
        
            
                
            
        

    SURVIVOR
Steve Parker
 
Bas was up and running full tilt before he even knew why. Part of his brain reacted the moment the cry went out, then his legs were moving, pounding the dusty alleyways as he flew from his pursuers.
The first rule was simple: don�t be seen. He�d broken it only a few times since the monsters had come, and never by choice. This time, as before, it wasn�t through clumsiness. It wasn�t carelessness. It was just raw bad luck, plain and simple. He had taken all the usual precautions. He�d stuck to the shadows. He�d moved low and fast. He�d been patient and silent and constantly aware. But the monsters chasing him now, yapping and chittering joyously at the prospect of spilling his blood, had come from below. They had emerged from a sewer grate just a few metres behind him and the day�s quest for clean water was suddenly forgotten in favour of a far more pressing need.
Bullets smacked into the alley walls on either side of him as he fled, blowing out little clouds of dust and stone chips. Some came near to ending his life, their passage close enough to whip at his filth-caked hair. That lent him an extra burst of speed, extra adrenaline to further numb the agony of his aching joints and muscles.
Up ahead, he saw the twisted remains of a fire escape and bolted towards it. The rooftops � those were his domain. In the months since their coming, he had spent hours laying boards and planks between what was left of the town�s roofs. Up there, he moved where he pleased and saw all. He had the advantage. The big ones never went up there, and the smaller ones didn�t know the terrain like he did. The rooftops were his �control your environment and you would always be one step ahead.
The crooked metal stairs shook and groaned as he thundered up them, heart hammering in his ears, skull pounding with accelerated blood flow. He chanced a look down and saw his pursuers, four scrawny green figures with red eyes and needle teeth. They reached the bottom of the fire escape and leapt onto it, clambering up after him.
Bas kept on and made the roof in a few more seconds. For the briefest moment, he took stock of where he was. Here in the town�s southwest quarter, he had a few established hiding places, two of which were close by. But he couldn�t risk leading his enemies to one of his sanctuaries. He had to put some distance between them first. He could go north across the makeshift bridges he had laid weeks ago, or he could head east where the gaps between the tenements were narrow enough to leap.
North, then. The monsters behind him could leap as far as he could. East was a bad gamble.
He sped on across the roof, avoiding the gaps where alien artillery shells had bitten great gaping holes. He was at the far side when the first of the wiry green killers topped the fire escape and resumed shooting wildly at him. The others appeared beside it and, seeing that their guns were missing the mark, they rushed towards him.
Eyes front, Bas told himself as he took his first hurried step out onto the twin planks. Don�t look down.
The gap between the buildings was five metres wide. As he neared the middle, the wood sagged under him, but he knew it would hold. He had tested the strength of the wood before he laid it.
A couple of bullets sang past his ears. He half-ran the last few steps across and leapt the final one. Behind him, his pursuers were halfway across the previous rooftop.
Bas turned to face them. There wasn�t time to pull the planks in like he wanted to, not with his enemies wielding those scrappy, fat barrelled pistols. Instead, he kicked out at the planks and watched them tumble end-over-end to the dark alley below.
His pursuers howled and spat in rage and opened fire. One, perhaps more reckless than the others, or perhaps with a greater bloodlust, refused to be beaten. The creature took a run up to the edge of the roof and leapt out into space. Bas was already sprinting towards the next rooftop. He didn�t see the creature plunge to its death, but he heard the chilling scream. Soon, he had left his hunters far behind, their alien cries of frustration and outrage ringing in his ears.
He was dying.
Maybe. Probably. He couldn�t be sure. Bas was only ten years old, and all the dying he had seen so far in this short life had been the violent, messy kind � and all of that in the last few months.
This was different. This was a loosening of his back teeth. This was a burning in his gut on those increasingly rare occasions when he ate something solid. This was blood in his phlegm when he spat and in his stool when he made his toilet. Pounding headaches came and went, like the sharp cramps that sometimes wracked his weakening muscles.
After his flight across the rooftops, all these symptoms came on him at once. He fought them off until he reached relative safety. Then he lay down, and the pain rolled over him like a landslide.
Had he known any better, he would have recognised the signs of dehydration and malnourishment. As his scavenged supplies dwindled, he was forced to spread them ever thinner. But Bas didn�t know. He could only guess.
How long had he lived like this now? Was it months? It felt like months. What date was it? He couldn�t be sure of anything. Time passed for him not in hours and minutes, but in periods of hiding and running, of light, tormented sleep and the daily business of surviving on a knife edge. He felt like the last rodent in a tower of ravenous felines.
If the green horrors ever caught him, his end would come quickly enough. It would be painful and horrific, but it would be short. Shorter than disease or hunger, anyway. He wondered if a slow, quiet death was any better. Something instinctual made him back away from that train of thought before he formed an answer. For now, he was alive, and here, in one of his many boltholes, he was safe.
He chided himself. No, not safe. Not truly. He was never that.
He heard the old man�s voice in his head, berating him from memory, as sharp and harsh as a rifle�s report.
Safety is an illusion, boy. Never forget that.
Aye, an illusion. How could Bas forget? The words had been beaten into him until he learned to sleep only lightly and wake to a readiness any frontline Guardsman would have envied. While living with the old man, if he wasn�t up and at attention three seconds after first call, that heavy cane would whistle through the air and wake him up the hard way. Now, if a blow ever caught him in his sleep, it wouldn�t be for the sake of a lesson. It would be the bite of a greenskin blade, and his sleep would be the eternal sleep of the dead.
His traps and snares, he knew, wouldn�t protect him forever. One day, maybe soon, one of the savages would get all the way in. Not one of the tusked giants. Bas was careful to bed down only in small, tight spaces where they couldn�t go. But the scrawny, hook-nosed ones could slip into all the places he could, and they were wicked, murderous things, gleeful in their bloodletting. He trusted his defences only as much as he trusted himself, so he was diligent to a fault. He triple-checked every last point of entry before he ever allowed his eyes to close. Simple though they were, his traps had already saved him a dozen times over. The old sod had drilled him relentlessly, and Bas had despised him for it. But those lessons, hard-learned and hated, were the thin line between life and death now, the reason one last ten-year-old boy survived in the remnants of this rotting town where eighteen thousand Imperial citizens had died screaming, crying out to the Emperor for salvation.
Bas lived, and that in itself was spit in the eye of the greenskin nightmare.
He had never thanked the old man. There had been a moment, back when they had parted company for good, in which Bas had almost said the words, but the memories of all the fractured bones and cuts and bruises were still too sharp back then. They had stilled his tongue. The moment had passed, never to come again, and the old man was surely dead. For what it was worth, Bas hoped the old bastard�s soul would take some satisfaction in his grandson�s survival.
Time to rest now. He needed it more than ever. It was blackest night outside. The wind screamed in the shell-holes that pocked the walls of this four-storey tenement. A hard cold rain beat on the remains of the crumbling roof and the cracked skylight above.
Good, thought Bas. The greenskins wouldn�t be abroad tonight. They kept to their cookfires when it rained this hard.
At the thought of cookfires, his stomach growled a protest at long hours of emptiness, but he couldn�t afford to eat again today. Tomorrow, he�d have something from one of the tins, processed grox meat perhaps. He needed protein badly.
Hidden deep at the back of a cramped metal air-vent, the boy drew a filthy, ragged sheet up over his head, closed his eyes, and let a fragile, temporary peace embrace him.
When Bas was just seven years old, his parents died and what he was told of it was a lie. Two officers brought the news. His father�s major-domo, Geddian Arnaust, asked for details, at which point the officers exchanged uncomfortable looks. The taller of the two said something about a bombing at the planetary governor�s summer mansion � an attack by elements of an anti-Imperial cult. But Bas knew half-truth when he heard it. Whatever had really happened, the grim, darkly-uniformed duo in the mansion�s foyer would say no more about it. Bas never found out the real story.
What they did say, however, was that, on behalf of the Imperium of Man and the Almighty God-Emperor Himself, the noble Administratum was taking full possession of the Vaarden estate and all assets attached to it. War raged across the segmentum. Money was needed for the raising of new troops. Imperial Law was clear on the matter. The mansion staff would be kept on, the tall officer assured Arnaust. The new tenant � an Administratum man, cousin of the planetary governor, no less � would engage their services.
�What will happen to the young master?� Arnaust had asked with only the mildest concern, less for the boy than for the simple practicality of dispensing with an unwanted duty. He had never held any particular affection for his master�s son.
�Maternal grandfather,� said the officer on the left. �His last living relative, according to records. Out east, by New Caedon Hive. The boy will be sent there.�
�There�s a cargo train taking slaves that way this afternoon,� said the taller. �It�s a twenty-hour trip. No stops.�
Arnaust nodded and asked how soon the boy might embark.
�We�re to take him to Hevas Terminal as soon as he�s ready,� said the shorter officer. �He can bring one bag, enough for a change of clothes. Whatever else he needs, the grandfather will have to provide.�
It was as simple as that. One moment, Bas had been the son of a wealthy investor with mining concerns on a dozen mineral-rich moons, the next he was a seven-year-old orphan stuffed into the smallest, filthiest compartment of a rusting train car with nothing but a tide of cream-coloured lice for company and a bag of clothes for a pillow.
At least he wasn�t put with the others. Among the slaves all chained together in the larger compartments, there were several hunched, scowling men who had eyed him in the strangest manner as he�d walked up the carriage ramp. Their predatory stares, unreadable to one so naive, had nevertheless chilled Bas to the marrow.
Father and mother gone, and him suddenly wrenched from the security and stability of the wealth and comfort they had provided! Curled up in his grimy, closet-sized space, Bas had wept without pause, his body trembling with sobs, until exhaustion finally took over. Asleep at last, he didn�t feel the lice crawling over his arms and legs to feed. When he awoke much later, he was covered in raw, itching bumps. He took vengeance then, the first he had ever known, and crushed all the blood-fat lice he could find. It took only moments, but the satisfaction of killing them for their transgressions lasted well beyond the act itself. When the pleasure of revenge finally subsided, he curled up into a ball and wept once more.
A scream ripped Bas from a dream immediately forgotten, and he came awake at once, throwing off his filthy sheet and rolling to a crouch. His hand went to the hilt of the knife roped around his waist. It sounded again. Not human. Close by.
The traps in the hall! One of the snares!
Bas scrambled to the opening of the air-vent. There, he paused for a dozen thunderous heartbeats while he scanned the room below him.
No movement. They hadn�t gotten this far in, thank the Throne.
He jumped down. Crouching low, he scooted towards the door in the far wall. Beyond the grimy windows to his left, the sky was a dull, murky green. Morning. The sun would rise soon, not that it would be visible. The rain had ceased, but the clouds hung thick and heavy and low.
Bas stopped by the room�s only door just long enough to deactivate the hinged spike trap above it. He stretched up on tip-toes to fix the simple safety lock in place. Then, cautiously, quietly, he opened the door and peered through, eyes wide against the liquid darkness of the hallway beyond.
A mewling sound guided his gaze towards the intruder. There, barely visible among the mounds of fallen concrete and shattered glass that littered the floor, was one of them, distinguishable from the rubble only by the sound it made and the panicked scrabbling of its long-fingered hands as it struggled with the wire that bit into its flesh.
Bas could smell its blood on the dusty air � salty and metallic like human blood, but with strong overtones of something else, something like mould.
He checked for any sign of movement in the shadows beyond the intruder. If the creature wasn�t alone, he would have to flee. There could be no fighting toe-to-toe. Much as he valued the little sanctuary he had worked so hard to create here, he wasn�t fool enough to die for it. He had abandoned other boltholes for less.
Though Bas matched most of the hook-noses in size, they had the physical edge. The hideous creatures were far stronger than they looked. Their long powerful hands and razor-lined mouths made them deadly. Even one so hopelessly entangled in his sharp wire snares could still do him lethal damage if he got careless.
But Bas hadn�t lived this long by being careless.
The old man�s voice rose again in his mind.
No slips, boy. A survivor minds his details. Always.
Satisfied that the monster was alone, Bas acted quickly. He dashed from the doorway, low and silent as ever, and closed on his scrabbling prey. Before the alien knew it had company, Bas was on it, stamping viciously down on its face. Bones snapped. Teeth broke. The vile, misshapen head hammered again and again against the stone floor. With the creature stunned, Bas straddled it, drew his knife and pressed the long blade up under the creature�s breastbone. He threw his whole weight behind the thrust, leaning into it with both hands. The creature�s body heaved under him. It began flailing and bucking wildly, but Bas held on, gripping its skinny torso between his knees. Then, with his knife buried up to the hilt, Bas began to lever the blade roughly back and forward, cleaving the creature�s heart in two.
A wheezing gasp. A wet gurgle. A last violent tremor, and the creature went limp.
Bas rolled off the body, leaving the knife buried in his foe. Withdrawing it now would only mean spillage and he wanted to avoid that as much as he could. Lying in the gloom, catching his breath, he watched his hands for the moment they would stop shaking.
Don�t be afraid, he told himself. This is nothing new. We�ve done this before.
That gravelly voice rasped again from the past.
Adrenaline is your ally, boy. Don�t mistake it for fear. They�re not the same thing.
The shaking subsided far faster than when he�d made his first kill, but Bas knew from experience that the hard work would start in earnest now. He had a body to deal with. If the other savages smelled blood � and they always did � they would come. He had to move the corpse.
Hissing a curse, he kicked out at the thing�s ugly, dead face.
Being abroad in daylight was a constant gamble, much more so with a burden like this one, but he knew he could still save this precious bolthole from discovery if he moved fast. The more time he gave the greenskins to rouse, the more danger he�d be in.
With a grunt, he forced his aching, exhausted body to its feet and set about his grisly business.
The cargo train ground to a slow halt at noon on the day after its journey had begun. The iron walls of Bas�s tiny cabin shuddered so much as the brakes were applied that Bas was sure the train would come apart. Instead, after what seemed an eternity, the screeching of metal against metal ended and the vehicle gave one final lurch.
Bas, unprepared for this, cried out as he was flung against the wall, bumping his head. He sat rubbing his injury, fighting to hold back tears.
A scruffy teenaged boy in the orange overalls of a loader came looking for him a few minutes after the massive vehicle�s engines had powered down.
�Arco Station,� he rasped around the thick brown lho-stick he was smoking. �It�s yer stop, grub. Up an� out.�
Bas stood shakily and lifted his bag, then followed the young loader and his trail of choking yellow smoke to the nearest exit ramp. As they walked, he asked meekly, �Why did you call me grub?�
Bas wasn�t offended per se. He was unused to insult, sheltered as his life had been until now. He was simply confused. No one had ever called him names before. He had always been the young master.
The loader snorted. Over his left shoulder, he said, �Lookit yerself, grub. Small an� pale an� fat. Soft an� squirmy. You got rich written all over you. I �eard about you. Serves you right, the likes o� you. Serves you right, all what happened.�
Bas didn�t understand that. He wasn�t rich. That was his father. He hadn�t done anything wrong. Suddenly, he felt fresh tears rising and a tightness in his throat. This boy hated him, he realised. Why? What had he done? Before he could ask, they reached the train car�s portside personnel ramp. The loader stepped aside and shoved Bas forward. The light outside was blinding in contrast to the dank interior of the huge train. Bas felt the harsh radiance stabbing at his eyes. The sun was glaring, the sky a blue so intense it seemed to throb.
As his eyes adjusted, he squinted down the long ramp, taking in the rockcrete expanse of the loading platform. Beyond it, shimmering in the heat haze way off to the north, stood the shining steel towers of a great city.
New Caedon Hive.
His new home, surely, for one of the Civitas officers had mentioned the place by name. From here, it looked glorious. He had read all about the great hive cities of the Imperium in one of his father�s databooks. Their streets teemed with all manner of people, living and working together in unity to fuel the glorious machine that was the Imperium of Man. He felt a momentary thrill despite his fears. What would it be like to live in such a place, so different from the quiet isolation of the estate? What grand role would he come to play there?
Already, indentured workers and mindless servitors were unloading crates from the other cars on to the sun-baked surface of the platform. Armed men, their faces hidden beneath black visors, pushed and kicked the newly arrived slaves into orderly lines. Someone Bas couldn�t see beyond the rows of slaves was barking out a list of rules which, if broken, would apparently be met with the direst physical punishment.
�Go on, then,� spat the loader from behind Bas. �Get on about yer business, grub. Someone�s waiting for you, they are.�
Bas scanned the platform again. He had never met his maternal grandfather. His mother, distant at the best of times, had never once mentioned the man. Bas could see no one who stood out from those he had already noted.
A hand on his back started him down the ramp, forcing that first step. Numbly, he let his legs carry him further, step after step, clutching his bag tight, eyes still searching for his grandfather with a growing sense of panic and confusion.
�Emprah �elp you, grub. Thassa mean-lookin� bastard you got waiting for you.�
Bas turned, but the loader was already tramping back into the carriage�s shadowy interior. Returning his gaze to the platform, he saw it at last, a single figure marked out because it wasn�t moving, wasn�t hefting crates or bags or boxes or bundles. It was a man, and he stood in the shadow of a rusting green cargo container, his back resting against its pitted surface.
Bas couldn�t see him well, not cloaked in such thick, black shadow, but his skin turned to gooseflesh all the same. The cold hand of dread gripped his heart. He slowed. He wanted to turn back, but to what? To a dark metal cabin crawling with lice? He kept moving.
When his feet touched level ground, he gave a start and looked down, surprised that he had descended the whole ramp. There was nothing else to do now. He had to keep on. His numb legs drove him reluctantly towards the green container. When he was five metres from it, a voice as rough as grinding rocks said, �Took your blasted time, boy. What are you, soft in the head as well as the body?�
There was no introduction beyond this, no courtesies.
�Don�t fall behind,� said the man as he pushed himself upright from the side of the container. �And don�t speak.�
As the man stepped into the glaring sunshine, Bas saw him properly for the first time and failed to stifle a whimper. A sudden hot wetness spread from his crotch, soaking his trousers. The old man turned at the lack of following footsteps. He took in the pathetic sight, a scowl of disgust twisting his awful features.
�Blasted Throne,� he hissed. �If you�ve got any of my blood in you, it�s not much!�
Bas stared back, frozen in place, lip quivering, hands trembling. This man couldn�t be his mother�s sire. There had to be some mistake. His mother had been beautiful and refined. Cold, if he were being honest, but nonetheless a woman he had loved and admired above all others. He searched the stranger in front of him for any sign of his mother�s bloodline.
If it was there at all, it was buried deep beneath leathery skin and scar tissue.
The man before him was old, over seventy standard years if he was a day, but impressively muscled for his age. He carried barely an ounce of fat. Veins stood out on his hard shoulders and arms and snaked up his neck to the temples on either side of his shaved head. He wore a beard of middle length, untidy and uneven, and some kind of silver chain with two small metal plates hanging from it. His clothes were olive green, both the sweat-stained vest and the tattered old pants, and his boots, which could hardly be called black anymore, were scuffed and covered with dirt.
The worst thing about the old man by far, however � the thing that held the boy�s eyes for the longest time � was the huge crater of missing flesh where his right cheek should rightly have been. It was monstrous. The tissue that remained was so thin Bas could make out individual teeth clenched in anger beneath it.
The old man noted where the boy�s eyes had settled.
�Think I�m a horror, boy?� he said. �One day, I�ll tell you about horrors.�
At this, a strange, far-away look came over him. In that instant, the old man seemed suddenly human, almost vulnerable somehow, a man with his own very real fears. But it was just a moment. It passed, and the hard, cold glare of contempt returned as fierce as before.
�The sun will dry your trousers,� said the old man as he turned away, �but not your shame, if you�ve any left.� He started walking again, off towards the southwestern edge of the platform where another broad ramp descended to ground level. It was now that Bas noticed the pronounced limp in the old man�s right leg and the muffled sound of grinding metal that came from it with every step.
�Keep up, boy,� the old man shouted back. �Keep up or I�ll leave you here, Emperor damn you.�
Bas hurried after him and was just close enough to hear him mumble, �I�m all you�ve got, you poor little bastard. Throne help the both of us.�
The alien�s body was heavy despite its size, and Bas laboured hard as he carried it across the roofs to a place he felt was far enough from any of his boltholes. He was glad for the clouds now. The assault of a blazing sun would have made the task that much harder. It might even have finished him off.
Dizziness threatened to topple him twice as he crossed his plank-bridges, but both times he managed to recover, just. There hadn�t been time to eat. Once the body had cooled and the blood inside had congealed, he had withdrawn his knife from the beast�s chest and stuffed the wound with rags. There was almost no spillage at all. He had bound the wrists and ankles with lengths of wire, to make carrying it more manageable, and had wrapped it in an old curtain he had torn from a third-floor window. Even so, as careful as he was, every moment he remained with the corpse was a moment closer to death. Hunger raged like a fire in the pit of his empty stomach and his legs and shoulders burned with lactic acid. As soon as he was done dumping the body, he promised himself, he would eat a whole can of something. Part of him balked at the thought of such excess. Eating well now meant running out of food that much sooner. But it couldn�t be helped. He had felt it yesterday running for his life. He felt it now. He was getting weaker, putting himself at a disadvantage, and he had to sustain himself. One day soon, he would no longer be able to dump the ones he killed. He would be forced to cook their flesh and eat it just to survive. He knew it would come to that. It was inevitable. He�d have cooked and eaten sewer rats first, but they seemed to have disappeared, perhaps eaten by the strange ovoid carnivores the invaders had brought with them. Bas didn�t care about taste, but he suspected alien flesh, cooked or otherwise, would fatally poison him. No matter what he did, one way or another, they would kill him in the end.
But not today. Not while he still had power enough to defy them.
Up ahead he could see the shattered chimney pots of the last standing tenement on the town�s southern edge. There, on that rooftop, he would leave the body. The smell of its decay wouldn�t reach the ground. The winds from the wastelands would carry it off.
He left the carcass near the centre of the roof, burying it in rubble so that any hook-noses that did come up here wouldn�t see anything to get curious about. At least, not from a distance.
With his labours done, Bas was about to turn back and retrace his steps when he heard a great rumble from the plains south of the town. He flattened himself and crawled to the rooftop�s edge. A vast cloud of dust had risen up, at least a mile wide. At first he thought it was a sandstorm, but it was closing on Three Rivers and the wind was blowing against it.
Insistent as it was, Bas forgot his hunger then. This was something new, something unexpected. He had to stay and watch. He had to know what it was and how it would affect his survival. A spark of hope almost lit in his heart. Could it be humans? Could it be Imperial forces come to take back the town? Throne above, let it be so.
But it was just a spark. The darkness inside him swallowed it quickly. He had lived too many days and nights without succour to believe things would change now. For all he knew, he was the last living human on Taos III. Given the unstoppable strength and violent nature of the alien invaders, that didn�t seem unlikely at all.
Thus, he wasn�t disappointed so much as unsurprised when the cloud of dust turned out to be a massive greenskin convoy. The air filled with engine noise that would have rivalled a summer thunderstorm. Vehicles of every possible description raced across the plains towards the town. There were hundreds of them with wheels and treads in every possible configuration. Bas�s eyes could hardly take them all in, such was the variety of strange shapes. Monstrous weapons sprouted at all angles from heavily plated turrets. Radiator grills and glacis plates had been modified to look like grotesque faces. Gaudy banners of red and yellow snapped in the windblown dust, painted with crude skulls and axes rendered with childish simplicity.
There was nothing childlike about the riders, though. They were hulking brutes, all green muscle, yellow tusks and thick metal armour. They revelled in the noise of their machines, raising their bestial voices to roar along with them. They cavorted on the backs of bastardised trucks and troop transports. Those that fell off were crushed to red smears beneath the wheels and treads of the vehicles behind, drawing cackles of laughter from all that noticed.
They were terrible to behold and Bas felt his bladder clench. If they had come to stay, to reinforce the greenskins that already controlled Three Rivers, his time was surely up. The odds of evading numbers like these were slim at best. He still had to scavenge for old cans of food each day, still had to fill his water-bottles from any source he could find. He still had to venture out from the safety of his boltholes. When he did, he would face a town swarming with savage nightmares. Why had they come? What had driven them here?
It was then, as this question formed in his mind, and as the first of the vehicles roared along the street below him into the town proper, shaking the foundations of the building atop which he rested, that he saw them:
Humans!
At first, he couldn�t believe his eyes. He stopped breathing and his heart beat a frantic tattoo on his ribs. He wasn�t the last after all. He wasn�t alone on this world. There were dozens of them, chained and caged in the back of slaver trucks. Bas ignored the warbikes and heavy armour that rumbled past now. He had eyes only for the cages.
They looked a weak lot, these people. Beaten down, tortured. It wasn�t a criticism. Bas pitied them. He knew what they must have endured. He alone had lived to witness the deaths of the people of Three Rivers. So many deaths. He had seen what the invaders were capable of. Theirs was a brutality wholly reflected in their terrible appearance.
The slaves in the cages wore soiled rags or nothing at all, men and women both. At one time, Bas might have been curious to look on the women, naked as they were. What ten-year old boy wouldn�t be? Not so now. Not like this. Now, he noticed only the wasted muscles, the clotted blood on their faces and scalps, the ribs that protruded from their bruised torsos.
Most of them looked dead already, like they had given up. Perhaps they didn�t have it in them to end their own lives, but from the looks of them, they would welcome the end when it came.
They are not like me, Bas found himself thinking. They are not survivors. And there are no children.
In that last regard, he was wrong. A moment later, as the last slaver truck passed beneath Bas�s rooftop perch and off up the street towards the town centre, he looked at the rear wall of its cage and saw a boy roughly his own age and height. A boy! Unlike the others, the child was standing upright gripping the bars of the cage, his knuckles white.
There was fire in his eyes. Even from this distance, Bas saw it, felt it. Defiance and the will to live burned bright in this one.
A brother, thought Bas. A friend. And suddenly he knew that his months of loneliness and torment had had a purpose after all, a purpose beyond just spitting in the red eye of the foe. He had survived to see this day. He had survived to find this boy, and he would rescue him so that he would never be alone again. Together, they could bring meaning to each other�s lives. They could look out for each other, depend on each other. Between them, the burden of caution could be shared. Life would be better. Bas was certain of it.
His grandfather�s voice snapped at him from the past.
Weigh everything against your survival. Live to fight. Don�t throw everything away on lost causes.
No, Bas argued back. I can�t go on alone. I will save him for my own sake.
If the old man had been alive, he�d have beaten Bas black and blue for that. Not out of anger � never that � but because each man gets only one life, and some mistakes, once made, cannot be undone.
The streets were still trembling with the roar and passage of the convoy as Bas got to his feet. He suppressed his hunger once again and followed the slaver trucks towards the town centre. There, he would stay low, observe, and draw his plans.
It quickly became clear, as his grandfather drove them away from Arco Station, that Bas was not to live in the great hive-city to the north as he had imagined. The road they followed ran south and the rail terminal�s blocky buildings soon fell away behind them, obscured by dust, heat haze and distance. The land on either side of the wide, empty road was flat and largely dry, populated by little else but hardy grasses and shrubs and the tall, strange cattle which plucked at them. Bas was too scared to ask his grandfather where they were going, or anything else for that matter. The old man smelled of sweat, earth and strong alcohol, and he drove his rickety autocar with his jaw clenched, neither looking at nor speaking to his terrified young charge.
After two or three hours in the vehicle�s hot, stuffy interior, Bas saw a town materialise from the wavering line of the horizon. As the old man drove nearer, Bas became depressingly certain that this was his new home. The buildings at the settlement�s north edge were lop-sided, patchwork affairs with rusting, corrugated walls. It was the first slum-housing Bas had ever seen. Beyond them, the structures got taller and more dense, though little more appealing. An oily pall hung over everything. Towering smoke stacks belched thick, dirty smoke into the sky. As they drove deeper into the town, Bas peered through the windows at the scowling, hard-eyed people on the streets. Tenements dominated. The inky alleys between them spilled tides of refuse onto the main thoroughfares.
Who would live like this? Bas asked himself. Who would stay here?
For the second time that day, he felt the desperate urge to turn around, to run to anywhere but here. But there was simply nowhere to go. He was a seven-year old boy, alone in the Imperium but for the man next to him, linked by blood and nothing else.
�Welcome to Three Rivers,� grunted his grandfather.
Bas didn�t feel welcome at all.
Ironically, Three Rivers boasted only one. The other two rivers had dried up as the result of a Munitorum hydropower project some two hundred kilometres to the west, and the town, once prosperous, had gone into economic collapse. The agriculture on which it depended struggled to survive. The workhouses began to fill with children whose parents could no longer sustain them. Many turned to alcohol, others to crime. The streets became unsafe, and not just at night.
In this environment, a man like Bas�s grandfather, former Imperial Guard, hardened and honed by decades of war, found work where others could not, despite his age. As Bas would later learn from snippets of hushed conversation on the streets, the old man worked as an occasional fixer, solving problems with violence for those willing to pay the right price. The local public house also paid him to keep troublemakers out, though, if word was to be believed, he caused at least as much trouble as he solved. But on that first night, Bas knew none of this. All he knew was that his former life was over and he had been cast into absolute darkness, a living hell. He had no idea then of just how bad things would get.
The old man�s home was a dingy basement at the bottom of a black tenement in which every window was shielded by wire mesh. The steps down to its entrance were slick with urine and wet garbage. The smell made Bas feel sick for at least the first week. It was better inside, but not by much. A single glowglobe did its best to light a room with no natural illumination whatsoever.
Bas was shown where he would sleep � an old mattress stuffed into a corner near a heater that, in the three years he would live there, would never once be switched on. He was shown the tiny kitchen and told that, in return for food and lodgings, he would be expected to prepare meals for both of them, among a score of other chores. Bas couldn�t even imagine where to start with cooking. His father had employed two private chefs back on the estate. He had never once thought about the effort that went into preparing food.
The lavatory was another shock � little more than a thirty-centimetre hole in the tiled floor with a water pump above it that had to be worked by hand. A steel basin could be filled for washing one�s body, but the water was always ice cold. That first day, Bas held his waste in for hours rather than use that horrid little room, until finally, he thought he would burst. Necessity took him beyond his initial reluctance. He adapted.
They had dinner together an hour after arriving, if it could even be called dinner. His grandfather made that meal. It was a tasteless stew of tinned grox meat and potatoes and, though it smelled awful, Bas was desperately hungry by then and cleared his bowl. His grandfather nodded approvingly, though the hard look never left his eyes. When they had finished, the old man ordered Bas to clear the table. Another first. And so it went, day after day, until Bas learned how to do all the things that were expected of him. When he made mistakes or dared complain, he was punished � a hand as fast as a striking snake would flash out and clip him on the ear. Weeping brought him no sympathy, only contempt.
As hours became days, and days became weeks, Bas discovered he was learning something else he had never known.
He learned to hate.
Salvation Square hadn�t seen this much noise since its construction. Maybe not even then. The ruined buildings shuddered with the ruckus of the greenskin horde and the throaty rumbling of their war engines.
Bas crouched low behind the only intact statue left on the black-tiled roof of the Imperial church that dominated the square�s west side. The sky above was clearing of clouds, beams of bright sunlight slicing through like a hundred burning swords.
He had arrived in time to see the slaver trucks emptied and their occupants whipped and kicked towards the broken double-doors of the administratum building, carrying barrels and sacks. The boy from the last truck had trudged in line with the others, keeping his head down, never meeting the glare of the living nightmares that herded him, but Bas could still feel the boy�s defiant hate radiating from him until he moved out of sight.
The greenskin newcomers began mixing with those that already occupied the town, sizing them up, eyeing their buggies and bikes and tanks. A few fights broke out, bringing hoots of laughter and encouragement that rose to compete with the rumble and stutter of their machines. Losers were butchered without mercy or remorse, to the delight of both groups. Despite the appeal of these fights, however, the alien crowds parted fast when a great red truck roared into the square, cutting down a dozen greenskins with the jagged blades fixed to its radiator grill. There it halted, the arms and legs of the slain sticking out from beneath its dirty red chassis.
From the back of this truck leapt a group of bellowing brutes, each bigger than the last. They glared at all those around them in unspoken challenge, but none dared answer. Their size and bearing made the others step back, creating a circle of open space around the truck. From the vehicle�s rear, their leader stepped down. Bas was sure the statue to which he clung trembled as the huge creature�s iron boots added fresh cracks to the square�s ruined paving.
There could be no doubt that this was an ork of particular status. Size aside, his armour was bright with fresh paint and bore more iconography than any of the others. A pole jutted from the iron plate on his back, rising two metres above his head, seeming to give him even more height than his already daunting three metres. It was strung with helmets and human skulls, some still carrying dry, desiccated flesh. A banner with two crossed hatchets painted in red hung from it, rippling in the warm breeze.
The warboss stomped forwards to the centre of the square where the fountain of St. Ethiope had once stood, roaring and bellowing in what passed for its brutish language. Bas glanced across at the dome of the administratum complex. It had taken a lot of damage in the greenskin invasion. Most of its cobalt-blue tiles had been blasted off, revealing the fractured bare stone beneath. Great gaps had been blown in its surface, making it look like the detritus of a massive cracked egg from which some unimaginable animal had already emerged.
Bas had to see inside. He had to find the boy. He had to find a way to save him.
With a veritable army of orks filling the streets below, he knew he had never been at greater risk than he was now. It was broad daylight. If he moved, one of the beasts might spot him, and it would take only one to alert the others. More than ever, he felt himself balanced on a knife�s edge. But there was no way he could turn back now. His mind was filled with thoughts of companionship. For the first time since he had emerged from hiding into a town held by horrors from another world, he knew purpose and, more importantly, and perhaps more dangerously, he remembered what it was to hope.
He needed to wait. He needed the horde below to become preoccupied with something.
He didn�t have to wait long.
From the doorway of the administratum building, the previously entrenched greenskin leader emerged, roaring and swiping at his subordinates to get them out of his way. In his own right, he was a monster of terrifying proportions, but to Bas�s eye, the newcomer looked bigger and better armoured.
The two bosses locked eyes, both refusing to look down in submission. The horde parted between them, sensing the violence that was about to erupt. The newcomer threw his head back and gave a battle cry, a deafening, blood-freezing challenge. The other howled and foamed with rage, hefted a double-handed chainaxe over his head, and raced down the steps to meet his rival. The greenskin mob roared with delight and bloodlust.
Bas had his opening.
He didn�t hesitate. Crouching low, he slid away from the statue and set off for the gaping wound in the side of the dome, moving roof to roof, careful to keep his distance from the edges lest his silhouette give him away.
He needn�t have worried. Every beady red eye in the area was locked on the battle between the greenskin leaders.
At the end of his first week in Three Rivers, Bas�s grandfather enrolled him in a small scholam owned and operated by the Ecclesiarchy, and the nightmare Bas was living became much, much worse. The other boys who attended were merciless from the start. Bas was a stranger, a newcomer, the easiest and most natural of targets. Furthermore, he had gotten this far in life without ever needing to defend himself, either verbally or physically, and they could smell his weakness like a pack of wild canids smell might smell a wounded beast. It drew them down on him from the first day.
The leader of the pack � the tallest, strongest and most vindictive � was called Kraevin and, at first, he feigned friendship.
�What�s your name, then?� he asked Bas in the minutes before the day�s long hours of work, prayer and study began.
Other boys drifting through the wrought iron gates noticed the newcomer and gathered round.
Bas was suddenly uncomfortable with all the attention. It didn�t feel very benign.
�I�m Bas,� he answered meekly.
Kraevin laughed at that. �Bas the bastard!� he told the others.
�Bas the maggot,� said another.
�Bas the cave toad!�
The boys laughed. Kraevin folded his arms and squinted down at Bas. �I�ve seen you on Lymman Street. You�re livin� with Old Ironfoot?�
Bas gaped at the other boy, confused. He didn�t know who �Ironfoot� was. His grandfather insisted on being called �Sarge�, never grandfather or any variation thereof. Bas had heard others call him the Sarge when they spoke of him, rather than to him. Then it dawned on him and he nodded.
Kraevin grinned. �You like that? You know, because of his leg.�
He started walking around Bas with an exaggerated limp, making sounds like a machine. The other boys broke into fits of laughter.
Bas didn�t. He had never asked the Sarge about his leg. He didn�t dare. He knew it caused the old man frequent pain. He had seen that pain scored deep in his face often enough. He knew, too, that the leg made a grinding noise on some days and not on others, though there seemed no particular pattern to it. It didn�t sound anything like the noise Kraevin was making, but that didn�t seem to stop the boys enjoying the joke.
Kraevin stopped in front of Bas. �So, what are you to him, eh? You his new boyfriend?�
Again, great fits of laughter from all sides.
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I�m his grandson,� Bas stuttered. It suddenly dawned on him that every moment spent talking to this boy was a moment spent digging a deeper hole for himself. He needed an escape
and he got it, for all the good it did.
A bronze bell rang out and a portly, stern-looking man with thick spectacles and a hooded robe of rough brown canvas appeared at the broad double doors of the main building. He bellowed at them to get inside.
�We�ll talk later, maggot,� said Kraevin as he turned and led the rest of the boys in.
Bas barely made it back to the Sarge�s home that evening. He had stopped screaming by then, but the tears continued to stream down his cheeks. His clothes had been cut with knives. His lip was ragged and bloody. One eye was so swollen he couldn�t see out of it, and two of his fingers would no longer flex.
The Sarge was waiting for him at the rickety dining table in the centre of the room, bandages and salves already laid out.
�How many hits did you land?� he asked simply.
Bas couldn�t speak for sobbing.
�I said how many hits,� the old man snapped.
�None,� Bas wailed. �None, alright? I couldn�t do anything!�
The old man cursed angrily, then gestured to the empty chair opposite him at the table. �Sit down. Let�s see if I can�t patch you up.�
For half an hour, the Sarge tended his injured grandson. He was not gentle. He didn�t even try to be. Bas cried out in pain a dozen times or more. But, rough as he was, the old man was good with bandages, splints and a needle and thread.
When he was done, he stood up to put away the medical kit. Looking down at Bas, he said, �You�re going back tomorrow. They won�t touch you again until you�re healed.�
Bas shook his head. �I don�t want to go back. Don�t make me go. I�d rather die!�
The Sarge launched himself forward, getting right in Bas�s face.
�Never say that!� he hissed. �Don�t you ever back down! Don�t you ever let them win! Do you hear me, boy?�
Bas was frozen in absolute terror, certain the old man was about to rip him apart, such was the vehemence in his voice and on that terrible face.
His grandfather stood up straight again.
�The hard lessons are the ones that count,� he said in more subdued tones. �You understand? Hard lessons make hard people.�
He turned and walked to a cupboard on the left to put the kit away.
�When you get sick of being an easy target, you let me know, boy. I mean it.�
He threw on a heavy groxskin coat and made for the door.
�Rest,� he said as he opened it. �I have to go to work.�
The door slammed behind him.
Bas rested, but he could not sleep. His wounds throbbed, but that was not the worst of it.
Abject fear had settled over him like a wet shroud, clinging to him, smothering him.
Closing his eyes brought back stark memories of fists and feet pummelling him, of the wicked, joyous laughter that had mocked his cries for mercy.
No, there would be no sleep for him that night, nor for many others to come.
Bas found the human slaves already locked in a broad cage of black iron, the bars of which were crudely cast and cruelly barbed. As before, all but one of the slaves � and Bas judged there were over twenty of them � sat or lay like lifeless dolls. There was no talking between them, no sobbing or whimpering. They had no tears left. Bas wondered how long they had endured. As long as he had? Longer?
He saw the boy standing at the bars, hands clenched tight around them. What was he thinking? Did he always stand like this? Did he ever sleep?
The interior of the building had once been a grand place, even in the years of the town�s decline. Now, though, each corner of the great lobby was heaped with mountains of ork excrement and rotting bodies. The walls were splattered with warlike icons in the same childishly simple style as the greenskin vehicles and banners. The air in here was foul, almost overpowering, even for Bas. Part of his success in remaining undetected for so long had depended on rubbing dried greenskin faeces onto his skin. At first, he had gagged so much he thought he might die. But after that first time, he had adjusted quickly, and the regrettable practice had masked his human scent well. Had it not, he would have been found and slaughtered long ago. Even so, the miasma of filth and decay in the wide lobby was sickening.
Much of the marble cladding which had graced the interior walls here had shattered and fallen to the floor, revealing rough brick and, in many places, twisted steel bars, making a descent fast and easy. Bas did a last visual scan to make sure all the greenskins were outside watching the fight, then dropped quickly to the lobby floor. The falls of his bare feet were silent as he moved around the west wall and closed on the black iron cage. None of the human captives saw or heard him until he was almost standing right in front of the boy. Even then, it seemed that they were too exhausted to register his presence. The boy continued staring straight ahead, eyes still intense, unblinking, and Bas felt a moment of panic. Perhaps the boy was brain-addled.
He took an instant to study him at close range. Like the others, he was skinny to the point of ill health, clearly malnourished, and bore the marks of cuts and bruises that had not healed properly. In the centre of his forehead was a black tattoo about three centimetres across. Bas noted it, but he had never seen its like before. He had no idea what it meant � a single stylised eye set within a triangle. Bas looked down at the boy�s arms and noticed another tattoo on the inside right forearm. It was a bar-code with numbers beneath it. The greenskins had not done this to him. It was far too cleanly rendered for that. Bas couldn�t imagine what these tattoos meant, and right here, right now, he didn�t care.
He reached out and touched the boy�s left hand where it gripped the bar.
Human contact must have pierced the veil over the boy�s senses, because he gave a start and his eyes locked with Bas�s for the first time.
Joy exploded in Bas�s heart. Human contact! A connection! He hadn�t dared hope to experience it ever again, and yet here it was. Damn the bars that stood between them. He might have embraced the boy otherwise for all the joy he felt at that moment.
He opened his mouth and tried to greet the boy, but the sound that emerged was a dry croak. Had he forgotten how to speak already? With concerted effort, he tried again, shaping his lips to form a word so simple and yet so difficult after his long months alone.
�Hello,� he grated, then said it again, his second attempt much better.
The boy blinked in surprise and whipped his hands from the bars. He retreated a step into the cage.
Bas couldn�t understand this reaction. Had he done something wrong?
In his head, words formed, and he knew they were not his own. They had a strange quality to them, a sort of accent he did not recognise.
Who are you?
Bas shook his head, unsure of what was happening.
Seeing his confusion, the tattooed boy gingerly returned to the bars.
Who are you? the voice asked again.
�Is that you?� Bas returned hoarsely. �It that you in my head?�
The boy opened his mouth and pointed inside. Most of his teeth were gone. Those that remained where little more than sharp, broken stubs. But this was not the reason the boy couldn�t vocalise. Where his tongue should have been, only a dark nub of flesh remained. His tongue had been cut from his mouth.
Sounds of movement came suddenly from either side of the boy. Bas looked to left and right and saw that the other captives had roused at last. Barging each other aside, they surged to the walls of the cage, shoving the tattooed, tongueless boy backwards in order to get closer to Bas.
Bas stepped away immediately, warily. He didn�t like the look in their eyes. Such desperation. He felt the sudden burden of their hopes and expectations before anyone gave voice to them.
It was an ugly, shabby, middle-aged woman who did so first. �Get us out, child! Free us, quickly!�
Others echoed her urgently. �Open the cage, lad! Save us!�
Bas looked for the cage door and found it easily enough. It was to his right, locked and chained with links as thick as his wrist.
A tall, thin man with deeply sunken eyes and cheeks hissed at the others. �Shut up, damn you. They�ll hear!�
When he was ignored, he struck the loudest of the prisoners in the jaw, and Bas saw her sink to the cage floor. Another quickly took her place, stepping on the shoulder and arm of the first in her need to get closer to her potential saviour. Bas shrank further from them all. This was not right. He did not want to be responsible for these people. He just needed the boy.
Despite the logic in the words of the gaunt man, the others would not be quiet. They thrust their hands out between the bars, tearing their weak, papery skin on the iron barbs. Pools of blood began forming on the tiled floor, filling cracks there. Bas took another step back, searching the crowd in front of him for sign of the tattooed boy, but he had been pushed entirely from view.
�Don�t you leave us, son,� begged a bald man, his right arm docked at the elbow.
�Emperor curse you if you leave us,� screeched a filthy woman with only a dark scab where her nose should have been. �He will, boy. He�ll curse you if you don�t save us.�
Had the monsters outside not been making such a din of their own, they would surely have heard this commotion. Bas knew he had to go. He couldn�t stay here. But it was hard to leave the boy. How could he open the cage? He had no way of cutting through that chain. Had he found this boy only to be frustrated by his inability to save him? Was the universe truly so cruel?
A mighty roar sounded from Salvation Square, so loud it drowned out even the wailing humans. The fight between the warbosses was over. The entertainment had ended. Three Bridges belonged either to the new leader or the old, it didn�t matter to Bas. What mattered was that, any second now, massive green bodies would pour into the building through the shattered oak doors.
Go, said the tattooed boy�s projected voice. You have to go now.
Bas still couldn�t see him, but he called out, �I�ll come back for you!�
Don�t, replied the boy. Don�t come back. You cannot help us. Just run.
Bas scrambled back up the lobby wall like a spider. At the top, crouching on the lip of the great jagged wound in the dome, he paused and turned to look down at the cage one more time. The prisoners were still reaching out towards him despite being twenty metres away. They were still calling to him, howling at him.
Bas frowned.
�There�s nowhere to run to,� Bas said quietly, wondering if the boy would pick up his thoughts. �I only have you. I have to come back.�
Jabbering greenskins poured into the building then, laughing and grunting and snorting like wild boar.
Bas slid from view and made for the nearest of his boltholes to prepare for his return tonight. He didn�t know how he would set the boy free, but something told him he would find a way. It was all that mattered to him now.
There are two ways to deal with fear, as Bas found out in his first few months in Three Rivers. You can let it corrode you, eat away at your freedom and sanity like a cancer, or you can fight it head on, maybe even overcome it. He didn�t have much choice in the approach he was to take. His grandfather had already decided for him.
Kraevin and his gang of scum did indeed wait until Bas recovered before they brutalised him again. When it came, it was as vicious as the first time. They kicked him repeatedly, savagely, as he lay curled into a ball on the ground, and Bas thought they might never stop. Maybe they would kill him. Part of him wished they would. At least it would be an end.
When no more kicks came, it felt like a blessing from the God Emperor Himself. He opened his eyes to see the gang strolling off down the street, the boys laughing and punching each other playfully on the arm. Two local women walked past and looked down at Bas where he bled on the pavement, but they didn�t stop. There was no sign of pity in their eyes. They looked at him in passing as they might notice a dead rat on their path.
The next passerby did stop, however. Bas didn�t know him. He was a big fat man with skull and sword tattoos on both forearms. �Having a bad day, son?� he asked as he helped Bas to his feet. �Let�s get you home, eh? The Sarge will fix you up.�
Bas hobbled along at the man�s side, doing a fair job of stifling his sobs for once.
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do you know the Sarge?� he stammered.
The man laughed. �You could say that,� he replied. �I employ him.�
Bas looked up at him.
�I�m Sheriddan,� said the fat man. �I own the public house on Megrum Street. You know, where your grandfather works at night.�
It turned out that Sheriddan liked to talk. In the twenty-two minutes Bas spent with him that day, he learned more about his grandfather than he had in the weeks since he had come to this accursed place. And what he learned, he could never have guessed.
According to Sheriddan, the sour old bastard was an Imperial hero.
As he had promised himself, Bas ate a full can of processed grox meat, knowing he would need the strength and energy it would give him. Sitting in the bolthole closest to Salvation Square, he thought hard about how he would get the boy out of the cage. One of the orks had to be carrying a key. Which one? How would Bas get it?
He thought, too, about what to do once the cage door was open. The others
he couldn�t look after them. They�d have to fend for themselves. They were adults. They couldn�t expect him to take the burden of their lives onto his shoulders. Such a thing was well beyond his power. It was too much to ask of him. They�d have to make their own way. He would lead the boy out at speed, climbing up to the rooftops before the orks realised what was going on. Together, they could return to this bolthole without drawing attention.
Bas looked at the few cans of food remaining in the metal box at his feet. There were no labels on them, but he didn�t suppose it mattered. Like himself, the tattooed boy would be glad of whatever food he could get. Together, they would eat well in celebration of their new friendship. Tomorrow, they could search out new supplies as a team.
With these thoughts buoying his spirit, Bas bedded down and tried to sleep, knowing he would need to be well rested for the dangers of the night ahead.
Darkness fell fast in Three Rivers, and this night the sky was clear and bright. Overhead, the planet�s three small moons glowed like spotlit pearls. The stars shone in all their glory. Had Bas deigned to look up, he might have noticed some of them moving inexplicably northwards, but he did not. His eyes were fixed on the scene below.
In the ruined plaza, ork cookfires burned by the dozen, surrounded by massive bodies turned orange by the flames. The majority of the brutes were drinking some kind of stinking, fermented liquid from barrels they had unloaded from their trucks. Others ripped hunks of roasted meat from bodies that turned on their spits. Bas didn�t know what kind of meat the greenskins were cooking, but he could hear the fat pop and sizzle as the baking skin cracked and burned. Others still were barking at each other in their coarse tongue. Fights broke out sporadically, each ending in a fatality as the stronger hacked or bludgeoned the weaker to death.
Bas�s stomach groaned, demanding he act on the savoury smell that wafted up towards his perch, but he ignored it. He needed all his focus, all his attention, to recognise the moment he could slip back inside the dome of the administratum building.
It seemed that a great many hours passed as he hunched there atop the ruins of the old church once more, clinging to the statue that broke up his silhouette. In fact, only two hours had gone by when, with their fill of meat and drink and fighting, most of the orks settled down to sleep. Their communal snoring soon rivalled the noise of their engines from earlier in the day.
It was time to move.
With all his concentration centred on avoiding detection, Bas made his way across his plank-bridges and soon reached the gaping crack in the dome. There, pressing himself close to the exposed stone, he peered inside and scanned the hallway below.
There were fires in here, too, though smaller than the ones outside. Around them slept the biggest of the greenskins, those with the heaviest armour, the largest weapons, the most decoration. There were a few hook-noses, too, sleeping in groups near the fly-covered dung piles. They had not been allowed to bed down near the fires of their giant masters.
Bas watched and waited and decided that the orks within were as sound asleep as those without. He steeled himself for what had to be done, then stepped out from behind the cover of the dome and began his descent. The stars cast his shadow on the tile floor below, but nothing stirred, nothing noticed.
With all the stealth he could muster, Bas descended, his toes and fingers seeking and finding the same holds he had used earlier in the day. But while the daytime descent had taken only moments, this one took minutes. There was too much at stake to rush, and nothing to be gained.
Finally, his bare feet reached the cold tiles and he turned from the wall. He realised that, even had he slipped and made a noise, none of the orks would likely have heard him. Up close, their snoring was preposterously loud. Good. That would work in his favour.
Bas avoided looking directly at any of the fires. His eyes had adjusted well to the shadows over the last few hours of patient observation. He didn�t want to lose that. He had to be able to see into the dark places, for the cage with the human prisoners was flush against the far wall and the marble staircase next to it cast a black cloak over it.
He moved, keeping to pools of deep shadow wherever he could, at the same time careful to steer clear of the huddled hook-noses. Had he not masked his scent with ork filth so often and so diligently, their sensitive noses might well have detected him. But they did not awaken. Bas reached the cage and stood exactly where he had earlier that day.
Gentler sounds of sleep issued from behind the black iron bars.
Good, thought Bas. Most of them are sleeping, too.
He hoped they would stay that way. But where was the boy?
A figure moved to the cage wall. Bas squinted, and was relieved to see the boy standing there before him. Bas smiled and nodded by way of greeting.
The boy did not smile back.
I told you not to come back. Don�t take this risk. Escape with your life.
Bas shook his head and spoke in low tones, unsure if the boy could read thoughts as well as he transmitted his own. �How do I open the door? How do I unlock this thing?�
He pointed to the heavy chain and crude cast-iron padlock where they lay at the foot of the cage door. The chain�s coils wrapped around the bars twice.
I ask you one more time, said the boy. Will you not leave me and save yourself?
�No!� hissed Bas. �I will not go on alone. I�m sick of it. Don�t you understand?�
The boy�s voice was silent in Bas�s mind for a while. Then, it said, There is a key. The head slaver wears it on his belt, tied to it by a piece of thick rope. If you can cut the rope and get the key without waking him
 
�Which one is he?� Bas whispered.
He lies by the fire closest to your left. His right ear is missing.
Bas stalked off towards the fire, still careful to avoid looking directly at its heart. There were seven orks around it and, as Bas drew close to them � closer than he had ever physically been to one of the tusked giants before � the sheer size of them truly dawned on him for the first time. He had always known they were huge, these savage horrors. But it was only this close, their wide, powerful backs heaving with each breath, that he realised how small he truly was and how fragile. There was nothing he could do against even one of them. If everything went wrong here tonight, he knew it would be the end.
Bas quickly found the slave master and moved around him to find the monster�s key.
The slaver�s barrel chest expanded like some huge bellows each time he took a deep, rumbling breathe and, when he exhaled, strands of thick saliva quivered on his long, curving tusks. The smell of his breath in Bas�s face was foul, like a carcass rotting in the sun.
Against his better judgement, Bas moved between the slave master and the fire. It was the only way to reach the key on the beast�s belt. But, as his shadow passed over the closed eyes of the monster, its huge shoulders twitched.
It stopped snoring.
Bas�s adrenaline, already high, rocketed. He stood rooted to the spot, his hands and knees shaking. If the beast came awake now, he didn�t know what he would do. He simply stood there, and the seconds seemed to stretch out like hours.
But seconds they were, and only a few, before the monster settled again and began to snore even louder than before. Bas�s relief was palpable, but he didn�t want to be near the damned thing any longer than necessary, so he crouched down by the monster�s thickly-muscled belly and, with slow precision, drew his grandfather�s knife from the sheath at his waist.
The rope was thick and the key itself was heavy, but the Sarge�s old knife was razor sharp. It had never lost its edge, despite all the use it had seen. It parted the rope fibres with ease. Bas lifted the key, re-sheathed the knife and made his way back over to the barbed cage.
�I have it,� he whispered as he crouched down by the massive padlock.
�It turns clockwise,� said a voice from the deep shadows within the cage.
Bas looked up with a start and saw the tall, gaunt man from before standing in front of him on the other side of the cage door.
�I�ll help you, son,� said the man, lowering himself into a crouch. �You turn the key. I�ll keep the chain and lock from rattling.�
Bas looked for the boy he had come to save and saw him come to crouch silently by the gaunt man�s side.
�You�ll need both hands to turn it,� said the man.
Bas fitted the head of the key into the hole and tried to turn it until his fingers hurt.
Nothing.
An act of no effort whatsoever for the aliens was near impossible for Bas. The torque in his wrists just wasn�t enough.
�Here,� said the man, handing Bas a smelly rag that had once been clothing. �Wrap this around the handle and try again.�
Bas did. With his teeth gritted and the effort raising the veins on his arms and neck, he wrestled with the lock. There was a screech of metal. The lock slid open. Bas turned, certain that he had achieved this feat only to bring death on himself. Every sound seemed so much louder when stealth was paramount. He scanned the hall behind him, not daring to breathe. He sensed the tension on the other side of the cage, too. The orks, however, slumbered on. Perhaps there was little to fear after all. Perhaps the beasts slept so soundly he could have run through here clapping and yelling and not have roused a single one.
Overconfidence kills more men that bullets do, snapped the remembered voice of his grandfather. Stay grounded!
�This will be tricky,� said the man in the cage. �Lift the lock away from the chains and put it to the side. I�ll try to uncoil this thing without too much racket.�
That made sense to Bas. The chain looked particularly heavy, and so it was. In the end, it took all three of them � the gaunt man, Bas and the tattooed boy together � to remove it quietly. Remove it they did, but before the gaunt man could try to open the door, Bas raised a hand. �Wait,� he whispered. �We should spit on the hinges.�
The man cocked an eyebrow, his face just visible in the gloom. �Good thinking, boy.�
Bas was surprised by the compliment. His grandfather would never have handed one out so easily.
Regardless of how good the idea was, it proved difficult for the man and the tattooed boy to generate enough saliva for the task. Too long without adequate food and water had made their throats itchy, their mouths bone dry. After a few failed attempts, however, the man had an idea. Instructing the tattooed boy to do the same, he put a corner of his ragged clothing in his mouth and began to chew it.
Soon enough, the door�s two large iron hinges gleamed wetly with fresh lubrication. Awakened by the sound of spitting, other prisoners rose and shuffled forward to see what was going on. That made Bas uncomfortable. He was sure they would give him away and bring the whole rescue down about his head. He was wrong. They had learned early in their captivity not to awaken their captors if they didn�t want to be tortured and beaten, or worse.
�Stay quiet, everyone,� the gaunt man told them. �The lad has freed us, but getting out will be no easy matter. You must stay quiet. Exercise patience or we�ll all die here tonight.�
�We�re with you, Klein,� whispered someone at the back. Others nodded assent.
Assured of their compliance, the gaunt man, Klein, turned back to the cage door and gently eased it open. The hinges grated in complaint, but only a little. At last, the cage stood open.
Bas stepped back.
Klein put a hand on the tattooed boy�s shoulder and ushered him through first. He stopped just in front of Bas, who couldn�t prevent himself from reaching out and embracing the boy.
�I told you I�d get you out,� Bas whispered, then stepped back, abruptly self-conscious.
Klein led the others out now, until they stood together outside the cage, a silent, terrified gaggle of wretches, all looking at Bas expectantly.
�What�s your plan for getting us away from here, son?� Klein asked now. �How will you get us to safety?�
Bas almost blurted, �I only came for him,� but he stopped himself. Looking at these people, each hanging on to life and hope by the thinnest of threads, he knew he couldn�t just turn his back on them. He had come into their lives, a light in the dark, and he could no more extinguish it now than he could abandon the boy who would give new meaning to his survival.
He turned and pointed to the broad crack in the dome up above. The closest of Taos III�s moons, Amaral, was just peaking from the eastern edge of the gap, casting its silver light down into the hall, revealing just how many of the huge greenskin brutes lay sleeping there.
Bas�s gut clenched. It could still go so wrong. One slip would bring slaughter down on them, and yet he was so close, so close to getting himself and the tattooed boy away from here.
Klein followed Bas�s finger, his eyes roving from the gap in the dome, down the rough wall to the cold marble floor. He frowned, perhaps doubtful that some of his group would manage the climb. Nevertheless, he nodded and told Bas, �Lead us out, son. We will follow.�
Thus, with the utmost care, the group picked its way between the ork fires, freezing in terror every time one of the beasts shifted or grunted loudly in its sleep. Crossing the hall seemed to Bas to take forever. This was foolish. Even if these people did get out, how slowly would they have to cross the bridges he had laid between the rooftops? It would take forever for them to
 
To get where? Where was he going to lead them?
He couldn�t take them to any of his boltholes. Those had been chosen for the difficulty of their access, for their small size. They were meant to be inconspicuous, but there was nothing inconspicuous about a group of clumsy adults struggling to pack their bodies into such a tiny space. And the smell of these people! They smelled so human. Bas hadn�t realised until now, standing there among them, just how strong people smelled. The greenskins would track them like hounds when they awoke. No doubt these people thought Bas smelled foul, standing there with dried ork feces rubbed into his skin, clothes and hair. But they would learn to do the same or they would die.
At the wall, the group huddled together and Klein spoke to them again.
�The boy will go first,� he said. �All of you, watch him carefully. Watch how he ascends and try to remember the handholds he uses. We have to do this quickly, but not so quick as to cause any mishaps. Syrric,� he said, addressing the tattooed boy, �you will go second. Once you and � I�m sorry, son, I don�t know your name.�
�Bas,� said Bas.
Klein put a fatherly hand on Bas�s head. �Bas. And now we know the name of our saviour.� He smiled, and Bas saw that he, too, had had his teeth broken, no doubt by a blow from one of the greenskins. �Bas, when you reach the top, you and Syrric will help the rest climb up, okay?�
For an instant, Bas imagined just taking Syrric and running. The duo would have far better odds alone. But no sooner had the thought come to him than he felt the beginnings of a sickening guilt. What would his grandfather have done? There had been no lessons about this. No tests. How he wished there had been. Had the Sarge ever made such a decision? Had Bas�s education simply never gotten that far?
What should I do, grandfather? Bas silently asked the old man in his memories.
No sharp voice rose from the past to answer him.
He looked over at Syrric, and the boy nodded back at him in support.
�Right,� whispered the Klein. �Up you go, son. Show us the way.�
Bas started climbing, not looking down, letting his hands and feet find the holds he knew were there. He scaled the wall without noise or incident and, at the top, turned to find Syrric only a few metres below him. As the boy neared the top of the wall where the dome opened to the air, Bas reached down and helped him up.
Below, Klein was helping the first of the adults, a woman with short hair, to begin her climb.
How frail they all looked. How shaky. Could they really manage it?
Bas heard a shout in his head.
No! Dara, no!
It was Syrric. He had seen or sensed something about to happen. From the desperate tone of his thoughts, Bas knew it was bad.
Surging from the back of the group, a woman began shouldering others roughly out of her way, screeching hysterically, �I have to get out! I have to get out of here! Me first! Let me up first!�
Her mad cries echoed in the great hall, bouncing from the domed ceiling back down to the ears of the sleeping greenskins. With grunts and snarls, they started to wake.
Klein tried to stop her as she surged forward, but panic had given her strength and he reeled backwards as she barged him aside. Then, from the bottom, she reached up and tore the short-haired woman from the wall, flinging her backwards to land with a sickening crack on the marble floor.
The short-haired woman didn�t rise. Her eyes didn�t open.
Bas saw the orks rising now, vast furious shapes given a doubly hellish appearance by the light of their fires. The first to stand scanned the hall for the source of the noise that had awoken it. Baleful red eyes soon picked out the pitiful human escapees.
Roars filled the air. Blades were drawn. Guns were raised.
Bas loosed a string of curses. There on the lip of the crack in the dome, he and Syrric could see it all play out below them. It would have been wise to flee then, and deep down, Bas knew that. But there was something about the inevitable horror to come that kept him there, kept him watching. He had to bear witness to this.
Was this his fault? Were they all to die so he could assuage his loneliness?
Dara scrabbled at the wall, desperately trying to ascend at speed, ignorant of the imminent slaughter her foolishness had initiated. Though she hadn�t been composed enough to map Bas�s path in her head, she made progress by virtue of the frantic nature with which she attacked the task.
She was halfway up when the others began to scream. The first orks had reached them. Heavy blades rose and fell, hacking their victims to quivering pieces. Fountains of blood, black in the moonlight, geysered into the air, drenching the greenskins� leering faces. Deep, booming cries of savage joy sounded from a dozen tusk-filled maws. Bestial laughter ricocheted from the walls.
Bas saw Klein looking straight up at him, the last of the escapees still standing, hemmed in on all sides, nowhere to run. The orks closed on him, red eyes mad with the joy of killing. Klein didn�t scream like the others. He seemed resigned to his fate. Bas saw him mouth some words, but he never knew what they were. They might have been good luck. They might have been something else.
A dozen ork blades fell at once. Wet pieces hit the floor. Klein was gone.
Outside Government Hall, the commotion spread to the rest of the horde. Those asleep in Salvation Square came awake, confused at first, then eager to join whatever fracas was taking place within the building. They began streaming inside, fighting with each other to be first. Perhaps they could smell human blood. It was thick and salty on the air. Bas could smell it, too.
Dara was almost at the gap in the dome now, still scrabbling manically for every protruding stone or steel bar that might get her closer to freedom. She was within reach. Bas looked down at her. He could have reached out then, could have gripped her arms and helped her up the last metre, but he hesitated. This madwoman had sealed the fate of the others. She had killed them as surely as the orks had. If he tried to bring her with him, she would get him killed, too. He was sure of it, and the darkest part of him considered kicking her from the wall to plunge backwards, joining those she had condemned. It would be justice, he thought. A fitting revenge for the others.
But he didn�t kick her. Instead, without conscious decision, he found himself reaching out for her, committed to helping her up.
Even as he did, he became aware of a strange whistling noise in the sky.
He didn�t have time to wonder what it was. The stone beneath him bucked violently and he grabbed at the wall for support. There was a blinding flash of light that turned the world red behind his eyelids. Blazing heat flooded over him, burning away his filth-caked hair.
Dara�s scream filled his ears, merging now with more strange sounds from the sky. Bas opened his eyes in time to watch her plunge towards the bellowing greenskins below. He didn�t see her hacked to pieces. Syrric grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.
Look at the square, he told Bas.
From the stone ledge around the dome, the two boys could see everything. The night had been turned to sudden day by great pillars of fire that burst upwards. Buildings on all sides, half-shattered in the original invasion, were toppled now as massive artillery shells slammed into them, blowing chunks of stone and cement out in great flaming clouds.
Bas watched with wide eyes. Again and again, high-explosive death fell screaming from the sky.
The orks were arming themselves and racing for their machines. Bas saw half a dozen armoured fuel trucks blown apart like cheap toys when a shell struck the ground between them. Burning, screaming greenskins scattered in every direction, their arms pinwheeling as the flames gorged on their flesh.
The whistling stopped to be replaced by a roar of turbine engines. Black shapes ripped through the sky above Bas�s head, fast and low. They were too fast to see properly, but the stutter and flare of their guns tore up the square, churning ork bodies into chunks of wet meat. Greenskin vehicles returned fire, filling the air with a fusillade of solid slugs and bright las-blasts. Missiles screamed into the air on smoky trails as the aliens brought their vehicle-mounted launchers to bear. One of the black shapes in the sky was struck hard in the tail and began a mad spiral towards the ground. It struck an old municipal building not two hundred metres from Bas and Syrric. Both the building and the aircraft tumbled into the square in a cloud of smoke, flame and spinning shrapnel.
Bas grabbed Syrric�s hand. �We have to go!� he yelled over the noise.
He didn�t wait for an answer. He pulled Syrric to the planks connecting the dome of their perch to the nearest roof and they crossed quickly, Bas first, then Syrric. Screeches from behind made Bas turn. Some of the hook-noses had scaled the wall inside the dome. They spotted the boys and gave chase, firing their oversized pistols as they came.
As soon as Syrric was over the first gap, Bas kicked the planks away. Then, grabbing Syrric�s hand again, he ran.
Anti-aircraft fire poured into the sky, lighting their way across the rooftops. The shadowy shapes assaulting the orks from above were forced to pull out. Moments after they did, the artillery strikes started again. Bas was halfway across one of his makeshift bridges when a shell plunged into the building he was crossing towards. It punched through the tenement roof and a number of upper floors before it exploded somewhere deep within the structure. Bas watched in horror as the building in front of him began to disintegrate, turning to little more than loose stone. He turned and leapt back towards the edge of the roof where Syrric stared in horror, just as the planks beneath his feet fell away.
His fingers missed the lip of the roof. He felt his dizzying plunge begin. But small hands reached for him just as he fell, gripping his wrists and hauling him in towards the building. Bas struck the stone wall hard, winding himself, but the small hands didn�t let go. He looked up and saw Syrric stretching over the edge, face twisted in pain, grunting and sweating with the effort of keeping Bas from plummeting to his death.
Bas scrabbled for a foothold and found a thin ledge, not enough to support his full weight, but enough to take some of the strain off Syrric.
Can you climb up?
Bas stretched and gripped the lip of the roof. Then, with Syrric pulling, he heaved himself up and rolled over the edge. There, with death averted once more, he lay panting, adrenaline racing through his veins. Syrric crouched over him.
We can�t stay up here. Isn�t there some other way?
The ground shook. More explosions rocked the town, striking just to the north of their position. Bas didn�t have time to wait for the shaking to stop. As soon as he had his breath, he got up.
�The greenskins will be everywhere at ground level,� he said miserably, but, looking at the empty space where the next building had been only moments ago, he knew that staying high would be just as dangerous. Besides, that building had been the only one linked to this. It looked like there was little choice. If they couldn�t travel above ground, and they couldn�t travel on the ground
 
�There�s one more way,� said Bas. �Let�s go.�
Bas began training under his grandfather after the fourth time Kraevin�s gang beat him up. It was the worst beating yet. One of the smaller boys � an ugly, rat-faced lad called Sarkam � had actually stabbed Bas in the belly with a box-cutter. It was the sight of so much blood that brought the beating to an early end this time. Instead of strolling off in casual satisfaction, Kraevin and his gang ran, knowing this level of violence would mean serious trouble for them if they were caught.
Bas staggered home, both hands pressed to his abdomen, drawing sharp looks from everyone he passed. A rough-looking woman in a filthy apron called out, �You need help, boy?�
Bas ignored her and kept on. He knew the Sarge would be waiting at the table with the medical kit laid out. He had warned Bas that the other boys might attack him today. He had just about healed from the last beating, after all.
But this time was different, in more ways than one.
Bas wasn�t crying.
More important than that, he had actually fought back.
True, his unpractised attempts to retaliate had met with dismal failure, but they had caught the other boys off guard. For the first time, Bas saw an instant of doubt in their eyes. They knew fear, too, he realised. They loved to dish out pain, but they didn�t want any coming their way.
That was when he knew his grandfather was the answer.
This time, while the old man stitched the wound in Bas�s belly, Bas glared at him.
�Something you want to say to me, boy?� said the Sarge.
Bas�s words came out as a growl that surprised even him.
�I know who you are,� he told the old man. �I know what you did, how you fought. Sherridan told me. He called you an Imperial hero!�
A sudden scowl twisted those terrifying features. �You think Imperial heroes live like this, you fool?� the Sarge snapped back. He gestured at the dank, water-stained walls of their home. �Sherridan had no business saying anything. I�ll bet he didn�t tell you I was stripped of my medals. I�ll bet he didn�t mention that I was dishonourably discharged after forty bloody lashes! Sherridan sees what he wants to see. You hear me?�
�I don�t care about that,� Bas shot back. He would not be denied. Not this time. �You could teach me. You could help me, make me stronger. Make it so I could kill them if I wanted to.�
His grandfather held his gaze. For what seemed an eternity, neither blinked.
�I can teach you,� the old man said at last with a solemn nod. �But it�ll hurt more than everything you�ve endured so far. And there�s no going back once we start, so you�d better be damned sure.�
�It will be worth it,� hissed Bas, �to smash those bastards even just once.�
The old man�s eyes bored into his. Again, he nodded. �We�ll begin when you�re able,� he told Bas.
And so they did.
It started simply enough. Bas drilled footwork for hours around the old dead tree at the back of the tenement. Slowly, the number of push-ups, chin-ups and sit-ups he could do increased from single digits to double. Within a month and a half, the old man had him into triple digits. Then they began training with weights, anything they could find whether it be rocks or old tyres or bags of cement.
Bas learned to wield sticks, knives, broken bottles, anything that could be used as a weapon. He became lean and hard like the grox meat they ate at every meal. He became faster, stronger, better than he had ever believed possible, and every bit of it was bought with sweat and blood, but never tears.
Tears were forbidden.
His grandfather was a brutal, relentless instructor. Every day was harder, more painful, more severe than the last. But Bas endured, his hatred burning within him, spurring him on. It wasn�t just hatred for Kraevin and his schoolhouse thugs. It was hatred against all the wrongs he had known. Even as his grandfather forged him into something new, something tough and independent, Bas learned a fresher, deeper hate for the old man. His mistakes, fewer and fewer as time went by, were exploited with merciless brutality, until Bas wondered who was worse: Kraevin, or the Sarge himself.
It hardly mattered. He saw the results. And others saw them, too.
Kraevin�s gang spent less time taunting him as the days passed. Sometimes, he saw them glancing nervously in his direction from the corner of his eye. He recognised that doubt he had seen before. The weeks since they had attacked him stretched into months. Bas started to wonder if they had given up for good.
Then, as he was walking home three days before Emperor�s Day, Kraevin and his gang ambushed him from an alley and dragged him in.
Bas lashed out immediately without pausing for thought and smashed one boy�s nose to a pulp.
The boy yowled and broke from the fight, hands held up to his crimson-smeared face.
Kraevin shouted something and the whole gang backed off, forming a semi-circle around their target. Bas watched as they all drew knives. If they expected him to piss his pants, however, they were gravely mistaken.
�Let�s have it!� Bas hissed at them. �All of you!�
Reaching into the waistband of his trousers, he pulled his own blade free.
The Sarge didn�t know about this. Bas hadn�t told him he was now carrying a weapon. He had found it on the tenement stairwell one morning, a small kitchen knife stained with a stranger�s blood. After washing it and sharpening it while the Sarge was at work, Bas had started to carry it with him. Now he was glad of that. It was his equalizer, though the odds he faced here were still far from equal.
Kraevin didn�t look so smug right then, but he motioned and the boys lunged in.
Bas read their movements, just as the old man had taught him. The closest boy was going for a thrust to his midsection. Bas slipped it. His hand flashed out and cut the tendons in the boy�s wrist.
Screaming filled the alley and the boy dropped to his knees, clutching his bleeding arm.
Bas kicked him hard in the face. �Come on, bastards!� he roared at the others. Again, he kicked the wounded boy.
This display was unlike anything the others were prepared for. They didn�t want any of it.
The gang broke, boys bolting from the alley in both directions, knives abandoned, thrown to the ground. Only Kraevin remained. He had never run from anything. If he ran now, he�d be giving up all his status, all his power, and he knew it. Even so, Bas could see it in his eyes: the terroriser had become the terrified.
Bas rounded on him, knife up, stance loose, light on his feet.
�Bas the bastard,� said Bas, mimicking Kraevin�s voice. �You�ve no idea how right you were, you piece of filth.�
He closed in, angling himself for a lightning slash to the other boy�s face. Something in Kraevin snapped. He dropped his knife and backed up against the alley wall, hands raised in desperate placation.
�Bas, please,� he begged. �It wasn�t me. It was never me. Honestly.�
Bas drew closer, ready to deliver a flurry of nasty cuts.
�He said never to tell you,� cried Kraevin. �Said he�d see us right for money and lho-sticks. I swear it!�
�Groxshit!� snarled Bas. �Who? Who said that?�
He didn�t believe Kraevin for a moment. The boy was just buying time, spinning desperate lies.
�The Sarge,� Kraevin gasped. �Old Ironfoot. He came to us after the first time we beat you. Honest, I thought he was going to murder us, but he didn�t. He said he wanted us to keep on you, keep beating you down. Told us to wait until you were healed each time.�
Bas halted his advance. That couldn�t be true. No.
But
could it? Was the old man that twisted? Why would he do such a thing?
�Talk,� he ordered Kraevin, urging him on with a mock thrust of his knife.
�Th… that�s it,� stammered the boy. �Two days ago, he found us and told us to ambush you. Said to use knives this time. I told him he was crazy. No way. But he tripled the money he was offering. My old man�s got lung-rot. Can�t work no more. I need the money, Bas. I didn�t want to, but I had to. But it�s over now, okay? Throne above, it�s over.�
Bas thought about that for a second, then he rammed his right boot up between Kraevin�s legs. As the bully doubled over, Bas kicked him again, a blistering shot straight to the jaw. Teeth and blood flew from Kraevin�s mouth. He dropped to the ground, unconscious.
Bas sheathed his little knife in his waistband and looked down at the boy who had taught him the meaning of fear.
�Yes,� he told the crumpled figure, �it is over.�
At home, he found the Sarge at the back of the tenement, leaning against the old dead tree, smoking a lho-stick in the sunlight.
�No medical kit this time?� Bas asked as he stopped a few metres from the old man.
The Sarge grinned at him. �Knew you wouldn�t need it.�
�You paid them to do it, didn�t you?� said Bas.
The old man exhaled a thick cloud of yellow smoke.
�You�ve done well,� he told his grandson. It was all the confirmation needed.
Bas said nothing. He felt numb.
�Stay grounded, boy,� rumbled the Sarge. �Stay focused. We�re just getting started, you and I. You think you�ve bested your daemons, and maybe you have, for now. But there are worse things than childhood bullies out there. Never forget the fear and anger that brought you this far.�
Bas didn�t answer. He stared at the dirt between his feet, feeling utterly hollow, consumed by a raw emptiness he hadn�t known was possible.
�There�s more to learn, boy,� the Sarge told him. �We�re not done here. Remember the chubby runt you used to be. Think of how you�ve changed, what you�ve achieved. I gave you that. Keep training, boy. Keep learning. Don�t stop now. As much as you hate me, you know I�m right. Let�s see how far you can take it.�
The old man paused, his brows drawing down, and added in a voice suddenly harsh and hateful, �If you want to stop, you know where the damned door is. I won�t give bed and board to an Emperor-damned quitter.�
Bas looked at his hands. They were clenched into fists. His forearms rippled with taut muscle. He wanted to lash out at the Sarge, to bloody him, maybe even kill him for what he�d done. But, for all he�d changed, all he�d learned, his hands were still a child�s hands. He was still only seven years old, and he had nowhere else to go. Besting other boys was one thing, but the old man was right about greater foes. Bas had seen big, barrel-chested men from the refineries beating their wives and children in the street. No one ever stopped them. No one dared, despite how sick it made them to turn away. Bas always wished he was big enough and tough enough to intervene. The impotence inherent in his age and stature angered him. More than any daydreams of dispensing justice, however, he knew that training had brought focus and purpose to his life. His newfound strength, speed and skill had burned away that clinging shroud of fear he�d lived with for so long. Every technique he mastered brought him a fresh confidence his former weakness had always denied. He saw it, saw that he needed to keep growing, keep developing, to master every skill the old man offered and more. No. He didn�t just need it. He wanted it. Right then and there, it was all he wanted.
There was nothing else.
He locked eyes with his grandfather, his gaze boring into him with cold fire.
�All right,� he spat. �Show me. Teach me. I want all of it.�
A grin twisted the Sarge�s scarred face. �Good,� he said. �Good.�
He ground his lho-stick out in the dirt at the base of the tree.
�Go change your clothes and warm up. We�ll work on nerve destructions today.�
Two and a half years later, in the shadow of that same dead tree, a slightly taller, harder Bas � now ten years old � was working through a series of double-knife patterns while his grandfather barked out orders from a wooden bench on the right.
The sun was high and bright, baking the dusty earth under Bas�s feet.
�Work the left blade harder!� the Sarge snapped. �Watch your timing. Don�t make me come over there!�
A deep rumble sounded over the tenement rooftops, throaty and rhythmic. It must have meant something to the old man, because the Sarge stood bolt upright and stared up at the azure sky, muscles tensed, veins throbbing in his neck.
Bas, surprised by the intensity of the old man�s reaction, stopped mid-pattern and followed the Sarge�s gaze.
Seven black shapes crossed directly overhead.
�Marauder bombers,� said the old man. �And a Lightning escort out of Red Sands. Something�s wrong.�
Despite their altitude, the noise of the aircraft engines made the air vibrate. Bas had never seen craft like these before. They had the air of huge predatory birds about them. They had barely disappeared below the line of tenement roofs on the far side before another similar formation appeared, then another and another.
The old man cursed.
�It was just a matter of time,� he said to himself. �This planet was always going to get hit sooner or later.�
He limped past Bas, iron leg grinding, heading towards the tenement�s back door. But he stopped halfway and turned.
�They�ll be coming for me,� he said, and there was something in his eye Bas had never seen before. It was the closest thing to fondness the old man had ever managed, though it still fell far short. �They always call on the veterans first,� he told Bas. �No one ever truly retires from the Guard. I�ve done the best I could with you, boy. You hate me, and that�s only proper, but I did what I had to do. The Imperium is not what you think. I�ve seen it, by the Throne. Terrors by the billion, all clamouring to slaughter or enslave us. And now it looks like they�re here. Only the strongest survive, boy. And you�re my blood, mark you. My last living blood! I�ve done my best to make sure you�re one of the survivors.�
He paused to look up as more bombers crossed the sky.
�Come on inside,� he told Bas. �There�s something I want to give you before I go. May it serve you well in what�s to come.�
They went inside.
A few days later, just as the old man had predicted, the Imperium came to call on him, and he answered.
It was the last time Bas ever saw him.
The shelling from the sky had opened great craters in the streets below. Through choking clouds of smoke and dust, over hills of flaming debris, the boys searched for a way into the sewers. Many of the massive holes were filled with rubble and alien bodies, but Bas quickly found one which offered access to the dark, round tunnels that laced the town�s foundations. He had mostly avoided these tunnels during his time alone. Those times he had come down here looking for sources of potable water, he had encountered bands of scavenging hook-noses. Each time, he had barely escaped with his life.
There didn�t seem to be any of the disgusting creatures here now, however. In the utter darkness, he and Syrric held hands tightly, using their free hands to guide themselves along the tunnel walls. They couldn�t see a damned thing. Bas had no idea how or when they would find a way out, but he couldn�t let that stop him. The tunnel ceiling rumbled with the sound of war machines on the move and explosive detonations. If he and Syrric were to survive the journey to one of his boltholes, they would have to travel down here in the dark.
As they moved, Bas became sharply aware of the comfort he was drawing from Syrric�s hand. He wondered if that made him weak. His grandfather had used that word like a curse, as if weakness was the worst thing in the universe, and perhaps it was. Bas hadn�t lived this long by being weak. He knew that. But he wasn�t so sure it was weak to want the company of your own kind. Syrric�s presence made him feel stronger. His body seemed to ache less. The other boy was following his lead, depending on him. Here was the sense of purpose Bas had so desperately missed. Alone, his survival had been nothing more than an act of waiting, waiting for a time in which he�d find something to live for, to fight for. Now he had it: someone to share the darkness with, to watch his back. He had gotten Syrric out, just as he had intended. Despite the deaths of the others, it still felt like the greatest victory of his young life, better even than beating Kraevin.
Kraevin!
Bas hadn�t thought of the former bully in quite a while. What kind of death had he suffered the day the orks came? Had he been hacked to pieces like Klein and the prisoners? Had he been shot? Eaten?
As Bas was wondering this, he spotted light up ahead.
�There,� he whispered, and together he and Syrric made for the distant glow.
It was moonlight, and it poured through a gap in the tunnel ceiling. An explosive shell had caused the rockcrete road above to collapse, forming a steep ramp. The boys waited and listened until Bas decided that the sound of alien battle cries and gunfire was far enough away that they could risk the surface again. He and Syrric scrambled up the slope to stand on a street shrouded in thick grey smoke.
Which way? Syrric asked.
Bas wasn�t sure. He had to have a bolthole somewhere near here, but with all the smoke, he couldn�t find a landmark to navigate by. It seemed prudent to move in the opposite direction from the noise of battle.
�Let�s keep on this way,� said Bas, �at least for now.� But, just as they started walking, a hoarse shout sounded from up ahead.
�Contact front!�
The veils of smoke were suddenly pierced by a score of blinding, pencil thin beams, all aimed straight at the two boys.
�Down!� yelled Bas.
He and Syrric dropped to the ground hard and stayed there while the las-beams carved the air just above their heads. The barrage lasted a second before a different voice, sharp with authority, called out, �Cease fire!�
That voice made Bas shiver. It sounded so much like the Sarge. Could it be the old man? Had he survived? Had he come back for his grandson after all this time?
Shadowy shapes emerged from the smoke. Human shapes.
Nervously, Bas got to his knees. He was still holding Syrric�s hand. Looking down, he tugged the other boy�s arm. �They�re human!�
Syrric didn�t move.
Bas tugged again. �Syrric, get up. Come on.�
Then he saw it. Syrric was leaking thick fluid onto the surface of the road. Arterial blood.
Bas felt cold panic race through his veins, spinning him, sickening him. His stomach lurched. He squeezed Syrric�s hand, but it was limp. There was no pressure in the boy�s grip. There was no reassuring voice in Bas�s head. There was only emptiness, an aching gap where, moments before, the joy of companionship had filled him.
Bas stood frozen. His mind reeled, unable to accept what his senses told him.
Boots ground to a halt on the rockcrete a metre away.
�Children!� growled a man�s voice. �Two boys. Looks like we hit one o� them.�
A black boot extended, slid under Syrric�s right shoulder, and turned him over.
Bas saw Syrric�s lifeless eyes staring at the sky, that defiant glimmer gone forever.
�Aye,� continued the rough voice. �We hit one all right. Fatality.� The trooper must have seen the tattoo on Syrric�s head, because he added, �He was a witch, though,� and he snorted like there was something humorous about it.
Bas sprung. Before he realised what he�d done, his grandfather�s knife was buried in the belly of the trooper standing over him.
�You killed him,� Bas screamed into the man�s shocked face. �He was mine, you bastard! He was my friend and you killed him!�
Bas yanked his knife out of the trooper�s belly and was about to stab again when something hit him in the side of the head. He saw the stars wheeling above him and collapsed, landing on Syrric�s cooling body.
�Little bastard stabbed me!� snarled the wounded trooper as he fell back onto his arse, hands pressed tight to his wound to stem the flow of blood.
�Medic,� said the commanding voice from before. �Man down, here.�
A shadow cast by the bright moonlight fell over Bas, and he looked up into a pair of twinkling black eyes. �Tough one, aren�t you?� said the figure.
Bas�s heart sank. It wasn�t his grandfather. Of course it wasn�t. The Sarge was surely dead. Bas had never really believed otherwise. But this man was cast from the same steel. He had the same aura, as hard, as cold. Razor sharp like a living blade. He wore a black greatcoat and a peaked cap, and on that peak, a golden skull with eagle�s wings gleamed. A gloved hand extended towards Bas.
Bas looked at it.
�Up,� the man ordered.
Bas found himself obeying automatically. The hand was strong. As soon as he took it, it hauled him to his feet. The man looked down at him and sniffed the air.
�Ork shit,� he said. �So you�re smart as well as tough.�
Other figures wearing combat helmets and carapace armour came to stand beside the tall, greatcoated man. They looked at Bas with a mix of anger, curiosity and surprise. Their wounded comrade was already being attended by another soldier with a white field-kit.
�Gentlemen,� said the tall man. �Unexpected as it may be, we have a survivor here. Child or not, I�ll need to debrief him. You, however, will press on into the town as planned. Sergeant Hemlund, keep channel six open. I�ll want regular updates.�
�You�ll have �em, commissar,� grunted a particularly broad-shouldered trooper.
Bas didn�t know what a commissar was, but he guessed that it was a military rank. The soldiers fanned out, leaving him and the tall man standing beside Syrric�s body.
�Regrettable,� said the man, gesturing at the dead boy. �Psyker or not. Were you two alone here? Any other survivors?�
Bas didn�t know what a psyker was. He said nothing. The commissar took silence as an affirmation.
�What�s your name?�
Bas found it hard to talk. His throat hurt so much from fighting back his sorrow. With an effort, he managed to croak, �Bas.�
The commissar raised an eyebrow, unsure he had heard correctly. �Bas?�
�Short for Sebastian
sir,� Bas added. He almost gave his family name then � Vaarden, his father�s name � but something made him stop. He looked down at the blood-slick knife in his right hand. His grandfather�s knife. The old man�s name was acid-etched on the blade, and he knew at that moment that it was right. It felt right. The old man had made him everything he was, and he would carry that name for the rest of his life.
�Sebastian Yarrick,� he said.
The commissar nodded.
�Well, Yarrick. Let�s get you back to base. We have a lot to cover, you and I.�
He turned and began walking back down the street the way he had come, boots clicking sharply on the cobbles, knowing the boy would follow. In the other direction, fresh sounds of battle echoed from the dark tenement walls.
Bas sheathed the knife, bent over Syrric�s body and closed the boy�s eyelids.
He whispered a promise in the dead boy�s ear, a promise he would spend his whole life trying to keep.
Then, solemnly, he rose and followed the commissar, taking his first steps on a path that would one day become legend.
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