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			PAINBOYZ

			Mike Brooks

			‘To properly unnerstand somefing,’ Dok Drozfang said, ‘ya gotta get into its gutz.’ He looked around with interest. ‘Mekboyz’ll tell yoo da same. Wiv dem, it’s engines an’ sprockets an’ all dat sorta fing. Wiv me, it’s all dose wobbly bitz wot’s inside a git – tubes an’ squishy lumps an’ so on.’

			‘So why’re we ’ere, boss?’ one of his yoofs asked. He was a young painboy, still wet behind the ears – with someone else’s blood – and Drozfang whacked him on the back of the head.

			‘Because we’re in da gutz!’ he said, gesturing around them. Their surroundings weren’t organic, not like those giant bugeye monsters that floated around in space and had all the other bugeyes travelling inside them, but they felt organic. The walls were damp and curved, and the passageway meandered back and forth with side passages branching off and occasionally opening out into larger, irregularly shaped chambers, such as the one in which they were now standing. It was as if the whole thing had been carved out by some enormous, burrowing worm rather than constructed. It was dim, too – not proper waving-yer-hands-around dark, but you somehow got the impression that the only light was filtering in through the teeth of something into whose intestines you had unintentionally strayed. 

			‘Honestly, yoo lot gotta learn to pay attention, or yoo’re never gonna amount to anyfing,’ Drozfang finished.

			They were in a spikie nest, and Drozfang had led a mob of boyz, some apprentice painboyz, and his general hangers-on under what passed for the ground here. Spikiez were like scrawniez, in that they had pointy ears – tiny little things, not big, proud, flappy pointy ears like an ork – were about as wide as your arm, and flipped around a lot until you clobbered them, at which point they collapsed like yesterday’s breakfast. However, spikiez were unlike other scrawniez in that they had a lot more spikes, hooks, and general cutty-things on their armour, and also seemed to take positive delight in butchering stuff.

			Drozfang could understand that to an extent: after all, what ork didn’t like smashing up some gits in a fight? And more specifically, as a painboy he had a deep and abiding interest in how living things were put together – and, indeed, how they came apart and sometimes went back together again. Combat was just a sort of succession of high-speed, experimental surgeries. Drozfang was dimly aware of some concept that surgery was only really surgery if the other git had agreed to it, but he never paid much attention to that sort of limp thinking anyway. So far as Dok Drozfang was concerned, anyone sleeping, or unconscious, or just looking the other way when he was around clearly wasn’t that bothered about whether or not he operated on them.

			Still, spikiez were a bit more intense about the whole thing. They seemed to be more focused on the git under the knife being as unhappy about it as possible. Drozfang didn’t see the point of that. Of course, you couldn’t let a little thing like the patient screaming and thrashing get in the way of the work, but that was a by-product while you tried to attach your brilliant new Explodin’ Arm invention to their shoulder, not the purpose of the exercise. He had better things to do than just spend his time hurting gits for the sake of it. After all, Dok Drozfang’s Speshul Steam-Powered Lungs didn’t just invent themselves.

			‘Dis place is weird,’ said the same yoof. His name was Fingerz, on account of having accidentally stitched one of his own inside another ork after he’d accidentally cut it off while trying to amputate the patient’s leg (the patient hadn’t needed the leg amputating, but as Drozfang pointed out afterwards, Fingerz clearly needed the practice). Drozfang kept him around because he definitely had the right sort of ideas, even if he currently lacked the skills to see them through properly.

			‘Yeah, well. It’s a spikie place, innit?’ Drozfang said airily. ‘Bound to be a bit weird.’ Still, Fingerz wasn’t wrong.

			‘Dis is, like, a spikie painboy’s place, right?’ said Wheezer, one of Drozfang’s grot Disorderlies, prodding a discarded tool of unclear purpose.

			‘Reckon so,’ Drozfang said, taking a deep sniff, and nodded knowingly. ‘Smell dat? Dat’s blood, dat is.’

			‘Yeah, but everyfing here kinda smells like blood,’ Fingerz pointed out. ‘Da one fing you can say about spikiez is, dey like blood.’

			Drozfang clipped him around the ear again, although he took it easy on the yoof and didn’t use the hand with the power klaw. ‘Not like dis! Dat’s fresh blood, an’ lots of it! All different sorts!’

			‘So, boss,’ Wheezer said hesitantly, with the air of a grot with the ability to see into the future, so long as the future consisted of getting kicked. ‘If some git an’ his mates broke into yoor place, yoo wouldn’t be happy, right?’

			Drozfang aimed a kick at him on general principle, but Wheezer dodged backwards with a yelp. 

			‘Course not!’ Drozfang barked after him. ‘I’d have ’em sayin’ hello to dere own gizzards! Da bloody cheek of it!’

			‘Do ya fink dis spikie’s gonna be any different?’ Wheezer yelped, from somewhere in the midst of a crowd of ork legs. ‘Just askin’, cos yoo’re always sayin’ we should explore our curiosities, an’ dat.’

			‘Orks should explore dere curiosities!’ Drozfang snapped. ‘Painboyz ain’t gonna get good if dey just stick to wot dey already know. Grots don’t know nuffin’, an’ are only around to hand us da brainsaw, or wotever.’ He drew himself up. ‘Anyway, so wot if da git don’t like it? He’s welcome to come an’ complain!’

			Drozfang laughed, and the other orks dutifully laughed along with him. Still, he thought, he’d better get them moving onwards. Drozfang had come down here out of curiosity, and the yoofs had come with him because they hung on his every word, and the Disorderlies were here because he’d have them scragged if they wandered off without his direct permission, but the regular boyz had tagged along simply in search of a fight. If they didn’t find one soon, then they were probably going to start causing trouble, which would impinge on Drozfang’s ability to have a good old root around and find out what was what in the world of spikie painboys.

			‘Let’s try dis way next,’ he said, pointing in his best leaderly manner, which was to make a decision at random but pretend he knew something no one else did. ‘Dere’s bound to be–’

			He cut himself off as his ears picked up the sound of running footsteps. Well, the uneven gait and ragged breathing made it sound more like hurried limping than running, but it was close enough. Still, it was coming from the direction he’d been pointing in, so Drozfang faced that tunnel entrance with a smug smile, and waited.

			The humie appeared and staggered to a halt, squinting in the dim light since humie vision was generally poorer than orks’ in darkness. It was also notably lacking an eye, which probably didn’t help. It was also lacking a few other things, Drozfang noted with the professional eye – he smirked at his own joke – of a skilled painboy, starting with clothes, detouring around toes, lingering on body fat, and finishing with irregular patches of skin. All in all, it was about as gaunt and banged-up a specimen of humie as he’d expect to see still able to stand remotely upright and move at anything approaching speed.

			He expected it to scream, possibly soil itself, and then turn to run as best it could in the direction from whence it had come. Humies didn’t like fighting orks, the only exception being the beakies, who were generally well up for a proper scrap and pretty handy at it to boot. As a result, the desperate wail that emerged from this one’s mouth was quite within expectations, but the fact it hurled itself at the nearest ork was not.

			‘Wot’s goin’ on?’ the ork in question asked, confused. He was a Deathskulls nob called Grubsnik, and normally he’d have taken a humie’s head off before it could get within arm’s reach of him, but this wasn’t a normal situation. This wasn’t a fight, with wild-eyed humies wielding their little chain-choppas or trying to put your eye out with a stabby-gun; this was a half-dead humie who would have lost an arm-wrestling contest with a snotling. Grubsnik blinked in surprise as the humie bounced off him, staggered back, then launched itself at him again.

			‘Must be somefing wrong wiv it, in da head,’ Fingerz opined.

			‘Yoo’re tellin’ me!’ Grubsnik said. ‘Oi!’

			The humie had slapped him in the face as hard as it could – which wasn’t at all hard, but that wasn’t the point. Grubsnik poked it in the chest and the humie fell onto its backside, but then it was up again, crawling on its knees towards him. It made a lunge and managed to grab Grubsnik’s slugga with both hands. For a moment, Drozfang thought it was making a hilariously futile attempt to wrench the weapon from Grubsnik’s meaty grasp, but then the humie placed its face right against the muzzle, and screamed.

			It wasn’t a high-pitched scream of fear, such as Drozfang had heard many a time. Nor was it one of the lung-tearing screams of pain he’d heard far more often, both on the battlefield and in his surgery. This was a ragged noise, non-stop aside from hasty, clumsy breaths – the sound of a creature staring death in the face and demanding that it get a move on.

			Still not quite sure what was going on, Grubsnik pulled the trigger. Such was the relative size of the slug to the humie’s head, and the proximity of the target to the barrel, its entire skull was blown apart.

			Orks were not by nature a particularly contemplative species, but they looked at the corpse for a moment or two, each one trying to piece together what they’d just seen.

			‘Dat was weird,’ Fingerz said in the end, accurately summing up what each of them was thinking.

			‘I’ve seen humies wot ain’t scared of dyin’ when dey’re comin’ atcha wiv a choppa or wotever,’ Grubsnik said. ‘Or at least, I’ve seen ones wot don’t fink dey’re gonna die. But I ain’t never seen one wot ackcherly wanted to die.’

			‘Well, lads, wot’ve we learned from dis?’ Drozfang asked brightly. He was answered by a confused silence, and he sighed. Any good painboy needed a solid understanding of cause and effect, but it seemed this lot were particularly slow on the uptake.

			‘Dat humie obviously fort dere’s somefing in ’ere wot’s scarier’n us,’ he said patiently. Then he grinned.

			‘An’ I wanna find out wot it is.’

			The spikiez took one of the gits at the back of Drozfang’s party first, just after they’d entered another chamber. They all heard a rapidly receding yell, and turned around in time to see a piece of floor sliding back into place with a notable absence of ork on top of it.

			‘Wot ’appened to Gaztoof?’ someone asked.

			Drozfang scratched his chin, looking down. ‘Bit weird dat fing didn’t trigger when da rest of us walked over it. So woz it a really slow trap, or–’

			A grot wailed in dismay as it was hauled up into the shadows of the roof by hooked chains that had not, Drozfang would be prepared to swear, been dangling down a moment before. High, mocking laughter rang out from somewhere nearby, and was instantly drowned out by the much deeper, raucous laughter of the orks themselves, because seeing a grot screaming in terror while it was snatched up by an unknown enemy was never not going to be hilarious. Then everyone opened fire upwards anyway, because while grot-snatching by an unknown enemy might be hilarious, the most important part of that sentence was the ‘enemy’ part.

			‘Wot wiv dis an’ da humie, I fink dey’re tryin’ to scare us!’ Drozfang shouted as he blasted away with his slugga. The roof was lit haphazardly by the repeated sparks and bangs of ork munitions impacting on solid surfaces, but it was very difficult to make anything out. There were shadows moving up there – solid shadows that were not just the results of sudden and shifting illumination – but actually hitting one of the zogging things was another matter altogether.

			‘Why’d we be scared?’ Grubsnik shouted back, just before something fell back out of the roof and landed on his head.

			It was the grot, neatly flayed. It bounced off Grubsnik and collapsed wetly onto the floor, already dead. If Drozfang knew anything about spikiez, that wouldn’t have been their intention. However, if he knew anything about grots, it was that their puny physiologies were unable to deal with much pain, trauma, or indeed anything else. If you took a lung out of a grot, they’d be dead before your hand had left their chest cavity. Try the same thing with an ork, and he’d punch you in the head until you put the zogging thing back. That was why it was important to sedate the patient so they couldn’t interrupt you.

			‘It’s wot spikiez do, innit?’ Drozfang said in response to Grubsnik, prodding the grot’s body with his boot. ‘Dey try’n scare stuff, cos dey know dey ain’t gonna last long unless half of da uvver gitz run away.’ The boyz had stopped shooting now, and were waiting to see if anything else fell down after the grot, but nothing did. Either it was dead and stuck up there, or they’d not hit their target. Drozfang had a feeling it would be the latter, because spikiez didn’t tend to hit you from a place where you could hit them back.

			He looked around with renewed interest. This chamber was more like what he’d been expecting, with a series of slabs on which the owner could conduct his experiments. He looked the tools over with a professional eye, and sniffed in mild disdain. Overly fancy stuff, in his opinion: lots of wiggly things, and tiny drills, and a succession of skinny knives with long handles, each slightly smaller and finer than the last. Where were the rotating saw blades, and the clamps, and the hammers, or the bits of metal you bolted to some git’s leg because the bones were broken?

			‘Where’s da git wot woz laughin’?’ Grubsnik demanded, which was also a fair question. Drozfang’s eyes landed on a large container in one corner of the chamber – a sort of upright, weirdly shaped barrel in which a spikie could theoretically be hiding.

			He pointed at it with one talon of his power klaw. ‘Let’s try in dere.’

			The container was shackled shut by a chain held fast by multiple complicated-looking locks. Drozfang simply snapped the chain with his power klaw, and wrenched it open.

			Within stood an upright casket formed of some sort of hard, clear substance, filled nearly to the brim with a yellow-green fluid. Immersed in the fluid was a scrawnie of some sort, its mouth and nose covered by a mask connected to pipes that presumably provided it with air to breathe, its head just above the fluid’s surface. The rest of its body was submerged and, Drozfang realised, burned away to the point that he could see the pale flash of bone in places as a thrashing limb came close to the edge. Someone had dunked this scrawnie into acid, given it a mask so it wouldn’t suffocate, and then locked it away in darkness.

			‘Dat don’t look like it’s laughin’,’ Grubsnik said after a moment. The creature’s eyes, wild and watering from the permanent acid fumes, stared at the two orks with an emotion Drozfang couldn’t interpret. Rage? Hope? Despair?

			‘Nah,’ Drozfang said. ‘Fink I’m just gonna shut dis up again.’ Whatever was going on here wasn’t anything to do with him, and he was starting to get the impression that he didn’t want to know either. Why kill the scrawnie when it was probably on its way to dying anyway? On the other hand, why let it out when the only thing scrawniez were good for was killing? It was very confusing, so he decided to ignore it. The scrawnie thrashed a bit more as he closed it away from view, but so what? It had been thrashing anyway.

			‘Right, ladz,’ he said, turning back around. ‘What we’re gonna do now, is–’

			A shot rang out, with a sound like some large beast gently clearing its throat, and one of Grubsnik’s boys – Badlug, Drozfang thought – jerked backwards as something struck him in the shoulder.

			Orks might not be particularly contemplative, but the time saved on thought was usually put into action. The assembled boyz did not pause to wonder who was attacking them now, or why; they went straight from hearing the shot to replying in kind, opening up with their combined weaponry down the tunnel from which the attack had come. A barrage of slugga and shoota fire of varying calibres struck back, accompanied by at least one rokkit, which corkscrewed off and exploded somewhere out of Drozfang’s sight.

			This meant two things. Firstly, none of the other boyz paused to see what had happened to Badlug – that was between him and Gork and Mork, in any case – and so none of them saw his body stiffen up as it rapidly began to fuse into some sort of crystal. Drozfang watched in fascination, tinged with disgust, as Badlug became an orkoid statue within the space of a couple of seconds. Dying was fine, but dying like that, trapped in your own body so you couldn’t even swing a choppa at the thing what had killed you – that was downright unpleasant.

			Secondly, none of them were looking the right way when a horde of creatures came piling out of one of the other tunnels, and slammed into the back of them.

			These weren’t your regular spikiez; these were bigger and bulkier, their faces obscured by smooth masks. Their bodies were criss-crossed with scars and packed with slabs of muscle, with swollen backs and protruding spines, extra arms, and, in one or two cases, even extra heads. They drove into the boyz in a tide of thick-bladed cleavers and studded clubs, giving voice to no war cries other than sibilant hisses and whistles.

			Against many enemies, the sudden and unexpected attack would have led to an immediate collapse, but orks lived for battle. The mass of boyz turned with a roar of delight and set about their attackers with choppa and slugga. Drozfang was already charging in with Grubsnik at his side, and the first swing of his power klaw nearly cut one of the new spikiez in half. Then he was into the thick of it, stabbing and punching and cutting, driving his klaw into chests and firing his slugga at point-blank range, feeling bones crack and flesh tear under his blows. This was what it was about! A proper scrap, none of this stab-from-the-shadows nonsense. He took a cleaver in his right shoulder, which stung, but he headbutted the spikie responsible in the face, denting its mask, then blew its spine out with his slugga.

			‘Oi!’ Grubsnik bellowed from beside him, then clobbered the thing he’d been facing. ‘Bloody git just stabbed me wiv its fingers!’

			Beyond the shoulder of Grubsnik’s collapsing assailant, Drozfang caught sight of another spikie at the tunnel mouth. This was a cadaverous, many-armed thing with lank hair and sunken eye sockets that hovered above the ground somehow. Drozfang knew a boss painboy when he saw one, and he pointed his power klaw at it. 

			‘Is dat da best yoo’ve got?’ he roared merrily as another enemy warrior fell to Grubsnik’s ladz. The spikie painboy cocked its head to the side as though curious, then gestured with one thin-fingered hand.

			The floating monstrosity that hit them from the side was like nothing Drozfang had seen before. It had a curved, bladed carapace, two monstrous, fleshy arms that terminated in long mechanical tentacles, and a dragging tail section of further writhing limbs. It seized a couple of boyz before they even knew it was there, but instead of throwing them aside into the walls or tearing them apart as Drozfang might have expected, it simply held on. Within a moment or two they had literally withered in its grasp, falling from its grip as drained husks that were barely recognisable as having ever been orks.

			‘Nope!’ Drozfang said. ‘Not havin’ dat!’ He was fine with the notion of getting shanked or blown up, although he’d still try to avoid it if possible, but this was a death in which he was entirely uninterested. He opened up with his slugga at the spikie painboy, more out of the principle of the thing than anything else. They were both probably as surprised as the other when one of his rounds hit it, and even more so when something sparked and fizzed, whatever was holding it in the air abruptly cut out, and it collapsed in a tangle of mismatched limbs.

			‘C’mon, ladz, follow me!’ Drozfang bellowed, surging forward. The boyz with him, always happy to be led into a charge even if they were technically already fighting someone, began to move like a boot pulled out of deep, sticky mud – slowly at first, then suddenly coming free with unexpected momentum. The floating monster got two more – a yoof called Wurrgit and a Disorderly whose name Drozfang couldn’t remember, if he’d ever known it – but then they were out of its reach and thundering back the way they’d come.

			Towards the grounded spikie.

			Its legs clearly still worked, but not with the usual scrawnie speed, because it was still staggering to its feet when Drozfang seized it by the scruff of its neck without breaking stride. It hissed at him and lashed out with its various limbs as he ran on, but a solid smack to its head seemed to daze it.

			‘Wot’s dat for?’ Grubsnik demanded, pounding along beside him.

			‘Might come in handy,’ Drozfang replied.

			‘If dat’s a joke cos it’s got lots of hands–’

			‘It ain’t!’ Drozfang snapped. He was fairly sure of the way out, but he wasn’t completely sure. There were obviously some very unpleasant ways to die in here, but so long as he had hold of the boss, it seemed far less likely that he’d get caught up in anything genrul, so to speak. He was a painboy, but he was still an ork, and fighting was in his blood. Get a bit of space around them, away from any traps, and so that floating tentacle thing couldn’t come at them unexpectedly, and then the boot would be on the other side of the face…

			‘Hold on, ladz,’ Grubsnik wheezed suddenly, starting to stagger. ‘I ain’t feelin’ so good!’

			‘We ain’t got time to dawdle!’ Drozfang protested, but the rest of the boyz were already slowing and peering at their boss, albeit with curiosity rather than concern.

			‘Zog it, dat itches where dat scrawnie got me!’ Grubsnik said, scratching at his side as he stumbled to a halt. ‘Wot da…?’

			Drozfang’s instinct was to carry on and leave Grubsnik to his fate, but his inquisitive painboy nature took over. He turned and pointed at Grubsnik’s ladz. ‘Which one of yoo gits had da rokkit launcha? Shoot da roof of dat tunnel we just came froo, bring it down! Dat should slow ’em a bit.’

			The ork in question turned around with a grin and fired towards the sound of pursuit. Orks weren’t known for their accuracy in general, but a roof was a hard thing to miss, and the rokkit struck home with a satisfyingly thunderous explosion. Drozfang did for a moment question the wisdom of causing a localised cave-in while he was still technically under the ground, but as piles of blasted rock – or something similar, anyway – crashed down, he found to his satisfaction that the collapse ended well short of where they were.

			‘No need… for dat,’ Grubsnik managed, waving a hand feebly. ‘Just gotta… catch me breath…’

			He breathed in, and kept breathing in. His chest began to swell, then his entire torso started to expand. His clothes began to tear. The straps that held his breastplate in place snapped one after another, sending buckles flying.

			Then his skin started to rip, and still he kept getting bigger.

			Drozfang wasn’t quite sure exactly when Grubsnik died, and indeed when he stopped being Grubsnik and started being simply a mound of greenish flesh, but the whole process didn’t take long. Within about twenty seconds, it was over.

			‘Well, dat was nasty,’ Drozfang said into the silence. ‘Sorta funny, but def’nitly nasty.’

			‘Boss!’ Wheezer shouted urgently, and Drozfang realised that the spikie painboy was stirring in his grip. It went for him with a hand of needled fingers, aiming for his chest, but Drozfang caught the git’s forearm between two prongs of his power klaw just before the dangerous digits struck him.

			‘Dis wot I fink it is?’ Drozfang asked, as the spikie hissed and thrashed, trying to either stab him or get itself free, and completely failing on both counts. It was a wiry little thing, but he had no problem holding it still. ‘Dis da same sort of fing wot got Grubsnik?’

			He activated the power field on his klaw, and severed the scrawnie’s limb. It hissed again, seeming more bothered by indignity than pain.

			‘Wheezer, put da hand in da bag,’ Drozfang ordered. ‘Might need to take a look at dat later. Yoo ladz, yoo’re wiv me now.’

			Grubsnik’s former mob looked at each other, but none of them argued. Drozfang was, after all, the top dok around, which meant both that he had a certain amount of influence and that you didn’t want him annoyed at you when you needed patching up.

			‘As fer yoo,’ Drozfang continued, addressing the spikie, ‘yoo’re a nasty piece of work, an’ no mistake. But y’know, to properly unnerstand somefing–’

			He drove the talons of his power klaw into the spikie’s chest and belly, impaling it. It felt that, all right – fair shrieked, it did. Drozfang grinned toothily at it.

			‘…yoo gotta get into its gutz.’
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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.’
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