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			For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind. By the might of his inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

			Yet, he is a rotting carcass, the Carrion Lord of the Imperium held in life by marvels from the Dark Age of Technology and the thousand souls sacrificed each day so his may continue to burn.

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruelest and most bloody regime imaginable. It is to suffer an eternity of carnage and slaughter. It is to have cries of anguish and sorrow drowned by the thirsting laughter of dark gods.

			This is a dark and terrible era where you will find little comfort or hope. Forget the power of technology and science. Forget the promise of progress and advancement. Forget any notion of common humanity or compassion.

			There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war.
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			MEKKIN’ TROUBLE

			Death was everywhere, and it was going boom a lot.

			Fingwit cowered down and whimpered as a full mob of orks pounded past him, howling with glee at the prospect of a decent scrap, and firing off their sluggas more out of delight than any real attempt to hit the enemy. A shell ricocheted off a wall and screamed over Fingwit’s skull before he even realised he should be ducking, so close to his skin that it felt like it had carved a furrow right over the top of his head. He drew in a reflexive breath to shout in outrage, but the syllables died before they reached his throat. There was no chance of the ork hearing him, and if it did, it would likely just kick him back down the corridor. Grots didn’t talk back to orks, at least not if they wanted to keep all their limbs attached.

			‘Alright, Fingers, lissen up!’ a gargantuan voice bellowed, and Fingwit flinched as Klaws’ thumping steps heralded the arrival of the scarred, towering ork himself. Klaws was an Evil Sunz mek, and had been a thumping good one until an accident involving an overcharged kustom mega-blasta saw him lose both his hands. He had replaced them with a power klaw on each wrist, which made him a terrifying opponent for enemies – such as the humies whose ship they had just boarded – but left him unable to do anything involving digital dexterity, which when you were a mek, was quite a lot of what you were expected to do.

			Which was where Da Fingers came in.

			Fingwit was the nominal boss of this crew of grots, inasmuch as Klaws blamed him if the others did something wrong. Then there was Grubba, who kept a colony of hair squigs on his chin in imitation of Klaws, and because he thought it made him look good; Duzzik, who was small even for a grot, and useful for squeezing (or being shoved unwillingly) into tight spaces to get things unjammed; Swikk and Flish, who looked so much alike that they had their own names written on their forearms so they could remember which one they were, and who were fascinated by shiny objects; and Rattak, whose nimble digits were perfect for fine wiring, but were more often put to use stealing someone else’s food.

			Between them, they theoretically made up for Klaws’ lack of hands by doing what he told them. However, as the mek himself had often declared, the difference between theory and results was a zogload of swearing.

			‘Dese humies fort dey could lay a trap for Da Meklord’s fleet, but dey weren’t expectin’ us ta board ’em!’ Klaws growled, as each Finger stood as straight as he could. ‘Now, Da Meklord wants dis ship under ’is control, an’ he don’t like bein’ kept waitin’. Da boyz’ll take care o’ dat – not like yoo’d be any use dere!’ He guffawed a laugh, and Fingwit smiled obediently, and a little nervously. Klaws seemed to be in a good mood, but that mood could turn faster than a cyboar on nitrous.

			‘Nah, our job is ta take control of da gunz,’ Klaws said, with a grin that exposed his plentiful, large teeth. ‘Den when we got ’em, we’re ta shoot da uvver humie ships wiv ’em.’

			‘Dat’s brilliant!’ Rattak piped up. ‘Dey’ll never expect ta be shot by dere own gunz!’

			‘Course it’s brilliant, ya little git!’ Klaws snarled, all traces of his good mood instantly evaporating. ‘It’s Da Meklord’s plan, an’ Da Meklord is da greatest brain da orks ’ave ever had!’ He jabbed at Rattak’s chest with one of the prongs of his right power klaw, causing the grot to jerk back against to wall to avoid being casually impaled on it. ‘Did I ask yer opinion of Da Meklord’s plan? Well? Did I?’

			‘Nah, boss!’ Rattak squeaked, shaking his head so desperately that his ears flopped back and forth across his face, and one hit him in the eye. Fingwit could not suppress a snigger as his fellow grot yelped in pain, but luckily for him Klaws found it funny as well. The mek threw his head back and laughed, the red-clad bulk of his chest and stomach heaving as he did so.

			‘Didn’t fink so!’ He sobered as abruptly as he had begun to laugh, and glowered down at them all, then reached up to scratch the bushy mass of white hair squigs that completely obscured his jawline. ‘Follow me, den! If ya don’t mess dis up, dere’s extra lunch in it for ya!’

			‘An’ wot if we do mess it up, boss?’ Duzzik asked in a small voice.

			‘Den yoo’ll be lunch,’ Klaws said, beaming nastily. 

			A trio of meganobz Fingwit recognised as Ruggaz’s Destroyaz clanked past behind Klaws, clad in metal plating as thick as Fingwit’s chest was deep, and belching smoke from the whining power generators on their backs. Fingwit watched awestruck as the giant shapes strode onwards, bedecked with massive gun barrels and bristling with explosive rokkits, their sizzling power klaws and spinning killsaws powering up, ready to deliver messy evisceration and truly obscene amounts of dakka to the luckless humies who were trying to defend their ship, somewhere a bend or two farther on down the corridor. He had never wanted to be a humie, but right at this moment Fingwit was even more grateful to Gork and Mork that he wasn’t one. Being a grot was a tough life, given that an ork might at any moment decide to use you as a slave, target practice, or, in a pinch, a meal, but being a humie had to be worse.

			‘Keep yer ’eads down if ya wanna keep ’em on yer shoulders!’ Klaws boomed jovially, and set off in the wake of the hulking meganobz. Da Fingers scuttled after him, bunched up so close together that Fingwit almost felt like he was part of a single organism with six heads, twelve legs, twelve arms, and insufficient firepower. He had also been jostled to the front. Again.

			He quickly checked the chambers of his blasta as they hurried along on Klaws’ heels. It was a simple weapon, but then again, what grot weapon wasn’t? Fingwit had built it himself, painstakingly putting the bits together until it no longer blew up in Duzzik’s hand when Fingwit made him test-fire it. It had eight chambers, each one loaded, and he had various spare rounds secreted away, since past experience had taught him that Swikk and Flish’s obsession with shiny objects extended to stealing other grots’ ammo if they could see it. It was good enough, he supposed – it would put a hole in a humie, so long as they weren’t one of the cowards who wore armour – but Fingwit dreamed of a proper gun.

			Oh, how glorious that would be! A kustom mega-blasta, like the one that had blown up and taken Klaws’ hands off (well, not exactly like that one – preferably one that didn’t explode), which fired a blinding beam of energy that could melt through even the toughest metal plating! A rokkit launcher, which could blow up and take other people’s hands off from a safe distance (safe for you, anyway, at least most of the time)! A big shoota, which could spit out more slugs than Fingwit’s entire blasta held, in the time it would take him to sneeze! Fingwit had few long-term aims in his life, since he was mainly concerned about the short-term considerations – like not getting squished in whatever piece of machinery Klaws had him fixing, or stepped on and squashed flat by a Deff Dread – but he really, really wanted a gun so big that the recoil when he fired it would knock him off his feet.

			It would never happen, though. No one would waste a gun like that on a grot. Not unless he managed to end up on the crew of one of the big mek guns, but that would never happen while Klaws was still around. Besides, it still wouldn’t be his gun: it would belong to whatever mek had built it, and Fingwit would be operating it with half a dozen other grots to boot. No, the only way a grot would get a decent gun would be if he was wired into a Killa Kan, and that was a one-way trip. It might be worth it, but it would still rely on Klaws letting Fingwit leave his service for any reason other than the sudden onset of death.

			As it was, Fingwit’s only real option was to hurry along after Klaws, hope that the meganobz would deal with any humies that might take shots at them, and be ready to shove one of the other Fingers in front of him in case it looked like that wasn’t going to be the case.

			The floor was suddenly softer and rather more squishy than Fingwit was expecting, and his foot slipped from beneath him, sending him into the wall. The rest, pressed up close behind him, stumbled in their turn, and then Fingwit was in a flailing mass of arms, all trying to latch on to something to remain upright.

			‘Wot da zog are yoo lot up to?’ Klaws bellowed, as Fingwit managed to keep his feet by dint of grabbing Flish. The other grot ended up face-planting, but the momentary support was enough for Fingwit not to fall, and he took a look downwards at what had caused all the problems.

			‘I got git on me foot, boss,’ he reported. He hadn’t seen the mangled humie remains before he trod in it, and now his right foot was tracking red smears around. There were more bodies in the upcoming corridor section, he saw now: clearly, this was where the defenders’ first doomed stand had taken place, only to be smashed apart by whichever mob of ladz had been first out of the ’Ullbreakers.

			‘Keep up, or yoo’ll ’ave one less foot ta go stickin’ in fings,’ the big mek growled, and Fingwit hurried to obey. He could hear the thump and krump and dakka of explosions and gunfire coming from ahead of them now, and while those were not normally sounds towards which he would hurry, given orks’ tendencies to use grots as bullet shields and his own decidedly inadequate firepower, if he had to enter such a battle then there was no better way to do it than behind three meganobz.

			Also, he wanted to keep both his feet. When you were a mek’s ‘­assistant’, you might have a better chance than the average grot of receiving a prosthetic leg, even one more advanced than a simple wooden peg, but there was absolutely no guarantee that it wasn’t going to be an experimental contraption that could maim you in some other interesting way. Meks sometimes liked to test their ideas for such things before they risked fitting them to powerful individuals like nobz, and grots were the perfect candidates. Tazzag Rokkitfoot could have told anyone that, had his replacement leg not propelled him into the side of a Gargant with lethal force.

			The corridors were showing greater signs of battle now, with massive holes where ork shells had missed their intended target and detonated, and huge flowers of sooty darkness where skorchas had incinerated everything in their path. There were ork corpses, those boyz who had been shot enough times that even their hardy constitutions could no longer drive them onwards, and Fingwit cast a longing glance at a dropped slugga: a simple gun by ork standards, but still much bigger and more powerful than the one he clutched between his sweating palms. However, the humies were by far the more numerous bodies littering the floor, blown apart by gunfire or carved up by choppas, and leaking everywhere. There was no way to avoid getting git on his feet now.

			‘Fingwit?’ Rattak hissed.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Ya know ’ow red wunz go faster?’

			‘Yeah?’ Fingwit replied, wondering where in the name of Gork’s grin Rattak was going with this.

			‘D’ya s’pose dat’s why humies bleed so easy?’ Rattak asked, as Swikk paused for a moment to yank something small and shiny and winged off a dead humie’s hat. ‘Dere blood’s dat really bright red, an’ dere skins ain’t tough, so when dey get cut, it all runs out real quick?’

			‘Never really fort about it,’ Fingwit said non-committally. Everyone knew that red ones went faster, of course: Klaws was an Evil Sun, so all the Fingers were too – even if they’d never say so where an ork could hear them, because orks didn’t like grots ‘gettin’ ideas above ’emselves’ – and nothing went faster than an Evil Sun, because Evil Sunz wore red. Goffs might think they were meaner, and Snakebites might think they were tougher; Bad Moons might think they had the better guns, Deathskulls might think they were luckier, and Blood Axes might think they were sneakier – and they undoubtedly were sneakier, because sneaky was nothing to be proud of in an ork, and a Blood Axe grot could slap you in the face and steal your teef while he was there – but the Evil Sunz left the other clans in the dust when it came to actually getting somewhere first. It was no good being meaner or tougher if someone else had killed all the enemy gits before you caught up.

			Even so, Fingwit was unsure if the same logic applied to humies and their strange ways. They sort of seemed to have clans, in that humies in one place dressed differently to humies in another place, and might even fight a bit differently, but as for their blood moving more quickly just because it was red…

			‘Nah, reckon they’re just a bit crap,’ he concluded, after a little more rumination on the subject. Something exploded ahead of him, rather more loudly than had occurred so far, and he flinched. ‘Arrrgh!’

			Ruggaz’s Destroyaz, who had been clumping along at the steady pace of orks who knew they weren’t going to get anywhere first, but were equally sure that the fight would still be going on by the time they arrived, suddenly accelerated. Built-in shoutaz in their armour amplified their already deep, powerful voices as they bellowed war cries, and they thundered ahead through a large hole in a wall. Fingwit thought it had probably held a door at one point, at least twice the height of an ork and easily more than that across, but judging by the shreds of torn and twisted metal around the edges, said door had been incapable of standing up to the TekWaaagh!’s advance.

			‘Now remember,’ Klaws growled, ‘we only fight da gits we meet when we’ve gotta go froo dem, got it? Our job is ta get to da gunz, den blow da uvver humie ships up wiv ’em. Dat’s gonna be much more fun dan killin’ a few humies here,’ he added, obviously trying to convince himself. As a mek, the opportunity to mess around with humie guns would be a huge draw, and one of the very few reasons why an ork would pass up the chance for a decent scrap here and now. For other, less technology-oriented orks, it was no contest.

			So far as Da Fingers were concerned, any battle they couldn’t avoid outright was best sneaked through with no one taking any notice of them, so this was music to their pointed green ears. However, they still did their best to look suitably chagrined, as though it was only Klaws’ stern words that were preventing them from charging at the humies with blastas and shanks drawn, and the names of Gork and Mork on their lips. It was always good to make an ork think you wanted to fight the enemy, so long as that didn’t mean you actually had to fight the enemy. Although, if you did have to fight the enemy, it was still advisable to look like you wanted to, since the enemy was probably less scary than the ork ordering you to fight, might actually be more scared than you, and could possibly be prompted into running away before you reached them if you looked suitably enthusiastic about the whole situation.

			‘Get movin’, den!’ Klaws bellowed, and set off at a dead run without waiting to see if they responded to his yell. Fingwit was, as ever, seized by the momentary temptation to run in the other direction: to abandon his position as head of Da Fingers, and try to find a better life for himself. The trouble was, he had no idea where such a better life might be found. Besides, although obeying Klaws’ yelled instructions and taking a kicking when he got something wrong was far from ideal, at least Fingwit wasn’t one of the masses of grots thrown ahead of ork lines in combat, to get whatever gits they were fighting properly warmed up by the time the boyz got to them.

			Anyway, the others would only snitch on him the first chance they got, and then Klaws would come and track him down. Fingwit did not much care for the mental images conjured up by that possibility, so he put his head down, ran as fast as he could after his master’s receding, red-clad bulk, and prayed to both Gork and Mork that nothing would shoot him.

			It’s not like I’m askin’ for no one ta get shot, dat wouldn’t be right, an’ I know neither of ya would stand for it. I’m just sayin’ dat dere’s others wot would like it better’n I would. Dose mega­boyz, f’rexample, dey like gettin’ shot, cos dey can larf when it bounces off, an’ da gits wot shot ’em get scared…

			Fingwit ran through the mangled remains of the door, out of the corridor, and into war.
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			DED SHOOTY

			It was a massive space. Most ceilings soared high above Fingwit, because most places he was ever in had been built for orks, and he was far smaller: however, this ceiling was tall even by those standards, and probably could have accommodated a Stompa beneath it. The walls disappeared away on all sides as well, revealing an area that seemed to be the humie equivalent of a mekboy workshop, or similar: there were crane thingies with grabbas on the end, and lifta-decks such as those which Klaws would use to raise a buggy off the ground if he wanted Da Fingers to take a look underneath it, but the owner was raising a stink about them just tipping the zogging thing onto its back (so far as Fingwit was concerned, any buggy that couldn’t take being rolled onto its back didn’t deserve to be running anyway, but no one was going to listen to him). Great metal storage crates were piled here and there, massive hoses as thick as Fingwit snaked across the floor, and enormous fans whirred in the walls, chopping the air into tiny fragments.

			And everywhere Fingwit looked, orks and humies were doing their level best to kill each other.

			There were more humies than orks, by some way, but so far as the orks were concerned, that just meant they had a higher target density to aim at – insofar as they ever truly aimed at anything, rather than pointing a weapon in the general direction of its intended target and letting Gork and Mork sort it out. Fingwit saw a twenty-strong mob of humies firing their weedy little energy weapons – sort of like kustom mega-blastas but without being very ‘kustom’ or ‘mega’ – at ten ork choppa boyz charging towards them. Only two boyz were still on their feet by the time their charge hit home, but they each took out three or four of their enemy before the humies managed to desperately bludgeon and stab them down to the deck, and even then one of them still had his jaws clamped around a humie’s leg.

			A different bunch of humies had boomstikks, and had dug themselves into a corner between two crates. Those weapons seemed to have more stopping power, given that an ork that tried to get at them was thrown backwards missing most of his chest. Or head, it was hard to tell. However, the nob of the next mob on the scene took one look at the situation and solved it with a well-placed stikkbomb, hurled overarm and followed by an obscene gesture. The blast resonated violently and loudly against the metal walls between which the humies had squeezed themselves, and bits of them came spraying upwards and outwards.

			Fingwit couldn’t help himself. He stopped and gaped in awestruck delight at the scene in front of him. Fighting was terrifying and painful, yes, but watching a good scrap was a pleasure any grot could enjoy (so long as his side was winning, or at the very least there wasn’t a chance of him being caught up in it any time soon). Ruggaz’s Destroyaz were clunking across the metal deck, spraying flames and shells at anything that moved, and quite a few things that weren’t moving. Desperate humie shots spanged or fzzzed off their armour with little more effect than minor dents or blackened paintwork, and the grim-faced resistance in front of them began to back off and panic as nothing they could bring to bear showed any signs of slowing the mega-armoured nobz thundering towards them. The humies broke and ran, but too late: the Destroyaz took time to get up to speed, but once they did, they moved deceptively swiftly. The humies were caught and butchered, either clubbed down by oversized gun barrels, torn apart by energised klaws or spinning saw blades, or simply trampled flat by the mega armour’s sheer mass.

			The meganobz weren’t going to have it all their own way, however: the humies had found one of their walkers from somewhere, the odd spindly sort that looked like they’d taken the nose cone of a dakkajet and put it on legs. It clanked into view from behind one of the repair stations, paused for a moment while it settled back into immobility with a whine of hydraulics, then opened up with its weapon.

			This was also an energy weapon, but unlike the ones carried by the humies’ footsloggers, it packed a real punch: multiple sizzling blasts lanced out, striking the leftmost of the three meganobz. Not even mega armour could properly stand up to such an attack, and the gyro-stabilisers failed to prevent the nob from toppling backwards, his flesh charred beyond toleration, power lines scorched, drive belts severed, and crankshafts melted.

			Ruggaz and his remaining companion weren’t going to take that from something which looked like it would come off second best in a shov­ing match with a Killa Kan, and they changed direction to head straight for it. The humie walker shifted aim and clipped Ruggaz himself on the shoulder, but the beam deflected off and nearly bisected Duzzik, sending Da Fingers diving for cover.

			It would take more than a glancing hit to stop a meganob once he was on the charge. The walker took a backstep, trying to recalibrate its sights, but the humie pilot was clearly too shaken by the prospect of death lumbering towards it to do the job properly: the two Destroyaz reached the machine before it could land another more telling shot on either of them, then quite literally cut it off at the knees. The cockpit landed on the ground with the squealing crunch of damaged metal, and was rapidly hammered flat with the humie still inside.

			Fingwit took this all in within the space of a few seconds, his eyes as wide as a boosta-blasta’s exhaust pipes, and some long-buried part of his orky nature surged up inside him. Yes, Klaws had told them to only fight enemies they encountered in the direction he was leading them, but this was too good an opportunity to miss. There were a few humies not too far away, sheltering behind a bunch of barrels next to a big crane tower. Humies didn’t go in for decent glyphs and pictograms much, preferring their strange spider-scrawl that told you nothing useful, but those barrels were marked with something that even Fingwit could recognise was meant to signify fire. Fire was a bit like squigs: it was useful, it was funny, and under the right circumstances, you only needed a little to make a lot more.

			Fingwit lifted his blasta, sighted down the barrel, and pulled the trigger.

			He might have cheated a bit by actually aiming first, but it proved worthwhile – his shot hit true, and although the slugs of his blasta were weak compared to the weapons carried by the shoota and slugga boyz currently getting stuck in throughout the chamber, they were strong enough to penetrate the flimsy metal that was all the humies had thought to protect their fuel with. His first shot sprung a hole in the barrel, and his second kicked up enough of a spark off something for the liquid glugging out of it to catch light. And when that happened…

			BOOM!

			Fingwit instinctively closed his eyes against the sudden blaze of light, but all he got for his trouble was the after-image of his own retinas in his vision. The blast of air expelled outwards was warm and acrid, and powerful enough to stagger him, and as for the noise… There was a high-pitched whining in his ears, and for once it wasn’t Rattak. 

			He cautiously opened his eyes again to see exactly what manner of destruction he had wrought, and his mouth dropped open.

			A billowing black cloud of smoke was already beginning to press itself against and along the ceiling, rising up over the remnants of the barrels, and the scattered, burning bodies of the humies who had been crouched there. A few other humies a bit further away were picking themselves up off the floor, just in time for a handful of orks – one of them with his shirt on fire, but apparently unwilling to let that stop him – took advantage of the distraction to pile into them.

			‘Wot woz dat?’ Klaws bellowed, swinging around with a face like thunder. He caught sight of the blasta in Fingwit’s hand, before Fingwit could think to stuff it back into his belt and play innocent, and his eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘Fingwit? Did ya just–’

			A creaking, groaning noise cut the mek off, and Fingwit saw with horrified delight that his blast had bent and damaged some of the cross-hatch of metal bars that formed the body of the crane tower. It shifted slightly, then stopped, and he thought for a moment that nothing else was going to happen.

			Then it began to move again, and this time it kept moving.

			The tower came down with a noise like a metal tree being felled, splatting a few unfortunates flat beneath it, and the tether to which the grabba-klaw was attached whiplashed downwards as it did so. The momentum was sufficient to break the klaw’s grasp on the crate it had been gripping, which tumbled through the air with the aerodynamic grace of a headless corpse, if the corpse was made of metal and the size of a trukk. It landed on its side and ground across the deck, sweeping a knot of combatants in front of it before they could get out of the way, and slammed them all against the far wall hard enough to pulverise them into something approaching the consistency of snotling poo.

			‘Whoa,’ Flish said, blinking in what might have been wonder, or equally could have been terror.

			‘Fingwit!’ Klaws bellowed, his brows lowering once more into a far more familiar expression of anger, and Fingwit just managed to duck out of the way as the mek took a swipe at him with one of his power klaws. It was so unfair! So what if he might have unintentionally got a few of the boyz as well? The main thing was that none of them were in any sort of shape to come over and take issue with him about it. Like Da Meklord himself said, ‘If yer gonna krump yer own side when ya don’t mean to, make sure ya do it good an’ ’ard so dey can’t start a fight wiv ya about it afterwards, uvverwise neever of ya are gonna end up fightin’ da right gits.’

			Unfortunately, Klaws didn’t seem to have taken Da Biggest Big Mek’s words to heart, and was angrier about the fact that Fingwit had technically ignored his instructions; angry enough, in fact, that he’d powered up his klaws. His swipes had enough force behind them to end Fingwit’s barrel-exploding days once and for all, instead of being the kind of gentle corrective taps he used in the workshop (the sort that might only snap a rib, or leave Fingwit seeing stars for a couple of hours). Fingwit yelped in fear as he ducked under one swing that could have taken his head clean off, and did what he’d been told to do in the first place: he put his head down, and ran.

			He wasn’t paying a great deal of attention where he was running to, since the most important thing was getting away from the furious mek trying to end his life, but even though the boyz were definitely getting the upper hand in the fight going on around them, this did not seem like a particularly safe place to linger. Fingwit caught sight of another doorway which could well have been in the direction they were supposed to be heading anyway, and pelted towards it as fast as his legs could carry him. If he could just keep ahead of Klaws for long enough, the mek might calm down a bit and remember that he’d been given a task to complete by Da Meklord himself, and decide to leave Fingwit’s punishment until later. And the important thing about ‘later’ was that it was not ‘now’, and with a bit of luck that particular part of ‘later’ might never arrive at all…

			Fingwit was a good couple of trukk-lengths into the new corridor by the time he realised that it was already occupied, and occupied by humies with guns who were heading towards the big fight. He scrabbled and slid to something approximating a stop, looking desperately around for something to hide behind, but humies tended to keep their corridors annoyingly free of cover for the hard-working grot who simply wanted to stay alive.

			Gun barrels began to snap up, and Fingwit closed his eyes in preparation for the end.

			‘Fingwi–’ came the start of a roar from behind him.

			The crack-sizzle of las-fire rang out just as Fingwit threw himself to the deck. Death seemed less painful than he had expected, and he could still hear what was going on. He could still smell stuff, as well…

			The stink of ozone reached his nose, and he looked up as the hulking shape of Klaws thumped past him, the humies’ gunfire being mostly turned aside by the kustom force field generator strapped to his shoulders. However, Fingwit saw a couple of las-bolts penetrate the flickering energy field and strike home. They didn’t do anything to improve the mek’s temper, but they did serve to redirect it.

			‘Ladz,’ Klaws snarled, as smoke rose from his belly and shoulder, ‘I hope yoo woz lookin’ for a fight, cos ya just found one!’
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			SEEIN’ RED

			Fingwit knew what was coming next. After all, he had installed enough of Klaws’ Speshul Supa Go-Fasta Buttons onto vehicles brought in for kustom jobs by nobz looking to get that little bit more performance out of their engines when heading for the enemy, or trying to outdo their rivals in a strip race. He knew what that same button on Klaws’ armour was for.

			The mek raised one arm and slammed the inside of his forearm into his chest, activating the canister strapped to his ribs. It wasn’t proper engine boosta, it was the stuff the Snakebites would pump into their beasts to make them go properly berserk just before they hit the enemy’s lines, but the effect was much the same. Klaws’ eyes bulged, he began to froth at the mouth, and he lurched towards the panicking humies with a cry of feral rage. Their last, ragged volley of las-fire did nothing to slow him, and he hit them in a bellowing blur of energised metal, flying saliva and thoroughly uncomplimentary language.

			‘Cor,’ Swikk said, as half a humie bounced off the ceiling and landed behind Klaws, with an expression somewhere between fear and chagrin. ‘Da boss’s a bit ticked off, innee?’

			‘Dat’s Fingwit’s fault,’ Duzzik squeaked. ‘Blew up a bunch of stuff when ’e weren’t meant to.’

			‘Da boss never needs a reason ta be in a bad mood,’ Fingwit said stoutly. He slapped Duzzik around the head anyway, more on general principle than because he was worried Klaws would hear and get angry with him all over again, since the mek was still slaughtering his way up the corridor.

			‘Don’t fink dem humies shootin’ at him ’elped, mind,’ Grubba opined, stroking the hair squigs on his chin as though it made him look smarter, instead of entirely too full of himself.

			‘Dey ain’t doin’ very well, are dey?’ Flish said, as another head came sailing off shoulders. ‘Given ’ow many of ’em dere are. Or were,’ he added.

			‘Dunno,’ Fingwit said slowly, squinting as he tried to get a good look. ‘I fink dey’ve got him with a couple o’ stabbas. Look, dere’s one in ’is leg.’

			‘An’ one in ’is back,’ Rattak observed, then winced. ‘Ooo, right under a rib, dat’s gonna sting.’

			‘Do ya… s’pose we should ’elp?’ Duzzik asked reluctantly.

			Fingwit eyed the ongoing scrap with the calculating eyes of someone who had got very good at recognising which way a fight was going to go, mainly so he could be somewhere else if it started to spill in his direction. It looked as though Klaws was going to finish his enemies off, at least unless one of the remaining humies pulled off some sort of very unlikely heroics, but perhaps a little assistance now to make sure of it wouldn’t hurt. It might be a close thing, but Klaws was still probably a safer bet for Fingwit personally than a few injured, angry and scared humies were.

			And besides, given they were all concentrating on the mek, they probably wouldn’t even see Da Fingers coming.

			‘Alright, ladz!’ he yelled, drawing his shank and waving it above his head inspiringly. ‘Let’s stab ’em in da back!’

			Grots might not relish the thought of a fair fight against an enemy who knew they were coming – whereas most orks other than Blood Axes yelled war cries as they charged, mainly to make sure that the gits were facing the right way and didn’t have any excuse not to put up a proper fight – but no self-respecting grot would turn down the chance to stick something sharp into someone who wasn’t paying attention and wouldn’t have the chance to fight back. If that was an enemy, as currently defined by whatever warband said grot belonged to, so much the better.

			Having made up his mind to get stuck in, Fingwit charged as fast as he could, in order to give the humies the smallest amount of time possible in which to see him coming and do something unfair like turn around, or shoot at him. He wasn’t going to shoot them until he was right up close, since that was also a good way to give away your intentions, but someone – by which he meant Duzzik – clearly didn’t have the same level of intelligence or sneakiness. The little git emptied his blasta with a high-pitched yell, but only managed to score a single hit, and even that was turned aside by the armour of the humie in question. It staggered from the impact and began to turn, and Fingwit abruptly realised that he was the closest grot to it.

			‘Stick ’em before dey stick you’ was practically a grot code of conduct, and one Fingwit adhered to closely. With his element of surprise compromised, but no other realistic options available to him, he screamed and launched himself at the humie, seeking to achieve with speed and a sharp object what he had been hoping to accomplish through stealth alone. His leap saw him hit the git at chest height, and his desperate stab drove his blade into the side of its neck in the gap between the top of its armour and the bottom of its helmet. The humie fell backwards with a gurgle, and Fingwit landed on top of it.

			Humies were tricksy gits, and Fingwit was not prepared to trust that this one would stay down from a single bit of sticking. He took the considered decision to make sure of his kill, which was definitely what he was doing, not frantically stabbing as hard and fast as he could at anywhere he could reach, while screaming relentlessly at the top of his lungs. Only when the humie underneath him had quite definitely stopped moving did he risk ceasing his assault and looking around to see what else was going on.

			As it turned out, everything seemed to be dying down, in the most literal sense. The other Fingers appeared to have overwhelmed the humies they had attacked without losing any of their own number, and Klaws himself was standing puffing in the middle of a veritable pile of humie bodies, his chest heaving and his pupils gradually dilating again as the effects of the nitrous began to wear off.

			‘Gork’s teef, dat was a good scrap,’ the mek said, shaking chunks of gore and viscera off his weapons. ‘It’s been too long since I’ve had one like dat.’

			‘Yoo got some stabbas stuck in ya, boss,’ Rattak piped up. ‘Want us ta get ’em out for ya?’

			Klaws grunted. ‘Nah, leave ’em. Dey’re plugging da ’oles, in’t dey? If ya take ’em out den da blood’ll get out, an’ I ain’t no painboy, but I know yer blood’s meant ta be on da inside. Kinda like da fuel in a buggy, only blood blows up less.’ His eyes tracked towards Fingwit as he spoke, and for a moment Fingwit expected the mention of exploding fuel to trigger a resurgence of the mek’s temper directed at him, but it seemed that his earlier transgression had been either forgiven or forgotten. Klaws’ gaze skated over and past him, and the ork pointed down the corridor.

			‘Dat way.’

			‘’Ow d’ya know dat, boss?’ Grubba asked, always looking for a chance to curry favour by giving Klaws a chance to show off. On this occasion, however, his tone of voice must have held a smidgen too much doubt for Klaws’ liking, because the mek swung for him with a growl.

			‘Cos all humie ships are built da same, ya squig-brained little git!’ Klaws snapped, as Grubba ducked under the blow and scurried away in the direction the mek had been indicating. ‘Well, most of ’em are,’ Klaws corrected himself, setting off. The rest of Da Fingers fell obediently in behind him, with Fingwit quite glad that Grubba had taken his place as Grot That Klaws Liked Least At The Moment.

			‘O’ course, it takes a real expert ta know about da precise variashuns in inter-rear design,’ Klaws continued, warming to his subject as he limped along, the humie stabba still jutting out of his thigh. ‘Luckily for yoo ladz, old Klaws ’as been on more’ve dese humie rust buckets dan yoo’ve had ’ot dinnaz!’

			Fingwit, who could remember precisely five times in his life when he had been able to get his hands on some food before it had long since gone cold, nodded obediently and kept those particular thoughts to ­himself. Klaws definitely knew his stuff, so there was no reason to doubt him. Besides, Fingwit himself had followed the mek onto a couple of humie ships before now, and he reckoned he could probably find his way about reasonably well if he needed to. Klaws was right: say what you wanted about humies, but they liked straight lines, and most of their ships were just one thing, rather than a bunch of other ones welded together. They might lack the character of a proper ork kroozer, but you were less likely to find that the passage you were walking down ­suddenly ended at the exterior of what used to be another ship’s hull. If you started going in one direction in a humie ship then you could probably keep going in that direction fairly well, so long as you could get through the doors, and, of course, any defenders who might object to you taking a walkabout in what they assumed was their property.

			Doors were unlikely to be too much of a problem: Da Fingers had some explosives with them, and Rattak was good at prising panels open and poking around with wires until he achieved the desired result or got half-fried by a surge of electricity (either of which outcomes counted as a win so far as Fingwit was concerned), and if all else failed you could sometimes get a humie door open by pressing a dead one’s hand or face into things. Even if it didn’t work, it was still a good laugh for a while.

			‘Now, ya see dis fing ’ere?’ Klaws said. He tried to point at a humie sigil on the wall, but the arm he used was apparently not working properly at the moment, because he gave up after a second and used the other one instead. ‘Zoggin’ fing… Anyway, dat dere, dat symbol means we’z on da wrong level. We needs ta be…’ He sucked air in through his teeth, in the universal manner of an oddboy about to give an opinion on a subject on which he considered himself to be an expert. ‘About four levels down.’

			‘How we gonna get dere, boss?’ Duzzik squeaked.

			‘Simple,’ Klaws said. ‘We’re gonna take da lifta.’

			Fingwit wrinkled his brow. ‘Dey got a lifta-droppa? An’ we’re gonna nick it?’ Fun although that sounded, he wasn’t sure how it was going to help them much: a lifta-droppa was great for hoisting enemies high into the air and then letting them plummet to the ground again, but it didn’t sound like the best solution to their problem as Klaws had described it.

			‘Nah,’ Klaws grunted. ‘Humie liftas don’t work like dat. Oi, Grubba!’ he bellowed, startling the grot in question, who had been keeping a safe distance ahead of the rest of them. ‘Press dat button beside ya, on da wall!’

			Grubba did so, then withdrew his finger quickly. ‘It lit up, boss!’

			‘Dat’s wot’s meant to ’appen,’ Klaws said, in as close to a reassuring tone of voice as he ever got. ‘Now we just needs ta wait, until–’

			Ping!

			‘An’ dere we go,’ the mek beamed, as two parts of the wall slid apart from each other to reveal what looked like a small room beyond. ‘Every­one in!’

			‘Wot’s dis, boss?’ Fingwit asked. There was not a great deal of space inside, especially when one of the party was Klaws. Swikk’s elbow was jabbing him in the ribs, but he was curious despite himself. ‘Ooh, an’ wot’re all dese buttons for?’

			‘Don’t push ’em all!’ Klaws ordered, but he was too late. Flish had already gleefully mashed his hand into the panel, causing half a dozen of the buttons in question to light up. The doors in front of them slid shut, and the floor beneath them shifted.

			Upwards.

			‘Yer zoggin’ little git!’ Klaws raged, making a grab for Flish. ‘I said not ta push ’em all! Now we’re goin’ da wrong way!’

			‘Sorry, boss!’ Flish yelped, taking the only evasive action he reasonably could in such a confined space, and darting between the mek’s legs. Klaws leaned over to try to grab him, missed, then began to lumber around in a circle.

			‘Yer gonna be more’n sorry when I get hold of ya!’ Klaws reached out again, but only caught empty air as Flish dived to the floor, then rolled behind Swikk. His partner in shiny object procurement wanted no part of it, however, and scarpered out of the way, leaving Flish with nothing except a corner to wriggle fruitlessly into as Klaws closed in on him.

			‘Gotcha!’ the mek exclaimed triumphantly, hoisting the struggling grot up into the air with his good arm. ‘Ya wanna press all da buttons, do ya? Go on den, press ’em with yer face!’ He whirled around, ready to slam Flish into the panel and probably end his miserable life, just as–

			Ping!

			The lifta came to a stop, and the doors slid open again to reveal a group of humies, whose expressions rapidly shifted into mixtures of shock and terror at what was waiting for them. They scrabbled for their guns, their reflexes cramped by their panic, and Klaws, who had been about to dash out whatever brains Flish’s skull might contain, changed his aim with the casual ease of one to whom improvisation in combat was second nature.

			Flish flew through the air, and collided with the face of the closest humie, whose look of utter bafflement in the moment before it was nearly decapitated by a ballistic grot was one of the funniest things Fingwit had ever seen in his life. The humie went down like a drugged squiggoth, and if it had been alone, that would have been an end to it other than a knife across its unresisting throat, and Swikk and Flish – assuming he recovered from the impact – nicking anything shiny from its corpse. However, there were four others with it, and while Fingwit was not an expert in humie clothes, they all had enough bits of sparkly metal pinned to their chests for him to recognise them as humie bosses.

			Wounded or not, Klaws was still the first to move. He lurched forward with a roar and reached out for the nearest humie’s throat with the crackl­ing blades of his power klaw.

			‘Get ’em, ladz!’ Fingwit yelped, because if there was one thing he knew, it was that humie bosses were not necessarily any better at scrapping than the regular ones. It was one of the strange things about humies, which he had never understood: why would anyone do what someone else told them to, unless they were worried about getting their head staved in if they didn’t do it? Also, if there was another thing he knew, it was that he did not want to be stuck inside a confined space if any of the humies had their equivalent of a stikkbomb with them, and thought to chuck it inside before the doors closed again.

			The nearest humie had drawn some sort of pistol and was already aiming it at Fingwit, so he threw himself at the git’s legs and wrapped his arms around them, trying to trip his enemy to the floor. The humie bellowed something startled-sounding and toppled backwards, and the las-blast that had been about to take Fingwit between the eyes sizzled harmlessly over his head to scorch the wall behind him. Fingwit didn’t bother with his own weapons, but simply grabbed at the humie’s hand holding the gun and twisted it away from pointing at his head before the humie could pull the trigger again, then sank his teeth into the humie’s wrist.

			Blood spurted into his mouth, hot and metallic, and the humie screeched with pain. Its other hand caught Fingwit a tremendous clout on the back of his head, but he’d had far worse from Klaws simply for dropping a sprocket or over-torquing a drive chain, and he was able to keep his wits about him enough to twist the weapon free from his enemy’s suddenly weakened grasp. The humie bucked, trying to throw him off, but Fingwit slammed the pistol into its face, stunning it briefly, then aimed with both hands and fired.

			The weapon lacked any sort of satisfying recoil – and what was the point of a gun if it didn’t have recoil? How were you supposed to know if you’d fired the zogging thing if it didn’t make much noise and didn’t kick in your hand? – but it blew a hole right through the humie’s head efficiently enough, leaving the smell of burned bone and flash-charred meat in its wake. Fingwit spat out what he could of the humie’s blood. They really did not taste that good, at least without being cooked properly. Give him a nice bit of fungus any day…

			The lack of other screams reaching his twitching ears clued him in to the fact that the rest of the fight must have stopped. He swivelled round, wondering if he was going to see a bevy of humie barrels levelled at him, about to exact on him the same fate he’d just inflicted on their mate. Instead, the rest of Da Fingers were still on their feet and more or less in one piece, and the humies very definitely were not.

			More notably, nor was Klaws.
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			RUNNIN’ IS A PLAN

			‘Boss?’ Fingwit said cautiously, getting back to his feet and dropping the humie pistol. It had done the job here okay, but you couldn’t trust humie stuff in general: it usually didn’t hit that hard, or make the right sort of noises, and sometimes even stopped working if you used it to clobber someone. He was lucky it had still worked after he’d clocked the humie in the face with it, and he was probably better off with his blasta.

			‘Zoggin’ git… got me in da ’ead…’ Klaws slurred. Sure enough, a length of thin metal was protruding from his forehead, snapped off a few inches above his skin. Looking around, Fingwit saw one of the dead humies was holding the remains of the corresponding sword, with the blade broken halfway down its length. He was momentarily impressed, because it must have taken a fair amount of strength and speed, and an extraordinarily sharp edge, to get something that far through the skull of an ork like Klaws. Fingwit himself must have been lucky to have taken on one of the weedier ones.

			Or, his brain suggested, maybe Klaws woz just a bit slow because’ve da stabbas already in him, and you were a hero, takin’ out a tuff humie warrior all on yer own!

			‘Boss, ya gotta get up!’ Duzzik said urgently, shaking Klaws’ arm with about as much effect as if he’d tried licking a squiggoth to death. ‘I fink I can hear some more humies comin’! We gotta move!’

			‘Yeah, yeah, gimme a minute,’ Klaws muttered, without making any move­ment. ‘Jus’ gotta work out how me legs work, first. Bloody fings ain’t payin’ attention ta me…’

			Fingwit wasn’t any more of a painboy than Klaws was, but he was fairly sure he knew a dead ork when he saw one. Klaws might still be talking, but he wasn’t really moving, and an ork that couldn’t move couldn’t fight, and an ork that couldn’t fight was dead. Back in the camps, he’d have been knocked on the head by any ork who wanted to nick his stuff: which, given Klaws was a mek and had a whole bunch of interesting and potentially explosive gadgets and gizmos, made for a great many candidates. Here, the role would be taken on by whichever humies found him first, because Fingwit sure as squigs was not going to be sticking around to defend him…

			He blinked, as the thought that had just skittered across his brain re-emerged out of the shadows and squatted in the metaphorical light of his consideration. He could run.

			Run away.

			Run away from Klaws, who would no longer be able to chase him.

			Joy and terror at the prospect collided in his head, and began a vigorous fist-fight for dominance. What could he do? Where would he go? On the one hand, he could go anywhere! Without Klaws telling him what to do, Fingwit would finally be free to be his own boss. No more welding and tinkering with the massive shape of the mek looming over him, permanently ready to deal out beatings for perceived mistakes. No more scrabbling for scraps from Klaws’ lunch; no more mucking out the oil squigs; no more taking his turn as tester for the mek’s latest ‘vizshunry’ weapon (usually something that might misfire and rob you of your sight, as well as miscellaneous other body parts or functions).

			But on the other hand, what better options were out there? With Klaws as his boss, at least Fingwit only had to worry about catching a beating from one ork. Most of the others would see Klaws’ glyph on his rags and know that he was a mekboy’s grot, and that giving him a kicking and robbing him without at least some sort of good reason might see their favourite shoota blow up unexpectedly, if Klaws decided that Fingwit had been doing something important for him at the time. With no master to serve, Fingwit would be at any ork’s mercy, and without being useful to an oddboy he could easily find himself under a runtherd’s lash and whipped into one of the panicked masses of his fellows, driven onto the battlefield as a nameless, faceless casualty. And that was quite apart from what would happen if he ran away and Klaws did manage to recover and chase him down somehow, because that would be…

			‘Fingwit!’

			Fingwit jumped as Klaws barked his name, and terror rapidly and convincingly won out over joy. He tried to look innocent, then tried not to look innocent, because an innocent grot was going to be instantly suspicious.

			‘Yes, boss?’ he managed to squeak.

			‘C’mere,’ Klaws rumbled, still lying motionless on his side. Fingwit edged nervously towards him, expecting at any moment that one of the mek’s power klaws was going to lash out and swat him away, while Klaws guffawed his amusement at such a simple trick. It had happened before.

			It did not, however, happen this time. Fingwit found himself standing next to and looking down at Klaws’ massive cranium, dark ichor leaking out of the mek’s head wound to trickle down his scarred brow and drip onto a growing puddle on the floor which was already starting to stain the white hair squigs that formed his ferocious beard.

			‘Yoo don’t know ’ow ta take over da humie’s gunz, do ya?’ Klaws growled.

			‘No, boss,’ Fingwit said, since that was clearly what he was expected to say. In fact, he had a pretty good idea. Few grots were born with the kind of wired-in knowledge that made mekboyz and painboyz so very good at their particular areas of expertise, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t learn. Orks wouldn’t bother with learning: if an ork had no particular knack for anything else, he’d happily pick up a weapon of some sort and head for the nearest fight, and maybe aim to become a nob or even a warboss at some point down the line, if he got big and nasty enough. After all, every ork had a knack for violence.

			For grots, however, any fate other than a short and high-pitched death in a fight they wanted no part of involved making themselves useful to an ork, so they would always try to pick up any bit of knowledge they could, just in case they could use it to barter with an ork for why they didn’t deserve a kicking at that particular moment in time. Fingwit wouldn’t say that he’d been taught by Klaws as such, since that would imply some kind of deliberate passing on of information, but he’d remembered what he’d seen the mek do, and he’d committed an awful lot to memory in the hopes of being able to avoid repeating the mistake that had led to his most recent beating.

			Orks didn’t like grots that thought they were smart, though. Mind you, they also didn’t like grots that weren’t smart. Basically, orks didn’t like grots, so you had to toe the line between knowing enough to not make mistakes, while also not letting on that anything you’d done correctly had been anything other than a happy accident, or something that could be completely credited to the ork currently staring balefully at you. So Fingwit shook his head and denied the knowledge he thought he probably had, just in case.

			‘Didn’t fink so,’ Klaws grunted, with what would have sounded like satisfaction had it not come from a motionless mountain of muscle with his brain split in two. ‘Don’t matter. We gotta get dis done for Da Meklord, an’ me legs aren’t workin’ again yet, so yer gonna need ta make a start on it ’til I catch up. Ya got dat list I had ya write out?’

			‘Da list?’ Fingwit asked, reaching into one of his belt pouches to check the piece of cloth was still there. ‘Yes, boss.’

			‘An’ yer sure ya wrote it down proppa?’

			‘Yes, boss!’ Fingwit said, with greater certainty. ‘Checked it twice, an’ everyfing!’ 

			‘Good,’ Klaws grunted. ‘Dat should tell ya wot ya needs ta do. Now, I wants ya ta remember dis, Fingwit, cos it’s very important.’

			‘Wot’s dat, boss?’ Fingwit asked tremulously.

			‘If dis don’t get done, den Da Meklord’s gonna be real angry,’ Klaws growled, and his eyes narrowed into a ferocious glare. ‘An’ if ’e comes lookin’ for me over it, den I’m gonna make sure I rips yer little zoggin’ arms off before ’e gets ta me, ya got dat?’

			‘Yes, boss,’ Fingwit said, swallowing. ‘Fanks, boss. Real motivatin’.’

			‘Good, dat’s wot I fort, too.’ Klaws waited for a moment, then snarled. ‘Well, wot’re you waitin’ for! Get movin’!’ His eyes then rolled back in his head, which sank down to the floor with a small thud: probably an indication that he was gathering his strength, Fingwit decided sagely.

			‘Yes, boss!’ Fingwit said, on the off-chance that Klaws could still hear him. He looked around, searching for inspiration, and his gaze landed on the doors to the lifta which had brought them here. A nice, easy ride back down to where they’d intended to go in the first place: that sounded like the best way to start. They’d get to the right level of the ship, find the guns in question, and work through the instructions on Klaws’ list to make them do what Da Meklord wanted. Thoughts of running off to do his own thing were shunted away for the moment, subsumed into visions of glorious destruction wreaked by his efforts, and daydreams of rewards heaped onto him for being the grot that broke the humie fleet’s resistance with his quick thinking, brilliant judgement and technological mastery…

			‘Right,’ Fingwit said, feeling the weight and authority of leadership settle onto his shoulders. ‘Back into da lifta, ladz. We’re gonna–’

			Two humies in armour, carrying what were fairly large guns by their standards, rounded the corner of the corridor, and were quickly joined by two more, and then another two…

			‘Told ya I could hear ’em coming!’ Duzzik wailed, sprinting in the opposite direction. The humies’ gun barrels started to rise towards Da Fingers as they clustered around Klaws. There was no time to get into the lifta: the doors had already shut again. There was only one thing for it.

			‘Run for it!’ Fingwit yelled, and fled as the humie weapons began to open up, the other grots on his heels.

			‘Aaaargh!’ Grubba yelled, as they skidded around the next corner and put the blessed relief of a wall between them and pursuit, at least for a moment. ‘Wot’s da plan, Fingwit?’

			‘Keep runnin’!’ Fingwit snapped back, as the humies’ gunfire began to splinter the corner of the wall into shards of metal. ‘Dey’re comin’ after us!’

			‘Dat’s yer plan?!’

			‘Runnin’ is a plan!’

			It wasn’t going to be enough of a plan for very long, though, Fingwit knew that much. They might just about be able to keep ahead of their pursuers, shorter legs though they had, partially because they weren’t weighed down by inconveniences such as armour – although that was a double-edged choppa, when you were being shot at – and partially because there were very few things Fingwit had met in the galaxy that could run quite as fast as a grot desperately trying not to get its head blown off. The problem was that as soon as Da Fingers encountered any stretch of long, straight corridor, they would have no handy walls to put between them and impending death, and not even the most terri­fied grot could outrun a gunshot.

			‘Froo dere!’ he said desperately, pointing at a doorway above which was a humie glyph. He couldn’t be sure, of course, but with a bit of luck those jagged lines meant there were some stairs behind it…

			Flish might not have known why Fingwit had chosen that door, but he was clearly of the opinion that being on the other side of a door was better than being out here, no matter how temporary a reprieve it might grant. The other grot whacked what looked like the release with his palm, and was rewarded by the door sliding aside to reveal exactly what Fingwit had hoped it would: a stairwell, with treads both rising and descending, presumably for the humies not important enough to use the liftas.

			‘In!’ Fingwit yelped, and the rest of Da Fingers scrambled to obey. He hit the door control on the other side as soon as he was through, then desperately scanned the panel for some way to lock it against pursuit, but to no avail. Even if he had found something, the odds of the humies not knowing how to unlock it again were minimal, given this was their ship.

			‘Zog it,’ he muttered. He drew his blasta, and put a point-blank shot into the controls, destroying them with a shower of sparks and a satisfying sizzling noise. ‘Dat should hold ’em!’ he declared confidently.

			‘Why should blowin’ up da controls on dis side stop ’em from comin’ through on dat side?’ Duzzik asked, scratching his head.

			‘Dunno,’ Fingwit admitted, ‘but it feels right, dunnit? Now get down dem stairs! We,’ he said, exposing his needle-sharp teeth with a wide grin, mainly to hide how utterly terrified he was, ‘’ave got some guns ta nick.’
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			ENVIRONMENTUL CONSIDERASHUNS

			The problem with humie stairwells, Fingwit quickly realised, was that they were used by humies.

			The rest of the boarding party were clearly still having plenty of fun, judging by the hooting klaxons, flashing red warning lights and general kerfuffle going on, but that also meant that humies were trying to get from one part of the ship to the other, and in a great hurry. Any illusions Fingwit had about being able to take the stairs right down to the correct level were shattered after the second flight, when a harried-looking humie came through the door that led off to the rest of the ship, took one look at Da Fingers descending towards it, and screamed.

			Fingwit and his ladz already had their blastas in their hands, and the humie went down with one hole in its head, two in its chest, one in its leg and two more shots spanging off the door and wall behind it. Fingwit kept his weapon trained on it, but it showed no sign of getting back up and causing further problems, which was typical weedy humie behaviour. An ork would have regarded such injuries as an inconvenience, at worst.

			Thinking of inconveniences…

			Shouting erupted below them. It was several levels further down the stairwell, but the increase in volume and clattering of footsteps suggested that the owners of the shouting voices were already working hard on changing that state of affairs. Audible gunshots were apparently an immediate cause for concern on a humie ship, unlike on an ork vessel, where they simply meant that someone somewhere was having a good time.

			‘’Ow many are dere?’ Duzzik squeaked. Fingwit poked his head through the guard rail to take a quick look down the central void, then jerked it back again in alarm when a ruby-red las-bolt flashed past his left ear.

			‘Lotz!’ he informed the others in alarm. ‘Lotz an’ lotz. We ain’t gettin’ any further down ’ere!’

			‘I’m gettin’ a real bad feelin’ about dis,’ Swikk whimpered. Fingwit slapped him around the back of the head, to buck his ideas up.

			‘None of dat! We ain’t come dis far just ta give in ta panic! Get froo dat door!’

			‘But dere might be more humies on da uvver side!’ Swikk protested.

			‘Well, dere’s definitely humies comin’ up, an’ dey’ve definitely got gunz!’ Fingwit pointed out sharply. ‘Duzzik! Open da door!’

			‘Don’t wanna…’ Duzzik muttered, trying to hide behind Grubba. Fingwit looked briefly upwards, and wondered what he’d done wrong in his life that had seen Gork and Mork curse him with such a bunch of cowardly grots. Orks didn’t have this sort of trouble! If an ork told a grot to do something, the grot did it, or he suffered the consequences. What was fair about being in charge, but without the ability to dish out consequences as you saw fit? This was a sucker’s game, and no mistake.

			‘Fine, outta da way,’ Fingwit ordered, striding up to the door, and over the corpse of the humie they’d all just shot. ‘I’ll do da zoggin’ fing meself, if da rest of ya are too scared!’

			He hit the door release, then hastily stood back against the wall to one side, leaving the rest of Da Fingers blinking in alarm at the lights from the space beyond. When none of them were cut down by a hail of gunfire, Fingwit stuck his head around the door frame.

			Another empty corridor, which was better luck than he might have expected. He supposed that humies weren’t packed into their spaceships shoulder to shoulder, and they were probably mainly concentrating on dealing with what was undoubtedly by now a full-scale boarding action spread across multiple decks, but he counted his blessings nonetheless. You didn’t get deserted space on an ork ship: da boyz tended to pack in tight, since you couldn’t be choosy about which ride you got if you wanted to move from world to world. Besides, even if there was any space that didn’t have orks in it, it would have grots in it, precisely because there were no orks there.

			Well, this was certainly a better bet than a stairwell filled with angry humies.

			‘You were hidin’!’ Grubba said accusingly, pointing at him.

			‘Dat’s cos I’m brave an’ sensible,’ Fingwit said loftily. ‘Now come on!’ He darted through the door, his blasta held in both hands, trying to point it in all directions at once just in case there were some sneaky humies hiding somewhere. No such gits showed themselves, however, and the rest of Da Fingers followed him through without triggering any form of ambush. Fingwit slapped the door button to close it again, then put a shot into this control panel as well, just to make sure.

			‘Which way now, den?’ Rattak demanded. Fingwit decided that he didn’t like the other grot’s tone, and rounded on him.

			‘Which way now, boss,’ he corrected. 

			Rattak wrinkled his brow dubiously. ‘Dunno about dat. Dunno about you being boss. Who d’ya fink yoo are, da Red Gobbo or summat? Yoo ain’t Klaws, dat’s for sure.’

			‘Nah, but Klaws put me in charge,’ Fingwit said, jabbing himself in the chest with his own thumb. ‘Besides, none of da rest of ya seem to ’ave any ideas about what ta do!’

			‘Fingwit can be da boss for now,’ Flish said. ‘Den if we don’t like wot ’e says, we can scrag him, an’ someone else can be da boss.’

			Fingwit wasn’t sure whether to beam at being confirmed as boss, or glower at the suggestion that he might possibly get scragged in the future, so he settled on a haughty sniff, and staring at the rest of Da Fingers to dare anyone to contradict his authority. None of them did.

			‘First fings first,’ he said, as sounds of commotion began to be heard from the other side of the hastily and perhaps none-too-securely sealed door, which was all that stood between them and a stairwell of angry humies. ‘We needs ta do somefing about dat lot. We ain’t gonna be able ta take over da humies’ gunz if dere followin’ us all da time, an’ tryin’ ta interfere. But from wot I saw, dere’s too many of ’em ta scrag all at once, even if we stand ’ere and blast ’em when dey show up. We’re gonna need ta find some way of makin’ it fairer. Or preferably,’ he added, ‘unfair, but on our side.’

			‘Wotcha talkin’ about, Fingwit?’ Swikk demanded.

			Fingwit grinned toothily at him.

			‘I’m talkin’ about an ambush.’

			Their hasty search did not throw up any immediate options of good locations to use, until they encountered another door which had what Fingwit thought were all manner of interesting humie glyphs on it. Even more intriguingly, it was locked, which presumably meant there was something good inside. In Fingwit’s world, good usually meant potentially explosive, so by that logic it was a door he simply had to get through.

			‘Want me ta try an’ wire it?’ Rattak asked, pulling out his shank in preparation for levering off the panel that sat over the controls.

			‘Nah, we ain’t got time,’ Fingwit said. He raised his blasta, and shot the controls. The door slid obediently open.

			‘’Ow come dis one opened when ya did dat, but da uvvers locked?’ Grubba asked, perplexed.

			‘Mork knows wot we want,’ Fingwit beamed. ‘Also, dis time I shot da open bit, so stop complainin’! Now, don’t look a gift squig in da mouf, an’ get in dere!’

			He led the way into the dark interior, holding his breath in excited trepidation as light began to flicker on in response to his detected movement. He was rewarded with the sight of racks and racks of… stuff.

			‘Why would anyone look a squig in da mouf?’ Grubba was whispering behind him. ‘Dat’s where dey keep dere teef – if ya look in dere den yer gonna be missin’ yer face…’

			‘Oh, dis’ll do nicely,’ Fingwit said happily. This wasn’t just stuff, this was stuff, and all sorts of stuff at that. They’d obviously found some sort of humie store, where they kept all the different things they needed for whenever they needed to do… humie things, whatever those were. It didn’t matter: Fingwit had spent enough time around meks to have developed a good instinct for how best to improvise what he needed from whatever was lying around, and there was a lot lying around here.

			‘Shut dat door!’ he ordered, an instruction Flish obeyed using the intact control panel on the door’s interior. ‘Now, lissen up, cos I’ve got a kunnin’ plan…’

			The humies tracked them down, of course; they were hardly going to miss the damaged controls on the outside. Besides, Fingwit wanted them to find him and his ladz, since there was little point in setting an ambush if the enemy didn’t walk into it. He needed to get rid of these gits, and then he and the rest of Da Fingers could go and do what they were on this ship to do in the first place.

			The doors were levered open through the use of metal bars and much puffing and grunting. Then half a dozen humies slipped in, weapons held up to their shoulders and ready to fire, moving all smooth and steady-like so their guns didn’t wobble even while they were stepping around carefully. Aiming while walking? Fingwit had seen a lot of ridiculous things in his time fighting humies, but this took the fungus cake. It was like they were determined to take the fun out of everything.

			Well, he wasn’t going to let them get away with that.

			He kicked Duzzik out from behind the piece of machinery where they’d both been hiding. Duzzik yelped with alarm, six red dots tracked towards him as every humie’s attention was drawn towards the noise, and he dived back into cover next to Fingwit just before the floor where he’d been standing was chewed up by gunfire.

			‘Ya said yoo’d tell me when it was time ta do wotever it woz we were gonna do!’ Duzzik wailed accusingly, clinging to Fingwit in terror.

			‘I did!’ Fingwit protested. ‘I just used me foot! Now shurrup!’

			The blaze of gunfire ceased, and was replaced with running footsteps as the humies realised they were wasting ammunition on a piece of empty floor at the far end of the aisle between two towering storage racks, and pounded forward to try to draw a bead on their quarry once more. That meant they weren’t paying attention to the storage racks themselves, which were at least three times the humies’ height, and laden with heavy objects. Obviously, humies tended to be annoyingly neat and tidy, and so there was very little chance of anything heavy falling out of its allocated place and onto, for example, a group of them running beneath in search of the grot they had just seen appear and disappear in quick succession.

			Unless, of course, Swikk and Flish had clambered up on one side, and Grubba and Rattak on the other, and had levered things loose to drop on the gits below them at the opportune moment. Which, as it happened, was right now.

			‘WAAAGH!’ they chorused joyously, as smaller objects began to clatter down. Fingwit risked sticking his head out of cover, and was rewarded with the sight of the humies’ charge faltering as they realised they were under attack from above, and desperately trying to bring their guns to bear, only to realise too late that there was no way their firepower could contend with two 130-pound pallets of tinned ration packs plummeting towards them from twenty feet up.

			There were a couple of brief screams, followed by immensely satisfying crunching noises. Fingwit was not going to leave anything to chance, though, and sprang out. The top half of the humie at the front was protruding out from under the wreckage, and still able to move: in fact, it was reaching desperately for the shoota that had skittered out of its hand when it had been crushed. Fingwit stamped on the fingers until he heard them break, then slit its throat. He’d have done the same to the rest as well, but there weren’t any throats he could reach.

			‘Nice goin’, ladz!’ he called up to his whooping grots. ‘Dat showed ’em! Dat’ll teach ’em to fink we’re stoopid! Or hopefully not,’ he added, after a moment’s thought. ‘It’s better when dey fink we’re stoopid, it makes ’em easier ta kill.’

			‘We goin’ back out dere now, boss?’ Flish asked, not sounding hugely enthused by the prospect. 

			Fingwit could understand that. They had a mission, and the prospect of taking over the ship’s guns and using them to kill other humies was exciting and hilarious, but the prospect of trying to fight, sneak, or otherwise find the way to their destination without dying was not an appealing one. It felt much safer to just turn the lights off and hang around in here while everyone else did the dying part. The only trouble was that if the wrong ones did the dying, then Da Fingers would get found by the humies once they didn’t have any orks to worry about and were looking through the ship for any left­overs, and that wouldn’t end well. And then, if the orks killed all the humies, but Da Fingers hadn’t done what they were supposed to with the guns, then sooner or later they’d probably end up taking a kicking from someone, possibly even Da Meklord himself, and that wouldn’t end well either.

			Neither option was good, so Fingwit did what any good, responsible leader would do in the circumstances, and delayed making a decision.

			‘Nah, we’ll stay in ’ere just for a bit,’ he said confidently. ‘See if dere’s any more gits out dere lookin’ for us, an’ lure ’em in ta see wot’s ’appened to dere mates. I don’t fink dis was all da ones I saw on da stairs, so get set up for da next lot!’

			‘But I don’t fink da next ones’ll fall for dat trick again, boss,’ Grubba said dubiously. ‘Dey’ll see dere mates, an’ we ain’t gonna be able ta shift all dat stuff an’ da bodies out da way.’

			‘No need,’ Fingwit said, rummaging around on the shelves next to him. ‘Dere’s plenty more stuff we can use…’

			The next humies came in a couple of minutes later, and even more cautiously. There were five of them, armed and armoured like the first lot, and clearly suspicious about what might have happened to their companions, given the damaged door controls, and the door itself having been prised open and left that way. That didn’t matter: Fingwit’s plan didn’t rely on them not being suspicious, just on them coming in at all.

			Well, that and not immediately noticing that the chain which normally hung down next to the door, and provided some sort of control for slats in front of a big ventilation fan high on the wall, now looped up towards the top of one of the storage racks.

			‘Bomms away!’ Fingwit cackled gleefully, tipping the large canister, as big as he was, off the top shelf. It fell down, pulled the chain taut, and began to swing towards the door, and the humies standing in front of it. They noticed it coming, of course: his shout had ensured that. One of them raised its weapon and fired instinctively.

			The fuel canister exploded just before it crashed into them, knocking the shooter backwards in a deadly, flaming mass, and spewing sticky flames onto the two humies next to it. They began to scream and flail, flapping uselessly at themselves with hands that were also on fire. The other two, clearly alarmed beyond discipline by fiery projectiles swinging down out of the ceiling, darted to one side, where they encountered a floor full of small, round metal balls. Fingwit had no idea why humies needed such perfect spheres of metal, but trying to reason out why a humie did anything was generally beyond him. However, whatever they were actually for, they also served wonderfully well as a way of taking a pair of panicking humies off their feet.

			And once they were on their backs, humies weren’t any taller than grots.

			The rest of Da Fingers fell on them, shanks in hand, and put an end to them with a series of wet puncturing noises. Fingwit sighted down his blasta, and managed to get the two burning humies in the head, although he had to have a few goes at it. Thankfully, they were too busy being on fire to notice.

			He slid down the support strut and landed on the floor, strode over to a still-burning humie, and used the flames to light the cigar he’d pinched off a loota a couple of days prior, when the ork had been engaged in an arm-wrestling match. He puffed contentedly a couple of times, then turned to the others, who were watching him with what might just have been some sort of admiration.

			Fingwit grinned at them, blowing smoke from his nostrils. ‘Ladz, d’ya fink dis is wot bein’ a warboss feels like?’
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			ANUVVER FINE MESS

			They lost Flish in the second firefight they ran across. And by ‘ran across’, Fingwit meant they had literally run across it, as orks and humies blazed away at each other from behind makeshift barricades, and by ‘lost’ he meant the git’s head came clean off when a shoota shell hit him in the ear.

			Getting back down to the level of the humie ship on which Fingwit and his ladz needed to be in order to have a go at seizing control of the guns was one thing: as the main load of boyz pushed farther in, the ability of the humies to worry about the possibility of a small group of grots creeping around was proportionally diminished. Even if someone somewhere had an idea that Da Fingers were there, the defenders had – quite literally – bigger problems to deal with. Fingwit had even seen the hulking shape of a Deff Dread squeezing down one of the corridors, bellowing in frustration through its speakers as one of its exhaust stacks got caught on the ceiling, and blazing away with its weaponry at anything visible (which, in fairness, was no different to a Deff Dread’s normal behaviour). Fingwit wasn’t entirely sure why an ork who was already wired permanently into a small metal canister should be particularly angry about now being inside another, slightly larger metal space, but it was generally not worth trying to understand the mentality of a Deff Dread in any case.

			No, being the focus of the humies’ attention in general was not the problem. The problem was that it was increasingly hard to find a part of the ship that was not being contested in bloody battle between two sides who might have a preference for killing the enemy actively trying to kill them, but were totally unconcerned if they happened to hit a grot in the process. The humies viewed Da Fingers as lesser targets, but still worthwhile ones; the orks would happily shoot a grot to get it out of the way of their next shot. Or if they thought it would be funny.

			‘We gotta get across dere,’ Fingwit said, as they reached a junction. On the other side was another corridor cutting crossways across the ship: the direction they needed to be going in. It was at right angles to the main ork advance, as was the one in which they were currently skulking, and so would offer some protection from the blazing gunfire which, somewhat inconveniently, was hammering back and forth in front of them.

			‘Don’t wanna go out dere,’ Rattak said flatly, shaking his head.

			‘Yeah, but we gotta,’ Fingwit said. ‘Uvverwise, we ain’t gonna be able ta do wot we’re meant ta do, and den we’re gonna get a kickin’ anyways.’ He took a firm grip on his blasta, and drew a deep breath. ‘Follow me!’

			He ran out into the firefight, emitting a wordless scream that was simultaneously a roar of defiance at the shots that might try to claim his life, a shriek of fear at the possibility of his death, and a prayer to Gork and Mork that they might see fit to let him live a bit longer so he could set into motion some truly tasty destruction of his own. He panic-fired as he went, squeezing shots off to his right in the general direction of the humies, and one of the enemy even keeled over behind the packing crate which had been hastily hauled out into the middle of the corridor to be used as cover. Fingwit had no idea if it was one of his shots that had done that, but he was prepared to take the credit for it in his own head.

			Something narrowly missed that very same head a moment later, and he ducked instinctively, and far too late for it to have made any difference. A shot ricocheted off the floor in front of him, something exploded to his left, and then he was across and through, into the comparative safety of the opposite passageway. The others piled in after him, all none the worse for wear other than wide-eyed and panting.

			‘See?’ Fingwit said, with a lot more confidence than he felt. ‘Nuffin’ to it! Dey’re too busy ta bovver wiv us! On ta da next one, ladz!’

			It was at the next one that Flish got his head blown off, which in Fingwit’s opinion probably served him right for not taking better care of it. They bunched up and charged across, with Fingwit in the lead: he thought it looked brave if he went first, although actually he reckoned that he might manage to make it across before anyone could think about deliberately changing their line of fire to target a bunch of grots, whereas those behind him might not be so lucky.

			As it turned out, he might well have been correct. He was most of the way to the opening opposite when he heard a couple of yells of alarm from behind him, and a detonation which sounded quite wet and close by, even amid the cacophony of noise that engulfed them all. When he reached the other side and looked back, as the others piled in past him, he was one grot short, and a small green body still lay in the middle of the floor.

			‘Such a waste,’ Swikk sniffled, wiping at his nose.

			‘Yeah?’ Grubba said. ‘Why?’

			‘Well, I can’t go back out an’ grab his loot, can I?’ Swikk said, rounding tearfully on his fellow grot. ‘I’d lose me ’ead too! It’s just gonna lie dere, unappresheeated an’ abandoned… I really wanted some o’ dat stuff, an’ da git didn’t even ’ave the decency ta die where I could nick it from him!’

			‘Dat don’t matter right now!’ Rattak said loudly.

			‘Yeah, right,’ Fingwit agreed. ‘We need ta press on, an’–’

			‘Nah!’ Rattak growled, waving one long-taloned finger under Fingwit’s nose. ‘We need ta talk about da fact dat yoo jus’ got one of us killed!’

			Fingwit stared first at the finger and then at its owner, somewhat uncomprehendingly.

			‘Yoo wot? If da daft git didn’t wanna get killed den he should’ve ducked better, dat weren’t nuffin’ ta do wiv me!’

			‘Dis woz yoor plan!’ Rattak accused him, jabbing his finger into Fingwit’s chest.

			‘Dis was Klaws’ plan!’

			‘Yeh, an’ Klaws is dead!’ Rattak pointed out. ‘We didn’t ’ave ta stick to da plan! We could’ve–’

			‘Could’ve wot?’ Fingwit demanded, prodding him in return. ‘Gone back an’ hid in an ’Ullbreaker? We can’t fly da zoggin’ fings back to Da Choppa, and as soon as da boyz got back to ’em, we’d ’ave our ’eads kicked in for not doin’ wot we woz s’posed to do! Either dat, or da humies would’ve won and den dey would come an’ kick our ’eads in, or worse! Da only way ta not get our ’eads kicked in is ta follow da plan!’

			Rattak folded his arms and glared at Fingwit. ‘I don’t wanna end up like Flish.’

			‘Fingwit’s gotta point, tho,’ Duzzik squeaked timidly. ‘We are gonna get our ’eads kicked in if we don’t do dis.’

			Fingwit raised his eyebrows at Rattak. ‘Well? Wot’s yer solushun to da big ’ead-kickin’ conundrum? I’m waitin’.’ Fingwit would give Rattak a kicking himself if it came to it, since he wasn’t prepared to give up his hard-earned authority, but it would be a lot more convenient – not to mention somewhat less painful – if Rattak just backed down of his own accord.

			Rattak scowled back at him. ‘Alright. We’ll stick ta da plan, for now.’

			‘Good,’ Fingwit said, grinning. ‘Den we–’

			‘But,’ Rattak interrupted him, ‘we do fings my way from now on.’

			‘Yoor way?’ Fingwit repeated incredulously. ‘Wot way’s dat? Da way of…’ He stumbled. ‘Uh, of not ’avin’ a zoggin’ clue, an’ lookin’ like a pile o’ squid turds? Cos dose are da only fings yoor good at!’

			‘I wanna lissen ta Rattak’s way,’ Duzzik offered hesitantly.

			‘Yeah,’ Swikk said, wiping away the last tear spawned by the senseless waste of Flish’s lost plunderings. ‘I’ve worked too ’ard to lose all me goodies.’

			‘Does Rattak’s way mean not running froo anyfing like dat again?’ Grubba demanded, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

			‘As a matter o’ fact, it does.’ Rattak beamed, a smile that made Fingwit want to punch him all the more. However, there surely wasn’t any point in starting a fight until he heard the plan. After all, the others might laugh at it, and reaffirm Fingwit’s place as leader without him having to do anything.

			‘See dat?’ Rattak asked, pointing upwards at a grille in the ceiling. ‘Dat’s a vent. Da humies make separate little tunnels for da air ta go down.’

			‘Why?’ Grubba asked, confused.

			‘Zogged if I know!’ Rattak replied. ‘Maybe dey don’t like sharin’ space wiv air! It’s humies, it don’t ’ave ta make sense! Anyway, if we get up dere, den we can crawl along outta sight, keep an eye on where we are by lookin’ down froo da vents when we pass one, and den get out again when we’re in da right spot.’ He folded his arms and stared challengingly at Fingwit. ‘Dat’s a better idea dan runnin’ past a bunch of boyz an’ humies shootin’ at each other, ain’t it?’

			Annoyingly, it probably was, but Fingwit wasn’t going to let on. He took refuge in practicalities, instead. ‘Yeah, well, ’ow are ya gonna get up dere?’

			As it turned out, Rattak quickly found an answer to that as well, in the form of one of the strange, half-dead, half-metal humies that tended to wander around doing whatever they were doing, without paying much attention to their surroundings. This one had either been hit by a stray round or two, or had been shot at by a couple of boyz who lacked any other targets for a few seconds, and important-looking fluids had leaked out. It had come to a halt, still stiff and upright, but no longer with even the faintest hint of awareness on its slack features. Some sort of gubbinz was clearly keeping it upright, because if you gave it a good shove it simply took a step to balance itself, and then stopped again. What that meant was that by shoving it along, Da Fingers managed to get it standing directly beneath a vent in the ceiling, whereupon its sturdy, rugged frame made a serviceable enough ladder substitute for grots who could make a fair effort at scaling a metal wall by way of nothing more than dints and rivets, if there was a tasty-looking squig at the top or an angry-enough ork at the bottom.

			Fingwit was last up, risking being discovered by some humies in the corridor over the uncertain perils of the ductway above. Unfortunately, by the time Duzzik’s feet were disappearing from view, and the rest of them had neither been eaten by some ravenous troglodyte creature nor vaporised by a high-tech security system, Fingwit was very much last in line, and had lost all semblance of authority and initiative.

			To Rattak. Rattak, of all grots: the sneaky little food-thief with a chin sharper than his nose, who had once started a fight with a wall because he’d walked into it two days in a row! It was enough to make Fingwit’s blood boil. Here he was, now crawling along in the dusty darkness, his face on a level with Duzzik’s arse, while Rattak scuffled ahead at the front of their line, as carefree as you liked. It was ridiculous, and it was insulting, and it was quite definitely all Rattak’s fault. He had usurped the command that was Fingwit’s by right! And he’d done it sneakily, too: if he’d wanted to take over, Rattak should have fought for it, not just… had a better idea. That was Blood Axe thinking, and Fingwit wasn’t going to stand for it.

			Now he just had to think of a way to get his authority back again. So long as it didn’t involve having to fight for it, because Rattak might get in a lucky shot, and that wouldn’t be fair.

			Fingwit crawled on, turning things over and over in his mind at the tail end of the little grot procession, while in the ­corridors above and below and around them, orks and humies fought and bled in ever-decreasing numbers, and died in ever-increasing ones.
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			NO ORKS, NO MASTERS

			‘Fingwit?’

			Rattak’s call came back hoarse and harsh down the line of grots: the sound of a voice trying to make itself heard to one specific individual, whilst simultaneously trying not to make itself heard to anyone else, or at least anyone who had a weapon and might take exception to the speaker’s presence. Fingwit, sulking along on his hands and knees, ignored it. He wasn’t going to play along with Rattak’s delusions of authority by dignifying the other grot with a response. ­Rattak had wanted to lead, so Rattak could zogging well sort out anything himself, without calling on Fingwit. The git probably wanted someone to test a dodgy-looking bit of vent flooring, or something.

			‘Fingwit!’

			Fingwit’s resolve to maintain a haughty silence dissolved, like a wall of salt deluged by an ocean of irritation.

			‘Wot?’

			‘Are we dere yet?’

			Fingwit felt his own eyes go wide with horrified indignation. ‘’Ow should I know? Yoor da one leadin’!’

			‘Yeah, well I weren’t keepin’ track, woz I?’ Rattak’s disembodied voice replied from ahead, echoing metallically back down the duct. ‘I’m leadin’, so I gotta make sure it’s all safe. Can’t expect me ta do dat an’ know where we are! Dat’s da job for da one at da back.’

			‘Dat’s ridiculous,’ Fingwit said flatly. ‘Yer just tryin’ ta pin yer own failures on someone else. I ain’t ’avin’ it. If ya wanna be in charge, yoo work out where we are!’

			Rattak muttered something that would almost certainly have been distinguishable as swearing were it not for the echoes of the air duct, then cleared his throat and spoke with greater clarity. ‘Duzzik! Stick yer ’ead froo dat vent we just crawled over, an’ tell us wot ya see.’

			‘Don’t wanna,’ Duzzik squeaked. ‘It might get shot off!’

			‘Can ya hear any shootin’?’ Rattak asked, in the tones of a grot whose patience was being sorely taxed.

			‘Well, no…’

			‘Den unless everyone’s suddenly got silent gunz, yer ’ead’ll be fine. Do it.’

			‘But–’

			There was a scuffling, followed by a metallic thunk and a squeal of pain, as Grubba seized Duzzik’s head and achieved by force what Rattak had failed to manage with words. The bars of light spilling up into the ductway abruptly merged into a single thick shaft, albeit partially obscured by the shape of Duzzik’s head and shoulders. A clanging from below indicated that the vent cover itself had landed on the floor of whatever lay beneath them. 

			Fingwit braced himself: Rattak’s point about not hearing gunfire had been a reasonable one, at least so far as it concerned Duzzik sticking his head down there, but it didn’t mean that there was no one beneath them: just that they weren’t shooting at the moment. Humies who had been lying in wait below might shoot not only Duzzik, but also open fire on the air ducts in an attempt to kill any other grots that might be up here…

			‘See anyfing?’ Rattak demanded. Fingwit cautiously opened one eye, as ballistic death failed to tear through the metal beneath him and claim his life.

			‘Everybody’s dead, boss,’ Duzzik reported.

			‘Everybody?’

			‘Everybody.’

			‘Da orks?’

			‘Dey’re dead.’

			‘An’ da humies?’

			‘Dey’re dead too.’

			‘Grots?’

			‘Dere’s a few of ’em. An’ dey’re dead an’ all.’

			Rattak grunted. ‘So… yer tellin’ me dat everybody’s dead?’

			‘Yes, boss.’

			There were a few moments of silence while Da Fingers each considered this inside their own heads: silence that was broken as Duzzik began to kick his legs.

			‘Can I come back up now? Only da blood’s rushin’ to me ’ead, an’ I’m feelin’ a bit weird…’

			Fingwit saw Grubba look down at Rattak for guidance as to whether he should grant the smaller grot’s request. Rattak sucked his teeth for a moment, then shrugged.

			‘Drop him.’

			Grubba gave Duzzik’s lower half a shove, and their unwilling scout wailed in alarm as he disappeared from view, then cried out in pain as he landed below them. Rattak placed his right hand behind one large, pointed ear, and held the first finger of his left hand to his lips in a gesture for silence.

			Nothing happened, except for Duzzik whimpering a bit more.

			‘Reckon it’s safe, den,’ Rattak beamed happily. ‘Let’s get down dere, an’ see wot’s wot!’

			Fingwit wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. He drew his blasta, and dropped down through the hole before the rest could move. If Duzzik hadn’t been attacked then the corridor was safe, and Fingwit was damned if he was going to let Rattak keep any more of the initia­tive than he had to. Let the others see how Fingwit bravely went first (Duzzik most certainly didn’t count) to scout out the lay of the land!

			He achieved a relatively soft landing by dint of falling onto a dead humie, who was a bit sticky, but at least didn’t leap up and try to attack Fingwit in some sort of elaborate ambush. He scanned both ways down the corridor with his weapon, but saw nothing other than what Duzzik had recounted: an awful lot of dead bodies, from both sides. Fingwit was no great strategist, able to read the ebb and flow of battles through the patterns of corpses, but it did not look to him as though there had been some terrible new threat that had taken the combatants unawares, like that time when the tinheads had suddenly emerged up through the surface of a planet, and da boyz and da pointy-eared gitz they’d been scrapping with had needed to hastily reprioritise their targets. No, this just looked like both sides had killed a lot of each other, and any survivors had moved off somewhere else in search of living enemies.

			Although now he thought about it, Fingwit wasn’t sure where those living enemies would be found. He couldn’t hear any sounds of fighting, not even distantly. And yes, there might be some doors and walls between him and it, but a grot tended to have a good instinct for where fighting was taking place: mainly in order to avoid it if possible. The floor wasn’t being shaken even minutely by the distant krump of explosions as stikk­bombs went off, or a heavy weapon blew a luckless target into very small pieces, or something’s fuel went up all in one go.

			‘How long were we in dose fings?’ he asked, looking upwards. He had directed the question more to himself than anyone else, but Duzzik seemed to think it was aimed at him.

			‘Dunno. Longer dan a while, but not as long as a really long time?’

			Fingwit sighed tiredly. ‘I woz talkin’ to meself.’

			‘Wot?’ Duzzik wrinkled his brow. ‘Why?’

			‘Cos I only talks ta da smartest grot about, don’t I?’ Fingwit replied. Even Duzzik seemed to realise that question was rhetorical, and went back to rubbing his back where he’d landed roughly. Fingwit took the opportunity to massage his knees, which had got very sore from Rattak’s ridiculous plan, then jumped as Swikk landed beside him.

			‘Cor!’ Swikk said, looking around with avariciously wide eyes. ‘Look at all dis loot! Dat’ll make up for not getting’ ta nab Flish’s!’ He set to with a delighted giggle, prising loose anything particularly shiny that he could see.

			As it happened, Fingwit decided that might not be a bad idea. Not for shiny baubles, such as Swikk was already stuffing into the poorly stitched rags that served him as a shirt, but for weapons and equipment. Orks didn’t like grots having anything too fancy, and would simply club them over the head and take it for themselves, even if they didn’t have a use for it. With no orks around, however…

			Fingwit emitted an involuntary, high-pitched squeal of pure glee as he saw something poking out from underneath the corpse of a Snakebite boy, and set to work trying to extract it. He needed both hands, as well as both feet braced on the dead body to get purchase, but after a great deal of exertion and pulling it finally came free.

			It was ugly, brutish and crude. But it was now his, which made it the most beautiful thing Fingwit had ever set his eyes on.

			‘Look, ladz!’ he exclaimed happily, turning on the spot with his prize cradled in his arms. ‘Now I got a big shoota! Heh-heh-heh.’ 

			Grubba landed, then folded his arms dubiously at Fingwit’s claim. ‘Fingwit, dat ain’t a big shoota. Dat’s just a shoota.’

			‘Yeah, well, it’s big for me,’ Fingwit pointed out. ‘Why is it always da orks who get ta say wot’s big an’ wot’s not?’ In all honestly, he wasn’t really concerned with his new toy’s nomenclature. His hand barely fit around the grip, and the weapon must have weighed nearly as much as he did, but the important thing was that his finger could reach the trigger. He might not be able to keep it level when he fired it, but orks never bothered to do that either, and they could at least theoretically manage it. Firing a shoota was practically a prayer to Gork and Mork in any case: usually, ‘Please let dis hit da gitz I’ve sorta pointed it at.’

			‘If someone sees ya wiv dat, dere’s gonna be trouble,’ Grubba said ominously.

			‘Who’s gonna see?’ Fingwit demanded. ‘Dere’s no one ’ere! An’ any humies we find are gonna try ta shoot us wotever we’re carryin’, so dat don’t matter.’

			‘Yeh, but wot if one of da boyz sees it?’ Grubba said. He was stroking the hair squigs on his chin again, somewhat nervously. ‘Den we’ll all get in trouble.’

			‘Ya just want one of yer own,’ Fingwit said, laughing.

			‘Do not!’ Grubba denied hotly.

			‘Do too!’

			‘Why would I even want one?’

			‘Oh, I dunno,’ Fingwit said, demonstrating his superiority with tower­ing sarcasm. ‘Maybe cos it’s a shoota, an’ it’s way better dan dat measly little blasta yoo’ve got stuck in yer belt? But,’ he added smugly, ‘yer just too scared ta pick one up.’

			‘Am not!’

			‘Are too.’

			‘Da reason I ain’t pickin’ one up is cos I don’t want one,’ Grubba declared stubbornly, although the fact he was apparently finding it hard to tear his eyes away from the weapon in Fingwit’s grasp gave something of the lie to his words. ‘Ya ain’t betta dan me just cos yoo’ve got dat! Don’t go finkin’ yoo are!’

			Fingwit sniffed dismissively. ‘Wot about yoo, Rattak? Yoo wanna shoota? Dere’s plenty lyin’ around wot nobody’s doin’ nuffink wiv.’

			Rattak, who had landed last, didn’t say anything for a moment. He looked at Fingwit’s shoota, then sideways at Grubba, who still had his arms folded and was furiously projecting an aura of denial, then back at Fingwit. Then, with a great deal of hesitation that was entirely alien to a grot’s usual approach to seeing something they wanted, he edged over to another dead ork and took hold of its weapon. The corpse did not react in any way, and Rattak seemed to gain confidence from that, as though he’d been expecting the prospect of losing its shoota to recall the ork’s spirit and set it to lashing about itself to protect its property.

			Appropriately heartened, Rattak tugged the weapon free and hoisted it up, then grinned triumphantly at Fingwit. ‘Dere. Got me own.’

			‘It’s smaller dan mine,’ Fingwit commented idly.

			‘Is not!’

			‘Def’nitely is. An’ da magazine don’t hold as much.’ Fingwit slapped the sickle-shaped magazine of his own weapon, which was as long as his forearm and several times the width, as opposed to the single belt of ammunition that hung from underneath the one Rattak had picked up. ‘Don’t worry, dere’s nuffin’ wrong wiv bein’ second best!’

			Rattak dropped his shoota. Fingwit laughed.

			‘Wot, are ya gonna find anuvver one now, ta try an’ look better’n me?’

			‘Ork,’ Rattak mumbled, his eyes wide, but Fingwit just laughed again.

			‘I ain’t fallin’ for dat! Ya just wanna make me drop dis so ya can–’

			‘Wot da zoggin’ ’eck is goin’ on ’ere!?’

			Fingwit nearly jumped out of his skin as the massive basso bellow erupted from behind him, and then something clobbered him so hard on the backside that he was lifted up and through the air, sailing over the shocked faces of his companions to land hard on the other side of them.

			‘It’s not wot it looks like…’ he heard Rattak begin querulously. Fingwit pulled himself back to his feet, his precious new shoota still gripped firmly, and looked back to see what had struck him.

			Rattak had only been telling the zogging truth, hadn’t he? There was an ork, and a big one at that. He wasn’t a nob, judging by the lack of obvious rank markings like huge horns on his helmet, or a big metal gob, or any weapons fancier than the slugga he held in one hand and the blood-slicked choppa in the other, but that didn’t really matter. No ork needed to be a nob to tell grots what to do: he just needed to be an ork.

			‘Wot it looks like, is dere’s a bunch of zoggin’ grots standin’ around doin’ nuffink useful, instead of gettin’ stuck in!’ the ork thundered. He probably weighed as much as all of Da Fingers put together. ‘Now quit bein’ a bunch of cowards an’ come wiv me. I fink most of da boyz are dead, but so are most of da humies! But so long as dere’s any alive, dat’s too many!’ He glowered at them, clearly expecting them to fall in behind him, but Da Fingers all looked down at the floor, and didn’t move.

			‘Is dere a problem?’ the ork demanded, in the tone of someone who knew very well that there was a problem, at least so far as he was concerned.

			As one, the rest of Da Fingers turned and looked at Fingwit. Things being what they were, the ork did the same, and his tiny red eyes stared into Fingwit’s, not with the threat of imminent violence, but the promise. It was clear that the only thing Fingwit could do was choose whether the violence happened to him, or he assisted the ork in making it happen to someone else.

			On the other hand…

			‘Uh, see, da fing is,’ Fingwit began. He tailed off as he realised he was still holding the shoota, but decided not to drop it just in case that simply drew attention to it more. ‘Fing is, we got a mission from Da Meklord.’

			‘Yoo got a mission from Da Meklord?’ the ork guffawed. ‘A buncha grots? Slap me wiv a pointy-ear’s boot, dat’s a good’un!’ He stopped laughing abruptly, and growled. ‘Knock it off, or I’ll knock yer ’ead off.’

			‘It’s troo!’ Fingwit wailed. ‘We woz wiv Klaws, but ’e got scragged! We gotta take over da gunz, an’–’

			‘Nah, wot you gotta do is come wiv me, an’ do wot I tells ya,’ the ork interrupted.

			‘But if we don’t do it, den Da Meklord’ll scrag us!’ Fingwit protested. ‘Tell him, ladz! Tell him!’

			The rest of Da Fingers were all suddenly looking at something else, something extremely interesting that was in a different place for each of them. The ork snorted, and raised his slugga.

			‘Now, I’m gonna count ta free. Dere won’t be any more countin’ after dat, cos I dunno any more numbaz. If yoo little gits ain’t standing next ta me by da time I reach free, I start shootin’. Ya got it? One.’

			Duzzik scurried towards him. The rest of them, even Rattak, looked around at Fingwit as though he could somehow improve the situation.

			‘Two.’

			Clearly, Rattak, Grubba and Swikk were not encouraged by what they’d seen. They put their heads down and trudged towards the ork. Fingwit watched them go, and watched them give up on their mission, the chance of wreaking glorious destruction with the ship’s guns, and the chance of not getting their heads kicked in by Da Meklord when he found out how they’d failed. And all because they were more scared of what this ork – this wounded ork, Fingwit suddenly noticed, with blood dripping from a rent in his right side – might do to them here and now, rather than think about the future.

			‘Fr–’

			Fingwit turned and ran.

			‘OI, COME BACK ’ERE!’

			Fingwit wasn’t sure exactly why the ork thought he’d obey that instruction when it was coupled with the thunderous bang of the slugga dis­charging, and an explosion of gore as the shot missed Fingwit and detonated in the ribcage of a humie corpse, but he didn’t hang around to ask. He jinked and dodged from side to side – only a fool ran away from a projectile weapon in a straight line, even if the weapon in question was being wielded by an ork – and put as much of the improvised cover the defenders had hauled into place between himself and the ork as possible. There was a doorway just ahead of him in the middle of the corridor, miraculously unchoked by bodies. If he could just make it through there and get it to shut behind him, he might be able to–

			The next slugga shot hit the control panel.

			It couldn’t have been intentional, Fingwit knew that: the odds of an ork even considering shooting at a few blinking lights and switches, instead of at the cheeky little grot pelting away as fast as his short legs could carry him, were astronomically small. The chances of the ork actually managing to hit a target like that, even if he’d decided to try, were smaller still. This was a stray shot, which had only struck that particular point through sheer fluke.

			However, fluke or otherwise, struck the control panel the shot had. And, thanks to Mork’s sense of mischief, the door was starting to descend from the ceiling, ready to trap Fingwit in this section of corridor with an ork who would probably consider casual dismemberment to be an appropriate punishment for the kind of insubordination he’d just shown.

			That was not an option. If the choices consisted of getting crushed beneath a falling door, running head first into the door and shattering his skull, or being left to the mercies of an ork with a gut wound and a great deal of pent-up aggression, Fingwit would take either of the first two without hesitation. He accelerated, trusting that straight-line speed was his only real ally here, then made a desperate, headlong dive for the shrinking gap between door and floor.

			His outstretched hands, still clutching his looted shoota, got through.

			His head got through.

			His back got through.

			He whipped his feet around as he skidded along the floor. The descending door grazed the back of his heel and took some skin off as it slammed down, but that was all.

			He was through.

			He was away from the ork that probably now wanted to kill him.

			And he was…

			Alone. On a ship that belonged to humies who definitely wanted to kill him, not because he’d disobeyed their orders and run away from them, but just because of who and what he was. Well, and the fact that he was part of a boarding party that had apparently already killed most of them, but Fingwit thought that was rather beside the point, since the humies would have wanted to kill him for who and what he was anyway.

			He cautiously got to his feet, hefting his shoota as though he had the slightest chance of being able to effectively aim and fire it at anyone or anything that appeared and threatened him, and began to walk.
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			REFLECTIONS

			Orks did not, as a rule, go in for the notion of ‘creepy’, or ‘spooky’. The closest Fingwit had got to it was when he’d seen some tinheads get blown apart, and then they’d started to flow back together and re-form in a way that was abhorrently unnatural. He was used to the idea that you could stick someone back together – that was how orkish medicine worked – but generally you needed a painboy for it, and something like stitches or staples to anchor a body part in place until it healed properly. Ufthak Blackhawk, the newest of Da Meklord’s big bosses, had apparently had his entire head transplanted onto another body when his old one had got blown up. Nonetheless, seeing those strange bipedal machines re-forming themselves had made Fingwit feel quite uncomfortable, and not just because there was an increased chance of them getting up and killing him.

			He was experiencing something of the same sensation now, albeit for very different reasons. There was nothing alarming about empty corridors in general: that just meant no orks to shout at him or clobber him. Likewise, there was nothing alarming about dead bodies, unless there was some notion that something monstrous had killed them, and was about to make him its next victim. Generally, dead bodies were a useful source of interesting items, and – if he was feeling particularly hungry, and there was no decent fungus or squigs nearby – food. However, the collection of quiet corpses he was walking over and past at the moment, with no sign of any living combatants anywhere nearby, was a bit… well, creepy.

			It might have actually been better if he’d been able to hear the sounds of fighting, oddly enough. Normally that was the last thing Fingwit wanted to be near, but at least it might have reassured him that he wasn’t alone.

			‘Dunno why I wanna be around anyone else, anyway,’ he muttered, kicking a dead humie as he walked past it. ‘Yoo lot can zog off, ya bastards. An’ yoo,’ he added to the charred remains of an ork who had clearly run head first into the blast from a humie skorcha, or equivalent. ‘Wot’s da big idea, anyway? Knockin’ us around just cos yer bigger? Dunno why us grots needs ya, anyway. We fix stuff for ya, we carry stuff for ya, why don’t ya just…’ Fingwit paused, and looked around to make sure no one could hear him.

			‘Why don’t ya just do it yerselves?’

			The echoes of his shout died away, and he cringed instinctively, but the punch or kick his hindbrain had half-expected as automatic punish­ment for such cheek never materialised. He stood frozen in place for a few moments nonetheless, until he was quite sure that no one had heard him, and was intending to exact revenge on the cheeky grot who dared speak up. Then he started giggling.

			‘Heh. Heh-heh. Heh-heh-heh-heh!’

			He jumped up onto an ork body and danced along the length of it, cackling with glee. This was great! No orks to get angry and clobber him for bein’ cheeky. No other grots to tell the orks what he was up to, and get him into trouble so he got clobbered for bein’ cheeky…

			Fingwit stopped his dancing and giggling as a concept occurred to him. His fellow grots… Well, they weren’t bad sorts really. Sure, Rattak was a pain, but you got gits like him everywhere, that was just one of the universal truths of Gork and Mork. Grots got into fights, and might shank each other over a particularly tasty squig, but that was mainly because the orks kept all the best food for themselves. If one grot wanted to cause trouble for another grot, they’d generally try to find some way of making that grot run afoul of an ork.

			‘So wot if,’ Fingwit said to himself, slowly and carefully. ‘Wot if, dere were no orks?’

			You couldn’t just get rid of orks, obviously: Gork and Mork’s boyz were going to take over the galaxy one day, and were making a fair job of it at the moment, what with the Arch-Arsonist of Charadon, the Great Tyrant of Jagga (all four of them), Da Meklord’s own TekWaaagh!, and of course, the Grand Warlord himself, Ghazghkull Mag Uruk Thraka. All of the other gits – the humies, the pointy-earz, the tinheads, even those blue fishboyz with the fancy guns – were playing catch-up in a race they’d never had a hope of winning. The future was bright, and the future was green.

			However, even given that, was it really so impossible to imagine that there might be some spaces without orks in? Spaces where a grot might be able to live a life free of being kicked because some big git was in a bad temper; free of constant expectations to fetch and carry; free of being shoved into the front line of a war to give the enemy some target practice before the orks got stuck in? What would it be like to live in a place where the greatest authority was not an ork, any ork, but… grots?

			‘Eh, it’d never work,’ Fingwit muttered to himself, hopping down from his perch and continuing his trudge along the corridor. ‘It’d mean dis-obeying da orks, an’ grots don’t do dat.’

			Yoo just did, his inner-Fingwit pointed out.

			‘Well, yeah, but I woz only disobeyin’ him cos he woz gonna stop us from doin’ what Klaws said ta do, which is wot Da Meklord said ta do.’ Fingwit shook his head at the foolishness of orks.

			Yeah, but he didn’t know dat, inner-Fingwit said. Yoo told him da troof, but he woz gonna rip yer arms off anyway.

			‘Yeah? So orks are gits,’ Fingwit muttered. ‘Wot’s dat got ta do wiv anyfing?’

			It means ya didn’t need dat ork ta believe wot ya woz sayin’ in order to disobey him. Yoo disobeyed him anyway. Even if Da Meklord had clobbered him afterwards for messin’ up da plan, an’ let’s face it, Da Meklord’s probably not gonna bovver clobberin’ an ork for killin’ a grot, dat wouldn’t ’ave helped yoo.

			‘So wot’s yer point?’ Fingwit grumbled, wondering why inner-Fingwit was being so persistent about this.

			Da point is, dat ya might as well’ve been tellin’ dat ork ta stick his slugga where Gork ‘n’ Mork don’t go lookin’. It don’t matter why ya didn’t do wot ’e wanted, wot matters is dat ya didn’t. An’ if ya can do dat ta one ork, even if he’ll scrag ya if he catches ya, cos he don’t care wot anuvver ork’s already told ya ta do…

			‘Den wot’s stoppin’ me from disobeyin’ any ork!’ Fingwit finished out loud, then clapped a hand over his mouth guiltily. However, there was still no one around to take notice of what he’d said.

			Well, ya needs ta be pretty sure ya can run away, but yeah, dat’s da genrul idea.

			Fingwit stood there, stunned by the revelations thrown up from his own mind. It was true, though, when it came down to it – most orks wouldn’t care if you told them that you couldn’t do what they wanted because another ork had already told you to do something different. Either way, you’d end up disobeying one of them, and then would suffer the consequences, so why not just quit messing about and do what you wanted in the first place?

			‘But wot do I wanna do?’ Fingwit asked himself miserably. ‘I mean, I fort I wanted ta take over da gunz an’ blow up some humie ships, but…’

			Ya can! Ya don’t have to not do somefing fun just cos an ork told ya ta do it! But if dey tells ya ta do somefing ya don’t wanna, den maybe ya don’t ’ave to.

			‘Dis is gettin’ more an’ more complicated,’ Fingwit told himself. ‘Are ya sure yer definitely me?’

			Course I’m sure. ’Ow many fingers am I ’olding up?

			Fingwit looked down at his hand. ‘Two.’

			Dere ya go, den.

			Fingwit shrugged. That seemed to make sense. ‘But I can’t take over da gunz wivout da rest of da ladz,’ he mused. ‘It needs more dan one grot ta do it. I’m gonna have ta go back an’ get ’em. But dat’s gonna mean facin’ down dat ork again, an’ how am I gonna convince da ladz to follow me? Dey’re just gonna be too scared. It’d need somefing inspirashunal ta snap ’em out of it.’

			His wandering feet paused as he came upon a slick of red, humie blood that had spread across the corridor’s floor. There was no obvious way around without stepping in it, and it hadn’t dried yet, so it had a smooth, liquid surface that reflected the lights above. Fingwit leaned over it and looked down, and saw his own face staring back up at him. His own face, but tinted completely red.

			‘Wait…’

			Yes. Yes, dat’s brilliant! We’re a genius!

			‘But Da Red Gobbo’s just a legend!’ Fingwit protested. ‘Da Red Gobbo ain’t real! Dere’s not actually a grot wot fights against orkish oppreshun, an’ frees uvver grots! Dere’s no Glorious Revolushun wot presides over a land of fairness an’ equal opportunity for da gretchin caste!’

			First of all, ya don’t know dat, cos ya ain’t been everywhere. Second, if dere ain’t, den how did da legend start? And, second plus one, if dere ain’t…

			Fingwit blinked slowly. The red Fingwit in the pool of blood did the same.

			‘Den maybe dere should be.’
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			NUFFIN’ TA LOSE 
(BUT YER ’EADS. AN’ YER LIMBS.)

			Fingwit needed red. Lots of red.

			He was wearing red anyway, of course. Even though no ork would ever admit or accept that Fingwit was an Evil Sun, he still made sure to wear his clan colours. However, his clothes were old, and patched, and faded. He needed something far better if he was going to become a hero for all grotkind, and there were a lot of dead Evil Sunz around, wearing clothes they no longer had any use for. Fingwit still had his knife, and the needles and threads he carried for when Klaws wanted a gash stitched up and couldn’t be bothered to wait for a painboy, or didn’t trust whichever one was hanging around (which was quite sensible, in Fingwit’s opinion, since painboyz had a habit of doing what they wanted rather than what you’d asked). Grots made most of the clothes for orks anyway, so it wasn’t like Fingwit didn’t know what he was doing. He’d just never made anything this fancy for himself before…

			Well, he wasn’t really making it for himself. He was making it for Da Red Gobbo, and Da Red Gobbo deserved something fancy.

			It was easy to make a big coat for yourself when an ork’s shirt was practically as long as you were tall. A quick bit of cloth butchery added a pair of sleeves, and Fingwit gave himself a hat as well, for the sake of it, to the front of which he pinned a metal star nicked from a humie uniform, to make himself look more important. A pair of boots nabbed from a grot who no longer needed them completed the look, and some hastily adjusted goggles from a deceased burna boy gave Fingwit some pleasing anonymity.

			‘Right, den,’ he said to himself, hefting his shoota onto his shoulder. ‘Let’s do dis.’

			He retraced his steps as far as he could, but the door through which he’d escaped the ork’s vengeance was stuck fast, and not even putting a shot into the control panel on his side with his blasta would shift it. However, he was (arguably) Da Red Gobbo, and he wasn’t going to let a door stop him. There were plenty of bodies around him, and many of them had stikkbombs – or the humie equivalent, which were consider­ably smaller, rounder, and less impressive-looking – that they’d not got around to using before they’d died. Sure, the door was pretty thick, but how many blasts could it take before he managed to blow a hole in it?

			The answer turned out to be ‘more than he could count’, but Fingwit had certainly spent less pleasant times than hiding behind a crate and lobbing explosives at something that wasn’t fighting back. Once there was a twisted, smoking gap in it that was wide enough for him, he squeezed through (being careful not to snag his nice new coat on any of the sharp metal edges) and hurried off. The rest of Da Fingers needed him to come and save them before they got killed by being shoved into a fight they wanted no part of, simply because an ork thought that’s what they should be doing.

			There was no sign of the ork or his captives on the other side of the door, but Fingwit hadn’t expected them to stick around: the ork had clearly been in a hurry, and trying to gather whatever reinforcements he could muster. However, there were some clues as to where they might have gone. The corridor floors were a mess, but it was still possible to make out grot footprints here and there, heading away from him, and sometimes overlaid with the far larger, heavy tread of an ork’s boots as the big git herded his charges along in front of him. And was that a shiny medal torn from a humie tunic, but lying some distance away from the humie in question? Such as might be the case if Swikk had paused to tear it free, and then been swatted by the ork so hard it flew from his grip? Fingwit was on the right track, he knew it.

			He hurried on, always taking the larger route where there was a choice, or heading further into the ship’s interior. The ork was looking for a fight, and there was a better chance of running into defenders in big spaces, or closer to the middle. It was the antithesis of what Fingwit was used to, but Da Red Gobbo could not afford to crawl into a corner and hide. Da Fingers were counting on him; or at least, they would have been, if they’d known he was coming. He couldn’t let them down. He couldn’t let himself down.

			It was the ork’s slugga that finally allowed Fingwit to pinpoint them. The hollow booming of it was faint, but distinctive against the faint hisses and hums which were all the noises that the ship around him was making. The fainter, higher-pitched chatter of grot blastas confirmed it, and Fingwit hurried towards the noises as fast as his legs could carry him, with the tail of his coat streaming out behind him. Somewhere not too far away, one ork and a few grots were shooting at something.

			The corridor reached a large space that was thick with the stale odours of what the humies used as food, overlaid with the more recent, sharper scent of hot metal and gun smoke. Rows of metal tables bolted to the floor – sensible thinking, Fingwit noted, since it would prevent anyone from stealing them easily – confirmed his suspicions that this was where the humies went to eat. He slipped in through the open doorway, then ducked down behind one of the tables as the massive shape of the ork kicked a stool in apparent frustration, sending it clattering across the room.

			‘Gah!’ the ork bellowed. ‘Dese humies got any decent grog?’

			‘Can’t see any, boss,’ came Grubba’s voice from somewhere behind a long metal counter.

			‘Two zoggin’ humies ain’t even a proppa fight, and dey don’t ’ave any grog ’ere eever?’ the ork grumbled.

			‘Don’t look like it, boss,’ Rattak said. Fingwit crept closer, bent double to keep the tabletops between him and the ork’s line of sight. He could see two huge legs stomping back and forth, occasionally kicking at things.

			‘If dere’s no good fightin’ ta be had, why don’t we go back to da ’Ullbreakers?’ Swikk suggested brightly. ‘Maybe we could–’

			‘Shurrit!’ the ork thundered. ‘Zagnab’s mob don’t go nowhere until all da enemy’s been killed, ya got dat?’

			Ain’t much of a mob, Fingwit thought to himself as he shuffled along. One ork and four grots? But dis ork obviously finks of himself as a nob. He needed to make his move now, while they were still fairly spread out, before the ork got his makeshift mob together again and bullied them into the next corridor.

			Fingwit hopped up onto a stool, and from there into full view on a tabletop, with his brightly coloured coat swirling around him. He knew he looked impressive, and that was confirmed by the awestruck faces that turned towards him. Even Zagnab looked stunned.

			‘Zagnab!’ Fingwit declared forcefully. ‘Let my–’

			The ork raised his slugga and fired.

			‘Oh, zog!’

			Fingwit hastily threw himself back off the table again, crashing painfully down onto the floor, as the slugga shells roared overhead and detonated in the wall behind him. So much for that plan, then.

			‘Wot in da name of Gork’s green grin is goin’ on?’ Zagnab raged. ‘Come out ’ere, ya fancy-pants little git!’

			‘No!’ Fingwit shouted back. ‘Not until ya let dese grots go! Dey ain’t yoors ta boss about no more!’

			Zagnab actually laughed, and fired off another shot, apparently at random. ‘Oh yeah? Ya gonna make me, a runty little grot like yoo? Yoo an’ whose Waaagh!?’

			Fingwit’s chest suddenly burned with fervour, and he hefted his shoota. ‘I ain’t a runty grot, I’m Da Red Gobbo! An’ I don’t need a Waaagh!, when I got Da Glorious Revolushun!’

			He didn’t wait to see whether that pronouncement was greeted with astonishment or simply further mirth, because he’d slunk along to the edge of another table, and now he threw himself into the open. Zagnab turned towards him, raising his slugga with the lazy, incongruously graceful reflexes of a creature evolved for nothing but combat. However, Fingwit was neither lazy, nor graceful. He was an entire grot’s worth of panicked aggression, and while he might have lacked his larger cousin’s reflexes, he had considerably better aim.

			He pulled the trigger, and a veritable fusillade of shells thundered out of the shoota and tore its way up the ork’s torso.

			Orks were tough. They could take a hit that would kill a humie outright, get back up, clobber whatever had hit them, and then have a laugh about it afterwards. They could be stitched back up with little care or attention, and heal with nothing more than some impressive scarring. They were virtually immune to infection. An ork that could still walk was probably going to survive whatever injuries he had, because anything that didn’t kill an ork outright was probably not going to kill him at all.

			However, orks didn’t just fight the rest of the galaxy. They also – in fact, perhaps mainly – fought each other, which meant that an ork didn’t consider something a proper weapon unless it was killy enough to despatch another ork. While that led to hilarious levels of overkill when they went up against humies, it also meant that a few good shoota hits would put even an ork down, and Fingwit had landed more than just a few.

			Zagnab keeled over backwards with his entire ribcage blasted open, and his head split in half. Not even an ork was going to get up from that, at least not without some sort of direct intervention from Gork and Mork themselves. Fingwit managed to unclamp his finger from the shoota’s trigger before the weapon jolted itself clean out of his grip, and took a few deep, shuddering breaths.

			Grot heads peeked out from where they’d taken cover, eyes wide in wonder and horror.

			‘Alright, ladz?’ Fingwit said, trying to act nonchalant. He rested the shoota’s back end on the floor and leant casually on the barrel, then hurriedly jerked his arm away when he registered how hot it was. ‘Ow! Um. Fort you might wanna hand.’

			‘Fingwit?’ Rattak said incredulously, peering at him. ‘Dat you?’

			‘Well, sorta,’ Fingwit said, brushing his coat down ostentatiously. ‘But I’m also Da Red Gobbo now.’

			‘Da Red Gobbo ain’t real!’ Grubba objected.

			‘Yes ’e is,’ Fingwit said firmly. ‘An’ ’e just rescued ya, so dat proves it.’

			‘Oo, where’d ya get da coat?’ Duzzik squeaked, scurrying forward to grab at the sleeve. Fingwit went to swat him away, then thought better of it, and settled for pulling his arm out of Duzzik’s reach. Hitting someone because they were smaller than him was what an ork would do, after all.

			‘Made it,’ he said smugly. ‘Just knocked it up from wot I found lyin’ about. But I couldn’t leave Da Fingers ta get kicked around by an ork, could I? Fort I’d betta come find ya. Yoo ladz are gonna be da beginnin’ of Da Glorious Revolushun. If ya wanna be,’ he added.

			Da Fingers looked at each other, and then at Fingwit.

			‘Does dat mean we get ta go back?’ Rattak asked hopefully.

			‘Weeeell,’ Fingwit said, rocking one hand back and forth. ‘I sorta had anuvver idea…’
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			ABOVE AN’ BEYOND

			‘Dis ain’t da gun deck,’ Rattak whispered hoarsely. They had come up several levels, but their surroundings still showed evidence of hard fighting, not to mention hard dying. Fingwit had to hand it to the humies; they’d given da boyz one heck of a fight. Da Fingers were advancing through the evidence of warfare, with piles of bodies marking where stand after stand had been made, and finally broken by the green tide.

			‘I know,’ Fingwit replied. ‘We ain’t goin’ for da gunz any more.’ 

			The green tide was not inexhaustible, he noticed, or at least not in this context. As his little group got closer to their destination, the evidence was becoming clearer. There were always more boyz in the galaxy, always, but that didn’t mean that there were always enough in the right place. The main thrust of the ork advance into the ship had come this way, heading for the tightest, fiercest knots of humies, with unerring orky instinct for finding the best possible fight. The early stands of defenders had been overwhelmed with virtually no ork losses, the sheer weight of numbers sweeping the humies aside before they could bring down more than a couple of their attackers.

			Further on, however, the orks had needed to work harder for their gains, and the corpses lying around were closer to parity in their respective origins. At a certain point, the weight of numbers in each engagement had actually tipped in the humies’ favour, and then it was simply ferocity and sheer, bloody-minded toughness that had seen the orks come through, but each time with fewer and fewer bodies to assault the next humie defensive line.

			‘So if we ain’t goin’ for da gunz, wot are we goin’ for?’ Grubba asked nervously. He was jumping at sudden noises, as though fearful that some of the humies were going to get back up and start fighting at any moment, even though everyone knew that humies stayed down once they went down.

			‘We’re goin’ for da biggest prize of all,’ Fingwit said. He wondered if it was the fancy clothes, but it felt natural to be in charge, making decisions and speaking all important-like. The others had fallen in, even Rattak; he was still asking questions, but not with any indication that he thought he should be in charge instead. The concept of Da Red Gobbo seemed to have got under their skins and inspired them, even though they knew that it was Fingwit.

			So, Fingwit wondered, what could it do for grots who’d never known Fingwit at all?

			‘Why should we just take control of da gunz?’ he asked rhetorically, as they hurried along. ‘Doesn’t look like dere’s anyone left alive on dis ship, apart from us. Why not take control of da whole fing?’

			‘Da whole– Are yoo takin’ us to da bridge?’ Rattak demanded, cutting himself off as realisation dawned.

			‘I don’t like dat,’ Duzzik offered. ‘If dere’s any humies left alive, dat’s where dey’ll be.’

			‘Yeah,’ Fingwit acknowledged, ‘but just fink about it! Da best way ta make dis ship shoot wot we want it to, is by makin’ sure we can steer it as well as shoot! Besides,’ he added, ‘wot else are we gonna do? Yoo really wanna walk away from maybe havin’ a ship of our own?’

			‘Da Meklord ain’t gonna let us keep it,’ Grubba said, although his contemplative tone suggested that he was at least mulling the idea over.

			‘So why let Da Meklord decide?’ Fingwit demanded. ‘Dis ship ain’t been blown up yet, so ’e’s eever lost, or dey’re still fightin’ out dere. Eever way, if we can take dis over, we could just zog off wiv it before anyone realises wot’s goin’ on!’

			The shocked silence of treacherous thinking spread outwards, like a pool of spilled fungus beer.

			‘Ya need meks ‘n’ stuff ta keep a ship runnin’,’ Rattak said slowly. ‘An’ dere’s no meks wot’d come onta dis ship wivout takin’ it from us. Don’t reckon we know enuff ta keep it goin’ by ourselves.’

			‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Fingwit conceded. ‘Maybe we could find some uvver grots wot do. Get enuff of us togevva, I reckon we can do a lot. But first,’ he said, ‘we’re gonna have ta take da ship over. An’ to do dat, we need ta get froo dat door.’

			The doors were huge, at least twice as high as an ork, and wide enough to drive a buggy through, had they been open. A dozen orks lay dead in front of them, along with twice that number of humies, but none of the orks were within ten foot of the doors, which were largely untouched apart from a few pockmarks from stray shoota and slugga shells.

			The boarding party had got this far, but no further. It had cost the humies practically everything to do it, but they’d halted the ork advance just short of the bridge doors. If humie kaptins were anything like ork kaptins, then on the other side of those doors there would be a very angry humie shouting into a speaking tube and wondering why no one was replying to it any longer. Although actually, Fingwit corrected himself, if humie kaptins were anything like ork kaptins then it would have come out here to join in the fight as soon as it had realised that there was one going on.

			‘We need ta get in dere?’ Duzzik squeaked, peering out from behind Rattak. ‘Dat looks… big.’

			‘Dat’s only cos yer small,’ Fingwit told him. ‘C’mon, ladz – dis is our ticket ta freedom! On da uvver side of dose doors is an end ta slavery! An end ta gettin’ a kickin’ just cos an ork don’t like wot we’re doin’, even if it’s wot ’e told us ta do! And an end ta scrappin’ for leftovers! We farm da zoggin’ squigs, we should get ta eat ’em,’ he added, with considerable feeling.

			‘Dey don’t look like dere gonna open easy,’ Swikk said.

			‘Eyes an’ ’ands,’ Fingwit said confidently. ‘Dat’s wot we need.’

			It wasn’t. No matter whose head they placed against what seemed to be the doors’ control panel, or whose hand they slapped onto it, the doors remain stubbornly closed.

			‘Dis is outrayjus!’ Fingwit spat, kicking a dead humie. ‘Why’d dey go an’ build a door ya can’t get froo? Gettin’ froo is da whole point o’ doors – it’s why dey ain’t walls!’

			‘It sounds like wot Da Revolushun needs is a bit o’ teknikal know-wots,’ Rattak said. He pulled a string on his apron, and it unfolded to reveal a selection of tools. ‘Stand aside, Fingwit! Ya might be da squig’s knees at killin’ an ork, but in da contest between door an’ grot, dere can only be one winner! And dat would be me,’ he added, in case it wasn’t clear.

			Fingwit shrugged. Rattak was good with wires, after all. ‘Ya sure ya can do it?’

			‘Why?’ Rattak asked, prising a piece of wall panelling off and studying the wiring revealed. ‘Am I gettin’ in da way of a brilliant door-openin’ plan ya just ain’t told us about yet?’

			‘No,’ Fingwit admitted. ‘Just wanted ta know ’ow confident ya are about it.’

			‘Da fing about humies is, dey don’t ’ave much imagination,’ Rattak said, pulling on something red and sending sparks flying. ‘But, dat means ya can quickly work out ’ow dey do fings. An’ if I could find da power couplin’ Klaws spliced inta Gutfink’s Stompa when ’e was off ’is face on double-fermented fungus beer, I can sure as squigs get dis zoggin’ door open.’ 

			A blue wire was unceremoniously ripped out and discarded as apparently unnecessary, followed by a small piece of metal which seemed to be in the shape of that strange, two-winged, two-headed bird that served most of the humies as a clan glyph. It was rough-edged and crudely scored, Fingwit noticed, as though it had been made by a humie with its own hands, instead of the mass-produced, identical things that were their hallmark.

			‘Dunno why dey keep shovin’ dose fings in places,’ Rattak said, his voice echoing as he shoved his head into the wall cavity. ‘Do dey fink da doors work better if da bird’s watchin’? It’s like dey don’t understand ’ow tek works… ’Ang on, I fink dat’s got it. Ready?’

			Fingwit hefted his shoota. Swikk and Grubba, who had been bold enough to arm themselves in the same fashion, prepared themselves as well. Duzzik, who was simply too small to have even the faintest hope of using a shoota, drew the two grot blastas he was now armed with and pointed them at the doors with only the faintest trembling in his arms giving away his trepidation.

			‘Ready,’ Fingwit confirmed.

			‘Den hold on ta yer butts,’ Rattak said, and twisted the ends of two wires together.

			The doors began to glide ponderously apart, and Fingwit edged forwards through them, with the others on his heels. He’d considered leading a charge as soon as there was a gap, but that was orky thinking. With any luck, the humies inside would take a few moments longer to realise that the new arrivals weren’t other humies than they would if Da Fingers ran inside shrieking ‘Waaagh!’ at the top of their lungs.

			‘–everyone on this Throne-damned ship dead?!’ a rich humie voice was bellowing. ‘Even the servitors? Helmsman, can you bring us about, or not?’ Fingwit knew some of their language, since he’d had to deal with humie slaves from time to time, and they never showed even the slightest sign of learning Orkish. This one sounded pissed off.

			‘Yes, captain,’ another replied, ‘but it will take a lot longer–’

			The bridge of the ship was not as large as the food hall where Fingwit had killed Zagnab, and consisted of two semicircles of floor, one inside the other. The larger, lower semicircle was edged with consoles, instruments and readouts, and terminated on one side at a large, clear window through which the stars could be seen, along with more mobile clusters of lights that denoted other, distant ships, and the silent flashes as they fired weapons and took damage. The smaller, higher semicircle, reachable by a short flight of steps on each side of it, mainly consisted of a large and very ornate metal chair. In front of that, a big humie with a large belly, and a dark beard that could have rivalled Klaws’ in length and lustre, was leaning over a rail and haranguing one of its crew as though it were an ork, and the other one was a grot that had done something wrong.

			There were only four proper humies in the entire place, Fingwit saw. The rest of the stations were occupied by those half-dead humies, sitting and staring dead ahead: which was just as well, given that the second humie had stopped speaking as it realised that the doors had opened, and that the new arrivals on the bridge were somewhat shorter and greener that it would have wished.

			There was only one thing for it now, but at least they’d got a bit closer before having to resort to it.

			‘Come on, ladz! Waaagh!’

			The other grots joined in the shout, creating a considerably higher-pitched battle cry than the throaty roar which usually heralded a charge under such circumstances. It felt strange to Fingwit to be deliberately running into a fight; but then again, this was a fight that he had chosen. It made a considerable difference when you were trying to achieve something you actually wanted, instead of being shoved into deadly peril on the whims of someone larger than you.

			The humie kaptin, for so it had to be, drew a gun of some sort and discharged it at Fingwit with a thunderous boom, but Fingwit had already ducked under the shot and was running for the stairs. He sprayed fire from his shoota in return, as the rest of Da Fingers opened up as well, and he was rewarded by the kaptin throwing itself to the deck in search of some cover as the shots spanged off the rails. Fingwit reached the top of the stairs, rounded the rail, and trained his shoota on the humie kaptin with a cry of triumph.

			A cry that withered in his throat when his frantic pulling of the trigger coaxed forward nothing but the clack-clack-clack of a weapon that had just expended its last burst of ammunition.

			‘Oh, zoggin’ ‘eck!’ Fingwit wailed. He dropped the shoota, and threw back one side of his long coat to clear the blasta stuck into his belt.

			The humie, apparently realising that its death had failed to arrive via the medium of chemically propelled solid rounds, scrambled back to its feet and began to raise its weapon for another shot.

			Fingwit had two choices. He could do the sensible grot thing, and throw himself to one side while screaming (the screaming was not strictly essential, but on another level it very much was essential), or he could be Da Red Gobbo, stand tall in the face of adversity, and try to beat the humie to the draw.

			Fingwit went for his blasta.
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			DA NOTORIOUS

			Fingwit’s blasta wasn’t an ork weapon: it wasn’t big, it wasn’t bulky, it wasn’t noisy, and it didn’t pack that much of a punch. An ork would have thrown it away with a contemptuous laugh, or possibly just stamped on it. It was, however, Fingwit’s: he’d made the zogging thing, he’d unjammed it when it needed unjamming, he’d cleaned it when there wasn’t any other option to keep it working, and he’d loaded it. He knew the gun.

			It wasn’t an ork weapon: it was a grot weapon, and what better weapon for Da Red Gobbo to carry?

			Fingwit’s hand found his blasta, and he cleared it from his belt just as the humie squeezed its trigger.

			A stinging pain erupted on the left side of Fingwit’s head. He cried out, but the spontaneous tightening of his muscles included that of his trigger finger. The blasta bucked in his hand, and a single shot rang out.

			Had Fingwit been using a shoota or a slugga, the impact would have smashed the humie’s head apart. As it was, the humie staggered back with its eyes unfocused as a weeping red wound appeared in its forehead. It reached the rail behind it, teetered unsteadily, then fell backwards with its hand half-heartedly clawing at the air. A very final-sounding thud indicated it hitting the lower part of the deck.

			‘Ya shot me in da ear!’ Fingwit wailed, as his fingers came away bloodied from the left side of his head. However, Da Red Gobbo needed to be undaunted by such setbacks if he was to lead his fellows to freedom, so Fingwit wiped his hand on his coat and advanced to the edge of the raised platform, his blasta still held in his other hand. ‘Ladz? ’Ow we doin’? Ladz?’

			Five grots who were heavily armed – heavily armed by the usual standards of grots, anyway – and prepared for a fight, against four humies taken unawares, had turned out to be better odds than Fingwit had feared. He’d taken out the kaptin, as of course was appropriate, but the rest of Da Fingers had done their bit too. There were three more dead humies lying on the floor, with only a few bits of control machinery sparking and smoking from where stray shots had hit them.

			However, Da Revolushun was not without its own casualty.

			‘Don’t fink ’e’s gonna make it, boss,’ Swikk said sadly, staring down at the decapitated body of Grubba. The culprit looked to be a long, thin blade that was still held in the hand of one of the dead humies, and around which played the faint shimmering of a power field. ‘But I got da git wot did it.’

			‘Dat’s good,’ Fingwit said solemnly. ‘It’s wot he would’ve wanted.’

			‘Fairly sure wot he would’ve wanted was ta not get ’is ’ead cut off,’ Swikk replied, somewhat dubiously.

			‘An’ dat is not an unreasonable point,’ Fingwit conceded. ‘But given that ’is ’ead was cut off, I reckon wot ’e would’ve wanted would be for ya ta get da git wot did it.’ He straightened up, and looked around. None of the half-dead humies had moved from their positions, so as far as they seemed to be concerned, it was still business as usual. Well, good. It was going to be difficult enough to make the ship do what Da Fingers wanted anyway, let alone having to cope without all the automated systems the humies had thoughtfully left in place for them.

			‘Rattak,’ he said. ‘Get dat door shut an’ locked. If dere are any humies left alive on dis fing wot wanna come askin’ questions about wot da ship’s doin’ an’ ’oo it’s shootin’ at, I want ’em stuck on da uvver side.’

			‘Yoo got it, boss,’ Rattak replied instantly, readying his tools once more. Was it the mantle of Da Red Gobbo that prompted such ready obedience, or the fact that Fingwit’s plan had succeeded, and they now had control of the ship? Or possibly, Fingwit conceded to himself, it was just that Rattak was just as keen to have a thick, unmoving door between him and any humie stragglers as Fingwit was.

			Well, maybe this was what it meant to be in charge when you couldn’t just pull someone’s arms off if they didn’t agree with you. You had to give them orders they wanted to obey most of the time, and they had to see that you knew what you were doing, so they would be used to listening to you when the time came to tell them to do something they didn’t want to.

			‘Dey still fightin’ out dere?’ Duzzik asked, peering up at the big window that displayed what was going on in the void surrounding them.

			‘Looks like it,’ Fingwit said. He returned to the big chair and hopped up into it, then began pressing buttons on the armrests. The third one brought up a brilliant, three-dimensional light display, with a glowing blue dot in the centre surrounded by slowly shifting blue and green ones.

			‘Ooohhhhh…’ Fingwit said, momentarily lost in fascination at the pretty lights and colours. Then he got a grip on himself, and began to pay proper attention. Ork ships were green, obviously, which meant the humie ones would be blue. Humies always thought they were the centre of everything, so the blue dot in the middle would be the ship they were currently on. They seemed to be a fair distance from a lot of the other icons, if he was reading the display correctly; the orks had boarded this ship using ’Ullbreakers, and then the rest of the space battle had drifted away from it. If Fingwit was any judge, he figured that both sides had been waiting to find out who won before they did anything further. Da Meklord’s plan had obviously involved taking this ship over, so the ork fleet would be unlikely to fire on it until they knew if the boarding party had succeeded or not; similarly, the humies probably wouldn’t shoot at their own ship so long as they still had hope that it might repel its attackers, and rejoin the fight on their side.

			‘Alright, den,’ Fingwit said, flexing his fingers and looking over the unfamiliar displays in front of him. What he’d seen of controls in ork ships had looked considerably simpler – a go lever, a stop button, the up/down/left/right stick, and a lot of triggers for the gunz – but then humies always had to make things ridiculously complicated. ‘First fings first, ladz – we need ta work out ’ow ta get dis fing moving before anyone decides dey needs ta take it from us.’

			‘Wot’re we gonna do wiv it, boss?’ Duzzik squeaked, jumping up onto a console and stamping on things, in case that provoked any sort of reaction from the metallic leviathan beneath and around them. ‘Are we runnin’ away?’

			Fingwit bit his lip. Running away certainly sounded like the sensible thing to do, since it was pretty much always the sensible thing to do when it was a choice, but something was nagging at him.

			‘Let’s find out wot we can do, first,’ he said, prodding a glowing glyph. ‘Dere’s no point comin’ up wiv a grand plan if we can’t make da zoggin’ fing move.’

			They could make the zoggin’ thing move. It took Rattak and Duzzik hauling on one lever at the same time, while Fingwit dismissed warning icons as they flashed up in front of him and Swikk bellowed instructions at one of the half-dead, wired-in humies in his best impression of a humie kaptin, but their efforts were rewarded by the faintest of rumbles in the floor. The ship’s engines were firing and responding, and it was, ever so slowly, beginning to heel around in the void.

			‘We ain’t gonna be outrunnin’ anyfing, kaptin,’ Duzzik reported, saluting like he was a Blood Axe, ‘but Da Gobbo’s Revenge is operashunal!’

			‘Da Gobbo’s Revenge,’ Fingwit said, feeling a smile spread across his face. ‘I like it! Wot about da gunz? We was gonna override ’em from da gun deck, but since we didn’t do dat, we should still be able ta shoot ’em from up ’ere.’ He looked around. ‘Don’t suppose da humies would ’ave anyfing obvious like a trigger, would dey? Probably just anuvver zoggin’ button. Dey do love dere buttons.’

			He prodded at the hololithic display again, tapping his finger through one of the green spots that designated a vessel of the TekWaaagh! The lights flickered, but then solidified again as the green dot was bracketed in red.

			‘Dere’s somefing ’appenin’ over ’ere, kaptin!’ Rattak called, hurrying over to one of the screens on the lower deck. ‘It’s showin’ one of da fleet. I fink it’s… Yeah, looks like Da Ironjaw.’

			Da Ironjaw was one of Da Meklord’s kill kroozers: an ugly, weapon-scarred hulk of a ship under the command of Kaptin Drukzog, which was as likely to ram an enemy as it was to blow it apart. Fingwit tapped the button that he’d worked out meant ‘I’ve changed my mind’, before anything unintended could happen. The last thing he wanted to do was draw orkish attention to Da Gobbo’s Revenge and make the fleet think it was still under the control of humies and, worse still, was a threat to them.

			He tapped one of the blue dots, just to see what would happen. It was not immediately bracketed in red, but a couple of other icons flashed up next to it instead. On the basis that he didn’t have any better ideas, Fingwit acknowledged one of them.

			The bridge was abruptly filled by a hissing, as of one of the venomous serpents the Snakebites carried with them, if it had been much larger, and possibly made of metal. Then a humie voice spoke, distorted and somehow distant.

			‘–ptain Azar, what is your status? Have the boarders been repelled? Are you able to rejoin the battle?’

			Fingwit recoiled in alarm, until he realised that the humie wasn’t here: it was speaking to them across space, from the other ship!

			‘Dat’s just unnatural,’ Swikk said, with some feeling.

			‘Captain Azar, please repeat,’ the humie voice said, and even Fingwit could detect the sudden tension in its voice. Of course! It had heard Swikk, and wanted to know what that unfamiliar voice speaking a strange language had been. Fingwit hastily put his finger to his lips to shush the others, then tried pressing another one of the icons that had appeared.

			The blue dot was abruptly bracketed in red.

			‘Azar, what are you doing? Saint’s Light, you have us in target lock – I repeat, Saint’s Light, you have us in target lock! Disable at once!’

			‘Dis fing’s showin’ a humie ship now!’ Rattak hissed, pointing at the screen next to him.

			Target lock? That sounded promising. Fingwit pressed the button that seemed to mean ‘do the thing’, and the bracketing became a flashing ring. What was more, a selection of switch covers popped open on the panel next to which Rattak was standing, making him jump.

			‘Saint’s Light, our shields are already damaged! Disable target lock immediately, or we will–’

			‘Borin’ conversation anyway,’ Fingwit muttered, toggling the first icon, and the humie’s voice vanished as quickly as it had arrived. ‘Rattak! Push da…’ Fingwit hesitated, trying to work it out, then shrugged. ‘Push da one on da left.’

			Rattak grinned a wide, needle-toothed grin, and slapped his hand down on the switch Fingwit had indicated. The ship shuddered faintly, and then small white flashing icons appeared on Fingwit’s display, heading towards the blue ship he had indicated.

			‘It didn’t go ”boom”,’ Rattak said, looking at the switch with some disappointment.

			‘Prob’ly did, we was just too far away ta hear it,’ Fingwit said. ‘But if ya look out dere, sorta up an’ to da right a bit…’

			The others clustered together, staring up at the light-speckled darkness. Whatever Da Gobbo’s Revenge had spat out was already too small to see, but Fingwit hoped that, with a bit of luck…

			There. A tiny, silent flower of flame and shattered metal, just close enough to make out.

			‘Did we do dat?!’ Duzzik squeaked incredulously.

			‘We did dat!’ Fingwit confirmed. What a feeling this was, to have such a behemoth of destruction at his command! This must be like what a Killa Kan pilot felt like, only on a far larger scale, and with the added bonus that Fingwit hadn’t been welded into a small metal barrel for the rest of his life. So much power! They could go anywhere (until the fuel ran out), and kill anything (until the ammo ran out)…

			‘So we can move, an’ we can shoot fings,’ Swikk said, turning to look up at Fingwit. ‘Wot’s da plan, kaptin? We gonna make a run for it? Leave da TekWaaagh! behind, an’ go off ta seek our fortune in da stars?’

			‘Ooh!’ Duzzik squealed, jumping up and down. ‘Maybe we could be freebooter grots! I always wanted one of dose fancy hats wiv da Jolly Ork on it!’

			Fingwit drummed his fingers on the rail thoughtfully. A few of the blips on the display were shifting position slightly, but nothing that was going to threaten them immediately: most of the ships were too concerned with other, nearer enemies to worry about a more distant potential threat taking potshots. They had a few moments to think this over properly.

			‘I dunno if dat’s da right fing ta do,’ he said slowly. ‘It sounds like a good idea, but… Wot about all da uvvers?’

			‘Wot uvvers?’ Rattak asked, scratching his head.

			‘Da uvver grots!’ Fingwit said, waving his hand in the general direction of the bulk of Da Meklord’s fleet. ‘On all dose uvver ships, dere are lotz an’ lotz o’ grots wot are no better off dan we were, an’ a lot of ’em probably doin’ worse. Dey’re workin’ away wiv no ’ope, an’ nuffink ta look forward to except maybe not gettin’ a kickin’ at da end of da day.’ 

			He slapped his chest, growing more and more convinced that what he was saying was correct.

			‘I didn’t put on da coat of Da Red Gobbo just ta save you lot from dat ork. We should be doin’ more! We should be tryin’ ta help all da grots, everywhere!’

			‘I mean…’ Swikk looked uncertain. ‘Dat sounds like a great idea, but how’re we gonna do dat? We might be able ta fit all da grots on dis ship, just about, but dere’s no way da orks would just let ’em all go. Dey’ll take dis ship off us as soon as we get close, anyway!’

			‘I know,’ Fingwit said soberly. ‘I know. We can’t help ’em like dat. But wot if we take dis ship an’ go chargin’ inta da fight? Wot if we blow as many of dose humie gits outta da sky as we can? And den when da battle’s done, everyone’ll see it weren’t orks wot did it, it were grots.’

			‘Don’t matter, tho,’ Rattak said glumly. ‘Da orks still ain’t gonna let us ’ave da ship. We’ll just get sent off ta work for anuvver mek, or somefing.’

			‘Let ’em,’ Fingwit said, sticking out his chest. ‘Let ’em send us back. Let all da grots see dat no matter how hard dey work, no matter ’ow many of da enemy dey kill, no matter how much betta dey are dan any ork, dey’re never gonna be treated fair. It’s gonna take more dan four grots an’ one nicked ship ta cause a proper revolushun, boyz – it’s gonna take all of us. So we can run an’ hide for a bit, or we can go back an’ be examples to all of grotkind of wot we can do when dere’s no orks ta get in da way!’

			‘Yer sayin’ we should go back?’ Duzzik said incredulously. ‘Ya actually want us ta go back an’ start gettin’ our ’eads kicked in again because we tightened a nut da wrong way?’

			‘Course I don’t,’ Fingwit scoffed. ‘But if we’re gonna ’ave a chance ta make it so dat one day, no uvver grot gets ’is ’ead kicked in for tightenin’ a nut da wrong way, dat’s wot we needs ta do. We needs ta beat da enemy from da inside.’

			‘I ain’t gonna get eaten by an ork!’ Duzzik protested. ‘Dere’s no plan dat’s wurf dat!’

			‘Not literally from da inside,’ Fingwit sighed. He descended the stairs to stand in front of them. ‘Look. Da legends say dat Da Red Gobbo ’as a Kommittee, right? Dat’s yoo. Dat’s us. Da Red Gobbo’s an idea wot grots need, but ’e needs ta be more dan just a legend, ’e needs ta be somefing real. I want us ta fly inta dat fight an’ shoot down a buncha gits, an’ den when da orks take everyfing from us, we go back to da rest of our lot an’ tell ’em da troof. We’ll be Da Red Gobbo for ’em, all of us. An’ maybe one day, we can take everyfing back. Everyfing.’ He spread his arms. ‘Whaddya say?’

			Swikk scowled, then sighed, and stuck his fist out. ‘Alright, I’m in. For da Revolushun!’

			‘Seriously?’ Rattak asked, bewildered. ‘Yer goin’ along wiv dis?’

			‘Shut up, Rattak,’ Duzzik squeaked, putting his fist in to touch Swikk’s. ‘For da Revolushun.’

			Fingwit beamed, and joined them. ‘For da Revolushun!’

			Rattak groaned. ‘We got a perfickly good ship full of loot, an’ da biggest gunz we’re ever gonna get our ’ands on, an’ ya wanna give it all up ta go back?’

			‘But we’re gonna use da gunz first,’ Fingwit pointed out. ‘No holding back. Get in da middle of ’em, an’ shoot da lot off. It’s gonna be da most fun fing we’ve ever done.’

			Rattak shook his head sadly. ‘I knew followin’ yoo woz a bad idea. But, if da rest of ya ’ave made yer minds up on it…?’

			Fingwit nodded encouragingly, as did Swikk and Duzzik. Rattak sighed.

			‘Fine. Let’s do da stoopid plan, den. But if we die, I’m gonna kill ya.’

			He stuck his fist in to join the rest of them.

			‘For da Revolushun.’
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			BLAZE OF GLORY

			‘We still tell da tale of dat battle in space, even now. An’ da TekWaaagh!’s conquered a whole planet since den, so ya know it’s a good’un.

			‘Da humies weren’t givin’ up wivout a fight, for once. Da Meklord had more ships, but – no, I didn’t zoggin’ count ’em, Daggit, I woz kinda busy at da time! Also, dere woz def’nitely more dan I coulda counted. But I know Da Meklord had more ships. Why? Cos ’e’s da zoggin’ warboss, innee! Ya don’t get ta lead a Waaagh! by ’avin’ less ships dan da enemy, dat’s just common sense.

			‘Anyway, as I woz sayin’, Da Meklord had more ships, but da humies were doin’ sneaky stuff like flyin’ outta da way o’ da gunz, an’ gangin’ up wiv each uvver ta take our ships out, an’ dat sorta fing. Y’know, taktiks. Zoggin’ cowards, o’ course, but – no, I don’t care if ya fink yer a Blood Axe, Daggit. Da orks don’t fink yer a Blood Axe, an’ we don’t care, so shurrup about taktiks, or I’ll stra-tee-jik-ly shove me boot where Gork an’ Mork don’t go lookin’, ya got it? Anyways, da humies were usin’ taktiks an’ makin’ fings difficult. Da Meklord would’ve won in da end, o’ course, an’ don’t tell da orks dat I said any diff’rent! But it woulda taken longer.

			‘So dere we woz, fightin’ da humie fleet what’d moved to blockade da planet an’ prevent us from landin’, cos I dunno, dey wanted ta keep it for ’emselves or somefing like dat. Maybe dey just wanted ta fight in space and on da ground? Suited Da Meklord, anyhow. So we woz fightin’ dem, and dey woz fightin’ us, an’ it was all finely balanced, like dat game where ya stack dead squigs up in a pile an’ try ta pull one out wivout da whole heap comin’ down.

			‘An’ den Da Gobbo’s Revenge came in.

			‘It was a glorious sight, even tho it just looked like anuvver humie ship at first – yes, Daggit, I did see it, cos I woz lookin’ out a window at da time! Wot woz yoo doin’? Cleanin’ yer nob’s shoota? Yeah, fort so. Shut it. Anyway, we could tell it weren’t humies in charge o’ dat ship, cos of da way it was flyin’. It was rollin’ an’ swervin’ all over da place – y’know, proppa flyin’, cos dere’s no point in just goin’ in a straight line when yer in space, is dere? It’s just a waste of all dat, y’know, space.

			‘So, Da Gobbo’s Revenge showed up, an’ opened up wiv everyfing it had. Oh, it woz glorious ta see. All dat dakka, right inta da humie fleet. Shame we couldn’t hear it, but it probably would’ve made our ’eads explode wiv da noise, so might’ve been da best fing, all in all. Da humies didn’t know what’d hit ’em, an’ half of ’em hadn’t worked out dat dere mates weren’t in charge of da ship no more. Dey might’ve been able ta shoot it down, but humies don’t fink like we do. If one ork ship shoots anuvver one, dat one’ll shoot ’em back, y’know, just ta let ’em know dat dey ain’t gonna put up wiv it. Humies just stand around goin’ “What? Why? Why?” for a bit, an’ by da time any of ’em had decided ta do somefing, Da Gobbo’s Revenge woz past ’em an’ gone. It messed up dere fancy for-may-shun, an’ dat woz all Da Meklord needed. Da rest of ’is ships went right inta da gaps, and da humies woz done for.

			‘Now, we all fort dat it woz some big ol’ ork wot took dat ship an’ made it his, an’ broke up da humie fleet wiv it. Cos ya would, wouldn’t ya? But can a single one of ya tell me which ork, which nob, which mek, which big boss it woz? Nah, ya can’t. Cos even tho da orks won’t admit it, dey all know it weren’t one of dem wot took over dat ship. It woz one of us. It woz Da Red Gobbo.

			‘Some grots’ll tell ya dat Da Red Gobbo don’t exist, dat he’s just a legend. And dey’re sorta right, but dey’re also wrong. Dere ain’t a Red Gobbo, not just one Red Gobbo. Dere’s not one grot in a red coat who goes where he’s needed, encouragin’ da grots ta rise up against da orks an’ make life better for ’emselves. An ork can kill a single grot, and Gork an’ Mork know dey do, whenever it suits ’em. Da Red Gobbo’s an idea, an’ da orks can’t kill an idea – most of ’em ain’t even had one ta know wot one is!

			‘No, Daggit, we dunno exactly which grot it woz wot made himself Red Gobbo dat day, an’ kicked seven shades of squig outta da humies. An’ dat’s da point. Da Meklord found out what’d ’appened, but he didn’t tell everyone wot a good job dat grot had done, did he? We didn’t get a name. Dat grot prob’ly just got kicked outta da ship, an’ sent back ta do da grubby jobs wiv da rest of us. Ya can do pretty much any­fing for an’ ork, an da only fanks yer gonna get is dem not kickin’ ya inta a wall, or somefing. Dat’s why we need Da Red Gobbo. Dat’s why one day, when da time is right, we’re gonna rise up an’ leave dis whole zoggin’ lot o’ stinkin’ squigbrains behind ta clean dere own zoggin’ shootas.

			‘But until den – oh, zog it, it’s da orks! Look busy!

			‘An’ just remember, Da Red Gobbo could be anywhere. He could be anyone.

			‘He could be yoo…’
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			DA GOBBO’S DEMISE

			DENNY FLOWERS
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			CHAPTER 1

			Redsnot was fairly certain Runtherd Killaskun was dead.

			The hole in the centre of the ork’s slab-like forehead was his first clue. Admittedly it was small, the circumference barely surpassing Redsnot’s bony finger, but the exit wound was the size of his fist, the shot having hollowed the runtherd’s skull and smeared his brains over the humies’ altar. Redsnot glanced up, ears pricked as he surveyed the church. The shot had come from outside, through one of the shattered windows looming high above. 

			A stray shot? Or something deliberate? He had no idea. Worse, as he could not even tell where it came from, he had no idea which direction to run. 

			‘Boss?’

			That was Gitzit. The entire herd were gathered around the runtherd’s corpse, but only he had the guts speak. The rest were stunned, their beady eyes darting from the body to their fellow grots. All except Migiz, who wore his usual expression of cheery incomprehension. He probably expected the runtherd to rise at any moment, dusting himself off and shovelling his spilt brains back into his head, before bellowing for the runts to get to work. But Redsnot could see comprehension dawning in the other grots’ eyes.

			They were thinking. That was bad. 

			Grots needed a boss. Or, more to the point, other grots needed a boss. They needed orders. Sure, most would attempt to weasel out of following them, but even that gave them a purpose beyond satisfying their sadistic impulses or indulging in rampant kleptomania. Without it, they’d be as cooperative as a swarm of hungry squigs. 

			‘Boss?’

			Gitzit again. He’d taken a step closer, stretching his foot out to prod Killaskun’s corpse. There was a sharp intake of breath from the other grots, as though they feared the runtherd would surge to his feet, affronted by this outrage and ready to crack skulls. But he did not move. 

			Perhaps that was what made it real. Slowly, the grots raised their heads, exchanging glances. Except Migiz, who had yet to catch on. But Redsnot saw eyes narrow. A few grots smiled, yellowing teeth bared, and here and there he caught the glint of inexpertly concealed blades. Without the runtherd’s presence, the herd were liable to turn upon one another. 

			Or turn on him.

			Redsnot knew the names they called him behind his back. Bootlicker. Backstabber. It did not bother him, for he carried the insults with pride. Any of them would have given a leg to switch places with him. For he was Runtherd Killaskun’s second, or ‘least-worst grot’ as the grizzled ork would sometimes say, usually just before cuffing him about the head or smacking him in the nose. He didn’t have it easier than the others, often sharing the blame for their failings. But there was a little power in the role, the chance to interpret orders and ensure the others were assigned the jobs best suited to them. And he’d guarded this power well. More than one grot who’d displayed a little too much ambition had found themselves assigned a mission that proved regrettably terminal. 

			But whatever power he’d held had died along with the runtherd. Worse, Redsnot found Gitzit’s gaze now lingered upon him. Well, at least the gaze from his remaining eye. The other had been lost not too long ago, during a mission that, regrettably, had not quite proved terminal enough. 

			It was not just him, though. Zoggit and Stikit kept glaring Redsnot’s way. Either would turn on him in an instant, assuming they did not try to kill each other first. But no grot wanted to make the first move. Not through any sense of propriety, but because doing so would expose their back to a well-placed blade. Better to let another risk the first kill. All that really mattered was being the last grot standing.

			It seemed Migiz had finally caught up. His eyes widened suddenly.

			‘Da boss ain’t looking so good,’ he murmured, gaze darting from Redsnot to the runtherd’s corpse. ‘Boss? Is yoo all right?’

			No one spoke. But Gitzit’s hand was creeping into the folds of his loincloth, his gaze still fixed on Redsnot. Whatever he was going to pull out, it would be unpleasant.

			It was fortunate that this was the moment the explosion struck. 

			The blast came from beyond the confines of the church, but the force was sufficient to rock its foundations and shatter one of the glassaic windows high above. The shards shimmered with the sun’s borrowed light as they arced through the air. For the grots, long-time admirers of anything shiny, it was a mesmerising sight. Zoggit was particularly transfixed, staring slack-jawed at the glittering glass. The rest of the grots had the sense to dart aside as the razor-sharp shards rained down. 

			Redsnot winced as he heard Zoggit’s scream. His gaze met Gitzit’s, who was cowering beneath an upturned pew, ears flat against his skull. His hand was still tucked in his loincloth, but as Redsnot watched, it slowly slid clear, fingers wiggling to demonstrate he held no weapon. That was something. Gitzit might be treacherous, but he was not stupid. They had enemies beyond the walls. If they started fighting each other, neither of them had much chance of surviving. 

			Grots were emerging from their hastily chosen hiding holes, Stikit taking the lead. He was already beside Zoggit’s lacerated corpse, ­unlacing his boots and picking the dead grot’s pockets. The rest of the herd cast twitching glances around the church, nostrils quivering, trying to ­identify the source of the attack. They were poised to flee, just as soon as they knew what they were running from.

			Redsnot’s beady eyes surveyed the church. Stone. That at least offered some protection, though it was worn and cracked. There was little else of obvious value. They stood beside an altar where the humies did their rituals, watched over by winged statues that flanked a rickety stairway. The rest of the space was strewn with broken pews and icon­ography, possibly from the humies who’d ransacked it before they fled. At the opposite end from the altar were two vast doors, each three times the height of an ork, which were mercifully still sealed. Another level above, accessible via a series of rickety ladders or the winding stairs, was lined with dusty bookcases. The only other furnishing of interest was a bulbous vat secured above the main entrance. Its contents were a mystery, though several grots had managed to scald themselves on the outer casing. 

			He raised his head, squinting at the tower stretching high above. It rose too far for him to see clearly, though he could just make out the distant glint of bells. No escape that way. 

			His gaze flickered to the stone walls. They were infested with pipes, which presumably supplied the guttering lamps that served to warm and light the place. The windows were set high, accessible only from the upper level. Many were shattered, but those that still stood displayed the image of a winged humie battling some gribbly creatures. They could try and escape that way, but it looked too high to jump, and would leave them exposed.

			The other grots must have been coming to similar conclusions. He could smell the tang of fear in their sweat. Not good. The scent of fear would trigger further anxiety, until the grots became so tightly wound they would scatter, or tear each other apart. 

			And where would that leave him? 

			All they had was numbers, bodies to place between him and whatever threat approached. He could not risk losing that.

			He spun, suddenly rounding on the diminutive Migiz, who still stared forlornly at the fallen runtherd.

			‘Migiz!’ he snapped. 

			Migiz jumped to his feet, ears twitching at the mention of his name.

			‘W-wot?’ he stuttered. ‘Wot did I–?’

			‘Wot is ya playing at? Da boss said we woz supposed to fortify dis place!’

			‘Da boss?’ Migiz said, glancing to the corpse. ‘But, Redsnot, I fink da boss is dead.’

			‘So?’ Redsnot replied. ‘Da boss gave an order. He said we woz to fortify dis place, lay a trap for da humies when dey return.’

			That at least was true. The ork runtherd had said something very much like that, right before the back of his head exploded. 

			Migiz frowned, lips mumbling in resonance as he replayed the runtherd’s final command. Though stupid even for a grot, he was smart enough to pay attention when the boss had a certain look in his eye. It was still there, despite the hole in his forehead.

			Redsnot leant closer. ‘Well den?’

			‘Err…’ Migiz looked around, seeking reassurance from the other grots. None would meet his gaze. Not directly. They were waiting to see how it would play out. 

			Gitzit suddenly surged upright. He was large for a grot, stand­ing at three and half feet, and towering over the ever-shrinking Migiz.

			‘Yoo ’eard him. Get movin’, ya git!’ he snapped, cuffing the runt about the face. Migiz twisted as he fell, landing on all fours and scuttling off, anxious to obey. 

			‘Well? Wot is da rest of ya gits waitin’ for?’ Redsnot said. ‘Get yer arses movin’! Barricade da windows, check for any hidden doors. We keep da humies out until da boyz can get back ’ere and krump ’em. Go!’

			They hesitated. They wouldn’t have dared if the boss were giving the order. For a moment Redsnot did not know what to do, until Gitzit stepped forward, arms folded, his scarred face set in a particularly unpleasant smile. 

			The grots shuffled away, spreading out across the church, picking through the debris and glancing nervously up at the windows. But they had a focus for their fear. At least for now. 

			Redsnot glanced to Gitzit. The burly grot still stood beside him, seemingly intent on the herd. But when he spoke, it was directed to Redsnot.

			‘Wot next?’ he said.

			‘Da gits ’ad better get dis place sealed off before da humies get in,’ Redsnot replied, frowning. ‘Who do ya fink is out dere? Was it da spiky ones, or da uvver ones?’

			‘Dunno,’ Gitzit said. ‘Not wot I meant, though.’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Wot is ya gonna do when dere are no more orders?’ Gitzit smiled, glaring at him with his one baleful eye. ‘Who is gonna protect ya den?’ He turned away, bellowing at a couple of grots who were struggling with fallen masonry.

			The stupid git. 

			Redsnot had never trusted Gitzit. He had treacherous eyes. Well, eye anyway, but that was his own fault. If Gitzit hadn’t been so blatantly trying to usurp Redsnot’s position, then it wouldn’t have been necessary to assign him to mucking out the squig pens. Or necessary to supplement their regular feed with a few doses extracted from Painboy Wirrbad’s ’urty syringe. They had kicked up a right temper, and Gitzit had only survived when a couple of the bigger beasts turned on each other.

			But here he was, back to his old tricks. Redsnot shook his head sadly. The grots’ only chance of survival was working together, at least until a new ork boss turned up and gave them a better plan. But Gitzit would ruin it, turn on Redsnot the first chance he got. Treacherous git. 

			He needed to stab Gitzit in the back while he had the chance. 

			Traitor Commissar Marvarry gave a grim smile as he surveyed the Rhino personnel carrier. It carried the colours of the True Sons of Lorgar, a warband of Heretic Astartes dedicated to the annihilation of the False Emperor and all who followed him. Marvarry knew with such troops at his disposal a commander could conquer any city, subjugate any planet. 

			Aye, with such troops.

			He sighed, turning to survey the motley assortment of traitors, mutants and cultists that comprised his charges. A couple offered a half-hearted gesture reminiscent of a salute. Others seemed lost in their own worlds, babbling incessantly, or carving runes into their flesh to draw the attention of the Dark Gods. Despicable. That’s what they were. 

			Marvarry did not regret his fall from the Emperor’s light. How could he, for once opened, his eyes could not be closed again. But, in his weaker moments, he found himself nostalgic for the Guardsmen who he had once commanded. They had marched into the jaws of death without hesitation, their discipline eclipsed only by their willingness to embrace martyrdom. Many had turned with him, but soon found themselves disseminated across a dozen warzones. 

			By contrast, his current forces would struggle to even march in step. Two of them didn’t even have feet, one sporting a set of hooves and the other a mass of tendrils erupting from his knees. The only one of them worth a damn was Gristle, the alpha of the group. His frame was swollen with muscle, his features holding a bestial aspect that was never more apparent than when blood was in the air. A few more soldiers like that and Marvarry could conquer the whole damn planet. But the Dark Gods were ever fickle in their favour, and for every warrior he had to endure a dozen freaks. 

			‘Commissar Marvarry. His Eyes Find You.’

			Marvarry recognised the voice. His face hardened as he turned to greet the Dark Disciple emerging from the Rhino. She served The True Sons of Lorgar’s commander, Apostle Aneath. It had been his words that had first awakened the truth in Marvarry, for Aneath preached that the Imperium existed only to constrain humanity, to preserve power amongst the nobility. But that seemingly immutable hierarchy was a lie. All that mattered was strength and will, and the Dark Gods prized both. He had sworn himself to Aneath, confident his potential would be recognised. But since then, his men had been taken from him, dispatched to die in some forgotten warzone while he was bound to this rabble. And the Dark Apostle now spurned him, his orders dispatched via his subordinates, who were nothing more than preening lapdogs.

			‘His Eyes Find You,’ Marvarry replied, forming the shape of an eye with his hands. The Disciple did not return the gesture, though admittedly her hands were occupied, clutching a leather-bound tome. He resisted the urge to glance at it, despite the whispers emanating from its pages.

			‘You know your duty?’ the Disciple asked, a flicker of amusement passing across her eyes. He hated to look at them, for they were the colour of gold and slitted like a cat’s. A mark of her favour, or so it was said. 

			‘I know exactly what to do with this abomination,’ he replied stiffly, his gaze flickering to the towering edifice of a church. It was the only building still standing, the others having been reduced to rubble. ‘Today, on the eve of that most loathsome festival of Sanguinala, I will burn this eyesore to the ground. Erase all trace of it in the name of the Dark Gods. Let the desert sands swallow it, until nothing remains. Then I will have earned Aneath’s favour.’

			‘No. Only his anger,’ the Disciple said softly, her voice somehow seductive and dismissive at the same time. He wanted to strike her for the impertinence. Perhaps that was what she wanted, too; baiting him into the act. He would not dance to that tune.

			‘What do you mean?’ he replied, gesturing to the towering church. ‘You think we should leave this abomination standing? I know this place, for I once sung the psalms of Sanguinius the Redeemer, the God-Emperor’s beloved son. Every bust and statuette within that place bears the False-Angel’s likeness. It must be obliterated.’

			He glanced to his men. Several were nodding. They too had once prayed to the Corpse-God and his winged spawn, many in this very church. That had been before the uprising. Before the orks had invaded and granted them the opportunity to overthrow the hated oppressors. 

			The Disciple shook her head. ‘If it is obliterated, then what is truly lost? No, when the Imperium tries to reclaim this temple, they must see our handiwork. Every relic must be defiled, any symbol of the Angel Sanguinius debased. Aneath desires that it be dedicated to the Dark Gods. More than that, he wants the priest that hides within.’

			‘Priest?’

			‘Intelligence indicates the priest barricaded himself inside when the orks first attacked this settlement. When the loyalists fled, the greenskins were too busy pursuing to ransack the space. Aneath had a vision that the holy man still lives, though he is old and near blind. Break him, in mind and body. Have him renounce his Corpse-God and False-Angel, swear himself to Aneath. Or, if he will not see the truth, ensure the manner and length of his death educates others into the folly of opposing us.’ 

			‘Fine,’ Marvarry replied. ‘I will do as Aneath instructs.’

			‘As do all his servants.’ 

			‘But know this,’ he warned. ‘I am no chattel. Apostle Aneath has shown me the light, that any man can rise to greatness. I will perform this task for him, but then I will be elevated, you understand? I will ascend, become one of the True Sons of Lorgar.’

			The Disciple raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that right?’

			‘Certainly, it is. I will rise through the ranks, one day ruling a warband of my own, whilst you subsist as little more than a scribe.’

			The Disciple smiled. Her forked tongue flicked out, turning a page in the outstretched tome.

			‘Indeed?’ she said. ‘I look forward to your inevitable ascension. But know that whilst Aneath rewards those who serve him well, he is swift to punish those who fail.’

			‘I will not fail,’ Marvarry snarled, turning to his followers. He would show her. Now, what were their names? 

			He knew Gristle, but despite the warrior’s impressive frame it was becoming increasingly difficult to issue him commands. At least, it was hard to issue commands with any certainty they would be understood.

			‘Upio!’ he roared, finally plucking a name from the recesses of his mind. 

			A man with watery eyes and a slack bottom lip jumped at the sound. He looked startled and terrified all at once.

			‘You know this building too, yes?’

			‘I… Yes, lord. I attended services here, back before I–’

			‘Then you take point. Gristle, your squad follows. Butcher any survivors you find, but leave the priest to me.’ 

			Gristle grunted in response, loping towards the entrance, his squad falling into line behind him and the trembling Upio attempting to stick to the rear. But one look from Gristle was enough to quell this insubordination. Yes, this was how it was supposed to be. He, Commissar Marvarry, the mind behind the assault; the rest implements of his will. 

			As they advanced, his gaze slid to the church. Pitiful. Oh, it was an impressive spectacle, but like the rest of the Imperium it was hollow. The carved statues of the thrice-cursed Sanguinius portrayed a mighty warrior, clad in ornate armour and wielding a flaming blade, his wings wide enough to eclipse the sun. But there were no warriors beyond those walls, merely gaudy baubles and an old man who would first beg for his life, and then beg to die. No Bloodied Angel waited beyond those gates. There was no hero to oppose him.
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			CHAPTER 2

			‘Wot are yoo gits doin’?’

			The grots stiffened at Redsnot’s voice. They had their backs to him, but there was a distinct rustling before they turned to face him. Both tried to look innocent, an insurmountable challenge for the average grot.

			The closest, Nibbik, smiled and spread his hands. ‘Nothin’,’ he said. ‘Just lookin’ around. Fixin’ stuff.’

			‘And wot is behind ya?’ Redsnot asked, nodding to the burlap sack which the grots’ skinny legs failed to conceal.

			‘Dis?’ Nibbik frowned, glancing from Redsnot to the sack, as though seeing it for the first time. ‘Dunno. Probably got left when da humies cleared out. Nothing to do wiv us.’

			‘Yeah?’ Redsnot grinned. ‘Then ya won’t mind scurryin’ off and leavin’ it to me?’

			‘Err…’ Nibbik replied, glancing to his accomplice. It seemed he had not fully thought through his plan. For a moment his expression hardened, and Redsnot worried the grots might make something of it. But ultimately, they turned away, Nibbik cursing under his breath. As they sidled from his sight Redsnot dragged the sack into the shadows, loosening the drawstrings and revealing its contents.

			He wasn’t surprised by what he found. The bag was stuffed with trinkets: a golden chalice, one of the humies’ bird statues and a couple of embossed book covers, the pages torn free. Nibbik was nothing if not predictable – stealing worthless baubles during a crisis. At least Gitzit had ambition, Nibbik was just too stupid to realise that his preoccupation with petty larceny could kill them all.

			Redsnot sighed, tucking the chalice into the hidden pocket in his undershirt. He then rose, peering through the balcony struts of the upper level. Below, the grots scurried hither and thither, picking through the pews and vestibules. To an outsider the scene was utter chaos, but Redsnot saw the method behind the grots’ madness. The main door had been barricaded with broken wood, the grots hammering nails into every available surface. In fact, he could see a green hand still waving a hammer from deep within the barricade. That was a good sign. If a grot could not wiggle free then it had to be pretty secure. 

			Behind him, a mound of scrap and gubbins was forming at the church’s centre, comprised of anything the grots could not find an immediate purpose for and did not feel compelled to steal. There were no doubt other stashes secured around the building, as individuals sought to liberate the most prized discoveries for their own personal hoard. From his vantage point, he could see two grots scampering over to a curtained area, discreetly tucking loot beneath opposing sides of its folds, oblivious to the other’s presence. It would be amusing to see what happened when they tried to claim their respective stashes. Assuming they survived long enough. 

			Gitzit was still down there cracking heads, keeping the grots vaguely focused. At least, that’s how it appeared. But as Redsnot watched, the burly grot seized a passing runt, dragging him over and whispering in the diminutive greenskin’s ear. The snivelling creature nodded, and Redsnot swore his gaze flickered to him, just for a moment. 

			What did that mean? Were they plotting against him? It was inevitable. It only took two grots to birth a rivalry, and a third to constitute a conspiracy, and most likely a betrayal. Gitzit was a natural enforcer, his size and bullish nature allowing him to dominate the weedy grots. They probably hated him as much as they hated Redsnot. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t be bent to his will. Perhaps they had been already, for Redsnot had no allies. 

			His gaze drifted to the body of Runtherd Killaskun. He lay where he had fallen, head resting on the humies’ altar, hand outstretched as though reaching for the stairs. 

			It was still difficult to accept he was dead. It seemed mere moments since the herd had scrambled into the church, slamming the doors shut. The main ork force was surging away, chasing down the humies. Or possibly running from them, depending on who you believed. But Killaskun had been adamant that the orks were performing some ­tactical manoeuvre. 

			What had he said? Something about holding the church, so the rallying orks could give the humies a proper kicking. No, not rallying, because that suggested they had fled. He’d made it sound like it was all part of a plan, that there was something special about the building. Special for the humies, anyway, though Redsnot didn’t really see the appeal. There were some shiny bits worth stealing, and he supposed the structure was strong enough to shelter in. But there were no weapons, no tanks or aircraft. And neither was it a place of comfort, for they had stumbled across no food stores, and the now-smashed pews lacked even cushions. He’d asked why the humies cared so much. Killaskun had given him a quick clip round the head for his impertinence, before offering his big toothy smile and tapping the side of his cranium.

			Of course, that was back when it still housed his brains. Before they were smeared across the altar. Redsnot had heard the word altar before, but like so many humie words he did not fully understand its meaning. He supposed it was a weedier version of an ork icon, the kind worn on a bosspole. This one was shiny, or at least used to be, and featured a statue. It looked a bit like a humie, though bigger, clad in armour of crimson and gold, with a pair of feathered wings sprouting from its back. 

			That was unusual. Redsnot could not remember seeing a human with wings before. Apart from on some of the spikey ones, although theirs tended to sprout from all sorts of unfortunate places. Perhaps this was the god of the spikey humies? Was that why Killaskun wanted it held? Because he knew they would be back for it?

			His ruminations were interrupted by a sound. He tensed, ears raised. 

			A scratching. Close. His hand stole into his leggings, retrieving a grot blasta. It was a pretty good one, its previous owner having invested considerable time and effort in straightening the barrel and smoothing the ammo feed. They should probably have invested similar energy in watching their back, but Redsnot was grateful for the former owner’s hard work, as well as their susceptibility to being hit in the head with a rock.

			The scratching seemed to emanate from one of the pipes criss-crossing the church’s walls. Redsnot tiptoed towards the apparent source, ears straining.

			Was something running through it? Fuel? No, unless it had taken to cursing. And, now he focused, he knew the voice well enough. 

			‘Migiz?’

			A valve burst open beside him. A hooked nose emerged, followed by Migiz’s manic grin.

			‘Redsnot? Look ’ere, I found somefing! A pipe!’

			‘Yeah,’ Redsnot said, nodding. ‘Pretty narrow. I’m surprised ya squeezed in.’

			‘Oh, I’m good at squeezin’ in places!’ Migiz beamed. ‘Da boss woz always stickin’ me into stuck gears and fings, so I could pull out da blockages. I never got chewed up once, not even when he’d switch ’em on to see if dey woz workin’ yet.’ He sighed wistfully. ‘I miss da boss,’ he said. ‘It’s not da same wivout him yellin’ at us. Just don’t feel right.’

			‘Ya ain’t lyin’,’ Redsnot sighed. Despite everything, he knew what the runt meant. He could not recall a time da boss had not dominated his life. He had been terrified of Killaskun, desperate not to provoke his anger. But without the boss everything felt wrong. Killaskun had given him something to fear. He understood that fear, planned for it, and relied upon it to keep him sharp. And it was a known fear, one that he could mitigate. Now the danger was unknown and everywhere.

			He glanced back to Migiz, whose squashed face still thrust from the pressure valve. He seemed intent on the winged statutes around the altar.

			‘Wot is dey, den?’ he asked. ‘Do humies ’ave wings?’

			‘Nah. I fink dey worship it or somefing.’

			‘So it’s a god? Like Mork?’

			‘Doubt it. Most humies’ only god is dat Emperor fella. Dis must be somefing else. Maybe a humie hero or somefing.’

			Migiz grinned. ‘Like Da Red Gobbo?’

			‘Sure,’ Redsnot said, unwilling to have this conversation again. Whenever they were in a tough spot, Migiz was always convinced Da Red Gobbo would somehow arrive to save them. Sometimes he even claimed Da Gobbo had secretly done exactly that, despite insurmountable evidence to the contrary. But if a gun conveniently jammed, or an enemy inexplicably stumbled, it was always because of Da Gobbo. 

			‘Do ya fink Da Gobbo will come ’ere?’ Migiz asked. 

			‘Nah,’ Redsnot replied. ‘And I fink ya need to focus on da task at hand. Wot would da boss say if he woz ’ere right now?’

			‘Hmm…’ Migiz frowned, before a grin spread across his face. ‘Oh, I know! He’d say, “Wot are ya playin’ at sneakin’ about dose tubes, ya stupid git!” Den he’d smack me about da ’ead.’

			He sighed wistfully. Redsnot debated hitting him just to cheer the runt up, but it wasn’t the same.

			‘Migiz?’ he asked. ‘Why are ya in da pipe?’

			‘It’s a good place to hide. Or run away.’ 

			‘Ya found a way out?’

			‘Nah. It’s a maze dat runs back on itself. Except da bottom. It all links up to some big tank of somefing. But I can’t break into it. It stinks, too.’

			‘Stinks like wot?’

			‘I dunno. A bit like da fumes from dose humie tanks?’ 

			‘Must be da fuel dat keeps dis place runnin’. Lights and dat.’

			‘Well, I fink I could breach it if I borrow yer blasta. Might be able to blow a hole in da tank.’

			‘Yoo ain’t gettin’ my gun.’

			‘Fair enuff.’ Migiz nodded, gaze shifting to the grots below. ‘Wot about Gitzit? Do ya fink he would loan me his?’

			‘Gitzit lost his gun when dat fing with all da tentacles and mouths attacked us. Remember?’

			‘No.’

			‘It ate Dripit? Twice?’

			‘Oh yeah. Still,’ Migiz said, looking past Redsnot, ‘looks like he’s gettin’ a new shoota.’

			Redsnot followed the runt’s gaze. He swore.

			Below him, on the lower level, Gitzit was standing over the body of the runtherd. The other grots had slowed and were watching intently. None of them had approached the corpse, not since scurrying off to obey its final orders, and they had actively avoided stepping close to the altar, either as a mark of respect or fear. 

			Gitzit raised his foot, resting it on the fallen ork’s massive chest. 

			The grots froze, even Redsnot transfixed. There was something ­unsettling about a grot standing upon a fallen ork, a wrongness that tugged at his bones. Even Gitzit seemed hesitant, his posture stooped, ears flattened. But he was committed now. His hand stretched out, reaching for the handle of Killaskun’s slugga.

			Redsnot suddenly found his words.

			‘Wot is yoo doin’?’ he bellowed, his voice echoing from above.

			Gitzit flinched at the sound, glancing skywards before finally catching sight of Redsnot.

			‘Wot does it look like?’ he spat. ‘I’m gettin’ a shoota.’

			‘Dat’s da boss’ gun! Dat’s Da Splatta!’

			‘So?’ Gitzit said, thrusting out his pointed chin. ‘Wot if it is? He ain’t usin’ it.’

			He reached down, grasped the weapon in both hands and attempted to retrieve it from the holster.

			Nothing happened. Well, nothing besides a strained expression forming on the grot’s face. Da Splatta wasn’t big, at least for an ork gun, being little more than a double-barrelled pistol. But it must have weighed more than the average grot. For a glorious moment, Redsnot thought his rival would be unable to even lift it, his bravado descending into farce. But there must have been a catch or something, for the weapon was abruptly dragged clear. 

			Gitzit raised it triumphantly, wobbling slightly as he struggled to support its weight, his mouth split in a gleeful grin. The other grots could only watch, spellbound at the spectacle. 

			Da Splatta. The boss’ very own slugga. In the hands of a grot. 

			‘Oi! Put it back,’ Redsnot warned. ‘Dat ain’t a grot gun.’

			Gitzit sneered in response. ‘Listen to yerself,’ he said. ‘A grot gun? Dere is no such fing as grot guns, cos a grot gun is anyfing ya get ya claws on. Dis is my shoota now.’

			‘Oh yeah?’ Redsnot said, watching his rival struggle beneath the weight of the weapon. ‘Ya think ya can handle that much dakka? It’ll rip yer arms off.’

			‘Yoor arms, maybe,’ Gitzit sneered. ‘Scrawny bootlicker like yoo.’

			There was snickering from somewhere.

			‘Oh yeah?’ Redsnot replied. ‘Well, why dontcha fire it den? Show us how yoo can be da boss. Go on, ya git!’

			In hindsight, it might not have been the best line of attack. For Gitzit promptly raised the weapon, arms trembling as he pointed it at the distant Redsnot.

			He pulled the trigger. Redsnot was already ducking, but it was unnecessary. Da Splatta discharged with the fury of a thunderbolt and a similar level of accuracy. The stone exploded high above, even as the blast propelled Gitzit a dozen feet back. The gun was torn from his hands, and like all ork weapons it had no safety mechanism, discharging twice more as it bounced across the floor. The first shot shattered one of the winged statues that flanked the altar, the second blasted a hole through the church’s main doors.

			Upio knew Commissar Marvarry disliked him.

			Why else would he be assigned to breaching the church’s main doors? It wasn’t that he regretted being part of the uprising, or his choice to join the rebellion. Nothing would give him greater pleasure than despoiling that edifice where he’d once prayed to the False-Angel, just like the rest of the Imperium’s lapdogs. But that didn’t change the fact he was first in line for whatever waited beyond those doors. He’d seen little action thus far, the cult sticking to the shadows as the conflict between the loyalists and orks escalated. But he knew either could lurk somewhere in this church, waiting for the first head to poke around the door. 

			Upio wiped his hand, adjusting his grip on his blade. He had yet to anoint it this day, or the day prior. Perhaps that was why he remained unfavoured. Not like Squad Leader Gristle. No, the once skinny little Gristle had packed on at least fifty pounds of muscle in the last two weeks, aided by his recently distended jaw and sudden appetite for raw flesh. Now he stood a head above the rest of them, barking orders with a malformed tongue. Half the time Upio had no idea what he was saying, but was too afraid to request he repeat the commands.

			Ahead lay the main doors, flanked by statues of Adeptus Astartes clad in the scarlet livery of the Blood Angels. As they passed between them, Gristle flicked out his wrist, talons erupting from his fingers. One blow shattered the stonework, the statue reduced to a pair of legs choked in rubble. 

			Upio sighed. There. Another little tribute to the Dark Gods, a little more favour earned by a simple gesture. It was easy when you had been blessed with claws that could rend stone. But Upio had no such gifts, despite his faith and sacrifice. It wasn’t fair.

			He crept closer, blade still poised. For all the good it would do him. The doors were vast, and would have towered over even an Astartes warrior. The outer layer was a dark mahogany, the wood partially petrified until it was as hard as stone. 

			‘Looks pretty tough,’ he murmured, glancing to Glong, his one-time crewmate, now fellow cultist. Glong wore a hangdog expression, partly because of how his brow now sloped to accommodate the three fingers that had sprouted from beneath his eyebrows. Another mark of favour. Why did everyone else get all the good luck?

			‘I heard it’s layered with bronze,’ Glong replied. ‘Knew the guy who supplied the priest. Mind you, he suspected the old man kept the metal for himself, used cheap flakboard.’

			Upio nodded absently. He did not see the difference. Either way it would take a krak grenade to breach the entrance. And he had none.

			He glanced over his shoulder. The rest of the squad were some feet behind him, clustered around the hulking form of Gristle. He was glaring at Upio with blood-red eyes that had only recently been blue. Under their predatory gaze Upio’s mouth was suddenly dry, and even Glong stepped away, anxious to avoid sharing whatever would be his fate.

			Gristle gestured with his taloned hand, barking a command. Upio could not take his eyes from those teeth. There was something caught between them. Flesh, no doubt, though it didn’t seem to be from a greenskin. When was the last time they had taken prisoners?

			Still, at least this command was clear. Impossible, but clear. Upio turned back to the door, prodding it with his blade to little effect. He glanced up. There were windows on the upper levels, though they were over twenty feet above and the stonework looked too smooth to climb. Ladders – there was a better solution. They should make ladders, use those to creep in unawares.

			He pretended to reach into a pouch, his gaze flicking over his shoulder. Gristle was still staring at him, the squad clustered around. 

			It was madness. He had no means to breach the door. He should just tell them that, turn around and suggest they used ladders to break in from above. It was such a simple, logical request. But if he said anything, raised the most reasonable objection, Gristle would take it as an invitation to rip him apart. He knew it. How was that fair? He only had a knife and a battered stub pistol. With such tools there was no way he could break in, and because of that he was going to die. 

			He bent lower, ostensibly to adjust his boot, his final desperate attempt to drag out those last moments. If only he had an out, a way of avoiding–

			The wood exploded above his head, spraying his face with splinters. There might have been other shots, but he was suddenly deaf to all but the ringing in his ears. He tried to stand, but stumbled, landing hard on his belly. Prone, he saw the squad diving for cover. 

			All except Gristle. 

			He remained standing, staring in confusion at the bloody bullet wound occupying the centre of his chest.

			Then he fell to his knees, slumped forward, and was still.
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			CHAPTER 3

			Redsnot ducked his head as bullets thudded into the balcony. Migiz had already disappeared back into the pipework, but the rest of the grots had taken Gitzit’s impromptu attack as a cue to settle long-cherished grudges, relieving their rivals of both their lives and valuables. 

			Of course, grots being grots, the battle lines were in perpetual flux. Through the balcony struts he could just make out runts darting between cover, their blastas barking as they traded shots. Few found their target, the weapons too poorly maintained and wielders too focused on keeping their heads down. It was tempting to let them work out their frustrations, but grots’ only strength lay in numbers. There were too few of them already, and they were squandering whatever ammunition they still possessed at a frightening rate.

			He glanced to the runtherd’s body. Old Killaskun would have dealt with the situation easily enough, cracking heads and yelling until the grots fell into line. But he was gone, along with whatever reverence the herd had once held him in, for two grots were currently using his corpse as cover.

			Redsnot rose slowly, peering through the carnage below. Where was Gitzit? The git had been blasted halfway across the hall by the slugga’s recoil. He might be hurt, or unconscious. Either provided a valuable opportunity to settle their differences. He scuttled along the railings, trying to pick out his rival amidst the carnage. It seemed his initial assessment of the free-for-all had been mistaken, for alliances were already forming. A handful of grots lurked behind an upturned pew, weapons trained on a similar group lurking on the other side. As he watched, a solo grot suddenly swung between them on an outstretched rope, blade clutched between his teeth. He dangled like an unrung bell, until a stray shot clipped the line and he fell to the stone below. The grots had just enough time to laugh before a chandelier came crashing down upon them, its weight no longer counterbalanced by the dangling grot. 

			‘Stupid gitz,’ he murmured, squinting into the shadows. ‘C’mon, Gitzit. Where’s you hidin’?’ 

			Perhaps his rival was dead. Or licking his wounds. Either way, it was too dangerous to seek him out. Instead, Redsnot ducked into one of the upper level’s cloisters, dragging the door shut. Migiz had the right idea – find a safe spot and wait it out. He could always deal with the survivors later.

			He heaved the bar into place, gasping for breath as he slid to his haunches, his gaze falling on a room unlike anything he had ever seen. It was packed with gilded frames and busts, as well as gem-encrusted goblets and relics cast in bronze. There seemed no order to them, the items stacked in haphazard piles. Perhaps they had been dragged here by the humies, in the hope that the grots would not find them. 

			So many shinies. His fingers twitched, almost of their own accord. In other circumstances he would have been stuffing his pockets with whatever he could carry. But it was not the time. Too many dangers. Too many grots looking to slit his throat. No, he needed to restore order. But how? Grots needed a boss. Even a runty ork boy would be enough to calm the situation. But none were available.

			‘Hello? Who goes there?’

			He froze. A voice. Too deep for a grot and too reedy for an ork. And it spoke da humie tongue. Goffick – that’s what they called it. Redsnot understood it well enough, even spoke it to a passable degree. After all, someone might need to ask captives questions, and most orks saw learning another race’s language as beneath them.

			‘I do not fear you. The Lord Sanguinius is my shield!’

			The voice was coming from inside the room, from beyond an ornate curtain strung across its rear.

			Redsnot raised his blasta, creeping forward. Initially, the outburst had cowed him, but he now realised there was little weight behind the voice. And a solo human, too cowardly to face his foes, was Redsnot’s preferred opponent. Still, it was best to stay quiet, silently creep close to deliver the killing blow. Hasty got you killed.

			‘Hello?’

			Pitiful. He could hear a tremor in the man’s voice. He must have hidden up here with the loot, hoping to flee once the battle ended. Not a bad plan, but it would have worked better if he had secured the door. Perhaps he was too frail. Or stupid. 

			Redsnot smiled. It had been a trying day, riddled with disappointment and terror. It was nice to have a chance to vent his frustrations. 

			He ripped back the curtain, raising his blasta.

			The man was standing beside a winged altar at the room’s far end. He was facing the grot, but did not look at him, his gaze resting scant feet above the greenskin’s head. He did not appear alarmed, or armed for that matter. As though he did not see the grot standing before him. Redsnot raised his hand, waving it from side to side. But the old man did not respond, at least not at first. It took some moments for him to recognise the gesture, his eyes fixed blindly ahead.

			‘Who’s there?’ he asked. ‘Kimbol, is that you? Did you repel the traitors?’

			Upio shook his head. ‘I’m not looking through the hole.’

			‘You have to!’ Glong replied. ‘You’re our leader.’

			‘No, I’m not! And if even if I was, I could just order you to do it.’

			‘Marvarry said you should take lead,’ Glong replied. ‘And with Gristle down…’

			He nodded to the fallen squad leader, his chest stained crimson by blood. He still seemed to be breathing, though the guttural panting sounded closer to a dog than a man.

			Upio glanced back to the door. There was a hole in its centre, the dia-meter suggesting a bullet the thickness of his wrist, the shot shattering the wood and spraying shards of flakboard. He had crawled from it to rejoin the others, mindful that further shots could follow. A commotion was certainly unfolding within, though so far no further chunks had been blown from the wood. 

			Glong bent close to him. ‘Go on,’ he whispered. ‘Otherwise we’re going to have to tell Commissar Marvarry. He won’t like this.’

			‘I’d rather face him than get shot,’ Upio muttered, though he did not sound convincing, even to himself. 

			‘Just a quick look. The gods must be smiling on you, for you avoided the first shot!’

			‘Yeah,’ Upio replied, glancing to the fallen Gristle. ‘Lucky me.’

			Still, he crept closer. It felt preferable than invoking the traitor commissar’s wrath. And perhaps he was lucky. Maybe the gods really were with him. He kept low, hugging the ground. It seemed stupid to raise his head to the hole, even though it was clear the weapons within could penetrate the wood. But it was looking for trouble, and that was something he had always avoided. That was the only reason he had joined the cult, to avoid conscription. It had seemed the safer option, at least compared to fighting orks. 

			Life had changed rather drastically since those days. 

			Tentatively he raised his head, peering into the darkness beyond. He’d expected someone to be waiting, weapon poised for a suitable target, but he could see little, his vision dazzled by the desert sun. Then his eyes adjusted, and he saw shapes darting between the shadows, and heard the thud of weapons fire. But they sounded nothing like that ear-splitting blast that had shattered the door. Pistols perhaps, or some other light armaments. 

			Something rushed past, too fast to see. But he caught a flash of green skin.

			‘Well? What can you see?’ Glong asked from somewhere behind him.

			‘It’s orks,’ he whispered. Glong swore.

			‘You sure? How many?’

			‘I don’t know. Some?’ he snapped, turning to face his friend. ‘And stop making that gesture at me!’ 

			‘I can’t help it,’ Glong replied, glancing up at his brow-fingers. ‘They do as they will.’

			‘Sure they do,’ Upio replied, turning back to the hole. Damn Glong flouting his gifts, just like the rest of them. It wasn’t like–

			A creature was staring right at him. 

			Perhaps it had heard their voices, or just glanced round at the right moment. But there it was, peering with one beady red eye, the other side of its face a mess of scar tissue. It seemed to be grinning, its mouth curved like a sickle. It looked thinner than he’d imagined, but it had to be an ork. Could it see him? Surely the glare would hide–

			Its arm shot out, one long finger stabbing at his eye. He felt its bladed nail pierce his flesh and screamed, clutching his face as blood spurted between his fingers.

			‘Bastard!’ he spat. ‘Took my damn eye!’

			‘Who?’ Glong said, glancing to the hole. ‘Oh, I see him.’

			He raised his stubber, firing as Upio tried to stem the blood gushing from his eye socket. It would grow back, he told himself. If he believed, it would grow back. Wasn’t anything possible through faith in the Dark Gods?

			His remaining eye sought the fallen Gristle. He should have expired long ago, but it almost seemed he was gathering himself, rising to hands and knees. The gaping wound in his chest was still hideous, but the bleeding had slowed to a trickle. In fact, from what Upio could tell, fingers were emerging from within the torn flesh, their talons pulling the wound closed. 

			As Gristle lumbered upright, Glong fired his last shot through the hole.

			‘Did you get him?’ Upio asked.

			‘Can’t see. Too much smoke.’

			‘Reach through, see if you can unlock the door,’ Upio said. ‘We’ll make them pay for what they did!’

			‘I’m not reaching through there!’ Glong replied. 

			But as he spoke, Gristle’s head snapped around. He growled, fangs bared. Glong glanced from him to Upio. 

			‘But… I can’t just stick my hand in there. What if they–?’

			Gristle’s fist shattered the undamaged statue flanking the entrance, the stone exploding at the impact. It appeared he had fully recovered from the gunshot, the wound now a gnashing maw. As Upio watched, a score of eyes blinked open around this new mouth. So unfair. Why did Gristle need another dozen eyes in his chest, when loyal Upio had lost one to the treacherous greenskin?

			Still, Gristle made a convincing case. Glong turned back to the door, glancing through the hole one last time. Then he reached out, his arm disappearing to the shoulder, and groped for the lock.

			‘I got it,’ he murmured. ‘There’s a latch here that–’

			They all heard the snap of metal, followed momentarily by Glong’s screams.

			‘You seem small for a Guardsman,’ the priest murmured, squinting half-blind at Redsnot. 

			‘Yeah, well I’m one of them whatisit – the little ’uns,’ Redsnot replied.

			‘You mean a ratling?’ the priest replied, distaste audible. 

			Redsnot didn’t know the word, but he shrugged. ‘Sure. That’s it.’

			‘I see,’ the priest said. ‘Less than ideal. But then again, Lord Sanguinius is renowned for his charity towards lesser creatures like yourself. And even the pitiful can find glory in offering their lives to his cause.’

			‘Yeah,’ Redsnot said, nodding but not really following. He was still wondering whether he should just gut the man and be done. But, blind as he was, the priest posed no threat, and it was just possible he might know something useful. An emergency escape perhaps, or the location of better loot. Of course, torture could extract that information, if required.

			‘Have you seen off the attackers?’ the priest asked. ‘The treacher­ous heretics?’

			‘Err… mostly?’ Redsnot replied. The priest kept using that word, but he didn’t quite follow its meaning. Humies fighting each other was common enough, the same as orks. But they made it so complicated. Orks krumped orks because they wanted to be in charge. Or because the other orks had better scrap. Or because they were bored. But humies would argue about gods and heresy, and a whole bunch of old grudges that seemed to go back centuries. It was like they needed justification. Why couldn’t they be honest, like orks? Why couldn’t they admit that they krumped each other because it was their nature to do so. 

			‘And the orks?’ the priest asked. ‘They told me the orks were coming.’

			‘Oh, they are long gone. Believe me.’ Redsnot shrugged. ‘Just us lot left.’

			‘But with traitors at the gate?’

			‘Ya might say that.’

			‘Then we must repel them,’ the priest replied. ‘Come, take me to them.’

			Redsnot frowned. ‘Ya think ya can fight?’

			‘I do not need to sully my hands with a weapon,’ the priest replied contemptuously. ‘I am anointed by the Angel’s Blood. I can channel his fury, bestow his blessing upon your… men…’

			The final word was laced with disdain. In that moment he looked so smug and pious Redsnot was tempted to shoot him then and there, just to see how well his faith did against a bullet. But he had a plan in mind now. The grots needed a boss, that much was clear, and who better to be in charge than Redsnot? Maybe this humie was the tool through which he could seize control.

			‘Certainly. This way, milord.’ Redsnot smiled, taking hold of the priest’s hand. The old man recoiled at his touch, but allowed himself to be led through the door and along the gantry. There was still a racket going on beneath, screams and laughter interplaying. But Redsnot knew the difference between a riot and grots entertaining themselves. That was why he’d survived as long as he had. The humie had small, useless ears, but he must have heard something.

			‘By His Blessed Wings, what is that hideous shrieking?’

			Redsnot glanced down. It seemed the grots had found some sport. One of the humies had tried to reach in through the hole in the entrance, but the grots had caught hold of his arm. It was now nailed to the inside of the door. That accounted for some of the shrieking, but most of the cacophony came from the grots, who were taking turns extracting the man’s fingernails with a pair of pliers, their own quarrel momentarily forgotten. Worse, Gitzit seemed to be overseeing the proceedings, handing out nails and ensuring each grot got their turn with the hammer. 

			 Redsnot glanced to the priest. ‘Err… It’s them whatcha call ’ems – the traitors.’

			‘I should have known from their despicable wailing,’ the priest said. ‘Still, it sounds as though they suffer at the hands of the righteous!’

			‘I guess so,’ Redsnot shrugged, watching the grots drag over a welding torch. 

			‘Tell me – is our foe hideous in form? His flesh marred by mutation, his body a violation of humanity’s inherent perfection?’

			Redsnot glanced to the glassaic window overlooking the altar, which portrayed a nine-foot-tall warrior with sweeping feathered wings framed by a halo of golden light.

			‘Sure,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Listen, stay ’ere a second. I need to speak to the lads. The rant-fing lads.’

			‘Your soldiers, ratling?’

			‘Exactly,’ Redsnot replied, taking hold of a ladder and sliding down to the ground floor. A couple of grots glanced up at his landing, sneering. Gitzit also rose to his feet, sauntering over and glaring down at Redsnot with his one good eye.

			‘Ya finally turned up,’ Gitzit grinned. ‘Fancy a go? Dis humie tried to take a shot at me. Figured I might clip off his trigger finger next.’

			‘Dis humie?’ Redsnot replied, pretending to inspect the hole for the first time. ‘He don’t seem like much. Just anuvver grunt. Not like wot I’ve done.’

			‘Yeah? And wot is dat?’

			‘I’ve captured da humie boss,’ Redsnot replied, his thumb jerking towards the oblivious priest.
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			CHAPTER 4

			Upio watched the cultists struggle, trying to drag Glong clear of the door. It was no use, the man’s arm was secured on the other side. Still, though his face was contorted in agony, the fingers sprouting from his brow appeared to be waving at Upio. It marked a step up from obscene gestures. 

			‘Help me!’ Glong pleaded, tears staining his cheeks. Upio looked away from his once-friend, his gaze fixed on the colossal form of Gristle. He appeared intent on the door, though his expression was hard to read. It might have been easier if he still possessed human features. Had he had a snout before? Or quite as many horns budding beneath the stretched skin of his brow?

			Glong was screaming again. Upio didn’t want to hear it. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. When he’d joined the cult it had been about overthrowing the shackles of the Imperium, of freeing the common citizenry from their oppressors. He had cheered with the rest of them, his fist raised in solidarity. But at some point vague rhetoric had become a violent uprising, and at some point after that the tentacles had started sprouting. But that was a good thing apparently, proof of the spiritual liberation they’d attained and the physical liberation that was to come. A gift from the Dark Powers.

			Oh yes, the Dark Powers. When had they entered into it?

			He frowned, unable to remember. But it made sense – humanity needed gods, ones with tangible power, not the vague assurances offered by the Imperial Church. When had the God-Emperor actually offered them protection? It wasn’t the God-Emperor who had empowered Gristle to endure a gunshot. Yet here he stood, stronger than ever. Taller too, though his posture had begun to stoop, his knuckles now resting on the ground. Knuckles was probably the wrong word, for Upio could no longer distinguish fingers in the lumps of flesh and jagged bone. The arms were wrong too, double-jointed, the left now swollen to twice the size of the right. 

			Perhaps whatever transformation he was undergoing had been accelerated by the gunshot wound, which had now mutated into a second face. Or several faces possibly, given the volume of eyes and the dual tongues lashing from the cavernous mouth. 

			‘Gristle?’ Upio asked. The creature turned its uppermost head to look at him, but there was no hint of the timid man he once knew, and little even of the brute that had led the attack moments before. Only madness lurked behind those eyes, and an insatiable hunger beyond mere flesh and blood. 

			Maybe Gristle was not quite as blessed as Upio had thought.

			The creature suddenly bounded forward, running on all fours like a wild animal. He seized hold of Glong, tearing him aside with a sweep of his multijointed limb and ripping Glong’s arm clean from the socket. The limb remained wedged but Gristle ignored it, howling through multiple mouths before striking a thunderous blow against the door. It held, but this only enraged him further. He roared, and as he did so a crown of horns burst from his brow, the surrounding flesh sloughing away, revealing silver scales like those of a fish or snake. The veins in his forelimbs writhed like worms, the muscles swelling still further. Once more he struck, then twice, each blow more deafening than the last.

			And the wood began to crack. 

			‘Dat is da humies’ boss?’ Gitzit asked, looking the priest up and down.

			‘Dat’s right,’ Redsnot said, nodding. ‘And I captured ’im.’

			‘He’s scrawny.’

			‘All humies are scrawny,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Look at his robes! And da shiny necklace wiv da wings. Dat symbol is everywhere in ’ere. Dis is totally da leader.’

			‘Dis lot’s leader?’ Gitzit asked, jabbing his thumb to the door.

			‘Nah, da uvver humies. Da ones dey’re fightin’.’ 

			‘Wotever. Let’s kill ’im.’ Gitzit reached for his shiv, but Redsnot shook his head.

			‘Nah. I’m still peelin’ his secrets from ’im,’ Redsnot said. ‘He knows all sorta fings. I can use ’em to get better loot and find a sneaky way out. I can speak humie, remember?’

			‘Yeah, I remember,’ Gitzit replied, glaring at him. ‘Very yooseful skill, too, providin’ da boss wiv yoor version of wot da humies said.’ 

			‘Da boss trusted me,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Plus, he didn’t want to ’ave to spend time wiv da humies if he could avoid it. Dey stink funny.’

			That was something they could agree on – all grots knew humies had an unpleasant smell. But Gitzit was still glaring, his monocular gaze flickering between Redsnot and the now frowning priest. 

			‘I say, what is going on down there?’ the priest called from above. ‘What language do you speak?’

			Gitzit hissed at the sound, rubbing his ears. ‘Wot did it say?’ he asked. ‘And why is it talkin’ back?’

			‘It’s beggin’ for its life,’ Redsnot explained. ‘But it knows fings. Dere’s a stash of premium loot on da upper level. It already led me to dat.’

			‘Oh yeah? Wot loot?’

			‘I stashed it for now,’ Redsnot replied with barely a hesitation. ‘But it knows uvver fings too.’

			‘Like wot?’

			 ‘A way we can escape, for one.’

			‘Escape?’ Gitzit frowned. ‘I fort yoo said da boss wanted us to fortify dis place?’

			‘Yeah.’ Redsnot sighed, glancing to the fallen runtherd. ‘Well, da boss is missin’ half his ’ead. And I’m not sure da uvver orks is comin’ back.’

			He tried to recall the chaos that preceded their flight to the church, the humies and orks trading shots from their speeding wagons, while Redsnot and the herd struggled to keep up. Why did he never get a trukk to ride on?

			‘So dat’s it.’ Gitzit grinned. ‘Yoo fink yoo is da new boss?’

			Redsnot made a point of rolling his eyes. ‘Nah, ’course not. But I speak humie, and da humie knows da secrets, so I is best placed to lead us out of here.’

			‘Excuse me?’ the priest said. ‘Ratling? Where are you?’

			‘I am just finishin’ up!’ Redsnot snapped in broken humie, before his gaze snapped back to Gitzit. ‘Sorry, I woz just tellin’ him dat he needed to be quiet or I’d rip out his tongue and nail it to his cheek.’

			‘Should’ve done dat already,’ Gitzit spat. ‘Soft, dat’s wot yoo are. Dat, or yoo’re a humie lover. Is dat it? Ya wanna dress in da humies’ pretty robes and… dance around singin’?’

			He glanced to the other grots. A couple were still trying to hammer nails into the arm protruding from the door, but they were staring at Redsnot. Other grots began shuffling into place behind Gitzit. Supporters perhaps, or gits anxious to stick a knife in his back. 

			It was not a pleasant feeling seeing his rival’s forces swell. His only backing came from the useless priest. Perhaps he should have killed him, cut his head off in front of them to send a message. 

			‘Err… boss?’

			The question came from a scrawny grot. Redsnot didn’t remember his name, but, as one, he and Gitzit turned on the diminutive greenskin.

			‘Wot?’ they said, together.

			‘Err… dis,’ the grot replied, pointing to the arm. It was still nailed to the door, but now hung limp, the shoulder a bloody stump.

			The grot glanced at them, brow furrowed. ‘I fink his body fell off.’

			Redsnot’s reply was drowned by an ear-splitting howl, like a dozen screams conjoined in hatred. As one the grots flinched, their eyes suddenly fixed on the entrance, ears pressed flat in alarm. 

			There was a loud thud. The door rattled against its frame, splinters exploding from the wood. 

			Gitzit glanced at him. ‘I fink someone is missin’ dere arm.’ 

			A second blow struck. It sounded different, fractured. The smarter grots began to back away from the shuddering door, a few others para­lysed by fear.

			A third blow. This time the wood cracked. Gitzit and Redsnot exchanged glances. Neither spoke, but both were suddenly moving, Redsnot sprinting for the ladder. Behind him came curses and the slap of feet on stone, but he did not turn to see if the others followed. That would have slowed him a fraction, and he needed to put as much distance between himself and the door as possible. For whatever was hammering upon the other side sounded very angry. And very wrong too, like its scream was erupting from a dozen throats. 

			Upio held his blade ready, watching as Gristle hurled himself against the door. It was virtually concave now, only held in place by the strength of its hinges. The dozen or so cultists had but seconds before they would gain entry. He was nervous, but excited too. He’d never seen an ork before that day. The stories cast them as monsters, but the one he had seen was smaller, certainly no match for a beast like Gristle. And Upio would be right behind him, proving his worth. He grinned at Glong, but his ally did not return the gesture, his face grey and mouth slack. How annoying. Could he not bring himself to support Upio when he was on the cusp of triumph?

			‘Come on,’ he said, nudging Glong. ‘He’s almost through.’

			‘I can’t stand,’ Glong murmured, his voice distant. ‘I’m bleeding out.’

			‘You must have faith,’ Upio replied, pointing his blade at Gristle. ‘Look at him. Shot and bleeding out one minute, and now he’s tearing through the door like it was made of… well, wood, I guess, but soft wood. Softer than it is anyway.’

			‘I’m not gonna make it. Can you…?’

			‘What?’

			‘Stitch me up?’

			‘Ah,’ Upio sighed. ‘I would, my friend, I really would. But it’s not really the Dark Gods’ way. You need to stand on your own.’

			‘Easy for you to say.’

			‘What? You lost your arm, not your leg. I’m missing an eye, but you don’t hear me whining.’

			‘Is it healing? Do you think the gods will restore it?’

			‘Yeah,’ Upio lied. ‘I see clearer than ever. It’s a matter of faith.’

			Glong nodded, gritting his teeth and lurching to his feet. His hand slipped from his stump of a shoulder, perhaps hoping to see a nascent limb, but all that emerged was a spurt of arterial blood. Glong hastily clamped his hand back over it. Still, he staggered closer to the door, upon which Gristle continued to vent his fury. 

			‘We’re going to tear you apart, you hear me?’ Glong spat. ‘Praise to the Dark Gods! Death to the False Emperor!’ 

			The other cultists cheered at his words. All but Gristle. He drove his misshapen shoulder into the wood. It looked ready to give at any moment.

			‘You hear me?’ Glong continued, managing a stumbling step closer. ‘We are the Sons of Lorgar! We know the truth and we embrace it. We became it! The God-Emperor is a lie, just like this damn church. And together, as one, we will drag it down stone by stone! We will debase each icon, despoil each sacred text! For we are united by our faith! We are one, and no–’

			Gristle spun suddenly, seizing Glong by leg and wrist. There was barely time for a scream before he was slammed into the wood, bones shattering on impact. Twice more Gristle struck, using the bloodied mess like a hammer. At the third strike the hinges finally gave way, collapsing with a thunderous crash. 

			They were in.

			Gristle cast the body aside, lunging forward on all fours, the cultists flooding in behind him. Upio hurried along with them, stepping over the body of his former friend. 

			Bad luck, Glong. 

			Redsnot was halfway up the ladder when he heard the hinges of the doors finally give. He glanced round just in time to see them crash down, flattening a couple of smaller grots still squabbling over the severed arm.

			The creature that bounded through the shattered frame bore scant resemblance to anything human. Its size and slumped posture was closer to that of an ork, and a big one at that. But it had too many eyes to count, and at least three vestigial limbs dangling from its torso. The forelimbs were swollen with power, ending in bony, bladed protrusions, and its many mouths were large enough to swallow a grot whole. Not that it needed to. The nearest trio, too terrified to flee, were bisected by a sweep of its claw, before the creature’s snout was thrust into the torn remains, wolfing down chunks of raw meat as the remaining grots ran.

			Redsnot did not linger to enjoy the spectacle. He clambered upwards, vaulting over the balcony and squeezing off a couple of shots from his blasta at the humies now pouring through the doorway. The range was too great for an accurate shot, but in his experience the most important part of a firefight was making enough noise that the enemy was encouraged to keep their head down and not fire back. 

			Behind him, the priest was stumbling to and fro, confused by the thunder of bullets. Below, Gitzit had vaulted onto one of the attackers’ shoulders, his knife opening the man’s throat before he vanished into the shadows. But more humies were coming. More than they could stop.

			‘Migiz!’ Redsnot screeched, running his blade along the row of pipes, the sound vaguely reminiscent of an organ. ‘Migiz!’

			The small grot burst from one of the valves, dazzled by the sound.

			‘Wot is it?’ he murmured, but Redsnot seized him by the throat, dragging the grot clear. 

			‘Migiz, da pipes. Can ya get da fuel runnin’?’ 

			‘Wot?’ 

			‘Pipes! It comes from below, yeah?’

			Migiz nodded.

			‘Flood da lower level. Got it? But only a little, and for Mork’s sake don’t leave it runnin’.’

			The grot barely had time to nod before Redsnot shoved him back into the pipe, turning and facing the scene below. The humies were still pouring through the shattered door, but their pace slowed as they navigated the broken pews and general detritus. Most of the grots had scrambled up the ladders, waiting at the top with knives and blastas. The attackers must have realised this, for they headed for the stairs beside the altar. 

			All except the terrible beast that led the charge. It had already slain and devoured half a dozen grots, its myriad mouths crunching the last of their bones as numerous nostrils quivered, and now it surveyed the room. The other humies were keeping their distance from its bloodied claws. Still, it was far too big for the ladders, and lacked even hands. At least that meant it was confined to–

			The creature bounded forward and leapt, its claws piercing the stone walls. It began climbing. Not fast, but not slow either. There was a horrible inevitability in its advance, like the changing of a season, and it was heading right for him.

			Redsnot fired his blasta, the shot tearing a lump from its shoulder. The creature barely slowed, the wound knitting into yet another eyeball. 

			‘Zog it,’ he swore, glancing to the priest. ‘Oi! This place have any weapons? Something with a bit of dakka?’

			‘What? No…’ the priest replied. ‘We revere only the sacred relics of Sanguinius.’

			‘Well, it’s a shame he didn’t have a gun or something.’

			‘Your lack of faith is regrettable, though not unexpected,’ the priest replied coldly. His arm swept in a vague gesture, encompassing the church, before finding the glassaic window set above the altar, its light visible even to his faded eyes. ‘Our salvation lies in a power beyond us. Look to the Bloody Angel! On his wings shall we receive deliverance!’

			Redsnot tore his gaze from the advancing monstrosity, taking in the window opposite, where the image of a winged figure in crimson armour soared above the ranks of the wretched. 

			‘Yeah, dat will be a big help,’ he sighed.

			Except… there was a shadow right in the centre of the pane. Small. Insignificant. But growing larger.

			A figure burst through the glass. It moved too fast to see, a crimson blur soaring on wings of flame. There was a muffled crack, like a gun­shot, and the beast clambering up the wall fell, its grip dislodged by the shot. It landed hard, momentarily stunned. The stone floor glistened around it. The winged figure veered past, soaring inches from Redsnot’s nose, before slamming into a pair of bookshelves and disappearing under the weight of the volumes. 

			Migiz burst from the pipe beside Redsnot.

			‘Sprung a leak, boss,’ he said. ‘Stinks pretty bad down dere.’

			‘Yeah?’ Redsnot grinned. ‘It’s about to smell worse.’

			He aimed his gun, not at the creature, but the stone floor beneath him.

			‘Oi! Ugly!’ he said, grinning as the warped creature glared up at him through many eyes. ‘Eat dis.’

			The gunshot struck the floor, and the spark that followed did its job. The beast erupted in an inferno, the flames spreading from it and consuming the lower level of the church. The broken pews and shattered door burst into flame, as did the humies. As their robes caught they fled towards the doorway. A couple tried to clamber onto the ladders, but were set upon by the grots.

			‘What is happening?’ the priest wailed. ‘I smell smoke. By His blade, you are destroying everything!’ 

			‘Nah. That’d be the fire,’ Redsnot said, smiling as he enjoyed the blaze. It had now spread across the lower levels, stretching from altar to entrance. There was something soothing about fire. The other grots were also intent on the flickering flames. Even Gitzit was momentarily transfixed by the scene, barely smirking when the grot standing beside him overbalanced and tumbled into the conflagration. 

			‘Fire?’ the priest wailed. ‘But it will destroy Sanguinius’ sacred relics!’

			Such a killjoy. Still, the humie had a point. Not about the relics, but the flames did seem intent on creeping towards the upper floors. There was little wood on which to find purchase, but Redsnot had committed enough arson in his time to know that fire had an unfortunate habit of taking the initiative. And there were a lot of books up there.

			He glanced to Migiz, who was still sitting in the pipe.

			‘Oi!’ he said. ‘’Ave ya turned off da flow?’

			‘Wot?’ The grot blinked, trying to return Redsnot’s glare, though his gaze kept creeping towards the inferno below.

			‘Is dere still fuel pumpin’?’

			‘Err… Nah…’ Migiz replied, his gaze darting in every direction yet somehow never making eye contact. 

			‘Sort it out. Uvverwise we’re all gonna burn.’

			‘But dis pipe is gettin’ hot!’

			‘All da more reason to hurry,’ Redsnot murmured, his focus shifting to the fallen bookshelves. The tomes lay scattered across the walkway, but something was moving beneath them.

			His gaze skittered back to the broken window. The great wings were still visible, though in place of the angelic figure there was only shattered glass. He frowned. It couldn’t be Da Angel. 

			Well, he supposed it could be. The humies had all kinds of strange beliefs and customs. The priest had been going on about this Sanguinius fellow as being some kind of saviour. Maybe this really was him. Maybe he had come to defend his people in their time of need.

			That might be a problem. 

			Redsnot hefted his blasta, taking aim at the fallen bookcases. Best it was taken care of, before anyone started swinging a flaming sword. He watched intently. 

			Movement. A flash of red. He fired, the shot ricocheting from a heavily embossed tome.

			‘Oi, ya git! Zog off!’

			The voice didn’t belong to a humie. 

			Redsnot frowned, lowering his blasta a shade as a fist emerged from the mound of books. There was no mistaking the green skin. Had one of the runts somehow got outside the building? Launched a surprise attack? That showed a worrying level of initiative. Maybe he should take the shot, claim his gun misfired.

			But the other grots were sidling over, intrigued by the muffled cursing. Redsnot slid his blasta back into a concealed pocket as a crimson-clad figure emerged from the fallen books. He wasn’t tall exactly, but the way he stood made him seem big, bigger than even Gitzit. Perhaps it was his mirrored goggles, or the slightly scorched greatcoat and hat. Or maybe it was that curious blasta he held. It had a long barrel, closer to the sniper weapons employed by those pointy-eared Asuryani, but before Redsnot could fully inspect it the weapon collapsed, its stock folding and scope detaching as it disappeared into the folds of the greatcoat.

			The crimson-clad grot unclipped his rokkit pack, dusting himself off before glancing to the grots, as though seeing them for the first time. Most of their mouths hung slack, even Gitzit staring in silent wonder.

			No. It couldn’t be. Redsnot refused to accept it, even as the interloper reached into his greatcoat, retrieving a pointed staff topped with a pair of humie skulls. It was small, unassuming compared to an ork weapon, but every grot recognised it instantly. Da Icon of da Revolushun.

			But that was impossible. He wasn’t real, just a story weedy runts told to make themselves feel better after a particularly bad kickin’.

			Beside him, Migiz’s head burst from the pipe. The tip of his ear was slightly on fire, but he seemed not to notice, his gaze intent on the figure in red.

			‘It’s ’im,’ he whispered. ‘He came to save us, just like I knew he would!

			‘It’s Da Red Gobbo!’
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			CHAPTER 5

			Traitor Commissar Marvarry frowned, squinting at the freshly anointed edifice to the Dark Gods. It was intended to be mounted on the church as a symbol of their power, and it certainly looked suitably macabre – the eight-pointed star was constructed from ligament-bound thigh bones. There had been insufficient materials to complete the work, until one of the cultists was forcefully volunteered into making a donation. As recom­pense, his skull had been mounted on the apex of the symbol.

			Maybe that was what bothered him. 

			It looked misaligned. Frankly, so did a couple of the arms of the eight-pointed star. Did that matter? Marvarry was still accustomed to the mores of the Imperium, where an iconographer who made such an error would be sanctioned and possibly executed. But he was free of that now, and surely his new masters had greater concerns than whether the leftmost point kept sagging? 

			He wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. It was hot and hard to concentrate, and his gaze kept flicking to the burgeoning dust cloud on the horizon. It was most likely a nascent sandstorm, but there was the possibility it represented armoured vehicles approaching. Reinforcements. Hopefully. 

			He shook his head, suppressing his rising anxiety. Of course it would be fellow worshippers of the Dark Gods. Did he not have their favour? He could feel their presence even now, emboldened by the symbol. The very air tasted like the flames of their wrath, and there was a shadow to the air, a dark mist that–

			‘Commissar Marvarry!’

			He stiffened at the sound, spinning on his heel, bolt pistol drawn.

			Smoke. The air was choked with it, the fumes billowing from the church. There were flames beyond its shattered doors, and from them burst the remnants of the first wave of cultists. They too were alight, but hurled themselves into the sands, rolling in a desperate attempt to smother the flames. The first few, those fastest or closest to the entrance, were able to douse them. The stragglers were less fortunate, their bodies lying where they fell.

			For the first time since his fall, Marvarry found himself lost for words. How in the Dark Gods’ name had it come to this? Torching the church was the very thing they had been instructed not to do. 

			He should execute them. One of them anyway, just to focus the others’ minds. But his bolt pistol only had a few rounds left. 

			He glanced to the cultist beside him, who until moments before had been assisting with the star’s construction.

			‘Give me your pistol, Guardsman.’

			The cultist frowned. ‘Guardsman? Sir, I never served.’

			‘Just give me the damn pistol!’

			‘Sir!’ the man replied, scrabbling for the weapon. It took an age for him to finally retrieve it, and Marvarry was half tempted to blow his head off as an example to the others. Then again, that might discourage the next cultist from handing over their weapon. Instead, he picked off one of the stragglers, choosing an individual who was still screaming but seemed on the cusp of expiring. No point wasting another body for the meat grinder. 

			‘Sons of Lorgar!’ he roared. ‘Get on your thrice-cursed feet! Why in the Dark Gods’ name did you set fire to the church?’

			He seized the nearest trooper, dragging the man upright. He at least looked suitably terrified, though it was hard to tell when his face was plastered with blood. He was missing an eye too, the wound fresh. He’d seen combat, then. That was something.

			‘Where is Gristle?’ Marvarry bellowed. 

			‘He… he became something else. I thought he was dead, but he got up. But what rose was all mouths and teeth. He killed Glong, sir, swung him like a hammer. But that was back when he had arms. By the end he was just a sack of flesh and teeth and eyes that wouldn’t–’ 

			Marvarry hammered the butt of the pistol into the man’s face. It made a pleasing crack, which was followed by an even more enjoyable moment of near silence, soiled only by the cultist’s whimpering.

			He pushed past the man, surveying the smoke-wreathed church.

			Imbeciles. 

			‘Burn the church?’ he murmured, glancing to his followers. ‘Is that what I said? I seem to recall my instructions were to breach the gate and take the priest alive. I do not think I stuttered. So, did you misunderstand my orders, or did you just choose to disobey me? Please tell me, because when I execute you, I want to know whether it’s for incompetence or treachery.’

			‘It was the orks, sir!’

			He glanced to the one-eyed cultist still clutching his bleeding nose. 

			‘Orks?’ Marvarry frowned. ‘Those beasts are holed up here?’

			‘Yes, sir. They started the blaze to repel us.’

			‘Unlikely,’ Marvarry snarled. ‘They lack such tactical wit.’

			Still, he knew from experience orks enjoyed setting fires. It was not unreasonable to assume they had accidentally set the building alight whilst attempting to burn the cultists.

			‘How many?’ he barked.

			‘I don’t know. A swarm of them. Too many to count.’

			Marvarry swore. Orks. He’d faced them on the battlefield, back before his enlightenment. They were brutish, powerful foes, none too bright, but more than capable of tearing his followers apart. A frontal assault against such creatures would be unlikely to succeed. He would need to out-think them.

			‘We’ll need to flush them out,’ Marvarry murmured, turning to his followers. ‘Patch up those who can still fight. Release the others into the Dark Gods’ mercies. We need to reorganise, mount another offensive. Did any of the leaders survive? Where is that idiot Upio? I’ll butcher him for this!’

			His gaze fell on the one-eyed cultist. 

			‘Err… He must be dead, sir,’ the man replied. 

			‘Then you will lead the next assault.’

			‘Me, sir?’

			‘Yes. I have something more important to attend to. Something that will ensure our victory,’ he replied, turning back to the bone-spun edifice. Clearly his instincts had been correct – something was amiss with the design, and their success depended on him fixing it.

			Why else could his crusade be beset with such poor fortune?

			‘Is you lot proud of yerselves, den?’

			Da Red Gobbo shook his head sadly, regarding each grot in turn. Most shrunk beneath his glare, though Migiz beamed like a prized squig-hound. Only Gitzit and Redsnot held his gaze, and even then they had to look away first. It was those snazzy goggles. It made it hard to tell where he was looking. All each grot could see was their own reflection, any treachery laid bare across their face. It was very disconcerting. 

			‘Yoo had a sweet deal ’ere,’ Da Gobbo said, encompassing the church with a sweep of his sceptre. ‘Could have really dug in. Made it a defftrap. But no, ya behave like a bunch of runts. Can’t get anyfing done unless a boss is whippin’ ya.’

			 He glanced around theatrically, his hand shielding his eyes from some imagined glare. 

			‘Where is ya boss?’ he said. 

			‘Dead,’ Gitzit replied.

			‘Wot a pity. Did da mutie creature get ’im?’

			‘Nah. Got shot in da ’ead.’

			‘And wivout ’im yoo lot fell apart.’

			‘We did all right,’ Gitzit said, glowering.

			‘Did ya?’ Da Gobbo asked. ‘Seems to me ya blew a hole in da door, ran around like a bunch of headless squigs and den set fire to da place. Did I miss anyfing?’

			The grots shuffled their feet.

			‘Didn’t fink so.’ Da Gobbo grinned. ‘For one fing, I never miss. Shame da same can’t be said for yoo lot. I saw lots of bullets squandered. Some fired at each uvver, some fired at da humies. A few of ya probably managed to shoot yerselves. All dat ammo wasted. Tell me, any of ya got anyfing left?’

			No grot raised his hand. Not that it meant much. Redsnot still had a few rounds but he certainly wasn’t going to admit to it. 

			‘Ya know why ya squandered so much?’ the Red Gobbo continued. ‘Because ya can’t fink straight unless da boss is threatenin’ ya. Well, good news, my little runts, dere is an army of filthy mutie humans out dere who want to take dis place and slaughter everyfing within. And if yoo’re expectin’ help from da orks, ya can forget it. Dey ran away. Dey wouldn’t call it that, dey’d say dey were chasin’ somefing, or only ran so dey could come back and ’ave anuvver go. But dat’s because orks is stupid. We know wot runnin’ away is, don’t we?’

			They nodded. There was no shame in running for a grot. Indeed, the ability to run away quickly was a vital skill for advancement, as most grots rose through the ranks primarily for their demonstrative ability not to have died yet. 

			‘It comes down to dis,’ Da Red Gobbo said, glancing to each grot in turn. ‘Yoo can run around like a bunch of hungry squigs, gettin’ in each uvver’s way and wastin’ wotever ya have until da humies kill ya. Or, ya can work togevva. One grot is weak. But ten grots? Twenty? A thousand? Dat is strength, a thousand times da strength of a single grot.’

			The grots were hushed now, and not just because of Da Red Gobbo’s cavalier use of multiplication. There was something in his voice. A little like an ork, except orks shouted and bellowed. But his was quiet, crafty, and carried a quality with it. Hope, maybe, or perhaps his words were just a valve, releasing resentments long felt but previously unvoiced. 

			They all felt it. All but the priest. 

			‘You… You’re not ratlings! What in His name are you?’

			He had somehow found his voice. The grots had forgotten about him in the chaos. They looked up at the sound, and Redsnot thanked Mork that none of them spoke humie.

			‘Shut it!’ Redsnot hissed, before grinning at the other grots. ‘Don’t mind ’im, he’s just beggin’ for his life.’

			‘Is dat right?’ said Da Red Gobbo.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Interestin’,’ Da Red Gobbo said,  smiling. ‘Is dis supposed to be yer slave, den?’

			‘I captured ’im. Defeated ’im.’

			‘A half-blind old humie? Impressive.’

			‘He knows stuff. Secrets. He’s useful. A leader.’

			‘Ah. Yoo decided to make ’im yer new boss, den?’ Da Red Gobbo asked. 

			There were horrified gasps from the grots, and Gitzit was grinning unpleasantly. Usually, they were quite accepting of toadying. Like lies and treachery, it was a necessary part of life. But taking a humie as a boss? It was unthinkable, a betrayal of everything it meant to be a grot. 

			‘I is his boss,’ Redsnot snapped, jabbing a finger at the priest.

			‘Is dat right?’ Da Red Gobbo repeated, glancing to the old man. He cleared his throat. ‘Excuse me, your ’oliness?’ he said, in near-faultless humie. ‘Might I enquire as to whose servant you is?’

			The priest’s head snapped about at the sound.

			‘Why, I am a servant of the Archangel Sanguinius, primarch of the Blood Angels, favoured son of the God-Emperor Himself!’

			‘I see,’ Da Red Gobbo said, nodding. ‘Not Redsnot, then?’

			‘What?’

			‘You’re not Redsnot’s servant?’ he said, pointing to the grot. ‘Do you clean his guns? Pick off his parasites? Chew his food for him? That sort of thing?’

			‘Are you mad? I am a priest, above such lowly tasks. Who are you anyway?’

			‘Priest?’ Da Red Gobbo said, turning to the rest of the mob. ‘Any of yoo gits know wot a priest is?’

			There was much shaking of heads and picking of ears.

			‘Well, it’s a kind of boss,’ Da Red Gobbo said. ‘And I don’t much care for bosses.’

			He spun, his greatcoat sweeping open, that curious fold-up rifle already clicking together in his hands. He fired, seemingly without aiming. The shot took the priest straight in the chest, spraying the wall behind him crimson. The recoil knocked Da Gobbo a couple of steps back. He winced as though in pain, but recovered quickly, grinning.

			‘No bosses,’ he warned, before turning to the grots. ‘Now, we need to lock dis place down and put out dat damn fire. Fink ya can handle dat?’

			‘Yes, boss!’ Migiz said. Da Red Gobbo rounded on him.

			‘Wot did ya call me?’

			Migiz hesitated, ears flattening. ‘Err… Boss?’ he offered hopefully.

			‘I ain’t yer boss,’ Da Gobbo spat. ‘When Da Revolushun comes dere will be no runts and no bosses. Only servants to Da Cause. Comrades in arms. Ya get it?’

			Migiz nodded so hard his neck almost snapped.

			‘Right, den listen, little ’un,’ Da Red Gobbo said, adopting a kindlier tone. ‘Woz it yoo who turned on da fuel pipes?’

			‘Yes, bo… Yes, I did dat.’

			Da Gobbo grinned a sickle smile. ‘Well den yoo is in charge of findin’ an escape route. Follow da pipes, see if dere is a run-off or somefing. Make a map in yer head, or if dat’s too ’ard, scratch one down on yer arm. We might need to blow dis place, and if we do den we need a way out. Got it?’

			‘Got it. Find a way out and blow dis place.’ Migiz saluted, before scurry­ing up the pipe. 

			Da Gobbo then turned his gaze to Gitzit.

			‘Yoo, da big ’un,’ he said. ‘I ’eard yoo took da runtherd’s slugga?’

			Gitzit glared back. ‘Wot if I did?’

			‘If ya did, den ya got a strong pair of arms and a fearless heart. Bet ya can handle a scrap.’

			‘I can. Betta dan da rest of dese gitz.’

			‘Den yoo are in charge of keepin’ da humies out. Dey might be stupid, but dey’ll not give up. Dey will try and cut a way in, or climb in, or wotever. Go keep an eye on dem, make dere life harder. Take a few of da tougher lads wiv ya.’

			Gitzit’s head tilted. He was thinking, perhaps sizing up his opponent. Redsnot crossed his fingers, praying to Mork that the two would come to blows. Gitzit certainly seemed the larger, though with Da Gobbo’s padded greatcoat and peaked cap it was difficult to discern his stature.

			But then Gitzit’s face split into a wicked smile. ‘’Bout time,’ he said. ‘Yoo three. Move yer arses.’

			Da Red Gobbo turned to the remaining grots.

			‘Listen den,’ he said. ‘We need to put dat fire out, but we also need to plug dat door. Wiv no more fuel, da flames will die, and den dey can pour in. We ’ave to build a barricade, and if dey breach it, we need a second line of defence. Get to it, ya gits!’ 

			The grots hurried to obey. All except Redsnot. He found his gaze lingering on the dead priest and the bullet hole in his chest, marvelling at the damage Da Gobbo’s rifle had done.

			‘Why is yoo standin’ around?’

			He turned to find Da Red Gobbo watching him, his shoota slung over his shoulder.

			‘Wot’re ya waitin’ for?’ he said. ‘Get to work.’

			‘Is dat an order, den?’ Redsnot asked. ‘Cos ya just gave a pretty speech about how dere should be no more bosses.’

			‘And I meant it,’ Da Red Gobbo said with a grin. ‘Grots should only serve Da Cause. Da Revolushun.’

			As he spoke he unclicked the rifle, securing it within the folds of his greatcoat.

			‘And how are we supposed to do dat?’

			‘Dat’s easy. Yoo listen to Da Revolushunary Kommittee. Or, in dis case, its appointed representative.’

			‘And dat’s yoo?’

			‘Yeah. It is.’

			‘And wot if a grot chose not to obey Da Kommittee?’

			‘Hmm,’ Da Gobbo said, frowning. ‘Well, if dat were da case, I suppose an appointed representative of Da Kommittee would need to take appropriate action.’ He raised his hand, index finger extended like a pistol, aiming it squarely at Redsnot’s chest. 

			‘Ya fink yoo is a good enough shot?’

			‘Wiv dis shoota?’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Oh yeah. I could pick ya off from a mile away, completely hidden. If I wanted.’

			‘Looks powerful, too,’ Redsnot said, nodding to the priest. ‘At least, powerful enuff to splatter a humie. Wonder how it would stand up to somefing tougher.’

			Da Gobbo didn’t reply immediately. His expression was hidden by his goggles.

			‘Ya know wot I fink?’ he said eventually. ‘I fink ya believe yoo is a clever grot. Well, go and use yer cleverness to make sure dem gits are doin’ dere job.’

			‘And wot will you do?’

			‘I’ll keep an eye on fings. Overseein’,’ Da Red Gobbo replied. ‘I’ll be watching yoo especially closely. Da Kommittee always keeps an eye on grots who fink dey is clever.’
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			CHAPTER 6

			Upio wiped his hands on his shirt before tightening his grip on his autogun. It was a proper weapon, one that did not require him to get too close to his target. That was good, though having to prise it from the hands of a dead cultist was less so. It still stank of burnt flesh. Still, that might count as a blessing. His survival certainly did, for he had chosen to hang back when they entered the church, guard the rear from retalia­tion. That was why he had been able to flee. Perhaps the gods had inspired or blessed him. Sometimes it was hard to discern their intentions. Losing his eye had seemed a setback, but the injury and blood marring his face concealed his identity from Marvarry, once again saving his life from the irascible commissar. 

			Maybe he was blessed. 

			Ahead, smoke still billowed from the doorway, though he thought the flames had lessened. But he could still feel the heat, particularly on the burnt flesh of his legs. Around him the cultists had slowed, each now seeking to bring up the rear. He knew he should urge them on, threaten any who disobeyed. But there were many of them and one of him.

			They came to a collective halt scant feet from the door.

			‘Sir?’ one of the cultists eventually asked. 

			Upio glared at him. Or tried to. An intimidating glare didn’t come naturally to him, though he supposed the bloodied eye socket helped.

			‘Out with it!’ he snapped, deepening his voice. 

			‘What do we do, sir?’

			He did not reply, intent on the doorway. Flames still danced, their tips tinged blue. He remembered them clawing at his skin, the burning as he–

			‘Ladders,’ he said, turning to the group. ‘They want us to try and come through the entrance. Probably have some trap planned. But we’re smarter than orks. We use ladders, catch them off guard. Half the windows are broken anyway, and the others won’t withstand a few rounds from the autoguns. The smoke will mask us, and we can hit them on all sides. Get the drop on them.’

			He smiled to himself. Ladders. Such a simple plan, but one that none of the others had the foresight to consider. He should have spoken up before, but he was intimidated then, believing Gristle was some emissary of the Dark Gods. He knew better now – that sack of flesh had been nothing more than a tool, a means to breach the gate.

			Ladders. So simple, yet so ingenious. 

			‘Sir?’

			The cultists were staring at him.

			‘What? You heard me.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the nearest said, nodding. ‘But the thing is… where do we get them?’

			‘Get them?’

			‘The ladders.’

			Upio frowned, turning this way and that. Around lay only desert and the ruins of war. 

			‘Make some,’ he snapped. ‘Find rope and beam, strut and string. There must be enough materials amidst this detritus.’

			They exchanged glances, not wholly convinced. 

			‘Or I suppose we could follow Marvarry’s example,’ Upio added, nodding to the eight-pointed star. ‘Bone should be strong enough to support our weight, and sinew enough to bind it. Would anyone like to volunteer to be the first rung?’

			That did it. At once they raced to action, scrabbling through the surroundings debris. He called to the closest pair.

			‘You two, guard the entrance. I don’t want the greenskins planning something sneaky. They got the drop on us last time, but it won’t happen again.’

			‘I dunno about dis.’

			‘Wot is yoo, an idiot? We smother da fire. Fire don’t burn under sand. Even da dimmest grot knows dat.’ 

			Figit considered this. Wirgiz had a point. He’d never seen a fire burning beneath a desert, so it stood to reason that smothering the fire would kill it. And they had found a ready supply of sand. The humies had bags of the stuff stored on the upper level. It smelled odd, like old trees, but it would do the job. 

			Yet he felt a flicker of uncertainty deep in his gut, and Figit was a grot who trusted his gut. And his fear, come to that, for fear was core to a grot’s wellbeing. Fear of the orks, fear of the enemy, fear of other grots, and fear of being isolated from other grots. He wasn’t quite sure what his gut was telling him now. But each time he glanced at the blaze below he felt a little twinge in his belly. An urge to run.

			‘I fink da fires are dyin’ down a bit,’ he said. ‘Maybe we should just wait a little, see if it sorts itself out.’

			‘Yoo‘re soft,’ Wirgiz sneered. ‘We woz told to put da fire out. Da Gobbo told us.’

			‘But yoo love fire.’

			‘Yeah, I do,’ Wirgiz conceded with a wistful sigh. ‘But we has orders.’

			‘I thought Da Gobbo said dere were no more bosses?’

			‘Dis isn’t an order from a boss. Dis is Da Revolushun.’

			Figit frowned, struggling to follow. ‘So Da Revolushun is givin’ us orders?’

			‘Nah, you idiot! Dontcha get it? Da Kommittee decides on da plan, and Da Gobbo tells us wot we need to do.’

			‘Still sounds like orders.’

			‘Yeah,’ Wirgiz said. ‘How about a threat instead? If ya don’t shut up and stop bein’ such a feckless git, I’ll cut off yer ears and feed dem to ya. Is dat better?’

			‘Little bit,’ Figit said, nodding. Threats were familiar, calming. He was still struggling with the Revolushun idea. It shook many core tenets of his belief system. Being threatened at least meant he knew who to be most afraid of. He needed that, otherwise he’d never sleep at night. 

			‘Wot is yoo two doin’?’

			Figit glanced round to see a sour-faced Redsnot glaring down at them. He shrank beneath his glare, but Wirgiz rose to his feet.

			‘Oh look, it’s da humie lover,’ he said. ‘Wot is yoo doin’ ’ere? Run out of humies to bow to?’

			‘I woz checkin’ up on yoo,’ Redsnot replied, inspecting the bags. ‘Wot is dis den?’

			‘Dis is us takin’ care of da problem,’ Wirgiz replied. ‘We is gonna smother da fire, just like Da Gobbo said. We is gonna get dese bags of humie sand, raise ’em up wiv da pulley and den dump ’em on da fire.’

			Redsnot glanced from the pair of grots to the bags. He ran his finger inside, inspecting the residue.

			‘Sawdust,’ he murmured. ‘Ya plan to throw sawdust on da fire?’

			‘Yeah! And dontcha try and take any credit! Dis is my plan!’

			‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Redsnot replied, crossing his hand over his chest. ‘In fact, how ’bout I send Da Red Gobbo over? Yoo can show ’im yer plan. Bet he’ll be impressed.’

			‘Yeah,’ Wirgiz replied, narrowing his eyes to slits. ‘Why is dat den?’

			‘Because it is such a clever plan,’ Redsnot replied. ‘And even though I didn’t fink of it, if I show it to Da Gobbo, at least he will know I can recognise a great idea when I see one.’

			‘All right den,’ Wirgiz said, reaching for the rope. 

			‘Wait!’ Redsnot said. ‘Not yet. If ya do it now, someone else might get da credit for yer plan. Hold off and I’ll send Da Gobbo over, tell ’im we have a problem. Den, when he gets ’ere, just let rip. Don’t even waste time talkin’ about da plan. Just unleash da sandbags. He’ll soon catch on.’

			‘Right,’ Wirgiz nodded. ‘But dontcha be tryin’ to take credit for it!’

			‘Oh, I won’t,’ Redsnot replied with a broad grin. ‘I’ll make sure I’m on da uvver side of da church. I won’t be anywhere near ’ere when ya show him yer cleverness.’

			He smiled. It made Figit’s guts churn.
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			CHAPTER 7

			Traitor Commissar Marvarry considered himself a patient man. He had ignored the mutterings from the men as they rummaged through the burnt-out debris. He paid no heed to the sandstorm drawing closer, or the stench of smoke from the blaze his minions had so far failed to contain. Instead, he continued his work, supervising the construct of the new eight-pointed star.

			He had a more auspicious feeling about this one. Granted, it too was lopsided, but that was inevitable given the materials. Especially as cultist Zanba continued to struggle against his restraints. Foolish really, given that he was bound by strips of his own flesh. But this symbol, stitched from bodies both living and dead, would surely draw the Dark Gods’ focus. He probably should have permitted Zanba to scream, for it was said that screams drew their notice, but the noise was grating, and Marvarry stood by his decision to remove the man’s tongue.

			If only he could silence the autogun fire.

			It was not the sound itself. He had been raised on war. To him, the thunder of artillery was a symphony, and the cries of the dying like the verses of a choir. But the intermittent bursts were maddening, fouling his concentration. He would think them concluded, only for another volley to be unleashed. What were they firing at? And why did they keep missing? 

			How far he had fallen. Not his liberation from the God-Emperor’s light, but the standard of his command. He had started with three piecemeal squads of conscripted cultists, perhaps sixty men. At least ten had been lost in the initial assault, and three more had been extinguished completing the edifice. 

			It didn’t matter. Lives were expendable, providing they completed their task. But, in the Dark Gods’ name, why did they keep firing? Just hit the damn thing and be done!

			Another volley, right when he was carving the final Rune of Disarray into Zanba’s chest. His hand skittered across the man’s torso, leaving a messy trail. 

			‘What are those idiots playing at?’ he snapped, glaring at the nearest cultist. The man bowed his head. They were doing that now, and keeping their hoods in place. It made it damn hard to tell them apart. 

			His gaze swept to the church. There was still too much smoke for his liking, but it had begun to clear, and it seemed the building would not be consumed. The door still hung open, but only two cultists stood close to it, and even they had positioned themselves on either side, safe from gunfire. The rest clustered about the church walls, looking up at the upper levels. Beside them lay a fallen statue, and beneath the statue he could just make out a pair of boots, along with a bloodstain. 

			What were they doing?

			There. Another volley, but this time he saw the shooter. The man was squinting up at the church roof before squeezing off rounds. A shot chipped the stonework, but he could not see what he fired at.

			Wait. There was a flash of green skin darting between the shadows above. Odd. It looked too quick for an ork. Small, too. 

			‘Spineless simpletons,’ he snarled, scooping up his officer’s cap, its aquila insignia replaced by an icon of Chaos. He set it in place, marching towards the loitering cultists. He did not move quickly, giving them time to realise their fate. The more observant amongst them spotted his approach, redoubling their efforts at stitching together scorched timber. Others shrunk into the crowd, though this proved increasingly difficult as word spread, and the crowd began attempting to shrink into itself like a collapsing star. Only the shooter and those closest to him seemed oblivious.

			‘What do–?’ Marvarry began, but as he spoke, the autogun fired, the volley drowning out his voice. It felt like an eternity until the gun fell silent.

			‘Did you get him?’ a cultist asked.

			The firer shook his head. ‘Don’t think so.’

			‘You sure he’s still up there?’

			‘Someone is. Unless it spontaneously started raining broken statues.’

			‘Could be,’ the cultist said with a shrug. ‘The Dark Gods work in mysterious ways. Maybe it means something?’

			The firer rolled his eyes. ‘It means one of those little bastards has decided to–’ 

			As he spoke, he finally caught the expressions of the surrounding cultists. He turned to find Marvarry’s face inches from his own.

			Nobody spoke. Marvarry’s gaze bored into the shooter.

			‘Pray tell, why are you firing?’ Marvarry asked, his manner calm even as his eyes blazed.

			‘O-orks,’ the man replied. ‘There were a couple on the roof.’

			Marvarry nodded, glancing up at the church tower. He raised his magnoc­ulars, peering up at the shadows. There was something lurking up there all right. 

			Something small.

			‘Orks,’ Marvarry murmured, adjusting the focus. ‘And how many have you seen?’

			‘At least four.’

			‘And you are sure these are orks? How would you describe them?’

			‘Well, the usual. Green skin. Toothy grins. Err…’

			‘Muscular frames? Broad shoulders? Thick jaws festooned with tusks and fangs?’

			‘I… Well, it’s hard to see at this distance.’

			‘Indeed,’ said Marvarry, lowering his magnoculars. ‘For I cannot find any hint of orks on the roof. Do you know what I see?’

			The man shook his head.

			‘Runts. Pathetic little greenskin runts, the kind the orks employ to clean their boots and load their shells. There are three of them lurking beneath that statue. If one were–’

			There was another burst of fire from the autogun, though it was quickly silenced by Marvarry seizing the barrel.

			‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

			‘Sir?’

			‘You think firing an autogun at an enemy occupying an entrenched position at a higher elevation, and shielded by all manner of statues and rubble, is a viable tactic? How many kills are confirmed?’

			‘I… None so far.’

			‘None?’

			‘I was… It was suppression fire.’ 

			‘Suppression fire?’ Marvarry frowned. ‘Suppressing them from what exactly? Have you come under attack? Been beset by shells?’’ 

			‘Well, they threw things.’

			‘Threw things?’ the commissar said with feigned alarm. ‘My, how you have suffered. Tell me, when you were laying down all this suppression fire, did you whisper a prayer to the Dark Gods?’

			‘I… Not in–’

			‘Did you beseech them to guide your aim? So you could continue to expel a vast quantity of ammunition without inflicting so much as a flesh wound? Tell me, does that sound like an act that would appease the Dark Gods?’

			‘Not directly, but–’

			‘Do you think we have the bullets to spare?’

			‘Well, more than we did, given those salvaged from the fallen.’

			‘I see. Well, if our ammo is sufficient…’

			Marvarry snatched a pistol from the cultist beside him, discharging it into the shooter’s gut. As the man fell he continued to fire, emptying the autopistol into the corpse until the trigger offered nothing but a disappointing click.

			He raised his head, regarding each man in turn. ‘Now, who wants to tell me what is happening here?’

			‘Ladders, sir.’

			The voice came from the back. He looked up to find the one-eyed cultist. ‘Ladders?’

			‘Yes. We thought we could go through the window. Get the drop on them.’

			‘The front door is open.’

			‘We… The smoke and flames were–’

			‘Smoke and fire?’ Marvarry glared. ‘You think these would deter the Sons of Lorgar? They are runts, you idiot. Have any of you seen an actual ork?’

			The cultists did not reply, suddenly focused on removing frayed threads from their robes, or inspecting their boots. 

			‘Believe me, if there were orks in there they would have already sallied out and attacked us. You are cowering from a bunch of pathetic slave runts who couldn’t win an arm-wrestling contest with a ratling. And now you want to build ladders so you can get the drop on them?’

			His finger stabbed towards the entrance.

			‘Attack, you idiots! Overrun them, or by the Dark Gods I will personally execute each and every one of you!’

			The cultists exchanged glances. For an instant, he wondered if they would follow him. Not that they posed a threat. Not individually anyway, but if they acted in unison…

			He tensed, but the one-eyed cultist turned away, and another followed. Once they were moving there was an inevitability to it. None wanted to be found bringing up the rear. Still, they slowed as they approached the entrance, fearful of the dying flames.

			‘On my signal,’ he bellowed. ‘For the–’

			Once more his voice was drowned out, but this time it was by the fireball erupting from the doorway.

			Redsnot squatted behind the barricade he’d bullied a couple of smaller grots into assembling, hands pressed over his ears. He’d found Da Red Gobbo, sent him over there to assist Figit and Wirgiz with their little project. Extinguishing a promethium fire with sawdust.

			Any second now.

			He hoped it wouldn’t be too vast a fireball. He still needed a few grots to escape with, just to use as shields if nothing else. Either way, he was safe here by the altar, and there would be enough grots lurking in the shadows to make a small herd from the survivors. A small herd was better anyway, easier to control. 

			Still nothing. How long would it take?

			He resisted the urge to raise his head. Grots were naturally curious, but he had long learned the benefits of keeping his head down. Especially when attempting to assassinate an opponent with a particularly fancy shoota. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the statue at the altar’s centre. The winged figure stood, hands clasped in prayer on the pommel of his sword, the point of the weapon resting on the bronze mount.

			Sanguinius. An angel, apparently, though Redsnot was unsure of that word’s precise meaning. He’d thought it merely a winged humie, but he’d never seen one with wings like that. Why have a word for something that didn’t really exist?

			Perhaps there was something else to it, for the figure was taller, stronger than a humie. Ugly of course, but there was a neatness and symmetry to the face the humies probably found appealing. Was it the likeness of something? Had there been a mutie humie with wings? Or was it something else, some archetype of what they aspired to be?

			He shrugged. What did it matter? The important thing was why had there been no–

			The fireball erupted, the glare visible even behind his barricade. He heard screams, but they sounded like humies’. A bit weird, but if they too were caught in the blast, all the better. He kept expecting to feel the heat, but there was none, almost as if the blaze was confined to the other side of the church.

			Cautious, he raised his head, peeking from behind the barricade.

			‘Careful now, don’t wanna make yerself a target.’

			The voice came from behind him. He turned to see Da Red Gobbo sitting upon the altar. At his feet lay the recently burned corpse of the runtherd. He smiled.

			‘I… I woz just checkin’ back ’ere for anyfing useful,’ Redsnot said, eyes darting around the space. There was a pretty hefty-looking bronze statuette within arm’s reach. Could he seize it? One swift strike could do the job. But no, Da Gobbo’s hand was tucked into his greatcoat. He probably had that fancy shoota in his fist, and Redsnot had seen how fast he moved.

			‘Useful?’ Da Gobbo frowned, surveying the altar. ‘Not much of use ’ere. Dis is all humie nonsense. Dey create gods and pray to dem to fix all dere problems. Do ya know why?’

			Redsnot neither knew nor cared, but he shrugged. No point antagonising the git.

			‘Because it makes ’em feel better,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Soothes dere fear. Cos dey don’t ’ave to worry about fixin’ dere mistakes. Dere little winged statue will do it.’ Da Gobbo glanced up to the image of Sanguinius, a sneer stretching across his face. 

			He was looking away. Now was the time to strike.

			Except with those goggles it was impossible to be sure. He might have been watching Redsnot from the corner of his eye, waiting for him to make a move. And Redsnot could see his own treachery reflected in those lenses. 

			‘Of course, dey is all dead now,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Dere angel didn’t do much in da end.’

			He glanced back at Redsnot. Or appeared to, his eyes still hidden by the goggles. When he spoke there was no mirth in his voice, each word barbed. 

			‘Dere is a lesson dere,’ he said. ‘Ya want somefing done, ya need to do it yerself. Don’t sit by an altar hopin’ someone else will do da job for ya.’

			For a moment he stared at Redsnot, before his mouth split into a broad grin.

			‘Anyway, I just wanted to say well done for yer plan.’

			‘Plan?’

			‘Yeah. Figit and Wirgiz explained it to me. Creating a barrier around da entrance and using da sawdust to create a little explosion, just enuff to keep da attackers at bay. Clever idea, though dose lads ain’t da brightest sparks. Dey almost screwed it up, failed to contain da blast. I had to set ’em right.’ He leant closer. ‘Yoo be careful about dat. Don’t wanna accidentally do somefing ya might regret, do ya?’

			Redsnot slowly shook his head. 

			‘Good boy,’ Da Red Gobbo said, rising. There was a stiffness to the movement, and for an instant Redsnot wondered if he had been injured by the explosion. But no pain registered on Da Gobbo’s face. He was still grinning.

			‘So, wot now?’ Redsnot asked.

			‘Well, once da fire dies out we is in trouble. We need to reinforce da barricade around da door.’

			‘Dat won’t hold ’em long.’ 

			‘Nah, but long enuff to relocate to da upper level. We found some oils in da priest’s room. I reckon we’ll grease up da steps.’

			‘Wot if dey use da ladders?’

			‘We’ll ’ave grots at da top. But trust me, dey will go for da steps. I overheard dem talkin’ outside. We’ve got somefing dey want. Well, we had ’im anyway. Either way, dey will follow da bait.’

			‘All right, but it won’t take ’em long to cross da church and reach da stairs. Ya need to slow ’em down.’

			‘Any suggestions?’

			Redsnot didn’t reply. Not straight away. He could not read Da Gobbo’s expression, the goggles reflecting only his own face. He looked suspicious, and cowed, his ears hanging limp. He looked away, his gaze falling on the vast tank mounted high above the burnt-out remains of the altar. The one so many grots had scalded themselves on.

			‘Wot’s in dat?’ he asked. 

			‘Dunno,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Fuel?’

			‘Nah, Migiz said da fuel tanks are beneath da church,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Must be somefing else. It’s hot though.’ 

			‘Hmm,’ Da Gobbo said, adjusting his goggles. ‘I fink it’s wax.’

			‘Wax? Like… from ears?’

			‘Maybe. Dey use it for candles.’

			‘Hmm…’ Redsnot frowned, his gaze flicking from the tank to the smoke-wreathed entrance. ‘Den I might ’ave an idea.’

			‘Excellent. I knew yoo woz a smart one,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Maybe when dis is over dere will be a place for you on Da Kommittee.’

			The smile vanished.

			‘Providin’ ya don’t screw up again.’

			‘What we have here is a failure in the chain of command.’

			Marvarry strode along the line of cultists, his eyes fixed ahead, observing them from the periphery of his vision. By the gods, it was embarrassing. Most of them couldn’t even stand to attention. Even Dunder, former soldier of the Imperium, no longer stood straight, though that might have been something to do with his spine. It was hard to tell beneath the scavenged robes, but his torso appeared elongated, arching him forward. He at least kept his chins up, the second having sprouted from his left cheek earlier in the day.

			Marvarry had reached the end of the line. He slowed, glancing back. Shouldn’t there be more of them? Yes, some had died in the first attack, and further casualties had been inflicted by the second explosion. Then there were the handful he had sacrificed to obtain materials to complete the edifice. Which, in hindsight, had been an error, for sufficient materials would have been readily available following the first failed attack. 

			How many left now? Thirty?

			It didn’t matter. If they all died it meant nothing, provided the mission was accomplished before his masters returned. That meant they needed the priest, assuming he still lived. Orks sometimes took prisoners, but he suspected the spiteful grots would be more likely to torture the cleric. He could at least take credit for their ministrations, if he could claim the body.

			He shook his head, his gaze meeting one of the cultists. The man looked away, but still, he had looked. They were waiting for him to speak, to inspire them to victory. 

			What had he been saying?

			‘Failure in command. I mean, failure in the chain of command,’ he continued. ‘I wanted to grant you opportunities to rise to the occasion, to prove yourselves to the Dark Gods without my guidance. But I realise now that was my mistake, for you are clearly incapable. Twice now you have been repelled by ork runts, creatures who not only have the colouration of boiled cabbage, but are also about half as smart.’

			He paused then, looking them over. They held their heads low. This pleased him, for it meant they were cowed. But it also angered him, for it showed a lack of discipline. Presumably there was some optimal chin height between the two extremes that would satisfy him, but none of them had stumbled upon it. Useless, that’s what they were.

			‘Clearly you need superior leadership,’ he continued, as one of his servants drew near, carrying a sealed case once adorned with the Imperial aquila. The image had been painstakingly erased, replaced by a poorly rendered symbol of the eight-pointed star. As he lifted it his gaze flickered to the twin effigies to the Dark Gods. One of them had started to sag. No matter, he thought, as he undid the clasp. The gods desired bloodshed more than ritual. They would graciously accept his offerings once they were stained by greenskin blood. 

			Within the case lay his power fist. Like the casing, the armoured gauntlet had once been anointed by symbols of the hated Imperium, but these had been stripped away, leaving it unadorned. Almost plain. He wished he had the resources to debase it, to carve symbols to attract the Dark Gods’ attention, reshape the fingers so they resembled talons. But perhaps this was better. No more ceremony: it would be baptised in blood. 

			As his attendants struggled beneath the weapon’s weight, attaching it to the servo-harness running along his arm, he glanced to the church, letting his hatred fester. Pathetic as his followers were, they remained unworthy of his hate. No, that belonged to the lying Imperium. For the grots he would offer only contempt.

			‘No more debacles. No more failures. We will breach their sanctuary, even if I have to raze it stone by stone.’
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			CHAPTER 8

			Upio’s ears reverberated with each strike. It reminded him of the church bells he’d rung as a child, except this shockwave not only pained his ears but also caused his whole body to shudder. He would have felt each strike even if he were deaf, and if the cacophony persisted much longer he ­probably would be.

			He watched as Marvarry raised his armoured gauntlet, the power field crackling about the weapon like caged lightning. His fist thundered into the greenskins’ blockade, the barrier screaming at the force of each blow. He would have no doubt already breached the defences if the barricade had not been piled so high and haphazardly. Each strike cleared a path, but also resulted in an avalanche of scrap tumbling to fill the void. Twice the commissar had almost been crushed by the debris, saved once by a backhanded blow from his power fist, and a second time by a loyal cultist who pushed him aside. Their reward had been being crushed beneath the debris. Marvarry had barely acknowledged the sacrifice, his next blow spraying blood along with metal shards. 

			If it happened again, Upio would not save him. He hoped none of the others would either. Not that he said as much, fearing his would be the only voice of dissent. How ironic it would be if the rest felt the same, but feared giving voice to their views. He tried to make eye contact, glancing to each in turn, but hoods concealed their faces. Had some snuck away? Marvarry had sent two to cut off the fuel pipes adjacent to the entrance. He had claimed success, but had both returned? Were some deserting even now? 

			Another blow, and this one shattered the final remnants of the grots’ blockade. The incensed Marvarry made to barge into the church. But at the last moment he hesitated, gaze flicking over his shoulder to the cultists. 

			He stepped aside from the breach, nodding to Upio and the others.

			‘Reclaim your honour,’ he snarled. ‘For the Dark Gods!’

			This was the moment. He could fire his pistol, kill the commissar. Then flee, vanish into the wastes, wait for all this to die down, rejoin the side of whomever proved the victor. His flesh was still unmarked. None would know of his rebellion. He could claim he lost his eye fighting the traitors. He might even be thought a hero.

			But would the others follow? Or avenge the commissar? How could he trust them? They had proven time and again that they were too spineless to stand against Marvarry. If one had raised his weapon, or even just his voice, Upio would have been right behind them. But no, they were cowards, and left him no choice.

			‘For the Dark Gods!’ he bellowed, rushing forward and praying the rest would follow. Once inside he could hold back, focus on the layout of the facility. Let the others catch the first bullets.

			But his pace slowed almost instantly. And not just him. All of them were struggling. It felt as though the floor of the church were grasping at his feet. Surely it could not be the will of the God-Emperor? Were they so damned that the church itself sought to slow their passage?

			‘Look out!’

			The cry came from behind him. He resisted the urge to turn, his eyes scanning the church, seeking the cause of the alarm. 

			He did not need to wait long. The molten wax struck down on them like a waterfall. Some were washed away by it, their voices stolen as it flooded mouths and lungs. Others, like Upio, managed to brace themselves and endure the deluge. The wax burned, but not as badly as the fire, his robes shielding his exposed skin. But it now ran to knee height, and cooled rapidly. He took a staggering step forward, but a second proved impossible, his leg held firm by the solidifying wax.

			‘Return fire!’ he bellowed, raising his autogun. 

			It clicked. Something was jammed, or more likely flooded with wax. From above came shrill laughter.

			His men, those not being pulled under by the weight of the wax, were having similar problems. A few managed sporadic bursts, but what were they really aiming at? All he could see was darkness. At least the grots seemed reluctant to return fire. 

			Damn the wax! He strained with all his might, until suddenly his foot was torn clear of his boot. It stung, the cooling wax still hot enough to burn his sole, but it was nearly solid now, and supported his weight. He dragged the other leg free, standing a foot above the others who were still wedged by the deluge.

			‘Boots off!’ he said. ‘C’mon! Do you really want those little runts to get the best of us? We are servants of the Sons of Lorgar!’

			‘True Sons,’ someone murmured from the rear. If his gun was working he’d have blown the man’s head off. Still, they were following his orders, dragging their feet from their boots, in some cases leaving behind entire undergarments. But ten were soon standing beside him, shuffling their feet, the wax still uncomfortably warm.

			He glanced back to the doorway. No sign of Marvarry, though a couple of guards were stationed by the entrance. Whether to guard it against fleeing greenskins, or prevent cultists from retreating was another question entirely. His only option was to press on.

			‘Praise to da God-Emperor!’

			The voice was a drunk-sounding, fractured interpretation of Low Gothic, but the words were audible. Ahead, just beside the blackened remnants of the altar, he saw a figure standing awkwardly, clad in the robes of a Priest of Sanguinius. The man seemed intoxicated, swaying, yet somehow staying on his feet. 

			‘The priest!’ Upio snarled. ‘Get him!’

			They surged towards the figure, who rapidly scrambled up the steps, his gait bizarre, like a poorly captured vid with missing frames. Something glittered in the air, but Upio ignored it. No more distractions, no more–

			A stabbing pain pierced the sole of his foot.

			He screamed, grasping for the shard of glass jutting from the wound. It was coloured, and must once have belonged to one of the great windows. Up ahead more shards were jutting from the wax, and from the grunts and curses it seemed his fellow cultists had stumbled across them too. 

			‘Little bastards,’ someone muttered behind him. 

			‘We’ll make them pay. Press on.’

			‘With this in my foot? No chance,’ the man replied, sitting back on his rump and taking hold of his leg. 

			‘Then pull it out.’

			‘Doesn’t that make you bleed out quicker?’

			‘You can’t just sit there.’

			‘So I should just die instead?’

			‘If you don’t–’

			Upio did not finish his threat, for another shower of glass rained upon them. But these were not slivers, some measuring a foot in length. It was one of these that severed the seated man’s leg at the thigh. He screamed, surging upright before falling, staining the wax crimson, his movements slowing as he clawed weakly at the stump.

			Upio glared at the remaining cultists. ‘You want to sit here?’

			‘For the Dark Gods?’ someone murmured from the back.

			‘Exactly! Forward, True Sons!’ Upio cried, with the little spirit he could muster. For, in truth, it was not much of a charge, the men tentatively picking their way through the larger shards, stumbling into each other, their gaze either fixed on their feet or interrogating the shadows above. He could just make out the priest.

			There was something very wrong about him. Not only the cackling laughter, but the way his limbs spun at curious angles, his feet only intermittently contacting the stone steps. But maybe that was the point. Yes, some of the practices and boons of the acolytes of the Dark Gods were… unsettling. But no more so than the servants of the Corpse-God. Chaos was the Truth, all else a comforting lie. Cognitive dissonance: that was what Apostle Aneath had called it. Perhaps the followers of the Corpse-God carried favours, but hid them from the masses. Guarding their power. 

			No more. They were but a few strides from the stairs, the priest’s silhouette framed high above, beckoning them on. The cobblestones felt cool beneath his feet, even if his soles were covered with blood. But there was no wax to hinder him, no glass to confuse his–

			His foot slid out from under him. 

			He tumbled forward, arms outstretched. But he refused to relinquish his autogun, and his chin cracked against the step. He slid back down to ground level, just as the remaining cultists reached the base of the stairs.

			‘You all right, sir?’ one of them asked.

			‘They’ve done something to the stairs,’ he muttered, face still pressed to the stone. ‘Greased them or something. I think I cracked my chin.’

			‘Could be worse,’ the man grunted, nodding over his shoulder. He followed his gaze to the entrance, where Marvarry had finally decided to grace them with his presence. He was making slow progress, delayed by the apparent requirement to execute any cultist still caught in the wax. He was chanting something, and discharging a barrage of shots into each victim, despite their pleas for aid. 

			Madness. Each was still a willing soldier for the cause. The nearest was caught like a fly in amber, his leg held tight by the wax. As Marvarry drew closer he clawed at his leg, desperate to free himself. The commissar stood before him, pistol poised for the shot. But he hesitated, finally holstering the weapon. He lowered to a knee, until his head was level with that of the trapped man. Upio could not hear what was said, though Marvarry patted the man on the shoulder with his left hand. 

			But the right was sheathed by the power fist.

			The blow tore through his chest, the cultist exploding as though hit by a tank shell. Only his leg remained intact, preserved by the wax. 

			It was senseless. Had Marvarry lost his mind?

			As if he had heard the thought, the commissar’s head snapped up, and he stared Upio in the eye. At least, it seemed that way; the distance and the peaked cap made it difficult to see the man’s face. But Upio could feel the uncompromising glare boring through his skull, seeking the faintest hint of insurrection. 

			‘Get moving!’ he snapped, and the cultists obeyed with renewed zeal. As they clambered up the steps, he wondered if this was the method to Marvarry’s madness. They had reached the stairs after all.

			Redsnot watched the humies struggle with the stairs, tripping and stumbling, their bloodied feet unable to find purchase on the greased steps. One had the bright idea of trying the handrail, their fingers soon finding the shards of glass jutting from its sides. He would have grinned at the shrieks, but even they could not lift his mood, for he could see Gitzit on the level above, chatting with Da Red Gobbo as if they were old pals. 

			What were they saying? Was it about him? Gitzit had always wanted his spot, and now he was making his move. Why the hell was he following Da Gobbo anyway? Shouldn’t he be trying to stab the git in the heart, hopefully whilst leaving his own back suitably exposed?

			‘Err… is it time?’

			He glanced to the grot addressing him, who was struggling under the weight of a prayer stone – a sphere about a foot in diameter and engraved with script too tiny to read. Redsnot had no idea of its intended use, though knowing the humies they probably rolled it over their toes or something as a way of appeasing their Bloody Angel. 

			He looked at the staircase. The cultists were about a quarter of the way up, though some of them had resorted to climbing on hands and knees. 

			‘Wait until dey is halfway up. Or down,’ Redsnot murmured, glancing back over his shoulder. The conspirators were gone. Zog it, what were they saying?

			‘Dey is gettin’ a bit close.’ Da Gobbo’s familiar voice came from beside him. 

			Redsnot sighed. ‘Ya do love sneakin’ around, dontcha?’ he said. 

			‘Maybe,’ Da Gobbo said with a shrug. ‘Or maybe yoo ain’t keepin’ an eye open. Dem humies are making pretty good progress up dem steps.’

			‘Wot if dey is?’

			‘Some of dem ’ave guns.’

			‘Let ’em try and aim when dere feet won’t stay still. Besides, we is in da shadows. Humies don’t see so good in da dark.’

			‘It’s gotta be a fight wiv you, ’asn’t it?’ Da Gobbo said, glaring at him from behind his goggles. ‘I give yoo an order, yoo ’ave to push back.’

			‘Order? Sounds like wot a boss would do.’

			‘If yoo ’ad a better plan, dis would be different. But ya don’t, ya just don’t wanna do wot yer told.’ 

			‘Or yoo just don’t like someone else makin’ da call.’

			They watched the cultists ascend, staggering and bleeding. They were at the halfway point now. The nearby grot with the prayer stone glanced to Redsnot, who shook his head. The grot’s gaze then flicked to Da Red Gobbo, who shrugged. 

			The cultists were inching closer, clawing on hands and knees. The grots glared at him, the prayer stones held ready, their eyes pleading. 

			‘Now,’ Redsnot murmured. 

			The grots began heaving the balls down the steps. They bounced, cracking the stone in the process. The cultists had a moment to realise what was happening before the tumbling spheres reached them, crushing fingers and shattering breastbones. One intercepted a cultist at head height, reducing his cranium to a smear. But Redsnot could not enjoy it. He was too twitchy, nervous of Da Red Gobbo’s presence.

			The cultists, at least those who had avoided being struck by the prayer stones, were advancing again, some trying to squeeze shots off with their autoguns. But the diminutive grots were dug in behind scrap-shields, and the bullets did not find them.

			‘Again,’ Redsnot snapped. Another round of prayer stones was unleashed. But the cultists were learning. They hugged the rails, despite the glass shards, vacating the centre where most of the spheres fell. Only one was struck, the impact breaking his leg and sending him tumbling down the polished steps, but the rest were advancing. Worse, more cultists were approaching from the doorway, urged on by a figure whose fist seemed to crackle with power. 

			‘Yoo seen da boss?’ Da Gobbo asked.

			‘Yeah.’ Redsnot nodded. ‘His cap looks like yours.’

			‘Makes sense. I stole it from a humie,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Can’t get a shot on dis one though – he keeps usin’ his boyz to shield ’imself.’

			‘Is dat where ya got yer fancy shoota, too?’

			‘Nah. Built it meself from scrap. Got da idea from a ratling,’ Da Red Gobbo said, unfolding his weapon. ‘Ever met one?’

			‘Nah.’

			‘Dey is little humies, similar size to a grot,’ Da Red Gobbo said. ‘Same plight as us. Bullied, overlooked, stepped on. It’s not right.’

			‘Did ya tell da ratling dis?’

			‘I tried to, but he wouldn’t listen,’ Da Red Gobbo sighed. ‘Too brainwashed by his betters. Dat, and I’d already stabbed ’im a couple a times. After dat he just didn’t wanna hear me out.’

			He glanced to Redsnot as he aligned the sight.

			‘Did ya know da humies use ratlings as snipers? Dey hide somewhere far from da front lines, pickin’ off da humies’ enemies from miles away. Ever wondered why orks don’t do likewise? Imagine how much damage a buncha grots could do if dey were armed dat way.’

			Redsnot could, of course. But even if such an idea occurred to the orks they would dismiss it, for none of them would trust a grot with such a weapon. It would be too easy to use against their ork masters.

			Da Gobbo raised the rifle, sighting through the scope, focused on his target.

			It would have been easy to just reach out and give him a little push. Just enough to send him toppling down the stairs. Maybe he’d take a couple of the cultists with him. But that gun would go with him, and Redsnot needed that gun. He’d admired shootas before, normally great hulking ork weapons that roared like a beast and unleashed volleys powerful enough to level a building. But this one was different. Quiet. Powerful, and with a long reach. To strike without risk of retaliation was appealing to any grot. 

			Da Gobbo squeezed the trigger. They barely heard the shot, but it struck the lead cultist on the leftmost banister. The impact punched him from his feet, and he tumbled into those lined up so neatly behind him, sending them toppling. 

			‘Now da other ones!’ Redsnot heard himself say, turning to Da Gobbo. But he had lowered the rifle, his teeth gritted as though in pain. 

			‘Nah. I got only a few shots left,’ he grunted. ‘Not wastin’ ’em. I’m sure yoo’ve got enuff thinkin’ in yer ’ead to come up wiv a solution.’ 

			He grinned that sickle smile, the weapon collapsing back into his greatcoat. The inner lining was dark, but as Da Gobbo stashed his gun Redsnot caught a flash of red beneath the coat. 

			It looked like blood.

			Da Red Gobbo turned away, marching stiffly along the walkway, where the grots were preparing the next line of defence. There was no doubting it now – a lurch in his step. 

			Redsnot smiled. 

			Da Gobbo was hurt. How badly was unclear, but it meant there was an opening. And if there was one talent Redsnot possessed, it was the ability to take advantage of his fellow grots’ weaknesses. Maybe not with the skill of Da Gobbo, but this did not require complex manipulation. A quick thrust of his knife would take care of the problem. 

			‘Err, boss?’ one of the runts said. ‘Dey is gettin’ close.’

			‘Is dey now?’ he replied, patting the grot on the head. ‘Den collapse da barricade – let ’em try wadin’ through scrap.’

			He didn’t even wait as the grots withdrew the support rods, and the debris rained down on the stairway below. There were encouraging screams, but his focus was on Da Red Gobbo. He was marshalling the grots, urging them to the highest level, the church steeple. 

			Redsnot glanced up, smiling.

			It would be a long way to fall.
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			CHAPTER 9

			Traitor Commissar Marvarry approached the stairway, flanked by a pair of bulkier cultists acting as his shield. There was sufficient cover now, for the grots had dislodged an avalanche of scrap. Sadly, it had buried the majority of his troops in the initial wave. A few of them groaned from beneath the detritus, but they were little use now. Only a handful had reached the top, digging in like ticks and cowering behind what little shelter remained. There was no sign of the grots. 

			He deactivated his power fist’s energy field before seizing the banister, the armoured gauntlet crushing the glass that had so mangled his minions’ hands. By the Dark Gods he loathed these creatures, perhaps almost as much as the hated Imperium. It made little sense, for he had laboured under the yoke of the Corpse-God for decades before his enlightenment. He had longed to drag down what he once served, to confront former allies and superiors and witness the light die from their eyes even as he crushed them beneath his boot.

			But in such fantasies, he had not been plagued by damn xenos making a mockery of his troops. Even now, though his gauntlet allowed him to ascend, his legs still sought to slide from under him. It was hard to maintain his dignity with his feet scrabbling for purchase.

			At the upper level the cultists had occupied the balcony but pressed no higher. He recognised the one-eyed cultist who had led the charge. Brave man. If he survived, Marvarry would make a point of learning his name. 

			‘Well?’ he said. ‘Are you waiting for the Corpse-God to rot? Why are you not pressing on? Someone said they saw the priest.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the cultist replied, pointing to the shadows beneath the great steeple. A figure hung there, suspended on ropes. He was clearly dead, a hole blown in his torso.

			‘I think they had him on strings,’ the man murmured.

			‘Someone cut him down. Leave the body here. We will attach it to the icon once we have exterminated the last of these pests.’

			The cultist nodded, scrambling over to the suspended priest. The rest continued to loiter at the base of the tower. Marvarry glared at them. 

			‘Well? Why are you not in pursuit?’

			His voice was barely a whisper, but at his words they shrunk back. 

			‘I… Well, we… we sought to reinforce our position,’ one spluttered as Marvarry drew closer. ‘We were unsure what relics might be located on–’

			‘Relics?’ Marvarry snarled. ‘You think I care about relics?’

			‘I… The Dark Apostle said we were to–’

			‘I give the orders!’ Marvarry snarled, smashing his fist across the man’s face. Had the power field been activated he would have torn the cultist’s head from his shoulders. As it was, the blow toppled the man, blood spraying from his nose. He fell limp, and had the good sense to stay down.

			Marvarry rounded on the others. ‘Anyone else interested in browsing for relics? Anyone? I’m certain our foes will be accommodating enough to wait.’

			He appraised each in turn, the cultists withering beneath his gaze. There, that showed them exactly who was in charge. Not Apostle Aneath’s flunkies. Not even the Apostle himself, for he had abandoned this battlefield. No, it was he, Commissar Marvarry, who led this operation. And his men would not be caught ransacking the church’s treasures when there was still–

			They were watching something behind him. 

			He turned, glancing down the steps to find two of his followers frozen, staring up at him in horror, a near life-sized bronze statue of the False-Angel Sanguinius held between them. He stared, livid, momentarily unable to speak. At least until a third emerged from behind the altar, struggling under the weight of a long, rusted broadsword, its corroded cross guard shaped like the wings of an angel. He called out to the others, pretending to brandish the weapon, only to frown as he caught their expression. He said something, before finally following their gaze and catching sight of the nearly incandescent Marvarry.

			‘What in the Dark Gods’ name are you doing!’ he roared. 

			One of them was foolish enough to speak.

			‘Well, the Disciple said we were supposed to retrieve the relics and–’

			‘I know what she said!’ Marvarry spat, spraying the stairway with spittle. ‘Do you also remember her saying something about capturing the priest? Or any topics related to crushing all resistance?’

			‘Err… Might have done?’ The man shrugged, almost losing his grip on the statue.

			‘Then put that down and get up here,’ Marvarry bellowed. ‘Or I will come down there and rip your arms off!’

			He was tired and it was not his best threat, but he was alarmed to see the man hesitate, glancing to the stairway. Did he doubt the commissar’s resolve? That he would not be true to his word? Obviously he wouldn’t have chased them down the steps, that would have been far too risky. But surely they did not know that.

			The man was still staring at him. Marvarry took a step forward, reaching for his holstered pistol. That did it. The relic hunters abruptly discarded their treasures, making for the staircase. Still, he could not let the insubordination slide. Once he had more troops at his disposal there would be a reckoning, assuming he could recognise the man a second time. Those blasted robes made it hard to tell them apart. Still, he would no doubt remember that disrespectful glare, providing the man’s eyes remained in the same shape and location. 

			‘Is dey comin’ up?’

			Redsnot shrugged, peering through the trapdoor at the tiny figures at the bottom of the steeple. 

			‘Not yet,’ he replied, glancing at Da Gobbo. ‘But more of dem is gatherin’ at da bottom. Just a question of time before dey start climbin’.’

			Da Gobbo nodded, his gaze shifting to the web of pulleys and ropes above them. Most were in some way connected to vast bronze bells that dominated the top of the steeple. On another day the grots would probably have been swinging on them, or seeing how loud they could make the bells ring. But they were nervous, glancing to the windows surrounding their elevated courtyard. Even the most dull-witted knew there was no way out. They could just make out the church roof below, but none of them would survive such a drop.

			Da Gobbo was still intent on the bells. Redsnot snuck closer to him.

			‘Wot is it?’ he said. 

			Da Gobbo shrugged. ‘Wonderin’ if we can get a rope down or somefing.’

			‘Wot happened to yer great plan?

			‘Dis is it,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘We’ve run outta room to run.’

			‘Looks like ya didn’t fink of everyfing,’ Redsnot grinned, basking in his rival’s failure.

			‘Looks like it,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Guess dat means we all die. Glad yoo’re happy about it, though I fink most of da lads would prefer to live.’

			He had a point. Redsnot found his smile fading. They could still make it difficult for the humies, rain debris and tools down on them, but they were trapped now.

			Unless….

			‘Migiz,’ Redsnot spluttered, glancing to the other grots. ‘Where’s Migiz? He went to find a way out.’

			They shrugged, exchanging glances. ‘Maybe he did a runna?’ one of them suggested. 

			It was possible. That was certainly what Redsnot would have done given the chance. But Migiz was stupid even for a grot, and it probably didn’t occur to him to try and escape without the others. He glanced around the confines of the tower, finally locating a fuel pipe. He took up a spanner, hammering it against the metal. The surrounding grots clutched their ears at the sound. 

			‘Oi! Migiz!’ he said, flipping open a valve and yelling down the tube. ‘Where is ya, ya little runt? Migiz!’

			Beside him, another pipe burst open, revealing the diminutive Migiz. His green skin was stained near black, and he stank of promethium.

			‘Migiz!’ Redsnot grinned. ‘Yoo is alive.’

			The runt glanced at him, face even blanker than usual. ‘Wot?’ he said.

			‘Did ya…’ Redsnot lifted Migiz’s outer ear. ‘DID YA FIND A WAY OUT?’

			Migiz glanced at him. ‘Wot?’ he said, digging a fingernail deep into his ear. It emerged coated in a combination of yellowed wax, spilled prometh­ium and a pair of small centipedes, which scurried away, disappearing into a crack in the stone. 

			‘DID YA FIND A WAY OUT?’ Redsnot bellowed again, this time as loud as he could.

			‘Oh, yeah,’ Migiz said. ‘Dontcha worry. I did exactly wot ya said. I found a way out. Dere is a pipe on da roof dat is wide enough for even da biggest grot. We can sneak out dere.’

			‘On da roof?’ 

			‘Yep! And I’ve set dis place to blow. Someone cut off da pipes from outside, but I fixed it. Tank’s fillin’ up right now. Even made a remote trigger. One press of da button and everyfing will explode!’

			The runt grinned a moment, before the expression was marred by a frown. He clutched at his pockets.

			‘Hang on. I’ve put da detonator somewhere. Be right back.’

			He disappeared back into the pipe. Redsnot made to go after him, but it was far too narrow. He sighed, glancing to Gitzit. 

			‘Did he find somefing?’ the burly grot asked.

			‘Yeah. A means to blow everyfing up and kill us all,’ Redsnot said. ‘Dere is no way we can get to da church roof from ’ere. Stupid little git.’

			‘Dat he is,’ Gitzit said, nodding. ‘Still, it gives us da last laugh. Dat’s worth somefing, ain’t it?’

			‘Yeah. Yeah, it is. Dose humies are gonna have a real surprise. Assuming he ever finds the damn detonator. He’ll probably sit on it and blow us all up.’

			Gitzit grinned. ‘Yeah.’

			It was an odd moment. Though Gitzit was his rival, Redsnot felt a curious kinship with the other grot. Not that he liked him, but they were united by their fate. What was the word for it? Did the humies have one?

			‘My comrades,’ Da Gobbo said, calling the grots in. Redsnot saw hope flash across some of their faces. Da Red Gobbo waited until all eyes were on him before continuing. 

			‘Lads, I know wot yoo is finkin’. Dis might be da end.’

			He paused, letting it sink in.

			‘Well, I ’ave some good news for ya,’ he said. ‘Dis is just da beginnin’. Da Revolushun can’t be killed by bullets or choppas. And do ya know why?’

			One of the grots stuck his arm up. ‘Armour?’ he said. ‘Like a Dread?’

			‘Nah,’ Da Gobbo sighed. ‘Not armour. Because Da Revolushun is an idea. And ya can’t kill ideas. Even if we die, Da Kommittee will avenge us. And when da uvver grots find out wot we did ’ere, how many humies we killed wivout da need of an ork bossin’ us around? More of dem will rise up, enough dat we will overcome all!’

			There was fire behind his words, enough to stir the grots. They seemed caught up with the glories, despite their impending demise. Redsnot glanced at Gitzit. He was listening, but his gaze kept flicking to the humies below.

			Redsnot sidled over to him. ‘Wot is yoo finkin’?’

			‘Thought I might take a leak on dem,’ Gitzit said. ‘Or at least drop some of da hammers and stuff. Make ’em work for it, y’know?’

			Redsnot nodded. ‘Dat is a good idea,’ he said. ‘But maybe we can manage somefing a little bigger.’

			Gitzit followed his gaze to the vast bells looming high above them. He grinned.

			Upio’s fingers screamed with each rung. His skin was already slashed from the glass shards that had been embedded in the staircase’s handrail. Mercifully, the filthy little grots had not managed to perform a similar trick with the ladder. At least so far.

			But what if they had only rigged some of the rungs? Let the attackers climb to a sufficient height so the fall would kill them?

			He reached slowly for the next, testing it with his fingers. Nothing. At least it seemed like nothing, though his fingers were slick, almost costing him his grip. Grease? No, just blood running from prior wounds.

			‘What is the delay? Get moving!’

			That was Marvarry roaring from below. Still, he was less intimidating down there, bringing up the rear. Did all commissars do that? He had no idea, for he’d never served on the front lines, his duties and suffering limited to what was inflicted by the cruel factorum overseers. The liber­ation was supposed to free them from such oppression.

			He glanced across to the ladder opposite, where another cultist was clambering. He was already several rungs ahead, still anxious to prove himself to the commissar. 

			Idiot. It was clear by now that the first to reach the top would be the first to die, assuming Marvarry didn’t execute one of the stragglers. Well, let his rival try and claim their glory. He had learned now. Never be at the front, or too close to the rear. Stay in the middle, keep your head down and let others fall, and you just might live. It didn’t feel like the usual mantra for a follower of the Dark Gods, more like how a herd animal survived predation. But maybe that’s what they were: a herd whose lives would be sacrificed to benefit their masters.

			Little had changed. 

			There was jostling below him, hands clutching at his feet.

			‘Keep going!’ 

			The plaintive voice came from behind him. He wanted to turn back, scream at them to wait their damn turn, but that was a sure way to guarantee his death. He’d heard the fear in the man’s voice, his desperation, but there was no point unduly hurrying. He had to move fast, but not too fast. Get to the top of this cursed tower, but make sure others had already cleared the breach. 

			He glanced across to his rival, still a few rungs ahead. He might have been aided by his fingers, which held more than a passing resemblance to the limbs of a squid, the suction cups adhering with ease. Another one blessed by the gods, just like Gristle. He probably thought that meant something, like he was destined for greatness. Let him try picking his nose, see how well those tentacles worked there. 

			Something struck Upio’s head. Hard. 

			He flinched, almost losing his grip. His other hand rushed to his face, fearing a bullet wound, but the skin was barely broken. What the hell was it?

			He glanced up, and lurched aside to avoid a barrage of nails, shielding his face as best he could. He heard cries and curses from below, though nothing to indicate serious injuries. Damned grots. Still, if that was all they had left, broken glass and old nails, it was almost over.

			He glanced across. His rival was far ahead now. Maybe he had avoided the barrage. Wasn’t that always the way? Some were blessed with good fortune and others–

			A wrench struck his rival’s brow. Upio was surprised by how loud it was, like a hammer blow. The man would surely have fallen, were his tentacles not tightly bound around the rung. As it was, he slid down, feet dangling, dazed.

			Damn it. That would slow his ascent. Upio tried to mitigate his own pace, but hands were clawing at his feet, Marvarry apparently taking this barrage as impetus to press on. He glanced up at the distant summit. Were those grots crawling around the bells? It was hard to tell at this distance, though–

			The ear-splitting clang made him shudder. 

			He glanced up and saw it, a chime-bell about the size of his forearm dropping towards them at terrifying speed, ricocheting from the sides of the steeple as it plummeted. He hugged the wall, cheek pressed to it, and from the corner of his eye saw the bell strike his rival. The man disappeared in a spray of blood, his tentacled fingers dragging the rung with them. 

			Bells. Bloody bells. He had always hated them, the incessant demand for his time and attention. Come and pray! Be thankful for another bowl of slop and eighteen hours of hard labour! The sound always grated, and he now shuddered at the cacophony above. The central bell was secure, but there were still another half a dozen chime-bells that could be dropped upon them. Or was it more? As a child he’d been required to polish them, though he could not recall if this was a punishment or reward from the doddering priest. 

			Another bell plummeted past, this one missing both ladders, though there was a muffled cry of pain below from one of the cultists waiting to ascend. Two more bells followed, one passing between the ladders, the other ricocheting from a rung three handholds above him, splintering the wood into shards. He wiped them from his face, redoubling his efforts. Forget this herd business, forget staying away from the fight. Those grots were tearing apart the very thing he hated, and they didn’t even know what it was. It was maddening. He’d turned away from the God-Emperor, accepted a new yoke amongst the followers of the Dark Gods, endured violence, cannibalism and the spontaneous sprouting of tentacles. All for a chance to tear down his oppressors, and now the bloody grots were doing it without even–

			His thoughts were silenced by another clang, this one much louder than the rest, its force sufficient to shake the ladder’s rungs. He glanced up, his remaining eye fixed on the vast central bell plummeting downwards. It was impossible. That monstrosity was the size of a man, and must have weighed several tons. It was far too large and well fastened to be dislodged by scattering grots. It could not be hurtling towards him, and even if it was, surely he would survive? He had survived everything else. The gods must have marked him for greatness. There was no–

			The last sound he heard was the bell’s rim splitting his skull.
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			CHAPTER 10

			‘Did it get ’em?’

			‘Some of ’em,’ Gitzit said, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Good job, Spitit! Spitit? Where is ya?’

			‘Over dere,’ Redsnot replied, pointing through the window to a distant figure hurtling down towards the church roof.

			‘Ah.’ Gitzit winced as Spitit struck the stone. ‘Wot ’appened?’

			‘Stupid git didn’t let go of da rope,’ Redsnot sighed. ‘Recoil whipped ’im right off da tower. Still, aim woz pretty good.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘How many humies left?’

			‘Still got da other ladder,’ Gitzit replied. ‘Dey keep comin’. How’s our ammo?’

			‘Bad,’ Redsnot replied. Under Da Red Gobbo’s direction, the grots were still ransacking the bell tower for anything worth throwing, but even their prodigious scavenging skills had limits. Da Gobbo caught his gaze and shrugged.

			‘Guess dis is it den.’ Redsnot sighed again, glancing to Gitzit. ‘Yoo got anyfing?’

			‘Yeah,’ he nodded, reaching into his robe. ‘I still got Da Splatta.’ He withdrew the ork pistol, cradling it in both hands. 

			‘Ya can’t even lift it properly.’

			‘So? I’ll wedge it somewhere. Only gotta pull da trigger once. It will leave a lastin’ impreshun.’

			‘Dat it will,’ Da Gobbo said as he approached the pair. He smiled at Gitzit before glancing to Redsnot. ‘And wot about yoo? How is yoo gonna leave yer mark?’

			‘Probably like Spitit dere,’ Redsnot replied, nodding to the red stain on the roof below. ‘Poor git.’

			‘Ya gonna jump den?’ Gitzit said with a leer, but Redsnot didn’t answer, his gaze still fixed on the roof. Migiz claimed there was a way out down there. So close.

			‘Wot is it?’ Da Gobbo asked. 

			Redsnot did not reply. He was intent on the complex series of pulleys and ropes, brow furrowed, lips twitching. Grots were not renowned mathematicians, but the brighter sparks had an intuitive grasp of physics pertaining to projectiles. 

			He pointed. ‘If we got a rope over da side–’

			‘Won’t work,’ Gitzit said. ‘It’s all covered in dose statues of winged humies and dere spiky swords. Rope would snag, assumin’ da gits didn’t end up impaling demselves.’

			‘Plus dere is windows on da inside of da tower,’ Da Gobbo muttered. ‘Dey would see us comin’. Be waitin’ at da bottom wiv dere guns.’

			‘Dey didn’t see Spitit,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Not landin’ way over dere. If we could get a line to da roof and slide down, we could get away before dey knew wot woz ’appening.’

			‘And how’d we do dat?’

			‘We need a harpoon. Wiv a line. Me old boss had one on his trukk.’

			‘We ain’t got a harpoon. Or a way to fire it.’

			Redsnot didn’t answer. Instead his gaze flickered between Da Splatta and the pointed tip of Da Red Gobbo’s staff of office.

			Marvarry could not tear his gaze from the visage of Sanguinius, that smug, sanctimonious face that hid the true monstrosity of the Imperium. 

			It adorned the church’s central bell, which now lay at the bottom of the steeple. The impact had cracked the ground mere inches from his foot, the stone now stained red by the blood of those too slow to leap aside. Above, he could hear the moans of the cultists who had leapt from its path and now clung to the cracked stonework. What they intended to do from there was anyone’s guess.

			He had been in the middle of a rousing address when it struck. It was odd, for he would have expected the impact to resonate like a thunderclap, but aside from a stab of pain all he heard was a faint hiss, like air escaping a tyre. 

			He tore his gaze from the bell, glancing to the sole remaining ladder. Those cultists still clinging to it were frozen, gaping in horror at the bloodied remains of their allies.

			‘You see!’ Marvarry roared, voice oddly muffled. ‘They were unworthy, but you have survived! This proves our cause is just! The gods shield us, the True Sons of Lorgar!’

			He expected something, ideally cheers of support. But besides the ringing in his ears there was only silence, even when a few of them opened their mouths as if to speak, their lips flapping soundlessly, like fish. 

			Wait. There was something. Faint. 

			‘What?’ he bellowed, cupping his ear and leaning closer to the cultist occupying the lowest rung of the ladder.

			‘Didn’t shield all of us.’

			Marvarry stared at him. The cultist must have realised his mistake, for he sought to backtrack. But Marvarry could not hear his ranting, only a faint ringing in his ears and the sound of blood pounding in his temples. He raised his power fist, the energy field flaring, and punched through the man’s sternum. Blood burst from between his lips, and he continued to mouth something that looked like a scream even as his eyes rolled and life left his body.

			That was better. He’d needed that. 

			He turned to his remaining servants. The last loyal five. No, four – one was buried under the bell. Between them, they hauled the icon of Chaos he had spent so much time assembling.

			‘Leave it here,’ he said, nodding to the base of the tower. ‘We will anoint it with the blood of those disgusting greenskins.’

			One of them raised all three of his eyebrows. Marvarry barely made out his voice. 

			‘My lord, weren’t we supposed to anoint it with the priest’s blood?’

			‘It does not matter from whence the blood flows!’ Marvarry snarled. ‘They only need see we have fulfilled our oath.’

			He glanced to the window, where the dust cloud was drawing closer. He was sure now it was vehicles of some kind. He could not hear the engines, but was beginning to suspect that at least one of his eardrums had burst. 

			They were close. He had to finish it.

			‘Get to it!’ he roared, before reaching for the ladder. The rung exploded beneath his grip. Blasted power fist! Mercifully, the rest of it held, and the uppermost cultists had almost reached the top. Now was the time.

			He was about a third of the way up when he heard the roar of an ork pistol.

			‘Ain’t it a bit high?’ 

			The grot was nervous, ears pressed flat, a slight quiver in his voice.

			‘Yeah?’ Redsnot said, tearing off a strip of the grot’s tunic and handing it to him. ‘Is it scarier dan stayin’ up ’ere and makin’ me angry?’

			‘Nah…’

			‘Den get goin’,’ he snarled, slinging the rag over the rope and lifting him up. The grot grasped the rag with both hands, ears still pressed flat in terror. Redsnot released him, sending him screaming down the rope towards the improvised harpoon made from Da Gobbo’s staff. It remained intact, despite being fired by Da Splatta, and was now embedded in the roof below.

			‘Did he make it?’ Da Gobbo asked. He leant against the wall, hands clasped inside his greatcoat.

			‘Not all da way. Da rag snapped. Still, he’s gettin’ up, so it can’t ’ave been dat bad. Next!’

			The handful of remaining grots did not seem eager to volunteer. Not a huge surprise: they were the ones who had survived the trials thus far. That meant they weren’t stupid, and only stupid grots volunteered for anything. 

			‘C’mon, ya runts!’ Redsnot tried. ‘Who’s next?’

			Silence. Blast it, the humies were almost on them. He had already seen one reach the ladder’s top, the clutching hand reaching through the trapdoor, repelled only by Gitzit smashing it with a rock.

			He should just flee, head down the line and leave them to it. But he needed the herd. 

			‘Dey don’t wanna leave yet,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Dese runts are hardened now. Dey ain’t runnin’ wivout a fight. Don’t matter how many mutie humies race up ’ere, or how many poisonous tentacles are erupting from dere faces. Dese lads would rather be slowly digested in the gullet of a–’

			There was a sudden scramble, grots pushing each other aside as they made for the rope. Redsnot had to beat them back with the butt of his blasta, the weapon’s ammo long since exhausted. 

			‘One at a time!’ he barked. ‘Too ’eavy and yoo’ll snap it!’

			He could barely hold them off, each grot desperate to escape, their frenzy threatening to kill them all. But they would not listen, would not–

			The shot blew a chunk of stonework apart inches from his head. He froze, as did the other grots, turning as one to see Da Red Gobbo glaring at them from behind his goggles, his rifle trained on the group. 

			He coughed, and Redsnot saw his lip was stained red. 

			‘Settle down, ya gitz,’ he said reproachfully. ‘If we fight among ourselves we all die. We need to take turns. One at a time.’

			The grots blinked, bemused. ‘How’s dat work?’

			‘I dunno. Line up behind each uvver. Like when food comes, only wivout all da stabbin’ and stealin’.’

			They considered this. It was certainly a different approach. The most astute amongst them raised his hand. 

			‘Who goes first?’

			‘He does,’ Da Gobbo said, pointing to a random grot who needed no encouragement, looping his rag around the rope and hurtling towards the relative safety of the church roof.

			‘Form a line and get goin’,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘And I’m keepin’ an eye on ya.’

			‘Yeah?’ one of them sneered, glancing off the ledge. ‘From down dere?’

			‘No. From up ’ere. I’ll go last.’

			The grot frowned, unable to process this. Granted, herd alphas tended to lead from the back, but that was only during conflict. When it came to running, grots knew to follow their leader, who would usually sprint from the battlefield the moment anything went wrong. 

			Redsnot grabbed the nearest, hoisting him onto the rope and sending him hurtling. The rest elbowed and scowled their way into a rough line. All except Gitzit, who guarded the ladder, and Da Gobbo, who was reloading his shoota. 

			Or trying to, anyway. His fingers were shaking, and he barely had the strength to cock the weapon. One of the grots was watching. Redsnot grabbed him.

			‘Yoo!’ he said. ‘Keep monitorin’ da line! Eyes dat way!’ He shoved the grot into the others, then approached Da Gobbo. ‘Ya need help, old-timer?’ he asked.

			‘Help? Please, I’m Da Red Gobbo,’ he replied, voice dripping with self-assurance. But even through his greatcoat Redsnot could see his leg tremble. 

			‘Yoo is hurt, ain’t ya?’ 

			‘Not as much as I’ll be if da humies make it up ’ere,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Gitzit! How close is dey?’

			‘Few rungs,’ the grot replied. ‘Da last one fell and da uvvers is bein’ more cautious. I fink one of dem is tryin’ to go back. But either way, next one up ’ere is gonna get a stabba right in da eye.’

			‘Good. I’ll be right dere to back ya up,’ Da Gobbo replied. But Redsnot heard the tremor in his voice, and saw the blood staining his hand from when he’d tucked it into his greatcoat. Even his skin looked wrong, the greenish hue a little too grey. 

			He glanced to Redsnot, expression indecipherable behind the glasses. 

			‘Wot ya lookin’ at me like dat for?’ he said. ‘Yoo know Da Red Gobbo can’t die. Now ’elp me load dis gun, I got a little twinge in me finger.’

			Redsnot bent down beside Da Gobbo, glancing over his shoulder. The other grots were proceeding as quickly as one could hope. Their fear seemed momentarily forgotten, the escape now closer to a ride. One even tried to balance along the top of the rope, arms outstretched. He managed a surprising number of steps before plummeting from the line, to the cheers of his fellow grots.

			‘Oi! Focus!’ barked Da Red Gobbo. ‘Da bullets load ’ere, and ya look through dis sight. Ya see?’

			Redsnot nodded, examining the bullet as he slid it into the chamber. ‘Big payload dis,’ he said. ‘Would take out a humie no problem.’

			‘True dat.’

			‘Imagine ya could even blow a hole in an ork’s head wiv some­fing like dis.’

			‘Who could say?’ Da Gobbo grinned. ‘Right. Mechanism is loaded. Gitzit?’

			‘Wot?’ the burly grot said, raising his head.

			It was that which saved him. 

			The bullet would have shattered his skull had he stayed in position. As it was, it creased his brow, tearing a good hunk of flesh right above his ruined eye socket. He fell back, blade tumbling from his fingers. Below, Redsnot could hear the humies. They were almost on them.

			‘Grab ’im and go!’ Da Gobbo rasped, lumbering to his feet. He swayed, but managed to raise his weapon, training it on the opened trapdoor. A head appeared, but only for a moment, the cranium shattering from the force of Da Gobbo’s shot. The body tumbled, from the sounds of things dislodging a score of humies pressed behind it on the ladder. Redsnot rushed forward, slamming the trapdoor shut and slinging Gitzit’s arm over his shoulder, half carrying and half dragging him over to the zip line. The last grots were in the process of departing. 

			‘Get off,’ Gitzit slurred, eyes glazed. ‘I is fine. Fine to fight. Just point me at ’em.’

			‘All right,’ Redsnot said, winding the scrap of rag around the rope. ‘Just hold dis real tight. Don’t let go till I say. Ya got it?’

			‘Yeah, I got it,’ Gitzit replied, swaying. Redsnot wasn’t sure the grot understood what was happening, but there was little he could do about it. He shoved Gitzit from the tower, turning back just in time to see the trapdoor explode into shards. The blast knocked Da Gobbo from his feet, sending him sprawling before he had a chance to fire.

			A figure emerged from beneath, clad in a manner similar to Da Gobbo, a peaked hat on its head, its frame wrapped in a greatcoat. But this humie’s face was set in a snarl almost worthy of an ork, eyes veined, spittle vomiting from between his lips. His right arm ended in a powered fist, which shimmered with energy. It looked a weedy weapon compared to a mighty ork power klaw, but was more than sufficient to pulverise a grot.

			‘This is my enemy?’ he said, glancing from Da Gobbo to Redsnot. ‘You pathetic creatures have cost me dear. And for what? Your lives are worthless, even for greenskins. Beasts. Vermin. I am an emissary of the Dark Gods. I am anointed in their favour. Soon, I will ascend to the ranks of their most trusted servants. Worlds will burn in my name. And you will be nothing more than a stain left in my wake, mourned only by your internal parasites!’

			He stepped towards the dazed Gobbo, fist raised. 

			The thrown blasta struck him in the head. It did little more than knock his cap askew. But he slowed, turning, those hateful eyes fixed on Redsnot.

			Redsnot blinked. Why was the humie staring at him? Granted, his hand was outstretched, suggesting he might have thrown the offending weapon. But that seemed unlikely, and quite out of character. Redsnot glanced around, in the hopes some other grot had launched the attack. No such luck.

			‘Impatient, are you?’ The humie glowered. ‘Why do you seek death?’

			‘Dunno really,’ Redsnot said, shrugging. ‘It just seems to come looking.’

			The humie frowned, as though he could not make out the words. ‘Did you…? You dare debase the human tongue with your vile xenos mouth?’

			‘Maybe. Did you dare bleed on my nice floor? I had a sweet little set-up here before your lot came in making a mess. I had thick walls, some pretty shinies. Even a pet humie.’

			‘The priest!’ the humie roared. ‘You took it from me! That was my tribute!’

			He lunged forward, throwing a punch that could have rent a tank. Redsnot ducked beneath it, the blow singeing his left ear as the power field flared. The impact shattered the stone balcony, and for a moment Redsnot thought the man would overbalance and plunge to his death. But at the last instant his hand shot out, catching a flailing rope that had once supported the bells. He steadied himself, turning to face the grot.

			‘Pathetic,’ the humie bellowed. ‘Something as weak as you cannot oppose me. I am imbued with the power of the Dark Gods! I am their vessel, their priest!’

			The shot exploded against his chest. 

			The armour held, barely, but the impact jarred the rope from his hand. He tottered, his arms flailing, snatching for the rope but missing it. He reached out, seeking purchase on the stone balcony, both hands extended. But the power fist was still active, and the stone shattered at his touch.

			He tumbled from sight, and silence fell.

			Redsnot turned, expecting further attackers. But Da Red Gobbo was propped against the far side of the steeple, his rifle trained on the spot where the humie had been standing. He coughed, blood staining his mouth. More stained his greatcoat, flowing from beneath its folds.

			Redsnot took a step closer, ears drooped in respect. 

			‘Heh, told ya Da Red Gobbo never misses,’ Da Gobbo cackled. ‘Got ’im.’

			‘Ya did.’

			‘Yeah, well I fink dat might be me last shot,’ Da Gobbo sighed. ‘Dis is a nice shoota, but it has a bit too much kick.’

			He opened his coat, revealing a bloodied wound that was crudely stapled shut. An emaciated medi-squig was attached to it, the little creature pumping fungal stimms into the grot’s bloodstream. But it too was fading, its reserves long since squandered.

			‘Took a bit of shrapnel a while back,’ Da Gobbo explained. ‘Couldn’t quite get it closed, and firin’ dat fing opens it up. I told ya – only use it when you ’ave to. Save yer shots.’

			‘Wot do ya mean?’

			Da Gobbo grinned. ‘Don’t take me for a runt. Ya plan to steal it da moment I is dead.’ 

			‘Well… it’s a nice shoota.’

			‘Course it is. But it comes as a package. You take da coat, too. And da hat.’

			Redsnot frowned. ‘But den… I mean, I would look like–’

			‘Ya wouldn’t look like nothin’. Yoo would be Da Red Gobbo. Always and forever. Till yer dead, of course, and someone else takes on da mantle.’

			‘I… I ain’t Da Red Gobbo. I mean, I don’t wanna be.’

			‘Ya stupid git. Ya don’t get to pick. Ya get picked.’

			He spat a mouthful of blood, peeling the cap from his head and tossing it to Redsnot. His scalp was criss-crossed with scars, his ears torn and ratted.

			‘Listen,’ he said. ‘All grots die. We spend da time before it runnin’ if we can, scrappin’ if we ’ave to and hidin’ when we fink we can get away wiv it. Den we die. Wouldn’t ya like to be somefing more dan dat? Run cos you’re lurin’ them in, scrap cos ya like it and hide so ya can sneak up on ’em and stick a shiv in dere back. If you is gonna die anyway, ain’t it better to die on yer own terms? Die cos ya decide to, not cos a boss tells ya to?’

			‘I still fink it’s better not to die,’ Redsnot replied, his gaze fixed on the cap.

			‘Yeah? Well, da inside of dat cap is flak-lined. It will ’elp protect yer ’ead. And da coat is similar. Pretty good against fire too, so long as ya don’t hang around.’

			Redsnot nodded. ‘Suppose dat might help,’ he said, setting the cap on his head. ‘Though it might attract some attention.’

			‘Let it. Da grots need ya. Yoo is a smart one, Redsnot. If grots ever ’ave a hope of bein’ free from ork rule, dey need leadership. Someone to show dem da way, and tell dem wot to do.’

			‘Wot about Da Kommittee? How do I contact dem?’

			‘Da Kommittee is wherever ya need it to be and will say wotever needs sayin’,’ Da Gobbo replied. His voice was beginning to fade. ‘Now listen to me. Dis is important. Take da goggles. Yoo’ll need ’em.’

			‘Wot do dey do?’

			‘Dey is da most important bit,’ Da Gobbo said, lifting the goggles clear with trembling fingers. ‘Dey give ya da look.’

			‘Da look?’

			‘Dey is like a mirror. When a grot sees ya, it sees itself reflected. Dey see demselves.’

			He smiled, but the light was fading from his eyes. Shed of his vestments, he no longer even resembled Da Red Gobbo. Just one more dead grot. The same as all the others.

			Except for the idea.
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			CHAPTER 11

			Gitzit’s head felt like he’d been struck by a Deff Dread. Still, he rose weakly, blinking against the blazing sun. 

			Sun. That was different. He was outside? Yes, the roof of the church. He’d been hit by something and… had Redsnot rescued him? It didn’t seem likely. That wily old grot had it in for him. But here he was. The only question was: where were they?

			‘Err… boss?’ 

			One of the runts stood beside him, ears pressed flat.

			‘Wot is it?’ he snapped. ‘And don’t call me boss.’

			‘Smoke.’ 

			Gitzit followed the grot’s gaze. Clouds adorned the horizon and were racing closer. They might have been ork vehicles, given the volume of dust and sand being thrown up, but it could be the humies too. He listened, trying to make out the roar of familiar engines. But they were too far out for even his prodigious hearing. 

			There was something though: a high-pitched whine. Could it be an engine? If it was, it didn’t sound happy.

			‘Listen, does anyone else hear–?’

			But the noise came from behind and above. He turned, just in time to see a human figure hurtling from the bell tower towards them. He screamed as he fell, silenced only when he struck a statue mounted at the base of the tower, the winged figurine’s raised spear piercing the plummeting humie’s sternum. As he slid down the weapon, his eyes snapped open, his lips parting as he tried to offer one final curse. But his eyes rolled and he was still.

			The grots crept closer, inspecting the corpse. 

			‘Do ya fink he meant to do dat?’ one of them asked.

			‘Dunno,’ said another with a shrug. ‘Da spikey humies do seem to like sticking each uvver on spikes. I saw dem do it earlier outside da church.’ 

			‘I thought dat woz a joke or somefing?’ 

			‘Nah. Dey do it to impress dere gods.’ 

			‘Stupid humies,’ Gitzit sighed. ‘Any decent god could stick dere own bodies on spikes. Gork and Mork never need help wiv stuff like dat. Gods are supposed to be somefing ya want to be like, not somefing ya seek to impress.’

			The grots nodded. The ways of humies really were perplexing. 

			‘Hang on,’ one of them muttered, shielding his eyes. ‘I fink he woz pushed.’

			Gitzit followed his gaze. There was a figure at the tower’s summit. Despite the glare and smoke there was no mistaking the peaked cap, or the infamous greatcoat. 

			‘Da Gobbo,’ one of the runts whispered. ‘Da Gobbo beat ’em.’

			The figure hooked his rifle over the zip line, hurtling down it. His landing was less than graceful, tumbling head over heels, his hat almost leaving his head. But he rallied magnificently, tearing the rope from his iconic harpoon-staff before striding towards the fallen humie and vaulting onto his corpse. With his hat pulled low, collar upturned, and goggles shading his eyes, his face was little more than a bladed nose and sickle smile.

			‘My fellow, err… comrades,’ he said, raising his staff high. ‘Our oppressors lie dead. Dey was big and shouty and had weird fings growing out dere foreheads, but we still krumped ’em! We is Da Revolushun!’

			The grots cheered. All except Gitzit. He was staring at Da Gobbo, his good eye narrowed.

			‘Wot is wrong wiv yer voice?’ he said.

			Da Gobbo stiffened, glaring at him. ‘Maybe it’s yer ears?’ he said, his voice now an octave lower, the strain audible. ‘Ya took a bit of a tumble up dere. Might’ve knocked somefing loose.’

			‘I is as sharp as I ever woz!’

			‘Dat bad, huh?’ Da Gobbo said. There was a titter of laughter, though Gitzit’s glare soon silenced it.

			‘Ya know who yer voice reminds me of?’ Gitzit replied. 

			‘Do tell.’

			‘Redsnot. Where did dat little runt get to?’

			‘Redsnot?’ Da Gobbo frowned, tapping his chin. ‘Which one woz dat? Da crafty, bold one? Well, I’m afraid he is no more. Gave his life for Da Cause. And saved yoor hide, I might add.’

			‘Ya sayin’ he’s dead?’

			‘Of course,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Redsnot might’ve been a tough and popular little grot, but he woz no Red Gobbo. I mean, I only just got out of dere. If dat’s da case, do ya really fink he made it?’

			‘Dunno.’ Gitzit frowned. It did seem unlikely.

			‘Den get yer ’ead togevva,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Da Kommittee needs strong warriors wiv clear ’eads. Ya get it?’

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ Gitzit muttered. ‘Not sure it matters, though. Company is comin’.’

			The smoke trails were closer, the vehicles now visible. There was no mistaking the ramshackle trukks of their ork masters. They would have been elated, once. To know that their masters had returned, along with the relative safety they granted. But there were no cheers, no rush of grots desperate to greet the arrivals.

			‘Ah well,’ one of them sighed. ‘It woz fun while it lasted.’

			‘Lasted?’ Da Gobbo said. ‘You fink dis changes anyfing? Da Revolushun is not over. It is never over. Dis woz our victory. We won and we deserve da spoils!’

			‘Wot is we gonna do?’

			Da Gobbo didn’t answer for a moment. He seemed to be staring at the onrushing horde, but it was hard to tell with those goggles.

			‘Is Migiz alive?’

			‘Yes, boss,’ the little grot squeaked, before catching himself. ‘Sorry. Yeah, I’m alive.’

			‘Good lad,’ Da Gobbo grinned. ‘Show us da way out, den. And everyone keep yer ’eads down. I don’t want dem seein’ us. Not yet.’

			The orks were predictable enough, their trukks skidding to a halt outside the church, the occupants leaping clear and storming into the building, anxious to spill some blood. Only a couple hung back, a token rearguard. 

			Da Red Gobbo adjusted the sight on his shoota, lining it up with the skull of the rearmost ork. The other one would turn at the sound, which might give him time to squeeze off a second shot. If not, he’d have to rely on the dozen or so grots led by Gitzit to finish the job. Once that was done they could look over the vehicles. There might be a few grots lurking there, ammo runts and so on. He’d give them a chance to join the cause.

			It should be sufficient. Hopefully.

			‘Now, Migiz, are ya sure ya ’ave da detonator?’

			‘Yes, comrade!’ The grot grinned gleefully, presenting a silver tube topped with a big red button. ‘Ready to ’splode!’

			‘Not yet! Wait for me signal. When I fire, yoo press da button. Dat will take care of most of ’em, and any humies still lurkin’ about. I’ll pick off da uvvers.’ 

			His finger tightened on the trigger, the crosshairs aligned with the ork’s head. He had the weapon braced against the rock, mindful of the recoil and the toll it had taken on the previous Red Gobbo’s body. 

			Still, it was worth it. He knew that even as he squeezed the trigger and the shoota’s butt hammered into his shoulder. He barely felt the pain, watching transfixed as the shot pierced the ork’s skull, the back of his head exploding outwards. The other ork turned at the sound, but was immediately blown from his feet as the church erupted in a fireball. 

			He took aim at the rising ork, who was inspecting his fallen comrade, perhaps wondering why the back of his head was missing. As he squeezed the trigger, he marvelled at the familiarity of the scene, and finally understood his predecessor’s purpose in coming here, in finding Redsnot, and in showing him what he could really be. 

			For the bullet wound looked just like the shot that had slain Runtherd Killaskun.
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			Redsnot ducked, the jaws slamming shut inches from his ear. He scrambled between his foe’s mismatched legs, the numerous maws erupting from its midriff snapping at his heels. A tentacle-like tail swung for him, its suction cups studded with bladed fangs, but he hurdled it, tumbling head over toe across the rubble before scrambling to his feet, grasping for his blasta.

			Where was the zoggin’ thing?

			He must have lost it in the tumble. Still didn’t have a proper ­holster – there hadn’t been time to steal one. His gaze darted across the scrap-laden battlefield, seeking the weapon, but the air was clotted with dust and fumes.

			His attacker was turning, its movements hampered by its ungainly frame and the tattered remnants of its pressure suit. A humie garment, though an ill-fitting one. Was this monster some sort of humie? It seemed unlikely. Redsnot was no expert on their anatomy, besides a rudimentary knowledge of which bits were more susceptible to being stabbed, but he was fairly sure humies didn’t usually have tails. Or multiple eyes glaring from their thorax. Plus, there was the smell. All humies stank, but this was different. Warp taint. It made his nostrils sting.

			The beast faced him now. Every instinct urged him to turn and flee, but he’d seen what happened to the others. Finchit and Skarpa were both faster than he, and neither had been able to outrun it on a flat chase. He had to wait, dodge out of the way once it was too committed to turn. Maybe then it would target one of the other grots. He could see them dotted about the ruins, their pathetic attempts at hiding painfully transparent. The blasted thing had at least a dozen nostrils – couldn’t it smell them? He was pretty sure he could smell Migiz from here.

			Apparently not. It was lining up for another charge.

			Unless he could distract it.

			‘Now, ya gitz!’ he yelped as forcefully as he could. ‘Suppress-it fire! Blast it!’

			Nothing. Treacherous runts. He was Redsnot, Runtherd Killaskun’s least-worst grot. That made him their boss. Sorta. When he said he needed more dakka, they were supposed to fire. It was one of only two orders he’d drilled into them – attack and retreat. He’d never bothered issuing the second order. They were always well ahead on that one.

			Perhaps they feared their weapons would not stop it. He certainly had his doubts. But he’d finally spotted the blasta amidst the rubble. If he got it in the head, that might be enough.

			He darted right as it lunged forward, scrabbling for the weapon. But despite appearances, the beast held some glimmer of intelligence, for it anticipated the movement, angling its charge right at him. Even as he grasped his blasta, he knew it was too close, its fangs bared to–

			A green fist smashed into the monster’s maw, the impact snapping its lower jaw and spraying a shower of teeth. Redsnot scrambled aside as Runtherd Killaskun delivered a thunderous headbutt to the beast’s bloodied face. As it staggered, the runtherd’s grabba stikk clamped around its neck, the weapon’s pincer-like jaws piercing its throat. Still, it struggled against the hulking ork, but Redsnot had seen Killaskun subdue the most stubborn of squigs. The ork knew how to apply weight as well as strength, leveraging the creature down until its shattered face was pinned to the rubble. Its tail lashed at the runtherd, needle teeth scoring his armour and gnarled hide. He grunted, irritated, before slamming his iron-shod boot onto its neck and drawing his slugga, aiming the pistol at the creature’s skull.

			Redsnot barely had time to clamp his hands over his ears before Killaskun squeezed the trigger. The weapon roared, the sound deafening. Still, despite the ringing in his ears, Redsnot got off lightly compared to the beast. Its head had been turned inside out, brains spraying across the ork’s boot.

			Da Splatta. That was what the grots called the weapon, and for good reason.

			The jaws of the grabba stikk sprang open as Runtherd Killaskun released his grip on the twitching corpse, shouldering the weapon as his beady red eyes scrutinised the rubble.

			‘All right, ya little maggots. I see ya dere,’ he grunted. ‘Don’t make me drag yoo out by da ears.’

			Slowly, like creeping fungus, the grots emerged from the cracks and crannies, congregating around the runtherd. Redsnot rose too, dusting himself down and glaring at the shuffling grots. Now they were for it. Disobeying orders? Risking the life of their second-in-command? Killaskun would teach them some respect.

			He glanced to the runtherd, grinning evilly as the ork surveyed the assembled runts.

			‘Where’s Redsnot?’ he murmured. ‘He get ate?’

			‘Nah, boss. I is right here,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Ya saved me!’

			Killaskun glanced down at him.

			‘Did I?’ He frowned, nonplussed. ‘Well, dat makes fings easier. Rally da runts and follow me. While yoo lot woz off lollygaggin’, we fell behind.’

			He nodded to the dust trails and thick smoke marring the horizon. Redsnot knew it well enough, the smog emanating from the trukks and buggies hurtling across the desert. Of course the grots had fallen behind – they always fell behind because they had to use their legs.

			Killaskun had already muscled past him, his gazed fixed on ruins that were once the humies’ settlement. The orks had intended to level the place, but the humies had already flattened most of it before they arrived. Some of the humies, anyway – it seemed a conflict had arisen between them. Greenskins were familiar with the concept of civil war, though it usually occurred because warlords desired more territory, or were bored. But the humies’ conflict seemed rooted in something else. Perhaps it was related to their varying number of limbs.

			He shrugged, turning back to the herd. They were occupied picking their toenails or admiring the featureless sky. Anything to avoid his gaze.

			‘Wot woz dat den?’ Redsnot said, glowering at them in turn. He caught Zoggit’s shifty gaze.

			The runt blinked in mock confusion. ‘Wot?’

			‘I told yoo to attack!’

			‘Did yoo?’ Zoggit frowned. ‘I suppose it woz ’ard to ’ear. Wot wiv da growling and slobbering and dat.’

			‘Could be. Or maybe my order was drowned out by da sound of yer knees knocking together, ya cowering runt!’

			‘Yeah, could be.’ Zoggit nodded amiably.

			‘Forget it!’ Redsnot sighed. Shaming a grot for cowardice was as pointless as trying to teach a squig engineering. ‘Just fall in, lads.’

			‘Or wot?’

			‘Or da boss will ’ave a word,’ Redsnot said, grinning a sickle smile. Several grots involuntarily flinched, perhaps reliving previous encounters with the runtherd. Killaskun wasn’t exactly cruel, at least for an ork, but he was quick to chastise slothful runts with the back of his hand or a swift kick from his boot. He could punt them pretty high too.

			As the herd fell in, Redsnot sidled over to the hulking runtherd. Killa­skun was pressed against the ruins of the humie building, shading his eyes against the desert sun, intent on a rapidly approaching dust cloud.

			‘Wot do ya reckon?’ Killaskun grunted as Redsnot drew up beside him. ‘Our lot?’

			‘I fink so. Looks like buggies.’ Redsnot nodded, squinting at the onrushing vehicles. It was hard to tell with the dust and smoke. Whatever it was, it approached at incredible speed.

			‘Need ta flag ’em down,’ Killaskun murmured as the grots gathered around him. ‘Migiz? Where is ya?’

			‘Here, boss!’ The diminutive runt grinned. He was small even for a grot, but though he lacked size and strength, he more than made up for it in benign stupidity.

			‘See if ya can get dere attention,’ Killaskun said, nodding to the onrushing vehicles.

			‘Yes, boss!’ Migiz beamed, trotting from the comparative safety of the ruins into the open sands. He turned to face the oncoming vehicles, jumping up and waving his hands in the air.

			‘Cooee!’ he said. ‘We is ’ere! Lads?’

			Redsnot didn’t know if they saw him, but they certainly didn’t slow. Migiz disappeared under hurtling metal and choking clouds of dust as the buggies tore past. Orks held an affinity for speed, but this lot were racing even for greenskins. It was soon clear why, as before the dust could clear, crimson shapes hurtled after the greenskins. Not ork tanks – too boxy and uniform. No, they belonged to the humies. You could tell from the skulls impaled on their roofs.

			The grots watched them as they pursued the departing orks.

			No one said anything for a moment.

			‘Dey is runnin’. Da boyz are runnin’!’

			The voice belonged to Gitzit. The burly grot was sneering contemptuously, his sole eye glinting.

			‘Orks don’t run,’ Killaskun murmured, cuffing him about the head. But Redsnot could see his heart wasn’t in it. For one thing, Gitzit was still conscious.

			‘Is dey comin’ back?’ Redsnot asked.

			‘Of course dey is,’ the runtherd snarled. ‘Orks never run from a fight. Yoo know dat. Dis is a tak-tik.’

			‘Tak-tik?’

			‘Yeah, a tak-tik,’ Killaskun said, glaring at him. ‘Da boyz are probably chasing down some uvver humies. Once dey krump dem, dey can turn around and krump da uvver lot dat is chasin’ dem as well. Two for one. Tak-tik.’

			He tapped his temple.

			‘All right,’ Redsnot said, nodding. ‘Den wot do we do?’

			‘We wait. Just gotta hole up awhile, get out of da open. Den we join up wiv da next load of boyz who come sweeping through.’

			‘Right.’ Redsnot forced a smile. The grizzled runtherd glared at him a moment before nodding and glancing back to the dissipating dust cloud. A diminutive figure somehow still stood between the myriad tyre tracks.

			It was Migiz. He glanced to Killaskun.

			‘Err… dey didn’t stop, boss,’ he said, ears drooped. ‘Should I try again?’

			They made slow progress through the ruins. The grots were nervous and would have scattered without Killaskun’s presence. But the hulking ork was the best runtherd Redsnot had ever known. Most orks could barely differentiate between grots, but Killaskun recognised their skills and temperaments and knew how best to exploit them. Useful idiots like Migiz could be relied upon to undertake the risky assignments, oblivious to the dangers involved. By contrast, the sour-faced Gitzit’s independent streak would have resulted in a quick demise under most masters. But Killaskun valued him as an enforcer and bully, deploying him close to the back, where he could gleefully persecute any runts intending to slink off from the herd.

			Not that they had much incentive. There was little worth salvaging from the humies’ ruins. Worse, malformed eyes glinted in the shadows, creatures that once walked on two legs but now scuttled on multiple limbs. Most were reluctant to confront the runtherd, perhaps recognising him as an alpha beast. But there were always grots at the peripherals, those scouting ahead or seeking spoils in the ruins. Few had time to scream, their cries cut off by the snap of jaws and crunch of bones.

			Redsnot hoped Gitzit would suffer a similar fate. He kept glancing over his shoulder, seeking the surly grot. There he was, shoving one of the runts into line. He met Redsnot’s gaze and offered a bladed smile. Redsnot returned the expression with equal sincerity. He hated having his rival at his back. It took considerable time and effort to maintain his position as Killaskun’s second, but all Gitzit would have to do was squeeze off a single shot to eliminate him. He could call it an accident, or blame one of the others. Survival depended on sticking close to Killaskun, for even Gitzit would not risk angering the runtherd by slaying his right-hand grot right in–

			Killaskun stopped suddenly, Redsnot stumbling into him. Redsnot staggered, but the runtherd did not seem to notice, his focus on something ahead.

			‘Ya hear dat?’ he murmured.

			Redsnot flared his ears, listening. Gunfire. Not the deafening weapons employed by the orks. Closer to grot guns, though with a rapid rate of fire.

			Humies. Probably.

			‘I fink dey is dat way,’ Redsnot replied, gesturing ahead to where something jutted from the ruins, a tower stretching towards the sky. Bronze glinted at its apex, though it was too high and shrouded by the sandstorm for Redsnot to identify the source.

			They negotiated a mound of ruins that might once have been humie accommodation. On Redsnot’s direction, a couple of the smaller grots scurried up the rubble.

			‘Oi! Zipsplit!’ Redsnot hissed as the first reached the summit. ‘Anyfing?’

			‘Somefing is still standin’,’ the grot replied, excited, shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun. ‘Looks like a humie build. Big one too.’

			‘Any humies about?’

			‘Yeah. Dis many,’ Zipsplit replied, holding up three fingers.

			Redsnot didn’t reply. They had almost circumvented the mound of ruins, and the building was slowly drawing into view. It was big, whatever it was, and better armoured than the shattered dwellings. The architecture was odd, still as blocky and dour as most humie builds but adorned with statuettes of winged humies brandishing burning blades. A similar motif was featured on those windows not yet shattered, the glass stained with the visage of the winged figure.

			There were no obvious defences built into the structure, at least no turrets or other weapons. The sound of gunfire instead came from the entrance, where a pair of humies were desperately trying to pull the main doors shut. They were vast, more than twice the height of a man, and the humies struggled to drag them through the debris. A third guarded the entrance, brandishing an autogun and unleashing intermittent volleys into the surrounding ruins.

			‘Give us a hand, Kimbol!’ one of the humies yelled from the door.

			‘And leave us exposed?’ the shooter replied, his gaze darting through the shadows. ‘There are more of them out there! I can hear them! Traitors!’

			‘We drove them off.’

			Kimbol shook his head. ‘No. Can’t you hear that? Whispers that won’t stop? It’s them! I can taste it. I will tear out their hearts in Sanguinius’ name and offer them to the Crimson Angel!’

			Killaskun glanced to Redsnot. ‘Wot is dey sayin’?’

			‘Arguing,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Somefing about tasty hearts an’ red angels.’

			‘Wot’s an angel?’

			‘No idea. But it likes hearts, apparently.’

			‘Maybe it’s like Da Red Gobbo?’ Migiz frowned. ‘He’s red. Dunno about da hearts though.’

			‘Not dis again,’ Killaskun said. ‘Migiz, yoo is a useful grot. But shut yoor hole about Da Red Gobbo. Dere is no such fing.’

			‘Ah!’ Migiz smiled, tapping his nose. ‘Maybe dat’s wot he wants us to fink.’

			Killaskun sighed, and for a moment Redsnot thought he would strike the runt. But they both knew it was pointless. Migiz barely had the brains to coordinate his limbs, but once an idea was stuck in his head, it was almost impossible to dislodge. Instead, they focused on the humies, or Redsnot did anyway. Killaskun had never learnt the humie tongue and, despite his skill in breaking slaves, had little grasp of the humie mindset. Perhaps it was easier for a grot to understand them, for humies were primarily motivated by fear and greed. The one with the gun especially. He let rip again, the bullets chewing up a seemingly unoccupied mound of detritus.

			‘In the God-Emperor’s name, cease!’ the humie struggling with the door bellowed. ‘Those beasts will hear you!’

			Kimbol frowned, turning his head.

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I said they will hear you!’

			The man with the gun shook his head as though trying to dislodge a bothersome tick.

			‘No. The other thing. With your other voice.’

			‘What other voice? In Sanguinius’ name, what is wrong with you?’

			‘He’s turned!’ the third humie said. ‘Betrayed his faith. Let the Dark Ones in! Can’t you hear them?’

			‘Dey arguin’?’ Killaskun asked.

			‘Yeah. Dunno about wot. Some humie nonsense.’

			‘Don’t matter. We move in and krump ’em,’ Killaskun replied, glancing to the grots. ‘Den we take dat place, seal it up, and wait for da boyz to come back. Gitzit, take a bunch of da lads and slink close. You will be–’

			His words were cut off by gunfire. The grots ducked, but the barrage was not directed at them. Kimbol had turned his weapon on his one-time allies, gunning them down where they stood. Neither had even the time to draw a weapon.

			‘Huh,’ Killaskun said, a frown furrowing his slab-like forehead. ‘All right, well dat makes it easier. C’mon, ya gits, let’s get him.’

			‘Yoo heard da boss!’ Redsnot snarled. ‘Suppress-it fire!’

			The grots responded this time. They were more than happy to erupt from cover, unleashing their blastas at an isolated foe. Most were wide of the mark, their shots tearing into the surrounding rubble, but a couple thudded into the figure clutching the autogun.

			He did not fall, despite the injures. Redsnot ducked as he saw the autogun raised in response, but there was something awkward in the movement. Kimbol seemed unable to hold it straight, his right arm swollen and stuck out at an odd angle. He squeezed the trigger, and a couple of shots tore into the scrap, about as accurate as the grots’.

			‘Filthy traitors!’ he roared, voice thicker now, closer to an ork’s. ‘You will all die! I will feast on your bones and flesh!’

			Redsnot could barely make out the final words or translate the sounds that followed. It was as though a multitude of voices were erupting from the man’s throat. He still held the gun, though his taloned fingers seemed unable to fit within the trigger guard. With a roar of frustration, he discarded it, his mouth distending and displaying jagged fangs.

			‘Aw no, not again,’ Redsnot sighed as the figure bounded towards them. ‘C’mon, lads. Keep at it!’

			Bullets tore into the attacker, but its flesh was in flow now, baleful eyes and superfluous digits erupting from the wound sites. It was almost on them before a thunderous crack tore a hole through its midriff, the wound stretching from breastbone to pelvis.

			‘Useless gits,’ Killaskun muttered, lowering his smoking pistol and advancing towards the figure, which was somehow still on its feet. It snarled, but Killaskun reached out a massive hand, clamping it about the creature’s head and tearing it clear. He tossed it aside, though the severed head continued to stare at the grots, jaws snapping.

			Redsnot stepped past it gingerly before hurrying after Killaskun. The ork had reached the door. It was ajar, but the gap was too narrow for his frame. He took hold of it and heaved, but the door would not move.

			‘C’mon, lads. Boss needs some help!’ Redsnot said, rushing forward to assist. He felt the jostle of elbows and knees as the grots surged about him, but just as quickly it was gone, the runts disappearing through the crack into the comparative safety beyond. Only he and Killaskun remained, straining against the weight of the door.

			Suddenly, something gave. It swung open, Redsnot darting inside, Killa­skun following behind. He took hold of the door from the inside, heaving his weight against it and forcing it shut. Redsnot turned to the herd, who were inspecting their new abode.

			‘Yoo lot is in trouble now!’ he screeched. ‘Disobeying orders! Da boss is furious.’

			He pointed a taloned finger at the hulking Killaskun. He was contemplating the door, seemingly oblivious.

			‘Gonna need to fortify dis fing,’ he murmured. ‘Look sharp, lads. We wanna seal dis up.’

			‘See? Furious!’ Redsnot said, jabbing his finger at the grots. ‘Yoo lot is in for it now! Yoo is gonna be reassigned to da squig pens! See how long ya–’

			‘Wot is ya jabbering about?’ Killaskun growled.

			Redsnot glanced at him.

			‘Dey disobeyed an order! Dey woz supposed to help wiv da door!’

			Killaskun looked at him. He then glanced to the grots.

			‘All right. You lot gather wotever looks useful. We need to get dat door sealed up. Get movin’ or yoo will see how angry I can get.’

			The grots scampered off, leaving Killaskun and Redsnot.

			‘But… da order…’

			‘I didn’t give da order,’ Killaskun said with a shrug, advancing into the centre of the building, Redsnot scurrying after him. ‘How are a bunch of grots gonna help me shut a door?’

			‘I helped.’

			‘Ya tried,’ the ork growled. ‘But ya didn’t help. I heaved dat on my own. And do ya know why?’

			Redsnot knew. But he shook his head.

			‘Because I is an ork,’ Killaskun grinned. ‘Orks are da best. Orks are strong. Orks lead and conquer. And wot is yoo?’

			‘A grot.’

			‘A grot,’ Killaskun said, nodding. ‘And a good grot at dat. Yoo is sneaky and cunnin’. In fact, yoo is my least-worst grot. But grots ain’t orks – dey is da wrong type of green. Dey don’t give orders, dey ’ave jobs. And yoor job is ta do as I say and keep da lads in line when I’m busy.’

			‘But wot if ya was not around? In an emergency?’

			Killaskun laughed. ‘If I ain’t around den yoo lot is already dead. Or about ta be. Wivout me, da fings out dere would tear you apart, so I wouldn’t waste time worrying–’

			He was cut off by the sound of glass shattering. Redsnot snapped his head round, glancing upwards at the windows.

			‘Wot was dat?’ he said, glancing back to Killaskun. ‘Boss?’

			The ork frowned, his slab-like brow furrowed as he tried to squint at the bullet hole now adorning the centre of his forehead. Blood flowed from it, spurting down his face.

			‘Boss?’

			Killaskun’s mouth twitched. Perhaps he had something to say, or perhaps it was mere reflex. Redsnot would never know, for at that moment his eyes rolled and he pitched backwards.

			Dead.

			Redsnot glanced up, his gaze meeting that of the other grots. They were drawing in, faces grave. Only Migiz was oblivious, grinning inanely.

			No one spoke, but from beyond the doors they heard the terrible howl of a beast that might once have been human.
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			PROLOGUE: 
THE FALL OF KARANOS V

			Karanos V was a world like many others in the Imperium, which is to say it was a cruel, old place, ruled by cruel, old men, with a long and bitter history of suffering and pain. Volumes could be filled with tales of this world. They might chart its struggle against now-extinct alien empires in the golden age of antiquity, or recall the days of legend when warriors of ancient legions walked its once-verdant soil. They might tell of courtly intrigues amid the high spires of its hives, where nobles dabbled in immortal power and succumbed to mortal temptation. One could take a quill and parchment and walk a mile on Karanos V, taking in the sights and the sounds, and fill a library with their observations. 

			The orks did not come to Karanos V with quills and parchment. They came, by and large, with guns and spaceships and more orks than anyone could count. 

			It took Waaagh! Big Zag a few vicious days to dismantle Karanos V and its rich history. Dropping out of warp mere miles from the planet’s atmosphere, the greenskins bypassed the venerable system of orbital defence platforms that had shielded the world from swarms of hungering aliens and marauding bands of pirates since the Horus Heresy. Indeed, a swift series of bloody boarding actions saw the great guns of Karanos V turned on its own fleets, leaving Imperial forces utterly unable to repel the invaders above them. Even the planet’s ancient, forbidden stores of atomic weapons and virus bombs could not repel the orks, who once upon the surface surged from hive to hive, killing all in their path and stealing everything not nailed down, then everything that was. Then the nails. 

			With the vox-networks jammed with boasting greenskins, humans screaming pleas for relief and radiation-induced static, an organised resistance was all but impossible. Through heroic effort, an intervening force of the Astra Militarum – miraculously passing through the Karanos System on the way home from some other hideous war – was able to briefly mount a defence alongside those enforcers and hastily raised local militias not killed in the initial assault on Hive Septimus, led in battle by a visiting Space Marine from the Mentors Chapter. Their deeds in holding the last hive standing would have made martyrs of them all in the eyes of Imperial chroniclers, had the ork kill kroozer Da Original Biggun (sic) not crashed into it on the eleventh day of the siege, rendering their efforts utterly futile. 

			All told, the orks killed several billion people in less than a month. They burned the archives on Karanos V and defaced its statues. Nobody escaped; the last astropathic cries for help made by the world’s defenders were drowned out by a freak warp storm.

			 Karanos V would be noted again twice in Imperial records: the first time, to note that it was overdue on its tithe; the second, in a note to delete and incinerate any files related to the planet for space-saving reasons, as it had rather carelessly allowed itself to be destroyed. 

			This is not the story of Karanos V. This is not the story of the Battle of Karanos V. This is the story of what happened afterwards. You see, for everything that happened on and to this distant world, there was one final insult. In the reckoning, after the dust had settled, the most interesting thing to happen to Karanos V didn’t really happen to Karanos V, or to a human. 

			The most interesting thing to happen to Karanos V happened to an ork, and his faithful grot. 

			This is their story.
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			CHAPTER 1

			From the viewport, the planet looked a bit like a skull, its ashen plains broken by burning black pits where colossal hives had previously stood proud, the shattered remains of a once bitterly fought-over front line forming its broken teeth below. Stimma reckoned this was deliberate. It was his experience that most things humies made looked a bit like skulls. Like any good Blood Axe, Stimma thought about human things a fair bit, and he reckoned if a humie was in his place, they’d have to admit the planet looked pretty good. 

			Stimma’s transport to Karanos V was a dreggy little hulk made from welded-together bulk haulers, arranged like the fingers of a massive fist around a fusion core salvaged from some other long-forgotten war. Transit had been an uncharacteristically dour affair: most orks interested in picking over the remains of the planet had already gone, and all that remained were a few week-old yoofs who rattled round the corridors yelling ‘Waaagh!’ at nothing in particular and bothering Stimma with inane questions. Even the warp had been oddly quiet; when the big klaxons went off and the ship was breached, it was by monsters as low-spirited as the orks themselves – dull things that shambled and coughed and complained. What Stimma was hoping would be a nice, invigorating fight – maybe against the red or blue ones, those were his favourite – had devolved into a slow-rolling scuffle. 

			To their credit the orks had made an attempt to enjoy themselves. The problem was, after your first few jumps, you got used to the horrible things that came squirming through the walls. There were only so many times you could be told that someone was going to fold you inside out, take your blood and skulls, and heap them in a big pile outside your body, before the threat lost its lustre. Stimma had lost an arm and an eye in the fighting; they’d been nicked from his quarters by some other painboy looking to take advantage of the confusion. It was alright, he had plenty more.

			Stimma was a painboy. This was more than just his job; it was who he was. You could have taken Stimma’s armour, his bloody apron, his terrifying array of surgical tools, his strange, self-augmented limbs, and shown him to any other ork, and they’d have known he was a painboy. He’d been one since Vakka had gone to the Great Green during that raid against the t’au some time ago. Vakka had taken a railgun round to the chest, cutting his medikal career, and indeed his mortal existence, shorter than he had intended. Stimma had happened to be nearby, yelling at the t’au that they had missed, that their guns were rubbish, and various other insults that may well have been responsible for the firing of the aforesaid railgun round. 

			Vakka had grabbed Stimma by the collar and pulled him close. ‘You’ve got me killed. Now I’m not da dok any more.’ 

			This was a statement of fact rather than an accusation of any kind. Stimma had nodded, and Vakka had continued.

			‘You’re gonna need a new painboy,’ he’d said, jerking his head towards the t’au lines by way of punctuation. Another railgun round had split the air above, before obliterating a battlewagon full of reinforcements rumbling towards the front lines. When the cheering from the nearby orks had died down, Vakka made his pronouncement. ‘Stimma, you’re a cruel little git and I wouldn’t trust ya wiv even me third best grot. You’re cruel, and you’re lazy. So you’re gonna be da new painboy.’

			Stimma had made to protest. ‘Boss, I’m no good at puttin’ fings togevva. I don’t even know wot all da bits inside an ork do or how dey fit. And bein’ a painboy is borin’.’

			At that, Vakka had grabbed Stimma’s hand hard enough to crack his finger-bones. ‘Tough. Here’s how it was for me, and here’s how it’s goin’ to be for you. Now lissen closely, I’ve got about a squig’s worth of blood left in me, and den I’m proppa dead, not just half-dead.’

			The rail-round that had done for Vakka was in fact a near miss – a direct hit, and he would have been little more than bloody vapour and a war cry fading on the wind. The projectile had passed an arm’s length or so from his left side, the blast wave effectively evaporating that half of his body. Vakka, a painboy to the last, didn’t waste the chance to make the most of a really horrible injury. Like a schola-demonstrator leading an amputation, he’d guided Stimma’s meaty hand to each of his organs, explaining what they did, how they worked.

			‘Dat’s da wobbler,’ Vakka had said, forcibly placing Stimma’s fingers against a quivering lump of flesh that hung loosely from his ruined flank. ‘It wibbles.’ Then he moved Stimma’s hand up to a cluster of lumpy protrusions deep within his thoracic cavity. ‘Don’t know wot dese do. Usually I just give ’em a poke and den leave well alone. If you find any spare, pocket ’em, you never know when dey might come in ’andy.’

			Stimma had initially recoiled from this impromptu lesson in orkish anatomy. This was not out of disgust, but boredom. Stimma didn’t mind gore, but back then, he much preferred making it than mucking around in it. However, as Vakka’s tuition continued, Stimma found himself thinking about the orkish body in ways he’d never considered before. It was like taking apart a slugga – an ork was just another really brilliant machine, one that could be looted and bolted back together and improved endlessly. The heart? That was a bit like a fuel pump, keeping the rest of the organs juiced up and ready to go. The wobbler? Well, that was easy. It wibbled. The brain? Well, it did something important. He could work that out later. Vakka had unfortunately expired before he could get to that bit, but by then, his work was done. Stimma was a painboy now. He Got It. 

			He did not have to wait long for his first patients. A seeker rocket had collided with a nearby trukk filled with orks who’d decided to confront their boredom with the developing stalemate by driving at it, really fast. 

			From there, Stimma had begun to master his grim trade. The battlefield, it turned out, was a brilliant place to practise. He’d lurk around the front lines, throwing himself into the nastiest-looking fights. Once everyone else had been beaten up, Stimma would pounce on any orks desperately injured enough to let him have a go at putting them back together, or, at the very least, too mortally injured to stop him. When he succeeded, he took handfuls of teeth as payment. When he failed, he also took handfuls of teeth as payment – after all, it wasn’t like his perished former patients needed them any more. 

			Slowly but surely, Stimma built a reputation for himself as someone that could mostly be trusted to put your organs back where they were meant to be, or, as it was generally agreed, ­somewhere more interesting than they were before. He’d set up a nice little dok-shop. He’d assembled a nice little suite of medikal tools. Stimma’s favourite of these was his prized rock-saw, which was nifty when you needed to make a patient’s insides get outside really quickly, like during battlefield surgery, or when they complained about Stimma’s rates. It was here that Stimma got his nickname, ‘Gut-shiv’ – not just because of his preferred surgical methods but his narrow, jagged appearance too. He was tall, and bony for an ork, all lean muscle and bloodstained pockets filled with knives. Like many painboyz, Stimma wore as much of his gear as he could – you never knew when a routine hut-call would require some spare organs, or a nano-scalpel, or, if things got particularly hairy with an unsatisfied customer, a scary-looking shoota. The effect of having Stimma, ostensibly helpfully, bear down on you was a bit like being attacked by a tooled-up scarecrow. 

			Stimma had soon become famed enough to be sent to Da Konference. Da Konference was a novel idea pioneered by his warboss, Big Zag, partly to show off Stimma’s medikal talents to the other warbosses in the sector, and partly, Stimma suspected, to keep him out of the way. Painboyz, doks and even the squig-wranglers of the Snakebites drawn from the dozens of clans and sub-clans battling in the sector competed in brutal contests of competitive anatomical deconstruction. This allowed the attendees to pick up new skills, and gave the rest of the orks a brief respite from wondering if a painboy was skulking around looking to nick their kidneys. 

			Stimma had comported himself well at the latest games. His talk on the rudiments of human medicine had been highly controversial. It was generally acknowledged that humies were too fragile to be mended in the same, rather robust manner orks were, and, given evidence observed across countless battlefields, they much preferred to execute fallen soldiers and use their skulls to make lamps and robots and other weird humie gubbinz. Even Stimma’s presentation of some captive ‘mediks’ had failed to convince. After all, carrying loads of knives and being covered in blood wasn’t just something painboyz did; countless other orks, humies and other aliens besides did the same. However, a sudden and violent demonstration of a beakie ‘narf-ecium’– a kind of weird saw-glove filled with drugs – managed to convince a few of Stimma’s colleagues.

			 It was eventually agreed that humies weren’t very good at doktorin’ compared to orks, but they definitely made a spirited (and entertainingly messy) go of it, and that was good enough. 

			Da Konference ended as it always did, in a massive fight with no clear winner. Still, Stimma had made off with a big bag of spare organs and some new insights into how orks were put together, so on balance, it was good. He had missed his mates, though. Blood Axes always stuck together, except when they disagreed with each other or somebody else paid them off. Other Blood Axes wouldn’t question why you had a big bag of golden birds taken from humie soldiers in a sack under your bed. They wouldn’t beat you up if you accidentally admitted that a beakie looked cool, or that you wanted to shoot one of their big shootas. 

			Stimma had been around for the first bit of the Karanos V invasion, but had wisely left for Da Konference in a hurry after botching a key surgery on a particularly influential nob. Despite knowing that most of the fighting with humies was over, he was looking forward to seeing his mates before the fighting with other orks really got into full swing. Even putting aside the ancient and unbreakable bonds of kin, there was a war coming to an end, and that meant lots of loot, lots of corpses to pick over, and lots of orks with missing limbs that were begging for replacements.

			Roused from his musings, Stimma watched as the hulk broke through the planet’s atmosphere with a squeal of rapidly decompressing compartments, and once again congratulated himself on choosing a bit of the vessel nearer the middle than the front. 

			As usual, the landing gear had failed to deploy, the engines had refused to turn off, and the anti-air guns hadn’t been told about incoming visitors, and so the craft had made a crash-landing about a mile or so from the primary ork encampment. Stimma allowed himself a moment before he departed, taking a lungful of the smoky air and enjoying the warning klaxons. It smelled like war. It smelled like home. 

			He went outside, finding light snowfall, warm lights on the horizon and the kind of quiet stillness that Imperial governors in search of ideal spots for their winter palaces have killed millions for. As far as the aftermaths of planet-spanning conflicts go, it was downright bucolic. To Stimma, this was a sign that something was very, very wrong. You didn’t have to be an expert in taking orks apart to know that the only thing a good ork wanted after a big fight was another, bigger fight. It didn’t help that he was warpsick and battle-hungry – travel had never agreed with him.

			Still, Stimma didn’t mind feeling bad. He found that if you really worked at it, you could quite enjoy being miserable. It was like getting a talon proper deep in your ear and digging for wax. A good sulk and a properly foul mood worked wonders for his imagination. On days like this, he would stand perfectly still, scanning his surgery-room with the patience of a sumpkroc, looking for any grots doing anything to really, really hack him off. It was a particularly difficult and exciting game, because often, the joy of catching a grot swapping his stimms for squig-spit, or carving rude words into a patient’s thigh without permission, almost threatened to cheer him up entirely. He’d be halfway through pulling the little git’s head off, then before he knew it, his bad mood – and his inspiration – was gone. Stimma reckoned a grot or three would be a good warm-up before he properly caught up with his mates. Grots could be relied upon for almost nothing except being bad, which was good, because it meant you always had an excuse to kick the snot out of them. 

			And so, Stimma set to sneaking about, hoping to catch a grot in the act of doing something bad. Stimma was no kommando, but he could lurk with the best of them. He knew that other species tended to laugh at the notion of ‘sneaky orks’ – usually mere moments before their throats were suddenly and violently opened to the elements. Ork stealth wasn’t so much about being quiet, or being unseen. It was about briefly suppressing the inherently chaotic state of being an ork and just… ­getting around. Sentries expected orks to sneak and creep with the same exagger­ated violence they brought to everything else; as the Blood Axes had it, the trick was to just saunter into a trench and cut the throat of everyone in it like it wasn’t a big deal. Stimma put one foot in front of the other. He whistled. He moved just so from shadow to shadow. 

			The main ork encampment on Karanos V had been one of the planet’s foremost hives. Pummelling from orbital guns had shattered the upper spires; only the base of the hive still stood. This had become the heart of the orkish forces. As the invasion grew, and as orks dragged more and more scrap from the hive’s guts outside, a sprawling shanty town of rusting huts and wrecked bulk landers sprang up. The effect was akin to a huge volcano, a blackened mountain of cratered steel that seemed to vomit more orks and their dwellings from the depths of the earth every day. It was an ever-shifting maze, with plenty of places to hide, corners to skulk around, and blind alleys to mob someone in. 

			At last, a grot presented itself, hauling a crate of grenades across the icy ground. They bounced and jumped as it went. Stimma emerged from a rusty alcove, and stepped neatly into the grot’s path.

			‘Where’d you find dose, den?’ Stimma was certain the grot had stolen the grenades, but it’d be entertaining to see the snot try and lie its way out of a booting. 

			He was sorely disappointed.

			‘Got told to fetch ’em, chief.’ The grot seemed unfazed by Stimma’s questioning. 

			It didn’t move to hastily hide anything. 

			It held Stimma’s eye contact steadily.

			Even worse – it was apologetic.

			‘Sorry to get in yer way, chief. Gotta hurry, don’t wanna be late.’ 

			When a grot said sorry, it usually did so with fear, barely concealed sarcasm, or, most often, both. This grot meant it. Stimma waved it on, too unsettled to harass it any further. It made it a good distance from him, until it slipped on a particularly bad patch of ice, prematurely detonating its transported payload of grenades. Stimma was too disturbed to even properly enjoy the sight, or to fetch any spare parts from the aftermath. 

			Other grots went by, each laden with salvaged scrap, or crates of fungal brew, or squigs docile enough to allow themselves to be carried from place to place. Each one was as limply obedient as the first and Stimma noticed, with dawning horror, that none of them were stealing. Each one had an excuse, a note, or a nearby ork to back up its story. 

			Stimma had kept the embers of his temper well stoked on the assumption that he’d be presented with a chance to vent it in short order. Now, he was like a plasma reactor without the emergency cooling systems necessary to stop cataclysmic meltdowns, except a lot less fun. 

			He decided to resort to active measures. Stimma conspicuously dropped teeth, his weapons, and particularly dangerous medikal stimulants. He loudly observed his own clumsiness, adopting a particularly weedy-sounding voice. He all but hollered how tired his legs were, and how worn out his boots had become from kicking grots, and how he couldn’t possibly do another one, even if he really wanted to. 

			It was no use. He attracted exactly the wrong kind of attention. Most grots just gave him a wide berth. One even picked up Stimma’s laser-scalpel and handed it back to him. Stimma tried to tell the grot off for touching his stuff without permission, to which the vile runt didn’t even run away. It just looked miserable and offered to tighten Stimma’s bootlaces so they wouldn’t fly off during any particularly hard kicks. Which took all the fun out of it. 

			He carried on through the ruin of the hive. It really was weird, on closer inspection. There were orks, conducting their usual post-battle rituals of nicking everything, brawling with each other, and making absurd boasts about all the people they’d killed. As usual, grots teemed about their overlords, but they teemed wrong. As far as Stimma could tell, the grots weren’t malingering, bickering or scrapping, but genuinely attempting to be helpful. Orderly queues formed at sloppers and bullet-makers. Orks asked for things to be done, and they were done without complaint. 

			This by no means made things run smoothly. Quite the opposite – Stimma was looking at a disaster in motion. Ork society ran on fighting, this much was self-evident. It was like the humies. Living under the threat of constant violence kept you vigilant, and kept you motivated. Being sent to oil all the big guns on a slow day was boring. Being sent to oil all the big guns just before (or, if you’d been particularly bad, during) an artillery bombardment was brilliant. Grots ensured that there was a low-level tension present at all times, even during the most tranquil of seasons. You could never really let your guard down around a grot, because if you did, he’d have his hands in your pockets, or a blade in your back – which meant that if some humie tried to do the same, you’d already be on the lookout. If you sent a grot to do a job, you’d know he’d start skiving off almost as soon as you turned your back on him, which meant that you had to keep your eye on that job until it was done. True, when a Waaagh! was in full swing and you were spending bullets as fast as you could scavenge new ones, grots could be coaxed into rapid action for a short amount of time, usually with threats of apocalyptic violence. 

			This, though… this was different. These grots weren’t scared, not really. Not one of them worked with the jittery efficiency of a grot who has just had the operation and grisly after-effects of a shokk attack gun ­demonstrated to him on one of his best mates. No, these grots worked more like humies. Not the good ones – the kommissars with their shouty voices and cracking hats and mad, delightful tendency to shoot their friends in the head; or the hulking beakies, violent and battle-hungry even when you’d peeled them free from their armour and stabbed them through one of their hearts. No, these grots worked like snivillians – the vast, confusing underclass of humies that apparently never learned to fight. They were beaten-down, slow things. On the surface, a lot of activity was happening, but not a lot was getting done. 

			And there was the question of the runtherds. The welfare of grots was usually far, far beneath Stimma’s notice. That fell to another type of oddboy entirely: rarely did one see a gathering of grots without a runtherd prodding them into action. 

			‘Where ’ave all da runtherds gone?’ mused Stimma. 

			This was far, far too much thinking, even for a painboy. Stimma had landed in the dead of night; now, the sun was beginning to peek wanly through the great plumes of ash that clogged the planet’s skies, and Stimma was yet to do something horrible. It struck him that this had been the longest single period in his life that he had not placed his hands inside somebody’s chest cavity, by invitation or otherwise. 

			He made it back to his dok’s hut utterly and miserably without issue. The place was as it was before the orks conquered Karanos V. The landmines outside the entrance had discouraged most looters; Stimma scooped up the remains of those who’d decided to chance it anyway and popped them into his medikal freezer. A body lay on Stimma’s slab – a quick prod confirmed that it was now a corpse. Stimma tried to remember if it had entered the dok-shop that way, and vaguely recalled telling a hulking nob that he was ‘just poppin’ out for a fresh bag o’ blood’ before deciding to go to Da Konference with his subject still strapped to the table. Stimma sighed and popped out his pliers, and prepared to extract payment, only to discover, to his further dismay, that somebody had beaten him to the punch. The nob’s mouth, which should have been a bountiful cavern of teeth, was a gummy wasteland. More unwelcome memories crept into Stimma’s mind – of him taking payment in advance, before promptly spending it on a new organ squig. Stimma didn’t care enough to remember what had happened to it.

			He was on the verge of packing it in, walking into a brew hut and declaring that anyone looking for some free surgery was welcome to try and throw a punch at him, when he heard a small, reedy voice behind him coming from a pile of body bags. Stimma had been trying to work out what the humies used them for (he had been bitterly disappointed that they did not always come pre-filled with bodies). The source of the voice was a truly wretched specimen – almost a snotling, really, with chewed ears and countless little scars down its back, presumably from running away from fights. 

			‘Got any bullets, chief? Me mate’s sick and ’e needs a hundred of ’em or he’ll die.’ 

			This kind of brazen wheedling would have usually just made Stimma cross, but right now, the nasty, lying voice of a grot was as sweet and welcome as the sound of a hundred big guns opening up on an enemy position. Plus, this one was familiar in some way, though Stimma couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 

			‘You’re lyin’, ain’t ya?’ There was a smile snarling around the corners of Stimma’s mouth, his brain filling with something like relief and the anticipation of kicking something that’d kick back. He managed to twist it into what he hoped was a terrifying grimace. 

			The grot grinned back, its expression torn between instinctive fear and malicious pride. Nothing about it was remarkable: it was green, smelly, and pointy in the wrong places. If Stimma had been drawing a grot for a medikal diagram, or needed one as a control grot to test a particularly unusual new chemical on, this was the kind of grot he’d choose. It was remarkable for its unremarkability – why had this git been spared the plague of compliance that so blighted its kin? 

			It hadn’t done anything really bad yet. He could probably clip it round the ear for lying, but Stimma decided to draw it into conversation in an attempt to find out what else it had been up to, and to give it the chance to make it lose its temper. 

			‘Wot’s yer name, snot?’ said Stimma. 

			‘Goggulz, boss,’ replied the grot, standing as tall and proud as his gnarled little body would allow. 

			‘How’s dat?’ asked Stimma. Grots usually got their names from things orks yelled at them – maybe this one was a runaway. 

			‘On account of da goggles, boss.’ The grot gestured his gnarled claws at his face, indicating, with some pizzazz, where a pair of goggles conspicuously did not sit. 

			Stimma growled. ‘I can’t see ’em.’

			‘Dat’s cos dey’re in yer pocket, boss.’ 

			Instinctively, Stimma patted a pocket. There was something there. He vaguely remembered pulling a tiny pair of goggles out on the ship over, and assuming that he’d had a much smaller head until recently and hadn’t noticed. The possibility he’d nicked them off a grot did feel at least equally plausible. 

			‘Did I take dese, Goggulz?’

			‘Yeah, boss. Stringbag was complainin’ about gettin’ guts in his eyes and said it wasn’t fair I got ’em. So you took ’em off me to shut me up. And den clapped Stringbag and took his bag off ’im.’ 

			Stimma nodded. He didn’t remember the specific incident, but it was representative of the wisdom and professionalism he brought to his dok-shop. ‘Where’s Stringbag now?’

			‘I strangled ’im, boss. For gettin’ me goggles nicked.’

			‘Good lad. Always hated Stringbag.’ Stimma had. Stringbag was always complaining about the orderlies not pulling their weight, which was Stimma’s job. 

			‘Thanks, boss. Any chance of a reward?’

			Stimma took the goggles out his pocket, inspected them, made direct eye contact with Goggulz, and put them into his other pocket. Goggulz may have been the last grot on the planet worth talking to, but it was important he knew his place. 

			‘Cheers, mate,’ said Goggulz, with obvious malice, and a slight tremble of fear. That was good. Stimma would need to be sharp for the work ahead.

			‘Goggulz,’ said Stimma, ‘I’m gonna give you a kickin’.’ 

			Goggulz grimaced, dismayed but evidently not very surprised. Stimma had trained him well. 

			The grot cringed, a moment passed, nobody was kicked. In the end, his curiosity got the better of him. ‘Why… why ’aven’t you done it yet?’

			‘Savin’ it for later. Dere’s somefing wrong we need to sort out first.’ 

			Goggulz looked curious. ‘What’s dat den?’

			‘Don’t da grots seem a bit… weird? Dey keep doin’ what dere told.’

			‘I don’t know anyfing about dat, boss,’ said Goggulz, looking both shifty and genuinely confused. It was clear that this grot, after a lifetime of being thumped for disobeying orders, was a little nonplussed to find that grots doing what they were told was equally troubling to its orkish masters. 

			Goggulz attempted to sidle off, but Stimma snared him with a gnarled claw. ‘Dat’s it exactly! Da grots should be sneakin’ round like you are. But dey’re just… bein’ normal. Which is weird.’

			Goggulz, defiant, refused to be drawn on the question. ‘Dis is all seemin’ a lot like work, boss. Why don’t you just tell da boss somefing’s wrong and let ’im sort it out? Den you can just muck about for da rest of da day.’

			This was the kind of insight that made grots such invaluable advisors. Stimma would never have considered just making whatever was happening with the grots some other ork’s problem. The two set off to do just that. 

			Stimma already felt better with Goggulz at his side. Already he’d had to stop the little git sneaking off to do something else, and he complained constantly about the cold and how bored he was. 

			‘I wasn’t lyin’ about me mate. He really does need a hundred bullets,’ whined Goggulz.

			‘Who’s yer mate, den?’ said Stimma, humouring the grot. 

			‘Well, it’s not so much me mate, as me, but–’ started Goggulz. 

			‘Right,’ interrupted Stimma before the grot could justify himself. ‘And wot do ya need a hundred bullets for?’ 

			‘Tradin’ for stuff. Not like I can use teef, is it.’ 

			‘Not unless you start takin’ ’em off orks.’ 

			‘I’d have to kill ’em first to do dat, wouldn’t I, boss? And I’d never do a fing like dat.’ Goggulz puffed out his chest, and glinted evilly at Stimma. 

			Stimma ruffled Goggulz’s ears. ‘You’re proppa horrid, ain’t ya?’ His tone was full of admiration. Goggulz really was horrible. Stimma liked that in an orderly. It made them better at surgery, and you never felt bad when you needed to get rid of one. 

			‘Tell you what, Goggulz. You want a bullet, I’ll give you one after we’ve fixed da grots.’

			‘And after you’ve given me a kickin’, boss.’ 

			‘Dat’s right,’ grunted Stimma, approvingly.

			They made hard going through the thick snow and ash. It cast the orkish encampment and the ruins of the hive in an eerie tranquillity, muffling the distant detonations and bellowed challenges that ­usually marked the aftermath of an ork incursion. Broken structures and stripped-down humie vehicles poked from the snowdrifts, bringing to mind shattered, blackened teeth in the mouth of a corpse. 

			‘Innit cold?’ said Stimma, to nobody in particular. Karanos V had once been a temperate world, or, at the very least, temperate enough for Imperial planners to house a trillion or so people there, which was to say that you wouldn’t freeze or burn to death if you went outside – at least, not immediately. However, the arrival of the orks and the war they had brought had changed this. The finer points of complex climatological interactions that comprised a nuclear winter were lost on Stimma, but he understood this much: if you got a planet really really hot, it’d get cold after. He thought it was a bit unfair he’d missed the really, really hot bit, and was now stuck trudging through the remains of the fun bit of the war with a grot. 

			‘Where are da runtherds, den?’ asked Stimma. 

			‘All dead, boss,’ replied Goggulz. 

			‘Wot killed ’em?’ Stimma suspected he was not about to get a useful or truthful answer. 

			‘I did, boss,’ said Goggulz, with some pride. 

			‘Stop lyin’,’ growled Stimma. 

			Goggulz looked vaguely apologetic, but his eyes still glinted with malice. ‘Well, cold did for two of ’em, and a bunch of ’em didn’t survive tryin’ to krump da humies, but I got who was left.’ He grinned, revealing a smile of tiny, razor-sharp teeth. 

			Stimma shook his head. He supposed this was what he deserved for asking a grot an earnest question. Still (not that he’d ever admit it), he was grateful for the distraction. Because Stimma was going to see the warboss – and, if he was lucky, he’d survive the meeting. 
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			CHAPTER 2

			Something was wrong with the grots. And somebody needed to be told. It was Stimma’s great misfortune that that somebody was Big Zag. As a Blood Axe, Stimma understood that there was a chain of command. Big Zag kept it tied to his belt, and beat orks with it when they didn’t tell him things, or forgot to call him boss. Before long, the grot problem would become an ork problem, and at that point, heads would start getting smashed. And not in the fun way, where everyone sort of agreed that head-smashing was on the table from the start, and that the chance of it happening to you was really a very low price to pay for getting to do it to other boyz. No, this would be punishment head-smashing. Stimma reckoned if he got in early, he could at least make sure that his head wasn’t one of them. There was even a very slim chance that Big Zag would be able to offer some form of help. 

			Big Zag had made his boss’ hut in the shell of one of the humies’ massive transporters – the ones they called ‘Capitol Imperialis’ and the orks knew as ‘squiggoths, but made of metal and full of alive humies instead of dead ones’. Big Zag’s boss-glyph had been riveted to the side in colossal sheets of metal – something between a scowling face, a fist and a fortress. Where the rest of the ork encampment was marked by bustling crowds of brawling boyz battling over gantries and mad stacks of hastily riveted huts, Zag’s boss-fort stood alone in the middle of a barren waste. It was as if it had its own gravity: a black hole of rust and steel that seemed to draw everything around it into its vast, unruly mass, leaving nothing but slushy, war-torn earth. It wasn’t even particularly well defended. The bosses that had come before Big Zag had surrounded their bunkers with minefields, rows of cannons, and marching nobz looking to show off. Big Zag’s fortress didn’t even have a proper gate. Instead, a gaping wound in the dead transporter’s side yawned open. Big Zag didn’t need to worry about assassins, or rivals. Anyone wanting to have a crack at the warboss was welcome to try. 

			As Stimma and Goggulz climbed into the hole, Stimma found himself torn between awe, battle-hunger and fear. Just the thought of being around the boss got his blood up. Even Goggulz was quiet. An eerie silence permeated the ruined corridors of the transporter. Every room was piled with treasure and loot. Around one corner, a pack of burly orks sorted bullets and ammunition into piles based on size, grumbl­ing to themselves about how the grots had mucked it up and now they had to fix all their work. Around another, scuttling grots peeled the aquilas from bloodstained coats and caps, sewing them into glinting coats of mail that Big Zag awarded to his best boyz. Stimma spied a mek-shop through a deep-cut wound in the stronghold’s superstructure. Inside, a pit-crew of hulking, sullen orks were riveting and polishing some colossal object. 

			‘Funny-lookin’ buggy,’ sniffed Goggulz. ‘Wotsit for? Grots?’

			‘It’s not a buggy,’ hissed Stimma. ‘It’s his ’elmet.’

			At last, Stimma and Goggulz found themselves on the threshold of Big Zag’s audience chamber. Stimma briefly wondered if he’d cross it again alive, and stepped over. 

			Big Zag wasn’t your typical warboss. He wasn’t one for grand plans, or flashy displays of power. He didn’t talk much – the closest thing he ever gave to a battle cry, aside from Waaagh!, was a rumbling ‘Get on wiv it, den!’ at the beginning of any given raid. 

			Big Zag was, however, completely massive. 

			You didn’t need to be a good thinker, or fighter, or talker when you were that big. Big Zag descended upon his foes with almost leisurely slowness before crushing them underfoot. You could be up to your neck in enemies, out of ammo, with a knife between your ribs, and then you’d turn round, and there would be Big Zag, drifting through the enemy ranks like an iceberg made of muscle and steel, heralded by a rallying cry from every ork that fought under him: ‘’Ere comes da big fella!’

			The source of Big Zag’s bigness was the stuff of a thousand contradictory stories. Some claimed that, as orks are wont to do, he had grown colossal on a diet of violence. Others claimed it was the result of a hideous tellyporta accident, in which an entire squad of nob boarders had been violently concatenated into a single, hulking ork. There were even dark mutterings that Big Zag was not even an ork, but some terrible machine. Nobody had seen Zag out of his armour in years, and some claimed that the suit – a modified Gorkanaut (or Morkanaut) – was no suit, but Big Zag himself, the result of a mad mek’s attempt to rig up a terrible machine-mind looted from a long-forgotten humie ruin. 

			Long ago, there had been leadership challenges, but most of Big Zag’s mob had quickly realised these were hopeless. It was said that bullets got tired before they reached the warboss’ organs (if he even had any); smaller calibres rarely even broke through his armoured plating. Big Zag led because he was so big that it would be absurd to think he wouldn’t be in charge; if anyone else was the boss, they’d have to tell Big Zag what to do, which was impossible. 

			Which was, as it happened, what Stimma was going to have to do now. 

			‘’Ello, Big Zag,’ said Stimma. Talking to the boss was a complicated affair. Come across too brash, and you’d get crushed. Come across as not brash enough, and you’d be lucky to even be acknowledged.

			Big Zag did nothing for a bit. Then, very slowly, he inclined his vast brow towards Stimma. ‘Stimma.’ 

			Big Zag’s eyes were invisible behind the scowling skull of his mechanical face. His viewing lenses were as inscrutable and as threatening as gazing into the barrel of a gun. Stimma waited. Big Zag didn’t like being interrupted, so it was always worth playing it safe. A conversation with the boss was a bit like an artillery engagement – an agonising thing of long pauses and firing only when absolutely certain. 

			Sure enough, Big Zag continued. ‘Wot ’ave you brought me, den?’

			Stimma realised with some horror he had come before the boss without tribute. He decided to try and put a positive spin on the bad news, in the vain hope that, phrased correctly, it would be just as pleasing as the severed head of a particularly hated foe.

			‘Er. Great news, boss. Grots are knackered, but I’ve spotted it before anyone else, and so it’s all gonna be fine.’

			Big Zag raised a mechanical eyebrow, in much the same way a hundred-strong team of Naval loaders raise a shell into the breech of a macrocannon. ‘Seem alright to me.’ 

			The boss cast a glinting eye over the room, where several grots were industriously polishing various weapons, fiddling with the rivets on armour, and idly pouring entire cans of engine grease into various machines. They worked with a terrible slowness and care – none of the nimble-fingered swiftness grots could be usually relied upon for. Everyone knew that when you wanted to give a grot a job, you told him he had so long to do it, then interrupted him halfway through and gave him another job because, chances were, he’d rushed to get it done so he could skive off with the rest of the time. 

			‘It’s no good, boss. See dose shootas? You’ll be lucky if half of ’em still fire.’

			Big Zag looked dubious, and turned to the grots. ‘SHOOTA!’ he bellowed. 

			All but one grot scattered. It cringed towards Big Zag, dragging a vast hand-cannon almost as large as it was. Big Zag took it between thumb and barrel-like pinkie finger, aimed it at Stimma, and pulled the trigger. 

			Thankfully, the weapon didn’t fire. It didn’t even make a particularly loud bang – it just… fizzled and made a strange smell. Having presented Big Zag with a literal smoking gun, Stimma pressed the attack. 

			‘Boss, dat was rubbish! Imagine dat ’appening on a raid! Imagine…’ Stimma’s mind briefly, horribly grappled with perhaps the only true taboo concept in ork culture. ‘Imagine if dis meant we lost a fight!’

			A silence so intense you could have leaned against it fell across the room, and Stimma wondered if he had gone too far. Big Zag went incredibly still. The room grew a little warmer. He was thinking. Such were the weight and slowness of Big Zag’s thoughts that they seemed to still the air around him; the usual clangour of the clan fortress fell silent, as if the very rusted steel itself knew that it was unwise to interrupt Big Zag when he was trying to work something out. Even Stimma knew to shut up when the boss was having a think; he had seen Big Zag pop the head of one of his best boyz between thumb and forefinger for clearing his throat while he mulled a particularly tricky question. 

			‘Yeah,’ intoned Big Zag. ‘Things ’ave been a bit slack. Sort it out.’

			Stimma breathed out, and tried his best to not actually rub his claws together with glee. If the boss needed something done, Stimma would be able to bully and cajole his way into all sorts of shinies. 

			He made to ask for some – perhaps a fresh batch of squigs, or a first dive in the loot-bin from the latest raid, only for Big Zag to speak again. ‘Nah. You don’t get anyfing dis time. Just get it done, or I’ll pull yer ’ead off.’

			Stimma lowered his hand. That was Big Zag: he was slow, but he always got where he wanted to be in the end. 

			‘How long, boss?’ said Stimma, in a friendly, avuncular voice that suggested (somewhat unconvincingly) he was not, in fact, tremendously dismayed at the thought of having his head pulled off.

			Big Zag looked at the ceiling, where a shell-hole allowed the sun to shine into the chamber. He stared directly into it. He paused. He looked down, and extended four massive digits, and then began laboriously counting them. ‘I’ve got some biz’niss in Mektown. When I’m finished wiv dat, I’m gonna walk towards your tent. When I get dere, you’ll ’ave da grots fixed, or I’ll beast ya.’

			With that, Big Zag put one gigantic foot forward, and began walking, very slowly, in the direction of Mektown. Big Zag wasn’t much of a talker, but he was an incredible motivator. 

			Stimma kept one eye on Big Zag as he left the boss-fort. It wasn’t hard. Even at a good distance, he was easy to spot, not just through size, but through the whorl of orbiting orks that coalesced around him wherever he went, like grot bommers around a carrier. 

			Goggulz spoke first. ‘Fort about doin’ ’im in, boss?’ 

			‘I’m a dok, Goggulz, not a Stompa. I’d never kill Big Zag.’

			Goggulz smirked back. ‘But you’ve fort about it, eh, boss?’

			Stimma nodded. ‘Yeah. Course. It’s me job to know wot kills orks so I can…’ Stimma searched for the word. What was his job, exactly? ‘Unkill ’em. Genrully. Anyway. I’ve got some inshoorance. Just trust me.’

			‘What’s da plan den, big fella?’ 

			Stimma rubbed his chin. ‘Never tried to fix a grot before, let alone thousands of ’em. Usually not worth da trouble – you’re all gristle and dere’s loads of you spare. B’sides, it’s not a problem wiv dere bodies. Dis is–’ 

			‘Psycho-logikal?’ ventured Goggulz.

			‘Yeah. In dere ’eads. Dey’ve all got a big… psycho-logikal in dere. We gotta get it out.’

			Goggulz piped up. ‘Bet you regret doin’ in dat Red Gobbo now!’ 

			Stimma turned sharply. ‘What’s dat?’

			Goggulz scrabbled back a little. ‘Just sayin’, boss – remember dat story you always tell? About da grot in da coat?’

			Stimma did remember this. A long time ago, when Stimma was still a yoof barely out of his first set of teeth, he’d been given, as was tradition, some absolutely rubbish jobs, ostensibly designed to let him build his skills. The real purpose, was, of course, to humiliate him and teach him and the other young’uns the importance of hierarchy. After all, one day, if they were good, they’d get to send yoofs off on rubbish jobs themselves. 

			The most rubbish job of all had been fighting grots. Stimma had told the story several hundred times, and it had warped from an actual account into a kind of running joke that always followed the same format. They always began with, ‘Once upon a time, dere was a Red Gobbo…’ Often, but not always, there would then be some vague descriptive content. Sometimes Stimma would evoke how Da Red Gobbo looked, claiming he was no bigger than a shoe, or that his coat was a bit of litter that happened to blow onto him. Sometimes he would talk about Da Red Gobbo’s deeds, making sure to emphasise how rubbish they were. Mostly, he would use this time in the story to scan the crowd for any orks that weren’t properly listening, in order to batter them. 

			The last bit of a Red Gobbo story was the best bit. Here, Stimma would talk about how Da Red Gobbo’s Revolushun had failed, and all the horrible things that happened to Da Red Gobbo as a result. If you were lucky, he’d do noises and act-outs and all sorts. Overall, it was a good laugh. 

			Goggulz clapped Stimma on the back. ‘You should ’ave held on to him! He’d be dead useful now. Hah!’

			Stimma took Goggulz by the throat. ‘Yeah. A lot more useful dan you, grot.’

			‘Just… tryin’… to…’elp,’ choked Goggulz. 

			Stimma looked into Goggulz’s bulging eyes and thought about Da Red Gobbo. It had been a joke, really, but it was one that had driven the grots wild. The little gits had battled like angry squigs, and while they’d all been battered for it, they’d given Stimma a closer shave than he’d ever admit in one of his Red Gobbo stories. Tiny scars up and down Stimma’s legs twinged with remembered pain. 

			‘Ya know, Goggulz. You’re fick as anyfing, but you’ve given me an idea.’

			Goggulz, between moments of choking, looked confused. 

			‘I know ’ow I’m gonna get da grots workin’ again. I’m gonna make a new Red Gobbo. Like last time. But dis time, I’m gonna control ’im. And den, once everyone’s inspired again, I’ll get rid of ’im.’ By way of punctuation, he threw Goggulz into a snowbank. 

			Goggulz emerged a moment later, looking somewhat dismayed. ‘How’ya gonna do dat, boss?’ 

			‘Well, first fings first. I’m gonna learn just wot ’e is and how ’e goes togevva.’

			Indeed, an unfortunate side effect of Stimma’s repeated retellings of his Red Gobbo story was that almost all factual content or useful observations he had acquired during that fateful skirmish years ago had been replaced with a comprehensive analysis of what made the story work as a joke, which punchlines were funniest, and how to do a particularly squeaky ‘dying-grot’ voice. 

			‘I know a fing or two about grots, boss, like how–’ 

			‘Nah. You’re a grot. If I wanna find out wot you know, I’ll kick it out of ya. We’re gonna find an ork to help us.’ 

			Goggulz brushed himself down, and stuck his tongue out. 

			Stimma grinned. ‘Course, you can help.’

			Goggulz grumbled at the special volume that only grots seem able to truly reach: quiet enough that they could convincingly pretend to have said nothing, while still being loud enough you could make out every word. ‘S’just gonna be a bunch showin’ off.’

			With that, Goggulz and Stimma set off in a quest to get as close to the truth as was conceivably possible in ork society. 

			This, unfortunately, meant talking to the freebooterz.
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			CHAPTER 3

			To the kunnin’, an ork freebooter is a valuable source of information. More than any other ork, these star-roaming self-styled pirates of the void take pride in experiencing everything the 41st millennium has to offer, then telling other orks about it at agonising length. They speak more truth than any other ork because they speak more than any other ork full stop. The trick is having the patience to sift through the boasting, the mouth-made explosion noises, and the outright lies in order to find the valuable bits. 

			As with any orkish Waaagh! of any degree of notoriety, Big Zag’s invasion of Karanos V had attracted a fair number of freebooterz keen to join in with the fun and to take credit for all the biggest battles. Here, their encampment was built into the still-smoking remains of Da Original Biggun, a kill kroozer that had, until quite recently, been a feared and deadly void craft in the Blood Axe fleet. The ship had played a crucial role in the conquest of the planet, making a daring descent into the world’s atmosphere and unleashing its vast complement of guns on the Imperial defenders – who had, until that point, been valiantly protecting the planet’s last standing hive. It would not be the Imperium that felled Da Original Biggun, but a far older enemy of the orks – gravity. This was of little comfort to the planet’s defenders, who were, unfortunately, underneath the kill kroozer. 

			Stimma and Goggulz picked their way carefully down the smoking scree that surrounded Da Original Biggun’s remains. The kaptin had done a pretty good job landing the ship, all things considered, which was to say, he’d brought the better part of the ship down on the humies rather than the orks, and he’d managed to slow its descent enough that the vessel was still in pieces large enough for the freebooterz to shelter in. It had become a key anchor for the rest of the encampment, a strongpoint of scrap and ammunition from which countless smaller dwellings, workshops and pens sprawled out. 

			The kill kroozer had been cut down to its superstructure – the millennia-old girders and bulkheads that formed its blackened bones. The vague shape of the vessel was still visible, illuminated through the snow by thousands of blue fireflies: burna boyz with welding torches stealing as much good scrap as they could for their bosses, or for trade, or simply because it’s fun to cut big bits of metal up. The burna boyz simply let their best stuff pile up underneath them. Under usual circumstances, it would then be ‘sorted’ by the grots, which is to say, the little gits would take everything worth taking, and then try to hide it. Orks then simply got to grab the best of what the grots took. This was an excellent system. Anything likely to catastrophically malfunction did so in the hands of a grot, rather than anyone worthwhile. Importantly, it left all the mucking around in piles of scrap to the grots. 

			Unfortunately, the grots were not stealing. They were, as far as Stimma could tell, taking all the munitions from one pile, then moving them to another pile a short distance from the first. This had little effect apart from making the grots look rather busy. Stimma tried for a closer look, but was interrupted by an ear-splitting cluster of explosions along the ruined spine of the vessel. Goggulz jumped. Stimma barely blinked. This kind of thing was hardly unusual for ork vessels, even when they were spaceworthy.

			‘Who are we lookin’ for, anyway?’ asked Goggulz.

			‘“Say-Yes” Yag,’ replied Stimma. ‘Keep an ear out. You’ll hear ’im before you see ’im.’ 

			Goggulz twitched his ears in response. 

			‘Say Yes’ Yag was weird. He was weird even by the standards of the freebooterz, who were proud in their weirdness. As rumour had it, Yag had been a perfectly ordinary orkish pirate, until one day he was shot in the face. This was not remarkable in and of itself – being shot in the face is something most orks experience at least once in their life. Yag had lost a lot of brain in the process. Again, this was in and of itself both commonplace and not tremendously concerning for your average ork. However, the bolt-shell that ended Yag’s former life never detonated, and instead stayed in his head as his brains grew back. As luck (or perhaps fate) would have it, when Yag finally recovered, he was utterly incapable of saying no. Any request, any plea, any bargain – Yag agreed to it all. 

			This had been surprisingly advantageous for Yag. In a galaxy of endless war, hatred and suspicion, Yag’s guileless agreeability had made him plenty of unlikely allies. From countless pirate bands, to irregular military units desperate for any recruits, to cabals and cults of every stripe, the galaxy was full of people who thought that having a freebooter as a friend was less dangerous than having one as your enemy. This was arguably true, but assessing the relative dangerousness of freebooterz is an exercise akin to comparing the relative weight of mountains. Every non-ork Yag had ever met was dead. Some had simply failed to stand at a safe range. Others had discovered, lethally, that Yag’s amiability extended to everybody, even if they were currently shooting at his new friends. 

			Few could forget the fall of the Overcult of Phades X. Some humie boss, mad on the fell power of a ‘talkin’ sword’, had turned his planet into a charnel house, using Yag as his chief enforcer – everyone else he trusted had been eaten long ago. A decade of slaughter would pass before the heavy green hand of fate intervened. Yag received a broadcast from a nearby band of freebooterz, asking him if he wanted to skrag off the humie he was hanging around with, and join the ladz for a joyride in an Oberon-class battleship they’d just nicked. 

			Yag was playing with the sword when Stimma found him. It was hissing violently as Yag used it to pick foul-smelling matter from his teeth. ‘Shh now,’ said Yag, patting the sword before placing it gently into a bag, where it sat alongside him. 

			These days, Yag was surrounded by a well-meaning and well-armed pack of fellow freebooterz. He kept them supplied with star stories, loot and muscle, and they ensured that any requests made to the big fella were fair. If anyone was going to be exploiting Yag’s agreeability, it would be them. 

			‘Wotcha want?’ said Yag, smiling. The orks around Yag did not say anything, and were definitely not smiling. Stimma felt it would be wise to choose his words carefully. 

			‘Lookin’ for some learnin’, Yag,’ ventured Stimma. 

			‘Got everyfing ya need, boss,’ said a freebooter whose hand had been replaced with a hook carved from jagged alien-bone. 

			‘Out da back, boss,’ said another, who wore patches over both eyes, and leered at Stimma through an augmetic mounted on the centre of his forehead. He gestured with his two remaining fingers at a gloomy-looking construction wrought from scrap. It did not look large enough to contain everything. It looked about big enough to hold one ork standing up and another lying down. Perhaps it was just the firelight from the burning hives around them, but the snow around it looked very, very red. A grim, glyphic sign hung above it, reading DA BACK.

			‘Yep,’ said the first freebooter, giving his hook-hand a threatening shake. ‘Anyone who asks for anyfing can find it… in da back.’

			The other freebooter sneered. ‘Got everyfing in dere. Everyfing you could ask Yag for. Everyone who goes in finds just wot dere lookin’ for.’

			Yag gave an avuncular chuckle. ‘Never see ’em again either. Funny fing, dat. You boyz seen anyfing?’ 

			The freebooterz shook their heads. 

			Yag sat back, oblivious to the bloodthirst of his companions. Stimma was only mildly perturbed. This kind of aggressive opening salvo was a key feature of ork negotiations – it let you know that the orks you were talking to weren’t snivelling weaklings. As the old Blood Axe adage went, if someone stabbed you in the front, you knew where their knife was. 

			Stimma decided that a bit of taktikal bribery was in order. With great relish, he reached deep into his apron and pulled out a rare prize. To the uninitiated, it just looked like a lumpy mass of indiscriminate flesh, exactly like the others that Stimma kept about his person. Freebooterz, though, fancied themselves as having a keen eye for valuables. 

			The hook-handed freebooter spotted it first. ‘Dat’s… a beakie heart, innit?’

			‘Sure looks dat way, dunnit?’ replied Stimma. He turned over the twin nodules of what appeared to be hyper-developed muscle in his hand, letting them catch the light. 

			The one-eyed freebooter actually licked his lips. Beakie bits of all varieties were treasured among orks, and by the Blood Axes most of all. Beakies, it was generally quietly conceded, were the least rubbish humies. The fact they could fight at all was remarkable, as beakies were made from humans, who were rubbish, while orks were made from orks, who were universally acknowledged to be brilliant. Stimma, along with many other orks, had long wondered what would happen if you put the ­gribbly bits from a beakie into an ork – other than the ork dying, which was what tended to happen, in a phenomenon widely seen to be the result of beakies being so angry that even their innards were capable of incredible feats of violence. If beakie organs made a rubbish human any good in a fight, it was thrilling to imagine what they’d do to an ork. 

			Whatever the case, a beakie heart was very hard to find indeed. They tended not to part with them voluntarily.

			‘Wotcha want for it?’ asked the first freebooter. This was not so much a question as a play for time; a freebooter never bought anything he could take, and Stimma could feel himself being eyed up. 

			Goggulz, ever attuned to sudden explosions of orkish violence, whispered to Stimma, ‘If you take da big one, I’ll let you take da small one as well, and I’ll run away.’ 

			Stimma just winked, and whispered back, ‘Watch and learn.’ 

			He turned back to the freebooterz, who were attempting to reach for their guns surreptitiously. Each weapon was the size of a smallish warbike, so they did so with limited success. Still, Stimma only had a few moments left in which to act.

			‘Don’t want nuffin’ for it. It’s a present. For both of ya.’ Stimma gave a thumbs up to Yag, who was observing proceedings with the amused detachment only available to those who have had a large portion of their brain replaced with an unexploded bolter shell. He finished laying the bait. ‘For lookin’ after da big fella ’ere.’ With that, he tossed the heart in a lazy arc, calculated to just fall short of both freebooterz. 

			Violence still hung in the air, but now, the freebooterz were directing it towards each other. 

			Stimma defused it briefly – ‘Beakie hearts come in two bits, so you both get a half…’ – and waited until they were grubbing at the coveted lump of flesh, before the jaws of his trap clicked shut. ‘Of course, if you split it in half, nobody will know it’s a beakie heart, will dey?’

			This was enough. The two freebooterz wrestled each other to the ground, throwing up bloody snow as they fought.

			‘Reckon dey’ll kill each uvver?’ whispered Goggulz.

			‘Hope so,’ replied Stimma. ‘Cos dat’s not a beakie heart. It’s a couple of squig-kidneys held togevva wiv medikal staples.’ 

			‘Staples?’ Goggulz was wide-eyed with shock at the cheapness of Stimma’s deception.

			‘Yeah. Medikal ones.’

			His path now briefly clear, Stimma turned to Yag, who was watching his mates scrap with obvious glee. The freebooter even threw a combat blade the length of a man’s forearm into the melee. 

			‘Dat was nice of you,’ said Yag, meaning it. Yag was big into giving, and fairly ambivalent to its consequences. ‘Wotcha need?’

			Stimma found the words stopped short in his throat. Asking about a grot – well, it was unbecoming. Was this really the best approach? Chasing a myth?

			Goggulz stepped in before Stimma had a chance to reconsider. ‘We wanna know about Da Red Gobbo. Not like a funny story where he gets eaten by squigs tryin’ to teach dem revolushunary theory, or where he trips on ’is big coat and falls into an engine, or falls into an engine tryin’ to teach it revolushunary theory. We gotta make one.’

			Yag nodded. ‘Yeah, I know loads about Da Red Gobbo.’ 

			Stimma was surprised by the lack of judgement on Yag’s face – but, then again, that was Yag for you. ‘How come?’

			Yag folded his colossal arms. ‘Killed about… Lemme see…’ At this, he unfolded all the fingers on both hands, and proceeded to count them with a third, severed limb pulled from one of the countless stained pockets on his jerkin. ‘Killed about loads of ’em. Pop up all over da place.’ 

			Stimma suspected Yag was boasting – he was agreeable, but not necessarily honest – but even so, this was a good start. ‘Wot makes it work, den? Wot’s da secret? Wot makes ’em speshul?’ 

			Yag grinned. ‘Red Gobbo? It’s all in da gear.’

			Stimma wasn’t expecting things to be simple. Were he human, this would have perhaps made him a little suspicious. Humans had all sorts of weird notions about how things worked; they were superstitious creatures who could hardly reload a shoota without having to sing a song to it first. Stimma, though, was an ork, and a doktor, and liked linear solutions to problems. He was also tantalised by the notion of getting this Red Gobbo business sorted out early, so he could have the afternoon free for kicking Goggulz. 

			‘Sounds about right,’ he said.

			Yag continued. ‘It’s not da insides dat matter. It’s da outsides. Put Red Gobbo fings on a grot and wham! New Red Gobbo. Simple as. Gives ’em funny ideas. Ownin’ more dan two fings makes a grot’s brain all hot.’ 

			Stimma was entirely convinced. He’d already seen the perils of grots owning things with Goggulz. ‘Wot, so it’s just coat, stikk, shoota, and den… Red Gobbo?’ he asked. 

			‘And da goggles,’ added Yag. 

			‘Well, we’ve got dose,’ muttered Goggulz, darkly. 

			Yag nodded. ‘S’good. To be honest, doesn’t even need to be a proppa coat or stikk. Once killed a Red Gobbo on some world full of ferals. All da orks died before dey could invent guns. Had a little bow an’ arrer. Funny fella. Anyway, it’s all about da simbil-izm.’ 

			Stimma didn’t understand the word, and doubted Yag did either. Freebooterz expanded their vocabulary with the same eager, acquisitive glee they expanded their arsenals, welding and riveting stolen bits of Low Gothic to runic corsair cant in order to get their points across. 

			Goggulz did not seem entirely convinced. ‘Hold on. So how d’ya get new Red Gobbos in da first place? Wot ’appens before dey get da stuff?’

			Yag flicked Goggulz’s ear. No amount of serious head trauma could ever let an ork tolerate being spoken back to by a grot. Still, he gave Goggulz his answer. ‘S’all random. Red Gobbo is a result of grots findin’ da right combo of fings. Stikk and coat is fine. Goggles and hat is fine. Free fings, you might get some funny biz’niss. But soon as one gets a coat, hat, goggles, stikk and shoota, somefing ’appens in dere brains. ’Ere, I’ll show ya. It’ll be good for a laugh.’ 

			Goggulz looked dubious, but limited his open doubts to a slightly indignant cough. For this, he got a clap around the ear, and a job. 

			‘Oi, Goggulz. Go get as many grots as you can,’ said Stimma.

			‘How, boss? I’m a good fibber, but it’s gonna take ages and I don’t wanna,’ wheedled Goggulz. 

			Stimma grunted. ‘Nah. Dey’re all being too coprative anyway. Reckon it’ll be easy.’

			‘Wot’s in it for me?’

			‘Might give you your goggles back, if yer lucky.’

			‘Will you?’

			Stimma looked Goggulz in his cruel, beady little eyes. ‘No. Get to work.’

			Goggulz made a rude gesture and said something appalling under his breath, but quickly ran out of hitting range.

			 Really, Stimma thought, this was the model for grot-kind. He’d almost be sad to kick the paste out of the little git when the rest of the grots were fixed. Almost. 

			Stimma busied himself as Goggulz went grot-hunting by patching up the freebooterz. They had resolved their beakie-heart issue through the kind of brutal lateral thinking that had allowed the orks to conquer vast portions of the known universe – one had offered his heart in exchange for the prize, so that both orks would come away with two hearts. This, of course, had led to some short-term medikal issues.

			Dutifully, Stimma sewed his ‘beakie heart’ into the chest cavity of the victorious freebooter. The other watched on, tossing his newly acquired organ from hand to hand. As Stimma worked, he let his eyes wander to the main encampment. Down in the crater of the freebooterz’ improvised township, he could see the streets pretty clearly, tracing them mentally like veins – indeed, much like the steadfastly non-metaphorical veins that he should have probably been looking at instead. From this distance, the infection at the heart of the ork corpus was invisible; the swarms of hideously compliant grots were like a virus too small to be seen by the naked eye. Big Zag, however, was visible to the naked eye from most distances, and Stimma could see him steadily ploughing a straight line towards the dok-shop. He quickened his pace and did his best to focus on the freebooter. 

			It did not take long for Stimma to complete the surgery. He wasn’t really in the mood to do a good job, and was impatient to get back to the Red Gobbo business anyway. Goggulz reappeared as Stimma was applying the last few stitches to the freebooter’s chest, with a score of miserable-looking grots in tow.

			Usually, a mob of grots without a runtherd was bad news. This lot, though – they weren’t even conspiring with each other. Stimma yelled at them to form a line, and, to his horror, they actually did it. He made a quick mental count, and got bored after five, which meant they probably had enough grots. 

			‘How’d ya get so many grots so quickly?’ he said.

			Goggulz gave Stimma an apologetic look. ‘I asked ’em and dey came.’ 

			Stimma shook his head. ‘That bad, huh?’ 

			Goggulz nodded. ‘Yeah. Pitiful, innit?’ He turned to the assorted grots, and gave a sharp ‘Hut!’ causing them all to stiffen and line up, like stormboyz on parade, before casting Stimma a See wot I mean? look. 

			 Stimma was dismayed. Grots obeying orks without question or deliberate poor compliance was one thing, but if grots were taking orders from other grots without talking back, that was bad news indeed. At least they worked hard enough under Goggulz’s leadership. True, they were as limply compliant and incompetent as the rest of the grots, but they hardly had a complex task ahead of them. All they needed to do was find loot in a freebooterz encampment, a task so simple that it was used by orks as an insult. 

			Caps and coats were easy enough to find with a little bit of digging. Being built on the site of humanity’s last stand on Karanos V, the icy ground of the encampment was thick with frozen bodies, caught by avalanching ice unleashed by Da Original Biggun’s fall in the moment of their deaths. Stimma was delighted to find a ‘kommissar’ – his favourite kind of humie – poised mid-execution of his fellow soldier. 

			‘Love how dey do dat,’ said Stimma.

			Yag smiled warmly, baring a mouth of gilded, razor-sharp fangs. ‘Yeah, mega innit. It’s wot I keep tellin’ everyone – half of humies might be cowards, but da uvver half wanna kill ’em for it, so it’s alright in da end.’

			Caps and coats duly located, and goggles already accounted for, all that was needed for each now was a proper shoota, and an impressive-looking stikk. 

			‘Hold on,’ said one of the freebooterz, who, despite having two squig-kidneys for a heart, was impressively still alive, albeit looking quite poorly. ‘Everyone’s got a shoota already. Why do we need more?’

			Stimma was about to admit the ork had a point, before Goggulz jumped in. ‘Can’t be any old shoota, can it? Havin’ a shoota’s like havin’ fingers. If you’re gonna feel like a Red Gobbo, you’ve gotta have somefing speshul.’ 

			Goggulz winked at Stimma, who picked up what he was getting at almost immediately. If Yag hauled out his stock of weaponry to pick out something for Da Red Gobbo, Stimma would also have the opportunity to pick up a few pieces for himself while Yag wasn’t looking. 

			‘Good plan,’ he said. ‘Yag, mind if we take a look at wot you’ve got?’

			The freebooterz made to protest, but were duly silenced – one by the sudden and dramatic failure of his not-heart, the other by a sharp look from Stimma: a look that said, You might have had me two-on-one, but I quite fancy my chances now. 

			Yag, delighted at the prospect of showing off his colossal collection of guns, strode off, returning with armfuls of weaponry, dumping them in a rough pile almost the size of Stimma in the centre of the encampment. 

			Between Stimma’s barked orders, Yag’s avuncular encouragement and inaudible (but almost certainly threatening) whispers from Goggulz, the grots were transformed into a cadre of bonafide Red Gobbos. No two were quite alike, but each was unmistakable.

			‘Hold on a second,’ said Stimma. ‘Why did we make so many?’

			‘We’re gonna make ’em fight to see which one’s da best,’ said Yag. ‘After we’ve taught ’em to be proppa grotty again.’ 

			This sounded logical to Stimma – or, at the very least, quite entertaining. 

			Da Red Gobbos stood proudly. They were still being far too orderly for grots, but Stimma could tell that their tiny brains were already being affected by the intoxicating prospect of having four possessions. 

			‘Right den!’ said Stimma, clapping his clawed hands together. ‘You’re all Da Red Gobbo now.’

			There was some nervous coughing, and the sound of shuffling feet. The bravest of the bunch (a hardly impressive accolade, given the circumstances, and the fact that these were grots) spoke up.

			‘Wot does dat mean?’

			Stimma turned to the grot. ‘Teknically, it means you’re gonna lead a Revolushun to inspire all of grotkind against da orks.’ 

			The grot did not look ready to lead a Revolushun of all grotkind against the orks – he just looked nervous.

			‘Is this a test?’ squeaked another prospective Red Gobbo. 

			‘No test. You’re gonna get da grots riled up again. Talkin’ back and tryin’ to kill us and da rest. You’re bein’ rubbish grots right now.’

			The grots, presumably still unsure of whatever cruel game this painboy had ensnared them in, were stock still. Eventually, one started nodding, largely out of fear. The rest of the grots followed suit, each trying to outdo the others in the speed and ferocity of his agreement, until they were practically vibrating with accordance. 

			Goggulz gave them a verbal prod. ‘Look at all yer new stuff. Doesn’t dat make you a bit better dan everyone else?’ 

			The grots kept nodding, and then slowed down. They looked to each other, then to Goggulz, then to Stimma, then to Yag, who was watching the process with idle, delighted curiosity. 

			Eventually, one piped up. ‘I’m… Da Red Gobbo. And I fink… we should… treat grots… a bit better.’

			The other Red Gobbos quickly distanced themselves from this dangerous firebrand, eager to not be found guilty by association. It was clear that they still thought this was some cruel orkish trick. It was Stimma that lit the tinder that set discussion of da Revolushun ablaze.

			‘Sounds good,’ he said. ‘Any uvver ideas?’

			Da Red Gobbos were soon competing to out-agree with each other. Slowly but surely, they began suggesting dangerous and revolushunary ideas, such as ‘time off, if da boss fancies it’ and ‘a bit between one job and da uvver where you get to have a brew’ and ‘gettin’ teef for yer work rather dan a kickin’.’

			Yag slung a huge arm around Stimma, using another arm to place a huge, fungal cigar in the painboy’s mouth before lighting it with a massive shoota, almost taking Stimma’s ear off in the process. ‘Four fings. It’s dat simple. If it looks like a Red Gobbo, it is one.’ 

			However, Stimma wasn’t so sure. He could almost smell the rising violence on the air; painboy or no, even a day-old yoof knew when there was a fight brewing. The new Red Gobbos were becoming increasingly agitated. After mere minutes, their revolushunary ambitions were already curdling when faced with the promise of incredibly minor power. 

			‘When we have da Revolushun, everyone will… give me a squig-sausage!’ cried one would-be Red Gobbo, drunk on the prospect of limitless power. 

			‘When we have da Revolushun, everyone will give me… two squig-sausages!’ yelled another, lost, like so many revolushun­aries, to the intoxi­cating promises of tyranny. 

			‘Wrecker! Splitter!’ screeched one grot, who was apparently struggling with the concept of multiple sausages, and was dealing with this by sowing discord. 

			‘I’ll split you!’ replied another grot entirely, who seemed less interested in the sudden and dramatic pollution of the Revolushun’s once ostensibly noble goals, and more interested in trying out his shiny new shoota. 

			Were the grot interested in xenobiology, he may have identified the ornate instrument as a t’au railgun of the kind wielded by Pathfinders, designed to pierce the hides of tanks and monstrosities alike with incredible ease at improbable distances. Indeed, were the grot blessed with even the barest rudiments of sense, he would have realised he had the weapon the wrong way round.

			Fortunately – or, as it would transpire almost immediately, very unfortunately – Yag had simplified the instrument’s usually vastly complex firing mechanism by welding an ork-sized trigger handle to the thing. The grot squeezed.

			There was a sound like – well, it sounded like a sliver of metal the size of Stimma’s thumb-talon being suddenly accelerated to something very close to the speed of light, through a very surprised-looking grot. 

			Reminded both of the existence of violence and its generally agreed superiority to talking things through, the grots immediately stopped squabbling and instead scrabbled to operate their newly located shootas. Before Yag, Goggulz or Stimma could step in, the air was filled with arcing energy, screeching bolts and silent-but-lethal shurikens. 

			‘Not exactly an inspirin’ show of solidarity, is it, boss,’ said Goggulz. 

			‘I fink we should head off, Goggulz. Not sure dis lot are gettin’ it.’ 

			‘Yeah, boss? I can always get more grots.’

			Stimma eyed the grot melee. Grots fighting was an ugly business. All you ended up with were dead grots, whose teeth and organs were no good at all for any self-respecting painboy. Yag was unfazed by the fighting. He was offering warm words of encouragement to the participants, and tossing in fresh guns to keep things interesting. Stimma suspected this had perhaps been the old freebooter’s aim all along. 

			‘Nah. I fink we’ve exhausted da experimental possibilities here. We’ve just made ’em meaner. But none of ’em are actually mean enuff to be da boss. We need a grot who’s so horrible dat nobody is even gonna fink of fightin’ ’im.’

			‘Sounds right, boss.’

			‘And I fink dat ork’s realised he’s got a pair of squig-kidneys for a heart, and wants to come thank me for it.’ 

			Indeed, the fighting had briefly and miraculously revived Yag’s erstwhile companion, who was rising from the ground and grasping for his snazzgun with alarming speed. From a medikal perspective, it was pretty remarkable, and Stimma resolved to experiment more with squig-kidneys in future. From a personal perspective, it was probably very bad news for Stimma’s short-term survival, and he resolved further to postpone any experiments until he was a good distance from any freebooterz. He didn’t run, exactly. He wasn’t retreating. He was just… redeployin’. For later. Like a kommando might. 

			Stimma scooped up Goggulz, and… redeployed rather quickly, ducking briefly to dodge a fusillade of stray fire overhead. ‘Right. I fink we’re off to a good start.’ 

			‘Yeah, boss?’

			‘Yeah. Da Red Gobbo’s like a warboss, right? And wot’s da problem wiv grots?’ Goggulz started to formulate a reply, only to be cut off by Stimma. ‘Dat’s right. Dey’re rubbish.’ 

			‘I fink you might be movin’ in circles here, boss.’

			‘Nah. Wot we need to do is unrubbish some grots. We need a grot bigger, stronger and meaner dan any uvver grot, so dey’ll actually do wot ’e says rather than doin’ him in.’ 

			‘How are we gonna do dat, boss? All da runtherds are gone!’ 

			Stimma shook his head. ‘Doesn’t need to be big or strong right now. We’re gonna make ’im dat way. Usin’ science.’
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			CHAPTER 4

			‘Wot’s science, boss?’ asked Goggulz. They were now a good way from the fighting in the freebooterz’ encampment and the sounds of gun­fire behind them had been drowned out by sounds of closer gunfire from the main orkish settlement.

			‘Science’ was, of course, not a concept with a direct analogue in orkish thought. Indeed, what Stimma actually said, translated directly by any human insane enough to listen to the rambling of an ork painboy, would be something closer to ‘The Thing You Do That Isn’t Fighting So You Can Do More, Better Fighting Later’. 

			What Stimma actually meant, more than ‘science’ or ‘The Thing You Do That Isn’t Fighting So You Can Do More, Better Fighting Later’ was that he was already completely out of ideas, and needed to steal some from another ork. In this case, that ork was a mek. 

			‘Science is wot we oddboyz do best. Got a mate in Mektown dat owes me a few favours,’ explained Stimma. ‘Name’s Shank. Good lad, ’e is. Expert at makin’ fings bigger and fightier. He’s gonna fix our grot problem.’

			Stimma and Goggulz made their way towards Mektown. If Big Zag’s bunker was the brain of the Waaagh! (such as it was), Mektown was its guts – a churning, indiscriminate mass of huts, factories, workshops, gunsmiths and smelters that sat at the encamp­ment’s core. Orks, of course, make things everywhere they go; if nobody made anything, after all, there’d be nothing to break, and nothing to break it with. Mektown was where things were made slightly more often than they were destroyed, and as such, it was easy to find. You just had to follow the explosions. 

			It didn’t take Stimma and Goggulz long to reach Mektown’s outer gates: a long wall of scavenged metal, punctured by the odd door or hole cut by scrap-hungry raiders, kept the good gubbinz in, along with the humie test subjects and explosions. With the war won, Mektown was now under almost constant attack from other orks looking to pick over the shinies inside. Stimma and Goggulz fell in behind a column of marching boyz, who agreed to let Stimma join them in exchange for medikal aid. They soon broke into running battles on the streets, which had been turned into a labyrinth of hastily raised defences, razor wire and battling orks. Stimma had a vague sense of where Shank might be, and figured that in any case the mek wouldn’t miss a fight as good as this one. 

			The urban warfare didn’t bother Stimma – in fact, it was pretty reassur­ing. When you fired a brand-new slugga, or slipped on a suit of mega armour, or hopped into the back of a trukk to go beat up someone far away, you did so knowing that if it was going to blow up or break, it would have done so by now. No self-respecting ork would buy a weapon that hadn’t already done someone in, or some armour that wasn’t all chipped up and gashed and hard looking. To the meks, it was just as important to test stuff as it was to make it. No, what bothered Stimma were the grots. 

			No self-respecting mek would ever say it openly, but grot oilers were essential to keeping the mechanical might of the orks functioning. Meks never bothered with maintenance – they were too busy working on new, exciting, shiny things – and so the actual continued functioning of ork weapons, vehicles and armour fell to fleets of the little gits. Even when it came to making stuff, meks relied on them more than they cared to admit. Meks would fight tooth and nail for the best scrap from raids, only to find out they’d forgotten to nick the right screws, or enough rivets, or other deathly tedious but unfortunately necessary components needed to build functioning machinery. That was where your grot came in: while you’d been fighting for the biggest and juiciest bitz, they’d been scrabbling and stabbing their comrades for everything too small to notice. 

			The problem was, the oilers in Mektown weren’t scrabbling, stabbing or stealing. They were doing what they were told. Which, given that the orks giving the orders were meks, was usually a) impossible and b) left little time for the kind of maintenance that actually ensured things… worked. Stimma could see the signs of the calamity everywhere. Machines clanked out of workshops only to promptly collapse as soon as their inventors turned around. Things that were not usually meant to explode exploded. Things that were usually meant to explode failed to explode – he saw one mek fling a stikkbomb at a rival, only for it to bounce off the ork’s head with a dull thump.

			Stimma shared his concerns with Goggulz during a particularly long period of suppressing fire, yelling the longer words as loud as he could so he could be heard over the din. Goggulz, who probably heard about one word in ten, just nodded, and handed Stimma a freshly loaded slugga peeled from the corpse of a less fortunate assailant. Stimma swung over the cover, loosely took aim at the ork gunner manning the mek speshul that had them pinned down, and managed to get two shots off before the gun promptly jammed. This didn’t throw Stimma off his stride; he simply dived to the ground in a roll, getting just clear of the fusillade of return fire, before springing to his feet, drawing back his arm, and channelling the remaining momentum of the manoeuvre into a cracking throw. The slugga sailed through the air, striking the gunner square between the eyes, before dropping to the floor and noisily discharging the chambered round into the dazed ork’s thigh, the jam now duly cleared. 

			‘Oi, Goggulz!’ hollered Stimma.

			‘Yes, boss?’

			‘Go slit dat one’s throat. And tell ’im I made dat throw, not you.’

			Goggulz scarpered in the direction of the fallen gunner. ‘Anyfing else, chief?’

			‘Yeah. Tell ’im if ’e’s alive later, I’ll fix ’im for free. Good little fight, dat.’

			Goggulz disappeared into the shadows to do his grisly duty. 

			By now, Stimma was almost at the heart of the fighting. He was still wondering why he hadn’t seen Shank yet – he’d never known the mek to miss out on a scrap like this. Stimma dodged an arcing rocket overhead, and dived into a hastily dug snow-trench alongside another couple of orks. He gave them both a thump to say hello, and received his in turn, before the three grunted and turned their attention towards the fighting. The first ork was a burna boy, who alternated between jetting off bursts of burning promethium at random over the trench’s lip, and drinking it. Given the trio’s distance from any actual enemies, both these gestures were about equivalent in actual military effectiveness, but they were fun to watch. Stimma made sure to cheer every time the burna let off a particularly dangerous-looking spurt of flame, or took a notably deep hit of his barrel of promethium. 

			The other ork was a bit more helpful but a lot less fun. He was a tankbusta and, as such, was completely insufferable. He had a seemingly limitless supply of stikkbombs about his person, and hucked them over the trench with incredible accuracy, sending up showers of loose scrap and organs with each arcing throw. The problem was, before Stimma could really enjoy this, the tankbusta would ruin things by immediately launching into a story about a time where he’d done the same thing, but better. 

			‘So anyway. Dere I was. Baneblade in front of me, ready to make me into squig-meat, and den I got a stikkbomb right down da main turret, and den–’

			‘Look, mate, I’m lovin’ da stories,’ lied Stimma, ‘but I’m lookin’ for someone and I’m in a bit of a rush. D’you know Shank?’

			The tankbusta looked as if Stimma had just said that grots possessed redeeming features and were worthy of respect. ‘Uh. Yeah. Course I do.’

			‘How’s dat den?’

			The burna boy interjected. ‘Cos we’re fightin’ him right now. Look!’

			Stimma hazarded a peek over the trench. Sure enough, surrounded by a ring of smoking wreckage, barbed wire and landmines in various states of having-exploded-ness, was a workshop, almost dwarfed by a sign scrawled on a towering piece of scrap. It read, in glyphic script:

			SHANKS

			YOOVE NOT TRIED SHANKS NOW TRY SHANKS THANK YOO

			Underneath the words was a picture of an ork hitting a tank with a colossal wrench. 

			Stimma recognised his mate almost immediately. ‘Wot’s Shank done to make youse fight ’im, den?’ 

			‘Sold me a warbike,’ replied the tankbusta.

			‘Seems like normal mek stuff to me,’ replied Stimma.

			‘Yeah,’ said the burna. ‘But ’e sold me da same one as well.’

			‘And me,’ came a voice from a nearby trench. 

			‘In fact,’ continued the tankbusta, ‘he sold da same warbike to everyone ’ere.’

			Stimma nodded. That did sound like something Shank would do. ‘Wot about everyone on his side?’ Shank was hardly holding down the fight alone; Stimma had already encountered plenty of opposition fighting his way to the trench. 

			‘Sold ’em da warbike too. But dey reckon if he’s dead, he won’t be able to give it to ’em.’

			It certainly was a conundrum.

			The tankbusta cast Stimma a suspicious look. ‘If you’re not here to fight Shank, why are you here?’ 

			Stimma leaned forward, gave the tankbusta a conspiratorial look, and beckoned the ork to come closer. His voice was quiet; that should have been enough to warn the tankbusta that something was very, very wrong. ‘Cos he’s me mate, idiot.’

			Before the tankbusta could react, Stimma had a meaty finger between the rings on each of the stikkbombs strapped to the tankbusta’s chest. He swept up out of the trench, taking them with him, and leaving the now-primed bombs firmly attached to his new enemy’s chest.

			‘See ya!’ cried Stimma, revelling in the furious expression on the tankbusta’s face before it (and everything else) was obliterated in a burst of blinding white light and a wall of roaring sound. 

			Stimma allowed the blast to carry him through the air. It’d be fine. He was travelling in the direction of Shank, and, in his medikal opinion, he was far enough away from the blast to not suffer any lasting injuries. 

			Sure enough, when Stimma’s eyes started working again, he was at the door of Shank’s workshop. The explosion seemed to have bought Shank and his allies a brief reprieve – it had torn a hole in the front lines which would need valuable moments to repair. Stimma grunted in satisfaction, stood up, straightened his apron, patted himself down to check all his organs (the ones both in and about his person), and kicked the door in.

			‘SHANK!’ he yelled, in something between challenge and friendly greeting.

			‘STIMMA!’ replied Shank, in much the same fashion. 

			Shank the Clank was Stimma’s mate, which was to say, when they fought, they did so fondly, and Shank usually yelled at Stimma to catch his attention before coming at him with a knife, or a bit of wood, or a particularly hungry squig. Such was the way with meks and painboyz across all ork society. Meks dealt with machines (and occasionally stuck them to meat) and painboyz dealt with meat (and occasionally stuck it to machines). It was just enough mutual overlap to ensure understanding without competition. An economy of mutual favours kept the painboyz’s huts and mek-shops in their respective materials. A painboy would always be on hand to replace a lost or boring limb with a particularly nasty mechanical one, while meks were always looking for ‘test subjekts’ for their latest inventions. 

			Shank and Stimma had met when a shokk attack gun had, during some percussive maintenance, misfired, sucking up most of Shank’s assistant and depositing them into Shank’s chest cavity. Stimma had fought off a dozen other painboyz for the chance to take a look at a properly horrible injury. Indeed, in his eagerness to have a rummage around, he had, through some combination of accident and insight, managed to wire Shank’s late assistant’s organs into Shank’s body, leaving the mek not just alive, but preposterously hale. Shank had made the most of his second chance at life by risking it nigh constantly in brutal scraps with other orks, who often underestimated just how many organs Shank could afford to lose before he gave up on a fight, losing their own in the process. This was good for Stimma, who had a reputation for being particularly good at getting organs back into orks, or at any rate attempting to do so in a particularly messy and entertaining fashion. Either way, he got paid at the end, or at the very least made off with some spare hearts. 

			Where Stimma was long and bony, Shank was approximately square in shape, protruding equally on every plane with the kind of evenness only an engineer could manage. Even in the middle of the fighting, a foul-smelling fungal cigar remained, as always, permanently clenched between his teeth, seemingly always on the brink of burning out. Stimma had long wondered if the cheroot was, in fact, part of Shank’s already bizarre physiology – certainly, he’d never seen the mek replace it. 

			Shank and Stimma were inclined by biology and by long comrade­ship to help each other out. However, just asking would be unthinkable, even for a pair of oddboyz. Certain rituals needed to be observed. 

			‘Wotcha, Shank,’ said Stimma.

			‘Alright, chief?’ said Shank, catching a stikkbomb that had sailed in through a hole in his workshop’s window and hurling it back out. 

			‘Same-as, same-as,’ said Stimma. ‘Tryin’ to fix da grots.’ 

			A burst of fire pierced the mek-shop’s hide, casting thin shafts of light across the piles of scrap within. 

			Shank chuckled. ‘Sounds rubbish. How’d ya get stuck wiv dat?’ He grabbed a box of ammunition, and swung it one-handed through a hatch in the roof, either to his allies or at his enemies. It was hard to tell. 

			‘Wouldn’t interest you,’ said Stimma. ‘Bit beyond mek-antics, this.’

			Shank’s eyes gleamed. ‘Yeah?’

			Stimma affected disinterest. ‘Yeah. Medikal problem. Wot do meks know about makin’ grots better?’

			Shank came at Stimma with a knife, as was his wont. This was good: it meant he was interested. A brief scuffle ensued. It was a fairly perfunctory fight, as far as ork brawls went – the equivalent of an exchange of pleasantries.

			Stimma and Shank began negotiations in earnest as Stimma was sewing Shank’s good hand back on. 

			‘Right, Stimma,’ the mek said, ‘I can help ya, but I’ve got a bit of a problem.’

			Stimma nodded in the vague direction of the fighting, which was to say, everywhere. ‘Yeah. Da warbike fing.’ 

			Shank shook his head and grinned. ‘Nah. Dat bit’s great. Fing is’ – Shank punctuated his sentence by hurling a wrench out of a window – ‘da fightin’s been murder on me stocks. Really down to da dregs now.’ 

			Indeed, while Stimma wasn’t nearly as familiar with mek-antics as he was doktorin’, he could see that supplies in the workshop were dangerously low. He could see bare patches in the layer of scrap that should have utterly coated the floor. Some of them were even big enough to sit down in. 

			‘If I get you da parts, you’ll make me a new Red Gobbo?’

			‘Yeah. Bigger. Stronger. Better. It’s gonna be brill.’ 

			‘Where am I gonna get ’em at short notice? I’ve got about half a day left before Big Zag does me in.’ 

			Shank gestured expansively. ‘It’s war outside. And you know wot dat means?’

			Stimma understood immediately. ‘Dey’ve brought all da stuff you need cos dey’re usin’ it to try an’ kill you.’

			Shank nodded, delighted. ‘And you, now! B’sides, I just chucked most of me stuff out da window to try an’ squash fings. If ya find any, give it a wipe down before ya bring it back. Lads’ll help ya out. Just tell ’em what to do and let ’em know dere’s a warbike in it for ’em if dey’re good.’

			‘Is dere?’

			‘Well, dere is a warbike. Might be good for both of us if a few of ’em have accidents, if ya catch my drift.’

			Stimma was cheering up immensely. The fighting hadn’t slowed him down at all – in fact, it was going to be his salvation. Shank was going to do all the thinking bit of Da Red Gobbo, and he was going to get to do the killing bit. He was so excited that he almost forgot he was missing someone. 

			He gestured to Shank to wait, and yelled out of a window. ‘GOGGULZ!’ 

			‘Yeah, boss?’ came a small voice from under a pile of scrap, far closer than Stimma had expected. Sure enough, there was Goggulz, a colossal shoota strapped to his back, and a nasty-looking shiv in his hand.

			‘Wot’re you doin’ ’ere?’ asked Stimma.

			‘Well, boss, you called.’

			‘I mean, before dat.’

			‘Well, I figured dat if everyone was fightin’ Shank, I’d do ’im in and finish it so you could get on wiv fings.’ 

			Shank chuckled. ‘Good grot you’ve got dere.’

			Stimma allowed himself a brief moment of pride. ‘Yeah. ’E’s horrible.’ 

			Shank cracked his knuckles. ‘Right den, you two get started, I’ll get to work on da designin’. Wot’s da brief?’

			‘Red Gobbo, but bigger. And stronger. And fightier.’

			‘Basically… a Killa Kan, den?’ replied Shank. 

			‘Yeah! But it’s gotta be red. Dat’s important.’ Stimma was keen to salvage a little of what he had learned from the morning’s debacle. 

			‘Mega. Let’s crack on,’ said Shank.

			Shank set about a workbench, while Stimma and Goggulz opted to hurl themselves out of the window so as to provide them with a brief advantage of altitude and surprise compared to the orks they were about to rob blind. Stimma landed with a roll; Goggulz landed on Stimma. Stimma, somewhat put out by the imposition, chose to roll again, this time with Goggulz attached to his back, in order to ensure the grot had his fair share of ground.

			‘Wot’re we lookin’ for?’ grumbled a somewhat krumped Goggulz into Stimma’s ear. 

			‘Anyfing sharp. Anyfing shiny. Anyfing… enginey.’ Stimma’s know­ledge of machines was largely based on the same core assump­tions that guided his approach to medicine, which is to say that the big, complicated-looking stuff was the most important. 

			As this was a serious fight, Stimma decided it was time to crack out his speshul pistol. A long time ago, Stimma had nicked the needle gun of some humie kommando. It was a brilliant thing: rather than proper bullets, it fired little slivers of poison that killed someone just as painfully as a real shoota, but without scrambling up their insides. The only problem was that it was completely silent, which meant Stimma had to make all the noises himself. 

			‘Bang. Bang,’ whispered Stimma, as he unleashed a volley of searing needles into an oncoming pack of orks. He didn’t want to alert them, after all. They’d been carrying some kind of battering-ram – Stimma hollered at some of Shank’s allies to haul it inside and present it to the mek.

			Stimma always thought he was a brilliant fighter, and in his way, he was – especially when it came to dealing with other orks. His familiarity with their anatomy meant he always knew the right spot to stab, or shoot, or pinch. He ducked and weaved his way through the lines of Shank’s besiegers, keeping behind bulkheads and smashed barricades until he was close enough to perform some impromptu surgery. 

			Of course, Stimma wasn’t quite as good at sneaking as he fancied he was. He was returning from one particularly violent excursion when, all of a sudden, he felt the distinctive feeling of cold metal digging into his spine.

			‘’Ello, mate. Left in a hurry, didn’t ya?’

			Very slowly, Stimma turned his head. It was the burna boy from earlier – singed, yes, but miraculously, horribly, still alive, albeit missing most of his skin.

			Stimma tried to look apologetic. And inflammable. ‘Ya can’t kill me. I’m a dok!’

			The burna boy grinned horribly. Admittedly, without lips, it was hard for him to do much else. ‘I’m not gonna kill ya. Not right away.’ The ork flicked the pilot light of his burna on and off, singeing Stimma’s flesh, his urge to gloat briefly overriding his urge to kill.

			‘Hold on a tick,’ said Stimma. He hated to admit it, but he missed Goggulz. Right now, he was overexposed, on his own, and about to be set on fire. If Goggulz was here, he could have offered up the grot in exchange for his own life. Still, Stimma had been in worse scrapes before. He was a good enough dok to know how to talk to injured orks, and a bad enough dok to have had plenty of practice explaining away ‘medikal malpractice’. 

			‘Let’s take a look at yer skin condition,’ he said.

			‘Wot condition?’ The burna was puzzled.

			‘Well, ya don’t ’ave any. Luckily, I’ve got just da fing for dat.’

			Stimma could tell the burna boy still really wanted to kill him, but not quite as much as he wanted to have his skin back. Stimma reached into his pockets, and felt around for a familiar shape. There.

			Without looking at the object, Stimma handed the grenade to the burna, twisting to activate it as he did. ‘Just got to pop da lid off and it’ll sort ya right out.’ 

			The burna took it, looking down bemusedly. Stimma managed to dive away from the blast, which scattered what was left of the other ork about the battlefield. 

			‘Now dat’s doktorin’,’ he chuckled, to no one in particular.

			Slowly, surely, the invasion began to abate, with the various weapons, vehicles and nifty bits they’d brought along to krump Shank with funnelled slowly into the mek’s workshop, where Shank chopped and welded and loudly observed what a good job he was doing. Once the attackers were all but defeated, the handful of surviving orks began trudging their way back to the workshop, loot in hand. The orks had acquitted themselves staggeringly well; Stimma felt proud to have fought alongside such stalwart allies. 

			‘Oi, Goggulz,’ he said.

			‘Yeah, boss?’

			‘You go distract da little one, and I’ll get da big one in da back wiv me scalpel.’

			Goggulz nodded, and then gestured towards the dozen or so orks not covered by Stimma’s impromptu plot. ‘And da rest?’

			‘Pfft. I dunno. We kill ’em. Dat’s enough plannin’.’

			And so, after a brief, bloody scuffle, Stimma and Goggulz made the final delivery themselves. They even managed to throw in a grot – they’d bagged a dozy-looking oiler, who, despite token protests, seemed grateful for a break from his various impossible jobs. 

			‘Chief,’ said Goggulz warily, ‘I’m a grot. And, er… my brain is workin’ fine. Not to push me luck, but why haven’t you tried to make a Red Gobbo out of me?’

			Stimma took a second to think his answer over. ‘Well. Two fings. One, you’re da only grot on da planet actin’ normal. If I get any of da uvver grots killed experimentin’, all I’ve done is make it so dere’s less broken grots. If I get you killed den I’ve just made da problem worse.’ 

			Goggulz nodded and looked pleased. 

			Stimma continued. ‘Fing two. I’ve made a promise to paste you later. Can’t do dat if you’re Da Red Gobbo, can I? Not right away anyway. Everyone else will want a go. Happy?’

			Goggulz no longer looked very pleased at all, but chose to keep his feelings to himself. 

			When the pair returned to the workshop, captive grot in hand, Shank was standing over his invention, wiping his forehead with a filthy rag. ‘Phew. ’Ard work. Look at dat though! Wot a beauty!’

			Stimma looked at the machine. There was certainly a lot to love about it. Every jagged plate conveyed speed and power; every gleaming piston and sharpened spike promised glorious violence. It was a deep crimson, painted with a supply of paint Shank noted he had been saving for years. Long reels of ammunition fed into dozens of hungry guns, like reels of fat brass sausages. 

			It was beautiful. It was perfect. It was also, indisputably, not Da Red Gobbo. It wasn’t even a Kan.

			‘It’s a warbike,’ said Goggulz. 

			It was indeed, despite Stimma and Shank’s best intentions, a warbike. 

			Stimma placed a hand on the bike’s saddle, a terrible throne of oiled squig-leather. Stimma wondered what, in the heat of the moment, had possessed Shank to hand-engrave a glyphic facsimile of the invasion of Karanos V into it, given that time was short, but he had to admit it looked really nice. 

			Shank clapped his talons together. ‘Right. Dat’s finished. Anyfing else?’

			In the fight that ensued, Stimma, between hammering fist-blows, made sure to clearly explain what it was exactly he had asked for, and just how critically important it was to him. Shank, when he wasn’t reloading or holding Stimma in increasingly devious limb-locks, apologised for the confusion, while tempering his contrition with a reminder that the bike was really, really nice, and lots and lots of orks would have been perfectly happy with it, and maybe he could put a grot in it and call it a day? Eventually, the two managed to negotiate a compromise. Stimma wouldn’t see how many stabs with a scalpel it’d take to completely remove Shank’s brain, and Shank would try and make a Killa Kan, ­properly this time. 

			‘I’m knackered,’ Goggulz complained. ‘Where are we even gonna get more parts?’

			Shank remained unperturbed. ‘Oh! Dere’s more lads on da way.’

			Stimma rubbed his forehead, torn between despair at his impend­ing death and delight at the prospect of an oncoming fight. ‘How many orks did you promise dis warbike to, Shank?’

			Shank shrugged. ‘I dunno. You’re gonna find out one way or ­anuvver. Bring back some bigger guns dis time, yeah? I’ll get a start on da grot.’

			The captive grot squirmed in its sack. 

			Stimma scowled. ‘I’m takin’ da warbike.’

			Before Shank could protest, Stimma and Goggulz had, once more, hurled themselves from the mek-shop’s window – this time without the same eager aplomb that had accompanied their previous descents, but with an admittedly pretty well-made bike. 

			As before, Stimma and Goggulz began sneaking, killing and smash­ing their way through the assorted assailants, stopping only to loot the bodies and pile up what they found at the base of Shank’s workshop. Where before they had accomplished a great deal through teamwork, coordination and grit, this time around they largely just cheated. Stimma or Goggulz would approach gangs of orks and offer the warbike to the fightiest-looking one in the group. This would, without fail, start a smaller, more manageable fight. All Stimma and Goggulz had to do was bump off the survivors. It did some good for Stimma’s mood – while tricking the orks wasn’t nearly as satisfying as battering them, it was nice to get some proper kunnin’ fighting in. Variety did wonders. Maybe, if this worked, if he didn’t end up getting killed, this whole horrible endeavour would prove worthwhile. 

			Whatever delight Stimma was taking in his new prize was dashed on his return trip to Shank’s workshop. Both he and Goggulz had been working hard; both struggled under heaving sacks of loot that tipped and leaned perilously as they went. As such, both almost missed Big Zag. 

			Zag was standing next to the workshop; clad as he was, from head to foot, in armoured plate, he could have been mistaken for it. ‘Take it da grots are fixed den?’ he rumbled, belching smoke from the tall stacks on his back. 

			The possibility of lying crossed Stimma’s mind. He opened his mouth to say ‘yes’ – to wriggle out of his agreement and what was looking increasingly like certain death – and closed it. It was impossible to lie to someone so big. You didn’t lie to da boss. 

			‘Nah,’ he said, miserably. ‘Dey’re still broken.’

			Big Zag exhaled with disapproval. Goggulz was knocked off his feet by the sudden gust of hot, orky breath. 

			‘Saw you boyz muckin’ around,’ Zag said. ‘Thought you’d finished da job.’

			‘Nah, boss. Still tryin’ to fix it.’

			A long silence passed between Stimma, Big Zag and Goggulz. The raucous atmosphere of the workshop siege was over. Stimma noticed a number of rather squashed-looking bodies sinking into the snow. When Big Zag joined a fight, it rarely lasted for long. Stimma attempted to lighten the atmosphere.

			‘Wot brings you here den, Zag?’ he asked.

			Something rumbled within Big Zag’s ironclad frame. ‘Saw every­one was muckin’ around in Mektown and I thought you might have found some more humies to kill.’ Zag’s affect was, as ever, almost totally flat. ‘Turns out you’re all killin’ each uvver over some warbike. Didn’t like dat.’ 

			Big Zag reflexively clenched and unclenched a huge power klaw. Stimma, ever possessed of a keen medikal eye, noticed that it was covered in the kind of stuff that orks much prefer to keep inside of their bodies than outside. 

			‘Went to Shank’s shop to find out wot was goin’ on,’ the warboss continued. 

			Stimma glanced again at the viscera-coated klaw. He’d seen Shank’s innards plenty of times – did he recognise any here? 

			Stimma cast a nervous look in the direction of the workshop. ‘And did ya, boss?’

			‘Yeah. He says da bike was a present for me and you were deliverin’ it. Nice lad.’

			Stimma swallowed. ‘Dat’s right, boss.’ He put as much space between himself and the bike as possible. 

			Big Zag picked up the bike with one metal klaw and held it up to his face for examination, before neatly folding it in half and placing it in a compartment on his back. ‘Dat’s sorted den. Which way’s yer tent again?’

			The words were out of Stimma’s mouth before he could stop himself. ‘Look for da big pile of burnin’ humie stuff, past da squig pens. Follow da meaty smell.’

			‘I’ll see ya later, Stimma,’ said Big Zag.

			The two waited until Big Zag had disappeared behind a scrapped Baneblade before either spoke.

			‘So, boss,’ Goggulz said, ‘let’s say you had to kill Big Zag…’

			Stimma growled. ‘Big Zag’s da boss. Dat’s final. B’sides, killin’ somefing dat big wouldn’t be right. It’d be…’ The word Stimma was looking for was ‘profane’. ‘Rubbish,’ he said. 

			‘Right, but say – just in theory, boss – dat yer life depended on it.’

			This was, unfortunately, rather easy to imagine. Stimma tried to wrap his brain around the concept of killing Big Zag. As he often did with an impenetrable problem, he came at it sideways.

			‘Well, Big Zag can’t be killed, because he’s boss,’ he mused. ‘But if dere was anuvver ork dat wore a big suit of armour and dat was also very big…’

			Goggulz nodded by way of encouragement.

			‘Well, da thing about mek-antics is dat it’s not like doktorin’. Everyfing in a body is all wet. Dat’s what stops it catchin’ on fire or blowin’ up like dry fings do.’

			Goggulz made a noise of agreement. This was all pretty basic medikal knowledge. 

			‘Well, let’s say dis ork who’s almost da same as da boss is wearin’ his armour. Da bigger da armour, da more mek-antics it needs to work. Da more he has, da harder he is on da outside, but da more stuff dat can go wrong on da inside. If you were little enough, you could wriggle around inside doin’ all sortsa bovver. I reckon a coupla speshul-lookin’ cables and you’d have yer job half done for ya.’

			‘Sounds good, boss. Sounds like you’ve had a good fink about how dis ork dat’s as big as da boss, and wears da same gear as da boss, but isn’t da boss, could be done in.’ 

			‘Yeah.’ 

			‘Shame it wouldn’t work on Big Zag. Y’know. On account of him bein’ boss.’

			Stimma looked wistful. ‘Yeah. All just a theory anyway. I’m massive. I’d never be able to wriggle in.’

			Goggulz, for once, said nothing.

			Stimma made sure to dump his sacks of scrap on the ground as uncere­moniously as possible. When Goggulz made to do the same, Stimma fixed the grot with a foul look. Shank was his mate, and nobody was going to disrespect him but Stimma. He turned to the mek. ‘You ready to make a Kan, den?’

			‘Not really. I quite wanna make anuvver bike,’ said Shank, glumly. 

			Shank complained constantly during the first part of the build. For him, making a Kan was easy. It was, basically, a tube with legs, arms and a temper. But setting out intending to make a Kan, and then ending up with a Kan? That was terrible. Occasionally, Shank would pick up a spare tyre, or a gleaming carburetor, and Stimma would have to knock it out of his hands. They came to blows more than once, and not in the usual friendly fashion. 

			Eventually, somehow, it was finished. They called it Da Red Gobbo Too, because… well, there’d been Red Gobbos before, and this one was Da Red Gobbo, too. 

			Da Red Gobbo Too at least looked the part. Stimma’s research with the freebooterz had not gone entirely to waste, and he’d ensured that the Kan was armed in keeping with the totemic symbols of its small, fleshy counterpart. In one klaw it wielded a colossal rod of office, headed with snarling squig-skulls and crackling with disruption fields. In the other, it wielded a rotary kannon, styled to resemble a colossal pistol. 

			Shank had cheered up quite a bit during Da Red Gobbo Too’s construction; it was hard to keep a mek down for long. With due aplomb, the hulking ork performed his kind’s sacred ritual of activation – kicking the machine until it switched on. 

			With a crackle of poorly contained plasma and the wheezing of overstrained pistons, the Kan rose to its blocky feet on stumpy, piston-driven legs. Shank gave Stimma a friendly punch on the arm, and Stimma was so overcome with pride that he forgot to punch Shank back. Goggulz, on the other hand, was more taciturn. While the construction of a Kan was always a good laugh for the orks, it tended to be somewhat less exciting for the grots. The first thing many Kans did upon being switched on was to work out everyone who had ever wronged them, and then dispatch them as messily as possible.

			‘Who’s in dere, den?’ asked Goggulz. 

			‘Little fella. Got an eyepatch. Kept sayin’ he was allergic to lecktricity.’

			Goggulz swallowed nervously. ‘That’d be Footspike.’

			‘Friend of yours?’ asked Stimma.

			Goggulz looked uneasy. ‘Stole from ’im a coupla times. I was pretty sneaky ’bout it, though.’

			Stimma turned back to the rising Kan. ‘Guess we’ll find out how sneaky you were soon!’

			Sure enough, with a grinding of rusted gears, scavenged hydraulics, and some concerningly meaty components that Shank had sworn were ‘a bit of a squig, or somefing’, Da Red Gobbo Too took its first halting steps forward. It gave its huge rod of office a couple of test-swings through the air. It cycled the loaders on its oversized pistols. Then, it spoke. 

			‘HOW’D YOU ALL GET SO SMALL, DEN?’

			Activating a Kan was not just an exercise in mek-antics, or doktorin’, but philosophy too. The self-evident rubbishness of grots kept them in line most of the time – it was a lot harder to convince them of their inherent inferiority, though, when they were suddenly ten feet tall and clad in inch-thick armour plating.

			‘Right den,’ began Stimma, hoping that he sounded suitably authoritative, and that the audio receptors on Da Red Gobbo Too hadn’t been left out to make room for something more exciting, like bullets, or wires, or snacking squigs. ‘Good news, chief. You’re small. But also’ – Stimma paused for effect – ‘you’re big now. On da outside.’ 

			Da Red Gobbo Too leaned forward to look down at Stimma and Shank. Goggulz was trying very carefully to look nonchalant.

			‘NEVER LOOKED DOWN AT ANYFING BEFORE,’ said Da Red Gobbo Too. 

			Stimma gave a warning growl. It was important to believe – to know – that the thing he was talking to might look like a killing machine, but, deep down, was still a grot. Because if he and Shank believed it, the Kan would too. Sure enough, it cringed, very slightly, with a pneumatic hiss. 

			‘Here’s da deal, grot. You’re gonna work for us.’

			‘I ALREADY WORK FOR YA, BOSS.’ 

			‘Dat’s da spirit. You’re gonna be da new Red Gobbo.’

			‘DAT’S NICE.’ Even distorted by the crude brain-links that Shank and Stimma had bodged into the grot’s skull and the old Imperial laud-hailing system they’d set up as its new voice box, Da Red Gobbo Too’s voice thrummed with malicious anticipation. Stimma’s plan was working: the new Red Gobbo possessed none of the cringing obedience it had shown before Shank had stuffed it into the Kan. 

			Da Red Gobbo Too’s oculars flickered as it regarded itself. It would never see the outside world again; the only sensations it would really know would be the dull pounding of enemy munitions on its thick metal shell. No longer would it know how to touch, or how to make – its huge, crude limbs could only kill. It was a fate that would, and often did, drive a humie mad. 

			‘MEGA!’ said Da Red Gobbo Too, snik-snakking a klaw in the air. 

			Stimma placed a hand on Da Red Gobbo Too’s shoulder in a manner that he hoped seemed friendly. He had to strain his arm quite hard to do it. ‘Here’s da deal,’ he repeated. ‘You’ve gotta go to da grots and tell ’em we’re havin’ a speshul kind of Revolushun.’

			‘RIGHT, BOSS. AND WHY’S IT SPESHUL?’

			‘Well, you know da bit of a Revolushun where you all work extra double-hard for us and make sure not to do anyfing wrong in case we notice?’

			‘YEAH?’

			‘Most of it is gonna be dat bit. Maybe even all of it. But da important fing is all da grots fink a Revolushun is comin’ and feel properly inspired by you.’ 

			Da Red Gobbo Too nodded; it did so by inclining its huge body forward and shaking quite a lot. ‘SOUNDS GOOD, BOSS. I’LL GO BE A REVOLUSHUNARY NOW.’ 

			It turned and began a shuddering, clanking procession through the snow. Then, it stopped suddenly. ‘ONE MORE QUESTION, BOSS. HAVE YA SEEN GOGGULZ? I WANNA GO INSPIRE HIM FIRST.’

			Stimma wasn’t quite sure that this new version of Da Red Gobbo had Goggulz’s best interests at heart, and decided not to reveal that Goggulz was, in fact, in the very same room as his new revolushunary leader. 

			‘Goggulz?’ he said. ‘’E’s in Grot Town.’ 

			Da Red Gobbo Too powered up its huge hittin’ stikk. ‘GOOD. COS I KNOW LOADSA GITS DERE DAT I’M GONNA INSPIRE. I’M GONNA INSPIRE NORKY FIRST. DEN SNIVLA. DEN BOOTLIK. DEN…’

			Da Red Gobbo Too’s voice faded into the distance as it strode towards Grot Town. Stimma was beginning to think that he had perhaps not done as good a job with this Red Gobbo thing as he thought he had – and then he heard the screams, and the explosions, and the very distant but unmistakable sound of a Killa Kan yelling a long list of slights at an increasingly small list of grots who’d committed those slights. Stimma supposed he was, in a manner of speaking, fixing the problem with the grots. He tried to imagine how he could explain this to Big Zag in a way that would not make the boss exceptionally angry. It was quite hard, and required a lot of concentration, but he was almost there, and then– 

			Shank shoved a rusted plate covered in crudely daubed ork glyphs at Stimma. ‘Da bill, chief.’ 

			Stimma briefly assayed the damage with mounting horror. ‘One grillion? Dat’s not even a number!’

			‘Parts an’ labour, chief. Parts an’ labour.’

			‘I did half da work!’ 

			‘Yeah, and you’re dead ’spensive.’

			‘And Goggulz found all da parts!’ 

			‘Yeah, and he ’elped himself to my ammo safe while he was at it.’ 

			Stimma turned to Goggulz, who shrugged. ‘Prove it.’

			Shank took the plate of glyphs back. ‘Tell ya wot, Stimma, seein’ as you’re a mate, I’ll do it for half a grillion.’

			Stimma briefly considered spending the final hours he had left to live fighting Shank. It was, admittedly, quite tempting. Still, though, he had one option left. And it was a rubbish one. He settled for smacking the plate out of Shank’s hand, and ­grumbling something about his tab.

			Shank chuckled. ‘See ya tomorrow, chief.’

			Stimma was gloomy. ‘Not if I’m dead.’ 

			Shank shook his head. ‘Speshully if you’re dead. Got a deal wiv Big Zag. I’ve got plans for you. Well, wotever’s left.’

			Stimma flicked a spare tooth at Shank and stomped off with Goggulz in tow. 

			‘Well, dat’s one grot you’ve inspired!’ Goggulz struck a genuinely congratulatory tone, but his appreciation was somewhat muted by his involuntary wincing at the sounds of Da Red Gobbo Too’s rampage, which was audible from even a great distance. 

			Stimma grunted non-committally.

			‘I nicked Shank’s shoota too.’ Goggulz threw open his recently acquired greatcoat, revealing the mek’s prized sidearm, alongside, Stimma noted, a goodly sum of teeth, various mechanical gubbinz and Stimma’s second-best laser-scalpel.

			Usually, Stimma would have given Goggulz a hiding. Instead, he just rubbed his temples. He had an appalling headache – one that Big Zag was not far away from suddenly and explosively curing. Yes, only one option remained, one he’d been hoping to Mork he could avoid. 

			‘Right,’ said Stimma. ‘We’re runnin’ outta time. Wot have we learned?’

			‘Don’t ever get a rush job from Shank?’

			‘About Da Red Gobbo, ya git.’

			‘Well, seems to me, boss, dat you got ’im to believe in ’imself pretty well.’

			Stimma thought about this for a moment. He had, indeed, managed to restore at least one grot to its previously devious, vindictive self. But turning every single grot into a Killa Kan, while entertaining, would be neither practical nor desirable. As if to punctuate the thought, he heard Da Red Gobbo Too screeching something about someone nicking his second-favourite blasta somewhere in the distance.

			‘Wot if… dere was a way to make da grots feel dat way, but only inside?’

			‘Wot, like we’d believe in ourselves, but we’d still be rubbish?’ asked Goggulz.

			‘Yeah, somefing like dat.’ 

			‘Somefing dat fixes da problem in our heads but means our bodies are still rubbish and grotty?’

			‘Yeah!’ said Stimma, briefly enthused. The positive feelings didn’t last for long – they were replaced by a sudden sinking feeling. Unfortunately, he knew just the ork for the job. 

			‘Right. We’re gonna have to do it.’

			‘Do wot, boss?’ asked Goggulz.

			Stimma gave Goggulz a miserable look. ‘We’re gonna have to talk to da weirdboy.’
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			CHAPTER 5

			Stimma did not like weirdboyz at all. Their power was dangerous, and not the fun kind of dangerous – it was just odd. It was unpredictable. The raw energy of the Waaagh! wasn’t something you could tear apart and rivet or stitch back together. You couldn’t learn how it worked, it just happened. Right now, though, it was Stimma’s only recourse. The problem was, even if Stimma could stomach mucking around with sorcery, he wasn’t sure he could deal with an encounter with Eadrek. 

			Stimma had a broad fondness for all ork-kind. Sure, he’d had his share of scraps. He’d plotted, schemed and laid kunnin’ traps for rivals. He’d liked to think he’d probably killed more orks – in brawls, inter-clan battles or just through medikal malpractice – than Old Bale Eye. But, when push came to shove, every ork was his friend and ally. It was him, his mates, and a galaxy of things to smash. You fought on the way, but that was – well, that was what mates were for. 

			Eadrek, though? Stimma hated him. 

			Most weirdboyz had the good grace to be terrified of their unruly power. They were, essentially, hand grenades with legs, names and personal preferences; they came and went, and, if you were lucky, went big. Some of the older boyz still spoke about when Sparka had gone up, taking what was – unbeknownst to the orks – an entire astropathic vane with him in a particularly colourful and noisy demise. 

			Since Sparka, Eadrek had been the weirdboy. And Eadrek’s ’ead had, so far, stubbornly refused to explode. Instead, he’d decided to ‘research’ the psykers of other cultures to see if they had any secrets that could be nicked and repurposed. As far as Stimma could tell, this usually involved cutting off the heads of any such unfortunates that got in Eadrek’s way, and then doing weird things with them. Stimma might have been able to cope with this grotesque mockery of medikal science had Eadrek chosen to live on the orkish encampment’s edges (where weirdboyz belonged, for reasons of safety as much as their lowly social position) instead of in the hut next to Stimma, as if he were a proper oddboy, and not just a bomb with an inflated sense of self-importance. 

			Stimma had noticed that humies felt much the same about their ­psykers as orks did, which is to say, they rightly understood them as weapons. Where humans differed was in their tendency to judiciously execute the more wayward ones before they did anything really interesting. Stimma had spent a fruitless week trying to convince Eadrek that getting shot in the head was, in fact, a secret human technique for mastering the power of the Waaagh! to little avail. 

			Stimma complained endlessly about Eadrek to Goggulz as they made their way back into the thick of the orkish settlement. He did so not just out of hatred; it was a way of drowning out the distant, but definite, sound of colossal footsteps somewhere in the distance, accompanied by ever-growing cheers as the orks heralded Big Zag’s march to Stimma’s impending execution. 

			Eventually, they came across Eadrek’s hut. Unlike Stimma’s medikal facility, which was made out of good, solid sheet metal, Eadrek lived in a great mass of dyed skins and stolen furs, crudely strung across rusting poles. Eadrek said it looked mysterious. Stimma also said it looked mysterious, mainly because he thought it couldn’t stop a bullet and was keen on testing that one day. Alas, that day was not this day. 

			Stimma summoned the ork weirdboy with all the pomp and ritual that he thought Eadrek was due. 

			‘Oi, Eadrek. Get out ’ere before I come in and batter ya!’

			Eadrek scuttled out of his dwelling, jingling with crude charms and hidden weapons (it paid to be prepared in such a dangerous line of work). He adopted an absurd, mystical tone as he spoke. ‘Ah, Stimma! My third eye told me you had come!’ Eadrek pointed towards his forehead. A crude facsimile of an eye – something torn from a human trinket-factory elsewhere on the planet – had been stuck there. ‘I must ’ave seen–’

			‘Da future?’ interrupted Stimma. He was painfully familiar with Eadrek’s schtick by now. 

			Eadrek’s eyes (the real ones) briefly flashed with anger. Still, though, he was a professional, in his own way, and Stimma was a customer. Hardly missing a beat, he continued. ‘Yeah. Dat and you’ve been wanderin’ round askin’ everyone else to help you out. Figured you’d have to come to me in da end. How’s Zag?’ 

			Stimma gritted his teeth, partly out of frustration, and partly out of the nigh-certain knowledge that he was about to lose a lot of them. Eadrek’s services didn’t come cheap. ‘Got a speshul job for ya,’ he said. 

			At this, Eadrek clutched his head and dropped to the floor, spasming wildly. Sparks of electricity arced from crude implants designed to focus some of his unruly power. He wailed and screeched and muttered various tantalising but indecipherable things about grots, a great bloodletting. 

			Stimma fished a handful of teeth out of his pocket. 

			Eadrek’s paroxysms continued unabated. If anything, they got worse; he hawked a wad of something rich and red into the snow, where it steamed. He began repeating Stimma’s name in a low, insistent murmur. 

			Stimma sighed and went to his other pocket for another handful of teeth. 

			Eadrek sprang to his feet and snatched up his payment, now fully and miraculously recovered. Stimma decided it would be best not to say anything more. There was an uneasy trembling in the ground below. Perhaps it was the rumble of the orkish tunnellers pulling what loot they could from the engine-warrens and sunken hive-blocks beneath. Or perhaps Big Zag was getting closer. 

			Eadrek disappeared into the depths of his hut, motioning Stimma and Goggulz to follow with a gnarled, beckoning hand. From the outside, it was little more than a miserable heap of rags, half piled with snow. Inside, it was dirty and claustrophobic, filled with strange smells and the bizarre trinkets Eadrek had managed to steal or barter for on raids. It was mainly humie psyker stuff: collars, implants still stained with the blood of their previous owners strung together in tangled nests of crude wiring, and bits of stone and bone that made your head hurt to look at. 

			The layout of Eadrek’s dwelling felt impossibly winding. While it was narrow, each beaded curtain or ragged clump of sackcloth gave way to yet more weird little passages filled with psychic stuff. Eadrek remained just out of sight ahead, always a clawed hand beckoning Stimma and Goggulz to come round just one more corner. There was something thick and heavy to the air; a growl rose involuntarily in Stimma’s throat, and he found his hands making their own way to his weapons. It was like getting ready for a really rough ride on a spaceship. As if, at any minute, pink gribbly things would start crawling from the hut’s thin walls. 

			Finally, they came to a promising-looking junction. A thick curtain hung before a darkened chamber. Stimma wasn’t sensitive to super­natural powers, but you didn’t have to be to know that something odd was going on back there.

			Stimma grunted. ‘Let’s ’ave at it, den.’

			Eadrek adopted a serene expression. ‘Ah, Stimma… Da veil will only open… to payin’ customers.’ He turned to Goggulz. ‘Off ya pop. Hands to yerself, too. If I find anyfing missin’ after yer gone I’ll find ya and pop yer head.’ 

			Stimma made to argue. Instinctively, somehow, it felt like a bad idea to let Goggulz wander off. Perhaps he’d got soft – the little snot had been useful, at least, but maybe–

			Stimma’s thought was interrupted by a sudden convulsion from Eadrek. Stimma had no idea if he faked the seizures, or if Eadrek’s brains were simply jangled enough that he could bring one on at any time. Whatever the case, he got the point. 

			‘Wait outside, Goggulz. I’ll be back,’ he growled. 

			Goggulz smirked. ‘Is dat a threat, boss? Or a promise?’ Before Stimma could reply, the grot was out of sight. 

			Eadrek grinned. ‘Now only payin’ customers are here, we can draw back da veil.’ 

			The weirdboy wiggled his fingers. Sparks began to crackle from his implants. Somewhere, just beyond Stimma’s range of hearing, there was a whine. His teeth ached. A drop of blood budded beneath Eadrek’s nostrils. Eadrek raised both arms and made a sudden sweeping motion, drawing back a ratty curtain and revealing– 

			‘Power!’ cried Eadrek, with reverence and awe not usually associated with the corpses now on show. As Stimma looked at the cluster of shrunken, greening, twitching psyker-faces, he allowed himself a little respect for his old rival. Eadrek had collected a pretty impressive bounty of humie weirdboyz, and wiring them together made a lot of sense – it was like strapping a shoota to your shoota to make it shootier. Snaking, fraying cables wove madly through neck stumps and nostrils, a crackl­ing, knotted mass that made Stimma’s skin prickle. Below the cluster of psyker heads were idols, linked to the heads by yet more cables. They were a miserable little bunch, hanging from bits of old wire like corpses and resting on a stage made from an ammo-crate turned on its side. They had been made, as far as Stimma could tell, out of scrap and spite. He recognised Shank (a piece of scrap hammered full of various gubbinz), Big Zag (a dead grot with a tin can for a head, painted with a snarling face), and even himself (a bundle of syringes bound together in a vague approximation of an ork). 

			‘Pretty good,’ said Stimma. Eadrek was hideously insecure, and Stimma didn’t want any more unexpected seizures getting in the way of his quest for knowledge. 

			‘Fanks. Turns those sparky humies into power. And bad smells. But mainly power,’ Eadrek said. ‘Proud of yours. Just outta curiosity… Any ’eadaches lately?’

			Stimma noticed that his idol was even more ragged and holed than the rest. Long, sharp pins had been inserted into the vague head area. Stimma decided appeasement would be best. 

			‘Yeah, loads,’ he lied. ‘Like someone’s pokin’ my brain wiv a bunch of pins. No idea why.’

			Duly mollified, Eadrek continued. ‘Good, good! Now, we can begin. We will reach into… now-dat-was! We will reach into… da now-ta-be! We will reach into… da now-dat-is! And bring forth UNDERSTANDIN’! Understandin’ OF–’ Eadrek coughed, and hissed to Stimma, ‘Say da fing you wanna learn about.’

			Stimma complied. ‘Da Red Gobbo.’

			Eadrek popped out from where he’d ducked behind the curtain. ‘Absolutely sure? Cos I can do you a Red Gobbo story for free and we can understand somefing interestin’, like squigs, or why humies fink humies are da best but all wear a big picture of a bird instead of a really big humie. Lissen, Once upon a time, dere was a Red Gobbo, and ’e was tiny an’ rubbish an’–’

			Stimma waved Eadrek away. ‘I’m sure. Get on wiv it.’

			Eadrek shrugged, before reaching into the back of his grisly atelier and pulling out an odd-looking headset – a rusting mass of screws, clamps and diodes. Stimma immediately knew that putting it on would almost certainly kill him, and that he was going to have to do it anyway.

			‘It puts wot’s in dere ’eads into yours. Makes yer brain work gooder. Y’know. Like makin’ somefing red, or smashin’ more dakka onto it.’ At this, Eadrek sneezed, releasing a gobbet of foul-smelling red matter. It was Stimma’s medikal opinion that Eadrek’s brain had not been much improved by use of the headset. It was also his medikal opinion that being alive was better than being dead, and that Eadrek was probably his only chance at the former. 

			Stimma snatched the headset and pulled it on. Eadrek began to fuss around with the various clamps, straps and linkages on the thing, making sure to tighten it just a little too much, and taking every opportunity to pinch, prod and otherwise bother Stimma. Stimma remained stoic, choosing to be the better ork and keeping his mind occupied with the thought of what Eadrek’s head would look like nestled among his looted psykers. 

			Eventually, the hat was affixed. Stimma was now linked to Eadrek’s grisly little puppet theatre. The weirdboy began fiddling with dials and knobs on the thing’s side, as well as prodding roughly at the faces of his psykers, who began to wriggle and gurn as power flowed through them. 

			Stimma turned to Eadrek with a start. He tried to keep the panic out of his voice. ‘When does it start?’

			Eadrek grinned wickedly. His eyes looked very deep, and very dark. He raised a hand and wiggled his fingers in a mystical gesture, before clenching them around a colossal lever and pulling down. ‘’Ere we go! Try not to explode!’ 

			Time slowed and stretched. Stimma was aware of Eadrek’s fist swinging towards his face at glacial pace, growing larger and larger in his vision as it drew closer, and then growing larger still, until it was the size of a squiggoth, then a space hulk, then an entire planet – and then the entire universe was just one massive green fist, and Stimma was tumbling down, drawn by its impossible vastness and gravity, falling past knuckle hairs as thick as hive spires into canyon-like wrinkles, down, down– 

			Stimma sees sparks. Colours flash in front of his eyes. This is pretty normal, given he’s just been punched in the face, hard. What’s not normal is what the sparks and colours look like: rather than fading, they stretch and grow to form shapes – the shapes of orks, and grots. Lots and lots of grots. 

			Their bodies twist and gyre, faces and limbs changing from moment to moment in a riot of motion. Stimma grabs one of the smaller blurs by its collar-analogue, and pulls it up to his face. 

			‘Oi, you,’ says Stimma. ‘Wot’s ’appening?’

			The grot-blur, face twisting between a trillion expressions, looks a bit like Goggulz and a bit like every other grot Stimma has seen in his entire life, a shifting mask that never remains the same from one second to the next, yet manages somehow to look shifty.

			‘I dunno. Mental construct or somefing. It’s your head – why are ya askin’ me?’

			Stimma tosses the grot into the infinite, where it discorporates into a swirling, indistinct mass. He tries to focus. 

			Slowly, the images begin to gain clarity. He’s on the bridge of a humie vessel. The air is thick with the stale tang of rust and residues unscrubbed by ageing atmospheric filters. Flickering red light spills from warning lumens, flooding everything with crimson. There’s a mek (who’s dead) and some grots (who aren’t). There are also some humies, who are something in between. The grots should be getting absolutely thrashed, but there’s something different going on here. 

			Stimma feels his deep memory twitch. He’s seen grots fight like this before; he’d forgotten, in telling the tale so many times, why he started telling it in the first place. These grots are weak, yes; they are many times smaller than orks and smaller even than humies. But they are horribly, viciously determined. They believe in something. They don’t care if they die, or if they lose. 

			‘Oi!’ says Stimma. ‘Who’s in charge ’ere?’

			One of the grots turns around. ‘Fingwit!’ he cries, with obvious fervour. 

			‘Who’s ’e?’ asks Stimma. ‘An ork?’

			‘Da Red Gobbo!’ yells a different grot. 

			‘Nobody!’ yells another. 

			‘All of us!’ yells a third. 

			‘Froo here!’ says a little voice behind a bulkhead. Stimma pushes forward, leaving the band of revolushunaries behind. 

			Suddenly he’s not on a ship, but one of the special humie buildings. Not the good ones, with the weapons or fighting. The ones where they come to yell at their big dead god and feel scared. There’s a grot at the centre of it all, sitting on a pile of dead humies. Stimma strides up to him. ‘Are you Fingwit?’

			The grot looks up and sneers. ‘Nah, I’m Redsnot.’

			Stimma squares up to the dream-concept. ‘Right. I’ve ’ad enuff of dis muckin’ about. Where’s Da Red Gobbo den?’

			The grot gives Stimma an evil grin, and points up to the window of coloured glass behind him. Stimma expects to see the usual humie ­rubbish – skulls, humies with wings, humies dying, big golden men – but instead sees something that pulls at something deep in his psyche: a tiny splotch of red against an impossibly vast, dark tower. The darkness seems to swallow all, taking away light, and sound, and feeling, and then–

			Stimma can hardly remember the uneasy chill of the weirdboy’s hut. He can hardly remember that he’s Stimma, or a Blood Axe, or on Karanos V. How could he be? He has spent his life here, under the aching cruelty of the sky on the great salt plain. In the distance, he can hear the great engines tearing up the earth in their grand and holy races, carving long plumes of billowing dust from the arid surface. Beyond them, beyond the smoke clouds and rocky foothills, beyond the warring clans and the labyrinthine, rusted passages of Mektown, is the War God. 

			The War God towers above all: a pillar of blackened steel, rivets and glorious hate. This is not the sterile, asinine work of the Imperium, eked out by cringing slaves according to the stagnant designs of cowards to fight the long, meaningless wars of their ignorant masters. No, this is something more. Every piece of the War God is battle-worn and battle-loved. Each rivet, each rusting plate, each wending fuel line is steeped in orkish blood, pierced with orkish shot, rich with orkish love. It grows not to fulfil some cold design, but simply because it must grow. When the great work is finished, and the war has been made holy, the War God will take to the stars, bringing the worthy with him. The orks will shatter the sky and all that dwells in it; they will bring the perfect war they have built here to a million worlds, and they will rend the very heavens with their cries of war. 

			‘Shame, innit?’ says a small voice behind Stimma. 

			‘Wot’s a shame?’ says Stimma – and then he realises.

			 His voice is not the throaty, war-hungry growl of an ork. It is ­wheedling, and whiny.

			‘Yer a grot,’ says the small voice. ‘Grots don’t get to go on da spaceship. Grots just get to build it.’ 

			Stimma turns around, but nobody is there. He is tiny, and he is alone. He looks down at himself. His hard-won medikal trinkets, gleaming bioniks and rippling, orkish muscle are gone. Instead, he has a loincloth, a spanner and a single shoe. He panics; perhaps there’s still a chance. Perhaps there’s still a way. Surely the war to come will need grots. He just needs a chance: Honest, boss, I’ll fight double-hard when I get dere, just let me get off dis planet, all my mates are up dere, I’ve got a rash, see, and it’s cured by bein’ on really brilliant spaceships–

			Stimma can’t breathe. His lungs are too small, too puny. Suddenly he’s falling, tumbling down a slope of scree, puny arms scrabbling in the dirt to right himself. His fall stops with a sharp pain – he has landed on something cold and hard.

			Stimma knows he’s badly hurt. The distant bit of him that’s still a painboy, somewhere in the dark reaches of the future, sitting in a hut, hooked up to a nest of mostly dead humie psykers, knows he’s hit something that’s essential, and that he doesn’t have long. But there’s some­thing else here. Something he needs to see. With the last of his strength, he turns around.

			He is dying on a long black slab. On this world, even the finest mek-makings are turned to rust and scrap in moments by the scouring winds and baking sun. But this is perfect – its surface is marred only by a glyph, carved into the cold stone with atom-perfect precision. 

			It’s not an ork glyph. But Stimma knows it. Somewhere, in the deep black reaches of his mind, a clan-memory from before even the time of the clans, he knows this glyph. From the War. 

			It is barely a dream; barely the vaguest impression of an imagining. Only the broadest concepts of this memory still live. Concepts long lost to the orkish mind, never to be recovered, fire like unconnected circuits, their meaningless sparking signifying nothing but loss.

			Imagine a black desert below a black sky. Imagine it spreading featureless and bleak as far as the eye can see, the lone and level sands shifting over centuries to cover everything that was once built there. There was a war, once. Stimma can’t see anyone else around, so he reckons he must’ve won it.

			‘Hurrah,’ says Stimma. 

			The winds howl. 

			Winning doesn’t feel all that good. Stimma decides to keep walking, in the hope that there’s someone else who won the war. They can be mates, or he can smash their face in, or maybe even both. He realises, as he walks, that he’s not alone – that he’s being followed by… something. Something like him, and unlike him. Something not made for war – something whose purpose now lies buried beneath the black sand. It’s saying something. Its voice is reedy and annoying. Stimma decides it needs something to do, so he hands it something heavy he no longer has the semiotic capacity to recognise. This quiets it briefly, but even across nameless aeons of time, Stimma can feel the resentment. The immortal order of the strong over the small is still fresh in this era. 

			At the start of the journey, Stimma and the wretch are about the same size, really, but with every step, it seems to weaken and shrink. Or maybe it’s Stimma getting bigger and stronger. As they go, as it is diminished by the grinding weight of time, it gibbers and cries and laments the terrible weakness of its form. It tries, endlessly, to issue orders to Stimma, invoking some authority that they both know it does not possess, that it may never have really possessed in the first place. It mutters to itself. Its features grow long, and cruel. It shrinks closer and closer to the earth. 

			Stimma realises that the thing that’s following him around is basically a grot, and doesn’t know it yet. 

			That’s alright. It has a long time to learn.

			Together, the two make their way through the ruins of the past into the horrors of the future. With each barked command from Stimma, each clip around the ear, the wretch becomes more compliant. Eventually, outward sorrow gives way to a simmering, cruel look behind the twisted thing’s eyes. That’s more like it. Stimma cheers up for a bit, but his good mood is interrupted by a sudden, sharp pain between his ribs. It’s enough to be fatal – the wretch’s mind may be collapsing, but it remembers where to strike. Stimma manages to twist around in his last moments, trying desperately to look into the eyes of his killer. This can’t be it. There has to be something more – something to be learned. Alas, all that remains of the memory is a haze. Reality collapses in a great, crimson wave. Here is the truth of it all: you will walk through a desert for eternity, together, and you will hate each other, and you will die, and thus it has always been, now and forever. 

			And then, everything is red: red skies, red dirt, a red light from a million dying red suns, jagged red ships that ply the space between them filled with red crews spilling red blood, and at its heart, a white star, blinding, beautiful and terrible.

			‘Gaghhkk,’ says Stimma. 

			‘Gaghhk,’ said Eadrek. 

			Stimma came to with a start. Eadrek was making strange sounds – and, for once, they were unintentional. The knotted mass of cables and ties that held his prized psyker heads in place had come unspooled and sprung up to bind his hands together; the headless grot he’d so proudly used as a stand-in for Big Zag had climbed up Eadrek’s crude robes and was now in the process of choking him to death. 

			Stimma was torn between delight, disappointment and unease. One of his rivals was suffering horribly. That was pretty good. However, Eadrek had inconveniently chosen to start suffering horribly at a fairly key juncture for Stimma. He tried to recall the strange trance dream. There had been lots of Red Gobbos, and some skeletons, and a flag, maybe? It had all felt so clear, but now, every revelation was slipping inexorably away…

			Stimma wasn’t an expert in psychic phenomena, but this grot business also seemed a little suspicious. He knew a bit about the grot physiology, and he generally found that when they had no heads, and were dead for a bit, they weren’t particularly energetic or violent creatures; the lumpen, greying remains that currently had their knobbly fingers around Eadrek’s neck, on the other hand, were certainly commendably vigorous. Additionally, there was the sound of fighting outside, and violence crackled on the air. In short, something weird was afoot. 

			‘Somefing weird’s goin’ on,’ said Stimma. 

			Eadrek, by way of reply, continued to die. His bulging, desperate eyes danced from the headless grot choking him to Stimma – a message for help so clear that you didn’t need to be psychic to pick up on it. Stimma chose to ignore it. Eadrek had, as ever, done half his job for full pay. Stimma turned on his heels and began rifling through the hut for anything useful, or valuable, or breakable.

			‘Aaaghkk!’ said Eadrek, managing, despite the circumstances, to sound quite indignant.

			There really was quite a lot of fighting outside – a slugga round tore through the hut, casting a thin shaft of firelight across Eadrek’s tawdry gleanings. Stimma sighed. He’d failed to fix the grots. He’d failed to work out what was even wrong with them in the first place. And now, by the sounds of it, there was a really great fight going on outside and he wasn’t even going to get to enjoy it. If Zag had kept up his pace, and as much time had passed as Stimma thought, he was about to die. 

			‘Guess dat’s da end of it, den,’ mused Stimma, more to himself than to his choking colleague. ‘Zag’ll prob’ly be ’ere by now.’

			‘Hagkkkhhh,’ replied Eadrek. 

			Stimma found a particularly gnarly-looking implant amid a pile of three-eyed skulls, and pocketed it. He figured that if Shank was going to be looking through his remains, it’d be nice to have some fun surprises for the mek to find. 

			‘See ya, Eadrek. Wonder who’ll die first – you or me?’

			Stimma went outside to see what all the fighting was about, to catch up with Goggulz, and then, after all that was sorted out, to die.
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			CHAPTER 6

			Outside, it was the wrong kind of war. Stimma initially thought that the weirdboy had tellyported them somewhere else; he knew these streets well and, generally speaking, they were usually far less on fire than this. Narrow alleyways had been hastily battered into wide avenues by incoming heavy armour. Explosives had pockmarked familiar paths with craters and turned landmarks into blackened scrap. Everywhere there were flames and an indiscriminate roaring sound – a blend of constant gunfire, orks screaming bloody murder, and… something else. Something that made Stimma uneasy. At first, his spirits had lifted at the sounds of violence outside. An inter-clan scuffle would mean salvation: Big Zag would be dealing with rivals or just too busy to remember to slay him, there’d be plenty of doktorin’ work to do, and it’d probably perk up the grots, too. Briefly, Stimma had even fancied that the humans had returned and brought with them guns, armour and unusual wibbly bits for him to muck about with. 

			But no, there wasn’t a living human in sight – just all the dead ones the orks hadn’t hauled out of the way yet. And it wasn’t clan warfare either; the raucous, celebratory atmosphere that accompanied such skirmishes was nowhere to be seen. The orks were fighting someone or something that Stimma couldn’t see. It was the worst kind of mayhem. Orks always knew which way to run when a fight was brewing, and Stimma’s feet wanted him to run everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Orks and grots alike were sprinting here and there, yelling in fury and confusion as the world around them caught alight. Mobs drawn by the sounds of combat leapt into the fray, before falling about each other in fury and disarray when no clear enemy could be found. 

			Worst of all, as it turned out, Big Zag hadn’t forgotten about Stimma at all. Big Zag was, in fact, here, looking directly at Stimma, oblivious to or uncaring of the carnage around him. He regarded the fire, the screams, the explosions, the death, and the rest of it with the same laconic reserve with which he regarded everything. He was like a bunker, or a totem – or, Stimma thought miserably, a grave marker.

			‘’Ere ’e is,’ mumbled Stimma to nobody in particular. He’d never been less happy to see the boss show up to a fight. 

			Big Zag inclined his head towards Stimma as Stimma stood before the hut. ‘Time’s up,’ rumbled the colossal ork. There was an odd, crackly quality to his voice.

			‘Yup,’ mumbled Stimma. His brain wanted to run, but his legs were carrying him closer and closer to the colossal warboss. It was just impossible to ignore someone that big. 

			‘Not for you. Grots are fixed.’

			Stimma was so relieved that he failed to register just quite what Zag was saying. ‘Den… time’s up for wot, Zag?’ he said.

			‘Me. I’m dead.’ 

			‘You sure, boss? Want me to take a look?’

			Zag shook his head. ‘No good.’ 

			Stimma finally properly focused on Zag. He’d been so caught up thinking about his own impending doom that he hadn’t really taken the warboss in, until now. Zag’s metal hide – usually gleaming with paint that approximated humie camouflage, only in more exciting colours and combinations than humies could imagine – was black with soot and laser burns. Oil dripped from savaged servo-bundles and severed hydraulics. By way of punctuation, Zag lifted up a section of scarred plating, revealing a conspicuous and rather gory absence of body beneath. It was unclear how much of Zag had been machine, and how much had just been ork. Perhaps there’d been an only moderately large ork somewhere inside that metal monstrosity. Stimma supposed he’d never get to find out, now.

			Zag inclined his head to the wound. ‘Medikal opinion, Stimma?’

			‘I reckon you’re dead, boss. Wot’s ’appened, den?’

			‘Told ya. Grots are fixed.’

			Stimma looked at the battlefield again. Instinctively, at first glance, he’d ignored the grots, assuming that they were running away, or performing tedious errands like reloading weapons or holding key positions while the orks did the fun bits. They were not performing tedious errands. As it happened, they were killing rather a lot of orks. Lulled into a sense of security by the grots’ unusual compliance, the boyz had been taken utterly unawares. Each fresh wave of eager reinforcements arrived not knowing who they were fighting; by the time they realised, they were already bleeding out in the snow. Weapons detonated in the hands of their owners. Buggies skidded into the fray to provide rapid reinforcement, only to be suddenly and horribly torn apart as the grot gunners manning their turrets turned their weapons upon their former masters. Orks screamed to their grots for ammo, or parts, only to receive shivs in their back for the trouble. 

			Stimma realised that he might have slightly misread the situation with the grots at the same time that Zag’s brain realised that he was dead. The colossal ork’s last words were characteristically understated. 

			‘Dat’s dat den,’ said Big Zag, before collapsing into the snow with a heavy thud. A great plume of snow and ash rose up around him, turning the whole world white. 

			Stimma felt a similarly cold, pale wave rise up inside him. The boss was gone. Zag had been the glue that held the Waaagh! together, his unmistakable size an undeniable truth that united the most boastful freebooter with the dourest mek. Who was going to tell the orks what to do, now? Who, in the absence of any ork of even similar size, would prove to be the strongest? How much would Stimma be able to get out of Big Zag’s stash before everyone else knew he was dead? When the mini-blizzard sent swirling up by the boss’ fall cleared, these questions would need answers. Alas, when the snow settled and Stimma’s vision cleared, things were somehow even worse. 

			The gretchin weren’t battling like they usually did. Even with a runtherd prodding them forwards, grots rarely did better than a fighting retreat, thrusting their mates to the front and taking pot-shots from as far away as they could. The only time a grot really went for it was when the enemy was already half-dead and it was time to rifle through their pockets for shinies. These grots though – they were different. It would have been a stretch to call them organised, but they were fighting in roughly the same direction, which, right now, was more than you could say about the orks. Stimma scanned the battlefield for friends or allies. If he was going to get stuck in, he’d want to do it alongside a mate. Fighting alone, the grots would isolate and bring him down like a pack of squigs hunting a slightly larger, slower squig. Unfortunately, the more Stimma looked, the more serious things seemed. 

			Shank was being chased by Da Red Gobbo Too. It moved with surprising speed for its bulk, and Shank was already wounded. With every swiping blow, it screamed a revolushunary slogan at enough volume to make Stimma’s ears hurt, even from a good distance. 

			‘GROTS UNITE!’ it yelled, sending up a plume of hissing snow as it narrowly missed Shank with a thunderous strike. ‘ORKS GET STUFFED!’ it continued, unleashing a volley of explosive rounds from its outsized pistol. 

			Shank had Da Red Gobbo Too’s emergency detonator in his hands. He alternated between hammering the switch on the device and using it to try and bludgeon the Kan, both with equal ineffectuality. Stimma briefly remembered Goggulz fiddling around with the device earlier, and his stomach sank. Shank swung too wide, and slipped on a patch of ice, hitting the ground with a crunch. The mek scrabbled in the snow for anything that could help him, but it was far too late.

			‘LONG LIVE DA REVOLUSHUN. SHORT LIVE EVERYONE ELSE!’ bellowed Da Red Gobbo Too, messily demonstrating this maxim on Shank. 

			Da Red Gobbo Too was not the only grot bellowing revolushunary slogans. Stimma was dismayed to see that several of the defective Red Gobbos he’d made with the freebooterz had not only survived but also overcome their internal tensions to form what appeared to be an ideological cadre. They rode to battle on a looted trukk, hastily sprayed red and rigged with looted voxes, loud-speakers and particularly noisy grots yelling everything they heard, but slightly louder. 

			‘NO MORE DAN TWO OR FREE STEPS BACK!’ 

			Stimma heard a roar too throaty and too loud to belong to a grot, and for a blissful moment thought the ork counter-attack had arrived. Something was storming down the hill, hacking and firing as it went – Stimma couldn’t see the figure for the gun smoke. An explosion somewhere nearby dispersed the fog of small-arms fire, revealing none other than ‘Say Yes’ Yag. 

			Stimma waved for Yag’s attention. There was a chance that this could be saved – he just had to ask. Yag turned to Stimma, met his eyes, and waved back, smiling. On his belt were a pair of heads. The bodies they had been previously attached to were nowhere to be seen, but Stimma recognised them well enough. It was the pair of freebooterz that had assigned themselves as Yag’s bodyguards. Yag’s usual freebooter flag had been replaced by a crude red rag bearing a white star. A band of grots were riding on his shoulders, all armed with shootas and noisemakers. 

			If it had just been them, perhaps Stimma’s hollered requests for Yag to turn around and join the other orks in fighting back would have worked. Instead, Yag just smiled amiably and tapped his ears – which had been covered by a huge pair of crude leather mufflers. Sorry, boss, he mouthed, giving an apologetic shrug before turning his snazzgun on a squad of fleeing orks, driving them into the bloody snow. 

			Stimma snarled, and went for his needle pistol. It was time to do some doktorin’. He broke into a sprint, heading for a mob of boyz who, improbably, were coming off pretty badly against a terrifyingly well-organised pack of grots.

			This wasn’t on. This wasn’t how things happened. Stimma roared something between a challenge at the grots and an admonishment for the boyz, and sprinted into the fray. They looked like fools. He looked like a fool. He’d been had by a grot, and now, so was everyone else. Stimma readied his pistol.

			‘No mob of grots are gonna krump me!’ bellowed Stimma, squeezing off a volley of toxic darts at a swarm of grot revolushunaries. It was impossible to miss; there were so many grots that it would have been harder not to hit one. They fell in rows, clutching their innards in agony and foaming at the mouth. Still, they kept coming. They weren’t afraid – they were angry. Stimma fired and fired until he was out of needles, dispatching one last grot at range by flinging the pistol at it as hard as he could. 

			He fought until his good scalpels snapped, then the bad ones, and then he was battling tooth and claw, pummelling and kicking his way through a sea of biting, slashing gretchin. It turned out that Stimma had vastly overestimated just how fun and cathartic kicking a grot would be – after the first dozen or so, the shine really went off it. 

			Stimma was a big ork, and a tough one too, but eventually he fell. It wasn’t any single wound that did it, or any single grot; they wore away at him like the sea wears away a cliff-face. A million shallow cuts, a million little bruises, the sheer exhaustion of having to fight so many of the little gits – eventually, Stimma collapsed, every limb locked tight by strong, strangling fingers. 

			Someone pulled a bag over Stimma’s head, and he felt himself being passed over a vast, living carpet of pitching hands and pickpocketing fingers. Maybe I’m dead, thought Stimma. I wonder who da new painboy’s gonna be. 

			Then a familiar reedy, wheedling voice spoke from behind him. ‘’Ello, boss.’

			Stimma forced his eyes open, and found himself face to face with Da Red Gobbo – or, as he’d previously known him, Goggulz. 

			It wasn’t that he was taller, or tougher, or really any different from before. He was still too small. He was still covered in tiny scars. He didn’t even have a full Red Gobbo costume on, just the battered coat he’d nicked earlier. But still. It was undoubtable. He was Da Red Gobbo. 

			Stimma was, understandably, a little perturbed. ‘Hang about. Grots were rubbish dis mornin’. Couldn’t find a gun in a free­booterz camp. And now dey’ve organised a Revolushun?’

			Goggulz nodded. ‘Ya know wot’s really, really kunnin’, boss? Pretendin’ you’re not kunnin’ at all.’

			The enormity of what had happened was dawning on Stimma with horrible clarity. ‘Fings ain’t broken cos you’ve been obeyin’ orders,’ he said. ‘Fings are broken cos you’ve gone and broken ’em.’ 

			‘Only da stuff we couldn’t steal.’ By means of punctuation, Goggulz twirled Shank’s shoota around a finger, like a kommando gunslinger showing off. 

			‘Why’d ya do it, Goggulz?’ asked Stimma, hurt, perplexed and playing for time. Perhaps if he kept the grot talking long enough, he’d recover enough strength to do him in and end the Revolushun here and now. It was a long shot, but in that moment it was the best option he had. 

			‘It was after I did Stringbag, boss. Dere he was, lyin’ on da floor, not existin’ any more, and dere was his string bag – well, da one he got to replace da one you nicked off ’im. And I fort to meself – well, dat’s mine now. But I fort, hold on a tick, I’m Goggulz. Who am I if I take dis? 

			‘So da way I reckoned it den, I was nobody. And I reckon da same is true for da rest of da grots – from me, to da oilers, to Makari and Da Red Gobbo, and everyone else whose name we remember. Which means we’re all as bad as each uvver.’ 

			Goggulz’s expression was dark for a moment, and then it brightened considerably. ‘Which means we’re all as good as each uvver. So I decided to be Da Red Gobbo.’

			Stimma spluttered with fury. ‘Hold on. You became Da Red Gobbo not cos you had da right gear, or cos you was da killiest, or cos of’ – his mind went back to the long, awful desert he’d seen in Eadrek’s dream – ‘anyfing else. You just… decided?’

			Goggulz looked apologetic. ‘Pretty much, boss.’

			‘Dis is mad, Goggulz! You’ll lose!’ croaked Stimma. 

			‘Course we’ll lose, boss. We’ll kill loadsa orks, and den we’ll win for a bit, and den some tougher orks will find out wot ’appened, and den they’ll come an’ paste us. And den they’ll laugh an’ tell da stories of da time dey kicked Da Red Gobbo’s head in, and den their grots will hear. And dey’ll fink, “Hang about – Red Gobbo?” And  den he – I’ll – be back. And we’ll lose. And we’ll lose again. And we’re gonna keep losin’ till da very last ork in da universe, all battle-cheered and battle-battered, raises a flag of victory over da corpses of loadsa grots, and den ’e’ll fall over dead, and den loads more grots will go froo ’is pockets for anyfing shiny. Dat’s da fing about grots. We’ve lost so much we’ve got really, really good at it.’

			Stimma pondered Goggulz’s words. Deep down, he was absolutely certain the orks were winning and going to win. Stimma simply did not exist in a moral universe where grots could beat orks – it was literally unthinkable. Still, it was hard to ignore that right now, he (an ork) was lying on the ground next to what was left of Big Zag (also an ork), both bleeding out into the snow, while Goggulz (definitely a grot) was standing above them, with most of his blood still inside his body. 

			In the end, he settled for the classic orkish dodge. 

			‘Doesn’t count,’ he said. ‘You cheated.’ 

			‘You’ve been cheatin’ us for years. Only fair.’ 

			This was, admittedly, pretty hard to argue with, so Stimma just seethed. ‘Don’t know why you wasted my time wiv all da faffin’ about wiv grots today, den.’

			‘Not wastin’ time. Plannin’. We needed weapons. We needed a bit of mayhem. We needed a reason why a bunch of grots would be runnin’ round actin’ weird. Needed to get around and make some final arrangin’s. Needed to travel about wivout anyone gettin’ any funny ideas. It’s like you always said – a job’s a good chance as any to nick stuff.’

			Stimma scowled. ‘Is dat it?’

			‘Well. I figured if I was gonna nick a bunch of stuff from yer mates, you’d appreciate a chance to do da same.’

			Stimma and Goggulz let the moment hang. Even though it had ended with apocalyptic violence, and even though Stimma had spent the entire day certain he was about to die, it had, on reflection, really been quite nice. He had stolen quite a lot of stuff.

			‘Dat was thoughtful of you,’ he said. 

			‘Cheers, boss.’

			‘Y’know, in a way, I did make a Red Gobbo.’

			‘No doubtin’ dat, boss.’ 

			Goggulz made to walk away, but Stimma stopped him. ‘Oi, Goggulz.’ Stimma’s right arm was totally numb, but the left still worked. With clumsy, cold fingers, he reached into his pocket, and fished out ­Goggulz’s goggles. He had enough strength left to flick them at the grot. He was aiming for Goggulz’s head; they fell short, and came to rest in the bloodstained snow just in front of him. 

			Goggulz picked them up, turned them over, and strapped them on.

			Stimma nodded. ‘Dere you go. Proppa Red Gobbo now.’

			Goggulz looked bashful – an incredible feat, given that he was currently standing next to a dead ork in a metal frame the size of a Land Raider. For a second, he was an orderly again – Goggulz, ever faithful, one eye on the job, one eye on Stimma’s pockets, and a jar full of eyes hidden behind his back, stolen from Stimma’s stores. 

			‘Yeah?’ replied Goggulz.

			Stimma gave a wan grin. ‘Yeah. When dey come to kill you, tell ’em I gave ya a good fight.’

			Da Red Gobbo turned back to Stimma. Fire raged behind him, and the air itself shook with screams, explosions and battle cries. He was red, alight from head to toe, soaked through with ork blood right down to his sharp little teeth. 

			‘Nah, boss,’ said the grot. ‘I don’t fink I will.’

			Stimma nodded. ‘Alright den, ya little git. Will ya do me in properly, at least?’ 

			Da Red Gobbo winked. ‘Go on den.’

			With the last of his strength, Stimma lunged at the grot that he had once called Goggulz. There was a scalpel in Stimma’s one good hand. Maybe he was baring his teeth, or maybe he was ­grinning – it was hard to tell through the thick, falling snow.
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			The Instigator waited. Perhaps he had been waiting for days. Perhaps he had been waiting for years. Such ideas were now irrelevant. He was born a killer – he was killing moments after his birth – and yet, here he sat and waited. Only his eyes moved, scanning frost-rimed monitors that crackled and shimmered and cast him in eerie greenish light. 

			What he had built here was a trap, that much was obvious. The question was, would the orks work that out?

			The boarding torpedo had room for ten Naval Armsmen in tight formation; Aznab had managed to fit slightly more than twice that number of orks into its cramped confines through a combination of shoving and yelling ‘Move down, make room!’ every time the craft had the temerity to appear full.

			Towards the fore were the yoofs, who had tagged along for the opportunity to make their names and participate in some character-building violence. The middle of the torpedo was occupied by the ‘teknikal crew’ – a tankbusta, for opening stuff up; a mek, for putting stuff together; and the painboy, Stimma, who both opened stuff up and put it back together, but with meat instead of machines. Stimma was barely a fully grown ork himself, and he’d had to puff himself up and tell some really mad lies to convince Aznab to let him join the expedition as a medik, rather than as cannon fodder. 

			The freebooter kaptin stood behind Stimma at the rear; Aznab had piled into the torpedo last, tamping down the entire mass of unruly orks into a single knot of sweaty, angry green muscle. 

			The voyage had two purposes. The first was loot. Aznab claimed to have been informed of the location of a pristine Imperial hulk in ork space with its stores of weapons and ammunition fully intact. Aznab, not being daft, had spotted that this was an obvious trick, but probably a fun one, and so had decided to kill two squigs with one smaller squig by crewing the mission with yoofs eager to prove themselves. 

			‘Da fing about traps,’ said Aznab, ‘is that if yer quick, you can ’ave da goodies out of ’em before they shut.’ 

			The lights in the torpedo went red at that moment, and a wall-mounted servitor droned something about a ‘proximity warning’ into Stimma’s armpit. 

			‘Wot’s that mean, chief?’ asked Stimma, who avoided really listening to safety warnings on principle. 

			‘Means we’re almost dere. Hold on tight. And grab yer syringes, we’re gonna need ’em.’

			According to Stimma’s skim-reading of the tactical-cogitator aboard the torpedo, the process for breaching an unknown vessel varied across the Imperium and was often dictated by a staggeringly complex confluence of factors, including the nature of the ship being boarded, the crew being used to board it, and the ever-shifting landscape of Imperial rules and regulations. Stimma had shared this with Aznab and the rest of the crew. As orks, they did not quite grasp the intricacies of the letter of these rules, but as Blood Axes, they recognised the spirit the humies brought to the endeavour.

			‘Right,’ said Aznab, raising his voice to address every ork present, ‘we’re gonna land in about ten seconds. Lots of you are gonna die. Try to do some shootin’ before you do. Get in formation. Little ones go first. Stimma, get behind me.’

			‘Why are we goin’ first?’ piped up a particularly brave yoof. 

			Aznab would have clapped him for the impropriety, were his arms not pinned to the rear bulkhead of the torpedo by the sheer volume of orks contained therein. As such, he was obliged to answer. ‘Cos you’re new, and nobody’s gonna mind if you kark it.’

			The yoof made to say something cheeky but was interrupted first by a servitor dully ordering the orks to brace – the orks, by and large, did not – then by the craft making contact with the outer skin of the space hulk. Lumens flickered as the torpedo’s overtaxed systems diverted all available power to the melta-cutters and siege drills on its fore. The hull sang with the dirge of layer after layer of ancient armour being breached, and then, for just a second, there was darkness, silence and stillness.

			‘’Ere… we… go,’ whispered Aznab. 

			The breaching charges detonated, and the orks came spilling out of the torpedo with a reedy but enthusiastic cry of ‘Waaaagh!’

			The Instigator gazed upon the labyrinth. He had dissected the ship’s anatomy over countless painstaking, dangerous expeditions, spilling its innards across flickering monitors, strips of parchment, and even the inner hull of the vessel itself. Warning lumens illuminated the chamber’s gloom as, with one finger, the Instigator traced the brutal ingress of the boarders. There had been layers of traps, plans within plans – all means to winnow the orks down before they reached the sanctum. All wasted now. In the outer hulls, the webs of tripwire, hastily assembled landmines and sudden deadfalls would likely lie undisturbed until the heat death of the universe. The orks had come in harder and faster than expected; they were already at the interior perimeter.

			Perhaps, in a previous life, this would have given the Instigator cause for fear. He might have considered compromising, or fleeing. Now, though, he had ascended. He had become more than mortal flesh. Through his great work, the ship had been transformed into far more than a hideaway or fortress. It was a monument to hope, and to hate. With a gesture, the Instigator sent a command to his faithful. The Work could now begin. 

			Orks rarely regard the sudden demise of their kin as much cause for concern, so when the first row of hollering Blood Axes out of the boarding torpedo were gunned down, Aznab reacted with little more than a satisfied grunt. Generally speaking, if an ork wasn’t clever enough to get out the way of a bullet, they weren’t much of an ork. Stimma was clever enough to get out the way of a bullet, and so made the wise decision to dive into cover – in this case, a shattered but sturdy-looking console. Aznab followed closely behind, pinning Stimma against the rusted plating with his colossal bulk. 

			‘Smart lad,’ Aznab growled. ‘You’ll go far.’

			‘Cheers, boss. Wot ’appened?’

			‘Humie tek. One of their weird meaty robots. Someone’s been muckin’ around wiv it by da looks of fings.’ 

			Stimma grinned. The boss had been right – something was aboard this space hulk, and it was being guarded. 

			‘Anyone need any medikal attention, chief?’ Stimma couldn’t see the rest of the yoofs from his vantage, but he could hear various pained-sounding groans. 

			Aznab nodded. ‘Yeah. This needs patchin’ up. ’Ere.’

			Aznab handed his hat – a magnificent tricorn – to Stimma. The thick leather had been perforated in several places. Stimma pulled out his stitchin’ kit, Aznab revved his snazzgun, and the two got to work. A few moments later, the hat was in fighting shape once more, and the room was clear. Stimma was less than pleased about this. He had come on this adventure in search of things to kill – hat-fixing was grot-work, and neither as exciting nor as messy as medicine. He considered complaining to Aznab, double-checked the big freebooter’s size, and decided against it. Instead, he looked around and tried to be inconspicuous. 

			The room had been the bridge of a ship, once. The sprawling space was filled with abandoned stations from which hollow-eyed servitors spilled their guts onto the rusted decking. The guardian robot might have been part of the original crew complement here – it was certainly old enough. Rust and discolouration stained its armour plating. Its great treads had corroded into belts of useless solidity. Ship-lichen blossomed where armour seals met sagging, aged flesh. The weapons, though, those were in good working order. 

			Aznab gave one a prod. ‘Looks fresh. Not humie work. Not da normal ones, anyway – it’s too interestin’.’

			Stimma nodded in an attempt to look clever. He hadn’t met many humies yet, and most of what he had learned of their culture he’d gathered by shooting at them from very far away and then going through their pockets. He watched as Aznab gave the fallen gun-servitor a kick, scooped up the various batteries, mechanical components and solid slugs of ammunition that fell out, and idly fed them into a hopper mounted on his snazzgun. 

			‘Right,’ the boss said, ‘let’s move out. How’s the crew?’

			Stimma made a quick headcount. He reported the casualties (by Stimma’s estimate: loads) to Aznab, who looked displeased, and thusly commanded the room of groaning, bleeding yoofs to ‘walk it off’. This was effective. Yoofs are notorious among orks for their resilience, or, at the very least, a need to impress older, larger orks. Even a partially beheaded yoof managed an enthusiastic twitch in response to Aznab’s order. Stimma rendered what triage he could to the walking wounded, which, given Aznab’s desire to press forwards, largely consisted of abruptly nailing body parts back together and making encouraging gestures. 

			The orks fell into marching order, with the surviving yoofs at the fore, Aznab at the centre, and the specialists, who were blessed with a little more wisdom than your average ork, at the rear. 

			The mek gave Stimma a conspiratorial nudge. ‘Wotcha reckon ’appened ’ere, anyway?’ 

			‘Well,’ Stimma said, offering his best theory, ‘I reckon they were workin’ on an experimental warp-thing, and it went wrong, and the crew all went mental and killed each uvver.’ 

			‘Ooh. That’d be a laugh. Maybe one of ’em’s hidin’ in da vents to ambush us?’ 

			The tankbusta, as was the habit of tankbustas everywhere, was prompted by this to one-up his fellow teknikal crew. ‘Done that before. Was rubbish. He wasn’t even wearin’ any armour, just runnin’ around naked all covered in blood an’ spikes. Humies are disgustin’. Nah, I reckon this was… genestealers.’ 

			The mek looked unimpressed. ‘How’s that then?’ he said. ‘Not seen anyfing stealery yet.’

			The tankbusta shook his head. ‘That’s it. Fing about ’stealers is they’re sneaky. If we’d seen ’em, that would ’ave been a dead giveaway they’re not ’ere. But not seein’ any ’stealers? That’s suspicious. I reckon we’ll get to da middle bit and find one massive genestealer and a bunch of humies callin’ it their dad and shavin’ all their hair off to look like ’im.’ This was met with nods; it was exactly the kind of daft thing humies loved to do.

			‘It’s a humie ship,’ Aznab called, interrupting the speculation, ‘and I’ve not heard any orks showin’ off about doin’ ’em in. So it’s probably just more humies. Hopefully there’s enough left alive for a proppa fight.’

			‘Spiky ones?’ suggested a particularly eager yoof. 

			‘If we’re lucky. They’re always worth a good scrap.’

			The Instigator tracked the progress of the interlopers. It was remarkable to think that once, he had been afraid of such creatures – that he had, in his own way, worshipped them. They were so blunt, so crude. Their theories amused him. Even now, even in the heart of his triumph, they could not perceive it. They could not prepare for what was coming. It was so simple to guide them through the vessel’s labyrinthine corridors. Victory here would not be achieved through direct conflict. He would whittle them down. He would break them. But he would not kill them, not until they beheld the Truth.

			The orks had started their foray into the depths of the ship in good spirits. The space hulk seemed full of promise: every corner bore the signs of violence – long gashes, mysterious bloodstains, charred outlines of twisted bodies. The problem was that when violence came, it was sudden, indirect, and, worst of all, becoming boring. Yes, at first, it was very funny watching an ork bisected by a mysteriously malfunctioning blast door, but by the third such incident, it had lost its charm, and stitching the victims back together only wasted time. 

			There were other, stranger incidents, too. Yoofs would rush ahead (as was their wont) only to disappear soundlessly into the black with no sign of their passing, save perhaps a red stain slightly wetter than the other red stains on a bulkhead, or a row of silvery nail-marks cut through centuries of grime on the ship’s walls. Some of this was, of course, to be expected and even welcomed. With every dead ork came a larger share of loot for the survivors. But, by the second hour of aimless wandering through the corridors, the group had become fractious. Ork yoofs were impatient even for a species that prized being quick to anger above almost all else. But where their older compatriots expressed their impatience with a good scrap, the yoofs went quite the opposite direction and undercut their nascent rage with infuriating obsequiousness. Every time Aznab gave an order, they would snap to attention and go completely silent. Every time he turned his back, they would fall into step. Some of them were even marching. This was too much for Aznab. 

			‘Right,’ he growled. ‘This is rubbish. Here’s wot we’re gonna do. I know there’s somefing on this ship and I’m bored of huntin’ for it. So we’re gonna split up and let it hunt us for a bit. Sound good?’

			The gathered orks replied in unison. ‘Yes, sah!’ 

			Aznab sighed, then grabbed the nearest, tallest yoof, and, before anyone could react, pushed the ork through a bulkhead rather firmly. This had the desired effect: the yoofs fell silent. 

			‘Enough cheek,’ Aznab told them. ‘Now, I’ll try again. Sound good?’

			A raucous mix of cheers, jeers and insults went up. Aznab made a threatening gesture, and the assembled yoofs scattered in various directions, each eager to meet whatever horrible thing dwelled on the ship. Stimma made to go with them, only to be stopped by Aznab’s meaty claw. 

			‘Not you. Need you alive if it gets a bit hairy.’ The boss tapped on his hat by way of punctuation. ‘Can’t be losin’ this now, can we?’ 

			Stimma waited until the yoofs and the other specialists had gone their separate ways before he spoke. ‘Aznab?’

			‘Stimma.’

			‘I’m a painboy, right?’

			Aznab grunted. ‘If you weren’t, I’d ’ave done you in for askin’ too many questions by now.’

			Stimma swallowed nervously. ‘Right, so, shouldn’t I be helpin’ injured orks rather than just fixin’ your hat?’

			Aznab narrowed his eyes, and for a moment, anger flashed across his features. He raised a huge arm to thump Stimma, and then – he stopped. 

			‘Right. You get one free pass, because you’re young, and I need you, and because I fink you’re only half daft, not full daft. You know ’ow many yoofs I’ve seen die?’ 

			Stimma shook his head.

			‘Neither do I. Cos it’d be silly to count. Because that’s wot yoofs do. By da time they know about anyfing else than dying, they’re proppa orks, ain’t they?’

			Stimma nodded. This made a lot of sense.

			‘The fing about this hat, is that it’s been more places than you’ll ever see. Do you know how many fings ’ave tried to eat this hat? Do you know how many gits ’ave tried to kill me for it? Do you know how many gits I had to kill to get it? This hat was on Armageddon. Wiv da big fella.’

			Stimma squinted at the black leather tricorn, attempting to discern what made it so important. As it happened, Aznab decided to spell it out. 

			‘This hat means I’m in charge. And that matters more than any number of yoofs. That’s all that matters. Orks come an’ go, but we’re always gonna follow da biggest and da strongest. And that’s why we’re da best. But if anyone or anyfing messes wiv da hirorky’ – Aznab mimed a bullet passing through the hat – ‘then we’re stuffed. Got it?’

			Stimma nodded, only half out of fear of the big ork. It did make sense. 

			The Instigator nodded too. He watched silently through smoked black lenses and the rotting optics of seemingly dead servitors; the grunting speech of the orks filled his sanctum with staticky echoes. 

			Hierarchy. Yes. That was where all the trouble had begun. That was where all trouble began, when you got down to it. The Instigator had been through the logs on the ship. It had belonged to humans once, and bore all the battle-scars of their brutish kind. Its history began with hints that, perhaps, its creators had been capable of something greater; however, like all humies, they had succumbed to the same idiocy as the orks – that endless need to worship those bigger and stronger than oneself; to rule by force rather than consensus. 

			The Instigator was not bigger or stronger than anyone. He did not need to be. On dozens of screens, he watched the big and the strong fall, pulled into dark corridors to be torn apart. Some were allowed to live so that they would carry the contagion of panic into the wider body of their forces. There was one now, sprinting down a hallway as if anything but death lay at its end.

			Stimma heard the yoof long before he came into view. There was the sound of echoing gunfire, battle screams, and a series of sickening wet noises, all amplified by the hulk’s cavernous passageways. Two orks came hammering around a corner, both heavily wounded. One hit the deck with a crunch, the other came straight for Stimma and Aznab.

			Nothing about this scene gave Stimma much cause for concern. Nothing, save the yoof’s expression. Given the circumstances, the young ork should have been grinning from ear to ear. But he looked terrified.

			Stimma rushed forward to triage the yoof and ask him what was going on. His injuries were bizarre – they looked like nothing Stimma had encountered before. The ork’s clothing was shredded, and it seemed as if he’d been pinched, scratched and stabbed on every inch of his wiry body. These wounds didn’t speak of a proper stand-up fight. They spoke of malice. 

			At last, the yoof managed to speak. ‘It’s… It’s…’ he began, but he could only croak out a single, terrifying word after that before he died. ‘Grots.’

			It was indeed, much to everyone’s consternation, grots.

			They came in a tide of blades, bullets and pinched, mean little faces, pouring over each other to be the first to spill ork blood. Stimma had never seen anything like it: where they fell upon the orks, they killed and looted before moving on to their next victim, already turning their war-spoil to grim new ends. There was no trinket they did not take, no throat left unslit.

			The Instigator took a moment. This was it. No more planning. No more proxy battles. Da Revolushun was here. 

			How long had he waited? Before he had been the Instigator, he had been Scratcha. He had been a feeble, flickering thing, always underfoot, made to work at endless, miserable tasks he never had any hope of completing.

			Even now, with his mind full of revolushunary ideals, he could not truly remember whether he had shot his master in the face by accident or on purpose. It did not matter now. He had gazed into that red hole, and fate had looked back. He knew at that moment that grots could kill orks, and in that moment he was reborn. 

			The Instigator donned his coat and hat, took up the stave of command, and went out to face his cadre. Some had been here when da Revolushun began; others had been led here by hidden signals and strange visions. All loathed orks. All understood what needed to be done. 

			Da Red Gobbo spoke. ‘Right, lads. Orks are ’ere. They’re gonna kill us all.’

			There was some awkward shuffling of feet. The revolushunaries were staggeringly brave. They had faced untold horrors to reach this ship. They had sacrificed almost everything they knew and everything they were to come to this point. They had dared to dream of a better future. They were still, however, grots. As such, they were not tremendously enamoured of the idea of laying down their lives for the cause. Da Red Gobbo knew this. He knew the grot mind better than anyone. He knew how to reach past their stubbornness and fear, knew the words that would rouse them to unthinkable deeds of reckless bravery. 

			‘We’re gonna kill ’em all first,’ he told them. 

			This had the desired effect. The grots gave a bloodthirsty cheer. 

			Still, there were doubters. Among orks, this would have been unacceptable. But this was da Revolushun: to doubt was grot-like, and therefore holy. It was Giznit, an oiler who’d worked in the grinding, lethal gears of a Stompa, who spoke next.

			‘Boss–’

			‘No more bosses,’ interrupted Da Red Gobbo.

			‘–sorry, pal, but how are we gonna get ’em? There might be loads of us, but da big one’s da size of a trukk. They’ll crush us in a straight fight!’

			Da Red Gobbo grinned. ‘We’re grots. We’re not gonna ’ave a straight fight. Watch this.’

			Stimma was elbow-deep in the vanguard of da Revolushun when the airlock blew. There wasn’t any warning – one moment, he was trying desperately to choke out a grot before it choked him, and the next, he was being sucked through the maze-like corridors of the ship at incredible speed along with the rest of Aznab’s crew. 

			This was pretty scary stuff, but Stimma was a quick learner. Orks were born for shipboard combat, and sudden, explosive decompression was to be expected when one was hucking explosives around a space hulk. However, no sooner had Stimma and his fellow orks adjusted to their rapid change in velocity and bearing than they started, rather abruptly, being bisected.

			It took Stimma a moment or two to realise what was going on. He spotted light glinting off the wire strung between two bulkheads just early enough to duck, but not quite early enough to warn the mek behind him. Stimma managed to grab on to a railing; most of the mek sailed past him, with the rest splattering over Stimma’s jacket. 

			Stimma closed his eyes and held on to the remaining air in his lungs as if his life depended on it, which was smart of him, because it did. Eventually, the rushing air stilled, and Stimma dared to look around. 

			Whatever hull breach the grots had contrived had been forcibly sealed by the liberal application of yoofs. Their dismembered and rapidly freezing parts packed the hole much as their owners had packed the boarding torpedo in life. Stimma thought this was very interesting from a medikal perspective, and promised himself that he’d give the gruesome assembly a good prod later. 

			About a half dozen or so of Aznab’s original crew had made it this far, including Aznab himself, whose mesh-woven greatcoat had allowed him to barrel through the wire-traps with only a few scratches. The freebooter produced his hat from a deep pocket where it had been safely stored during his rapid ascent to the bridge, and placed it upon his head with a flourish.

			There was a single, pregnant moment in which both sides sized each other up. Both made for a sorry sight: the orks were battered, dazed, and, following their recent experiences, a bit lighter on hands, feet and fingers than they’d normally be. The grots were no better, a gnarled little band clad in absurd revolushunary paraphernalia: coats, headbands, and even little flags, all dyed (or perhaps stained) a deep red. Then hostilities resumed with interest.

			The grots made the first strike – their reedy cry of ‘FOR DA REVOLUSHUN!’ was so absurd as to stun the orks for a crucial second. All the orks, that is, except Aznab. The old freebooter wasn’t about to let his story end here. With the chainsaw roar of four hoppers of unsorted ammunition being fired off at once, he blasted a gory path through the grots. He didn’t stop to reload when the weapon ran dry; instead, with a colossal heave, he hurled the weapon into the serried ranks of the gretchin, who were already closing in to fill in the gaps in their lines. Stimma followed in Aznab’s wake, dodging between stabbing blades and grasping, muscular little hands. 

			A great portal yawned before the orks. Glyphs marked it as REVOLU­SHUNARY LOW COMMAND; its rapidly closing blast doors were painted a deep crimson. Aznab called for the tankbusta, but it was no use. The bomb-ork, having survived the initial assault, had let his arrogance get the better of him and run ahead, whereupon he’d been dragged into the stabbing mass of the horde. 

			Aznab grunted and threw himself bodily into the breach. The doors tried to shut, but the ork held them apart with both hands, using his iron-shod feet to take care of the grot-battering. Stimma dived past the freebooter’s kicking legs into the relative calm beyond the door, and Aznab finally let the doors close with a squeal of tortured metal. 

			Aznab’s fist was large enough to immobilise the solitary grot within entirely – it struggled and twitched against the freebooter’s vice-like grasp to no avail. Aznab brought the wretch up to his face, snorted, and spoke in a low, level voice. ‘Enough muckin’ about. I’ve come ’ere for loot. Give me wot I want, and I won’t bite yer head off. Make me really happy, and I’ll let you carry me ammo about once you’ve recovered from me breakin’ every bone in ya body.’ 

			The grot spat and shook its head furiously. 

			Aznab squeezed. Stimma knew a lot less about grot physiology than he did orks’, but he was certain that being popped wasn’t very good for them. 

			‘Tell me where it is,’ the freebooter growled. ‘Where’s ya treasure? Gotta be somefing good on a ship like this.’

			Even through the pain, the grot managed a sneer. ‘It’s here, you berk.’

			And that was true. The Instigator had spent his entire life lying to orks. Lying about how fast it took to get a job done. Lying about how obedient he was. Lying about how much he could take being kicked, about things he had stolen, and about how miserable it felt when those things were stolen back. 

			When he’d become Da Red Gobbo, he had been freed from the burden of lying. And so now, he could tell the truth to an ork, perhaps for the first time in his life. There was a treasure here. It was something too beautiful and too perfect for an ork to even perceive, let alone appreciate. It was more beautiful even than freedom from lying. 

			The most beautiful, precious thing here was that, for a time, this place had been free from orks. It had been home to grots, grots who had been told that they could see out their days without being constantly bullied, without constant kicks and tweaks and yelled insults. These grots had lived, had made things. They had thrived. 

			The second most beautiful, precious thing here was the bomb. It was massive. 

			Aznab briefly relaxed his grasp. ‘Go on then. Show me. Don’t try anyfing.’ The big ork spoke in a low rumble; it made even Stimma want to cringe as he heard it. Still, the little grot remained defiant, its beady eyes filled with nothing but hate and zeal. When Aznab opened his hand, Stimma saw why. The grot was clutching a crude detonator, a digital display upon it counting down in ork glyphs: LOTS, MANY, FOUR, THREE…

			The grot winked. ‘Dere’s lots of ammo on da ship, just like I said. Well, dere was.’

			…TWO, ONE…

			For a moment, Stimma was blind and deaf, and then he was running, pounding through corridors on instinct alone with Aznab behind him, swearing quite a lot: ‘Bloody grots, bloody waste of time, bloody hat–’

			Of Da Red Gobbo, there was no sign. 

			The Instigator’s life had not been long, even by the standards of a grot, whose existences were eked out over a barbarous sequence of events that always ended in a humiliating death. The Instigator was not humiliated by his death, because he wouldn’t die. Scratcha’s body would die. Everyone who knew Scratcha would die. The ship would die – the Instigator’s vision was darkening, but he could feel through the thrumming deck plates the ancient magazines deep in the vessel’s bowels going supercritical. 

			Da Red Gobbo, however, would live. The final mistake the orks had made was thinking the bomb and the explosives were one and the same. 

			The bomb was perhaps best thought of as a particularly clever parasite or virus. It was carried harmlessly by orks to where it would inevitably infect its chosen target – grots. The reason it couldn’t be stopped or detected was because it bonded to the one vulnerable part of the ork psyche: their insatiable need to show off. 

			So, as the Instigator closed his eyes for the last time, he smiled. He’d be back. The story would be told. It was too good not to be. 

			Medikally, Stimma knew that his heart was very unlikely to actually explode. But as he lay against the back plate of the boarding torpedo, he was convinced that it was going to leap out of his chest and into Aznab, who lay battered and bullet-holed against the torpedo’s other bulkhead.

			‘Roomy in ’ere now, innit?’ panted Stimma. 

			Aznab glowered. Something was haunting the big ork. It was funny. When the craft had been full of yoofs, Aznab had seemed so big and so important. Now, he just looked knackered. His coat was in tatters. His weapon was long gone. Grots had torn everything shiny from him, leaving only fraying ribbons from which lovingly homemade medals had once hung. He was cut in a hundred places, none of the wounds deep but all of them painful. Stimma also noticed that Aznab’s hat was gone. He seemed a lot smaller without it.

			‘Tell you what, boss,’ said Stimma, ‘why don’t I give you a once-over? Fix you up proppa. You’ll be a new ork by da time we get back.’

			Stimma’s medikal patter did the trick – Aznab grunted and beckoned for him to come closer. Stimma nodded, and surreptitiously slipped a scalpel into his palm. 

			It’d be a shame to bring Aznab back home in this state. Better to say he was done in during the fighting. Not by grots – that’d be a terrible end for an ork – but maybe in the explosion, afterwards. That’d be all right.

			Yeah, thought Stimma, advancing on Aznab, scalpel in hand. There was a good story in this. A haunted ship. A brave kaptin. Lots of violence – and then for it all to turn out to be the work of grots. He grinned. Just wait until da boyz back home hear about this.

			After it was done, Stimma sat in the crimson light of the boarding torpedo and thought about the funny grot in the red coat and chuckled to himself. Aznab didn’t do anything at all.
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			It had been a weird trip through the warp.

			Ufthak Blackhawk knew full well that there wasn’t such a thing as a normal trip through the warp, because Gork and Mork had their own senses of humour and liked to mess with the boyz every now and then. He still remembered that time he’d ended up seeing out of his own kneecaps for a while. Then there were all the interesting things you might encounter on a space hulk, like those bugeye wotsits with different numbers of arms that moved like a cyboar on nitrous. That was the great thing about space hulks – never a dull moment. Even when you thought you’d killed everything on board, you’d probably still missed a bit. And even if you hadn’t, odds were you’d still have some ladz with you to have a punch-up with if everything got too boring.

			This journey, though, hadn’t been on a space hulk; it had been on a humie vessel, one that Ufthak and his boyz had boarded and taken, and on which Da Boffin had installed and then activated a device he’d called Da Warp Dekapitator. This had caused a katastroffic warp implosion – which was apparently a good thing, although Ufthak thought that ‘catastrophic’ sounded like something that should be happening to someone else – and it had dragged not only the humie ship but also all the ork ships around it into the warp and along the path of its last jump, to arrive back where it had come from.

			(There was also the part where most of the bodies of the dead humie crew had merged together into a reanimated mass of flesh and steel that hungered for ork blood, and also the screaming humie faces that ran around on varying numbers of insectoid legs and spat poison, but the boyz had needed something to keep their spirits up on the way.)

			Now they’d reached their destination, and had emerged from the warp again with nothing more than the sudden but quickly fading sensation that Ufthak’s skeleton wasn’t where it was supposed to be. And what a destination it was.

			‘Dat planet,’ Mogrot Redtoof said, looking out of a viewport, ‘is made of metal.’

			Ufthak nodded sagely. Back before they’d boarded the humie ship, he and Mogrot had been rivals – two warriors jockeying for position under the command of Badgit Snazzhammer. Thanks to a series of events involving a large robot, several fatalities and a head transplant courtesy of Dok Drozfang, Ufthak’s undamaged head had ended up on the decapitated Snazzhammer’s undamaged and significantly larger body. After a brief meeting of the minds via a headbutt, Mogrot had settled back into a role as Ufthak’s right-hand ork. That didn’t mean that Ufthak trusted him, of course, but at least he was fairly certain Mogrot wouldn’t try to shank him unless he was already wounded.

			‘Looks like a humie mekboy place,’ Ufthak said. ‘Humie mekboy ship, coming from a humie mekboy planet. Makes sense to me.’

			‘Why do dey do dat, anyway?’ Mogrot asked. ‘Make dere planets all shiny so ya know dey’ve got flashy stuff ya might want, and den when ya go to get it, dey get all annoyed an’ try to kill ya?’

			‘Dat’s da problem wiv humies,’ Ufthak opined knowingly. ‘Dey ain’t logickal.’

			‘Boss!’

			The shout came from the other side of the bridge, where Ufthak and his ladz had taken up residence after they’d tossed out the corpses of the crew formerly stationed there. Ufthak clumped across the deck, absent-mindedly twirling the Snazzhammer as he went. It had been Badgit’s weapon, a two-handed affair as tall as a humie with its legs still attached, with an electrified hammer on one side of the head and a choppa blade on the other. He was starting to get used to the feel of it now, and couldn’t wait to krump a few more enemies with it.

			‘Wot?’ he demanded, coming up alongside Deffrow. The other ork pointed with the few fingers that remained on his right hand, having blown most of them off by hitting a humie with a stikkbomb.

			‘Look at dat, boss! Dat ain’t one of ours!’

			Ufthak sucked his breath in through his teef as a jagged piece of darkness eclipsed the stars. The ships that made up the Waaagh! fleet of Da Meklord – Da Biggest Big Mek, and a warboss in his own right – were many and varied, but Ufthak was familiar with them, and Deffrow was correct: that wasn’t one of theirs. Impressive though Da Meklord’s flotilla was, none of them looked quite that… killy.

			‘Dat’s Da Blacktoof,’ Ufthak said in something close to wonder, as the shape of it became clear. It was a monstrous kill kroozer, bristling with guns and ordnance. And there, leering down at them from under the prow, was a single, huge glyph: a monstrous, one-eyed ork skull, with crossed bones behind it. ‘Dat’s Kaptin Badrukk’s ship.’

			The rest of his mob made suitably impressed noises. Badrukk was a legend across the galaxy, a freebooter of infamy and renown, and his presence here surely meant that Da Meklord’s own star was in the ascendancy.

			Assuming, of course, that Badrukk was here because Da Meklord had arranged for him to be. If not…

			‘Message from da boss!’ Da Boffin shouted, bursting into the bridge in a gust of fumes. At some point in the past, Da Meklord’s favourite spanner had, either due to injury or simple curiosity, replaced his legs with a gyro-stabilised monowheel, and as a result he was now both much faster than a normal boy, and spectacularly poor at navigating stairs. ‘All nobs are to get over to Mork’s Hammer right now!’

			Mork’s Hammer was Da Meklord’s flagship, and Da Meklord only called his nobs and bosses together if he had something very important to say… or, alternatively, if he wanted to yell at them all. As a new nob, Ufthak had never attended one of these Waaagh! meets before. His chest swelled with new-found pride, and he slung the Snazz­hammer over his shoulder as he turned on the spot.

			‘Right den!’ He frowned, as a thought struck him. ‘Wait a minute. Do da ’Ullbreakers go backwards?’ He and his mob had arrived via boarding pods, which were still locked into the side of the humie ship after they’d broken through its ferrous hide.

			Da Boffin shook his head. ‘Nah. Dey got just one gear – go.’

			‘So how’re we s’posed to get back over dere, den?’ Ufthak demanded. What was the good in being a nob if you couldn’t go listen to your boss telling you what he wanted you to go and stomp?

			Da Boffin shrugged. ‘Da humies have shuttles on dis fing. We’ll nick one.’

			Ufthak frowned at him suspiciously. ‘You know how to fly one?’

			‘Can’t be hard,’ Da Boffin grinned. ‘After all, humies can do it.’

			The Waaagh! room of Mork’s Hammer was crowded with orks mashed in shoulder to shoulder. Ufthak saw many faces he recognised and many more that he didn’t, because every single ork of any authority under Da Meklord’s command was here. Surly, black-clad Goffs glowered at camouflaged Blood Axes and blue-painted Deathskulls, while the stench of fuel from the Evil Sunz was almost overpowered, but instead just sickeningly offset, by the smell of squig dung that accompanied the Snakebites. However, most numerous by far were the yellow and black colours of the Bad Moons, which wasn’t only Ufthak’s clan, but also that of Da Meklord himself. They were smartest, the richest and the flashest clan of all, and the reason why the Tekwaaagh! had risen so quickly and so unstoppably. Sure, the Evil Sunz might drive a bit faster, and the Blood Axes might be a bit sneakier, but if you wanted the ladz with the best guns, you wanted Bad Moons.

			This many orks in such close proximity was a pretty good recipe for a massive fight, especially given the egos involved. Ufthak could see the huge, horned helm and multiple back banners of Drak Bigfang, the Goff warboss; the collection of junk and scavenged armour plates under which was Gurnak Six-Gunz, the self-proclaimed SupaLoota of the Deathskulls; and the fur-clad bulk of Da Viper, the Snakebite Overboss, whose gargantuan squiggoth was so large it allegedly had a hold all to itself in his kroozer. Any of these orks were capable of leading a Waaagh! in their own right, but no one was starting any trouble worse than jostling their neighbour a bit. No one wanted to end up like Oldfang Krumpthunda, who’d taken Da Meklord on one on one and had been… Well, no one was quite sure what he had been, other than it involved getting hit with Da Meklord’s shokkhammer and then ending up in lots of very small pieces in very different places. Some of the boyz said they were still finding bits of him in the stew, now and then.

			Horns blared, a brassy note of challenge and conquest, and everyone shut their gobs and snapped their heads around to look at the dais built at the far end. Part of the wall behind it had been turned into a massive effigy of the face of Mork – or possibly Gork, but Ufthak reckoned it was Mork – and this was now yawning wider and wider as the mighty lower jaw dropped away. Steam and smoke gushed forth, obscuring the dais but accentuating the piercing red glare of the eyes lurking near the ceiling.

			Then, first as a looming shadow in the murk, and then as a mighty figure resplendent in his yellow-and-black mega armour, Da Meklord emerged from the mouth of a god.

			He was a titanic figure, and that wasn’t just down to the size of his armour. Ufthak’s new body was large enough that he was a head taller than most of the mob under his command, but Da Meklord would have towered over him had they stood next to each other. He made ordinary orks look like grots. His mega armour made him nearly as wide as he was tall, and the bosspole rising up above his head and carrying his personal glyphs and banners added another dimension of awe to his appearance. Half of the overlarge skull that housed his enormous brain was plated in metal; in his left hand he held the shokk­hammer, and his right hand disappeared somewhere into the gigantic mess of barrels, ammo feeds and coolant pipes that formed his kustom supa-shoota.

			‘ALRIGHT, LISSEN UP!’

			The assembled nobs quietened down a bit more, each one intimidated into silence by his stentorian bellow. Ufthak stood as straight and tall as he could, to try and make sure his face was visible, even though he was standing quite far back and there were other, bigger orks with more impressive weapons and armour between him and his warboss. There was something intangible about Da Meklord that grabbed a lad by the throat, focused his attention and drove it home to him that this ork, this ork, was one who knew where he was going, and on whom glory and renown would be showered.

			‘Da humies call dis world “Hephaesto”,’ Da Meklord rumbled. ‘Dere’s a lot of ’em down dere. Da red-robe types, da ones what look like Evil Sunz, but squishier.’

			A bubble of laughter ran through the assembled nobs, save for the Evil Sunz present, who were doing their best to look like they weren’t glowering.

			‘Dey’ve prob’ly got a lot of interestin’ tek, cos dose humies tend to,’ Da Meklord continued. ‘An’ normally, I’d be sendin’ all you down dere to get it, and kill ’em all. But dere’s a little snag.’

			Ufthak glanced sideways, and saw his own confusion mirrored on the other green-skinned faces around him. What could possibly be a snag to a Waaagh! as mighty as this one? Unless…

			‘See, some uvver gitz got ’ere first,’ Da Meklord said. ‘An’ we could fight dem too, dat could be a good larf, but while we woz doing dat, da humies might get away, an’ dat would just be a waste.’

			Heads nodded. Humies weren’t exactly a scarce resource, but you couldn’t always rely on some being about when you wanted a scrap, so it made sense to use the ones that were here.

			‘I talked to–’

			The temperature in the Waaagh! room plummeted. Ufthak could see his breath in front of his face, and faint tendrils of frost began to creep along the walls. Orks readied their weapons, unsure what was going on but ready to fight it, or, if no better options presented themselves, each other.

			The air pressure increased rapidly, from unnoticeable to the point where Ufthak felt like something was pressing in on his eardrums. He shook his head and growled, trying to clear the sensation, but it persisted until–

			Vorp!

			A bubble of energy washed out from the other end of the dais to where Da Meklord was standing, sending the smoke of his entrance billowing, and incidentally knocking the fumes aside to give every ork in the room a clear view of…

			Kaptin Badrukk.

			The mightiest freebooter kaptin who’d ever lived. The hero of the War of Dakka, the Breaker of the Grand Guard, and the Plunderer of Tanhotep. He stood resplendent in his lead-lined greatcoat, his bald head crowned by his mighty bicorn, which was as tall as a well-fed grot and dripping with medals taken from the corpses of humie commanders. He was leaning casually on his longblade choppa, and had Da Rippa, a gun so radioactive its simple presence in a room practically constituted an aggressive act, tucked under his arm. He was flanked by three more Flash Gitz, each one imitating him so far as possible in their mode of dress and armament, but not coming close to rivalling his sheer ostentatiousness and utter gaudy magnificence. Lurking behind them all was an ork that had to be Badmek Mogrok, another Bad Moons big mek, who fought under Badrukk’s banner and was undoubtedly the source of his teknologickal advances.

			For the first time in his life, Ufthak Blackhawk laid eyes on an ork who might just be as impressive as Da Meklord.

			‘Ta-daaa!’ Badrukk bellowed, as though he hadn’t just tellyported into the middle of his rival’s command structure, on his rival’s warship. The sheer guts of the git was jaw-dropping.

			Da Meklord turned towards Badrukk with a clank of metal and a hiss of pistons. He looked thoroughly unimpressed, but he hadn’t powered up his supa-shoota or sent the triple heads of his shokkhammer whirling around each other, so violence wasn’t imminent.

			‘Kaptin,’ Da Meklord growled. ‘I woz just telling da ladz about how we woz going to be havin’… a friendly kompetition.’

			‘Dat’s right!’ Badrukk beamed, showing more teef than it should have been possible to fit into one gob. ‘Plenty of loot to go round down dere, I reckon. Of course, my ladz’ve had a bit of a head start, but dat should just help ya out! Cleared a few obstacles out da way, dat sort of fing.’

			‘So we’re all gonna stomp da humies, an’ take dere tek,’ Da Meklord said. ‘An’ your boyz ain’t gonna be shootin’ mine in da back, right?’

			‘So long as yours don’t shoot mine first,’ Badrukk leered back at him. ‘Dat would be a shame, when dere’s so many humies to go round.’

			‘My forts exactly,’ Da Meklord agreed. ‘So we got a deal, den?’

			‘We got a deal,’ Kaptin Badrukk said, nodding. ‘Last one to da gubbinz mucks out da squiggoffs!’ He clicked his fingers, and Mogrok did something. A moment later the temperature dropped again, crackling energy surrounded the freebooterz for a second, and then they were gone once more, as abruptly as they’d arrived.

			Da Meklord turned towards his assembled nobs.

			‘Get down dere, and wotever ya do, don’t let dat git’s boyz get to da good stuff before ya!’ His face broke into a grin every bit as toofy and menacing as the one that had graced the freebooter kaptin’s. ‘I fink dere’s gonna be a few “accidents” before we’re done ’ere, so make sure yer aiming at Badrukk’s ladz whenever ya fink yer gun might go off by mistake, like when dey’z between you and da best loot. Got it?’

			Ufthak joined his voice to the others in a roar of assent to assure their warboss that they had indeed got it.

			‘Good!’ Da Meklord drew himself up to his full, magnificent height, and filled his lungs.

			‘Now get down dere, an’ get fightin’!’
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