small squad out of the fort. Vital part ofa staCtic defence.’arson watched her reaction. She let a half-smile play on herwlips toas on sh thoeirw th sidat se, ahe wfter aasnll.’t fooled; but then, Carson reasoned, she

C‘Good hunting,’ was all she said, and let him go.arson stepped beyond the battlements on the quiet south sideof Acorn. Red was already waiting for him there in the shadow of asta‘Yke-wall.ou have it?’ Carson asked

.

R‘Yed held it upy. problems with Mouse?’

Roedu h’sa grve aimn features turned even grimmer at the mention of thecomp‘Hanyid rogue.

Ce sa it cost him more money than expected, sah.’arson was not bothf pered. ‘I’ll settle up with him tonighand then saw a trace oride emerge in his colourt,’ he said,

-sergeant.

C‘I may have dissuaded him already, sah.’aarson did not want to ask, and so didn’t. He inclined his headtond the two of them started down Acorn and on their circular pathwards Bitteleraf.

The fir

Acorn. Bst assault on Bitterleaf began within half an hour of the fall ofmultipley th mecat timhanice, Bal brooce on the far righreakdowns amongt wast hs ais Chlready reportinimeras with agresulting delay of the attack on Endive. Drum’s tanks were sufferinas well, and only two-thirds of armoured compgleany were ultimately toad the drive and clear the way through the settlement.

The ramshackle ork b fuuildings, constructed from a mix of wmud and the moerig ridngi, proved little obstacle to tanksood,,


however; they simply flattened and outright demolished whatever

was in their path. The warriors of the Stone Smashas who were stillmilling in the settlement had nothing to oppose them and so couldonly hammer on the tanks’ hulls as they drove past. On those few

occasions that tanks became wedged, the Stone Smashaes

bmerged from the sides with heavy hammers and picks to try anddraosh thve theemm o opff faen, but Rousser enough for thll’s ine vefahicntrleys fo’ blloattlewing close behin cannons andd

close-quarter weaponry to be effective.

failinAs the individual Stone Smasha bands found their instinctsg them, they looked for direction, and flocked to Bitterleaf wherethey saw the banner of the warbos fins flying. The warboss, of coursewas not there, but his second hadally decided to seiz,leadership of the tribe and had chosen to make his staned there.

thAs it happened, there was more to Bitterleaf than it merely beingthe largest of the spoil-heaps. The Stone Smashas, in excavatingMe rok, had discovered huge cannons embedded on its surface.ost of these had been destroyed on impact, but a few of the

smallest o firnes still appeared fo opeartional.Whenst they had beenund, none of the orks had known

cwhat they were. Most ignored them or tried to break them down tothreate more of the metal weapons that gave the Stone Smashas

foe edge over theiriv rals. Some, however, didn’t. In the days thatthllowed, these orks drifted towadrs the cannon, obsessed with

left them to a fanatical degree. The other orks ignored them mostly, butem food so that they could continue to tinker. The watershed

day came when one of them, having been drawn deep inside ther

thok, ee nemareergst ced with a laannon’sr bage hunk orf metal which it proceeded to put inThe resulting explosionrel before pulling a lever wiped out the ork and a it hll thad fooseu wndho. hadcrowded around him, but it fired the interest of a legion more who

sought to be able to repeat such explosions and direct them

against the enemy.

The smallest of these cannons to be recovered from the rok

became known as the mega-bombard. It wdas light enough to be

orthagerge tribd wesith th that oe Stone Smasha wapposed them. Ther oriors to other threbelite werate any ore lagrerf the and sowere left on Bitterleaf to deter any from trying to take the valuable

crater from its rThightful owners.

e strangefeness of their shapes, mixed in amongst the icontowers and dences on Bitterleaf, along with the incongurity of suchosavages having such a level of technology, caused the Brimlockmfficisiders poring over the recording from Zdzisław’s Valkyrie toentify them, believing them to be makeshift cranes or

counterweights used in digging out the pit.

hithAnd so when the tanks of the armoured company, who haderto been invulnerable to the primitive ork weapons, saw the firstone fire at them as they approached Bitterleaf they were, somewhaundesrtandably, surprisedt

.



‘Blessed Mother Marglauerite!’ Drum exclaimed, breaking off his

btest rendition. The mega-cannon shot appeared like a meteoriteurning through the atmosphere towards them. It struck shor

ploughing through a line of ork hovels before finally coming tot, rDest.arum watched the dwellings catch fire. He had two choices:thdveirance and gamble that his tanks could destroy that cannon w own, or retreat and gamble that they could escape its rangeithadiand keepl to their hides. He activated his vehicle’s vox and screwed the

‘M transmit to his company.en of steel, slow and fire! Okr guns are only good for grabbin

our attention,’ he signed off with a smirk. If there was just a singlegsgun, his tanks could take it, if thhell and blow it up first!e orks themselves didn’t drop a

StoBut befoer the armoured company could respond, thee rst of thene Smasha’s battery had their say. The second megac-annonfir

higed from amonghst the structures on Bitterleaf, sending its shot and scattering a squad of Roussell’s company following up

behind. The third one’s, through fluke or skill, struck just in front of tharmoured company line. The tanks were driving close together soetaas to clear the path and so, as the shot barerlled into the left-mostbnk, it clipped its neighbour as well. The stricken tank was crushedyT the firebahll, whilst the other blew off its tread and ground to a halt.e remainder of the tanks fired their turret-weapons, the shotsgrouped around the site of the first mega-cannon. The shells flewtrue, but impacted again

f Bst the maf.ze of scaffolding and otherconstructs on the top oitterlea

mDrum had seen enough. He did not care how the orks hadscranatcagedhing it, b theu et he hnemya. Hd loe flicst a third of his active force without

‘Aked the vox on again.rmoured company, turnabout and retreat! Repeat, turnabout

and retreat!’

‘C‘Scratch that order,’ the colonel’s voice crackled over the vox.aptain Drum, your company is to reverse only. All armoured unitsa

backnowledge. Reverse only. Doncks.’’t let these xenos filth see yourDrum twisted the vox to the private channel as he heard his tankcommanders acknowledg‘Ce the colonel’s odrers.’

‘I colonel, if we only reverse we’ll be as slow as–omprehend the difference, captain,’ Arbulastere rplief ind. ‘Do

recall that I am out here as well. I have three companies ofantr

htery-aere who aer all now sprinting for their lives. The orks will coun

Attackcnok nowlew thedged?y s’ee us retreating and we cannot abandon them.‘A

cknowledged, sir,’ Drum agreed and turned his battle-hymn

vkox-amplifiers to maximum in the hopes that the noise itself wouldeep the orks at bay.


‘The armour, sah. It’s r

h‘Wunchh

etreating,’ Red called.

a

ed

t? in’ C tharson replie

e lee of a

d and leaned up to s

n ork hut, covered b th

ee. They w

ye shad

ere both

ow of another

iconto-wer beafuring a leering orkish glyph. They’d spent twenminutes carelly working their way across the settlement, hidtyin

agsnd scurrying through cover, to reach close enough to Bitteleraf’s

palopsse to bengee rrse, aandyd n whowen A therbulaster’s Salamander disgorged itsR whole damn focre was in retreat!

ed knew the obvious course of action – retreat with the rest ofth

them – but he could also see that certain mood in the lieutenant:at strange determination which had destroyed his career and

threatened his life over the years.

bac‘Wk he cerae, Rn’t keep going back and forth, wed. The colonel will be’ll be spotted. They’ll beAs would the orks, Red knewe back here.’

.



The ork

they wous clda

me, as bo

. They had fath thllene c bolo

nel afon

ack berd the ce the taonlou

r’ ir-

kse

rgeant knew

sradvance and now emerged from the sidesesistible

-tr

to snap at their heels. The heavy bolters affixeeedts ar to thoeund Bitte tanks’ hurlellsaf

opened up, firing their explosive bolt shells into the most

etonth kusiastic of their pursuers, whilst the tanks’ turret guns swivelled

eep pelting Bitterleaf.

Their slow speed allowed their gunners to place their sho

carefully, but unfortunately the same was true for the orks mantsninthe megacg

-a

cnnon. Most shots still flew wild, but a few landed toovlose. With shells of such size, even a near miss could cripple a

itsehicle and two more tanks were disabled, one even knocked ontoth side by the force of the explosion. Both tanks were abandoned b

eiryT chrews before their pursuers ovewrhelmed them.

e second mega-cannon demonstrated the dangerous temper

of such war machines when operated by creatures working on

dprogrammed instinct rather than knowledge. An ill-handled shellceratoternated as in the sid it we oent into the weapon’s barrel and made a nef the spoil-fort. The third megaw

-

dcannon porvedeadly, h however. Another tank had swerved beside the one the

cannonad immobilised with its first shot in order to rescue its

crew. The mega-cannon’s operators barely nudged it a fraction of a

degree and fired again. The hapless crew running to safetys

nouddenly dived away as the shot escape as the massive shell st imtrpucactek thed, bum dt the readoescuers could-nof Drum’s battle. The sound

-hymns cut off as he and his crew were obliterated.



Arbulaster saw the icon representing Dr Sum’s tank flash a fenout on the hologram display inside thealamander. Helt Rd fade’seevgeoaze bore into him from where the commissar sat, on the other sideaf the cnd spaeebin. He resisted the urge to order the driver to tund away. He could do nothing that smacked of corawabrdoutice

,otor even of hesitation. Reeve was looking for an excuse, any excuse, p‘Arove that Abrulaster had failed.n unidentified threat.’ Arbulaster addressed his words to noone in particular, but they were meant for Reeve to hear. ‘A minorset-back only. We w

He opened a newill s vowxliniftly counter.’-e‘Here, colonel.’ Even over th. ‘Mea vojoxr R, it sosoua, andcedknowledge as though.’ therotund majo‘Dr was unwrapping another ration bar.o you have your firing solution?’‘W

‘Ke aer offering it to the cogitator-spirits now, colonel.’eep this channel open. Confirm when ready to fire.’

‘Acknowledged,’ Rosa replied.doIt wwno at thuld take Rosa a minute or so to ce hologram. The three infantryo confirm. Arbulaster lookempanies were out of thdeconfines of the settlement, out of immediate danger. The armouredcompany had chewed up the orks that had tried to counter-attackb,ut at a cost. Only one tank was still functional. Of thee rst, all buttwo could be recovered and repaired, but for the objective of thepeush on Bitterleaf the armoured company was operationallythliminat ridicated. Aulousbru sklausll-teror gbelanc he wed at Reeve, soer, no longeittinr eg cvean lolmoklyin, drges at thsed inedmap between them but looking only at him. He’d already made hisecision, Arbulaster realised. Reeve was going to kill him. He wasgoin‘Fg to kill him today.ire ready, colonel,’ Major Rosa’s voice crackled back over thvoxe.taAbrulaster stepped out of the dakr interior of the Salamander,thkising th ine vox handset, and onto the open deck. He wanted to see

‘F person.Mire. Fire!’ajor Rosa relayed the command to his Griffons, self-propelledheavy mortars with short, snub bafficrrels large enough for a man todown them, and in each one the oer in charge gave the odrer to fitfire

.bAbrulaster peered hard at the Griffons on the cerst of the craterbehind him. He did not expect to see much evidence of their firing,ut hoped to see something just the same. The tell-tale smudge ofsmoke above each one was enough to inform him that their barragewas underway. He tunred ro found to Bitteleraf, c flyounting down thseconds he had estimatedr the rounds to up, turn over anecdbome crashing back down. He reached zero and a series of small,Gut vriffoisnsible detonations wracked the top of Bitterlea the crews would be watching for their strikef. In, msidake theing minuteadjustments before beginning their well-drilled routines to reloadand fire, rBeload and fire, as fast as humanly possible.eyond Bitterleaf, Arbulaster fancied he started to see tinystrands of light on Endive. He went back inside the Salamander and


Bconfirmed that Brooce and Deverril were finally assaulting that fort.Trooce reported in that their opposition, as anticipated, was ligleht.Ahe bulk of the orks had bunched around Bitterleaf and Bitteraf,rbulaster reflected, was about to have the sky fall down upon it.

The motahrr rounds fell upon the spoil-fort without respite. For a fullicalf-hour, Carson and Red watched from their hiding place in theon-tower where they had gone to ground. They said little to onehanother; Red knew thadt the lieutenant did not need reminding ofow expose they were.

They weer hundreds of metres ahead of the Brimlock line andjukst as likely to be struck by their own side as the enemy, as no onelanew they were there. Carson held the rsrifle, and certainly not of Brimlock desifle cignlo. Hese c. It woulda ns not uot ase a las-weapon to kill Reeve: the effect would be unmistakable and worse,sharp ey thes would spisot his position. So Carson had asked Mouse toprocure, and Mouse had acquired it from one of the Voorjerscouts, no questions asked

.mHad the Voorjer known what Carson intended to do with it, hehay have been more cautious, for Carson was going to implicateCim and his comrades in the death of an Imperial commissar. Butinarson knew that Arbulaster had no love for Reeve and would notvestigate too thoroughly. He hadn’t for Blunder after all. All heneeded was a convincing story as to why a Voorjer bullet might havestruck Reeve, and Van Am had, unsuspectingly, given it straight tohtoim. These were the same rifles that the first expedition had carriedalr the readoy ck aapntud hredad b seveeen loral Vsoot thjererr re. Uiflesnlik, aend the tha last wguounsld b, thee s otorkyrs hadenougThh.e two of them watched the remaining mega-cannons as thewere abandoned by their crews and then destroyed by the mortaryroufends. The first toppled over forwards, ploughing through thdences in front of it before it crashed to a halt at the bottomes of theapoil-heap. The second’s ammunition detonated, scything the aerabraould pnd it catch alear of all other structures ands the only evidence of its exis lifeten, leceaving a scorched

.firBitterleaf was ready for a second assault, but still the Griffonsed, adjusting their aim to a target behind the fort where the orksmust have believed th Geyiffo were safe. Ledbe firtter’s cavalry haappeared just as therns began theiring, but they hadd heldthaemselves apart from the rest of the regiment, refusing topcoksitionowledge any orders they were sent or budge from thenir

.dAs the full hour approached, Carson was suddenly struck byhoubt. What was the colonel doing? The light was already dimming;e had to advance. He had to take Bitterleaf and then thee rst of thecrater before night fell.inWhat the colonel was doing was waiting for the orks’ naturalBittestincts to rrleaf wasesurface. They had been forced from Acorn and Endive no longer defensible, and they had lost their mega,

-cCannon. Other races would have withdrawn to their final bastions atBhard and Drumhead, held there, and used the night to slip away.ut okrs were not like other races. When no other optionspresented themselves, orks, being okrs, simply charged.finThis was the Stone Smashas’ last gasp. Their leaders hadall inally mato thershalled a fight. Thell th greeen forces they could and were throwing the tide poured from the pit behind Bitterlemaf,growingtte as it spread, and absorbed the smaller warbands that hadthscaerd throughout the settlement. It emerged as one giant pincere orks avoiding th, fae flattened trail left by the armoured companand advancing asr as they could using the settlement for coveyr.

EOn the Bimrlock right, the orks ignored the troops quietly holdinghndive in favour of the large mass of enemy deployed in front of theinafated Griffons. Abrulaster saw the threat and formed up four of hisntry companies. On the Bimrlock left, the orks would have to runstraight past the defences on Acorn and so he allocated only asingle company, Gomery’s, and also, puzzlingly, himself to defendtha‘Wt flank.hat in damnation’s name?’ Carson exclaimed as he saw thecAommand Salamander lead Gomery’s company into the shadow oftoco turn. He and Red desperately shuffled around in their hiding place‘Drn their firing position around.

Ino you still have the range?’ Red asked. all honesty, Carson didn’t know. He looked down the sighrecat,‘I blibrating for th,’ he distanc fine.elieve I cane sally, slowly shifting to coverSaid thegalamander’s advance. That was true; he could make the shot,toivoken enough tim Gadrner to reea. Tlisehe time h the goelde hnad op, thpoortuugh, was only as long as itnity Arbulaster wasoffering him.



Gardner pulled the trigger and his target blew back, knocking downits fe

Acornllo anw wd, foarriors climbing behind. The or the second time that day therks’ pincer focused first o orks tried to scale an

contested slope. Carson’s men hade rsponded with full force,

cutting down the first wave with ease. Now the second had to

clamber over their dying fellows. They bellowed their defiance to no

avail. For all their detemrination, th fireir savagery, they simpnot scale the slope with suchepower ranged against thlyem could

.

‘Trouble! Feed me!’ Gardner bellowed over the cannon-fire. Thec

Ghange in sound of the ammunition feeding in from its can toldardner he was running‘G low.

arb another can!’ he yelled and the ogyrn obediently turned

around to pick up another. Gardner squeezed off another few

rounds and then released the trigger to give the cannon a few

moments to cool.


inThe light was fading fast and the shapes of the orks werethcreasingly indistinct against the chunred up fungus that covered

the crate’sr floor. Gardner saw Gomery’s company coming arounde base of Acorn, ready to deliver the final blow and roll the orks

back for good. Gardner watched as the captain unslung his pack

aand removed Mister Emmett. Gomery held the ball out from his bodythnd loen hookofeed up, judging the distance. He took three quick steps and it high into the air. The small ball with a crude faced

painted on wen‘Bt flying into the okrish horde.ully!’ he shouted to his men. ‘Get after him! Points for the first

man to touch him down!’

His men c finheered and advanced behinf thd their captain. Onef of

them wouldd Mister Emmett, one oem always did. All oG

pomery’s men knew he was mad; he was still team captain,mlaayind og gfficeames back at schola. They had learned, thoughr who looked after them as his team, that a

thmates was far betteran any sane one who treated them as so much human

ammunition, so at times such as these they allowed his madness

to infect them all.Fnr’k, with the care of a conscientious child, placed the new can

btheside the autocannon. Gardner got ready to fire off the last burst of

Ge old can, when his attention was distracted. Advancing alongsidebomery’s men was Arbulaste’sr Salamander, and inside it would

e the colonel, and beside him would be Reeve.



‘He’s seen them, sathh,’ Red reported as he watched Gardner

cormough his momand squanod wcular. Carson cursed silently again. Aas still inside their Salamander; he crbulasterould see’s

nothing of Reeve at all.

‘Take us up as close as you can, Parker,’ Arbulaster ordered the

doriver. The hull-gunner was already firing his heavy bolter into the

cromk linepas. Tny, whhe dichriver came to a h was still advanacinlt og qn the near side of Gomeuickly. Arbulaster checkery’sd his

pisto‘Al and power sword and made to exit.

intore you egerssing?’ Reeve queried. His voice carried no‘Onation, bf cut Arbulaster sensed a note of fear undenreath.

ourse, commissar,’ Abrulaster replied. ‘We leave countingc

officartons to thers shoue sld letaff oadffic froemrs at Crusade Command. Regimental-leve the front. Guard doctrine, is it not?’l

‘W‘It is,’ Rill yeevee rplied, but Arbulaster would not let it go at that.ou be remaining within the Salamander?’ he asked, all

polite‘I wneill nss.ot,’ Reeve said and gathered himself to leave

.

S‘Veyr good’s,’ Arbulaster replied. He clim fralamander cabin and jumped downobmed out of th its taoaerd. He did nsilbot

tohookw it, b his firsut inside he was as sick now as he had been when ht command. There was nothing more he could do execept

rely on others. He glanced at Carson’s company firing from the

slope of Acorn; they had the perfect angle on his squad, he could

give them no better opportunity. Now all he could do was get out oftheir

‘F way.orward!’ he cried, and ran as hard as he could.



Thisrest o

 wf has it, Cisarson knew, as he saw first the colonel and then thefla command squad pile out of the Salamander. He saw ash of a bone-covered cloak and tried to track it, but Reeve hadalready landed on the other side of the vehicle. His shot wablockeds

.

Gardner watched Reeve stand upth after his landing. He was rightjuere in front of him. All he had to do was move his gun a fractionst a few centimetres and he would have his brother’s killer in his,sights

.e‘Trouble! Another can!’ Frn’k had been idolising the commissarwver since he’d given him that commendation, and Gardner did noant ht

Fim to see this.nr’k was confused and held up the can he already had.d‘Another one! Get another one!’ Gardner odrered and the ogrynutifully turned around to pick up another. Reeve was striding awanow, going after the colonel’s command squad, which had surgeyadthhead after Gomery. Gardner fired off three rounds at the orks andceenntim, noetrt daesring even to blink, slid his aim those vital few.



SCarson saw Reeve’s peaked c foap appear over the tracks of thalamander. He was comingrwards. Another second and hewethould have him. Another second. Then Carson’s vision blurred asCae Srsoalan nmuadgnder accelerated away. Reeve was completely exposeded his sight back a fraction and pulled the trigger.

.



Gardner pulled the trigger.



Alon

oinn th

gside Gomery’s company, Arbulaster suddenly heard a voice

e

 relief.

 vox-channel blare with news that almost made him collapse

‘The commissar is down!’

It was Ledbetter. His cavalry had finally decided to intervene annd

faow weer galloping around the side of Acorn to where Reeve hadallen. Arbulaster fired another couple of shots at the beaten orks

idnd looked back. It took him a few seconds in the poor light toentify the crumpled stormcoat on the ground.

tailbHe flagged down the Salamander and climbed onto theoard. ‘Parker! We have to go back for the commissar. Make

certain he’s retrieved.’ And if he was still living, Arbulaster addementally, make certain he wasn’t for much longerd

.


‘Good shot, sCah. You hit him!’ Red shouted.

arson’s breath was caught in his lungs. ‘No, I didn’t.’

He had not seen his shot impact, but a lifetime of marksmansh

told Carson he had missedip.

one‘Ble sidsese and Md thargueen turrite,’ he whispered, toning to Redssing the Voorjer rifle to.

kitte‘It’s nearly dark enough now. Let’s get back before Fojarz hasns.’

I’ve hit hitsim, Gardner thought as he saw the coat collapse in onbelf. I’ve done it. The words were all that ran through his mind. Histhodytr retained enough sense to push the autocannon back towardsbe reeating orks and then he felt the familiar large presenceeside him.‘’Nuvver can?’ Frn’k asked and laid the second can down bthe first.esideb‘Reload,’ Gardner said, and realised his voice was breakingloecause his mouth was so dry. He licked his lips. ‘Reload!’ he saidthuder, and he reached to release the empty can while Frn’k helde nGew one in place.ardner let his hands work automatically. He had never thoughtabout what he would do afterwards. Some vestigial belief-form hadled him to expect that the Empeorr’s retribution for assaulting one ofhhis servants would be instant. That the clouds would roll back andnoe would be scourged from the earth as a traitor. Had anyone eventic

Thed?e colonel certainly had, Gardner saw as he triggered the

Aautocannon at the orks once moer. His Salamander was returning,rbulaster standing on the tailboard, but before he arrived the fallencoat was surrounded by horses. Ledbetter’s cavalry. Gardner

Lwatched as the colonel disembarked and marched up to them.bedbetter trotted out to meet him and a furious agrument erupted

Retween them. Meanwhile, his cavalrymen were carefully liftingLeeve’s form up, ready to lay it out over one of their saddles.edbetter turned his horse from the colonel and, at an order, thecavalry trotted away, leaving Arbulaster alone and infuriated even asall aorund him his forces won his final victory.
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Chapter Eighteen



Objective Bitterleaf, TSswaing, Voor pacification

tage 1 Day 18

Cfrolonel Arbulaster stood on the Salamander’s hull aom the top of Bitterleaf. It was fully dark now, but thnd looked outthe crater wasdeirs. The last spoil-fort had been captured and his men weerragging the ork bodies into piles to burn.

It was another victory, it was to be his last victory. He should havbetimeen proud, triumphant, perhaps even a little saddened that hisme leading the regiment was nealyr at an end. That was what thehen expected, and so that was the show he was putting on. In truth,ine felt nothing like. His head was stuffed, his blood was poundingth his ears, he couldn’t breathe and he could barely see. A singleought echoed in his head: get away. Get away from the battlefield,get out of the crater, get back to Dova.

LReeve had been dealt with, but that damnable pious fooltredbetter had taken him away. A load of nonsense about having noLust in his command, some rot that he had ordered Drum to fire onbedbetter’s cavalry so as to stop them charging. The vox recordsthore him out, of course, but one could never convince the fanatics ine cavalry of anything they did not wish to believe. Ledbetter feltaggrieved, and when he saw Reeve fall, his mind concocted allseorts of conspiracies, so much so that he had removed his mentontir treaely from the Brimlock camp and trusted only his own medicat Reevee

.

HAnd that was how Arbulaster had learned that Reeve still lived.e was wounded, of course, perhaps mortally. Arbulaster hopedso, for short of leading a direct assault on Ledbetter’s company andwiping them from the planet, he had no other ideas on how to reachthe commissar.

LAbrulaster had made sure to cover himself, though. He’d hadfaieutenant Mulberry quietly poke around the site wheer Reeve hadhllen. Arbulaster expected Mulberry to come back with nothing soined could safely attribute the incident to ‘general enemy fire’, andeed Mulberry found it difficult to discern the different weaponimpfoacts given the number of times that piece of ground had beenught over that day.hWorking under the lights from his Sentinels, however, Mulberrysad made an intriguing discovery: a Voorjer bullet embedded in thelolope of Acorn close to where Reeve had been standing. Mulberrythoked at the angle and determined it had to have come from insidee settlement. As all of the Voorjers had been on top of Aconr, noneof them could have made that shoMulberry mentioned it to tholot.nel out of tangential interoe cesttrnly. In his opinion, no bullet fired from a Voorjer rifle could havesoavonelled through a man and that far into the bank behind him. H found, however, that the colonel was of a different opinion, aendsoon a portion of Mulberry’s findings were documented, alongsidethaccounts from a variety of different amenable troopers attesting toe fact that they had cifleome under fire from okr marksmen wieldingcaptured Voorjer rs. Whether Reeve died under Ledbetter’s caroetor n himot, Arbulaster would have the final say as to what had happened.hAbrulaster felt how close he was, to the end, to the finish line, butthe wouldn’t be safe until he was back behind Dova’s walls. Backhere, he was protected, in control of everything around him. Outere, every single second he thought he would hear the shot, theexplosion, the whistle in the air that would kill him. He could notbcear being out here another moment. He wanted to run, but hehoisuld tron’t. Hops, be had to secauseta thand there upon that was what was et taxpneck and shine proud overted

.tighHt ais hands were shaking, and so he gripped them together asds a vice behind his back. He couldn’t stop his eyes blinkinan so he tilted his head so they were hidden below the brim of hgishelmet. He felt his knee begin to twitch; he was going to fadll off thisbae amn ta finenk a waynd b to goreak his neck if h!e wasn’t careful, and wouldn’t that

‘D‘Gid you need something, sir?’ Parker spoke up.et off with you,’ he shouted back to him. He kept his voice gruffso as to pHisrevent it cracking. ‘Give me a moment’s peace.’

 staff obediently left him to it, no doubt believing that theircolonel had been momentarily giprped by some’s nostalgic emotioften.That would have been acceptable; ah the old boy got a heart arathll, that they maight say. Let them think that, Arbulaster thought, far better

Hn the truth.e turned around, taking immense care not to lose his balance,and clambered down off the back of the tank. His knee gave outmidway and he landed heavily in the dirt. There, in the small spacebetween the Salamander’s tracks, he realised he was hidden fromview. He collapsed onto his backside and tore open his collar antopd-obuttons with his shaking hands. He gasped in shallow breathsHf the fuee hl-tainted air, panting like some first-day dispatch runner.thugged his knees into his chest and buried his face betweenem wDhile he desperately tried to regain his control.on’t let them see me this way, was all Arbulaster could think.

Don’t let them see who I really am.



Gpulledradually, his breathing slowed. The worst o himf it haself back to his feet and started to straighted passed. Hen himself upalikgain. It had been less than a minute, but each second had beene an agonising hour fearing that he might be discovered. Hebrushed off the dirt from his uniform and turned the corner arounthdse tank track and back towards thee rgiment. Not a moment tootoowon, aardss h hime saw his second stepping carefully across the slope

‘B.rooce!’ Arbulaster called to the major. His second had donetowell this day, grabbing not only Endive, but leading his troops back crush the orks’ other pincer, catching them from behind as thethrew themsyt flaelves at the four companies Arbulaster had deployed toprotect thank. He had no hesitation in leaving Brooce incommand.‘Yes, sir?’b‘Call one of the Valkyries in. I need to get back to Dova, start theall rolling on the next phase. And I should get in touch with ourmen back at the capital. I don’t know where that female’sgranddaug. If whter has disappeared to, st fehe might have het’sarsomethingord gets back to thamale about whad next beforwe’re ready, might get a bit sticky.’etalkAinrbulaster saw the look on his second’s face. He hg too quickly; Brooce could tell something was wrad bongee. HnenHeeded to cover himself, make as though eveyrthing was to plan.littlee forced himself to give the major a heatyr smile. ‘Plus, I’ve got a surprise for the men when they get back. Just need to do thelast prep. Little reward for them.’tha‘Ot’ll dh?’ Brooce said, happily surprised. ‘Goo just the job. What’ve you got?’od show, sir. I’m sureA

‘Arbulaster tapped his noseh, I s.ee,’ Brooce said. ‘I’ll keep the old flap buttoned.’toArbulaster had nothing, of course, but he would have a few days concoct some retunr celebration once he was back in safebehind the walls of Dovaty.oth‘I’ll her saideve Parker take me over the r. Don’t wim and meet the Valkyrie on the‘Actually, sir, thaat’snt to ta what I wke any chances of frizas coming to tell yozing another.’u, there’s oneatolr foeady inbound. It’s the Navy crews, they’re requesting permission

‘Fmr ain search party and go after Zdzisław.’e, fine,’ Abrulaster brushed it off without thinking. ‘They’ll justhave to wait until the Valkyrie has dropped me off to come back.’

Arb‘Vulaeyr gostero pad, sirused.’ B foror aoc me somaluentet ad andnd tu thenrned on his hee stopped himl..h‘Wait, major.’ Brooce halted and turned back. Arbulaster sighedeavily. ‘Zdzisław parnged his bird on the far side of the carter. It’san hour’s march at least. We can’t have a bunch of bluebellsstumbling ar ’eound out there in the dark. Hold them here for the night.Then sendm out with one of the light companies in the morning.Keep a picket around that pit tonight and then root out anything leftinbaside tomorrow and get everything sewn up. Day after you heack to Dova. Understood?’d

‘Y‘Ges, sir,’ Brooce nodded’.

‘Yood. Oh, and Brooce?es, sir?’‘Don’t tell the bluebells th fee chang foe in plan ’til I’m in the air.’And with that, Arbulasterlt theg in his head clear, his chestrleelease, and the air pour into his lungs. He knew he shouldn’t beheaving, but he didn’t care. For twenty years he had stood in the firld firm in the face of bullets, bombing raids, berserkers and tere,rormachines. He had seen his men diced into confetti by xenosweapons, or filleted from the inside even as they stood befoer himand his only rea,f wction had been to sta’snd up and lead the charge.Twenty years oar in the Emperor name. Well, this last one Howed hime.

‘Ttoo Booth. No b

asted

etter sergeant to protect you from your officers,’ Heal

‘T.o Booth!’ the other troopers around the fire toasted and darnk

was a muted celebration. Nothing to do with the dead. There wer. It

aeclwamays dead, even wp being on the edith vgeic of Btoryitte. It hrleaaf ad everything to dnd with them ho wavinithg the mirarched

ahcross a jungle and fought two battles in a single day with barely an

our’s rest.

OFor Carson and Red, however, their fatigue would have to wait.nc‘Te the cas’sualty list was exhausted they wandere,’ Rd off together.he story gone well around thee rgiment, sahed reported

.

‘And the troopers believe it?’

so‘Nomeht aowbou put the olled it ork maff.’rksmen, no. They all think the Voorjers

ThCarson consideerd it. ‘Aer Van Am and her men in any danger?ey’ve not stopped with us as they’ve done before. They’re keeping

a ve‘Nryt fr low profile wherever they are’d.’oom the troopers, sah. They give ’em a parade

c if theythould. They’re saying that all Reeve had in his pockets were more of

shem littleoot on th skull-trophiese way back.’, for all the troopers he was planning to‘W?’ C

arson asked. ‘Does he know?’‘Hhat about Gardner

‘I’ve knows of it. Doesn’t believe it though.’e told Forjaz to keep a close eye on him. Closer than he did on

Acorn. You do the same, Red. If he looks the least bit twitchy, bring

me in to talk to him again.’

dig‘Rginighg at yroou aundre, sah. Let’s just hope the themselves.’ tin bellies don’t goC

arson looked about the different campfires checking for

someone. He should be out, but would he be over here? A slight

commotion over on theig rht told Carson he was.


‘Come on, Red. Let’s get it straight from the horse’s mouth.’

thThey crossed through the camp until they had caught up witheir targ‘Let.

‘Yance-Corporal Diver,’ Carson hailed him.oo halloo, lieutenant,’ Diver hailed him back. He sat on h

hiseorse, lance in hand, not a stitch of clothing on him. He did it afterthveingry ba. Thttle. Se cavaomlrye athlwinayg asb coounst cidleearensd thing hemimseslvelf oes thr soe bmese st, thuceh mostpious, of all the Brimlock units and, as such, developed all sorts ofstrange ideas about sin and salvation. Lancer Diver’s was a uniquepec‘I’mcadillo even for them.

C concerned, la.’nce-corporal, about the health of dearommissar ReevDe

‘Divoer s youho knokow his h howea hed s isad falyrin. ‘Agr?e’n’t we all. Aren’t we all.’Div

er considered it. ‘He’s being monitored caerfully. Whatever

struck him has buried itself too deep to be extracted without

worseningC the damage. I don’t think he’s woken up yet.’

ars?o’n relaxed a fraction. ‘Should we not be sending him backto Dova

a‘Oh, no,’ Diver said, shaking his head and placing his lancehcimross his thighs. ‘T out of his sight. Ahe cfter aaptain, thall, if the cot is Cloneal trptaiedin L toedb kill hetteimr, w onill nce, hot leetmig‘Tht whell try again.’

‘Ohe colonel?’ Carson said, surpisred., yes. Why, who else could have ordered Drum to try to kill ourcaptain and so leave the commissar without protectors?’ Diver sagidhleefully, pressing his bare heels into his mount’s flanks to spurwim toho. T wakaelk ca onr. ‘We ane dd koeen’t know the how, but wp your pecker up!’e certainly know the

So, Ledbetter was determined to demonstrate some kind of

cRonnection with the colonel. That meant he would have to kee

eeve awayp‘It s from the regiment until he recoveerd, if he ever did.

ounds veyr promising,’ he said, turning to Red. ‘Thank you foryour help today. It worked out well enough in the end.’

‘Or‘S hao long as Chaffey doesnve it lo’t open his mouth, sah,’ Red scowled.‘Wosened for him.’

‘Thy don’t you call him Mouse? Everybody else does.’‘Qhat’s cos he’s not a mouse, sah. He’s a rat.’

uite a collection we’ve built up, eh, Red? A mouse, a marble

blank slate and one solid piece of Trouble.’, aRed grunted noncommittally

.

hisC tiraredsonen, rsselie, wavesd, a gripnd fepede byling the e a fit of wffehimct of the toasting liqsy. ‘What do the muor anen cadllme?’

‘Y‘Don’t know, sah,’ Red said, closed off.‘Wes you do.’

‘I aouldn’t like to sa,’ Cy, sah.’m telling you toarson pressed.‘No

‘I at my place, sah.’‘It’sm ma Dking it your place.’

ead-Ey‘I ae, sah. Cos you’re a fine marksman.’

‘It’sm, b Cut that’s not what they call me.’‘Narckshot, sah.’

‘It’so it isn Two G’t.’uns, sah,’ Red said, his imagination running short.

ord‘Rere, wallyha, ct doloo thur, you are trying my patience. Now this is a dey call me?’irect‘Well…’ Red said with a type of anguish Carson had never seenon his face. ‘You know how your first name is Laurence, sir?’‘Y

es… Is that it? Is it Larry? Laurie? It’s not Loll is it? I had

enough of that when I was a boy. It’s not one of those?’‘No, sir. It’s Florence.’

‘E‘Florence… Florence? Floernce!’ Carson laughed loudly.Floxcellenrence at! Hos ww eell.’xceptional. From now on you must call me

‘I’d p‘Rerfer not to, sir. Out of respect.’

‘Thed, I’ll never doubt the respect you have for me.’ank you, sir. But I didn’t mean you, sir. My wife’s name was

Florence.’

C‘Yoarson suddenly feur wife?’lt the warm glow of the liquor recede.

‘I d‘Yes, sir. Florence Elsie Towser.’idn’t even know you weer married. She wasn’t one of the

wives who came with us?’

‘Y‘No, sir.’ou said her namewas… She had… she’d already passed inthe Emperor’s light?’to‘O

‘Thh neno w, shiry d. Sidhe yo wua sas ays right asa rin when I volunteered.’…’

tw‘Well, she must be dead now, sah,’ Red commented. ‘It’s beenenty years for us, but with all the time we’ve spent travelling...

sfoystem to system, th’rrough the warp and all… It’s been a lot longerr them. Theye all dead, aren’t they?

te‘But it’s what you sign up for, isn’t it, sah,’ Red continued. ‘Theyyoull y gou uot picp frkeondt, y aso ou’ll nne oef thver go home. And even if ye colourou did, even if

-guard and they sent you back

ehxpress a.’ll the way, it’d be the place you staterd, but it wouldn’t beom‘Se left with

out her?’‘Ho you

ad to. There was nothing else for it. No honest w. Sork in therookeries, and I could never turn my hand to thievingo there

was. “Starve, steal or soldier”, that’s what they say in the rooker itIt’s eies.I’vven on the recruiting posters now. So I chose soldiering. Andthe not done badly by it. It’s kept me fed. Kept me warm. And I knowat every week she was alive, my Florence went up to the recruiting


base and she was given my pay.

b‘And then this came. Back on Kandhar, back when we got onoard ship to come here, I got a message from the Munitorum. M

account.’yC

arson took the paper and looked at the figure at the bottom.‘W

‘I knell, Row. Aed, you’ve got quite a surplus herend that’s how I know she’s dead.’.’

I’m‘I…’ Carson started and then stopped. ‘I don’t know what to say.‘T sorry.’

‘Ohaf cnk you, sah. Now, sah,’ C, if you’ll excuse me.’oursearson said and let him leave. Carson stayed put for

a while, then left to track down Van Am.



Mhajor Brooce stared thoughtfully at the sat in the signallesr’ tent. It was the piece of paper in he communiqué bis hand as

Cack tothursade Command, notifying them of the victory. Arbulaster had, fore first time, left him in charge of it. It was a simple enough taskbut as a message that might be read direct to the First Lord High,

LGeneral, and possibly repeated across the sector by the Voice ofthibee rerastiopon, cnsibommanding officers tended to bility. Still, Brooce had had plentye qu enoiteug jeh ealous aboutxamples tocop‘Gy and now it was finished, all but for one detail.

Bood evening, sir.’rooce looked up and saw Lieutenant Mulberry. ‘Oh, goodevening, lieutenant.’c‘Just here with requisition orders,’ Mulberry saidneonversationallyed quite a b, taking a puff from his long clay pipe. ‘Going to

‘Git of oomph if we’re going to bury that thing tomorrow.’‘If yood,’ Brooce replied without interest.ou don’t mind me saying, sir, you look like a man with aproblem, sir. Care to run it by me? We’ve got a good head forsolutions, us beards.’

Brooce regarded the cheerful lieutenant. If it had been thecholonel sitting here rather than him, Brooce doubted Mulberry wouldwaouve tried to be so familiald have sent him awayr; and if M sharpishulb witherry had tried, the c a flea in his ear. Bolonelrooce

Dwaids a hbout to do the same when he had a sudden change of heart.e really wish to model his way of command after the colonel’sin every single way? Broocef te had seen his face before he leseen the agitation, the hint orror in it. But he had not wishft, haed todleshare it ed him rven with those closest to him and, whatever it was, it hadBunning back to Dovalf wa.s to be one of the colour

-krooce knew he himseguard, hehisnew the colonel needed someone to return with him to confirm all

 adventures and the heroic role he had played in them. After hewas done with that, Brooce wanted a regiment of his own, to build areputation of his own. He had immense respect for the colonel andghratitude for all he had done; he simply did not want to end up likemimind, is, hoela tuted anrednd gn the paapweerd a oveway by something inside. Wr to the lieutenant.ith that in

M‘For immediate dispatch, Crusade Command, Ellinor Crusade,’(ulberry read. ‘On 072660M41, the Brimlock 11th Regiment

OConsolidated)S, under the command of Colonel Arbulaster PC VLV, engaged with a sizeable orkoid force numbering severalbthousand warriors at _____ on the Imperial planet of Voor. Despiteaeing greatly outnumbered, the Brimlock attack was pressed homefiet close range and with determination and coolness in the face ofrcee rsistance. After several hours’ fighting, the enemy force wasinannihilated and the reg thiment took full control over their fortified basee name of the Emperor, of Brimlock and of the Ellinor Crusade.

Praise the Emperor, all glory to His name.’

‘Ju‘It’s vst thery good, sir,’ Mulberry concluded, handing the paper back.‘Te one detail left.’

‘Ishe n it thame of the battle.’at important, sir?’ The lieutenant took the opportunity to sit.th‘Of course it’s important. How many battles do you rememberat didn’t have a name?’

M‘Qulberry thought about it. ‘Well, none cofteme to mind.’uite. And you normally just name it ar the nearest town orlascnradmark or the like, but thtched. There are no towis ensntir, noe c seonttletinement hntsa; ws bea dreonly b’t eeevenn havenames for the mountains.’‘Wf the rok: Brutal Fury?’Bhat about the name orooce stared at him. ‘Much as I respect the fine, talentedstrategists at Crusade Comman.’d, they can get rather excitabwhen it comes to nomenclaturle

‘Why not just the battle of thee crater then?’B

‘Ororkocs Ce craotensider? Orreksd it. ‘Ne Rift? Oedrks to b Gulche? a’ M bit mulbeorrrey s sptaertecificd to.’e rel off.lieBrooce stared at him. ‘Don’t be facetious, Mulberyr.’ Theutenant managed a look of contrition. ‘No, it needs a propername. I wonder where that Voorjer girl is?’‘Ah, I might be of use there,’ Mulberry exclaimed, jumping up. ‘Isgpent quite a bit of time with her on the path from Dova, to try andfroet her help filling inm his uniform and my laid ma it opu.’ Ht. ‘Se pheulled a folded sheet of lamina had a lot of local names forteplaces hereabouts… How close does it have to be?’‘Not very,’ Brooce admitted. ‘You know of the Battle of Defianceof course?’,‘Oh, of course,’ Mulberyr nodded, ‘Lord Ferresley’s greatesvictory, it’s compulsory study.’tkilo‘Emveetrr weson frodemr w thehy it w actuaas named after a town that was overl site of the battle?’ fiftybMulberry searched his schola education. ‘I thought it wasec‘Yause that was the place he spent the night after the battle.’es, but why did he spend the night there? It was so he could


name the battle a

names nearby. H

fter it r

e would

ather than any of those towns with V

 rather have been hanged th

ostroyan

an split the

cred‘Isit with th the Vostroyan commander.’

at true, sir?’‘O

h yes, he told me so himself. Lord Ferresley had an undoubted

aabbilityility to w to winin b theattles cerd, it’s trit afteurwe. But even that was outstripped by hisards. So what’s the closest?’

Mulberry arched his thumb and forefinger across the map,

Smeasuring the distances. ‘Looks like eitherBronkhorstspruit orchuinshoog‘Ate,’ he announced.

nything a little less… foreign?’ Brooce ventured.

fo‘These mountains heer, thfeet.’y’re very close by, she had a namr those. That would be perce

reaBdro it rocighe rt thead the map, and then read it ae first timegain to be sure he had.

lie‘I think she might have been having some fun with you there,utenant. Would you care to read it?’‘B

eeg Nokkers? What’s funny about that?’

Brooce stared at ht. ‘I’dim hadrefer this time, but Mulberry appeaerd

completely innocen prer not to have a name that will provokguffaws in every cadet studying the regimental history.’e

theM mulbeaprry still appeared confused, so Brooce peered closely at‘Wt’s. this

 one?’Mha

ulberry looked wheer the major was pointing. ‘That’s just a

cabin they put theer on one of their climbing expeditions. It’s just a

shack really. There are no people there.’

‘O‘High Point.’Br high place. It’s not a name, it’s just a description.’

hrooce was already marking it down on the communiqué,trowever. He handed it over to the signaller who started the

ansmission to Dova, which would then bee rdirected off-planet

and to Crusade Command. Mulberyr saw the look of satisfaction on

Brooce’s face.

do‘Twnhahill frnk you, lieom heurete.’nant,’ Boroce said as he left. ‘I do believe it’s all
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Interlude



Orkoid birthing sac, Tswaing, 659.M41 – One year

prior to the Battle of Highpoint



Tinhe c hisre biratuthinre that wog-sac. Huld become the ork known as Choppa shiftedfee was uncomfortable. Confined. It had neverblt this way befoer. He had always felt safe and protected insideut now he felt cramped, constrained. The sac had shrunk, or it,maybe it was his body that had grown bigger. Either way, he wanteout.dthemHis nails had not yet toughened, but s to score a groove on the inside. Hetill h duge m hisa finnaged to usgers into theegroove and pdulled it apart. After a moment’s resistance, the sac toreban split apart. Choppa felt a new sensation, that of loose earthfeetween his fingers. It crumbled as he garsped at it; he had neverlt anything crumble before. He liked it. He tried the taste of it, thenfeliklt the muscles of his face grimace and scowl. The taste he did notexepe ariend he spanced it bt it oeforeut. H, buet h wae res aconggnry now. He hised the senad nse oevf perower he feltwith it.hHe grabbed the soil in front of him and started shovelling greatandfuls of it. He did not know what was before him, but he knewthat his future was out; there was nothing left back inside for him.He fethlt his fingers break out of the earth, and he reached up untilsere was nothing moer to grasp. He pushed with his other hand,thhuffled forwards and straightened his spine to shove his headroHugh as well.e felt a chill on his hand, outside the soil. Something movedpast it; something light, just brushing over his skin. He felt hismouth andil fe throat reverberate into a growl. He tried to speak bumoer soll into his mouth. He spat again, as hard as he couldththeis timad breok, aen od put. Hushed himse felt the aeirlf u swp weepith a ovell hr his mis haight. Tirlesshe top of h scalp andisaround his pointed ears. He pushed again and he felt his facescrapThe free. He opened hise rd eyes and saw for the first time.ere was a figure there. He was facing in Choppa’s direction,but he didn’t see him. Choppa saw that the figure was in lighhhe was in darkness. Choppa looked up and saw the twistet wile ofa bd gillslolackened toadstool casting shade where he emerged. The figureseoked his way and Choppa held sen. The figure pulled somethingtill. H frome k thene grw it waound, tus bad to brned andewalked off. When he was out of sight Choppa moved again. Hepulled himself entirely free, pushing the canopy of the toadstool outof his way and stretching out to his full height. The figure was largerthan him, he could tell. That meant he was small. That meant hedpidn’t have power. He was not safe. He must find more strength tothrotect himself. He looked in the direction the figure had gone andtoen in the direction he had come from. It was a simple choice. Heok his first stepHis after the figure.

 steps were halting at first as he swayed and staggeerdgrabbing at the fungus gorwths around him to keep him steady,. Hisbalance came to him quickly, however, and then he could walk withmsoer confidence. He could see the figure ahead of him now. Hesatraw him bighteneend dd up, loown and pull soked closelyome at wthhaint hg fre hom the ground. Heeld in his hand, thenphulled a small object from aorund his neck and blew into it. Choppaheard the noise. The figure was calling others to him. Perhaps head seen Choppa, pehraps he had let him follow after him so as tobring him to these others. Others would be coming here anCdothhoerppsa k thennew that would be bad. He k he would have to be stronnegw he was weak. If he faced.

HHe took a step back and lowered himself behind a thorny stalk.the put his weight on it as he crouched and felt it bend a fraction ate base. Its roots were loose in the soil. It was weak as well. Hewent on again, interested, then pulled, and it came free in hishands. Choppa giprped it tightly. This was strong. He was stronngbow and so had nothing to fear. He rose and left his hiding place

Cehohind. The figuppa walkedr ue bp belew ohindn h himis object again and stood there waitin and, as the figure turned, swung hisg.weapHison hard down on his head.

 enemy’s head jerked away at the blow. The enemy whirledaround and snarled and Choppa struck him again. The enemstumbled this time and Choppa went after him to striky Ce him oncmoer. This time, however, he raised his arm and sohoppa’s belowsbtruck that and not the head. The enemy’s other hand curled into atimall and struck Choppa in his body. Choppa felt pain for the firste. It made him even more angry, and from that anger he felt evenmore pChower flow.oppa took a step back; the enemy did as well. Choppa noticedthfrat where he had str feuck the enemy’siff w head a liquid ha fed spreaom the wound. Helt his own midrhere he hadlt the padin

.

Tehere was no liquid theer. That meant he was winning. He saw theswneumngy r aeagach doin, buwt thn to his timis lee ng. He hot for thaed a w headeapon as we; rather, he sll. Ctruchok appt thaeethnemy’s knee. The enemy howled and fell over. Choppa stood overe fallen enemy for a moment. Did that mean that he had won, heasked himself? His anger had the answer and he struck the enemy
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realised that he and his enemy looked the same. Choppa found it

cnurious, but it did not concern him greatly. The shape of things did

woeat mk. Aatter to hnd he him nade praovrly as much as what was strong and what waed himself the stronger here. The enemy’ss

bweapon intrigued him, though. He pulled it from its strap upon theody. It resembled the stalk he himself carried, but it was bigger, its

surface was harder, it did not bend no matter how hard Choppa

twisted it. It was stronger.He tossed the stalk away and took the enemy’s weapon as h

oiscwn. It was then that he realised he was being watched. Another

hreature, this one like his enemy but far smaller, was looking athim. Was this one of the others that his enemy had called? Without

esTitahtion, Choppa turned in the small one’s direction.

e small one darted away from him into the shadows beneath

the tall fungus canopy and Choppa chased after him. The creaturscampered thorugh knots and tendrils attempting to ee

Cscape, butbhoppa merely knocked them aside and his longer strides quickly

inrouto aght him c clearinglos. The. Terehe wen three m sormea cll oreane rturean os heut frre. Tom the cover anhese did notd

bresemble anything that Choppa had seen before. Their bodies wereulbous and they had no arms, merely large mouths that they weer

using to chomp up the shoots and knobs of fungus at their feet. The

small one scurried through their midst, leaping nimbly away whentheir mouths snapped at him

.

HeC ushoppa followed, but as he appoed his weapon and struck thera firscht oed thef themy a inll tu berned on himtween its.

ejuyes. It keeled over and the rest of its kind flew into a panic and

thmped awayll o, b in every direction. Choppa thought of continuing aftere smaneut n feow the animal carcass at his feet caught his

interest. He waseling weak again, but this time the weaknes

was not in his arms but in his centre. He felt hollow, draineds.

wInstinctively, he put his hand upon the carcass’s flank and toer aliqodge of meat from it. The meat and his hand were covered in the

imuid, but this time it did not feel like victory. Instead, he had anotherpulsello. He shoved the meat into his mouth and tried to chew and

swaw at the same time. He choked and coughed and nearly spat

it out, but this taste he liked. He chewed for a while firsat this time

fillend only then tried to swallow. Each piece sliding down his gulletWd hhileis c heentr wae ws eith its wating hearmth. This was good saw that the small o.ne had retunred and

was watching him again from a greater distance. Choppa thought of

chasing him, but he was enjoying the meat too much to bother. The

small one was gone by the time he’d finished. His head felt heav

now and so he returned to theylf b blackened toadstool from whence h

had emerged and dug himseack into his hole to sleepe.

didC nohoppa slept and rested, and then dug himself up once moret take long before he saw the small one again. He chased. It

thafter him and again he led him to where the meat-beasts were. Fore first few days, the two of them followed the same pattern and the

small one left him while he ate, but on the fourth day he stayed. That

day, once Chof thppa had eate. On his fill, the small one approached antook a bite oe remainsnce he had swallowed it, hd

be stoodseomfore Choppa, pething:ressed his tiny hand to his pigeon chest and said

‘Knobkerrie,’ he said.

didChoppa looked at him blankly. He repeated himself, but Choppa not know what he meant. He walked away as though

disappointed, b. Cut then he looked back and beckoned for Choppacome with himhoppa was no longer hungry, but he did no to

he had before after eating, and so he followedt tire as.

eKnobkerrie led him a distance, further from his hole than he hadthver been. He finally brought hisim to the edge of another clearing. In

 clearing there were mounds. Not fungus mounds, but shapes

made of the earth. Choppa saw gaps in them and realised that they

were hollow inside. Creatures that looked like his enemy, that

looked like him, were sitting aorund and walking amongst them.Knobker

‘Brie pointed at them.‘Booyyzz,’ h,’ hee s reaid. Tpeatehed, gn he pesturoininteg ed amt Chphaticoppaally. C.hoppa did not

rCesphond. Knobkerrie set out towadrs the village and wanted

oppa to come as well, but hee rfused. He could see that there

were many of them, and only one of him. These boyz together were

strong, far stronger than he, and so he would not face them. Insteadhe disappeared back into the lands he knew

.

maOnyver the days that followed, however, he returned to the villag times to watch these boyz. He told himself at first he did soe in

order to determine how to beat them, but as he watched them more

and more he realised that there was another yearning he felt inside

of him besides anger, hunger and fatiguelf th. He wanted to be

amongst them and yet he denied himsee company he desired.

teThat changed the day that Knobkerier appeared before him,mellinat-g him to fobeasts, wllohicwh. T Chhois timppae co Knuldobkerrie took h now find himsim nelf, neither to thor to thee

villagChe, but to somewhere, something, else.

oppa and Knobkerrie watched the new-spawned ork struggle

along the gorund. Its knee was tunred inwards at an unhealthy

angle and so it cou fold not find its footing. It was weak. Choppa w foneed no weaponsr this. He advanced towards it, preparingrou thld

kill. The newe-Choppa approspacawh an pndush theed itsn scraelf umbple frdom th backwe gradrouns ind as it s fear. Cahwoppa

hcaught it with ease and tossed it onto its back. It flailed with itsands to keep its attacker at bay, but Choppa knocked them aside


and took a grip around itsS neck, readying to rip its throat out.

tinuddenly, there was a flurry of movement in front of him and he felty scteratches on his face. Knobkerier was attacking him. Choppa

grund in indignation and swatted the gertchin away with his freehand. Knobkerrie dodged away and staterd to screech

.

‘No kill! No kill! No kkill!’ to the new

tryinCgho unppsua tuccernsesfud bllyac to pull Choppasp’saw fingn in hers ais gwaray. Csp who wahoppas

readied to m‘Nake the kill when Knobkerrie flew at him again.

Cho kill da boyz! Bdoss no kill da boyz!’oppa pause, comprehension beginning to seep into his

well-insulated brain. Knobk faerrie now turned his attention to the

news-pawn, scratching itsce.

‘Da boss! Da boss!’ Knobkerrie shouted at the new-spawn andpointed a tiny green finger at Choppa. The new

-spawn mewled in

pthain at the treatment, but eventually Knobkerrie began to getroug

‘Dh to it.‘Da boss… Da boss…’ the new-spawn began to say along.

a bot Cyz,’ Knobk. ‘Derrie said, p!’ointing at the news-pawn, thenpointed ah

‘Da boss,’ thoppea newa boss-Cspawn agreed, and Knobkerrie batted at

anhod, appa to have him stand up off the ns he did, Knobkerrie’s demeanoew rur sehcifterudit. C abhruoppa did sptly. The froantic

peace-maker switched in a flash to the cautious horse-traderK.nobkerrie walked around the prone greenskin, checking eveyrthing

about it. He peered in its ears, pinched at its skin, prodded at its

paltry belly. He rolled back its upper lip to check its teeth and thnewe

thspawn snapped at him only to receive an irate scolding fromfoe gcurseedtch onin b theefo nere hwe returned to his inspection. Knobkerrie finally

-spawn’s knee as his particular concern. He

probed it tho‘Dughtfully and then brought Choppa over.

Cok it,’ he said.‘Dhoppa did not understand.

ok it! Dok it!’ Knobkerrie began to rant, and he mimed what hem

deant. Choppa followed what he thought the gretchin wasweermnconstrating, tohed and twisok a hold on the knee and the cated as hard as he could. The nelf, awnd then

thspawn howledfuis time, but Knobkerrie wase rady. He garbbed a certain piece of

bit dngus from his belt and jammed it into the new-spawn’s mouth. Itown and swallowed, and then it stopped shouting. The look on

its face showed it was still in pain, but it could no longer make an

wohaiset th. Keno orkbk heradrie returned to Ch done. Choppa doppa and seemed pleased worpped the leg and the newith-spawn rolled onto its sid

Che.oppa understood what Knobkerrie had done, but he did not

yet understand why the gretchin had bothered. The new-spawn wasweak. The weak got killed. If one happened upon someone

stronger than you, you found somethingff to that m finade you stronger sand then you killed them. He wandeerd od another meatill

beast and thene rturn to watch the villaget-.

Knobkerrie found him a few days later and took him back to thenew-spawn. It was walking properly now and it was stronger.

Knobkerrie had obviously been showing it where the meat-beastswCere, for it had killed one of them and was beginning to ea net.w

-sphoawppna e sawmerged, ready to figh him he ducked hist fo her it, bad suut as soon as thbserviently ande movedaside, allowing Choppa to eat first. Choppa did so, eyeing the new-spWawn susphiciously and left nothing for him.en he had finished, Knobkerrie had them both follow him andtook them to a new place wheer Choppa saw the largesbt meat-bueat rst hathee hr padaw eevedr s theee grn. Aouns thed withy approached, th its threeis one did not flee,-head to charge. Choppa and the newtoed foot and lowered its

-spawn threw themselves toeither side out of the way of its attack. The meat-beast tunred tochase after Choppa, but then found the new-spbawn clinging onto itsack. It spun around to try to shake the new-spawn off and Choppalaunched himself at it. Till. Ohe two of them together brougt Cht it toground and got the knce again the new the

-spawn lehfiroppa eatnest, bwsut this time Choppa only ate a fraction and then allowed the

-pawn to eat the rest.hOnce more a new concept was diffusing into Choppa’s mind. Head thought that a weapon could only be something inanimate, arock or a club, something he could hold. But a weapon could beif thanother creature as well. Having others made him stronger, but onlyey were under his control.

ChOopff to opa mne sotionide for, K thnoeb nekerrie ginwrned in satisfaction as he saw-over to the carcass and startespdaw to cn to fohew fallow hst bim, theefore thn he ke othenurckledscavengWith Kers arrived.nobkerrie’s help, Choppa added a dozen more new-spawns to his burgeoning warband. Many of them, he foundemerged close to where he had done and then later, nearabo,wuts toehere he had killed his first enemy. The same porcess wokred oncaomch. He wobat. Thenuld p, asrove his strength to th soon as he had his heanm bd ay brouesndtin thg theirem in throats, hewould demand they recognise him as boss. Hunting together, thecould take any meat-beast they wished, but Choppa knew a farygreater challenge awaited them. He returned to the village often tocount the number of warriors they had, and each time he did so hrealised thaeThe timet, e camven we whith henis w onea of thrband, together they wee newser still weak.

-pto Choppa. There were so many newawns came running up-fospawns now that Choppa hadund himself having to create names to tell them apart. The first

Nnew-spawn he called Badrukken after his knee, then there wasoshgobber after his appetite and increasing girth, Gruffdreggen


after his destructive tendencies and so forth. He needed no name tobrefer to himself, of course, and to the rest he was always simply Daoss.This

 one he’d called Kurmpkopperd for the great smack to the

head Choppa had had to use to subdue him when they first foughKt.vrillaumgepk. Aop whpeoledr h buad news. He’d seen more boyz, the boyz from the

Cnch of them were coming out together.hhoppa’s first thought was that they knew about him. They knewhe was growing stronger and so had set out to finish him off beforee could threaten them. Well, he would not wait to be attacked. Hewould find them first. Krumpkopperd had seen them headin

towards one of the meat-beast clearinggftes and so Choppa gatherethe newd

-spawns together and went ar them.

moTvinhey tracked them down nog quietly and carefully, but fat thr freyom th weree o cnle Carhoinpg. Tpa’shey wer homee turfand his new-sptoawns merged amongst the shadows cast by the

adstool canopies. It was not all the village boyz, only about the

same number as Choppa had new-spawns. It was good enoughthough, and Choppa was about to give the signal to attack when h,noticed that Knobkerrie was amongst their gretchin slaves. Asewthough he could sense his gaze, Knobkerrie stared straight atmhoetiore Choppa was concealed and shook his headn for patience, making a

Ch.oppa was ready for battle, but still he paused. Knobkerrie wasKamongst them, and that meant he was an enemy, and yetnobkerrie was still helping him. So p frehraps one could pretend tobe an enemy and yet still be aiend. Choppa found this thought toconfusing. Instead he and his newo

tospawns followed the village boyzsp the cearsle anaring and watched them catch the meat-beasts. They usedd nets, but Choppa saw they were still not as good as heand his new-spawns were at catching the meat-beasts. He took

pleaThsure in that.e village boyz ran after the meat-beasts for some time beforethey had finally caught all they wished. Some they had killed, otherthssey had tethered and were dragging away. The gretchinfocampered behind the tethered meat-beasts, trying to prod them

trrwards and avoid their sharp tails. The village boyz and theirophies gathered themselves together and then started back. Thewytirere going slower, Choppa realised, they were laden down and

fred now. One or two of them were even sporting injuries incurredom the meat-beasts. They were weaker than they had been

before. Now was the time to strike.

KnAobs the pkerriea surty approached the path where Choppa was waitinddenly jumped onto the largest meat-beast’s bacg,k

and bit it hard between its eyes. The meat-beast went mad, buckinagKnd tearing at its leash. The other gretchin swarmed over it, whilenobkerrie slipped down and bit through the meat-beast’s leash.Its bucking turned into full-fledged spasms as it found itself free andit spun to try to knock the gretchin away. The village boyz turned to

sbeee the commotion and that was the moment that Choppallo

Thwed the charge.e fight was over quickly. The village boyz were distracted,

several had waded amongst the meat-beasts to try to restore orderand found themselves set upon as the attack drove the meatbeasts to even geratef hr frenzy. Choppa caught one off-guard andbrained it. The rest ois new

-spawns launched themselves at thedaefenders, two on each one, fending away the village boyz’ blows

gnd taroundking their legs out from under them. Once they were on th they quickly fell victim to the newe-Chspawns’ kicks.

oppa knocked the last one down himself as it threw off the

wounded meat-beast that had made a bloody ruin of its chest. Oncethe ork was on the ground, Choppa grabbed it round the throat anstarted once more demanding recognition as boss. This onedh,Cowever, kept on fighting and would not relent, scrabbling for

ahoppa’s face, looking for purchase. Shocked at this, Choppathutomatically dug in his nails, pulled and ripped the village boy’s

roat clean out. These boyz would not acknowledge him; the

would noyHt make him stronger.

e took his club and smashed in the brains of fully half their

number before thee rmainder hastened to make signs of

thsubservience. Choppa was unconvinced, now deeply suspicious ofIt mese orks. They each bore a mark, a bade them different from his newlue circle, around their chin.

Tspawns, separate from them.Hheyis would never be his weapon and that made them his enemy.

e raed his club and slew the rest as they squirmed on the

ground, hCeld down by the new-spawns.hoppa slew them all bar the last, who Knobkerrie made to

pTrotect as he had done when they had first encountered Badrukken.ahiss th lae rset ost. Pne was the smalleserhaps, Choppa rt, beausot it didned, it c not wear the same marould be his weaponk

athfter all. Solemnly, he slapped the last one’s head up, gripped its

roat and said the incantation. The last one, wide-eyed, agreed

quickly, but Choppa held it firm until its babbling stopped and itstarted repeating the word as slowly and deliberately as he did. Htold the newe-sspawns to equip themselves with the clubs, nets andshao, hrpee gneaved poles that the village boyz had dropped and, as he didCh his latest recruit a name: Mugkileen.

oppa wasted no time. When he had killed his first enemy, nooThne had come looking for it, but these enemies weer taking food.

e other village boyz would be expecting them to return and wouldcome looking fo fer them soon. With these warriors dead, theirnumbers werewer, they were weak, and they would not yet expechis attacktHe led. his small warband with its latest recruit straight to the

thspot from where he watched the villagillae. Choppa was right; a few ofe vge boyz were outside of their mounds, but they were lying


idle, leaving their weapons scattered around. Choppa did not
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tlyen reachinyg fotheir weapons. Choppa managed to knock one of threm asid

before they saw the rest of his newe-hspawns charging silently after

him aimsnd relf ae sapelisaer ad thndey ra wner one ue ondef thr ae vttaillack. Bge baodryzuk thrken houghad c whilehose itn

struggled to its feet. Badrukken held it in place while Noshgobber

fucaved its head in with a rock. Gruffdreggen threw a net over ambling village boy just as the hunters had thrown them over the

meat-beasts. With his enemy entangled, he gave it a crack on the

knee to knock it to the ground and then set about hammeinrg it w

his clubithThos.e village boyz outside were nearly ovewrhelmed, but a

couple of them were faster and managed to lay a hand on their

weapons before they weer assailed. The noise of the combat

Cattracted more of the village boyz from inside the mounds andhoppa quickly ordered fr his news-pawns to the ef antrances so asblock others emegringom behind. A scream ogony to one sid to

told him thaeCt they had not all been successful.

shoppa looked up from the village boy he was bludgeoning toheise K torumpkoppedr fall away, his shoulder sliced from the rest of

rso. The severed limb, still holding its spear, lay on the ground

thas the new-spawn looked down at the gaping hole in his body anden slowly collapsed.

Behind him stood the largest ork that Choppa had ever seen

s. Itntood more upright, nearly a half a metre taller than Choppa. It had

eot only a blue circle on its chin, but also a far larger onebmblazoned across its chest and its belly. It woer necklaces and

bracelets made of gerenskin teeth. It was the boss of the villagefroyz and th it held in its hands a weapon that Choppa had coveted

ome moment he had first laid eyes upon it. It was over a metre

long, its shaft was not made from some tough fungus crop but from

kstout wood, and it had a blade of metal. The only weapon of suchtimind to ees asxist in he wa atcll ohef Cd thhoep villapa’s world. Choppa had seen him mage, each time anticipating the timeny

when it would come to fight him.

ChThe village boss hefted his weapon and caught Choppa’s eye.oppae rturned the challenge and turned to face him. The other

combats around them fizzled out and fell quiet as all of the orkfos

hiscused on the fight between the two champions. Choppa raise club and, for the first time, hollered a battled-scry as he flung it

btraight at the boss. Surprised, the boss swung his weapon andatted the missile to the side with a hefty, satisfied swipe. His

ohimpponent’s desplf inerate strike had failed and he had disarmed

se the process. The fight, he believed, was practically over

but Choppa had not finished,.Even as the club was leaving his hand, Choppa was leanin

fogtor ruwan. Hrds. As the boss she sprang and barifterelled hdis fo intocus to the bo the css aslub, C he cirhoppa startecled thed

weapon back and smashed them both to the ground. Choppa

scrabbled at the boss’s face as he tried to defend himself and hang

oCnto the weapon caught between them. He tried to lever it free, but

Choppa held his weight down u finpon it. The boss howled in agony ahoppa plunged his jaggedgernails in and released his grip tos

thpress his hands into his face. Choppa jumped to his feet, gatheringsce brelaamde and then buried it in ths. Then the screams beega bnos ags’s cain ahsest a then vicd ctout orioff hus nisew

spawns set about their opponents and the massacre began.



feChnewow wppa’s warband killed those who were marsho w

-pawn

erse no ranst oacn ckeond thditioe mn oof theundsir fo fearlty tok thed, separing those items, takir neing mw boroses. The

thweapons, food, necklaces of teeth, and anything else that caughteir eye. The village and the fungus fields around it were the entire

world to Choppa and now he had proved that he was the strongest

of thOem all.nce they had finished with their looting, Choppa gathered them

aup and led them back to where they had come from. KnobkerrieCphpeared before him again, incensed with anger. He tried to drag

oppa back to the village, but Choppa was not interested in

breturning. He had defeated the enemies who were there androught back more warriors for his warband. There was nothing in

the village for him; he had taken all he desired: the metaft hl weaponthat was now his. Knobkerrie threw up his hands and leim. He

wgathered together the gretchin who had been leith them, he himself occupied the moundsft masterless and,.

thDespite his earlier inclination, Choppa found himself returning tofoe village often. He felt a sense of ownership there, it was a prize

r which he had fought and won. Those of his warriors who had

come from the village, Mugkileen and the few others, had alsreturned to the village and had begun to order the gretchin aboou

mt,buch to Knobkerrie’s annoyance. Watching Mugkileen, Choppa

weargamen tor a ut nndigherstand the purpose of the mounds. They wert and when the weather turned cold, and wheen it

rained they were better cover than a mushroom cap. The carcasses

thof the meat-beasts his warband killed could be better protectedere against the predations of the carnivore squigs than out in the

open or buried in the ground, too. He also discovered more newospf thawns emerging, me villageany of them appearing first around the fringes.

thBit by bit, Choppa and his warband centred their world arounde mounds, wordlessly reasserting his authority over Mugkileen

adidnd ensuinrg that all the new-spawns swore fealty to him. Choppa

 not forget how Badrukken and many of his first new-spawns had


ahppeared where he had killed his first enemy and so lede rg

unting patrols searching not only for meat-beasts but als

ular

o for

moer new-spEawns to bring back.

ven with the names, Choppa found himself beginning to get

confused between those new-spawns who had sworn themselvesto

h him. He recalled the blue makr used by the old boss and decidedme could do something similar. He discovered within one of the

dounds a squig creature which excreted the blue colouring, but heKid not wish to use the same mark, the makr of a loser. Instead,

dnobkerrie showed him one that excreted red. Choppa used that toevise his own symbol, a single straight line, a ‘blood stripe’ as it

came to be called, down his wariorsr’ forehfteeads fe and one of theircheeks. The only orks that did not wear it ar aw days wer

those few newe-dspawns who Choppa had yet to get round to making

himeclare him boss, and Choppa himself. He needed no mark to tell who he was.
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dTwo housr after the Battle of Highpoint concluded deep night hadescended. In the air Colonel Arbulaster was aboard his Valkyriewith the lights of Dova in sight. In the crater Major Boroce was

showing the frustrated Navy pilots to a fire where they would have towait until morning. And out in the dark, an entirely more determinedsdoeawrcnher caught his first glimpse of the site wheer Zdzisław went

Th.e low-hanging clouds blocked almost all the light from the

Nmoons, but theye rflected a little from the pyres back in the carter.o one else would have dared venture out in such darkness, but itwas enough for Mouse.

The colonel wasn’t the only one looking towards his future.

sMouse was the same. He had slipped away from the regiment asoorkon as he could, w bodies to the pyrehile the ms. There wen weas alwre saytill ds thise spersed dragging thame confusion afteera battle as the dead were counted, the injured tended to, equipmentMsalvage, hd, and each man gave thanks to have survived the day. Forouseowever, the battle was merely the preamble; his true workbegan now. For where others looked upon a battlefield with pride,s

craopdness or disgust, hs, ready to be gathe seraedw each battlefield as a fie inld of harvestedThis one, though, had not b.een promising. Not a great number ofmen had died, and they’d had their friends standing by them to

recover their valuables. The Brimlock casualties had been

concentrated within the crater, which was now under a watchful

guard. The ork dead, well, they carried only their weapons and a fewb

bone trinkets good only as novelties. Their bodies were alreadyeurning. The victory had been too easy. When the victory was too

foasy the regiment stayed in good order, casualties were accountedr quickly and Mouse went hungry. The hard-fougthht battles, wheree foe had retreated but the regiments were too exhausted to takecontrol of the field, the fast-moving fights where comp feanies were

redeployed as soon as thef p last enemyll and small knots of

soldiers were caught out oosition and overwhelmed, those werthe battlefields where Mouse atee

.

thieHvee ws, toas no be st a thureie, inf. He w the 11as vth. Terhey clear abou ones whot th wearet. T brheeazer hn, oad beernstupidte, were quickly shot or hanged. Even the ones who were

smarr, more careful, still fell foul of their comrades’ unofficial

retributio’t mn. Some of them survived it, some of them didn

it didnatter how sly you weer about it, soldiers always’t. Be knewcause. Andn

abonoue ot.f them, even if they were doing it themselves, wanted a thiefSo Mouse was most definitely not a thief. He knew where the linewas and he knew not to cross it. He would endure being called

many things, but never thief. He was a scavenger, a reclaimer

recycler. He took only from the dead, and kept their items amon, atgsthe living. He was a vital pat orf thee rgimental ecology.

nHe had learned other rules as well. Never take anything you doyoout krsnoelf. Aw hnodw to s, if it’sell. N an oefficver try to take anything you can’t carrer who left a wife, you make suer syhe

getsin her fair share. He had learnt that last one in a particularpafuly

dl manner at the hands of the widow Murdoc and the sharen of a scalpel blade that she had used to threaten his sensitivpe

area.

AThat incident had turned out to have its compensations, however.wfteidor the next battle, when he returned certain items back to the news, whilst some of them ignored him and some of them spatwaht him, others were painfully grateful to have anything of their

usbands back. They came to accept his little service, expect it

even. The wives of the living officers protected him, knowing the

might have toe rly on it themselves one dark day, and with thmy

cehaame thd secue taritycit p in hrisotection of their officer husbands. He realised he other endeavours and so his business thrived

.

dThese orks had been very poor. Other orks they had foughtthuring thlve crusade had been more rewarding. Nothing they made

bemsees, of course, but things they had looted. Eldar were theest. Everythingf th they carried was a thing of beauty. Even a pistol

carried by of ane oeir lowliest troopesr was gilded and pattef thrned tobe a work ot. Trheir armour was encrusted with jewels o

richest colours and deepest puritye.

BThat had been a glorious campaign, for Mouse at least. Therimlock casualties had been horrendous; none of the sandy townshof Azzabar were safe. The eldar attacked with the desert wind,aughty, elemental, but as Mouse discovered, mortal. He

remembered his excitement when he firsf itst got his hands on one oftheir bodies. A large jewel on the centre o breastplate wouldh

Gave made Mouse enough on its own to bribe his way out of thesuuadddr foenlyr go quit thod. Bueir ht theit-an thndey were besieged, and the eldar

-run tactics and cut them off from any

supIt wport.

as a stand-off, which the company would ultimately lose. Red,when he discovered Mouse’s jewel stash, had tried to break it by


tossing the lot of them out into the desert. Of even greater

annoyance to Mouse was that it appeared to have worked. The next

tomor hning the jewels were gone and so were the eldar. Red had triedave him put up against a wall for that one, only Carson had been

able to calm him down.

stalkMoinugse thr borougughht h theis atte crashntion back to the moment and started-inhuman as ever, and crept osite. He sver to it. Paw Zdzisław’s body, looking aersonal effects, cashs

,

Msentimental jewellery, they were all worth something, either toousMe or Zdzisław’s next of kin.

ouse leaned over the body, deftly removing a neck-cord, a rin

and soglf. Ame kind of spaer pat, erither for the Valkyrie or for Zdzisławhimse heavy hand landed on his shoulder

.

‘GMot you, you little rat.’

‘Rouse nearly jumped out of his skin.ed! Sarge! Colour!’ he gasped. ‘Don’t do that to me.’

to b‘I’m going to do a lot worse to you, private. This time you’re going‘We shot.’

hat? Why? I just w’t sent to have a c forap. I mt?ust have got lost on

me way back. You canhoot a manr tha’

theft, I c‘I can shoot han.’im for desertion, for dereliction and for attempted

b‘Theft? Theft? I was only reaching to check to see if he was stillreathing‘Wle.’

 all you like, Chaffey. You won’t get out this time. The

campigaigg isn done. The lieutenant’s got no more use for you an

more.’y

migMhout hase switched to a diffeve a use for meaboreutnt ta theck. ‘Then maybe other peop lieutenant.’le

himTh hat proved to be a mistake, Mouse realised, as Red smackedard on the Valkyrie’s fuselage. ‘I was hoping you were going to

dsay that, you piece of filth. The lieutenant won’t shirk from having toeal witha rts like you.’

Then Red stopped talking and released his grip on the front of

Mdouse’s uniform. Mouse looked up, half-expecting to be kicked

inospwn airedga thin ae sunddd, wenhe cn it didhangen o’t haf hepparet.n, he wondered what had

thWhat had inspired it was the okr warband standing all aroundem.



‘I umendetinerstand you’re looking for me, lieg him in the darknessutenant,’ Van Am said,

‘HColdarson paused a momen

.

er,’ he replied

t as he saw the coolness in her eyes.

.

‘ThThere was silence between them, until Carson finally ventured:ere are rumours going around thee rgiment regarding the injur

to Commissar Reeve.’y

natu‘Wrae’ve heal to asdr them. A Voorjer bullet from a Voorjer gun. It is‘I ksume a Voojerr would be shooting.’

‘I thnow it’s not true.’Imink, lieutenant, you can trust us to know the truth of which

topeiarl okfficers we have shot and when. We havee rason, in shor mae a ht,‘Dabit of it.’

on’t be such a fool, girl,’ Carson chided her.

w‘And yet the next time we meet you will be trying to kill me and Ioff. ‘Dill be trying to kill you.’ Carson began to reply, but Van Am cut him

‘Yon’t deny it, don’t even try.’‘You don’t have to fight us.’

‘Tes, we diso.’on is–’‘The garr

he garrison doesn’t concern me any more. It’s the ones who’ll

come now you’re here: the missionaries and the witch-findersth, then

Yoe aurd lamwins. Yistrators and the quotas, thour society. Not ours.’en the arbitrators and the laws.‘Th

at doesn’t have to be, but if you resist, we won’t have a

choice‘Y.’

ou’ll never have the choice. You’re an owned man, lieutenant.

You aifoll aer. The Guard purcha’t hsed you with food a.’nd protection an

a unrm and a gun. You donave any choicesd

‘F‘Then thaor you tot is ju defesnt the pd us?’rice you pay.’

tim‘No, for living. On this world, in this system, in this galaxy, in thise‘N. The Imperium is the price you pay to live as a human.’

o one lives in the Imperium, lieutenant. They only exist.’

There was silence between them. She knew that whatever migh

have been would never come to pass, but she was willint

out thg to tease‘Yoese last feu’re leavingw moments of his company tonight, aren’t you?’ Carson. guessed

.

Th‘I’ll do you a favour, lieutenant,’ Van Am replied. ‘I won’t tell you.en all you have to do is walk away, and you won’t have to choose

whether to betray me to your superiors, or betray them for me.’



dByisa thepp neeaxrt medo frorning it wam camp. Ts nohete picd thkeatst V haadn A beme annd lax h, der Voorjers haistracted by thde

cthelebrations behind them, and the Voorjers had slipped away into

it we night. Theyd could not be spotted on the trail back to Dova and soas assume that they had headed through the jungle towards

the coast. Carson understood why they had gone, but it wouldnmatter. It would take them a week at least to get to the sea. By th’ten

,V

Coarorsoheid would be in the Guard’s hands. She was going to fign knew, but she wasn’t going to winht,.

bWhat regret he felt, however, was instantly forgotten when Forjazrought him the news that two of his men were missing.



gIt donid ne. Wot tahilsket it w Carson long to gas not unknowunes fors w twohere Mouse and Red ha soldiers to disappear odn


sthome joint enteprr

an the two of th

ise, he could im

em. Red must h

agine no unlikelier bedfellows

ave gone after Mouse, and there

wligas only one place in the area that would have appealed to the

foht-fingered scavenger. Carson applied instantly to Major Broocer permission to lead a search party out to the Valkyrie’s crash-site,but w

‘I’mhen he arrived he found he was already ha slf an hour too late.toorry, lieutenant,’ Brooce told him, ‘but I need your men here

N scour whatever taint of the orks remain down in that pit. Theavymen left at first light to go and recover their dead, though; we

will inform them of the circumstances and ask them to keep their

eye‘Ms peeled.’

ajor,’ Carson exclaimed, ‘Those bluebells couldn’t spot a trailany more than you or I could navigate a battleship. Roussell can

burn out the orks, let my men and I–’‘Major Roussell,’ Boroce interrupted, ‘already volunteered to

provide the escoTt forr the expedition. Personally.’

lahe realisation seized Carson instantly. ‘So Roussell and hisp-dogs,’ Carson’s voice rose in frustration, ‘baby-sit the bluebells

whileC my co’smpany has to risk their skins again!’

arson anger was attracting the attention of Brooce’s owntr

thoopers standing nearby. He gave them a quick glance to showcaeum thght sat he wight of aas still in cnother officontrol oer stridf the sing uitup toation and, as he did sowards him,

.

th‘Major,’ Stanhope launched in at once, ‘I’m afraid I have to reportat twBo of my men are missing.’

efore Brooce even had a chance to open his mouth, Carson

turned upon the newcomer with fury.

me‘Tn! Shey’re not your men, Stanhope, they’re mine! Mo do me a good service and butt oy company! My‘Lieutenant!’ Brooce warned sharply. Sutat!’nhope, suprrised by the

o‘Lutburst, had retreated a step in the face of Carson’s glare.

himieutenant Carson!’ B. ‘Yrooce said again and Casron turned back toours is not the only other company risking its skin today, we

will all be going down theer to clear the place out. Major Roussell–’

ton‘Ise a damned coward,’ Carson said, but Brooce maintained his‘–h.as the rank and the seniority. And his own expedition is by no

mhimeans without peril. We will communicate the circumstances to

C and he will investigate as far as he is able.’‘Sarson drew breath to reply, but now it was his turn to be cut off.

tand down, lieutenant,’ Stanhope ordered and before Carson

ccould object continued on to Brooce. ‘Major, I agree with youcoompletelymmunica. Wte thith ye couircr pumermission, I wstances to Mill taajorke r Rouespsseonll asibndility to the naval

expBedition.’

rooce raised his eyebrow at the request. ‘That’s hadrly

necessary‘M, major, we have vox-officers here.’

ajor, these are my menBrooce shook his head, bu, I mut hest in repliesist.’d. ‘Very well, you have my

permission.’

h‘Thank you, major.’ Stanhope then turned to Carson, and Brooce‘Limieself felt a chill from the cold look in the lieutenant’s eyes.

utenant Carson, I hereby order you to proceed to the naval

expedition headed for the Valkyrie’s crash-site and communicate

our circums fotances to Major Roussell in person, and then assist insearchingr the missing men as appropriate. Do yo

understand?’u

StaCnharson did, but he did not believe it. Hopee could only stare at‘M.

ajor S totanhope,’ Brooce spoke up, ‘simply arrange for the

message be transmitted to Major Roussell. It is entire

unnely‘Hcessary to send,’ S the lieutenant out in person.’owever, majortanhope countered, ‘such a communication

amight be intecrepted by the enemy. If Mouse and Red are still aliveapnd undetected, inproximate locatiofonrm minigg thhe enemy of their existence and their

‘Intet put them at far greater risk.’rcepted by the enemy?’ Boroce said, incredulous. ‘The on

clybommunication devices these savages use aer the two rocks the

any‘Ng together!’

evertheless, I think you will find that it is a generally acceptablec

inon mcey orn and, given tharders.’t this is now my responsibility, I am justifiedBrooce exhaled sharply in irritation but complied. ‘Very well,

majoBr. It is your responsibility.’

rooce, havingin exhausted his patience and the time he could

spare concerng a mere two men that morning, said nothing more

and moved off to deal with one of the other dozen urgent isrsues

Sequiring his attention. As he went, Carson stepped over todtaniffeerhope and eyed hnt this morning. Him ue sp atill wnd down. The major appeared quiteore the same unexceptional uniform

of an ordinary trooper and, like all the rest of them, had two days’

stubble on his face, but he appeared shaprer, he stood straight, he

was in fo‘I’mcus.

 obliged to you,’ Carson told him simply.Stanhope nodded a fraction. ‘Go and find your men.’



teCarson gathered up Forjaz, who had remained standing beside hisnt. He needed someone to watch his back out there and Forjaz

was porb

himself. F

ably the closest to R

ive minutes afte

ed in th

r that, he’d

e company, bes Cides Carson

e rquisitioned ahimertra

sansport and a driver from one of Captain Deveril’sr armoured fisthaquda givds. Neen hithim wer Stanhope nor Bhat he wanted aolmroce had authorised it, bost before he could tell hut Deverril

Thim why.e divrer began his paryer to the Chimear’s machine-spthirit, but

en caught the look on Carson’s face and condensed the

remaining twenty benedictory verses into a single command,


slammThed the ignitio

ey quickly fo

n control and brought the e

und the tracks of the naval e

ngine roaring to life

xpedition, headin

.

straight in the direction of the crash-site. Roussell haghd a half-hour

Cead start, yet Carson directed the driver onto a different route.arson knew he could not afford to catch up with the expeditiond

mirectly. Roussell could, and most likely would, just accept thetheesmsa, ange and order him strd ahead. Until Raight back again. He had to get aorund

Coussell saw him, he was free.arson, looking out the Chimera’s open hatch, peered intently

pasdt the strange, bulbous landscape of lichen, thorny toadstoolsan less recognisable ty

frpes of fungi. At this hour just the d foay beforehe had been cononted with this weird xenos worldr the firs

now he was already used to it and ignored the vivid colousr andt time;

ustrnifoange shapes, searmscrhing only for the dull gery of Brimlock.
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Interlude



Cawnpore, 1201st Auxilia – 656.M41 – Year 17 of

the Ellinor Crusade



Skill htanhope saim. Ht in the sat oe darkness and waited for his men to cn his bed and cradled the distress tickome ander in hisharimms as he watched the messag his felloes appear, one by one, which toldws were dead.

The orders had come thorugh the day before. Theer was a black-oout on all but the most critical communications. All commandingbfficaraercrs wk. There to tae doorkse w perereso tona bel c bhararrege od anf thde s no mignals room in eacen were to behdallowed in theer under any circumstances. Command wasesperate to contain the unrest, reasoning that news of oneregCiment’s turn would spur the others to action.ommand was correct, but their ordesr were far too late.Hawcher’s network was perfectly able to transmit their messagesthehe officerver they wished. Aell it did was allow them free rein and seal

Thrs off away from their men.e odrers were pointless, but Stanhope had to follow themanywady. He had moved his bunk into the signals room so he couldspen the night thfficere. He did not bother to bar the door. He was theone Brimlock oer in the regiment; if his men wanted him deathen a single door would not stop themd

.on; if thHe had lain down, but could not sleep. He had kept his uniforey came for him he refused to die in a night-shirt. He hadmpaced back and forth across the small chamber. He tried standingsthtill, but he found himself stamping his foot in agitation. All acrosse barracks his magroes were talking, arguing, making thedecision that would either condemn him o. Sr condemn themselves.He was desperate to go to themix times throughout the night,hweith too thek a hm. Eoldmp of therore d daoomnr to leave and go to his men and hash it o him, he agreed with them! He did notutwant to move against his own, but those weer the orders andorders had to bThe obeyed!ere could be no latitude, no room for discretion in this matter. Ifthere was then thlf-is entire campaign, the entire cursade would fallapart under sequestioning and hesitation. He had his orders andhne had given them to his men. He could not go to them now andyeeagotiate them. He had been their commanding officer for severs; they either trusted him as he trusted his superiors, or hisnrank was trash. HHe had to wait.e had tried to activate the vox, but all the lines were dead. All theother equipment had been deactivated as well. His only companionwas the distress ticker

.eThe ticker served a single function. If a particular code was notontetherre ticd akert ce antarin timd thene ms eelteacd itsh dayelf d, it sowennt a p. It waows thereful s lasignt resal toort if e everveyryother means of communication had failed. He had never even seena mlittlee inssafoge atioppear on it before. Each signal was short, carrying asrman as possible to avoid aiding the enemy. Its only usewas if you knew the context.pThere was no doubt in Stanhope’s mind as to the context atmresent. Every message was a regiment that had mutinied. Every

Thessage was a signal that the men had killed their commander.e check-htime had come and he had entered his code, then head lifted the ticker from the desk and gone to sit on the bed andwait for the numbers to appear.

Minutes went past and then the ticker started to hammer and thfirst digits appeared:e203076himT. Thaht was the 452nd under Colonel Exton. Stanhope didn’t know5e ticker hammered again:

Th83139at was the 731st under Colonel Edmunds. Stanhope had methim once at a formal. Stanhope had met him, his woman and hisyoung children. He p557096rayed silently for them.

MThat was the 1109th. Another auxilia regiment, but not fromarguerite, from Icena. He swore, he and Major King had taken theircommands at the same tim10e. He had known the man for years.

S0120tanhope could not believe his eyes. That was the 47th underthe fearsome Colonel Terrace. Every officer knew him, he hadctuommanded the 47th ever since Brimlock. His men could not havethrned against him. It must be a mistake. If his regiment could turnen any of them could.loThe numbers kept appearing, but Stanhope could not keeoking. He put the ticker down on the bed and wrapped his blapknetaround it to try to silence it. He could not pull it off the wawould send its own signal. He put his head in his handsll, a ans itd waitedfohisr the hammering of the ticker to b doore replaced by a hammering at

The a.larm on his chronometer sounded. It was reveille. In a fewminutes his men were supposed to be lined up outside in thedcourtyard where he was supposed to read them the orders of theay. The men wouldn’t have to burst in. He had to go to them.



bStanhope clambered to his feet. Aside from his bed, he hadrought noifothing else from his quarters. He had no toiletries and nonew unrm to replace the one he had spent the night in. He

rubbed his face to hide the moisture that had appeared on his

cheeks and straightened himself as best he could.

sThe only weapon he had with him was his regular sidearm, adtandard issue laspistol. He left it off. It wouldn’t make any

Tiffehernce anyhow. He caught his breath and exhaled and inhaled.Ten he ophened the door and stepped out.

e light of the dawn hid the courtyard from him. He blinked andshaded his eyes with his hand. His men were already there. The

stood in silence, not in their ranks but in a loose arc aorund hydoor. They stared at himis

.

darSeta sanhope fought down the urge to fighy a word. Instead, he stepped forwt foarrds br aeandth. He d lookeid nd foor htis

second-in-command, Sub Pagedar.

hA couple of the margoes stood to one side and there he was. Head fought by Stanhope’s side for seven y, Sears. They had not beencommander and secondtanhope had never treated theirrelationship as such. They had been partners and together they hadlehed three regiment to greatness. But now, Stanhope had led them

.

bPagedar stepped forwards. He carried no weapon but the heavytolade by his side. Stanhope kept his head high and forced his eyes stay open. Even now, Stanhope did not blame him. He was doinwhat his men willed. They had made their decision, but Stanhopegcould not stand aside.

praPctisagedar took a gipr oed ease, drew it smn the hoothlyilt o, hf highis fe intoll-c thuttee airr and, with.
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Chapter Twenty

Impact Craetr, Tswaing, V 1oor pacification Stage 1

Day9



With Roussell and Carson away on their errands, Broocethcommenced with the main objective of the day: the destruction ofintee rok and the burial of this last remnant of the Waaagh that hadrrupted the Ellinor Crusade. Mulberry and his sappers tookcharge once more, just as they had done so many timfore inthes behis expedition. Their squads descended into the veticral pit the orksthad dug, in odrer to ascertain the best detonation locations, both atthe bottom of the pit and within the warrens drilled through the rok ate bottom. Mulberry knew that Brooce did not care for economy orstyle, he just wanted it done in a day. He split his sappers into asmany teams as possible and sent them in, while Brooce provided aplatoon of Guardsmen for each for protection.wBrooce kept Carson’s company out of the expedition, and so theyWehre gile hivisen th mene d feult sty oligf bhuternd, thing the many ork bodies lee other companies lookeft in thd at the crater.emwith envy. They dropped down into the earth with flamers, grenadesabnd explosive charges, expecting one final harrowing close-quarterattle.

Their expectations turned out to be incorrect. The orks, when theyhNaod retreated, had gone away from the carter and into the fungus.bone ottom of thf aem h holea. Wd decided to make a fruitlehen the men of these comss last stand at thpanies emergede, andwhile their sappers gathered furiously comparing notes, theshared stories of what they had seen: the entireo rk had becoymeone great mausoleum, dead orks, real orks, none of these new-spawn whelps, lay in every chamber. Their exploration of the roksrevealed nothing more than what the first Voorjer expedition hadceen. Endless caverns of desiccated bodies, fully grown orksharrying guns and grenades, equipped with crude bionics and withimangart. Ts full of war machines that had been reduced to scrap in thepache o. Nriginal reports to Crusade Command had beenworngo one had survived the carsh. Every single ork that the 11thhad faced and killed had grown here in the soil of Voor fo.

When the sappers were ready again, the platoonsllowed thembdack in, making half-hearted complaints about the chill and gloomnoown thexious tare, bsk. It wut in trasuth r aftere thlieveyed n hadot to h desceavnde to eed andgaueinr the h that Seatanvhy,opeap‘Pproached Blanksiv?’.

‘Yrate Stoneses, major?’‘Walk with me a while,’ Stanhope offeerd. Blanks dumped thecorpse he had been dragging and went with him

.per‘Yfeoct inu did well yesterdaystincts. It r,’ Stanhope began. ‘Quick, decisive,‘I’m jueminded me of how an officer should be.’st newly assigned,’ Blanks replied guardedly, not knowingwheer Stanhope was heading with this line of conversation.

C‘Not just newly assigned. New to everything, isn’t that right?lean slate. Mind a blank. And yet you fight as though you were bornYto it. You give orders as though you’re used to having them obeyed.coalleu can size up a tactical situation in an instant. And you havend me or any other officer ‘sir’. You’re a man with a mystery’tabout him.’B

‘Tlanks considered it.Shen I suppose that makes us even then,’ he replied.tanhope looked at him, puzzled.y‘Your private soldier’s uniform?’ Blanks explained. ‘That swordwou wear? You likell.’e people to know there’s a mystery about you as

Stanhope looked out across the crater. ‘There’s no mysteraythbout me, Blanks. Everybody knows my story. You just have to askem.’‘Well, I never did.’

BlaSnktasnh?’ope paused for a few moments. ‘Were you at Cawnpore,‘I don’t know.’th‘Of course you don’t. Well, I was. I was there for the fighting. I wasere for the mutinies. I was there for what came afterwards. Thisswodr,’ Stanhope reached down to the fell-cutter on his hip, ‘I wasI’vgiven this sword there. I was given it by the most honouarble m?’ane ever known. He was a magro. You know what a margo is

‘T‘Hhe Barimlock auxiliaries from Marguerite.’trh,’ Stanhope gave a hollow laugh. ‘I believe if I asked everythooper in the regiment, I would receive no politer description thanat.’Blanks shurgged as if to say that others’ opinions were norefle‘Wctio “n on his.ediscovered” them on their world,’ Stanhope described.‘Eumperor knows how long ago, perhaps before the Imperium foundtos even. Once we’d taken it we renamed it after our saint, then wethok their men to fight in our wars. And you know the strangestthing? If there was one here, and you asked him how he felt aboutat, you know what he would say? He would say he was grateful forall we men of Brimlock had done for him. It’s so strange. We hold


the fell-cutters in this mixture of fear, awe and contempt as well. Andyet aBlall they feel towards us is gratitude.’nks stayed quiet. Stanhope had decided to take him into hisconfidence and did not need p‘Trompting.

hat was my regiment,’ Stanhope continued. ‘The 1201s

a ct. I wasmaptain in the 33rd when they offered it to me. Not only my

feajority, but the command of ae rgiment of my own to boot. Mybllows in the 33rd said I was mad. They told me that no one comesack from the auxilia; I’d be stuck theer, branded a “margo o”I’dfficer,

 never make it back to the line. I didn’t care. I just wanted to

command. They’d be my regiment, the 1201st, Stanhope’s Own…’

Again he paused as the memories came back to him. ‘The

were mine for seven yeasr and they were the greatest, the mosy

gtTloherious, of my fell-cutters w life. Were ke bnolawnzed a tra beforeil a usc, thross haey werelf a d legoenzen planetsd, but we.

were the ones that made the legend live again. For the troopesr

thwho fought b fleeside us, a fell-cutter was no longer a story, a fable;ey weresh and blood creatures to fear when they opposed youand‘I w be thankfu if thl for when they were your allies.onderat was the reason why we weer sent to Cawnpoer

.dAs if one legend might defeat another,’ he continued, his tonepalanrkeninget of d. ‘Cugaownpore was a mess. It was a fortress world, a whole

-u

tots, traps and ambushes. A whole planet designedd bleed an amry of men. But Crusade Command, Ellinor himself,

hecided he wanted it. He wanted it because it was so infamous. Ife could take that planet from the Karthadasim, he thought, then ahalf-dozen of their allied worlds would surrender. They’d see how

vmuch punishment his armies could take and yet still emergepuictorious. The assaunishment. They fell slt fohorce certainly demonstrated the

‘Art at the victory.d dozen Brimlock regiments went in to reinforce them. Two

Thozen went in after that to reinforce the first batch of reinforcements.e Brimlock general wanted the prize, wanted so badly to pleaseEllinor, that he threw eveyr single regiment he could pressure

bargain or bribe from the othesr into that poisonous place,.

defe‘Evndenertusa inllyto, h the goe ligt hisht we victory, but w were appahlleedn we d at howragged the Karth few of them thearewere. And when the number of casualties it had taken to win was

Kcounted, even Ellinor baulked at the cost. Needless to say thearthadasim’s allies weer not overawed. Ellinor cancelled his

inspection of the troops there, aborted the campaign decoration thatwwaas brzoneinesg d asesig quicneklyd, s asen wet o corders to suld be fewrritciedh us a awayll to different

.

le‘The transpot srhuttles came to evacuate the first regiment due toCave. It was the 67th under Colonel Camrichael. But before

armichael left, he had one last piece of business. On the final daof the pacification, one oyfief his majors hificade rfused to order his mento chagre over a mineld. The pacation was almost over.Everyone knew it. The whole attack would have been irrelevant.

w‘Carmichael, though, would not listen. Right or wrong, his ordersloere to be obeyed. He lined up a firing squad, three men drawn byCt from each of that major’s platoons, the very men he’d saved, andar‘Tmhichael gave them the order to fire.

e men did nothing. Carmichael told them then that he wouldhave them all shot if they refused to fire and ordered them again.

They still refused. And then the major, standing theer agains

wt thetheall, s mahojorute died the odrder himself. Andthat order, the men obeyed and

.

H‘Carmichael would not let it rest, however. He had been defied.e ordered a platoon to round up the firing squad and put them

under arrest, ready for execution. The first platoon he ordered

refused to do it, and so did the next. Every platoon in hise rgimen

refused to arrest the men of the firing squadt.

BCarmichael found he had run out of men and so he fled to thetrrimlock general. He labelled it a mutiny and called in the storm

thoopers. The storm troopers went in to destroy the 67th, but foundCeir barracks deserted. They’d fled. Some had gone out into

awnpore, into the defence-systems and tunnels they had learnedGso well; the rest went to gorund in other units, finding sympatheticuadrsmen and even officers. So manye rgiments were there, som

coanncy meal then had been lost, theeir past.y found it easy to switch identities and‘The storm troopers went hunting for those of the 67th who had

stayed todgether, but there weren’t enough of them to cover the

ingroun. The Brimlock general ordered the rest of us to be brought, our redeployments delayed to squash this hint of rebellion. Noneof us wanted to find them, though, and so we obediently stumblearound the planet, to all intents deaf, dumb and blindd

.

som‘Bue kt thinden the rumour went around tha of freept the 67th had established-oGrt where the Imperium had no authority and anyEuadrsman who came to them would be free of his duty to themperor. Men started disappearing from the regiments. More

rumours went around that the 67th had discovered a Karthadasimtreasure trove, the wealth of an empire that all the defences ofC

wawnpore had been designed to portect. It was a lie, but it wasthhea rint sogle maadenyr. H Guardsmen wanted to hear. We heard the name oacher, his name was, though that itself wasf

another fake. Theer was no Hacher in the 67th or any other an

regy‘It’siment on Cawnpore.’

 a verb,’ Blanks suddenly spoke up. ‘It’s from a Karthadasimwo‘Wrd.’

hat does it mean?’ Stanhope asked.

‘TStao chopnhope, to c nout to pdded aiendces.’ then continued. ‘He was the coordinatorolef the 67th, obviously, a pseudonym to protect whomever was

ading them. But the name became more than just a cover. Hacher


bhecame a ghost. A s

ad taken them. Wh

pectre. W

enever Ch

himenever men went m

eras borke down, H

issing, Hacher

acher had

sabotag‘Thed them. He was a spirit, a joke, a traitor, a hero all at once.

e inevitable happened. One of the 67th turned and exposed

much of their network, including the location of their free-por

wt. Weoere finally going to turn our guns on our own. We weer marched to

Hur paerparation positions and then readied ourselves for the worst.dcher knew we were there. Whatever he could do to stop us, he’d

taok it that night, everyimthing he could destroy, every man he coulde, every regent he could turn.

fo‘The next morning I came out for inspection. That was when youund out how bt. Sadly you wf there hit, how many men had slipped awduring the nighome oe other regiments hadn’t reported in aay

atHll. Tachhe mer anen hd hisad m causutinied, keilled their officers and gone to join

‘M.y men didn’t even waver. They came out. All of them. Ever

man. Even the injured, even the bedr-idden came ouytht, leaning on

eir comrades, some of them were even carried. But they wanted to

be there. They wanted to be cf thounted. They wanted me to know thewere loyal. I was so proud oem that day. The most senior margy

aothmongst them, Sub Pagedar, he had known I had stayed awake

that night and told me that he was full of shame that I ever doubtedit toem. He stood at their head and he drew his sword and he handed

 me. He took an oath then that the sword would be mine until he

loand his men had proved that they would never side against me asng‘W as the Emperor and Saint Marguerite gave them breath.

e went out to battle. I had just received our ordesr. Because ofHacher’s infiltrators, every piece of information regarding the battle

rplan was kept separate. None of us had any idea what thetoegiments aorund us were doing, where they would be. We only had

 p‘I sray tht mat the general in command knew what he was doing.enye rgiment in at the preordained time. The odrers

specified that I myself should hold back and keep passing reports

to the general’s staff. My men were to attack without relenting. I

thknew we would be one of the first in; it was so early in the day. Ithoeu enght themeyy p neoseitioded mns, thae to st thetay ny beeacdek sdo I c my mouenld s top mot weaknesses inake the crack for

other regiments to move up and exploit. It turned out that all the

gene‘Eral needed from my men was for them to die.very defender knew we were the fell-cutters, every defender

knew to fear us. Eveyr gun they had was turned on us. My fell-cutters

surged into the killing-gorund because I torld them that the other

beegiments would be advancing after. But there were no regimenhind us. It was when I saw the storm troopers burn in from higtsh

traltituiedde th toat I realised what our role was. We were the diversion. I order my men back, tried to get them away, but they kept on

advancing. They were fell-cutters, no hesitation, no retreat. That was

wha‘I wt had made them such a good decoy.

as still stood there, rooted to the spot, when the extractionteam came and go

St me.’‘Atanhope went quiet and Blanks ventured a question.

nd why had the general kept you back?’Sta

nhope looked up into the clouds. ‘I asked him that, when he

voxed around all the regimental officers to give his congratulations.

He told me he ha’t thdn’t thought about it mucffich

because he didnink that a Brimlock oe, thr sat mhoualdybe die it w amaosngpack ost a

‘Af margoes?’.’‘Thnd Hachee storm trroopers got him. That’s what the general said. The

whole place was kept closed off after the fight, so who knows? A

person named Hacher had made himself the figurehead of themutiny, and th

?erefore he had to be killed. But who knows if he everreally existed Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. Maybe there was a

dleozen of them all using a single name to try and create a new

tog secrnd. Patch eerhaps that was why the general and Ellinor tried so harvery last memory of Cawnpore from the crusaded.

fo‘After that, I thought I had been through it all. It had been the worstr me, but for everyone else the real horror came after. Hacher was

gone, the free-port was buried, but what about all those otherregiments who hade rfused to attack? Who had been driven

c tomapture or kany more will theereir th leeraede tors be? H puow mnisheand?y m’ore were guilty and how



The engine was drowning. The same detritus and spores churnedupfa by the tanks in their charge to the carter, that had choked thinntrymen struggling behind, were now congesting those sameeeangines. Forjaz had tired of sweainrg at it and was now workingfulongngussid whe thilee dr Carivser, won keho wpt wasatc uhp to his armpits clearing out the.

ChTimhere was nothing he could do. Short of abandoning theera entirely and ordering them to proceed on foot, which wouldslow them even further and rob them of the transport’s defencesthere was nothing he could do. Nothing but stand there and watch,and listen as the others worked around him.mWas this what it was going to be like, he wondered, when thelisyecyclone finally took hold and didn’t let go? Just to watch? Just tofoten? Just to receive and never to act? If it was, then it was no lifelivr him. He would end it himself if no enemy could. If Reeve stilled then he could take him along with him. Just reach out to himhold him close and pull the pin from a grenade in his pocket. If only,whe could be sure thaouldn’t extract theirt, be duein frog dem hnieis md theneir culprit, his avengers.bThey were all that was left to him. Red had said it right, the nightthefore. Twenty years of fighting, but how many more had passed forinohse back home. The dating of events in a galaxy where everabited world was a tiny speck in an ocean of darkness wouldy


always be susceptible to local practicalities. What do the workers

on one world care that another world has twenty-if thfour hours in a da

beeginy have twenty

-

s and th

six? To them, a d

eir night ends. Their

ay will b tue when their morningy

 yearsrn upon their seasonsand their crops, not upon the rotation of a far

-distant planet around a

far-distant star. The communiqués from Crusade Command wereo

Cf no benefit as they refeernced everything from the year the Ellinorthursade began. They said twenty years had passed, but what was

Fiftyat back on Brimlock? Was it th?e same? Five more? Ten more?C A hundred?

rusade Command would never tell you, it wasn’t in their

interests. They w feanted their common men to feel conne

wanted them toel as though the world they fought for wcteda,

os still thehne they had left. Crusade Command would not want them to know

wow isolated they weer, and Carson wagered that the men did notdish to know either. They knew they would never go home, but that

hid not mean they did not draw strength from knowing that theirome and those they left behind were still out theer.

They’re all dead, aren’t they. Those were Red’s wodrs. And tha

meant that his men, indeed this whole regiment, were more thant

thge survivors of an amry; they weer the suvrivosr of an entire

weouneldration. He would not give up a single one o damn any who thought to lef them, and heThave them.

e engine spluttered back to life with an oath from Forjaz and

Tan ahlleluia from the driver. It didn’t matter, though, Carson knew.ey were going to be too late.



Sthtanhope finally concluded his tale and he and Blanks returned toe r‘West of the men.

‘Bhy did you tell me that?’ Blanks asked as they walked.ecause I wanted you to know. I wanted you to understand why Iam the way I at fom. Yesterdt’say, you follo’t it?wed’ S me up Acorn. You werwatching our me. Tha right, isntanhope stopped andewregarded hith the incim congaruerfuouslly in, the hnoceant srd features, the heavy brow, coupled‘Yes, I was. And I am.’tare he had.b‘I want to be able to trust you. And the first step in that is youein‘Tg able to trust me.’

‘Ghank,’ S you,’ Blanks replied; he did not know what else to say.oodtanhope said and started walking again, but Blankstopped hims

.you‘In.’ that spirit, major, perhaps there is something I should tellStanhope turned back to him. The innocence in his gaze wasgone.‘I to

‘Wok them.’hat?’the‘Tmha.’t stuff you use. Those leaves. I took them and destroyedStanhope gaped slightly. ‘When?’

Blanks shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’‘T

Blahen why?’ Stanhope demanded.nks contemplated it for a second. ‘Because I would neverallow a soldier under my command to go into battle whilsintoxicated.’t

‘Y‘I’m nou’roet un certader your command!’ Sinly not under your otawnnh,’ Boplaen dekscla coreund.tered andcfoontinued before Stanhope could protest further. ‘I’m watching outit. Tr yhou, major, in every way. You want to trust me, then this is part ofe rest of them, Carson, the colonel, they want you out of yourhead so you’ll cause them no trouble. They want you passivenot.’. I do

Carson’s Chimera had finally made it to Zdzisław’s crash-sMite and,toa brguerite be parised, Roussell and the naval party weer nowheree seen. He could only assume that they had been struck by evenworse mechanical breakdowns than he had.theE crveasn thhough Zdzisław had crashed more than a week previously,-site still had an air of immediacy about it. His and his co-pilot’s bodies were still bound within their hanresses. The groundwas still stained where the vehicle’s fluids had poured out. It wasotonly fo if you looked closely that you could see the rugged algae trying

Crge new life on the detritus closest to the ground.arson did examine it caerfully and he found what he waslopoking for. The impression of a ring that had been removed, andloooteckets opened that would normally be closed. The body had beed by an expert and, as Carson believed that an ork after the rinngwloould have more likely yanked off the entire finger or even arm, theoter had been a human.Now he knew Mouse had been here, he could guess that Redhad been there as well. He looked thorugh the gorund. There werork footpinrts everywhere. The tracks crossed and crisse-acrossed

Tnd when there blurred and smudged where a struggle had taken placeey had headed off. Carson looked in that direction and was.ready to return to his Chimera when finally Roussell and the navalparty hove into view.



A half-hour later the news flashed back to the Brimlock camp onB

Thittee crlehaaf. Srge: thecond Lieutenant Cae assault and attemrson had been placed under arrest.pted murder of Major Roussell.
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‘This is an ou

rear compartm

trage,’ C

ent of a

arson stated again as he sa Chimt in the sealed-off

era.

lie‘I have made a note of your feelings on the subject alreadyu,‘Ttenant,’ Boroce said a trifle wearily.

hen let me out of here so that I may return to my men,’ Carson

said in a stern tone that attracted a look of pique from Bo‘I can’t do that.’roce.

h‘Yes, you can,’ Carson shot back with even greater irritation. ‘Youave the authority.’

h‘Yes, you’re right’ Brooce agreed, testily. ‘I could release you;owever, I choose not to do so. And do you know why I’m choosin

not to do so?’g

hCarson knew exactly why. ‘It’s because, even though you knowchea’srg ae csow areard a p aniled a lia of stinr, you wonking’t tell Roussell that you think his

–’

‘You’re wrong, lieutenant,’ Brooce cut him off. ‘It’s because of

your rep‘Mutation.’y reputation? As what? A damn good officer? One of the best in

this whole regiment?’

fello‘It is yw oofficur rersepu. Hotawtio mn aansy h a kasille it br.’ Breeon?oce snapped’. ‘A killer of your

‘A‘I dll yon’t know what you’re talking about.’our duelling “partnesr”?’‘Th

ey were pivrate matters of honour, and how are you, Roussell

or the colonel in any position to judge me on those?’‘C

aptain Blundell?’‘He was killed by the enemy,’ Carson asserted

.

un‘Acon ammlaonrming majority oly accurate enef the cmy firoemm. Mucanhde asrs y Reeou dislike succumb to‘Hve did yesterday.’

‘If I wow is the poor commissar?’ Casron asked with mock concern.Cere you, lieutenant, I would not show too much interest in

Sommissar Reeve’s well-being. It may be misconstrued.ometimes I wonder if that was why the colonel gav Stanhin the first place. What spared him?’e youope

Carson did not reply.

m‘Let me lay it out for you, Carson. Tell me what you think. Thisfiean, this officer of such reputation, who is also known to own a

Hrce loyalty to his men, is hot on the pursuit of two he has lost.e’s then told by a senior officer he despises that he may not

continue because there is need of his vehicle. Roussell is adamanthat, when he gave you that order, you staterd to pull one of yourt

pistols on him.’

m‘I think that if I’d wanted him dead, he wouldn’t have even seenfue pull my weapon,’ Carson snalerd. ‘He’d be laid out in the

ngBus with a smoking hole in his chest.’

rooce shook his head sadly. ‘You don’t understand, Carson. It’s

sentiments such as those that has every other officer in this

regiment running scared. You know it. You enjoy it. Lording it over

Dthem, while you’re still only a second lieutenant. I’ve already hauledCeverril over the coals this morning for letting you go with the

Bhimera in the first place. They all think you’re out to kill them.thecause it’s only if they’re all dead that you’ll ever command moer

an a p‘I caltry company.

an’t release you, Carson,’ Brooce continued, ‘because ever

officer in this regiment who dislikes you thinks you did it. And evenythe ones you count as your friends think youcould have done it.’

sacCrificarson couldn’t bear to loed on the altar of geneorak at Brooce any morel suspicion.’. ‘So, I’m to be‘N

ot at all,’ Brooce replied. ‘As soon as we get back to Dova, the

colonel will perform his investigation, have a word with Roussell

and the charges will be dropped. A misunderstanding. After all, he

has need of good officesr for the next phase. Especially officers who

ptreerhaps have the attention of Vooat it arjers close to their governor. Don’t

Broos acen wa asrr nesot, Ct goainrsgon to b, raudtheger a c. Caromfoson crtaouble tald sexi re hideim ho mamekin.’g

pdlans for the future, and part of those plans would be to

bemonstrate that he could control ‘wild’ officers like him. ‘Very well,ut I ha‘Tve a price.’

‘Ahis is not a negotiation, lieutenant, but g, if yo ahead’t s anyway.’t least send another patyr out. My menou canpaer an

others. Give them the rest of the day to find oyBrooce considered his response carefullyut w. ‘Cohalout harppened.’

TSergeantCohwser is a sad loss, and my wife has spoken very highly of Private

affey, but it is out of the question. Every single vehicle is being

ofuverhauled to cope with these damn spores so it will be ready to

nction tomo’drrow. I’m afraid, lieutenant, theer it is. Do you r

expect you find them alive in any case?’eally

Mouse looked down out of his cage as the latest ork warbandarrived at the encampment. It was the third one to appear thatmorning aloftane, and this one was a big one, several hundred strong.Their chiein, his skin daubed blue with paint, a bone stuckthrough his nose and his hair tied in a topknot, marched at their


head. He was a full head taller than his bodyguards either side,

wthho shoved aside any lesser ork foolish enough to be standing indiseir chieftain’s pacomfort, hth. His warriors further behind him bowever, and they kept clustered togethetrayed theirer, eyeing the

other warbands with great distrust.

wMouse had realised that, just a few days before, these warbandsthould have been at each other’s thorats on the battlefield. Today,

bluough, Mouse had counted orks from at least four major tribes: thee faces, the ones with black war-paint around their eyes, thosewho draped themselves only in bones and had brought a giant

squig-beast with them and, the most numerous, those with a red

stripe down across one eye.Even within these main divisions there were dozens of differenwtgrearband variations, men and any other coakloringur ths in yey coellouldw e, bxtralacct frk, womhite, red, blue the strange s,quigcblureatures and the fungus that grew wherever they travelled. Like the

e-faces, they did not mix or mingle, but sat in their groups, readat a moment’s notice to hurl themselves at one of the otherywarbands. The orkish lust for battle was a powerful drive indeed.

Whatever was holding them back, Mouse concluded, m

even greaterust be w.as going to restrain the blue

HeN heothingaded straight for the entrenched denfa at thce chieftain, however.e centre of the

encampment. Bodyguards from all the other tribes already stood

dcluissteerd aorund it, but they stepped aside as he passed andCappeaerd inside.

apture was not a facet of war given much attention in Guarind

vduction. Command knew that the vast majority of opponentscieapwtued cred Gaptives as good only for enslavement or consumption. Thuardsman, if not killed out of hand, most probably facedeeither torture and sacrifice in the name of dark gods, or bein

shackled to some xenos engine to enduer the most bone-crughsin

condgGitions until the last ounce of life was wrung from him.

uard doctrine, therefore, had only one straightforwarind

cstruction in case of capture by the enemy: die quickly. Mousedoonctrsidineered, not for the firs was not the right ct timourse, the foar ht a simla. Tvhish aey hadhde keernce to Guarpt him alive fodrTsohme reason. That must mean they wanted something from him.at meant that he must have something they wanted, and havin

something they wanted meant that he could bargain. If he couldg

bargain then he could stay alive. It was as simple as that.

MThings were not so simple for the fellow occupant of his cage.a loouse at first thought that Red would not survive. He was bleedingtht, but then head wounds always did. The thought struck Mousethen, that it might be better if he did die. If the orks had just wantedem for food they would have killed them back at the Valkyrie. Theobviously wanted them for a purpose. Whatever it was, Mouse knewythat Red would resist; it was just the type of man’t u he was, and hewould expect Mouse to do the same. He wouldnnderstand that itwit. Has their chance to se could porvide wuharvive. Mtever thousey we caonteuld do it. Md from himouse could mak yet hold backeenough to ednsure they kept him alive. He could do it, but only on hisown, an so he willed the blood to pour quicker from the colourserg‘Jeant’s head.

ust get on and die, old man,’ Mouse whis. Operef thd.There was a commotion around the denne oee rd s

htripeshimad come out and fixed its g aaze on Mouse. It started over towards

Mound a half-dozen more red stripes fese felt himself freeze. He could onll in bly thinekhin of fled it.eing, but thereflowas nowhere to go. He looked down at Red slumped on the cageo‘Wr. He grabbed his arm and started shouting in his ear.

ake up! Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!’Red began to stir as the red

-stripe warriors lifted open the cagednoor and then yanked on the leashes tied around the Guardsmen’ssehucks. They pulled Mouse out and then slammed the cage doort behind him. Making no attempt to lead him, one of the red

sHtripes simply picked him up in the air and started back to the den.e was carried into the dark inside and dorpped onto the dirt like asack. He coughed and spluttered at such treatment, then curled utight into a ball, protecting himself, fearing an attack at any momenpt.a gWhen twenty seconds passed and none came, he carefully stoleslance around him. In the murky light, he saw that he was

trurrounded by orks. They weer watching him silently, a few with adaisince of xenos interestet, the rest with a bland expression of

rest. The ork in the centre was the largest. It wore no warpaint whatsoever and carried only an almighty metal cleaver. Itprodded Mouse with a heavy jab from the handle of the cleaver anMouse scrabbled to his feet, yelping in protest.dstepA los, thw genrumble rose from the circle. Mousee sprung around as he sensed the o rtrrksea bteehd a cind houimple o. HefHspun a fe few more times, trying to keep them all in his line of sight.elt a solid, slightly spongy, hand carefully take his. He turned

faand saw that one of the orks was holding his left hand, appearinscinated by it. Mouse backed away a step, but the ork followed, itsgtustep betraying a slight limp. Mouse let it explore his hand and ititsrn seecd it rondou hnand adn ond peered a Mouse’st it a pinkll thie fine closer. Then it toger and, with a sowk a gipift thrur wst,ithyanked it bMack.ouse screamed in pain and dragged his hand away from the

ork’s clutches, cradling it in his arms. Another low grumble

reve‘Lrberated aro!’ Mund the circle.

isten! Listenouse blatheerd. ‘You don’t have to hurtell me what you want! Maybe, maybe, we can work sometht meing. Ju out?st’thThe orks watched him as he spoke, but as soon as he finishedey all turned back to the largest of their number. The red stripe

who had carried him in there stepped into the circle. It held Mouse’s


lasgun above its head. It looked to the big ork and the big ork

nod

and

de thd. The red stripe

e other orks state

 held out the lasgu

rd watching him

n and ga

 again

ve it to Mouse,

M.ouse was confused. This was not how he expected it would go.

He held the lasgun limply in his hand. The big ork, who must be the

wrarboss, Mouse realised, said something to him and pointed at the

setod strmpinipeg its. Mouse didn cleaver for’t un emdephrstand. The warboss repeated itsasis, and pointing at the red stripeelf,

beven more emphatically. A third grumble started around the circle,Mut the red stripe suddenly launched itself at Mouse, bawling at him.

ouse instinctively fired and the beam of red light exploded in the

small space. The red stripe fell growling to the floor. The other orkin the circle were interested now and all went to reach for thes

hlaesg coun. Muld gouet ose whirled it aut of there. All ht theem, th needis wed way and thaas tot. He had a gun,…

thA thorny hand from behind him wernched it from his grasp anden‘S started passing it around the others.

mak!’ the warboss declared, and the others paused and slowly

pfloassed the gun over to him. The red stripe picked itseor, hand clasped over the lasblf up off the

-urn on its side. It dragged itself

ascross to the wabross and then presented its injury. The warboss

trtared at it, and then stared at the gun. It hooked a finger around theflaigger and pulled in careful imitation of Mouse. The red beam

thshed and a part of the roof of the den began to smoulder. Againere was a chorus of interest from the others.Th

e warboss turned around. Behind him, Mouse saw a banner

pole shoved into the ground. On its head was a totem, anothers

thculpted orkish glyph. The wabross raised the lasgun up towardstotee totem, almost as thoughm glowed a dull red and M it wouases an offering to the gods. Th sniffed the distinctive acride

smell of burning tech-equipment. The warboss turned back to the

trciriecdle it a, pulled the trigger again and this time nothing happened. It second, then a third time. Still nothing. It loof nked around the

circle, and this time the orks all made a sound oear agreement.T

mhe wassivarebo hassnd held up the lasgun and then crumpled it in its single‘Waa.

thChoppa,’ it said. ‘Na Choppa!’ And it let the pieces fall toe ground.



A Valkyrie flew in Mulberry’s munitions. They were loaded into

Cehimeras and ferried to the pit. Brooce left the troopers longcnoareugful ch foour thnt toe sappers to la ensuer all my theen wirer ceha prrgeses aent and then, after a vernd correct, MulberyrySpushed the detonator. In an instant, the efforts of the Stonethmaisshas to unearth the falling star that had brought their kind to

 place were annulled. Likewise, the interference that hadprotected that filthy cradle of xenos life was finally silenced

.cIt was not over. It could never be over with the orks. The wholewontinent was infected. It would have to be watched. The Voojersr

1ould not be enough; it would require the veterans of the Brimlockth1th and then, in a few years, it would be the turn of their childern,then their grandchildren, and then their great-grandchildren afterat. And, eventually, perhaps there would be sufficient manpower toraise a whole new regiment: a regiment of scouts and ork-huntersththat could proudly add their strength to the Brimlock auxilia. Whetherstae Vyoorjers appreciated it or not, the Imperial Guard was here to.imShould the Voorjers not appreciate it, not welcome theinposition of a permanent armed force on their world that wouldevitably 1 evolve into the planet’s new dominant faction, then the

Brimlock1th would have to assert their rightful position over thesesepaartists at the point of the sword.

CThat was the next phase. Abrulaster knew it. Brooce knew it.Imarson had guessed it, and so had Van Am. The generousthpe jurium had finally granted their loyal Brimlock soldiers their prize;eyst had to take it first.



TThe Bhe mrimlock column broke camp an hour after dawn the next day.host seriously wounded, aside from Commissar Reeve whobad remained the guest of the betrayed Captain Ledbetter, hadeen airlifted by Valkyrie back to Dova. The stable wounded weregiven berths in Chimeras co-opbted from their regular duty to act asamulances. They headed out first, along with the pitiful remnantsof the armoured company, while Mulberry and his sappers strodeaclehead oarf them in their construction Sentinels to ensure the trail wasOn.e Chimera that did not find itself transporting the woundedcRontained only a single passenger, with three guards. Majoroussell was rigid in his implementation of Guard doctrineregarding the captivity of Second Lieutenant Carson. Roussell didnot want him marching with his former company, he did not wantwhis men to even see him, and so he locked him away in a Chimearcoluhich domn. Crve alongside Roussearson’s company werll’s oe bawnisn company in the ched to the far rearengutreard of thewheer, Roussell considered, with some luck they might never evenmake it bMack.ost of the Brimlock 11th, however, caerd nothing for the enmbetwity fueen Roussell and Carson. They weer finally at libetyr to think oftheture. They had survived wheer so many million men had not.

Tfohey had paid their service to the Emperor and now they could livethr all those they had lost. The jungle, which had first appeared toem as a nightmare of gloom and danger, would now be

Hremembered as the setting for a great victory, and when Privateeal began to hum, he found he could do so uninterrupted, for therewas no colour-sergeant there fo to quiet him. For almost all of them,Voor would become a homer them and the families they would


rtwaise, and they would have years of comfort and plenty to o

o decades of hardship and horror that they had endured

ffset the

If th.eer was any justice in the galaxy.



LCahimnce-Corporal Bowler saera and watched the jut in thnglee turret gunner’s position inside hisathbout the past. He future. He knew it we was a Brimlock Dould go past. H contain perragoon the dttyid n muoct thh think me saucmhe asdrough and thorugh; hethidn’t want out, he wanted to stay in. He was in a lot better positionan some of the poor souls they were carrying. Two arms, two legsand one protruding ogran was what Bowler had managed to keephfigold of all these yeasr. It didn’t matter how old or decrepit he got, helausered, so long as he could still sr and pull thit in this chair, point the multiThe trigger.e Guard had given him a lot. ‘Starve, steal or soldier’ thetwposter outside the rookeries had said. Well, he had tried the firsto and found that the last option had let him live far better and farlonger than running with the rook-gangs.

THe knew the driver, Baker, sitting beside him, felt the same way.thhey’d done well by each other, and planned to stick to it even afterthis. Bowler and Baker, there had been a few jokes about that wheney were first assigned together back in the 371st. It didn’t help,beither, that their commanding officer was Boroce. A few fists had toe thrown before the other crews realised that there really was nohumour to be made from the coincidence.bThe 371st, now there had been a proper Brimlock regiment,Cefore they were consolidated at least. Every company had itsard

-hhimeras, the whole regiment was an armoured fist, fast, hTitting, none of these pathetic foot-sloggers slowing everyone down.

Dhey were called the Brimlock Dragoons after all, not the Brimlockarg‘Fger!’ Bs–ireaker shouted suddenly. Acting on instinct, Bowlertrigger finger twitched, befoer he held it back’s.

‘C‘Whhimat?’ he wanted to kera onenow, but Baker was busy grabbing the vox.-zero to Chimear zero-five. Tabor, you’re on fireBowler twisted to see. It was true, there was the unmistakeab!’lered glow of flames coming from the underside of the Chimeraahead. The driver tried to swerve off the trail, but ran out of roombefore hef th could fully make it off. Baker swerved the other way, v’soxingthe rest oe transports to hold position and calling Mulberr

Sentinels backy.sBowler pulled out the extinguisher, cracked the hatch andthhimmied out onto the dirt. He ran over to blast the flames befoerhey could reach the fuel tanks while Baker went to open the backdaimtch and evacuate the wounded. Bowler gave the fire a full bursmed for a few moments and then grew wilder. He hammeredt; iton the side of the divrer’s cabin.‘T

Tabor, get your arse out here!’‘Fabor appeared, eyes wide, at the window.

‘I kire,’ he said.‘Ynow that,’ Bowler ranted. ‘Get out and help!’

‘Nou’re on fire,’ he said.‘No, yo’ Tu’re on fire,’ Bowler rep. ‘Ylied.o…abor repeatedou’re…on fire!’aBowler felt the heat on his forehead, went to touch his helmetynd burned his hand on his targeter. He dropped the extinguisher,thanked off his smouldering helmet, tunred around, and threw it toe ground. He swore violently, looked up, and saw a burst of flamecoming‘G from under his Chimera.od-Emperor,’ he whispered. Tabor was trying to fight his firebut it was useless,.extin‘The wounded!’ Bguisher he’d disowcarledr sedh. ‘Gouted at het the woim auns he gded ourt!’abbed theit oBowler ran back to the rear hatch of his own Chimera. He pulledpen and got a face-fuhll of smoke. The wounded pushed pastdim, dragging each other out of the burning vehicle. He looked backown the column for help, but the first half-dozen Chimeras were inthe same way, their crews desperately trying to battle the flames.He looked ahead and saw something that would haunt him forthtoe remaining few moments of his life: a Sentinel, still tottering back

M respond to the distress call, burning in a column of fire withulbeIn thrry’s blackened corpse still stock upright at the controls.e jungle, Choppa loweerd his totem and the red light thatglowed from it faded. Its job done, Choppa raised his cleaver androared the charge

.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Ambush site, Jungle Trail, Tswaing, Voor

pacification Stage 1 Day 20

TRhe news came through garbled over the vox-roussell’s comms officer tried to makeceiver. Majore sense of it, but Roussellgrabbed the receiver odff him and listened himself. The column wasuner attack. The Chimeras at the head had been halted andimmobilised in some manner; the jerry-rigged tanks were beinattacked by blueg-hfaced orks shoving explosive spores and nests ofsuornet-like creatures into hatches and through vision slitsbstantial number of orks with black war. A-hpaint around their eyesfoad appeared and were attacking Brooce’s company. Orders werer aRll companies to advance and engage as fast as they could.oussell passed the orders on to his men and saw them all grtheir weapons a little tighter. It had been too early to think oipfuf thesture after all. The orks of Tswaing had one last trick up theircleeves, it seemed. Ahead of them, Roussell saw Ingoldsby’sbompany advance to the quick. Then it was Colquhoun’s turn, butefore any of his men took another step Colquhoun ordered hishcoimmp, daidny lik to halt. No sooner had he done so, than Fegrus, behindewise.

Unwilling to push his troops past, Roussell went ahead himself.dHe siscotrveode quickly along the length of Fergus’s company andred the two captains there, is. the hold

-d‘What, in Marguerite’s nameup?’ Roussellemanded. ‘The column’s under attack!’th‘Quiet!’ Fegrus shot back. Neither of them looked round at him;ey both had their heads lowered as though listening to the earth.They were a mismatchefed pair: the black giant and hisfte scarlet dwarfwas how their men rerred to them as they were on seentocgether. Only ever out of earshot, though; Colquhoun habituallyhisarried an antiquated heavy halberd with which he ostentatiously cut enemies into pieces, while the diminutive, red-haired Fergbus

Thecame a raving berserker in battle, capable of any act of savageyr.e terror they inspired, in their own men as much as the enemywas a se,cforet delight to them both, and each one constantly soughtto outperrm the other.rIt was perhaps this that influenced Roussell not to continue todaisnt acot the twver whaot h caadptains from a distance, but to c caught theross over to

‘Yir attention.‘Fer think so?’ Fergus asked his fellow captain quietly.

‘Wor certain,’ Colquhoun replied.hat?’ Roussell demanded.

The two captains borke their quiet conversation. Both rose anstarted shouting orders to thd‘Seir men.

‘Wergeants! Get the men in line!’‘Beapons ready!’

Tayonets! Bayonets! Fix bayonets!’bhe sergeants picked up the call and the two companies, drivenfey the ugrency inf p their captains’ voices, snapped to obey. Rousselllt a moment oanic.the‘F soirm up yer men, muth.’ajor,’ Fergus told him. ‘They’re coming fromFor a split-second Roussell wanted to demand the properhrespect from this captain who thought to give him orders, but thene heard the noise, the rumbling from the depths of the junglewhich turned his blood cold,.

He hastened back to his men. The ugrency of the preparationsbheing taken by the men ahead had unnerved them, but Rousselload previously impressed upon them his disfavour for anticipationfof his orders and so they stayed motionless. Roussell cursed themr the caution that he had formelyr required from them.

His‘Get in line!’ he bawled at them. ‘Ready weapons! Fix bayonets!’ men scrambled gartefully to o Gbey.

Behind his company, he sawomery’s men quickly follow suitarnd, behind them, Rosa’s Griffons halt in confusion. The chainmeaction flowed down the length of the Brimlock column as eachban swiftly took the lasgun from his shoulder, slammed his

Tahyonet into its socket and turned to hisig rht to put himself in line.ere was no fumbling for magazines as no veteran carried his gununloaded, but a score of men cursed dumping their heavierweapons on transports so as to save themselves the labour ofman-handling them back to Dova.rIt would be a matter of just a few minutes for every man to betheady and in position to create a wall of fire and steel facing towardse jungle to the south. It was a few minutes that the Brimlocks didnot have.The distant rumble had grown louder, closer. It grew into acontinuous rolling thunder that shook the vines and the leaves. Thesergeants were already cautioning men to hold. Whatever itsit s cause,thounded to each as though it might be their doom. It wasn’t fair,wey thought, it wasn’t just. They had survived their final battle; thatThas it, they were done. They couldn’t diehere, on the wayhome.e EAmperor surely wouldn’t allow it.nimals burst from the jungle, wailing creatures disturbed fromtheir homes and fleeing what was coming after. Lasguns flashed


down the c

even as th

olumn as edgy troopers fired, incinerating the refugees

ey scuttled.

to thThe thunder grew deafening and Roussell glanced behind him,e jungle on the north side of the track, which appeaerd identicalto the jungle to the south. Not a single gun was pointing in thadt

birouection and with the echo from the trees, the sound of the thunder‘Gnced at him frodom every side.

-E

Cmperor,’ he muttered to himself, ‘let Colquhoun be right.’olquhoun was.

ju‘Blessed Marguerite, what are those?’ Roussell gasped as thengle on the south side exploded with ceratures. His sergeants didno

‘Ft conce!’rn themselves with such questions, only the response.IRE

trigRgeeadied or nor. Hundredst, e of lavery man brought his weapon up and pulled thes-shots burned into their raging, wild-eyed

abttackers, burning the foremost. Those behind stumbled over theGlackened corpses, but continued rolling towards the firinuardsmen; living, angry balls of teeth and clawsg.

They weer not orks. This was not a charge. It was a stampede.

A thousand, two thousand, squigb-easts were being driven intothme column, bursting from the shadow of the jungle only a few dozeninetrto aes anythwinayg th. Soat smetoo racing, some bounding, ad in their way. The Brimloll mack firddingen dised, tearingcipline

cbollapsed at once, the shouts of sergeants lost beneath the

elloInwing of the squig-beasts.

goldsby’s company, ahead of Colquho figun and Fegrus, wascaught mids

-tep, hastening to reach thehting at the head of the

cwolumhirledn. T to fahe men were taken completely by surprise. The closesce the new threat too late and the squigt

ubeasts leaptthpon them, biting through limbs and tearing through the flesh of

those that fell with the wicked claws upon their feet. Those men onthe far side of the column could only hear guttural snorts, rips and

e scerams of their fellows. Their sergeants instinctively shouted tohold, but there were no mere wodrs that could make them stand.

Tjuhengy sle totumbled back and then bo the north, the squigrke and ran into the cover of the

human barrier before them dbiseinastegts trrateumdpeting with relief as theF.

ergus and Colquhoun’s men fared better, firing a blinding rainodf light. Every man fired as quickly as he could, but in their

esperation the rigorouso rutines that had been drilled into them

began to fade, and shots began to be snatched too early, beforge

guns had fully recycled. Inhibitors installed years before by Brimlocktoun grsmab aiths pt thereirv trigented eagers a srly discharges and frustrated troopers haecond time to fire. Those who haddstripped their inhibitors out could fire as fast as their finger could

grip, but their rapid shots singed the squig-bininbeasts’ flesh instead ofrgg them down

.

Troopers tried throwing grenades: some short- frtimed them an

so they detonated as they landed, blowing chunksom the squigdsbetruasts; ock thethe ragrsin, in thg sqeuigir hurry, did not bother and a few grenades and bounced back, cutting down creatusreand Guadrsman alike. The luckless Private Schafe tossed his

ghimrenade a. Tht the squig leaping high over the bayonet wall to devoure grenade flew into the squig’s gaping mouth which then

closed over his head, teethfo chomping down on his torso, befordetonating, killing the unrtunate trooper and covering he

comrades nearby in a shower of their mixed internalsis.

squEigverywhere Roussell looked, the line was starting to buckle. The-hbeasts were dying in their hundreds, but those behind werethemmed in by others either side and so could only continue torow themselves forwards. Even as they were struck, their bodiessmashed into the Gu fieardsmef firn, crushing some, distracting otherscausing gaps in thelds oe that the next wave could then pour,thFrough. Ingoldsby’s company had disappeaerd entirely from view.aergus and Colquhoun’s men were scrabbling, keeping the squigshwisa flay at the points of their bayonets. Colquhoun was trying to clear

nk on his own with great sweeps of his halberd knocking thesqTuigh-beasts off to the side.

e vox in Roussell’s ear was a cacophony of unintelligible

orders, oaths and screams. He tried to contact Brooce for

sinstruction, but it was useless. His company faced collapse; theit. Hheer pressure of the stampede smashing against it would breakOe would lose his company and he had no orders to protect him.inne way or another it was the end of him. But then somewhere

isside, the young officer who, ten yeasr before, had dragged hisolated company for months through the horrors of the mud-valleysof Mespots to earn his place in the colour-guard emerged.

m‘Company! Form on your section!’ He threw the odrer into thethaee mlsetrnom. N of theoth bainckg ha rowpp inento tiged. He stomped down his linhter gorups, who in turn hae, huleadu inlingclose the men in the rows in front of them. A straight line was not

shtrong enough to withstand the force of the enemy’s blow. Instead,e pulled them into deepf ther pockets until finally the last remainingmen oe front rank dived into them.

cHis line was gone. In its place were a half-dozen spurs with clearwhannels running between them. Tith their frontage so diminished, bhut the company’s firing weakeneeir shots pushed thed

rampaging squig-beasts away to the side. The squig-beasts in turnconfronted by these clusters of steel or the dakr jungle beyond,

shoved mercilessly on by their fellows behind, chose to make for

the jungle, and crushed into the channels.The men in each cluster pushed away from the beasts charginthgprough on either side, perssing a dozen men into the space

toreviously occupied by four, kneeling, crouching, packed tightgether, contorting themselves to have every blade pointed out. Astumbling squig-beast ran itself into the bayonets on the side of


one cluster. The force of the blow transferred through to the other

slikide of the cluster where Private Geoffries popped out of the clustere a cork from a wine bottle and was trampled underfoot, still

grasping onto his comrades trying to haul him back in. One clusterdissolved entirely when an unlucky shot caused a squig

-beas

ct tooannonball into the front of it, knocking the defending Guardsmen totone sgethidere, whilst the Guardsmen behind were too closely packedR to shift their weapons round to defend themselves in time.thoussell hauled his slack frame on top of his Chimera; fromhere he had a chance to see and be seen by his men. The guardse had posted inside the vehicle to watch Carson had had the

presence of mind to man the turre frt multi-laser and some of thembedded lasguns that bulgedom the hull, and had turnede th

dehoouzen mesetres between the vehicle and the jungle into a charnel

Th.e noxious smell of incinerated squig-flesh struck him as he

clambered forwards. The men in the clusters saw it too. The closestones tried to edge their groups closer to get behind the protection ofthe tank’s hull; those further away stood no chance of r founninacross as a single body and so lone troopers lookedr gapgs in thesCtahimmpereda, like and dived from cluster to cluster, ever closer to the

Be children leaping across stepping stones.dehind him, Roussell saw that Gomery’s men were in a

finesperate plight. As for Gomery himself, it appeared his mind hadally snapped. He had not even drawn his gun. Instead he was

shrilling away, blowing his office’sr whistle as though calling foul onthe whole attack.

andIt w saas nearly done, however. Roussew that the shadows of the squigll looked out to the south-trbeasts coming through thethees weer thinning. He might live, hee ralised, and he grasped ate hope. He fired his pistol somewhere into the mass, the soundCof the dhimischarge lost beneath the hiss of burning air from theera’s las-fire beneath him.

In the corner of his eye, he noticed a shadow amongst the squigbbeasts, a dark green shape running on all fours in their midst. Heitslin akermd a onnd th the be sayhoadnetsow uncoiled into an ork warrior, which im to sweep them aside and leapt into apaledcluster, punching, kicking and biting the trapped men.

thThey were everywhere, Roussell realised. The gaps amongste squig-beasts were not empty spaces, they were filled by the orksavages who had started the stampede and driven the beasstraight at the Bimrlock column. The squigts

soften them up; now the true attack was begbeinnasts weingre just to.

foThe okrs were knuckling along at speed, keeping low on allburs. The men in their clusters had a mere split-second to fire

thefore they were set upon. It wasn’t enough. The orks shrugged offe snatched shots, grappled with the Guardsmen for their lasgunsand brought bone-breaking blows down upon them with clubs,cudgels and rocks

.

CWell, damn them all, Roussell decided. An ork leapt onto thethhimera’s roof. It turned and grimaced at him and he shot it throughlae head. Another with a stone hammer smacked the Chimear’striesgd touns from their sockets. A third mounted the front of the tank and

 shove a rock into the barrel of the multi-laser only to lose itshand to the scorching red beam.

Roussell borught his pistol up to shoot it, but was punched fromhris feet by a blow beneath his abdomen. He tried to step back andhegain his balance, but his legs refused to obey him. He fell ontojais back, his pistol gone, and looked down his body to where a

thvet’slin had buried itself. Blessed Mother Marguerite, he thought,a agony. He tried to say the same, but the words wouldn’t form.He trie fed to reach out with his hands and pull the javelin free but h

armslt as though they were imprisoned in iceis.

oThe grey sky was blotted out as the ork missing a hand leanedhvoeldr him, p him seteaering into his face. Then it sdy, and his last sight was atood, gripping the jave heavy geren footlin toslamming down upon him.



‘Hold! Hold, you milk-sops!’ Fojarz berated his men as another

abacrond of ork warriors with the distinctiveess one eye threw themselves at the rd v comertical strip dowpany. Carson’sn men,

consigned to the rear, had escaped the brunt of the stampede. Theorks coming‘H after had not been so obliging.

old formation! Hold formation!’ They were huddled together, aswere many of those still fighting up and down the trail, in thr

of a rough square. They had originally formed a line like thee ree sst, bidesthutbe orks had tried the end flank and so the men there had foldedwack. Then Rosa had been overwhelmed ahead of them and the

foarriors there attacked down the column, forcing the other side tobld in. Only Frn’k’s wild intervention had prevented the formation

einSg shattered.

tanhope was coruched in the front rank, gripping his lasg frun athough it weer his very existence. There was sweat pouinrgomsesvery patch of his skin. His chest felt as though it was being

squeezed in a vice. He had already retched up everything histhtomach had held, so at least there was nothing more to come fromthere. His aim, at least, was still steady. He focused on the simplejuings; he saw an ork, he shot it, he saw another, he shot that. He

st profusely hoped that the orks he was shooting were actua

therelly.

inBlanks, the bastard who had put him in this state, was crouchedba the sck eveercond rank right behind him. Stanhope got a knee in the

‘Hy time the barrel of his lasgun wavered off-target.‘Hold! Hold!’ Fojarz called again.

Fow bloody long for?’ Blanks muttered too loudly.orjaz heard it and turned on the insubordination.


‘What did you say, private?’ he demanded. He othnly realised asthe words were coming out of his mouth, that he had chosen exace wtly‘I srong pesron.

aid, how bloody long for, segreant!’ Blanks shouted and firedhis lasgun again.

thAll conversation was then rendered impossible as Gardner, atthe se bquruare’s corner, opened up wst short.ith the autocannon again. He kept

‘Running low! Only one can after this one’s finished!’ he

repForted.

orjaz didn’t deserve this. Booth dead, Red gone, probably deadas well, Carson arrested. Why did’s fate decree? that hlf-e had to be thone to preside over the company last stand A hadozen menewunere dead, the same number wounded but figfortunate Zezé had been hit by a javelin andh wating os shn. Takinheg, laid outat Forja‘Wz’s feet. And Blanks wasn’t even finished yet.

Fe’ve got to move!’ he said.orjaz couldn’t ignore him. ‘We hold!’

The orks made anotheru rsh, hooting and wa firving their club

above their heads. The troopers grouped theire by priority tarshgets,witting each ork not with a single shot that they could shrug off, butreaith thcherede Sta or four at once. One of the orks endured the pain annhope. The major jabbed forwards with his bayonedt,

fosticking it hard into the ork’s torso, but the ork kept reachingBlarwards to smash Stanhope’s head in. From behind Stanhope

nks struck, his bayonet punching through the ork’s thorat. The,nhe pulled back and fired a shot into its face that sent it reeling away.mForjaz had hoped to get orders, but there was no vox chatter anyitseoelf, br. Tut shere were no orders any moreuerly, if they could just hold o. It wut loas eveng enyor cugohm, spaomnye foornewould come for them.‘W

We’ve got to move!’ Blanks shouted again.e’re not going anywhere; that’s what Forjaz meant to say.

Instead, it came out as, ‘There’s nowhere to go!’

‘The fort!’ Blanks responded. ‘Fort Eliza! We can reach it!’

jung‘Nole in, watoit!’ G the fuardner interruptedngus. A. ‘Let’s get back. Get out of theThis Valkyier can come in there.’

 was bad, Fojarz knew, he was losing his grip. Troopers

were not sup‘Sposed to discuss, they were supposed to obey.

‘Ahut your traps!’ he bellowed, but Blanks ignored him. Valkyrie can drop into the fort as well,’ Blanks countered. ‘Anit’s wd‘Eheer everyone else will fall back to!’

Fveryone else who thinks of it!’ Gadrner shot back.trorjaz felt his authority slip away. ‘No one’s going anywhere!’ Hetoied to reassert himself, but the men knew that no one was comin regBslacue them, and Blanks had a plan.

nks stood up all the way and faced Forjaz. Forjaz had a

sudden flash. ‘I dback to’t w the orks fig Blanks had so,’ h easily kille. ‘Ad the night ofthe ork raidonant toht you, Forjaze saidnd you don’twant to fig‘So whht wat?’ith me.’

h‘So, we have an officer,’ he said, and he reached down andauled StanhopNe to his feet.

ow it all fit into place in Forjaz’s head, how close Blanks had

made himself to Stanhope, how he’d looked out for him, got him

eating out of the palm of his hand. He could never have done thawith Carson, but as soon as Carson was out of the wayt

…

fromBlanks smacked Stanhope around the head to tr his torpor. ‘What do we do, major? What are yoyur and shake h orders? Staimyor g‘Woh?

at’s it to be?’ He went to smack him again, but as the laz

blow swept roundy, Sf hta fenhope’s hand came up and blocked it. Hgrabbed the hilt oisll-cutter in his other hand and jabbed it ine

toBlanks’s stomach. Blanks, fo catch it.r once off-guard, flailed for a moment‘Don’t ever strike me again,’ Stanhope told Blanks, and let the

sword slide back into its sheath. Blanks nodded and Stanhope

continuedB. ‘We go.’

‘Ylanks nodded again, satisfied this time. ‘Right, to Eliza.’es, to the fort,’ Stanhope agreed, ‘but first, up there,’ and he

pmoainsstead ucrep the trdail to where the rest of the column was being

‘You’re m.ad,’ Blanks said, and finally he and Forjaz were in

agreement. ‘You can’t save the whole regiment, major! You’ve got tosavey‘You,’ Sr men!’

estanhope replied. ‘All of my men.’



gLieuaurdtesnant Carson sa had been firingt in the d the hull laark waiting for the end. His thsguns, but after they’d beerene

smashed in, and the driver and turret-gunner bailed out into the

carnage outside, his guards appeared disinclined to open the rearhatch and fight on. None of the orks’t s had tried to open the rear hatch.It was perhaps because they couldnee anyone inside. Perhapsth

they didn’t even understand that people could be inside. Perhapstheeyy w thoueregh. It dt aid Cnhime’t rearllya w masatte jusr. Tt ahes my wucouh a sld figingurele liv it ouint sg booeinng as

enougThh.

at time appeared to be at hand. Theer was a groan of metal assomething monstrous tried to rip its way through the rear hatch. Theguards scrambled for their weapons and held them ready. A peak oflig

wht appeaerd, a silhouette beyond, and one of them fired. Therebaas a deep, inhuman shout of alarm and the silhouette jerkedc

‘Bk.Orimlock Eleventh, you idiots! Open up!’

ne of the guards peeerd out of the hole and then quickly

obeyed. Suddenly a half-dozen men poured into the back of the


tran

out o

sport, gr

nto th

abbed the guards, took their weapons and threw them

line ground. They looked up to see the path to their ChimeraeOd with five Gifforns, each one crammed to the brim with troopers.

ne of the troopers grabbed the guard who had fired and lifted

him up to his feet.

s‘You’re damn lucky you missed!’ Gardner spat at him and thenaghowed hreedim Frn’k looming over them both. The guadr quickly

.

trMajot.r Stanhope stepped into the rear compartment of thean‘Lspieor

utenant Carson,’ he said over the sound the las-fire from the

tro‘Uopers holdingt,’ C the orks at bay.nder arresarson said back

.

Now‘From wha get up ant I’vd jue smepen, lie on au Grteiffonant, I believe that no longer applies.‘An, that’s an order.’

n order? From you?’ Carson replied. ‘How unusual. Such a

shame I have to dStaisobey it.’

nhope looked down at Carson in the gloom. He noted the

uncomfortable pose, the odd positioning of his legs, the arms thahung like a dead weight

‘It happened again?t.’ he asked

too‘Tk cheary de oidf thn’t need to raestrain me to stop me escaping. My body‘Vt all by itself.’

jaery well,’ Stanhope said and turned away. He then handed hishcket to Blanks, returned, took a hold on the protesting Carson,eaved him up over his shoulders and carried him out into the light.



Tbhe small convoy rolled out back down the trail, thoard shooting any ork that tried to pursue them. Teh troopers onde Gifforns weeresigned to caryr a small mortar crew and so Stanhope hadordered everything inessential to be thrown off so as to cram all hismen on board. Even so troopersé ha. Sd to cling on to the sides. Eventhe wounded, even the dying Zeztanhope would leave none of

Sthem behind, not even Carson’s three guards. As soon asstanomhehope saw them, thow space was foeuy bndec toam ce his responsibility as well and so

Tharry them too.ey turned off the main trail, heading towards Fort Eliza. Thecohesion of the ork forces had crumbled. The warriors who hadbeen fighting found themselves fixated by the weak creaturhad defeated and the strange items they wore and carriede. Ths theypehrimitive tribes had earned a crushing victory over those aliens whowad defeated the almighty Stone Smashas and their only thoughtthas to get the choicest loot and to celebrate. Up and down the trail,e v‘CicHOtorious orks had onlyP a single chant:

-PA! CHOP-PA! CHOP-PA!’
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Blood Stripe campS, T 1swaing, Voor pacification

tage Day 20

‘C

ch

HOP-PA! CHOP-PA! CHOP-PA!’ M

ant. His eyes were filled with death

ouse’s ears were. H fille

e walked

d with the

 over metre aftermtoetre of bodies: orks, squig-beasts, Guadrsmen, all laid out

gether. The scavengers were hard at work; the ork wariorsr hadalready taken their trophies and now it was the gretchins’ turn. Everypsile of dead, every platoon’s last stand, was alive with them. Theyfinnatched at everything they thought of worth, digging their chippedthgernails into fabric to tear free buttons, medals, crystals, anythingthat shone, to satisfy their greed. Once done with that on a body theen dug into its flesh to satisfy their hunger. Mouse could only beyfegrateful that the lengthening shadows hid the results of theirasting.

aThe orks had tied his hands and put him on a leash to drag himhalong like a peppened to hist. It w coamrs hadumes. Riliatined wg, basut b still inetter that than what ha the cage. He wasd

awake now. He held the torn cloth to the wound upon his head as amakeshift bandage. The cloth was crusty and the side of his facewas streaked in dried blood, but still he perssed it down. He wasn’tmoving.

thDuring the battle he had gone mad. As he and Mouse had heardre sounds of carnage, Red had started shouting to try and warn thethegiment. He had slammed himself into the cage to try to berak free,de colour of his face going from flesh, to its customary scarlet, to aeep purple that Mouse had never seen before. He only stopped

after the sounds of las-fire had ceased and were replaced by the

orks’ bellows of victory. It had been for nothing. It had all been fornothing

.‘COP

-PA! CHOP-PA! CHOPMoHuse had tried to talk to him, hPAa!’d tried to explain, but Red had

rhefused to listen. He had seen the comparative liberty that Choppathad granted Mouse and had fixed him with such a look of betrayalat it was as though Mouse were Horus reincanrated. Nothing

MoCuse had said made any diffeernce.

hoppa called the procession to a halt. They hade rached the

rmemottleains od blaf thcke a anrmoured company. The grey hulls of the tanks werd ashe

ewhite from the fires that had burst from theirinngteines. Their doors and hatches hung open; their shadowy

riors were gutted, plastic melted, metal scorched, steerin

columns and controls blackened skeletonsg.

Not every skeleton was merely mechanical, though. While

wounded had scrabbled to get out before they were cooked in the

thside,ne smell of charred flesh in the air was testament to those who hadwoert me caaderc it. Tassheesse were not tanks or transports any longer; theyM.

ouse did not know how the armour had been ovecrome so

thquickly Im, but thiuat in itself did not surprise him. Guadr doctrine taughteperm’s soldiers ignorance and contempt fof thr their enemies,not understanding and respect. True knowledge oe foe cam

oeonlyf the thr livough battle, and there every lesson learned came at the cost

Mousees o remf oenemb’s cereomd Aradeszzaba.r. Back when they thought the fightwas almost done, before the company even knew they were underbattack, they had lost their commander. It had been Captain Sandysack then. He had been well under Carson’s thumb and the

company was getting on well. Then one night Mouse had seen himgtouring the defences when he had suddenly sat down. They hadHoene wa to hs dis aeadid o in anly ton insta find bnt anlodod b, mourmstinentsg from his nose and eyes later, the eldar, who wer.enot even supposed to be on Azzabar, attacked.

thMouse did not have knowledge, but he had kept himself alive allese years by making very accurate guesses. Choppalf, o’s personalglyph totem was the key to it. It might be a weapon itser perhapit wasss merely an object of focus for some psychic power, thoseSaamnde tyys tope of psychic powers that had reduced the brain o pf Captain

Thudding without leaving a mark on him.ere was a commotion up ahead; the gretchin were squabblingothver a body. The nearest ork waded in amongst them. It grabbed ateir prize and held it up. The face was beyond identification, but

Mouse recognised the insignia of a ma frjor. It had bee’sn Broo

was not the body that had caused theacas. Brooce unifocrme. It h

badhaeen ripped open and beneath it wed tied them aorund his body to ensre thuree r theegy cimeouldntal colours. H not be captueredwthhile he still lived. And they had not. The gretchin had already bittenrough the knot and so when the ork tugged at them they came

away in its hand. It looked at the brightly colouerd fabric for a few

moments, not understanding what the banner represented, an

then draped it around its shoulders like a caped.

w‘Chaffey,’ a hoarse voice whispered his name. It was Red; hebas standing up, looking at Mouse. His eyes were the same steelythlue, but for the first time in all the years Mouse had known him,ere was a frailty behind them. He was wounded, his face was

pale. He was an old man and he knew his time was coming soon.Mouse drew up some of the slack on his leash and then crept over



towards the cage, stopping a metre from the bars.

ta‘Colour?’ Mouse asked quietly. Red looked woozy, the blow he’dMken to his head was taking its toll. Red’s lips were moving, but

ouse couldn’t hear any words over the hooting and hollering of therowdy orks. Red’s body wavered and he started to slump againstthue cage. Mouse instinctively stepped forwards to try and keep RedRpright. It proved to be a mistake. As soon as he reached the bars,thed’s body snapped up and Mouse felt a hand close around his

roat. Before he could react he found himself trapped in the iron

grip of a very clear, very conscious and very angyr regimental colour-serg

‘Yeant.ou rat-blasted,’ Red ra’t sged at him beneath his bre?ath. ‘Y

dreg. You gopper. You donay a word, you hear me Don’t youdou

thoubt for a single moment that even in here I can’t pull out yourthroat. I can and I will unless you give me what I want. You hear

at? What have you got?’M

ouse’s eyes bulged as he struggled toe rspond. Red did not

stop, however. ‘You’re a sneak and a thief and a coward, and the

lieutenant only stopped me skinning youf th alive because you alwayhad a trump up your sleeve. I need out ois cage, so whatever yoshave you give it to me.’ustaTrtehe grip tigd to raisehtened and the blood pounded in M his tied hands. ‘Slowly,’ Red warneoud, ase’s head. Hnd Mouseesit ahowed him the small blade he had tucked inside the cuff. Red tookdidnde rlaxed his hold. Mouse scuttled as far away as he could. Hen’t want to be anywhere near whatever the colour-sergeant wasabout to do.

rIt took Red less than a minute to slice through one of the cage’sOopes and escape. The orks were distracted by their celebrating.

lone of the gertchin did see and screeched, but the weak noise wasst amongst the general commotion. Red had his chance to run, toescapThe the okrks, but he didn’t. He ran right into the midst of them.

e ors noticed him then, but Red had a moment’s grace

before they could stop him. In that moment Red shoved his wayth

idrough, booting the scurrying gretchin aside. Mouse gaped at hissiniogcyle, Red had gone mad. He was trying to defeat the whole horde

-handed!

bBut Red’s target was quite specific. The mob rounded on him,ut he hade rached it. The okr wearing the colours tunred around

and Red managed a single swipe, catching it across the face

before he himself was struck down from behind. Red stumbled,a, butcs he fell he dragged the colours from the ork’s shoulders. Hethluetc blohed the pws of theerc miouobs cloth tight to him as he disappeared under

.
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Chapter Twenty-Four



Fort Eliza, Tswaing, Voo20r pacification Stage 1 Day



The evening had fallen quickly over the deserted Fort Eliza. ThecHlouds turned black and bulgee welcomed anything that wd withaould hid

 rin. Stanhope we them still futhelcomed it.rer from aneyfrrrant ork that happened to wander past. He kept his men awaom the breach caused in the raid, kept them away from the boydies.Tthhe orks had been burned, whilst the men were quickly buried, butoere was nothing to be gained by dwelling there. Instead he had

Gcciffoupied one of the towers, and used tarps attached between therns and the tower to create a larger, communal tent.bThe men had survived many rainy nights without cover beforeut tonight he wanted everyone in the same place. Aside from Zez,éwho passed into the light shortly after they arrived. Stanhope left,

NHeoal and a few of the other men to arrange for the body to be buried.wet mare still inny, for the company could not be allowed to fo the midst of battle. Fighting and his ordersrget tha camet the first;ygrieHf, mourning and loss all had to wait.be was giving orders easily now. His self-imposed taboo hadeen broken and they were coming to him naturally again. One justneeded to have the vision of how things should be and then imparit tota thee rst. But his orders carried the weight of borrowed authoityr,ps Crivaatelysron had said to h aroseim as soon as the oppoturnity to speak‘I’v.e been asking myself,’ he had said, ‘why was it that you cameafter me. I realised, you didn’t come after me. You came after myauthority‘I’m.’

 a major, lieutenant,’ Stanhope had replied. ‘I’ve commandeplatoons, companies and regiments. I don’t need your authoityr.’dleft it a‘Yes, you do. Here, you do. Wt that, but then he felt his bith mody’sy men, you do.’ C weakness, thearson almostthembarrassment of not being in control of basic functions. He knewat, rig‘Yht then, he could not lead.ou can have it,’ he added. ‘Just take care of them. You damnweSll keep them safe.’tanhope agreed. He had taken weeks to arccept thetoesp pull thonsibility of these men’s lives, and now he had, he was goingOnee immm thedroiaugteh, n disao mappointtetmr whaent, tht it toouoghk., was that they werehalone. When they arrived, it became clear that no other survivorsad made for the fort. For a long while, Stanhope had to considerthat his men mtil finight be all that wfoas left of the column from thamorning. Unally, just bere dusk, another unit had appetared

.tow‘It’s there cavalry,’ Blanks had reported, coming down from the.la‘The cavalry?’ Stanhope had said. ‘Blessed Marguerite, that’s thest gStaoddamn thinght th we need.’nope was noe only man of the company to think so either.



Gogarrydnn. Ter sat hunched in the corner beside his autocannon and hishrouble was dozing, the panic of the evening and theardship of the night having had no effect on him. He had lookedmournful only when Gardner had told him what little theer was toeat. Such a straightforward life, so full of content and bliss at trivialmatters such as food and companio fenship. What a fool, Gardnerthought savagely and then instantlylt guilty about it. He could nohelp it.tpThe waiting was driving Gardner mad. He had stayed awake,histol, knife and grenade ready, waiting for Reeve to send men forhimim. H. He must have already told that tin belly captain who had shote had probablyfe told him the day before, as soon as they hadridden him to saty. Damn cavalry. Damn Carson who had stoppedhim when they had been here last, when he had been ready, anwhen he’d had surpisre on his sided.kneNwow th it, anat wd heas gone, now Reeve knew he was ou would know he was here as well. Tht toe c koill him. Hemmissar

Ewas just toying with him, toying with him as he’d done on thelaxecution Boards with his brother. He was putting him through onest night of tomrent and then he’d have him seized before dawnwhen all the rest of the company were asleep. He,a’d be put upsgakuinll fost a wall and that would be it. The other brother dead. Another

Damr hn his cim, Goaat.rdner decided. Hope: that was what they got youthwith. They let you think you had hope. Made it all the sweeter forhimem when they th snatched it away. Well, this Gardner would not givee satisfaction. He cast his hope aside. He knew he was adead man in a few hours anyway. He would not be led like a lambinhto the Empeorr’s light. Heo rse to his feet, a few joints carcking asRe did so. He felt for the grenade in his pocket; that would do forbeeve. He felt the knife hidden at his back; that would do for any tinelly that got in his way. He looked down at his gun, toocumbersome. He looked down at Trouble, much the same.feTrouble would be okay, Gardner told himself. Blast it, give him aw extra portions at his next meal and he’d probably forget all abouthim. And if they came for him first, the ogryn’d probably get caught


ubp and they’d take him do

oth of th

wn too. Best this way. Best this way for

Hem.e walked out and excused himself to Private Heal who was onsentr

privatey

 duty. S’t qaid it was a call of nature. Benefit of being a cfeoprora

s didnuestion him too much. It was raining. Percl,wt. It

aould cover his footsteps and keep anyone else from wanderingdround. He walked blithely off until he was out of sight and then

thoubled back towards wheer Ledbetter had sited his men. Most ofem would be in the main tent, little more than an awning really, setbup against the remains of the fort’s wall. Gardner bet Reeve woulde thGere, briefing the men on the raid he wanted.

ardner headed towards’t w it, but skirted around where they hatied up the horses. He didnant some panicky beast giving himd

waway. He hunkered down againsall and peered into the barrackst the s. Thereod wdeern eae a ferth further along thew lights on, keptpAo feinted down at the ground. Most of the tin bellies were lying down.w were up, but Gardner could tell that none of them was Reeve

,and he doubted that Reeve would be bedding down with them. Heobviously wasn’t there.That made sense, Gardner realised. Reeve wouldn’t call

teeveryone together until the last moment. He’d be in one of the tents,of thlling Loseedb locaetiotter hnsis o wherderers. He c Private Hircled around, keeping out of sigheal and the other sentries weretstanding. Their attention should be focused out into the jungle, butwith Emperor-only-knew how many orks prowling around, the’d

shoot at anything they didn’t recognisey.

He closed on the tents. There was a light on in one. Dampened,bHut ne coticeable up close. That was it. He checked on his gernade.

aould just toss it in from outside, but they’d still catch himhisnyway and he wouldn’t see the look on Reeve’s face when he saw

 end. Better to make it quick. He’d just walk in there and–‘B

ruvva?’G

ardner whirled aorund, then gasped and swore when he sawFrn’k standing a way off, dripping we

‘You lefda gun? Isda danger? Yout. needa gun?’

in hIn this hae gndlosom, Gardner could see that Frn’k held the autocannon.

b‘Blessed Marguerite, Trouble,’ Gardner hissed. ‘Get back to thearrFacks!’

rn’k could hear the panic in his friend’s voice. Something mustbe wrong!‘Danger?’

‘B‘Dean qugeiet!’ Gr!’ Fnrardner rasped’k decided and. shambled over, looking all about forwhatever was threatening‘Y his friend. ‘Tell Trouble whereda danger!’

ou idiot! Get back! They’re going to hear you! You’re going to

ruin it!’ Gardner flew at the ogryn in fury, smacking him with the hiltof his knife, anything to tryfu to get him away. Frn’k bac frkdropping the cannon, consed and stricken at hisieend’sd off,

W assault.shy was his friend doing this? If there was danger then Trouble

thhould be with him. They were always together. They were brothers,at’s what he’d said!

TFnr’k hid his face between his thick arms. ‘Don’t hurt Trouble!rouble sorry‘G!’ he whined.

et back!’ Gardner order. ‘Go back to the barracks! Leave malone!’ But it was too late; theed men in the tent had headr the noisee

.LGeardbdner saw the shadows shift aetternd one of them emerge. It was.

kGardner swore again. They would have him for sure now. Justnowing he was there would force them to take him. This was his

only chance. He sheathed his knife and pulled his pistol. He’d haveto take that man out now, his bad luck, but he was onafter all.ly a tin belly

A hand the size of an artilleyr shell gripped his pistol arm.

sh‘Wooht fraiet Bndrusvv. Ba druvoinva’? to’ Fldrn’k d me thematsaande badd. ‘T thinhatsa friend. You don’t‘Gg!’

et off me, you stupid oaf!’ Gardner stopped whispering as he

herupted. He pulled to free his arm, but Frn’k held it with ease. If he’dad time he could have reasoned with him, but the tin belly had

seen him and was about toa rise the alarm. He reached up his lefth

graand, tobbedssing the unp the pistol fromrimed grenade his right. F it held to the side, and‘Krumper!’ he bellowed. He pullern’k saw the grenade fad Gardner in tight and tull.rned

away, interposing his own body to protect his friend from the

expTlohsion Frn’k thought was coming.

ere was a roar, but not of an explosion. It was the roar of a

human as Ledbetter charged in, chainsword whirling.

c‘Get your hands off that man!’ he cried and brought thd’se high-phainsword down on Frn’k’s shoulder. The chainswor

fleitched whine became a thoraty drone as it chewed into the ogryn’sfosh. Frn’k spasmed in agony, instinctively clenching tight. Too tightr Gardner in his grip; beneath the bloody chewing of the

chainsword could be headr the sickening sound of bones breaking.The ogryn rolled away from the pain, his rain-slickened friend

selipping from his grasp. He did not know why the grenade had nottoxp stolodpe. Hd, but someone was hurting him and he needed to get them‘Ge grabbed at the nearest weapon he could find.

od-Emperor,’ Ledbetter breathed as the monstrous ogryn

draidised the hefty autocannon in his hands. It wasn’t loaded, but Frn’kn’t need it to be. He swung it like a bat, gripping it on the barre

striking thel, lifte cavalry captain w fuith the heavy feedf ther system. The impacphysicallyd Ledbetter all metre clear oe ground and senthtcuim sttingpr ouawling back, unconscious, his chainsword automaticat as it left his griplly

.

th‘Look out, he’s gone berserk!’ Frn’k heard someone shout, anden he heard the first shot being fired. It was being fired at him! He


tuin thrned to face whoever had done it, b

e back, struck him where Ledbette

ut then another shot struck himbr’s sword had struck. Heellowed in pain again. Many men were running at him now. The

saw Ledbetter and Gardner lying prone at his feet. They shoutedythings at him. Blamed him for it. Called him things. He tried to findh

His weords, but all he could think of was that he’d hurt his friend.A’d wanted to save him, but now he was hurt. He had hurt him.

hnd the men all aorund him were blaming him for it, and shooting atfrieim. He couldn’t find his words. He couldn’t explain. He had hurt his

Fnd. He had been bad.rn’k opened his mouth and wailed out his broken heart. And

then he ran into the darkness, while the stinging lines of light cuaround himt

.

a‘Stop firing! For Marguerite’s sake, stop firing!’ Stanhope shoutedLs he came out onto the scene. He ran over to where Gardner andedbetter lay. Ledbetter was already stirring slightly, but Gardner

was dead s‘Mtill.

edicae!’ he called, and then cursed because they had no

medicae left. ‘Anyone!’

‘Who’s seeing to him?’ Carson demanded, as Stanhope and Forjaz

carried him out of the barracks.‘O

ne of Ledbetter’s men has some medicae training,’ Stanhope

rep‘Olied.

ne of the tin bellies?’ Carson said. ‘Don’t you realise tha

Gardner was probably out tot–’‘I realise that. He, thankfully, did not.’



Gloardner was alive and awake, bung. The resigned look on the fat he would not remain either force of the cavalryman tending himtold Stanhope that much.well.’‘A lot of his ribs are broken, and I think he’s bleeding inside as

T‘Whhat are you going to do?’ Carson asked.e cavalryman considered the question. ‘I’m going to make himas comfortable as p‘Thossible.’at’s it?’ Carson exclaimed. ‘If that’s what it is then get insidehim and stitch him up. You’re not just going to leave him. What kindof a medicae do you call yourself?’waCs inarson was an im no way diminisphosing med by thean fa, act thnd the foat he’drce of his character had to be carried inand sat down on the floor. But while many men within the regimentwould have been cowed before him, this cavalry trooper was notone o‘If I wf them.as back in Dova, if I had the proper e’t kquipment and staff, andthe proper supplies on hand

… I still wouldnnow whadt I wasnoothingin! Sg mir. I koreno thw aat I cboanut your reputation do. And I don’t c, lieall mutenant, but thyself any kinedre o’sfmkedicae. I used to help them look after the horses. That’s all. I don’tnow how to sThave him!’e cavalryman’s voice was tight with emotion. Stanhope lookedat him again and realised fr how young he was. He wasn’t one of thveterans who had startedom Brimlock, he was just old enough toeobe a man. Hef thee rgimen’d otal fabviously been born on the cmiliesrusade as part of one.thCarson was lost for words for a moment and so Stanhope tooke chance to intejerct. ‘Thank you for your efforts, lancec-orpStaoral,’nhope interjected. ‘How is Captain Ledbetter?’

The cavalryman wiped the sweat from his face. His eyes werred. ‘He’s fine, sir. He’s taken worse. There’s really nothing moere Ican do. I hSave to get back to the commissar.’

‘Htaownhope saw Ca does he fare?rson’s flic’ Stanhopker of reaction at thae inquired politelyt..th‘The conditions… they’ve aggarvated his wound… I don’t knowat either.’ The crumpled look on the young man’s face spokevolumes about the weight of the responsibility that had been placedupon him. Stanhope dismissed him and he left.aCarson was talking to Gardner and Stanhope took his leave tohllooldwin theg upm th Cae mrsoonment. After ten minutes or so, Forjaz came out

.

‘Wh‘He was trying to kill Reeve,’ Carson said in a measured tone.en they find that out, whether he’s dying or not, Ledbetter’s menI’mare going to come for him. I am not going to allow them to take him. going to get my men ready.’an‘Wd I we canill no’t let let this ht us enadpp it aenll fig,’ Shtatinnhope said. ‘This is mg each other!’y commandL‘Command then, major,’ Carson replied. ‘I suspect thatedbetter’s men will have the same preference for your authoityr asmine do.’

SWhether Carson was spurring him on or meerly mocking himtanhope could not discern,.‘Is Gardner still awake? I’d like to talk to him first.’

Ca‘Trsaonlk to h finisim if you will. But I don’t think he’ll be inclined to reply,’Stahed, and Forjaz carried him away.nhope returned inside and settled himself next to the dyinmang.

C‘I know a little about what happened to your brother. LieutenantaGrson told me’t r the night after we took the crater.’ardner didneply

.con‘He totinuedld m. Whe to taat Calkrs to yono hau if I nd actueeded to kally said wnoasw a thany moret he’d h,’ Sadtanhopekenough of Stanhope’s damn questions and that if he wanted tonow any more he’d have to damn well talk to Gardner himself. ‘Ineed to know more now. I have to try and stop what we both thinkwill haGppen.’ardner, though, was evidently not in the mood to talk. He sat


there, sullenly, staring only at his fee‘I ut.

nderstand how it is,’ Stanhope offered.

Sta‘Yes, sir,’ Gadrner replied, his voice dripping with scorn.‘I wnhope felt his tempe

ant you to think fo

r rise, but he controlled it.

r a moment, corporal. Can you do that? I

ewant you to think of everything you heard about me. Think ofhvaedry dothinneg y toou me kn. Tohw thinka of it at I’ve done to mll, corporal, aysendlf, d theone to on lookth meesr, ha in theve eyeand teGll me you think that I do not understand loss.’

‘I wardner thought, then blinked and looked away.as there. On Cawnpore. I saw what they put us through. I

know why Hacher was born a’t trnd why so many men listened to whathe said. I know they werenaitors, they were just human. I saw

wa mhat the Execution Boards did to pan open and what they could meakoplee him. I saw how they could leve admit. Not for the sakerokf justice or truth, but simply to reinstate order and fear.’ Stanhopebnelt down on one knee and moved closer to the man. ‘I know yourrother wasnG’t a traitor.’

ardner noddt Sed, tried to swallow, then took a deep breath anstared straight atanhoped

.

k‘Then you know scrag all,’ he said. ‘Scarg all. That’s what youtranow, you bloody caitor! You hear that?crass, you bloody she Can you undesrtandll. B thaet, mcause he was aajor?’

himStanhope, surprised, stood up to go, but Gardner’s anger pulled‘H up.

e was a traitor,’ Garf Hdner ranted. ‘I knew it. He told me. He toldme how he had heard oacher and what he was doing. He to

mtyld-Se how he spread the word of what was happening in the Six

toe svehonth aw mll the wrough theehat he cou rgld dimo. Henet. H wae whispered it tos always trouble me a. Alwt naysight ju. Iststarted callingSta him Trouble when we were kids. He loved it.’

nhope bdacked slowly away. He’d hit the nerve and now it wasangry, raw an exposed. He didn’t need to push any more, Gardnerwould carry himself the rest of the way.

d‘No names, though,’ Gardner carried on, ‘I drew the line at that. Ithidoung’t waht if I dnt toid kn’t know any namesnow the name. I ws thas too scared to know ’em. Ien they’d never get me. I wasn’tpart oGf anything if I didn’t know the names.’

‘Bardner gestuerd wildly and then froze as his memories slid on.ut the black-coats didn’t see it that way. After it’d all happenedgot called up before the Boards. Up in front of that one, Reeve, Ib,

weasfore he started wea just another blackinrg those skull-trophies of his. Back when he-wcoat. There were five of them. I heard theyMere brought in specially by Ellinor, to cut out theo rt, so they said.ost of the time you hear of a mutiny, the black-coats just shoot

every man still standing at the end. Sets an example to the rest, thesay. Ellinor, though, the glorious bastard, didn’t want to lose aydozen regiments just to send a mf cessage. He had plans for thosregiments; he had a schedule oonquests to keep and not enoueghmen for his liking. So these blackc-oats, thmethod. They told me they believed me. Theeyy had a differen believed I wastn’t partof anything. But they wanted the names of the ones who were. Thewanted the rot.yG‘If I hadn’t been gagged and bolted down I’d have laughed then.ive them names? They took the gag out and I gave them the namof every man who’d crossed me, every sergeant who’d chewed meemup and spat me out, every officer who’d looked down his nose atLee. Tt thehemy m defeight andll h theamvese blveeen as pure as priests, bus, it’d get me off.t I didn’t care.

h‘Then Reeve thanked me for my helpfulness, and he told me thate was certain my allegations would all be corroborated by the

others. Because if they weren’t, he said, they would have toconclude that I was naming innocent men because I ws on

mae of themutinoutheers. And if I w for meas one of those, then it would be the cannon

‘T… after they had finished a moredetailed questioning.trhat was how they worked it. That was how they rooted out the

haitors. They didn’t accuse us, we accused ourselves. Everyonead to say a name, and if we refused then we were dead. If we saida name and others said the same, then we were safe. If we werethe only one, we were dead again. Who was I supposed to choose?wWho would everyone else pick? Who did I thould accuse?ink someone else

him‘R. I neeve asked me if I wanted to reconsider the list I had givenodded and heip rped it clean through the middle. Then he

ahissked me for the name. I should never have let Trouble get into it on

 own! If I’d have been with him, I’d know the others, I’d have beenable to save him. I told Reeve nothing. I said I didn’t know anyone.

o‘Reeve went quiet at that and then I was unstrapped and takenthut oe cf the rannonoo. I dmid. Tn’t shey took me out into the courtyard and showed meay anything. They showed me the straps

,

showed me what was left of the one who’d come before me. I keptsilent. They tied me over the mouth and lifted the barrel up. I pissedmyself, but my mouth stayed shut. They called the order to fire and Iwaited, I waited the long seconds before I would feel the ball strik

and tear me to piecese.

w‘The moment came, the cannon roared. I opened my eyes and Ithas still looking at the sky. They lowered the barrel and let me hanghere on the straps, my trousers soaked, my face wet. Now I knewbow it would be, I knew I couldn’t go through it again. I said m

rother’s name. I said it, then they made me repeat it. Then thyey cutme down and took me back in front of Reeve and they made me sait again. Then they cleaned me up and took me back to my cell. Andynthoat’s whthing toere I stayed until it w das over. Fed, watered, and withStao but listen to the cannon fire.’

nhope sat quietly while Gardner gasped and coughed at theexertion of telling his story. He knew there was nothing he could


say. At Cawn

anyone could

po hre, after he’d lost his regiment, th

ave said to him. They had trusted h

ere was nothingim; th

ey had

attacked that fortress because they had believed him when he hadGsaid the next wave was coming. He had betrayed them, just asardner had betrayed his brother.

oBut while Gadrner had found a tagret for his guilt and turned itsutwougaht wrds, Stanhope had kepas against himself. Ht it ine h. Tadhe only vengeance he ha not had the courage to dedfy theInorder to attack, nor had he the courage to end himself afterwards.thstead, he stepped out. He stepped out of his rank, stepped out ofe Guard, stepped out of his life as far he could and waited for

anyone to notice. He had held the gun to his head and waited forsomeone else to pull the trigger, but no one ever had. In his lucid

mPoments, he had realised that someone was protecting him.

throtecting, or maybe punishing him, by refusing him what heought he deserved. It had taken him a year or so to finally realisewhoOf a it wll thas.

ose regiments on Cawnpore, there weer only two that

weren’t brought up before the Execution Boards. The first were th

storm troopers who had dropped into the citadel and caughemt the

1en who had called themselves Hacher. The second was thedis201st, or aplay of loyt lealtyast th by hise only man who remained o men at that parade, their sf it. Tacrifiche report oe on thef theslopes oicf the citadel, kept him safe, meant he was high above anysduspion. His men had protected him still, even after they weer

ead.

He had met Reeve then only in passing; he was one of the fiveththat had questioned him, but that was all. The Board had told him

12at, b01st wecause oould haf the sve it etigxpmuna that Cawnpore would forever hold, thged from their record and instead iteGwohilzuld show that they had given their lives fighting the xenos onThai. Stanhope, in his grief, could not have cared less.

en, a few weeks later, h foe was transferred to the 99th and metReeve againr he was the senior commissar for the regiment.

STtanhope had thought nothing of it, and his slide began in earnest.ahegainn he w. Eachas transferred again time Stanhope was, to th bume 26ped3rd and there Reeve wa from regiment tos

regiment, Reeve appeared as well. He thought that Reeve had himufrnder watch in case the mutinous virus should suddenly spring

om him to his new regiments, and that belief made him sink lowerand lower. But now, he looked back at those same events with anu

rnclouded mind. Was it perhaps that Reeve was not following him,raegtheimer that he wastaking him? Was he was carnt to regiment ashe was reassigned, enysring huringim fr asom only a

commissar can that StanhopIt se was not persecuted?

eemed ridiculous. Amongst all the death on Cawnpoer, wh

would Reeve pluck him out to save? He did not know. The two ofythem had never even spoken in pivrate. But no few here they werclose to the end. The commissar was only aw metres awaye

p,gerhaps dying, perhaps already dead; any answers he had alreadykill hone. And Stanhope was sitting with the man who had thought to‘Him.

‘I’ll how’s Reeve?’ Gardner asked, his voice weak.ave someone check,’ Stanhope said and stepped out and

gav‘We the order I’m.herever going...’ Gardner said when he returned, ‘I better

not see him theer.’

StaGnhardner was even paler than before, his lips going blue.ope could see that he did not have long.

ligh‘You won’t. Everyone knows that commissars don’t go into His‘Wt.’here...’ Gardner croaked, ‘...then?’

‘They stand in His shadow,’ Stanhope said gently. ‘So as to

make sure of His loyalty.’

twoT ohe cf theormner of G waitedardner’s mouth turned up in amusement and the‘T in silence for what news would come.

dell Trouble I’m sorry,’ Gardner said suddenly, and then wasBrlaowned out by the noise of the rain as the tent flap opened and

‘Cnks stepped inside. Stanhope looked round at him.ommissar Reeve is dead,’ he reported.

unfoStacusnhope turned back to Ged and dimmed. Theya wrdoneuldr, but Gardner’s eyes had not see anything again.

foStanhope released his breath and whispered a prayer. A prayerr them both. A prayer for them all. Emperor knew he had watchedthenough men die in the past, even die slowly before him. Here wase truth, the truth he would have told the next generation of officershad he ever been chosen to go home. The first is not the hardesIt’s the last.t.torBe eut Gardner would not be the last if hach other apart.is men and Ledbetter’s nowtalk‘T toell C Carson to keep the men alert,’ he told Blanks. ‘I’m going toaptain Ledbetter, and I will pray that his feelings towards usare gentler than ours towards him.’
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Fort Eliza, Tswaing, Voo21r pacification Stage 1 Day



Ledbetter had already taken the initiative. One of his cavalrymenfoappeared in his path, saluted, and then politely requested that heStallow. His guide led him to the far end of their makeshift barracks.nhope entered and saw the body of Commissar Reeve. Thehad lifted it on its stretcher and put supports underneath almost aythsStaough it wnhope seuepr the bposedo, Rdy of an Imeeve almperial hero, lying in state. Whichost was to these men,

.thA squad of the cavalrymen stood around him, reading softly fromeir prayer-books. Ledbetter was amongSst them. He sawhtanimhope, closed the small volume in his hands, corssed over to‘C and slowly saluted.aptain,’ Stanhope said as he returned the salute.b‘I wanted you to see him like this,’ Ledbetter began, gesturingEemhinped hrim. ‘It is the best we can do, but a commissar of the

Staor deserves much more.’nhope did not comment as he scanned the interior, trying tocount the men, trying to discern the weapons they carried, tryin tosense whether there were any in hiding waiting to cut him dowgt an agiven signal.Ledbetter had paused, waiting for a response

.certa‘Thein thse aat hre stre woaiteuldne und timederstas,’ Sndta thant.’hope finally produced. ‘I am

‘YLedbetter stared coldly at him for a time, and then slowly nodded.ou are right, major. He would have approved. For all hisunshakeable faith, he remained a practical man. But I, inm faithcannot leave him like this.’y,Forty

-two of them, Stanhope concluded, at least of those hecit would seeo. With Gardner dead, Carson immobilised and Frn’k gone,Of culd be a nasty fight. He had no certainty that his men would win.‘If yourse, the faithful needed no such certainty.ou wish to trkansport him back to Dova, I am certain that wecan mae arrangements fr,’ Stanhope ventured, trying to steer thecon‘Hversation awayom the pr,’ Lecipice.is body is a shell, majoredbetter swept on. ‘It is his spirthitrecat is myeives its co pncern. And his spirit will remain restless until it

That was it thropere rtributionen. An instinctiv.’e chill shivered up Stanhope’sspineid, but he blazed it away. He was about to die, but he could stillprove one last service and create such a commotion as to put hisme

‘I dn on guadr.o not think,’ he said, playing for time as he lowered his body afrciracctioumsn, ‘thtanacet tas.’lk of retribution is particularly useful in the presenthisThey would be watching his hands; he could not put them near weapons. If he touched the hilt of his fell-cutter or his pistol, theywhould shoot him where he stood. If he charged their captainowever, they might hold off for a few precious seconds for fe,ar ofhitting him as well. There would be a signal; Ledbetter would wantothe e wnsasure they struck only at his command. He had to a to survive even a stepnticipate it if

.

Th‘I agree,’ Ledbetter said. ‘Further talk is useless at present.’en he took a step closer. ‘But I want you to know now that whenwe return to Voorheid I will drag that Voorjer whore into the streetand give her that same “justice” she gSave to our commissar.’tanhope froze. ‘Van Am.’anLd inedbetter noted the slight toferred from it wne of disbelief in Stanhope’s voice,‘Yhat he had expected.toou cannot portect her, major,’ he asserted. ‘I know she is closeE your company, close to your lieutenant. But she has forfeited thempHeror’s mercy.’e held up the small, crumpled piece of metal, half the size of alittle finger, that had taken his commissar’s life.‘A Voorjer bullet,’ Ledbetter said. ‘We dug it from his body.’wasSta henhrs?ope took’ it and held it up in what little light there was. ‘Thisth‘Of course it was, major. She either took the shot herself or gavethe order to one of her men. She probably thought she could blamee orks, claim one of them fired it from those hunting rifles that theVoorjers convenie’t hntly lost from their firf thst expedition to the rok.’

But it wouldnave been one oe Voojerrs, though, would it,

Swtanhope considered. They were outside of Reeve’s authoityr; theydere the only ones in that battle who did not have to fear hishiscipline. There was one man in that battle who most definitely didfealt hve a reason and who he had seen with a Voorjeis br rifle. Stanhopeody clench again. He continued to stare at the dented bullet‘Cas though examining it whilst h?is thoughts whirled and caught up.ould it not have been an okr’th‘The wound was to his back, major,’ Ledbetter stated icily. ‘I sawface cedom formwaissrdsar when he fe.’ll. He was facing forwards. He only ever

‘O‘Df course.’o I have your word then?’Stanhope looked at the man squarely. He was asking for his


word as an officer. Stanhope wondered at him. How does a man

Ssurvive twenty years of dirt and come out so clean? And why now didintanhope feel soiled amongst these men of honour and lon

steg‘I cad for the company of his rogues and killers?

annot give my word, captain, knowing I may be ordered tobreak it.’

hav‘Une ydeourr wstandable, modr?’ajor. So, excepting if you are ordeerd, do I

thJust lie, Stanhope told himself. After what you’ve become, afterhe depths you’ve brought yourself down to, what is your word of

onour worthS?

omething, Stanhope decid?ed. It’s worth something.Then who are you protecting Your men, or the Voorjer girl? Your

isold regime dead. Hent is d died wead. The man who may have been protecting yoaiting for you to step back up. Become an officeur

adgain. Make the choice an officer should mahke. Protect your men,

ho wat you must to binrg them home safe or cast their lives asideere in o‘Yrder to protect the guilty.

ou do,’ Stanhof wpe replied. ‘Once we reach Voorheid, I will nostand in the way ohat you feel you must do.’t

r‘Thank you, major.’ Ledbetter shook his hand firmly. Stanhopehimesponded without enthusiasm. It fe nowlt almost as an alien gesture to

.

intoStanhop the took that as his opportunity to leave and stepped oute darkness and the rain. Another cavalryman entered and

passed a q‘Muiet message over to his captain.ajor!’ Ledbetter called. Stanhope stopped and turned but d

not step back inside. ‘Your corporal, Gardener, was it?’id‘Gardner,’ Stanhope corrected

.

Wh‘Gardner,’ Ledbetter affirmed. ‘I am sorry to hear he passed.en I saw that beast attacking him I struck it as hard as I could. I

regt oert it appears I was too late. Do pass on my condolences to the

resf y‘Tour men.’

hank you, captain. I’m sure they’ll appreciate it.’

thFojarz saw Stanhope return from the tin bellies. He motioned toe

rela

m that all w

xed his grip

as well an

 on his

d Forjaz b

 gun. Stah

reathed a sigh o

nope spoke briefly to

f relief an Cd

arson and

left. Carson told them formally to stand dof thwn and the men arounhim, who had endured the devastation oeir army during the dad

aycnd wloseere now rousted during the night to bee rady for a savage

veteranqus caroteuldr fight against their own, dea. They went back to slt with it all as onlyCleep.

arson called him over. Apparently Stanhope wanted a wodr in

bprivate. Forjadz helped him out and over to the tent where Gardner’soy‘S now lay covered.

orry to put you to such trouble, lieutenant,’ Stanhope said athey entereds

.

Fo‘It’s njarz kone trwoub thele m,’ Cajoarson replied quickly as For had every excuse to keepjarz Car ssoat hn oim dut oownf.

command, but Carson was detemrined to show no further

weakness in frBlaont of the man.

nks was there as well, standing beside Stanhope almost as

though he thought himself the equal of the rest of them. He hadg

bambled on attaching himself to Stanhope when the major hadseen an outcast and that gamble was paying off. He and Stanhope

Fat on the ground as well, bringing them down to Carson’s level.orja‘Sz followed su,’ Cit, while Stanhope relayed what had transpired.

‘Soharldson summarised, ‘you’ve sold her out.’e so herself out by shooting Reeve,’ Stanhope retoterd, ‘Or

are you going to claim that you fired a second, freakishly ricochetinbullet from that Voog

Cjerr rifle you borrowed.’carson shut up at that and Forjaz watched the two of them

Consider their positions in a long moment of silence. Eventually,ar‘Dson staterd again.h

y he thought she did it?’‘Nid Ledbetter say wo,’ Stanhope said. ‘He only said he knew how close she was

to th‘Sis company. To you.’he didn’t do it for me!’ Carson protested. Stanhope arched his

eyebrow.

h‘If I might interrupt, major, lieutenant,’ Blanks began. ‘I only evereard Van Am speak of one thing: to keep Voor free, from the orks

aImnd from the Imperium as well. And theer’s no gerater symbol of the

peiurm than His commissars. If she knew we weer staying, thenshe would have seen Reeve as the greatest threat. Without him, o

.’urgarisron may have just served to protect them and nothing else

wo‘Crde,’ Crtainly the colonel isn’t interested in spreading the ImperialEarson agreed.

Gven the lieutenant was listening to Blanks, Forjaz noted. Thelouard had a rigid hierarchy, but in such a crisis as this, officers

oked to those who stepped forwards. He’d never done so. It was

only natural when you were standing in the shadow of sergeanlike Red and Booth. But they were gone, he was the only oneft,ts

a leHnd eis wven now he was being outstripped by a transfer of all people!

promoife wtedo abuld never let him hear the end oove him. He had to make his cof it if Bntribulationks wans.

b‘More accurately,’ Carson continued. ‘Major Rosa wouldn’t haveeen interested. He would have been the garrison commander. The

colonel and Major Brooce would have headed home with the colou-r

guard.’

r‘A few slots open in that now,’ Forjaz remarked, and thenthealised the other three were staring at him. ‘But then again,’ heought out loud. ‘No colours, no colour

-guard, I suppose.’

FForjaz saw Stanhope look at Carson. Carson then looked atoja‘Trzh.

ank you, sergeant,’ Carson told him. ‘Help me up, I want to


check on the menF.’

orjaz did not understand, but he obeyed. Stanhope and Blanks

were left alone.‘I sh

ould check on the men as well,’ Stanhope decided and got

to his fee‘Carsot.n is already doing that,’ Blanks told him

.

kno‘I sw mhould do it ae.’s well. I need to know them and they need to‘N

o, they don’t. They have their commander. You’re not going to

chang‘Te that.’h

at should I do?’‘Ghen w

‘To to sleep, Stanhope.’hat sounded rather insubodrinate, private,’ Stanhope replied.

sin‘It’s nce yoou lat msy ot tordeokr, m thea stujorff. T. It’s ywoo dur baysod fory’s yo. It’s bur syseetemn two days no to realisew

ythou’re not giving it what it expects any more. It needs rest moer thanes

‘I ce men need another man to salute.’an’t… I can’t let these ones go, Blanks. I need to ensure

they‘T’re safe.’hen sleep. I’ll wake you if the orks come, or worse, the lancesr.’
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Interlude



Execution Boards, Cawnpore – 656.M41 – Year 17

of the Ellinor Crusade



Senwatciohr Commissars Reeve and Toklis fined the remnants of the bodies beinished their lunch as theyg removed from thedmouths of the cannons. The rate of fire had slowed in the last feways and the tech-priests were complaining about the use to whichthe weapons weer being put. Not for the loss of life, but rather thasuch firing was increasing the wear and tear on the machinest

.sThey were complaining, but, Reeve had noted, not too loudly. Thedheiser scale of the judicial executions had ovearwed even thepassionate members of the Adeptus Mechanicus. No onewfeished to raise their head too far above the parapet at present forar of the commissars of the Boards.

Reeve was bored with it now. There had been a cetarinwintellectual challenge at the beginning in devising the process byohich the men would implicate one another, but now that was inbperation, the interrogations, the sentencing, the executions had alljuecome routine. There were no surprises, no shock revelations,st the inescapable grind from which, Ellinor hoped, some usefulmen might be salvaged.

It was on the last point where Reeve had one last spark ofinthterest; a major of an auxilia unit which had been destroyed duringme attack on the mutineers. The Board had brought him in this

Thorning, questioned him briefly, and weere rady to release him.‘I de only pending vote had been Reeve’s.on’t think there’s anything more to him,’ Toklis opined,pop‘Hping’s the last mosrel of food in his mouth.e been sleeping a lot since we brought him heer,’ Reevsaide.kee‘Gpinoes to support his case, then. A gug him ailty conscience would be‘Thwake. He’s sleeping the sleep of the just.’e just?’ Reeve questioned. ‘He was ordered to stand andwfratch while his men, men he led for years, were gunned down inont of him. I do not believe he considers that there was anythinjusgt a‘Wbout it.’en perhaps he’s sleeping so much because he’s hopinneverell, th to wake up. Either way, it’s not our concern.’gcolle‘Thaagut ae. ‘Ylways was the difference between usou can only ever spot those who ar,’ Re aeeve said to his danger now; youcan’t see those who migTht be a danger in the future.’oklis adjusted the bionicle which covered his left eye. ‘I seepfrerfectly well, thank you. I suppose if you had been on Cawnporom the start the mutinies would never have happened.’e

‘O‘Af course they wouldnav’t.’e stopped them?’

Rnd heeveo dw wid nouot nld yeeou hd to consider it, he already knew. ‘I would haveshot CarmichaeThl.’ed in disbelief. ‘On what charge?’‘Tohklis laue mang could not even get his men to shoot a mutinous officer.What charge? Gross incompetence.’loThe other commissar harrumphed. ‘Well, Carmichael is noSnger our concern and, if I may remind you, neither is Major

Ellintanhope. There are a few more thousand of these to do andor’s deadline is ticking down, so put Stanhope up against awa‘I wll if you feel you must, but get back to wokr.’

‘Gill be there shortly,’ Reeve said, unwavering.ood.’ Toklis left. Reeve did not head directly back, but insteadtogok a diversion through the medicae ward. He went up onto thewaoklleery an, qnued lostiooked down at Stanhope’s bed. The major had beened and released less than half an hour earlier, anndyet here he was asleepR again.eeve waited, deep in judgement. He noticed someoneapproaching him. Reeve would have normally witheerd anyone whodared interrupt him. However, this one he was more charitablyinwhclined towards: it wo had finas the colonel of the storm trooper regiment‘Commisally csar?rushed the mutineers’ the colonel asked. ‘M.ay I ask you a question?’inteRlligeeve turned to him. Here was a true soldier of the Emperor,entiot, effortlessly capable, his fealty and faith unshakeable andunquesnable. The kind of fighting man that Reeve himself hadnot been for many years.

The colonel stood calmly at attention, even though his torso washreesavpeilyctfu bal inndaged from the wounds he had received. He h hise rquest, but Reeve made it a point of pinrcad bipleeennever to accede to another straight away. He found it encourageddundisue familiarity. Reeve held the Emperor’s authority and he wouldcuss what he wished before any topic of theirs. This fighting manmig‘Dht just have the insig Sht to help Reeve make hisll? d’ Recision.o you know Majortanhope down there at aeeve inclinehis head towards the bed beneath their feet.dfraTterhe colonel lookednise with the regu. ‘I’m alar rewgimare of his situation. Wents, thoe don’t typicallyAugh.’

 sensible precaution, Reeve knew, as it was the storm trooperswtyho weer deployed to bring those very regiments back into line,pically with overwhelming force.


b‘He, just as you, has performed a great service for the Emperor,ut he has suffered a great loss as a consequence. I fear that his

grief over that loss may lead him down a path of resentment andultimately treachery. I would be inteersted in your thoughts on the

matter.’

opinThe colonel did not reply at once. He was not often asked his‘It wion on any matteould depend ors outside on the man, cf taomctical deploymenmissar,’ he repliet.d guardedly

.‘I h‘You should speak freely with me, colonel,’ Reeve assured him.Tave no doubts as to yhour loyalty.’

ey weer interrupted by the roar of the cannons firing again. Thecolo‘I dnel took the moment to consider the matter further.oubt,’ he began, ‘that any man who has been in this place andsageeainn th.’e consequences of mutiny could ever fall to that crime

StaThe colonel stepped beside Reeve and looked down atnhope. ‘His men gave their lives to bring such abomination to anend. If he held them in any regard, he would never desecrate theirmemory. And if he truly loved them, then hlf.’e would not blame h

orders; he would only ever blame himseis

he isReeve thought on it. ‘P to cerhaps, then, a bullet would be a mercy, ifReevearry such gu saw the coloilt.’nel frown, but stay silent.

thin‘I skaid you should speak freely,’ he reminded him. ‘What do you of that?’Th

e colonel nodded slowly. ‘It is possible. Yet… I believe, that is,I hope that the Emperor in all his Imperial Glory might sometime

deliver His mercy by other means than down the barrel of a guns.

no‘Not fort fo thor trseaitor whos,’ th refuse ceo Hloisnel quickly added, ‘n dutyot for blasphemers,–’

fo‘But perhaps for the faithful?’ Reeve interrupted briskly. ‘Pehrapsr good soldiers such as Major Stanhope? Perhaps for you?’Th

e colonel felt as though he had overstepped his bounds and

snapped back to attention, eyes fixed blankly over Reeveshoulder’s

.

give‘Non m, neo, c somoloneethinl,’ Rg toeeve reassured him. ‘D consider. Now, what do nid yot feou waris. Yh toou hav askeme?’‘I m

erely wished to ask, commissar. I haven’t heard from anyoneelse and I know you reviewed the battle-site. Did we at least get

him? Did we get Hache?r’

He‘C wolonel,’ Reeve told him, ‘there is no Hacher. There never was.the naas ame its fictioelf, it’sn. A construct for the mutinee the Kartha wodr for chopprs to hide behind. Eveing up, cutting up intonpieces. Pieces. That’s all Hacher was. Made up from bits andpieces from each one of them

‘Y.’es, commissar,’ the colonel said. Reeve could tell he was

unc‘Convinced.olonel, did you kill all the mutineers there? Did you kill ever

traitor? Eveyr last man and woman?’y‘Y

‘Thes, commissar. Those were our orders.’en I assure you that Hacher is dead, and he will not rise

again.’
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Ambush Site, Jungle Trail, Tswaing, Voor

pacification Stage 1 Day 21



hThe unexpected peace along the trail did nothing to lessen itshororr to those who were travelling it. The only noise Carson couldNear was the Griffons’ engines, and all he could see was the dead.early seven hundred men had died on that trail in such a short

timordeer the day before, but it was not so much the number, it was the

.

still hSo many oeld. Menf the hadm h fouaghd died where they stood that so close together that ast the theyir die formationd theirstucomrades either side had held them up until they were struck indrn. Carson could tell at what stage of the battle each man had

Sied based on how many of his comrades’ bodies lay upon him.ections, platoons, whole companies had been wiped out alongth

eve leery sngth of a few dozen metres. And Carson could put a name toingle grimy, pallid face he saw.

hGomery was curled up with a deflated Mister Emmett under hisead, almost as though it was a pillow. Colquhoun was half-in, halfout of a monstrous squig-beast the size of a tank which had fallen

across his company. His halberd was still in his hands, jammed upthrough the roof of the squig-beast’s mouth. Ingoldsby was stillu

bpright, impaled through the chest on a spear with a broken shaft;meeyonnd h whomim, r heun haning ind triedto the ju to protengct.le, was a trail of the bodies of his

The okrs had used rope to hang some of the bodies, squiginbeast and Guardsman alike, from the tree barnches, like carcasses a meat locker. There was no time to stop and cut them down andso some of the men began to try and laser the ropes as they wenpast. The sickening thump the first one made as it fell into a lopt

scoidueldd b chaidll deis thcoemuraged them from continuing, even before Ca for wasting ammunition. The worst momentssrontocame as the trail narrowed and theer was simply not enough spaceG eiffodge a dround. Carson shut his ears at the crunch and pops as hisrnrove over Brimlock dead. He had had to witness many

dreadful sights in hisf th time, but even he sparedf h himself from lookinback at the trail oe trackg

-crumpled bodies ois former

comrades they leIt wft behind.

thas a nightmare. It was his nightmare, to lose one’s men andThen to defile them in such a manner. He glanced over at Stanhope.

e major did not even look, did not appear even the least bit

concerned. Of course, Carson thought bitterly, he had seen it all

befor, Ce, hadn’t h foe? But then the ranct Sour vanished and, for that sholf.rtimearsonrgave everything thatanhope had done to himset



They had been going for hours now and the mood amongst thesh-thurvivors had lifted a fraction. They were long past the ambussite,e orks had not attacked, and Dova, and safety, was close.?’

S‘Where in the Emperor’s. ‘T name’v have they gone, B.’lanktanhope asked rhetoricallyheye just vanisheds

‘Tha‘It wt nigas the same after the night attack on Fort Elizaht there was an army of them. The next day, w,’ Bhelan wnks said.e weertogoing through the fungus, they were in pieces. They can’t hold itge‘I wther for long.’

‘I ponder why that is,’ Stanhope said.‘Tut it down to the Emperor, person.’he Empeorr?’ Stanhope was suprarisllyed

.the‘He m warsa.’de it so that they might win battles, but that we would win

‘DThey were both thrown fowrards as the Griffon braked hadr.ova ahead!’ the driver shouted back, excited. ‘Thank Go– Oh,God-Emperor…’

Ahead of them was Dova, theft it. B bastion rising majestically from thejungle, just as when they had leut now the gates gapedpadathetically open, broken oorned with hanging bodieff thseir hinges, and the walls were.



DOVA, Tswaing, Voor pacification Stage 1 Day 21



bCehoenpp tra wemeas nndoout has. Rpippyp. Tinghe fighting the night and day before ha. They had hacked the aliens to pieceds

Oand knocked their metal monstesr over. But here had been losses.thf those amongst the warriors, he cared for little; he understood

at was how his kind porspered. The strong survived, the weak

died and spread their spores to grow new warriors who might beb

thetter. It was the losses amongst the meat-beasts that made himpink. Almost every single meat-beast the savage tribes had owned,

dlus all those they had captured from the Stone Smashas, wasead. His wariorsr’ stomachs were full now, but when that trail of

mbeat-beast flesh was gone, taken or rotted, then they would

ecome hungry and the tribes would turn on each other again.

Despite his victories, he felt his army crumbling around him.

Knobkerrie had woken him that morning with the news that mor

than half his warriors were missing. At first, Choppa believed it toe be


tre

sto

achery, tha

rmed out w

t thithe hy wisere planning a move against him, and he had

in tw weapon ready to cut the first challenger he sawo. Knobkerrie had calmed him down, though, and told him that

most had just wandered away. Some had gone after the few meatbeasts remaining, the rest were simply sated with battle and foodfo

ther a while a fungus fiend so had instinctively headed back into the jungle toChoppa didlds that we not want tore their home return home., however; he wanted to go

toon. To have more boyz under his command, not fewer. He had notbld them that, he realised. His boyz had gone home because the

elieved the war was over. Only he understood that the war was juyts

beginning.That was why Choppa had raised his standard here and called

ththise tribes back to a world had to offessremble. He wanted to show them what more

.



Stanhope watched as another ork warband emerged from thejungle and made its way across the flattened plain towards thedhesecrated walls of Dova. This one was larger than the last, over awunarbdeord sss. It wtrong at least, and they brought with them a gift for their

Thas Frn’k.e ogryn trod carelessly, placidly, being led along on leashes ofropes held by the warriors. He was still gripping Gardner’sautocannon tightly in his arms. Stanhope noticed that, in all of theirprodding and pushing, none of the orks came close to touching it.kIt was time. Stanhope passed the monocular over to Heal totheep watching and walked back amongst his men, une tree which Castil he reached

‘Isron was propped up against.‘U it Trouble?’ Carson asked as he approached.nmistakeably,’ he replied. ‘How’s Forjaz?’‘He’s…’ Carson didn’t know how else to describe it. ‘He’s exacas ytlySou’d expect him to be.’tanhope nodded and didn’t say anything more. Forjaz had seenhwis wife, his daughters, his son in his uniform, all hanging from thepalls. He had plunged from the lead Griffon and charged down theSatath towards Dova, shouting oaths of vengeance. It had takennhope, Blanks and nearly a section of men to subdue him andprevent him from alerting every ork inside.The fat’smilie fos, the young, the invalids, and all the resregimenllowers were not the only ones strung upt o. Staf thenhopetuthrned away from Carson as he remembered Ducky, Marble and allSe other injured that Carson had sent back to Dova for their safety.thtanhope could sympathise with them all, of course he could, bute shock had not stopped his mind working. When he saw the fieldof slaughter, the first thought to enter his head was how he wouldsave his men now. Even as he held Forjaz to the ground, his mindwas working as an officer’s should, planning out the next steps theywwould take. His men would feel their shock, anger and grief, thatit.as to be expected, but he could not allow them to be paralysed byhBlanks appeared, leading Ledbetter towards them. StanhopeTahd given his officers six minutes to react, feel, and calm their men.at was all the time he would allow. After that, the course of theirexpedition had to change and that required a new plan.

Sta‘I’vnhe aopesked Captain Ledbetter to jo explainedin us. Discuss what’s next,’.joThis time it was Carson’s turn to hold his tongue as Ledbetterbined them. Blanks stayed close as well. Before Stanhope hadeg

‘Wun, Carson intehrjected.ere’s the colonel?’ he asked. ‘Is he theer as well?’Stanhope shook his head. ‘He may still be alive, a cventuredaptive,’ he

.

Valk‘Ayier Valkyrie is missing,’ Bs were lying, burnt-olaut, onks added, which was true; only twoCn the landing pad.

Darson encapsulated his opinion of Arbulaster abandoningfinisova to the ohrks in a few, succinct, earthy phrases. When he had

‘Wed, Stanhope began.e can wait here until the orks leave, but we have no way ofknowing how long that will take. It may be days. It may be weeks. Itamnayd if th be never. So here’s whae orks aren’t making at I p moroposeve by to. Wmoe spend the night herrrow, we’ll march. Wee’llaVffix a vox, set to transmit, to the top of one of the trees so that if thealkyrie retunrs, they’ll detect it and know wheer we’ve gone,’ hesaid. He pushed the loose dirt between them aside and drew anoutlin‘Te of the continent in the soil.he only other place on Tswaing which had comms powerfulcenough to reach to Voorheid is here.’ He pointed at a dot on thethoast to the north. ‘The original Voorjer settlements. We believe thatkis is where Van Am is heading. It’s where she grew up so sheVnows the land. She must have some means of contactinoorheid there. I doubt she’ll take the trouble to destroy it bgfoere sheleaves. These savage orks couldn’t tell the difference between avox

-console and a tanna-brewer in any case.s‘If we’re truly lucky, we’ll find boats there as well that can take ustaakefely off the s us all theho ware why backile we w to Voorahit; peiderhaps they. Even if ther’ll ee aven be able tore neither, it’ssliktill a place that any rescue party will check, and wheer we are mostely to find supplies and a defensible position. It’s a week’s fastmGiffoacrh, barf cring accidents and obstacles. We’ll have to abandon therns, oourse, but the cavalry will be able to keep their mounts.It will b‘Any que hesadtior, buns?’t I believe we can make it,’ Stanhope concluded.

Stanhope looked at the other two officers. Ledbetter’s expressionwas unreadable; Ca‘Yrson was just stainrg at him.

‘Ges. I have a question,’ Carson said quietly.o on, lieutenant.’


CStaarson opened and then clenched his jaw. ‘Is thnhope looked at him hard. ‘If yis a joke?’thou can see a problem with this,en tell us and we’ll find a solution.’fu‘My problem…t S’ Carson said and then set his jaw. He wasrious, butanhope could not imagine why. ‘My problem is thnatmouwhrdeerrine in yg filthour proposa frl is the part where we burn theseStanhope waos tam Dkenova and bury them beneath its w aback for a moment. ‘Lieutenaant!’ hlls!’e

Dsnapped. ‘We cannot contemplate an unsupported assault uponov‘I’ma.’

 contemplating it,’ Carson retorted. ‘In fact, I’m demanding it.’HeS reached down and brushed a. ‘I’mside Stanhope’s dirt outline.tanhope was unimpressed trying to keep your preciousmhen alive, lieutenant. That is what you wanted from me and what Ifoave swonr to do. An all-out assault on a larger enemy force in ahisrtifie hd position? They would be massacred.’ Casron was shakingead, but Stanhope barrelled on. ‘Your first duty is to yourorders. But now y‘Aou have no orders, your next is to your men.’nd I am fulfilling that duty,’ Carson replied. Stanhope mastand, resolute, but Carson leaned forwards and grabbed hisde to arm.‘Njuo, listen to me, major. Truly listen for once. What have these menmsat sssaeen? These men, my men, have seen the results ocre already. They have seen the bodies of the regf oimenent’swomen, and their children, and the crippled. They know the killersare sitting on the other side of those walls. Do you think any of themcare about their own lives any more? Do you think any of themwouldn’t willingly sacrifice themselves to see justice done?’ Carsonccould see his words were striking home. ‘Do you think any of themsoeuenld liv suce wh aith th crimeme asendlve sims tomorrow or any day after if theply run away?’y had

LStanhope had no response to that. Instead, he merely turned toed‘Cbettertain.?’ he asked. ‘Your thoughts?’‘I caopmpletely agree with the lieutenant, major,’ Ledbetter repliedwcithout hesitation. ‘These xenos…abominations,’ he spat, ‘haveAsommitted an atrocity. None of my men will rest un fortil it is revenged.

–’

Ledbetter paused a moment, struggling bierfly with the decisionof whether to share himself with these others. ‘As for myself. Mwoman is in there. She is beautiful and kind, and she has beenyquite the greatest blessing He has ever given me. And now I amswure that she is as dead as the others, but I do not mourn for I knowdee wlayill b thae ret reuunnioitend in H a mois Lighment lot. Sngoe, ar ths foanr my neceseslf, I hsarya.’ve no desire to

Stanhope stared at the cavalry captain, but Ledbetter showed noemotion as he said those words. Tha‘Vt was what such faith did.ery well,’ S. ‘Ttanhope began again, sketching a new outline onthe groundhis is Dova…’

Thewalky had a plan, Stanhope said to himself as he strode away. Hethed quickly through the trees until he was out of sight of wheree rest of his company was hidden. Then he could contain himselfno longer, collapsed to his knees and doubled over. Hee rtched ahalf-dozen times until finally he had anointed a tiny portion of Voor tojabe forever Brimlock. He shuffled away then shucked his uniformrcket off, took his knife and started to slice at it. He had the liningfoipped, both cuffs opened, every pocket ripped by the time Blanksund him‘M.ajor!’ Blanks said as he went to him. Stanhope whirled aroundwildly at the interruption, knife in hand. Blanks reacted withoutthinking, locking Stanhope’s hand, stripping the weapon, anStanhope suddenly found the point of his own knd

Bife at his thorat.‘Alanks threw the knife to one side and released his hold.dpologies, major,’ he said, but Stanhope had more pressingemands. He grabbed the front of the trooper’s uniform, both threatand p‘Whlea at once.ere are they?’ he asked. ‘You must have kept some! Whereare they?’‘Major?’ Blanks tried to get through to him, keeping his handshigh and open so as no‘You cannot have got rt to aid of thggravate hem all. I’vim ae cnhey furthercked ev.erywhere, butndidothing to.’ Blanks saw Stanhope’s hand go to his sword, but all he

 was wrench off the pommel and show the empcompartment inside. ‘You can’t have left me without anty. Yyou’ve gotto h‘I dave’t, m them.’onajor,’ Blanks said calmly

.

S‘I just want one, private. That is anorder. I just need one,’htanhope released Blanks and returned to his savaged jacket. ‘It’shappening again. It’s happening again. I swore I’d never… but Iav‘Me and now it’s happeningagain!’ajor!’ Blanks said abruptly to capture his attention. ‘It’s not thesam‘Oef c.’ourse it’s the same. They’ll all die. They’ll all die again.’eve‘Nory c, Shatancnheope,’ Blanks replied firmly. ‘It’s a good plan. We have–’‘We have no chance, Blanks. How many were there in thatwkarband? A hundred or so? Almost as many as us? Emperor onnows how manyly‘T more of them there are.’

Shat’s not significant.’tanhope stopped rummaging inside his jacket. He repliedsbelowly, rolling each word around in his mouth. ‘The fact that we will… horibrly outnumbeerd… is not… significant?’‘No,’ Blanks said. ‘A single bullet. That’s all it can take to stop anarmy‘B.’ut not the orks, private. A single bullet isn’t even enough to stopone of them.’ Stanhope clasped something inside the lining. ‘And


thAere won’t be merely one of the

nd all our men, my men, will die

m. There will be hundreds of them.

.

C‘I told myself,’ Stanhope continued. ‘I swore to myself afterawnpore that I would never do it again. I would never utter the

order that would lead good men to cast their lives away for nothing.

mAnd then Carson came along and he’s just as I was, just like thatmuajor of thdrer hise 6 me7thn, C. Daersdiconated, determined, he died rather tha is the same. I thought I was as well, bnut I

wasn’t. I fooled myself. I wasn’t strong enough then, and I’m not

strong enough now.’

finStanhope pulled his hand out from the lining; in between hisg‘Ners,’ B was a small, in. ‘Ynocuo’rus, dry leaf.

olanks agreedoueig rht. I can see that. You don’t havtoe

do un’t htter thavee o tord doer. Ca anythrsinon ag annd Ly meordbe.’etter are telling their men. You

bAs Blanks reached in, Stanhope jerked the leaf away from him,ut that was not his tagret. With a swift, smooth action, Blanks

Spulled the fell-cutter from its sheath and held it up in his hands.ta‘Gnhope reached.’ afterive that back it.

conBstrlanucks htione. ‘Wld it ahy?wa’y, twisting it slowly in his hand, admiring its‘Because it’s mine.’

lo‘No it isn’t. It belongs to someone else. You told me that.’ Blanksoked at it again, catching the light with the blade. ‘It belongs to a

mfaan who gave it to you to assure you of his loyalty. To tell you of the

ith he held in you unto death.’

poinStat?’nhope dropped his arm down and waited. ‘What’s your

it in‘They knew, Stanhope. I can see it in you now and they could see you then. They knew what you were asking of them. The same

afos thlloese men here. They know what their orders mean, but they’ll

w those orders because they trust the men who are givin

them.’g

VooBrlanks reversed the sword and sank it, point first, into the dirt of.

W‘The only person you have left to decide for is yourself, major.to khen these men go into the fight, these men you say you’ve sworn

eep alive, who will be going in with them? The officer who

earned that sword, or the trooper in hiding who’s already gone

somewhere else?’

AAt that, Blanks walked away, leaving Stanhope with his decision.do fewwn mo in itsme plants laterce flutte, the fered all- smcutter was pulled from the ground andall, innocuous, dry leaf.



Inside Dova, Choppa was fascinated by the gift that the war-parboss had brought him. It woer clothes coloured the same as thetysgrey aliens, but it was far bigger than any of the rest of them. Just asthize was of primary importance amongst the orks, perhaps it was

It de same amongst the aliens as well. Was this their warboss then?did not act much like one. It was neither outraged, nor proudlythefiant. There was nothing of command about it; it simply stoodere dumblyC, clutching that weapon.hoppa told the war-party boss to bring him the weaponm. It wascuch larger than the one his new alien boy and his grot hadbarried. Perhaps this one would be more robust than theirs. Thehoss baulked at the instruction. He told Choppa that the big alien

Cad not allowed his boyz to take it away, and had killed one of them.toldhop thpa w bas excited by that. He would see the big alien fight. Heeoss again to go and fetch the weapon and bared his teethto underline the consequences of refusal.frThe boss reluctantly obeyed and organised his boyz. At a signaldom him, a dozen of them started pulling at the leashes to try andjurag the big alien off balance. At the same moment, another dozenIt wmped a dt the autocannon to try to drag the weapon from its hands.foasragged to its knees, but it held on tight. A few boyz grabbedr its arm, but it swatted them away, then took hold of one of theleashes and hauled. The boy on the o frther end fe was too stupid or toscared to let go and so was draggedom hiset. The otheropsthullee othd aell thr boye hz garardebbr aingnd the big alien allowed them to p at the cannon. The boy who hadull h beeim frn laidomdout sircarbbled to his feet only to see the big alien running in hisection. It gave a little jump as it went and knee-dropbped onto theoy’s chest. There was a sickening crunch as his bones broke astheC alien’s full weight burst thff arough his body.hoppa called the boyz ond the big alien retreated cradlingthse autocannon to itself. Choppa was not only impressed by itscrtreaength but also its cture was. It did nount figninght a. Ts ahe fight had also told him wha wabross, it fought as a pet. Tt thehatbwas what it was. And if it had been the grey aliens’ pet, then it mighte his as well.

It was e firxactly that possibility fe that Choppa wasu rminating overwhen thest mortar shellsll onto Dova

.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven



The mortars were not intended to do much damage. Their properoperatosr lay dead far back along the trail along with most of theirsammunition. Many of the remaining shells had been ditched tothquat Casah arsos mn’san mey mn firen on board as could be carried. The few shoed were only designed to get the orks’tsattention.In th

Ois they succeeded.rks poured out of the gates of Dova and onto the plain. Theerwere indeed more than a hundred, in fact nearly five hundreedthmerged from Dova to do battle. But it was not the distant Griffonsaat drew their attention. From the jungle to the south emerged antrncibient aspect of war that was nevertheless new to these savagees. It was cavalry.hLedbetter formed thee rmains of his company up in a single line,elmets and breastplates shining, their weapons still holstered.

The orks changed direction and headed towards them. Ledbetterrinesponded and his men pushed their horses to the walk. They werevio nleo hncuerr toy. The orks picked up their pace in excitement a ct theAome. None of them had killed foes like these before.tos soon as the bulk of the ork focre was out onto the plain, pilingbwards the cavalry, the other attack swung into motion. The Griffonsurst from their firing points and motored out onto the plain. Theirtarget was the gates, and they were not stopping for anything.



hPrthisivate Heal fe Glt a sudden surge of excitement as he crouched on

e atta

riffon’s weapo

ck, but h

n platform. He wa

e suppressed th

nted to whoop w

e urge after seein th

ith the thrill o

ge serio

f

fausces jammed in around him. He could not help it, though. The

hororr was gone. The loss was gone. The uncertainty was gone. If

thligese were to be his last few moments before being blown into His

ash ht ae hnd radejo wisininhedg Z toez livé ae envd Rery mepton, theoment on he wf his lifeanted to liv. The joye th hee ham odut

never found in the squalor of his childhood or the back-breaking

wit, hork resolving breakdowns on the Brimlock machine lines. Damn

e said to himself, and he whooped. It was a whoop so quiet that

no one heard it over the protesting engine, not even himse

knew it was therelf, but he.

thHe held on tighter as the Gifforns neared the gates. He felt thethumps as they smashed aside the orks who thought to try and stop

inem. Then he saw the broken gates of Dova flash past. They wereside; they were inside the walls! The Griffon slewed to a stop and

someone was yelling at him to disembakr. He placed his hands on

the Griffon’s tracks, praying they would not suddenly churn againand vaulted over onto the ground,

.

hHis comrades were jumping down all around him. The okrs thatfoad remained inside Dova had a moment’s confusion before

hllowing their natural instincts. Heal saw one, brought his lasgun tofiris shoulder and fired. The okr stumbled, but held itself up. Heal

fired again with the same result. He ran a few steps, closed anded again. He ran closer and closer, firing and firing un

ork collapsed, its body scored with lastil finally the-burns. Heal was not done.He g

on threab babeckd h of this gue on brk’sy the barrel and swung it do head. It swn like a malletSomeone was shouting at himtruck, but the sku now to get backll s totill h thee linlde.. He

wdould obey in a moment, as he had always done, but he gave the

ead ork one last hammer blow and was rewarded with the definite

crack of its skull.

That one was for Zezé, he said to himself as he spat on the body.

Now for one more.



tuOut on the plain, Choppa realised he had been outflanked andrned back to the g

DoC

ates.

vaa

rsfoon’s men ha

 bere halting. Cd d

riven the Gr

asron and haiffolf h

ns

is m juset tho

ru

n sg

h the gates of

tayed wvith the

sehicles to defend the gate, while Forjaz, Blanks, and the other halfhtoadrmed forwards to annihilate any ork le before the main bulk of the ork force rft inetusiderned. T, thhee b loettenger ther. Thaty

was Ledbetter’s joAb.

‘Fs Choppa turned his orks away, Ledbetter sounded the charge.or the Emperor!’ he called. ‘Our faf thith, our shield and spear!’

The line started to run, and some oe orks turned back again,

adnticipating the combat. The horses raced forwards and their riders

threw their lances. The explosive tips of their weapons detonated astheir chagre hit home, blowing ork bodies to pieces. The horsemen

toe dnis threw the wasted weapons aside, drew their pistols and triedengage. Ledbetter, his chainsword whirling, carved a path

clear for his survivors, aSnd led them round once again.

tanhope, meanwhile, had his own objectives. Whilst Carsona

pnd Ledbetter’s only goal was to wipe these ork warbands from thehlae cneot, Suldta sonhope had insisted that he be allowed to d that some of them might still be saved. Fo eirst hveyerth trieingd the

gdates, bufet the mechanism was fused and useless. The wallSentace guns were the same. How had the orks managed it?nhope wondered. To have taken Dova so quickly?

He then headed over to the Valkyries on the landing pad. The few

orks, new-spawns who had been left behind by the wareasily dealt with. As he had feared, though, when he firsriors, wert saw thee


Valkywas iniers from a distance, th

 any condition to flyeir internals had been gutted. Neither

.

LFrom the landing pad, he could see out onto the plain, to whereedbetter’s cavalry were fighting in the midst of the ork horde; theirhorses jumping and swerving, their breastplates shining with therfoeflected flashes of their laspistols. They could not win, but theymught on anyway. In that instant, Stanhope remembered histaargoes, the fell-cutters of the 1201st attacking up that slope to

Pke the rebels’ fortress. He remembered his second, Subtragedar, as he held out his precious sword at the height of theouble on Cawnpore, as assurance that none of his men woulddesert to the mutineers. They were dead, just as proud Ledbetterand his cavalry would soon be. Was the Emperor even aware anymsoorldeie, Srsta sunhope wondered, of the gross injustices that gooffered in His name?dfaThe only excuse the Imperium had was that the alternative wasr wo‘Thsre.ere’s nothing left for it,’ Stanhope returned to Carson, as hism‘We’vn fortified the defensive line they had formed with the Griffons.ee got to take the vox tower.’sIf they could take the vox tower then they would at least be able tothend a message to Voorheid to warn of what had happened, and

Bereafter to Crusade Command notifying them of the failure of thethrimlock 11th. The difficulty was that the vox tower lay at the top ofe c‘Fentral bastion.ojarz and his merry band are already in there. Your man aswell,’ Casron replied, keeping his eye on the growing defences. Heawas slumped on the back of a Griffon’s firing platform and leanedpisgainst thtols still ine side. He had his arms folded and his infamous due their holsters. Had these been any otherllingcloircumstances, he would have been a picture of nonchalance. ‘Andok what they’ve already returned to me.’faCarson cupped his hand around his mouth and called out. Twomiliar figures came over.and‘Ble Mosusesed M. ‘Thareguy’reerite aliv,’ Se?ta’nhope said when he recognised Red‘Trouble as well,’ Carson pointed to where the ogryn sat with theskame glassy expression as before. ‘His body at least. I suspect Inow where his minThd has gone.’en, as Red and Mouse stepped before him, Stanhope noticedred stripes on them, running from hairline to chin and crossing oneeye. ‘What’s happened to your faces?’tim‘Hee patheermitsn markings, sah. W, sah.’e’ll be removing them as soon as

‘N‘So, it’s true what they say, colour. Nothing can kill you.’Mothingh has yet, sah. And nothing ever will.’ouse cipped in. ‘Nothing can stop a righteous man in theexe‘Acution of his duty to the Empero?r.’nd that was you, was it M’ Carson asked

.

‘No, sir. But I had one lookinougs oeut for me.’thRed cleared this throat pointedly and shouldered his gun. ‘Onat note, Major Stanhope, as I understand that you’re now the mostsPenior officer of this expedition, I hereby hand over to your custody

“rivate Rit Chaffey, commonly refererd to by the vulgar epithet ofMouse”, and re

 faquest hf the be charged with dereliction of ddesertion in thece oe enemy and multiple counts ouf atytte,mthptedineft and unauthorised salvaging. The penalty for each and everymdeivnid aruae al o littleffence being im busy at permesendiat, butet I a execution by firing squad. Thm happy to perform theesentence myMself.’ouse started to protest and Red gave him a pointed punch intheS kidneys.tanhope paused for a moment, taken aback. ‘Thank youcolour,-a free mseanrgean, Privt. I hatee Crehaby offeyrde.’r that all charges be dropped. You’rek‘I thought I was a Guardsman, sir,’ Mouse scowled, unamused,nowingS that Red had been fully prepared to pull the trigger lin.e?’It wtanhope turned to Carson. ‘How long can you hold theas a damned silly question; Stanhope knew as soon as hesaid it that Carson would hold it as long as he could. ‘As long as ittakes

‘T.’‘Ohirty minutes, you think?’ Stanhope asked.

‘Uh, I don’t believe you’ll take that long, major.’nderstood,’ Stanhope said and very nearly left it at that, but Redsp‘Yoke up’r.e taking the vox tower, sah?’‘Touhat’s right.’it toRed removed the heavy sash from over his shoulder and handed‘T Shtaenh coloope. Stanhope took it, curs, sir,’ Red said. ‘Rounnfus ’emed u.p the tower. Get ’em flyingagBain.’ut Stanhope had a better idea. ‘You’re the colours-ergReant,ed. Come with us and raise them yourself.’

Red shook his head. ‘Begging your pardon, sah. ’Fraid not, sah.’

‘Red?’keeTphe o my old wfficahrorse looked over at Carson. ‘Another foxhole toRer out of, sah.’ed stepped away and headed back to the Griffon-line. The mengave a small cheer, half-ironic, half-heartfelt when he took his placeamong

‘Csffet them and he bawled them out.hay?’ Stanhope asked Mouse. ‘What about you?’Mouse watched Red, his persecutor and defender, trot smaroff to the Griffontly-He thline to aid in the increasingly desperate defence.his dought of what they had been through together and found that‘Necision was far easier than he expected.o troubles, major. I’m with you!’ Mouse said.


‘Go

scurrie

odd. Grab your pack, we m

 off and Stanhope tu

ight need your spares.’ M

rned back to C

ouse

‘Aarson.nything more I can do for you, second lieutenant? Battlefield

promotion?’‘Not unless you can promote me to colonel. With all due respec

Stanhope, I’ve had myt,S fill of majors.’lse?’

‘Jtausnhope nodded. ‘At leave me with mnyy mthing een.’

WhThe shout went up: the orks were heading back through.atever defences were in place had to be enough for these thir

men agty‘Of cainst five hundred.

ot.’urse,’ he said and stepped down to the ground. ‘Good luck,lieutenan

‘Good luck, sir,’ Casrone rplied.

Shtanadh borpeok

 and Mouse ran to then it open in theire entrance of the b

 attack and, like thastion. The orkse gates, never thoughto fix it. They headed into the gloom, making fotr the main stairwell. AcFhorus of echoing scerams greeted them. A group of there ofwoourjaz’s mended can, brryinleeding and bruised, stumbled past; thg the thirde two walking.te‘Watch out, major,’ one of them warned. ‘He’s an animal. He’saring the orks apart!’

SThe injured offered nothing more and stumbled outside.tanhope and Mouse found themselves stepping over the dead anddying on both sides: orks charred and pierced by las

-fire andbbaayonet, and the Brimlock troopers they had bludgeoned anttered with their crude weapons and heavy fists. Their blooddfupooled and mixed upon the floor. Some of the illumination stillnctioned, giving them hope that the vox tower might still havepower as well.The screams had stopped now, and in their place souf thninhuman bellows and grunts. They reached the bottom odedsefletairwell and theer they found Forjaz’s body, black with blood, orkansdh b bitteeneath his finn at everythingegrs a he cnod buldetw reaeechn h. This tee oreth wks hahed wer hone ha. Mod tousernrfoeadied his gun and Stanhope pulled out his fell-cutter, preparingr the worst. They crept up fig the first flight of stairs and then theseynSsed the blood-drippingure above them.tanhope swung his weapon up

.

‘The bastion is yours, major,’ Blanks said in reply.staMirwouse gasped behind him. Blanks crouched aay, looking down upon them. His helmet wast th me toissinp of thg. Heisarmour was ripped, torn away in some places. His face wassNcorched. He was not coveerd in blood, he was drenched in it.one of it was his own. He sat there on his haunches, the onweapon in his hands his silver bayonet. He smiledly.

‘And, major, there’s something you have to see.’doBzelan dnks led the way, dodging quickly, silently over the bodies oead orks, blood darining from their throats, eyes and earsf awhe‘I’mer the bayonet had struck.

 glad he’s on our side,’ Mouse whispered, and Stanhopecould not have agreed more

.

The something Blanks had alluded to was at thbe top of thecastion, up on the shooting deck. Stanhope halted them at thehoammd exhanaud sestedction for the vox tower beside it. F their destructive tendencies ono thrtue lonately, the orkwer levels ansdso only a little damage had been caused. Stanhope set Mouse tothget the vox wo dkring and followed Blanks up to the last level and ontoee‘I’ll kck.eep an eye on the defences,’ Blanks said. ‘Leave you twalone.’oth‘What?’ Stanhope said, but Blanks vanished. He looked aboutthe shooting deck in the dimming light. The canvas chairs were stillthere, some knocked aside by the orks. The giant map of Voor one wall was untouched. The grand table in the middle of the roomshowed damage and was stained with blood at its four corners, butther‘We was no one e?lse there.ho

… is there’ a weak, indistinct voice emerged from one ofthe chairs in a dark corner.‘I a. Who’s that?’

Thm Major Stanhopee voice groaned slightly. ‘Stanhope… why… of all mofficersy… did it have to be yo’‘Cu…olonel?’ Stanhope exclaimed and strode over. It was Colonel

Arbulaster indeed. What was left of him. The orks had not beengenerous in this regard. His arms and legs hung limply from histothrso. Stanhope realised that where once his limbs had been nowattaere wechedre merely bound stumps. The actua by curde stitches which gaped horribl limly. Hbs were onis fingers, elyarsablinnd toes had been sepdarated and then resewn as well. They haded one eye and the other was nearly swollen shut withbru‘It wising.as the one with the bad leg

…’ Arbulaster burbled in way ofthexplanationey do.’, ‘I think… he was curious… why we don’t heal the way

‘TMohuse shouted up, ‘It’s wokring, major. Transmitting now!’e big one… all he did was stand in here… stare at the map…’A

Starbulaster continued. ‘You’ll have to keep… an eye on himnhope,…’

Arbulaster’s face suddenly clenched hard and his throat let out awhimper.‘W

‘Lohast…t is it? the’ S regtaimnhope asked.ent… lost… the colours.’imStanhope took off the sash, unrolled it a way to show part of theAagbe of Marglauerite, and held it up to Arbulaster’s eye.ruster stared, then craned his neck forwards and buried his


fabce in it lik

ut Stanh

e a child m

ope could

ight with its b

 make out that h

lanket. His voice was muffled

e was repeating th

,

e same

phra‘Pse again and again.raise Him

… praise Him… praise Him…’

Abrulaster’s mutterings collapsed into a splutter and he pulle

his face freed‘O.

‘Yene las?’st thing… Stanhope.’‘If w

e should meet each other… in His light… do something for

me.’‘Y

es?’

S‘Don’t stop... keep on walking.’tanhope heard Mouse shout again, even more ugrent than thlaset tim

‘Me.‘Fajor, sir! I’ve got a message coming back.’

rom Voorheid?’‘N

oTh, sir. It’s a Valkyrie, and it’s coming in!’

e missing Valkyrie, returning from a run to Voohreid, had

accelerated as soon as it had received Mouse’s transmission. Nowit was barking, banking, so as to stop and hover over Dova

.

rus‘Mhinouse, connecg noise of a Vt it thalkryroieugh up here,’ S cockpit burst thtanhope odrough there shreood, atingnd th decek.

th‘This is Major Stanhope, acting commander of Dova. Who isat?’T

‘Thhe pis isilo Ft’s vlighoict Liee came back over the sound of the wind.utenant Plant, returning with the colonel’s

cargo.’‘What cargo is that?’

‘It’s… My orders were only to report to the colonel…’

blo‘Listen, man!’ Stanhope snapped. ‘Is it anything we can use tow the orks we’ve got crawling all over us back into the jungle?’

fin‘God-Emperor…’ Stanhope heard the pilot gasp as the Valkyriea‘Ally hove into view over Dova and he saw the battle raging on.

nswer me!’

B‘No, major!’ the pilot reported quickly. ‘It’s… crates of liquor, sir.’Hoexe tras oiledf fo ooff.d. Tins of candied fruit. It’s what the colonel ordeerd…

In th‘…the corner, Arbulaster gurgled.

ought I should give the men a suprrise…’‘Wh

at are your odrers, major?’‘D

ump it! Dump it all! Prefearbly on the heads of the orks! Then–

up!’Mouse cut him off. ‘Come in close to the vox tower and pick us‘Ignore that, pilot. Mouse, shut up! Plant, dorp inside the walls

and extract every‘W trooper you can find!’

‘Mait! Wait!’ Mouse started to shout.‘Nouse, I said shut up!’

‘Do! Serious! Se?’rious! Don’t get too close or they’ll do it again!’o what again

‘What they did! How they took Dova!’
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

DOVA, Tswaing, Voor pacification Stage 1 Day 21



On the Griffon-line, Carson’s men produced a blizzard of las-fire totry to keep the okr horde back. They had pushed through the chokepthoint at the gates and now were piling up to the sides of the Griffonsdemselves. Some troopers thought to stand so as to be able to fireown at the orks who had made it into the lee, and they in turnbecame targets for the ork hunting javelins. The end was close, butnpot close enough for Choppa as he stepped between the gatecleosatsve. Hre held his totem high once more and struck it with his

.



Stadefonhope heard the warning alarms blare in the Valkyrie’s cockpbere the entire signal cut out. Mitckouse appeared up on the shooting

‘W.‘Shat in damnation was that?’ Stanhope demanded.

Domething their warboss has. It’s shorted the vox again!’amn the vox, Stanhope thought as he rushed across to theedge of the shooting delf uck, what about the men? He grabbed thesGidiffoe and pulled himsep to see the Griffon-line, or where once thern

-line had been. The troopers had had their lasguns shortht inbeir hands and the Griffons ignite beneath them. The orks hadaepaen all over them in seconds and were triumphantly tearing thert and racing for the bastionm.

M‘Blanks! Blanks, get up here!’ Stanhope shouted behind them.ouse was at the edg‘Le beside him.ook, the Valkyrie!’

The Valkyrie had been hit, but not as badly. Plant was bareklyfoeeping her in the air. She was swaying from side to side as Plantbauglanht wceith thd one c theo wntrindolsow. M soill.use leapt up beside Stanhope andh‘Major!’ he cried. ‘Come get on the roof. We can get him downere.’S

‘Wtanhope turned back to Arbulaster.hat about the colonel?’dMouse’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘Personally I’d use him as asocroarsmtopble, bd out hntoe’s a the ro bit bof.loody big. Let’s go!’ he shrieked, and

Stanhope heard Mouse’s shouts to the Valkyrie pilot and walkedover to A‘Crbulaster.olonel. Colonel!’ he said, attracting his attention. Abrulasterlooked at him.cutte‘Wrould you like me to…’ Stanhope began and drew the fell-A.

‘Srbulaster looked at it, then slowly nodded.o…’ he muttered quietly, ‘there it is…’

‘AStanhope swung.S good cut, major,’ Blanks said behind him.

‘I’vtanhope lowered the bloodied weapon.e blockaded the doors as best as can be done,’ BlankcontinuedsStanho. ‘It spe whoipeuldd th geive y blooou a few minutes ad from his swodr at lendast.’ put it back in itssbheath. ‘Have you ever considered that it may not be entireeneficial tole, plyivrate?’‘I find it’s youtar health to be constantly surprising peop

S cerinly less beneficial for their health, major.’tanhope looked back to the window. ‘Mouse has the right idea.Let’s get up there.’ He tied the colours around himself again. ‘Planmight not risk it for us, but he’ll risk it for this.’tbeSfortaenh heop ree walisent aed thcaorst Bsla anknds lifte had hdn’t foimslloelf up onto the window‘Rwed him.

‘Wespectfully, no, major.’‘Yhat’s that?’ Stanhope said, exaspearted.

‘You? a’sked me who I thought I was.’esd‘I don’t know for sure, but I think what was done to me is onlycone to those who’ve committed some great sin. To give us the

Shance to atone for whatever it was. I’m not a person any more,istanhope. I’m a weapon. And there’s a whole amry out there that

I cn’t gtooing stop here at Dova. It isn’t even going to stop on Voor. Buta‘Yn sp it h’t sere.’ou cantop an army,’ Stanhope stated. ‘Not even youBlanks.’,it in‘R themember what I said, it can just take a single bullet. If you put‘Ye right place.’

‘I dou don’t have a bullet,’ Stanhope reminded him.Staon’t need one.’nhope watched him walk down the steps and out of sight. Heclosed his eyes and said a prayer and then hauled himself onto throof.e

P‘He won’t come down!’ Mouse shouted. Stanhope looked up.dlant’s control was still shaky. He hadn’t moved off, but he wasn’tescending‘L either.et’s show him what we can offer then,’ Stanhope said anduntied the colours. He let the banner stream out in the Valkyrie’sdowndraught. That got a reaction. The Valkyrie started to descendbut only as far as the top of the vox tower. The array of antennae,


from the tower blocked him coming down any further.‘L

ooks like we’re going to have to–’ Stanhope began, but Mousewas already climbing the tower up to where the Valkyrie hovered. Itsrear hatch opened, and there was a crewman inside, beckonin

them upg.

hStanhope fastened the colours and started to climb as well. Ashe climbed though, he felt his limbs start to weigh him down. FirstHis legs, then his amrs, then his head. He was tired. So very tired.e stopped for a few seconds to rest. He looked around at the

hstunning view all around him. The trail they had cut. The fort thead held. The crater they had taken. The ambush, the blood they

had shed. He looked down at Dova ay. Gnd the faces slid befo. Cre his

eyes. Blanks. Booth. Ducky. Marbleardner. Forjaz. Redrson.Ta

thhe leere raeveadys. H toe s catcaw a rh himain o. Thef thy wem souldhe haet pve hasimt him. T againhey would be.

VHe pulled himself up another metre and looked up, at thealkyrie above him. He saw on its undesride those same markingsas had been on Zdzisław’s. After his crash, his pilots had paintedthem on their birds’ bellies so that no commissar would see thembut they would know they were there,

.

lifeHe saw something drop beside him. They were giving him aarolinuned. T himhey were throwing him a rope. He took the colours fro and tied them on. The Valkyrie lost height for a mommentahnd jerked a fraction to one side. Stanhope felt the vox tower fly fromhis feet. He was in the air, his grip on the colours all that wasolding‘Y him.

ou’re going to have to hold on!’

wStanhope looked up, his vision swimming. In that moment, itBlaas not the Valkynks would alwrie cays prewman reaching ouull him out.t to him, it was Blanks.

…‘Yhow…? he wondered.

ou’re going to have to hold on, sir!’ Blanks the crewman

shouted.

Never called me sir.

D‘Hold on!’ he seemed to shout again.‘Hono’t have the strength.

Nld on!’‘Hot strong enough. Can’t survive again.

Cold on!’‘Han’t do it all again.

old on!’

‘HCan’t bear it.Nold on!’

‘Hot again.old on!’

laStanhope relaxed and let the colousru rn through his fingers. Hey back into the air.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

‘Brimlock Eleventh!’ the regimental sergeant major bellowed. ‘Form

companies!’

cThe troopers of the Brimlock 11th scrambled to obey, their ownthompany sergeaney were dogs het mrdinajog crs worrying them into posattleition as though

.

inStanhope watched the carefully controlled chaos as, slowly, thethdividual companies started to emerge. He started walking down

e front line, looking for his place.

He passed the cavalry and Ledbetter there dipped his lance in

ssaomlutee k, thinden the ar of meat btilleory ane. Dnd Rosa gave hrum treated himim a w to a bave, brandishinlast of battleg-hymns on his vox

-amps and pranced a bizarre saluting dance o

tonp of his tank. Stanhope acknowledged them all, but his place was

not with them.

GHe p, Cassed Deverril, Wymondham, Ingoldsby, Fergus, Tyrwhitt,omeryolquhoun, still no sign of his men. He saw Arbulaster,c

bhest out, gut in, standing as proud as he’d ever seen him, Brooceony his side. Stanhope did no walking. He passed Roust loosell, wk his way, though, he just carrieho did not seem able to stopd

finadjusting himself. Stanhope saluted and Roussell scowled. There,dally, there he found his company. Zezé, Repton and Heal were

eep in d feiscussion. Marble was fiddling with his rifle. Fojarz was

trying tond off his doting wife and children, while Ducky took a fewsteps and hurled his lasgun away as he always did

.

sHe gave a nod to Carson and took his place at their head. Hemhieakelde it od his eyes to see what their destination was, but could not

‘Mut in the light.hajor Stanhope, sir! Step out of that position!’ Booth shouted at

Cim. Stanhope turned, confused. This was where he belonged.ar‘Tson st’sauntered over to, S him.ha not your placetanhope,’ he said. ‘Someone’s alread

there.’y

‘O‘Whf coo? I durseon’t s not.’ee them?’ Stanhope queried.

foThe odrers came through to prepare to march and Stanhopeund himself moving aside. ‘But I should be marching with you,’ he

said. ‘You’re my‘N men.’

o, major,’ Carson told him. ‘We only borrowed each other.Besides, the

Tre’s someone waiting for you.’ohe order to march came and the Brimlock 11th started to move

hut and leave Stanhope behind. One of the troopers borke ranks,owever, and came running over to him.

G‘Major! Major!’ Gardner said. ‘I wanted you to meet my brother.’ardner held his arm out into space as though he was gripping

someone around the shoulder.‘There’s no one there,’ Stanhope told him

.

did‘On’t yf course he’s theou?’re!’ Gardner laughed back. ‘He waited for me,

tuGardner wrestled playfully with the air for a moment and thenrned awaySta. ‘Got to be getting back, major. Come on, Trouble.’

nhope watched the trooper, chatting away to nothing, run back

to the company.‘Starting to figure it out, Stanhope?’ a voice said behind him

.

BlaSnktasnh waope turned around. The man Stanhope had known as standing there. His face was the same, less the wsideeye‘Md look that Blanks had occasionally had. His uniform was not.

Sajor,’ Blanks said.‘Ctanhope caught sight of his insignia.

‘Dolonel,’ Stanhope re?plied and saluted. Blanks saluted back.o you know why now Do youe rmember?’ Stanhope asked.

B‘Wlanks nodded.ishment?’

‘Nas it a puno. It was a mecry.’ Blanks looked behind him. ‘The things I’d

seen… It waSs His blessing.’

‘I htanhope nodded. Blanks glanced behind him.Save to get going. ‘I d. My me’t sn have be.’en waiting for me.’

tanhope lookedonee them

c‘You won’t,’ Blanks replied. ‘You don’t know them, that’s why youhean’t see them.’ Bel.lanks saluted farewell and turned crisply on his

‘Were you him?’ Stanhope called. ‘Were you the mutinee?r Were

you Hacher?’B

‘Nlanks turned back.o,’ he replied. ‘We were the ones who killed him,’ and he

disappeaSerd.

stanhope looked about him, aimlessly. He should go on, buthurely not alone. Then one last figure approached him from the

aze. Just one at first, but then Stanhope saw the dozens araryed in

precise ranks behind him.‘W

‘Ye’ve been waiting for you, sir.’ou’ve been waiting? All th?’

‘Ois timeSf course, sir. We are your men.’

thtanhope nodded and, unseemly as it was, could not hold backthe smile. Hee rached down to his belt and untied his sword and

en‘I b preliesented it.

Seve your wodr has been kept. This should be yours again.’ub Pagedar took it in his graceful hands and returned his


majo‘A’sr smile.

‘Tt your command, sir,’ he said.Ahank you,’ Stanhope agreed. ‘At my command.’

nd ahead of them in the distance, Stanhope heard Private Heal

strike up the song from his homeland, and he sang without restraintfor the company’s colour

-segreant was not there to quiet him. And

thmae ocrthheerds r intoaised their voices w the Emperor’s lighith ht.im as the Brimlock 11th

Dedicated to the veterans ohf my own family; the ones who came

ome and the ones who serve still.
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close to the original meaning as possible without bein

illegal.g

* 10. Any failure by Black Librayr to exercise its rights

unandey wr this licay deemense for whatever reason shall not be ined to be a waiver of its rights, and in

ptearticular, Black Libraryin resevres the right at all times tormate this license in the event that you breach

clause 2 or clause 3.
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