
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			

			Other great Warhammer 40,000 fiction featuring the orks

			DA GOBBO’S REVENGE

			by Mike Brooks

			DA GOBBO’S DEMISE

			by Denny Flowers

			GHAZGHKULL THRAKA: PROPHET OF THE WAAAGH!

			by Nate Crowley

			BRUTAL KUNNIN

			by Mike Brooks

			THE BEAST ARISES: VOLUME 1

			An omnibus edition of the novels I Am Slaughter by Dan Abnett, Predator, Prey by Rob Sanders, The Emperor Expects by Gav Thorpe and The Last Wall by David Annandale

			THE BEAST ARISES: VOLUME 2

			An omnibus edition of the novels Throneworld by Guy Haley, Echoes of the Long War by David Guymer, The Hunt for Vulkan by David Annandale and The Beast Must Die by Gav Thorpe

			THE BEAST ARISES: VOLUME 3

			An omnibus edition of the novels Watchers in Death by David Annandale, The Last Son of Dorn by David Guymer, Shadow of Ullanor by Rob Sanders and The Beheading by Guy Haley

			THE LAST CHANCERS: ARMAGEDDON SAINT

			by Gav Thorpe

			LEGACY OF DORN

			by Mike Lee

			BLOOD OF IAX

			by Robbie MacNiven

		


		
			Black Library

			Books | eBooks | MP3 Audiobooks

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			To see the full Black Library range visit

			blacklibrary.com and games-workshop.com

		


		
			Contents

			Cover 

			Backlist

			Warhammer 40,000

			Da Gobbo Rides Again 

			Prologue: The Fall of Karanos V

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			About the Author

			An Extract from ‘Warboss’

			A Black Library Publication

			eBook license

		


		
		
			[image: ]

			

			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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			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.

		

	

	
		
			 

			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. 

		

	

	
		
			 

			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. 

		

	

	
		
			 

			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.’

		

	

	
		
			 

			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 leck-tricity.’

			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.’

		

	

	
		
			 

			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.

		

	

	
		
			 

			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.

		

	

		
			About the Author

			Rhuairidh James is a background writer for Games Workshop. When he’s not writing about Warhammer, he’s building it, or asleep. His other work for Black Library includes the Warhammer 40,000 short story ‘The Sum of Its Parts’.

		


		
			

			An extract from Warboss.
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			Warboss Gazrot Goresnappa had descended on the Imperial world of Aranua with all his forces and had, in the words of Major Saras, proceeded to give it such a thorough kicking that most of it didn’t know which way was up any more. The northern seas were now in xenos hands, including their promethium-extraction rigs. The main southern continent had been overrun, with neither high mountains, baking deserts, nor humid swamps providing any manner of meaningful defence against the invaders. Hive city after hive city had been taken. The populace either died in the fighting, were killed during the looting, or were enslaved.

			Only one sizeable stronghold now remained: Davidia Hive, rising eight miles into the sky out of the blasted grey of Aranua’s industrial heartland. It was a towering edifice of human engineering, and had stood in defiance of everything the galaxy could throw at it for seven millennia. Governor Ama Junier thought she should probably take some heart from that, but the simple fact of the matter was that up until now, the galaxy hadn’t thrown orks.

			And now here they were, virtually on her doorstep. She looked out of the window of her quarters. Above her, the sky darkened to a deep, deep blue. She could make out the curvature of the planet from up here. And yet despite the distance, despite the patchy cloud cover beneath her feet, if she looked down she could see the shifting mass of the orkish forces. There were so Throne-damned many of them!

			‘I take it there has been no word from the astropaths?’ she asked carefully.

			‘No, ma’am,’ Colonel Grozer Sudliff of the Aranuan 25th replied. His voice was level, but Ama could hear the tension within it. He was resentful of her question, because he would of course have informed her had there been any manner of communication to indicate that reinforcements were coming. However, unless she asked such questions, she risked looking like the clueless aristocrat she knew the general suspected her to be.

			‘And the tactical situation has not meaningfully altered?’

			‘No, ma’am.’

			Ama sighed. An Imperial governor was supposed to lead and defend their world, but there was very little she could do in such circumstances. Colonel Sudliff had been in military command, and he had been pushed back and overwhelmed in short order. Not that Ama blamed the man for it: he would have needed to be the rebirth of Macharius himself to have succeeded against such odds, and Sudliff most certainly was not that. He was a solid and unremarkable man, born into an officer family. From there he had taken up a military position, which he held with no great problem until called upon in earnest, at which point he failed in a solid and unremarkable manner. Ama had needed to use every part of her wit and ingenuity to achieve the role of planetary governor when the previous incumbent had passed away, including the discreet assassination of three rivals. At least she’d had to do some thinking in her life.

			Their options ranged from laughable to piteous. The might of the orks’ ground forces dictated against any notion of a sortie or counter-attack, despite the fact that the remnants of Sudliff’s troops were now holed up in the lower sections of Davidia, in cramped and unsuitable conditions. They had no Titans, no Knights, no super-heavy tanks: all the ordnance of that scale had either been destroyed or, to Ama’s great displeasure, captured. Above Ama’s head, the mobile, heavily weaponised agglomerations of scrap and junk that the orks used as warships, which had annihilated all merchant and military shipping that had stuck around to fight them, were patrolling, if ‘patrolling’ was the right term for ‘moving unpredictably and haphazardly’. There were at least two warp-capable ships currently berthed in Davidia’s space docks, but even the Tennavar’s Smile, pleasure yacht of rogue trader Priam Huzinka, lacked the armour or weaponry to survive the orks’ attention for long enough to get to the system’s Mandeville point. There would be no escape off-world for Davidia’s nobility, including Aranua’s governor: at least, not unless an unheralded arm of the Indomitus Crusade arrived.

			Ama tapped her fingers on the thick crystalflex in front of her. ‘What do you suppose they’re waiting for, colonel? They’ve barely hesitated before attacking a hive city up until now, by all accounts.’

			‘Can’t say for sure, ma’am.’

			Ama turned to him. Colonel Sudliff was the very image of the Imperial military: his hair was grey but still thick, and his mutton chop sideburns brushed the stiff, gold-embroidered collar of his dress jacket. His epaulettes sparkled, his creases were so sharp that he could have shaved with them, his boots were shined to a mirror finish, and his jacket’s buttons were the maned heads of the animal that gave its name to his regiment, the Golden Lions. It was a shame his tactical wisdom was no match for his sartorial grandeur.

			‘Can you say at all?’ she enquired. ‘We await near-certain death at the hands of xenos invaders, colonel. I feel it is not unreasonable to hold some curiosity about what might be staying our execution, at least briefly.’

			The colonel cleared his throat, and his usual direct – even impertinent – stare wandered from her face for the first time that she could remember.

			‘They seem to be building fires, ma’am. So far as we can understand these creatures, they… Well, if they were human, I’d say they were having a party.’

			‘A party.’ Ama turned away from him to stare out of her window once more. Darkness was falling on the ground far below, and she could indeed see the tiny sparks of light that must have been, if one were standing next to them, huge conflagrations. ‘These creatures fall upon my world, they kill my people, and now they mock me by having a party?’

			‘If it please you, ma’am,’ Sudliff offered, ‘I doubt they’re mocking you. These are orks – they’re barely more than animals. Nothing that they do here will be considered with us in mind. They’re simply doing it because they want to.’

			‘I know,’ Ama murmured. She’d been underestimated, maligned, avoided, and outright threatened in her life, but never had she simply been ignored. ‘If anything, that just makes it worse.’

		


		
			 

			‘Get dose fires nice an’ big! I want all dem humies to know we’z here, an’ I want ’em shakin’ in dere boots!’

			Gazrot Goresnappa, also known as Gazrot Da Snakebitten, was without question one of the greatest orks to ever venture out into the galaxy and punch it in its face. A member of the Snakebite clan, he rose to violent prominence early in his life by regularly winning headbutting contests with smasha squigs. He had strangled the seven-headed serpent of Kryyk using one of its own necks, and had gone to the trouble of harvesting its venom glands, not to coat his blade or poison his enemies, but simply to add a bit of kick to his fungus beer. He quickly gained a strong following, based in part on his skill in combat, and in part on his propensity and ability to raise squiggoths of a size rarely seen. When he was slighted by Warboss Kurzan, Gazrot had ridden his herd right over the other ork’s battlewagon, crushing it, and Kurzan inside it, in the process. After that, there had been little doubt in anyone’s mind who should take the old warboss’ place.

			What this meant was that when Gazrot Goresnappa, close to ten feet tall in his hulking, fur-draped, smoke-belching mega armour, yelled at you to make a fire nice and big, you zoggin’ well made that fire nice and big.

			All around him, orks scurried to do his bidding, and the sight brought a smile to Gazrot’s face. This was what it meant to be an ork! It wasn’t like he was one of those self-important types, like the freebooter kaptins, or the Blood Axes that enjoyed mimicking the humie way of doing things. Gazrot didn’t give himself fancy hats, or medals, or any other frippery. Gazrot just enjoyed a good scrap, and the more orks that followed him and did what he said when he said it, the more scraps he could win.

			He’d very nearly won this one, which was why he was taking a moment to enjoy himself. There was one big humie camp left on this entire planet, so far as he could tell, which was the one looming above them all at this very moment. Gazrot would say this for humies: they knew how to build big. The ‘city’, as the humies called it, must have been larger than any of the ships in his fleet, which was impressive in and of itself. It was taller than a mountain, with its summit lost in the clouds; it was practically a mountain in its own right, a gargantuan structure which wasn’t just tall, but wide. Simply being near it would probably be enough to intimidate any normal creature.

			Gazrot wasn’t any normal creature. So far as he was concerned, the sheer size of this thing just made it more of an obvious and impressive target. He’d bring it down, just like his ladz had brought down all the others. Then the meks would strip out anything useful, and they’d get some of the fuel that Magzak’s lot were pulling off the humie rigs in the big water to the north, and they’d build a whole bunch of new war engines, repair the ones that had been damaged, wait around a bit for a bunch of new boyz to show up – they always did, sooner or later – and then get back out into the stars in search of the next planet to conquer. That was life as it should be lived; that was the ork way.

			In the meantime, though, he wanted to remind every ork exactly who it was that had led them here and crushed the humies. That wasn’t him being self-important, that was just proper and sensible. It made it more likely that they’d do what he said, when he said it. Da Genrul had a humie word for that: ‘dissipline’. Gazrot wasn’t buying into any of that humie crap, though.

			Da Genrul. Now, that was an ork who needed watching, Gazrot thought. Genrul Uzbrag was a typical Blood Axe, in that he liked the orks under his command to walk in straight lines and hit their heads with their hands when he told them to do something, and a whole load of other stuff he’d picked up from humies, and elsewhere for that matter. It didn’t sit well with Gazrot, borrowing stuff from other species. What was wrong with being an ork, and doing things in the ork way, like Gork and Mork intended? Snakebites were traditionalists at heart, and Uzbrag’s tendency towards innovation rubbed Gazrot up the wrong way. Still, there was no denying that the git was successful. He could clobber an enemy with the best of them, and sometimes his strange inventions and ‘battle plans’ actually worked surprisingly well. There was a reason he was one of Gazrot’s favoured big bosses, but that didn’t mean Gazrot trusted him. Although to be fair, he didn’t trust anyone.

			He certainly didn’t trust Mag Dedfist. The massive Goff big boss was yelling at a bunch of his ladz to build the fires higher, which was all well and good, but Dedfist was a dour son of a squig who Gazrot reckoned wouldn’t be content playing second shoota to him for much longer. One day soon, Dedfist would get it into his incredibly thick-skulled head to take a swing for his warboss, with the goal of taking his place. Gazrot had no intention of letting that happen, of course, but it wasn’t like there were many options. He’d thrown Dedfist at the hardest knots of humie resistance, and the big Goff had gone through them without much pause, and certainly without taking any sort of noticeable harm. Dedfist had simply reinforced his own reputation with the boyz under his command, which wasn’t going to do Gazrot any favours. No, when it came to it, he’d have to let Dedfist take his swing and then just stomp him flat into the ground, as tradition dictated.

			He also didn’t trust Zagnob Thundaskuzz, the Evil Sunz speedboss, but that was less because Gazrot thought that Thundaskuzz was gunning for him, and more because simply getting any concept into the speedboss’ head was virtually impossible. You couldn’t trust him to do anything other than accelerate off into the distance and kill things while going at an incredibly high speed, which, granted, was sometimes a very useful trait. It wasn’t much good when you were trying to make sure the right bits of a Waaagh! hit the enemy at the right time to cause maximum impact, though. Nonetheless, the Kult of Speed had a sizeable presence in Waaagh! Goresnappa, and Thundaskuzz had a correspondingly high amount of influence. He could neither be conveniently ignored nor disposed of, so Gazrot would just have to make use of him as best he could.

			All of those were considerations for another time, though. Right now, the raging infernos that had been built had achieved the desired effect: namely, a whole load of orks were starting to congregate, wondering what was going on, and if there was going to be any food or, preferably, a fight.

			Gazrot looked around, then tapped his shouty box to make sure it was working. It responded with a pleasing static squeal, which sounded almost exactly like a grot that had been stepped on. Dedfist had been watching him ever since he’d stopped yelling at his boyz to make the fires bigger, but now Gazrot could see the strange peaked hat of Da Genrul approaching in the midst of a big knot of Blood Axes, accompanied by the Killa Kan he called ‘Sarge’, which followed him around with that ridiculous captured humie in a cage on its back. A rumble of engines and the stink of badly refined fuel smoke announced the arrival of Zagnob Thundaskuzz, resplendent on the back of his Deffkilla wartrike, and at the head of a veritable host of bikers.

			Good. Let them all come. Let them see the might of the Great Goresnappa, Da Snakebitten, the ork who led them here. Let them be reminded who was in charge, and whose boot would be kicking their arse if anyone thought they fancied being warboss.

			His own Snakebites were flooding in now, too: they didn’t outnumber the other clans in his Waaagh!, but they were certainly the most numerous of any one faction. And of course, a truly great warboss didn’t just have one clan behind him, he had many. They were all here, Bad Moons, Deathskulls and all, even a few freebooters hanging around the edges, but this was the main core of his force. Goffs for the really close-in fighting, Evil Sunz for the quick stuff, Blood Axes when you needed a sneaky git, and Snakebites to hold it all together: proper orks; true orks; orks you could rely on not to forget about the old ways, and how Gork and Mork wanted things done.

			Still, for all the fact that Snakebites were undoubtedly the best clan, and that the war beasts his particular part of it bred were the biggest and stompiest around, there was something to be said for a bit of teknology now and then. No one had ever before seen a squiggoth the size of Tankbreaka, Gazrot’s personal mount, but even that massive creature was dwarfed by the Mega-Gargant in front of which Gazrot was currently standing – Da Kroolfang. It somehow seemed even bigger than the massive human city, because that was just a thing, and things could be as big as they were: a planet was a thing, and no one would blink at that. The Gargant, however, was a giant effigy of Gork (or possibly Mork), and was shaped accordingly, with huge eyes that could fire energy beams, a gigantic bitey jaw, arms of death-dealing weapons, and a massive body which housed not only the infamous belly gun, but could also transport a whole host of boyz right into the thick of the fight, assuming any enemies were foolish enough to get close to such a gigantic machine of destruction. It was utterly titanic.

			Gazrot had no doubt that some orks wouldn’t like to stand directly in front of such a monstrous war machine, in case it made them look small by comparison. Gazrot had no such compunctions. He told the zoggin’ thing what to do, where to go, and what to stomp: that made him the most powerful ork around. So far as he was concerned, the sheer size of the Gargant made him look bigger.

			He flicked his shouty box again, and the resulting squeal-edged thud drew everyone’s attention to him.

			‘ALRIGHT, LISSEN UP!’ he bellowed, and the shouty box amplified his voice so magnificently that it was as though he were shouting directly into the ear of every ork present: every warboss’ heartfelt desire. ‘Now, I told ya all wot was gonna happen ’ere, right? We was gonna come down, give all da humies a right good kickin’, and take all dere stuff! An’ we did it, didn’t we?’

			His words drew a mighty roar of approval from the assembled orks. Out of the corner of his eye, Gazrot saw the crooked staff of Old Morgrub approaching, belting other orks on the head to get them out of his way. The weirdboy was the Waaagh!’s most senior warphead, at least so far as these things could be determined. He certainly seemed a little more grounded than a lot of the rest, although that was a bit like saying that one trampla squig smelled better than most of the others. Still, Morgrub had enough control over the power that built up within him to not explode too many heads by accident, and although sometimes he made less sense than a squig that had fallen in the fungus beer, he was capable of providing decent advice every now and then. Gazrot knew that his big bosses weren’t fans of Morgrub’s rantings, but that was just further evidence that, unlike Snakebites, they’d forgotten the ways of Gork and Mork.

			‘So now we got just one more fing to do,’ Gazrot continued, as Morgrub finally clobbered his way to the front of the packed ranks of orkish faces, all lit up by the roaring flames. ‘One more bunch of humies to stomp, and den all dis planet’s ours!’

			That brought some cheers as well, but also some grumbling, because no more humies meant no more fighting. Well, actually it didn’t mean that at all, because any ork could pick a fight with any other ork for just about any reason, including because both of them happened to want a fight, but that was just scrapping. That wasn’t the full-throated bloodlust of the Waaagh!, where the orks all banded together and showed the other species in the galaxy exactly why they were the very best. A scrap was fun, without question, but it wasn’t quite the same thing as charging into battle with the thunder of guns as your heartbeat, your mates beside you, and getting covered in someone else’s blood, or ichor, or whatever turned out to be inside when you hit ’em.

			‘Once we’re done ’ere, we’ll get ourselves sorted out an’ back onto da ships, den go an’ find some uvver place to conquer!’ Gazrot bellowed, to reassure his ladz. ‘Dis ain’t da end of the Waaagh!! Dis ain’t even da beginnin’ of da end! It might be da end of da…’

			He tailed off, because Old Morgrub was looking upwards with a strangely intent expression on his scarred, leathery face. Normally it took a lot to throw Gazrot off his stride, but there was something about the warphead’s sheer focus that made him uneasy. Still not quite sure why he was doing it, and heedless of the impact such uncertainty would have on his standing amongst his boyz, he too turned and looked upwards to see what Morgrub was staring at.
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