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

			Yet, He is a rotting carcass, the Carrion Lord of the Imperium held in life by marvels from the Dark Age of Technology and the thousand souls sacrificed each day so that 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 cruellest 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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			CHAPTER 1

			 


			Redsnot was fairly certain Runtherd Killaskun was dead.

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

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

			‘Boss?’

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

			They were thinking. That was bad. 

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

			‘Boss?’

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

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

			Or turn on him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			And where would that leave him? 

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

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

			‘Migiz!’ he snapped. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Redsnot leant closer. ‘Well den?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Wot next?’ he said.

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

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

			‘Yeah?’

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

			The stupid git. 

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

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

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

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

			Aye, with such troops.

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

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

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

			‘Commissar Marvarry. His Eyes Find You.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Priest?’

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

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

			‘As do all his servants.’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘You know this building too, yes?’

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			 


			‘Wot are yoo gits doin’?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Migiz?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘So it’s a god? Like Mork?’

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

			Migiz grinned. ‘Like Da Red Gobbo?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Ya found a way out?’

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

			‘Stinks like wot?’

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

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

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

			‘Yoo ain’t gettin’ my gun.’

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

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

			‘No.’

			‘It ate Dripit? Twice?’

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

			Redsnot followed the runt’s gaze. He swore.

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

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

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

			Redsnot suddenly found his words.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			There was snickering from somewhere.

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

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

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

			Upio knew Commissar Marvarry disliked him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			All except Gristle. 

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

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

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Hello? Who goes there?’

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

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

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

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

			‘Hello?’

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

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

			He ripped back the curtain, raising his blasta.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Life had changed rather drastically since those days. 

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

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

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

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

			‘You sure? How many?’

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

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

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

			A creature was staring right at him. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Did you get him?’ Upio asked.

			‘Can’t see. Too much smoke.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘But with traitors at the gate?’

			‘Ya might say that.’

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

			Redsnot frowned. ‘Ya think ya can fight?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Your soldiers, ratling?’

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

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

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

			‘Yeah? And wot is dat?’

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

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			And the wood began to crack. 

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

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

			‘He’s scrawny.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Oh yeah? Wot loot?’

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

			‘Like wot?’

			 ‘A way we can escape, for one.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘Err… boss?’

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

			‘Wot?’ they said, together.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘You must have faith,’ Upio replied, pointing his blade at Gristle. ‘Look at him. Shot and bleeding out one minute, and now he’s tearing through the door like it was made of… well, wood, I guess, but soft wood. Softer than it is anyway.’

			‘I’m not gonna make it. Can you…?’

			‘What?’

			‘Stitch me up?’

			‘Ah,’ Upio sighed. ‘I would, my friend, I really would. But it’s not really the Dark Gods’ way. You need to stand on your own.’

			‘Easy for you to say.’

			‘What? You lost your arm, not your leg. I’m missing an eye, but you don’t hear me whining.’

			‘Is it healing? Do you think the gods will restore it?’

			‘Yeah,’ Upio lied. ‘I see clearer than ever. It’s a matter of faith.’

			Glong nodded, gritting his teeth and lurching to his feet. His hand slipped from his stump of a shoulder, perhaps hoping to see a nascent limb, but all that emerged was a spurt of arterial blood. Glong hastily clamped his hand back over it. Still, he staggered closer to the door, upon which Gristle continued to vent his fury. 

			‘We’re going to tear you apart, you hear me?’ Glong spat. ‘Praise to the Dark Gods! Death to the False Emperor!’ 

			The other cultists cheered at his words. All but Gristle. He drove his misshapen shoulder into the wood. It looked ready to give at any moment.

			‘You hear me?’ Glong continued, managing a stumbling step closer. ‘We are the Sons of Lorgar! We know the truth and we embrace it. We became it! The God-Emperor is a lie, just like this damn church. And together, as one, we will drag it down stone by stone! We will debase each icon, despoil each sacred text! For we are united by our faith! We are one, and no–’

			Gristle spun suddenly, seizing Glong by leg and wrist. There was barely time for a scream before he was slammed into the wood, bones shattering on impact. Twice more Gristle struck, using the bloodied mess like a hammer. At the third strike the hinges finally gave way, collapsing with a thunderous crash. 

			They were in.

			Gristle cast the body aside, lunging forward on all fours, the cultists flooding in behind him. Upio hurried along with them, stepping over the body of his former friend. 

			Bad luck, Glong. 

			Redsnot was halfway up the ladder when he heard the hinges of the doors finally give. He glanced round just in time to see them crash down, flattening a couple of smaller grots still squabbling over the severed arm.

			The creature that bounded through the shattered frame bore scant resemblance to anything human. Its size and slumped posture was closer to that of an ork, and a big one at that. But it had too many eyes to count, and at least three vestigial limbs dangling from its torso. The forelimbs were swollen with power, ending in bony, bladed protrusions, and its many mouths were large enough to swallow a grot whole. Not that it needed to. The nearest trio, too terrified to flee, were bisected by a sweep of its claw, before the creature’s snout was thrust into the torn remains, wolfing down chunks of raw meat as the remaining grots ran.

			Redsnot did not linger to enjoy the spectacle. He clambered upwards, vaulting over the balcony and squeezing off a couple of shots from his blasta at the humies now pouring through the doorway. The range was too great for an accurate shot, but in his experience the most important part of a firefight was making enough noise that the enemy was encouraged to keep their head down and not fire back. 

			Behind him, the priest was stumbling to and fro, confused by the thunder of bullets. Below, Gitzit had vaulted onto one of the attackers’ shoulders, his knife opening the man’s throat before he vanished into the shadows. But more humies were coming. More than they could stop.

			‘Migiz!’ Redsnot screeched, running his blade along the row of pipes, the sound vaguely reminiscent of an organ. ‘Migiz!’

			The small grot burst from one of the valves, dazzled by the sound.

			‘Wot is it?’ he murmured, but Redsnot seized him by the throat, dragging the grot clear. 

			‘Migiz, da pipes. Can ya get da fuel runnin’?’ 

			‘Wot?’ 

			‘Pipes! It comes from below, yeah?’

			Migiz nodded.

			‘Flood da lower level. Got it? But only a little, and for Mork’s sake don’t leave it runnin’.’

			The grot barely had time to nod before Redsnot shoved him back into the pipe, turning and facing the scene below. The humies were still pouring through the shattered door, but their pace slowed as they navigated the broken pews and general detritus. Most of the grots had scrambled up the ladders, waiting at the top with knives and blastas. The attackers must have realised this, for they headed for the stairs beside the altar. 

			All except the terrible beast that led the charge. It had already slain and devoured half a dozen grots, its myriad mouths crunching the last of their bones as numerous nostrils quivered, and now it surveyed the room. The other humies were keeping their distance from its bloodied claws. Still, it was far too big for the ladders, and lacked even hands. At least that meant it was confined to–

			The creature bounded forward and leapt, its claws piercing the stone walls. It began climbing. Not fast, but not slow either. There was a horrible inevitability in its advance, like the changing of a season, and it was heading right for him.

			Redsnot fired his blasta, the shot tearing a lump from its shoulder. The creature barely slowed, the wound knitting into yet another eyeball. 

			‘Zog it,’ he swore, glancing to the priest. ‘Oi! This place have any weapons? Something with a bit of dakka?’

			‘What? No…’ the priest replied. ‘We revere only the sacred relics of Sanguinius.’

			‘Well, it’s a shame he didn’t have a gun or something.’

			‘Your lack of faith is regrettable, though not unexpected,’ the priest replied coldly. His arm swept in a vague gesture, encompassing the church, before finding the glassaic window set above the altar, its light visible even to his faded eyes. ‘Our salvation lies in a power beyond us. Look to the Bloody Angel! On his wings shall we receive deliverance!’

			Redsnot tore his gaze from the advancing monstrosity, taking in the window opposite, where the image of a winged figure in crimson armour soared above the ranks of the wretched. 

			‘Yeah, dat will be a big help,’ he sighed.

			Except… there was a shadow right in the centre of the pane. Small. Insignificant. But growing larger.

			A figure burst through the glass. It moved too fast to see, a crimson blur soaring on wings of flame. There was a muffled crack, like a gunshot, and the beast clambering up the wall fell, its grip dislodged by the shot. It landed hard, momentarily stunned. The stone floor glistened around it. The winged figure veered past, soaring inches from Redsnot’s nose, before slamming into a pair of bookshelves and disappearing under the weight of the volumes. 

			Migiz burst from the pipe beside Redsnot.

			‘Sprung a leak, boss,’ he said. ‘Stinks pretty bad down dere.’

			‘Yeah?’ Redsnot grinned. ‘It’s about to smell worse.’

			He aimed his gun, not at the creature, but the stone floor beneath him.

			‘Oi! Ugly!’ he said, grinning as the warped creature glared up at him through many eyes. ‘Eat dis.’

			The gunshot struck the floor, and the spark that followed did its job. The beast erupted in an inferno, the flames spreading from it and consuming the lower level of the church. The broken pews and shattered door burst into flame, as did the humies. As their robes caught they fled towards the doorway. A couple tried to clamber onto the ladders, but were set upon by the grots.

			‘What is happening?’ the priest wailed. ‘I smell smoke. By His blade, you are destroying everything!’ 

			‘Nah. That’d be the fire,’ Redsnot said, smiling as he enjoyed the blaze. It had now spread across the lower levels, stretching from altar to entrance. There was something soothing about fire. The other grots were also intent on the flickering flames. Even Gitzit was momentarily transfixed by the scene, barely smirking when the grot standing beside him overbalanced and tumbled into the conflagration. 

			‘Fire?’ the priest wailed. ‘But it will destroy Sanguinius’ sacred relics!’

			Such a killjoy. Still, the humie had a point. Not about the relics, but the flames did seem intent on creeping towards the upper floors. There was little wood on which to find purchase, but Redsnot had committed enough arson in his time to know that fire had an unfortunate habit of taking the initiative. And there were a lot of books up there.

			He glanced to Migiz, who was still sitting in the pipe.

			‘Oi!’ he said. ‘’Ave ya turned off da flow?’

			‘Wot?’ The grot blinked, trying to return Redsnot’s glare, though his gaze kept creeping towards the inferno below.

			‘Is dere still fuel pumpin’?’

			‘Err… Nah…’ Migiz replied, his gaze darting in every direction yet somehow never making eye contact. 

			‘Sort it out. Uvverwise we’re all gonna burn.’

			‘But dis pipe is gettin’ hot!’

			‘All da more reason to hurry,’ Redsnot murmured, his focus shifting to the fallen bookshelves. The tomes lay scattered across the walkway, but something was moving beneath them.

			His gaze skittered back to the broken window. The great wings were still visible, though in place of the angelic figure there was only shattered glass. He frowned. It couldn’t be Da Angel. 

			Well, he supposed it could be. The humies had all kinds of strange beliefs and customs. The priest had been going on about this Sanguinius fellow as being some kind of saviour. Maybe this really was him. Maybe he had come to defend his people in their time of need.

			That might be a problem. 

			Redsnot hefted his blasta, taking aim at the fallen bookcases. Best it was taken care of, before anyone started swinging a flaming sword. He watched intently. 

			Movement. A flash of red. He fired, the shot ricocheting from a heavily embossed tome.

			‘Oi, ya git! Zog off!’

			The voice didn’t belong to a humie. 

			Redsnot frowned, lowering his blasta a shade as a fist emerged from the mound of books. There was no mistaking the green skin. Had one of the runts somehow got outside the building? Launched a surprise attack? That showed a worrying level of initiative. Maybe he should take the shot, claim his gun misfired.

			But the other grots were sidling over, intrigued by the muffled cursing. Redsnot slid his blasta back into a concealed pocket as a crimson-clad figure emerged from the fallen books. He wasn’t tall exactly, but the way he stood made him seem big, bigger than even Gitzit. Perhaps it was his mirrored goggles, or the slightly scorched greatcoat and hat. Or maybe it was that curious blasta he held. It had a long barrel, closer to the sniper weapons employed by those pointy-eared Asuryani, but before Redsnot could fully inspect it the weapon collapsed, its stock folding and scope detaching as it disappeared into the folds of the greatcoat.

			The crimson-clad grot unclipped his rokkit pack, dusting himself off before glancing to the grots, as though seeing them for the first time. Most of their mouths hung slack, even Gitzit staring in silent wonder.

			No. It couldn’t be. Redsnot refused to accept it, even as the interloper reached into his greatcoat, retrieving a pointed staff topped with a pair of humie skulls. It was small, unassuming compared to an ork weapon, but every grot recognised it instantly. Da Icon of da Revolushun.

			But that was impossible. He wasn’t real, just a story weedy runts told to make themselves feel better after a particularly bad kickin’.

			Beside him, Migiz’s head burst from the pipe. The tip of his ear was slightly on fire, but he seemed not to notice, his gaze intent on the figure in red.

			‘It’s ’im,’ he whispered. ‘He came to save us, just like I knew he would!

			‘It’s Da Red Gobbo!’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			 


			Traitor Commissar Marvarry frowned, squinting at the freshly anointed edifice to the Dark Gods. It was intended to be mounted on the church as a symbol of their power, and it certainly looked suitably macabre – the eight-pointed star was constructed from ligament-bound thigh bones. There had been insufficient materials to complete the work, until one of the cultists was forcefully volunteered into making a donation. As recompense, his skull had been mounted on the apex of the symbol.

			Maybe that was what bothered him. 

			It looked misaligned. Frankly, so did a couple of the arms of the eight-pointed star. Did that matter? Marvarry was still accustomed to the mores of the Imperium, where an iconographer who made such an error would be sanctioned and possibly executed. But he was free of that now, and surely his new masters had greater concerns than whether the leftmost point kept sagging? 

			He wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. It was hot and hard to concentrate, and his gaze kept flicking to the burgeoning dust cloud on the horizon. It was most likely a nascent sandstorm, but there was the possibility it represented armoured vehicles approaching. Reinforcements. Hopefully. 

			He shook his head, suppressing his rising anxiety. Of course it would be fellow worshippers of the Dark Gods. Did he not have their favour? He could feel their presence even now, emboldened by the symbol. The very air tasted like the flames of their wrath, and there was a shadow to the air, a dark mist that–

			‘Commissar Marvarry!’

			He stiffened at the sound, spinning on his heel, bolt pistol drawn.

			Smoke. The air was choked with it, the fumes billowing from the church. There were flames beyond its shattered doors, and from them burst the remnants of the first wave of cultists. They too were alight, but hurled themselves into the sands, rolling in a desperate attempt to smother the flames. The first few, those fastest or closest to the entrance, were able to douse them. The stragglers were less fortunate, their bodies lying where they fell.

			For the first time since his fall, Marvarry found himself lost for words. How in the Dark Gods’ name had it come to this? Torching the church was the very thing they had been instructed not to do. 

			He should execute them. One of them anyway, just to focus the others’ minds. But his bolt pistol only had a few rounds left. 

			He glanced to the cultist beside him, who until moments before had been assisting with the star’s construction.

			‘Give me your pistol, Guardsman.’

			The cultist frowned. ‘Guardsman? Sir, I never served.’

			‘Just give me the damn pistol!’

			‘Sir!’ the man replied, scrabbling for the weapon. It took an age for him to finally retrieve it, and Marvarry was half tempted to blow his head off as an example to the others. Then again, that might discourage the next cultist from handing over their weapon. Instead, he picked off one of the stragglers, choosing an individual who was still screaming but seemed on the cusp of expiring. No point wasting another body for the meat grinder. 

			‘Sons of Lorgar!’ he roared. ‘Get on your thrice-cursed feet! Why in the Dark Gods’ name did you set fire to the church?’

			He seized the nearest trooper, dragging the man upright. He at least looked suitably terrified, though it was hard to tell when his face was plastered with blood. He was missing an eye too, the wound fresh. He’d seen combat, then. That was something.

			‘Where is Gristle?’ Marvarry bellowed. 

			‘He… he became something else. I thought he was dead, but he got up. But what rose was all mouths and teeth. He killed Glong, sir, swung him like a hammer. But that was back when he had arms. By the end he was just a sack of flesh and teeth and eyes that wouldn’t–’ 

			Marvarry hammered the butt of the pistol into the man’s face. It made a pleasing crack, which was followed by an even more enjoyable moment of near silence, soiled only by the cultist’s whimpering.

			He pushed past the man, surveying the smoke-wreathed church.

			Imbeciles. 

			‘Burn the church?’ he murmured, glancing to his followers. ‘Is that what I said? I seem to recall my instructions were to breach the gate and take the priest alive. I do not think I stuttered. So, did you misunderstand my orders, or did you just choose to disobey me? Please tell me, because when I execute you, I want to know whether it’s for incompetence or treachery.’

			‘It was the orks, sir!’

			He glanced to the one-eyed cultist still clutching his bleeding nose. 

			‘Orks?’ Marvarry frowned. ‘Those beasts are holed up here?’

			‘Yes, sir. They started the blaze to repel us.’

			‘Unlikely,’ Marvarry snarled. ‘They lack such tactical wit.’

			Still, he knew from experience orks enjoyed setting fires. It was not unreasonable to assume they had accidentally set the building alight whilst attempting to burn the cultists.

			‘How many?’ he barked.

			‘I don’t know. A swarm of them. Too many to count.’

			Marvarry swore. Orks. He’d faced them on the battlefield, back before his enlightenment. They were brutish, powerful foes, none too bright, but more than capable of tearing his followers apart. A frontal assault against such creatures would be unlikely to succeed. He would need to out-think them.

			‘We’ll need to flush them out,’ Marvarry murmured, turning to his followers. ‘Patch up those who can still fight. Release the others into the Dark Gods’ mercies. We need to reorganise, mount another offensive. Did any of the leaders survive? Where is that idiot Upio? I’ll butcher him for this!’

			His gaze fell on the one-eyed cultist. 

			‘Err… He must be dead, sir,’ the man replied. 

			‘Then you will lead the next assault.’

			‘Me, sir?’

			‘Yes. I have something more important to attend to. Something that will ensure our victory,’ he replied, turning back to the bone-spun edifice. Clearly his instincts had been correct – something was amiss with the design, and their success depended on him fixing it.

			Why else could his crusade be beset with such poor fortune?

			‘Is you lot proud of yerselves, den?’

			Da Red Gobbo shook his head sadly, regarding each grot in turn. Most shrunk beneath his glare, though Migiz beamed like a prized squig-hound. Only Gitzit and Redsnot held his gaze, and even then they had to look away first. It was those snazzy goggles. It made it hard to tell where he was looking. All each grot could see was their own reflection, any treachery laid bare across their face. It was very disconcerting. 

			‘Yoo had a sweet deal ’ere,’ Da Gobbo said, encompassing the church with a sweep of his sceptre. ‘Could have really dug in. Made it a defftrap. But no, ya behave like a bunch of runts. Can’t get anyfing done unless a boss is whippin’ ya.’

			 He glanced around theatrically, his hand shielding his eyes from some imagined glare. 

			‘Where is ya boss?’ he said. 

			‘Dead,’ Gitzit replied.

			‘Wot a pity. Did da mutie creature get ’im?’

			‘Nah. Got shot in da ’ead.’

			‘And wivout ’im yoo lot fell apart.’

			‘We did all right,’ Gitzit said, glowering.

			‘Did ya?’ Da Gobbo asked. ‘Seems to me ya blew a hole in da door, ran around like a bunch of headless squigs and den set fire to da place. Did I miss anyfing?’

			The grots shuffled their feet.

			‘Didn’t fink so.’ Da Gobbo grinned. ‘For one fing, I never miss. Shame da same can’t be said for yoo lot. I saw lots of bullets squandered. Some fired at each uvver, some fired at da humies. A few of ya probably managed to shoot yerselves. All dat ammo wasted. Tell me, any of ya got anyfing left?’

			No grot raised his hand. Not that it meant much. Redsnot still had a few rounds but he certainly wasn’t going to admit to it. 

			‘Ya know why ya squandered so much?’ the Red Gobbo continued. ‘Because ya can’t fink straight unless da boss is threatenin’ ya. Well, good news, my little runts, dere is an army of filthy mutie humans out dere who want to take dis place and slaughter everyfing within. And if yoo’re expectin’ help from da orks, ya can forget it. Dey ran away. Dey wouldn’t call it that, dey’d say dey were chasin’ somefing, or only ran so dey could come back and ’ave anuvver go. But dat’s because orks is stupid. We know wot runnin’ away is, don’t we?’

			They nodded. There was no shame in running for a grot. Indeed, the ability to run away quickly was a vital skill for advancement, as most grots rose through the ranks primarily for their demonstrative ability not to have died yet. 

			‘It comes down to dis,’ Da Red Gobbo said, glancing to each grot in turn. ‘Yoo can run around like a bunch of hungry squigs, gettin’ in each uvver’s way and wastin’ wotever ya have until da humies kill ya. Or, ya can work togevva. One grot is weak. But ten grots? Twenty? A thousand? Dat is strength, a thousand times da strength of a single grot.’

			The grots were hushed now, and not just because of Da Red Gobbo’s cavalier use of multiplication. There was something in his voice. A little like an ork, except orks shouted and bellowed. But his was quiet, crafty, and carried a quality with it. Hope, maybe, or perhaps his words were just a valve, releasing resentments long felt but previously unvoiced. 

			They all felt it. All but the priest. 

			‘You… You’re not ratlings! What in His name are you?’

			He had somehow found his voice. The grots had forgotten about him in the chaos. They looked up at the sound, and Redsnot thanked Mork that none of them spoke humie.

			‘Shut it!’ Redsnot hissed, before grinning at the other grots. ‘Don’t mind ’im, he’s just beggin’ for his life.’

			‘Is dat right?’ said Da Red Gobbo.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Interestin’,’ Da Red Gobbo said,  smiling. ‘Is dis supposed to be yer slave, den?’

			‘I captured ’im. Defeated ’im.’

			‘A half-blind old humie? Impressive.’

			‘He knows stuff. Secrets. He’s useful. A leader.’

			‘Ah. Yoo decided to make ’im yer new boss, den?’ Da Red Gobbo asked. 

			There were horrified gasps from the grots, and Gitzit was grinning unpleasantly. Usually, they were quite accepting of toadying. Like lies and treachery, it was a necessary part of life. But taking a humie as a boss? It was unthinkable, a betrayal of everything it meant to be a grot. 

			‘I is his boss,’ Redsnot snapped, jabbing a finger at the priest.

			‘Is dat right?’ Da Red Gobbo repeated, glancing to the old man. He cleared his throat. ‘Excuse me, your ’oliness?’ he said, in near-faultless humie. ‘Might I enquire as to whose servant you is?’

			The priest’s head snapped about at the sound.

			‘Why, I am a servant of the Archangel Sanguinius, primarch of the Blood Angels, favoured son of the God-Emperor Himself!’

			‘I see,’ Da Red Gobbo said, nodding. ‘Not Redsnot, then?’

			‘What?’

			‘You’re not Redsnot’s servant?’ he said, pointing to the grot. ‘Do you clean his guns? Pick off his parasites? Chew his food for him? That sort of thing?’

			‘Are you mad? I am a priest, above such lowly tasks. Who are you anyway?’

			‘Priest?’ Da Red Gobbo said, turning to the rest of the mob. ‘Any of yoo gits know wot a priest is?’

			There was much shaking of heads and picking of ears.

			‘Well, it’s a kind of boss,’ Da Red Gobbo said. ‘And I don’t much care for bosses.’

			He spun, his greatcoat sweeping open, that curious fold-up rifle already clicking together in his hands. He fired, seemingly without aiming. The shot took the priest straight in the chest, spraying the wall behind him crimson. The recoil knocked Da Gobbo a couple of steps back. He winced as though in pain, but recovered quickly, grinning.

			‘No bosses,’ he warned, before turning to the grots. ‘Now, we need to lock dis place down and put out dat damn fire. Fink ya can handle dat?’

			‘Yes, boss!’ Migiz said. Da Red Gobbo rounded on him.

			‘Wot did ya call me?’

			Migiz hesitated, ears flattening. ‘Err… Boss?’ he offered hopefully.

			‘I ain’t yer boss,’ Da Gobbo spat. ‘When Da Revolushun comes dere will be no runts and no bosses. Only servants to Da Cause. Comrades in arms. Ya get it?’

			Migiz nodded so hard his neck almost snapped.

			‘Right, den listen, little ’un,’ Da Red Gobbo said, adopting a kindlier tone. ‘Woz it yoo who turned on da fuel pipes?’

			‘Yes, bo… Yes, I did dat.’

			Da Gobbo grinned a sickle smile. ‘Well den yoo is in charge of findin’ an escape route. Follow da pipes, see if dere is a run-off or somefing. Make a map in yer head, or if dat’s too ’ard, scratch one down on yer arm. We might need to blow dis place, and if we do den we need a way out. Got it?’

			‘Got it. Find a way out and blow dis place.’ Migiz saluted, before scurrying up the pipe. 

			Da Gobbo then turned his gaze to Gitzit.

			‘Yoo, da big ’un,’ he said. ‘I ’eard yoo took da runtherd’s slugga?’

			Gitzit glared back. ‘Wot if I did?’

			‘If ya did, den ya got a strong pair of arms and a fearless heart. Bet ya can handle a scrap.’

			‘I can. Betta dan da rest of dese gitz.’

			‘Den yoo are in charge of keepin’ da humies out. Dey might be stupid, but dey’ll not give up. Dey will try and cut a way in, or climb in, or wotever. Go keep an eye on dem, make dere life harder. Take a few of da tougher lads wiv ya.’

			Gitzit’s head tilted. He was thinking, perhaps sizing up his opponent. Redsnot crossed his fingers, praying to Mork that the two would come to blows. Gitzit certainly seemed the larger, though with Da Gobbo’s padded greatcoat and peaked cap it was difficult to discern his stature.

			But then Gitzit’s face split into a wicked smile. ‘’Bout time,’ he said. ‘Yoo three. Move yer arses.’

			Da Red Gobbo turned to the remaining grots.

			‘Listen den,’ he said. ‘We need to put dat fire out, but we also need to plug dat door. Wiv no more fuel, da flames will die, and den dey can pour in. We ’ave to build a barricade, and if dey breach it, we need a second line of defence. Get to it, ya gits!’ 

			The grots hurried to obey. All except Redsnot. He found his gaze lingering on the dead priest and the bullet hole in his chest, marvelling at the damage Da Gobbo’s rifle had done.

			‘Why is yoo standin’ around?’

			He turned to find Da Red Gobbo watching him, his shoota slung over his shoulder.

			‘Wot’re ya waitin’ for?’ he said. ‘Get to work.’

			‘Is dat an order, den?’ Redsnot asked. ‘Cos ya just gave a pretty speech about how dere should be no more bosses.’

			‘And I meant it,’ Da Red Gobbo said with a grin. ‘Grots should only serve Da Cause. Da Revolushun.’

			As he spoke he unclicked the rifle, securing it within the folds of his greatcoat.

			‘And how are we supposed to do dat?’

			‘Dat’s easy. Yoo listen to Da Revolushunary Kommittee. Or, in dis case, its appointed representative.’

			‘And dat’s yoo?’

			‘Yeah. It is.’

			‘And wot if a grot chose not to obey Da Kommittee?’

			‘Hmm,’ Da Gobbo said, frowning. ‘Well, if dat were da case, I suppose an appointed representative of Da Kommittee would need to take appropriate action.’ He raised his hand, index finger extended like a pistol, aiming it squarely at Redsnot’s chest. 

			‘Ya fink yoo is a good enough shot?’

			‘Wiv dis shoota?’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Oh yeah. I could pick ya off from a mile away, completely hidden. If I wanted.’

			‘Looks powerful, too,’ Redsnot said, nodding to the priest. ‘At least, powerful enuff to splatter a humie. Wonder how it would stand up to somefing tougher.’

			Da Gobbo didn’t reply immediately. His expression was hidden by his goggles.

			‘Ya know wot I fink?’ he said eventually. ‘I fink ya believe yoo is a clever grot. Well, go and use yer cleverness to make sure dem gits are doin’ dere job.’

			‘And wot will you do?’

			‘I’ll keep an eye on fings. Overseein’,’ Da Red Gobbo replied. ‘I’ll be watching yoo especially closely. Da Kommittee always keeps an eye on grots who fink dey is clever.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			 


			Upio wiped his hands on his shirt before tightening his grip on his autogun. It was a proper weapon, one that did not require him to get too close to his target. That was good, though having to prise it from the hands of a dead cultist was less so. It still stank of burnt flesh. Still, that might count as a blessing. His survival certainly did, for he had chosen to hang back when they entered the church, guard the rear from retaliation. That was why he had been able to flee. Perhaps the gods had inspired or blessed him. Sometimes it was hard to discern their intentions. Losing his eye had seemed a setback, but the injury and blood marring his face concealed his identity from Marvarry, once again saving his life from the irascible commissar. 

			Maybe he was blessed. 

			Ahead, smoke still billowed from the doorway, though he thought the flames had lessened. But he could still feel the heat, particularly on the burnt flesh of his legs. Around him the cultists had slowed, each now seeking to bring up the rear. He knew he should urge them on, threaten any who disobeyed. But there were many of them and one of him.

			They came to a collective halt scant feet from the door.

			‘Sir?’ one of the cultists eventually asked. 

			Upio glared at him. Or tried to. An intimidating glare didn’t come naturally to him, though he supposed the bloodied eye socket helped.

			‘Out with it!’ he snapped, deepening his voice. 

			‘What do we do, sir?’

			He did not reply, intent on the doorway. Flames still danced, their tips tinged blue. He remembered them clawing at his skin, the burning as he–

			‘Ladders,’ he said, turning to the group. ‘They want us to try and come through the entrance. Probably have some trap planned. But we’re smarter than orks. We use ladders, catch them off guard. Half the windows are broken anyway, and the others won’t withstand a few rounds from the autoguns. The smoke will mask us, and we can hit them on all sides. Get the drop on them.’

			He smiled to himself. Ladders. Such a simple plan, but one that none of the others had the foresight to consider. He should have spoken up before, but he was intimidated then, believing Gristle was some emissary of the Dark Gods. He knew better now – that sack of flesh had been nothing more than a tool, a means to breach the gate.

			Ladders. So simple, yet so ingenious. 

			‘Sir?’

			The cultists were staring at him.

			‘What? You heard me.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the nearest said, nodding. ‘But the thing is… where do we get them?’

			‘Get them?’

			‘The ladders.’

			Upio frowned, turning this way and that. Around lay only desert and the ruins of war. 

			‘Make some,’ he snapped. ‘Find rope and beam, strut and string. There must be enough materials amidst this detritus.’

			They exchanged glances, not wholly convinced. 

			‘Or I suppose we could follow Marvarry’s example,’ Upio added, nodding to the eight-pointed star. ‘Bone should be strong enough to support our weight, and sinew enough to bind it. Would anyone like to volunteer to be the first rung?’

			That did it. At once they raced to action, scrabbling through the surroundings debris. He called to the closest pair.

			‘You two, guard the entrance. I don’t want the greenskins planning something sneaky. They got the drop on us last time, but it won’t happen again.’

			‘I dunno about dis.’

			‘Wot is yoo, an idiot? We smother da fire. Fire don’t burn under sand. Even da dimmest grot knows dat.’ 

			Figit considered this. Wirgiz had a point. He’d never seen a fire burning beneath a desert, so it stood to reason that smothering the fire would kill it. And they had found a ready supply of sand. The humies had bags of the stuff stored on the upper level. It smelled odd, like old trees, but it would do the job. 

			Yet he felt a flicker of uncertainty deep in his gut, and Figit was a grot who trusted his gut. And his fear, come to that, for fear was core to a grot’s wellbeing. Fear of the orks, fear of the enemy, fear of other grots, and fear of being isolated from other grots. He wasn’t quite sure what his gut was telling him now. But each time he glanced at the blaze below he felt a little twinge in his belly. An urge to run.

			‘I fink da fires are dyin’ down a bit,’ he said. ‘Maybe we should just wait a little, see if it sorts itself out.’

			‘Yoo‘re soft,’ Wirgiz sneered. ‘We woz told to put da fire out. Da Gobbo told us.’

			‘But yoo love fire.’

			‘Yeah, I do,’ Wirgiz conceded with a wistful sigh. ‘But we has orders.’

			‘I thought Da Gobbo said dere were no more bosses?’

			‘Dis isn’t an order from a boss. Dis is Da Revolushun.’

			Figit frowned, struggling to follow. ‘So Da Revolushun is givin’ us orders?’

			‘Nah, you idiot! Dontcha get it? Da Kommittee decides on da plan, and Da Gobbo tells us wot we need to do.’

			‘Still sounds like orders.’

			‘Yeah,’ Wirgiz said. ‘How about a threat instead? If ya don’t shut up and stop bein’ such a feckless git, I’ll cut off yer ears and feed dem to ya. Is dat better?’

			‘Little bit,’ Figit said, nodding. Threats were familiar, calming. He was still struggling with the Revolushun idea. It shook many core tenets of his belief system. Being threatened at least meant he knew who to be most afraid of. He needed that, otherwise he’d never sleep at night. 

			‘Wot is yoo two doin’?’

			Figit glanced round to see a sour-faced Redsnot glaring down at them. He shrank beneath his glare, but Wirgiz rose to his feet.

			‘Oh look, it’s da humie lover,’ he said. ‘Wot is yoo doin’ ’ere? Run out of humies to bow to?’

			‘I woz checkin’ up on yoo,’ Redsnot replied, inspecting the bags. ‘Wot is dis den?’

			‘Dis is us takin’ care of da problem,’ Wirgiz replied. ‘We is gonna smother da fire, just like Da Gobbo said. We is gonna get dese bags of humie sand, raise ’em up wiv da pulley and den dump ’em on da fire.’

			Redsnot glanced from the pair of grots to the bags. He ran his finger inside, inspecting the residue.

			‘Sawdust,’ he murmured. ‘Ya plan to throw sawdust on da fire?’

			‘Yeah! And dontcha try and take any credit! Dis is my plan!’

			‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Redsnot replied, crossing his hand over his chest. ‘In fact, how ’bout I send Da Red Gobbo over? Yoo can show ’im yer plan. Bet he’ll be impressed.’

			‘Yeah,’ Wirgiz replied, narrowing his eyes to slits. ‘Why is dat den?’

			‘Because it is such a clever plan,’ Redsnot replied. ‘And even though I didn’t fink of it, if I show it to Da Gobbo, at least he will know I can recognise a great idea when I see one.’

			‘All right den,’ Wirgiz said, reaching for the rope. 

			‘Wait!’ Redsnot said. ‘Not yet. If ya do it now, someone else might get da credit for yer plan. Hold off and I’ll send Da Gobbo over, tell ’im we have a problem. Den, when he gets ’ere, just let rip. Don’t even waste time talkin’ about da plan. Just unleash da sandbags. He’ll soon catch on.’

			‘Right,’ Wirgiz nodded. ‘But dontcha be tryin’ to take credit for it!’

			‘Oh, I won’t,’ Redsnot replied with a broad grin. ‘I’ll make sure I’m on da uvver side of da church. I won’t be anywhere near ’ere when ya show him yer cleverness.’

			He smiled. It made Figit’s guts churn.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			 


			Traitor Commissar Marvarry considered himself a patient man. He had ignored the mutterings from the men as they rummaged through the burnt-out debris. He paid no heed to the sandstorm drawing closer, or the stench of smoke from the blaze his minions had so far failed to contain. Instead, he continued his work, supervising the construct of the new eight-pointed star.

			He had a more auspicious feeling about this one. Granted, it too was lopsided, but that was inevitable given the materials. Especially as cultist Zanba continued to struggle against his restraints. Foolish really, given that he was bound by strips of his own flesh. But this symbol, stitched from bodies both living and dead, would surely draw the Dark Gods’ focus. He probably should have permitted Zanba to scream, for it was said that screams drew their notice, but the noise was grating, and Marvarry stood by his decision to remove the man’s tongue.

			If only he could silence the autogun fire.

			It was not the sound itself. He had been raised on war. To him, the thunder of artillery was a symphony, and the cries of the dying like the verses of a choir. But the intermittent bursts were maddening, fouling his concentration. He would think them concluded, only for another volley to be unleashed. What were they firing at? And why did they keep missing? 

			How far he had fallen. Not his liberation from the God-Emperor’s light, but the standard of his command. He had started with three piecemeal squads of conscripted cultists, perhaps sixty men. At least ten had been lost in the initial assault, and three more had been extinguished completing the edifice. 

			It didn’t matter. Lives were expendable, providing they completed their task. But, in the Dark Gods’ name, why did they keep firing? Just hit the damn thing and be done!

			Another volley, right when he was carving the final Rune of Disarray into Zanba’s chest. His hand skittered across the man’s torso, leaving a messy trail. 

			‘What are those idiots playing at?’ he snapped, glaring at the nearest cultist. The man bowed his head. They were doing that now, and keeping their hoods in place. It made it damn hard to tell them apart. 

			His gaze swept to the church. There was still too much smoke for his liking, but it had begun to clear, and it seemed the building would not be consumed. The door still hung open, but only two cultists stood close to it, and even they had positioned themselves on either side, safe from gunfire. The rest clustered about the church walls, looking up at the upper levels. Beside them lay a fallen statue, and beneath the statue he could just make out a pair of boots, along with a bloodstain. 

			What were they doing?

			There. Another volley, but this time he saw the shooter. The man was squinting up at the church roof before squeezing off rounds. A shot chipped the stonework, but he could not see what he fired at.

			Wait. There was a flash of green skin darting between the shadows above. Odd. It looked too quick for an ork. Small, too. 

			‘Spineless simpletons,’ he snarled, scooping up his officer’s cap, its aquila insignia replaced by an icon of Chaos. He set it in place, marching towards the loitering cultists. He did not move quickly, giving them time to realise their fate. The more observant amongst them spotted his approach, redoubling their efforts at stitching together scorched timber. Others shrunk into the crowd, though this proved increasingly difficult as word spread, and the crowd began attempting to shrink into itself like a collapsing star. Only the shooter and those closest to him seemed oblivious.

			‘What do–?’ Marvarry began, but as he spoke, the autogun fired, the volley drowning out his voice. It felt like an eternity until the gun fell silent.

			‘Did you get him?’ a cultist asked.

			The firer shook his head. ‘Don’t think so.’

			‘You sure he’s still up there?’

			‘Someone is. Unless it spontaneously started raining broken statues.’

			‘Could be,’ the cultist said with a shrug. ‘The Dark Gods work in mysterious ways. Maybe it means something?’

			The firer rolled his eyes. ‘It means one of those little bastards has decided to–’ 

			As he spoke, he finally caught the expressions of the surrounding cultists. He turned to find Marvarry’s face inches from his own.

			Nobody spoke. Marvarry’s gaze bored into the shooter.

			‘Pray tell, why are you firing?’ Marvarry asked, his manner calm even as his eyes blazed.

			‘O-orks,’ the man replied. ‘There were a couple on the roof.’

			Marvarry nodded, glancing up at the church tower. He raised his magnoculars, peering up at the shadows. There was something lurking up there all right. 

			Something small.

			‘Orks,’ Marvarry murmured, adjusting the focus. ‘And how many have you seen?’

			‘At least four.’

			‘And you are sure these are orks? How would you describe them?’

			‘Well, the usual. Green skin. Toothy grins. Err…’

			‘Muscular frames? Broad shoulders? Thick jaws festooned with tusks and fangs?’

			‘I… Well, it’s hard to see at this distance.’

			‘Indeed,’ said Marvarry, lowering his magnoculars. ‘For I cannot find any hint of orks on the roof. Do you know what I see?’

			The man shook his head.

			‘Runts. Pathetic little greenskin runts, the kind the orks employ to clean their boots and load their shells. There are three of them lurking beneath that statue. If one were–’

			There was another burst of fire from the autogun, though it was quickly silenced by Marvarry seizing the barrel.

			‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

			‘Sir?’

			‘You think firing an autogun at an enemy occupying an entrenched position at a higher elevation, and shielded by all manner of statues and rubble, is a viable tactic? How many kills are confirmed?’

			‘I… None so far.’

			‘None?’

			‘I was… It was suppression fire.’ 

			‘Suppression fire?’ Marvarry frowned. ‘Suppressing them from what exactly? Have you come under attack? Been beset by shells?’’ 

			‘Well, they threw things.’

			‘Threw things?’ the commissar said with feigned alarm. ‘My, how you have suffered. Tell me, when you were laying down all this suppression fire, did you whisper a prayer to the Dark Gods?’

			‘I… Not in–’

			‘Did you beseech them to guide your aim? So you could continue to expel a vast quantity of ammunition without inflicting so much as a flesh wound? Tell me, does that sound like an act that would appease the Dark Gods?’

			‘Not directly, but–’

			‘Do you think we have the bullets to spare?’

			‘Well, more than we did, given those salvaged from the fallen.’

			‘I see. Well, if our ammo is sufficient…’

			Marvarry snatched a pistol from the cultist beside him, discharging it into the shooter’s gut. As the man fell he continued to fire, emptying the autopistol into the corpse until the trigger offered nothing but a disappointing click.

			He raised his head, regarding each man in turn. ‘Now, who wants to tell me what is happening here?’

			‘Ladders, sir.’

			The voice came from the back. He looked up to find the one-eyed cultist. ‘Ladders?’

			‘Yes. We thought we could go through the window. Get the drop on them.’

			‘The front door is open.’

			‘We… The smoke and flames were–’

			‘Smoke and fire?’ Marvarry glared. ‘You think these would deter the Sons of Lorgar? They are runts, you idiot. Have any of you seen an actual ork?’

			The cultists did not reply, suddenly focused on removing frayed threads from their robes, or inspecting their boots. 

			‘Believe me, if there were orks in there they would have already sallied out and attacked us. You are cowering from a bunch of pathetic slave runts who couldn’t win an arm-wrestling contest with a ratling. And now you want to build ladders so you can get the drop on them?’

			His finger stabbed towards the entrance.

			‘Attack, you idiots! Overrun them, or by the Dark Gods I will personally execute each and every one of you!’

			The cultists exchanged glances. For an instant, he wondered if they would follow him. Not that they posed a threat. Not individually anyway, but if they acted in unison…

			He tensed, but the one-eyed cultist turned away, and another followed. Once they were moving there was an inevitability to it. None wanted to be found bringing up the rear. Still, they slowed as they approached the entrance, fearful of the dying flames.

			‘On my signal,’ he bellowed. ‘For the–’

			Once more his voice was drowned out, but this time it was by the fireball erupting from the doorway.

			Redsnot squatted behind the barricade he’d bullied a couple of smaller grots into assembling, hands pressed over his ears. He’d found Da Red Gobbo, sent him over there to assist Figit and Wirgiz with their little project. Extinguishing a promethium fire with sawdust.

			Any second now.

			He hoped it wouldn’t be too vast a fireball. He still needed a few grots to escape with, just to use as shields if nothing else. Either way, he was safe here by the altar, and there would be enough grots lurking in the shadows to make a small herd from the survivors. A small herd was better anyway, easier to control. 

			Still nothing. How long would it take?

			He resisted the urge to raise his head. Grots were naturally curious, but he had long learned the benefits of keeping his head down. Especially when attempting to assassinate an opponent with a particularly fancy shoota. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the statue at the altar’s centre. The winged figure stood, hands clasped in prayer on the pommel of his sword, the point of the weapon resting on the bronze mount.

			Sanguinius. An angel, apparently, though Redsnot was unsure of that word’s precise meaning. He’d thought it merely a winged humie, but he’d never seen one with wings like that. Why have a word for something that didn’t really exist?

			Perhaps there was something else to it, for the figure was taller, stronger than a humie. Ugly of course, but there was a neatness and symmetry to the face the humies probably found appealing. Was it the likeness of something? Had there been a mutie humie with wings? Or was it something else, some archetype of what they aspired to be?

			He shrugged. What did it matter? The important thing was why had there been no–

			The fireball erupted, the glare visible even behind his barricade. He heard screams, but they sounded like humies’. A bit weird, but if they too were caught in the blast, all the better. He kept expecting to feel the heat, but there was none, almost as if the blaze was confined to the other side of the church.

			Cautious, he raised his head, peeking from behind the barricade.

			‘Careful now, don’t wanna make yerself a target.’

			The voice came from behind him. He turned to see Da Red Gobbo sitting upon the altar. At his feet lay the recently burned corpse of the runtherd. He smiled.

			‘I… I woz just checkin’ back ’ere for anyfing useful,’ Redsnot said, eyes darting around the space. There was a pretty hefty-looking bronze statuette within arm’s reach. Could he seize it? One swift strike could do the job. But no, Da Gobbo’s hand was tucked into his greatcoat. He probably had that fancy shoota in his fist, and Redsnot had seen how fast he moved.

			‘Useful?’ Da Gobbo frowned, surveying the altar. ‘Not much of use ’ere. Dis is all humie nonsense. Dey create gods and pray to dem to fix all dere problems. Do ya know why?’

			Redsnot neither knew nor cared, but he shrugged. No point antagonising the git.

			‘Because it makes ’em feel better,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Soothes dere fear. Cos dey don’t ’ave to worry about fixin’ dere mistakes. Dere little winged statue will do it.’ Da Gobbo glanced up to the image of Sanguinius, a sneer stretching across his face. 

			He was looking away. Now was the time to strike.

			Except with those goggles it was impossible to be sure. He might have been watching Redsnot from the corner of his eye, waiting for him to make a move. And Redsnot could see his own treachery reflected in those lenses. 

			‘Of course, dey is all dead now,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Dere angel didn’t do much in da end.’

			He glanced back at Redsnot. Or appeared to, his eyes still hidden by the goggles. When he spoke there was no mirth in his voice, each word barbed. 

			‘Dere is a lesson dere,’ he said. ‘Ya want somefing done, ya need to do it yerself. Don’t sit by an altar hopin’ someone else will do da job for ya.’

			For a moment he stared at Redsnot, before his mouth split into a broad grin.

			‘Anyway, I just wanted to say well done for yer plan.’

			‘Plan?’

			‘Yeah. Figit and Wirgiz explained it to me. Creating a barrier around da entrance and using da sawdust to create a little explosion, just enuff to keep da attackers at bay. Clever idea, though dose lads ain’t da brightest sparks. Dey almost screwed it up, failed to contain da blast. I had to set ’em right.’ He leant closer. ‘Yoo be careful about dat. Don’t wanna accidentally do somefing ya might regret, do ya?’

			Redsnot slowly shook his head. 

			‘Good boy,’ Da Red Gobbo said, rising. There was a stiffness to the movement, and for an instant Redsnot wondered if he had been injured by the explosion. But no pain registered on Da Gobbo’s face. He was still grinning.

			‘So, wot now?’ Redsnot asked.

			‘Well, once da fire dies out we is in trouble. We need to reinforce da barricade around da door.’

			‘Dat won’t hold ’em long.’ 

			‘Nah, but long enuff to relocate to da upper level. We found some oils in da priest’s room. I reckon we’ll grease up da steps.’

			‘Wot if dey use da ladders?’

			‘We’ll ’ave grots at da top. But trust me, dey will go for da steps. I overheard dem talkin’ outside. We’ve got somefing dey want. Well, we had ’im anyway. Either way, dey will follow da bait.’

			‘All right, but it won’t take ’em long to cross da church and reach da stairs. Ya need to slow ’em down.’

			‘Any suggestions?’

			Redsnot didn’t reply. Not straight away. He could not read Da Gobbo’s expression, the goggles reflecting only his own face. He looked suspicious, and cowed, his ears hanging limp. He looked away, his gaze falling on the vast tank mounted high above the burnt-out remains of the altar. The one so many grots had scalded themselves on.

			‘Wot’s in dat?’ he asked. 

			‘Dunno,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Fuel?’

			‘Nah, Migiz said da fuel tanks are beneath da church,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Must be somefing else. It’s hot though.’ 

			‘Hmm,’ Da Gobbo said, adjusting his goggles. ‘I fink it’s wax.’

			‘Wax? Like… from ears?’

			‘Maybe. Dey use it for candles.’

			‘Hmm…’ Redsnot frowned, his gaze flicking from the tank to the smoke-wreathed entrance. ‘Den I might ’ave an idea.’

			‘Excellent. I knew yoo woz a smart one,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Maybe when dis is over dere will be a place for you on Da Kommittee.’

			The smile vanished.

			‘Providin’ ya don’t screw up again.’

			‘What we have here is a failure in the chain of command.’

			Marvarry strode along the line of cultists, his eyes fixed ahead, observing them from the periphery of his vision. By the gods, it was embarrassing. Most of them couldn’t even stand to attention. Even Dunder, former soldier of the Imperium, no longer stood straight, though that might have been something to do with his spine. It was hard to tell beneath the scavenged robes, but his torso appeared elongated, arching him forward. He at least kept his chins up, the second having sprouted from his left cheek earlier in the day.

			Marvarry had reached the end of the line. He slowed, glancing back. Shouldn’t there be more of them? Yes, some had died in the first attack, and further casualties had been inflicted by the second explosion. Then there were the handful he had sacrificed to obtain materials to complete the edifice. Which, in hindsight, had been an error, for sufficient materials would have been readily available following the first failed attack. 

			How many left now? Thirty?

			It didn’t matter. If they all died it meant nothing, provided the mission was accomplished before his masters returned. That meant they needed the priest, assuming he still lived. Orks sometimes took prisoners, but he suspected the spiteful grots would be more likely to torture the cleric. He could at least take credit for their ministrations, if he could claim the body.

			He shook his head, his gaze meeting one of the cultists. The man looked away, but still, he had looked. They were waiting for him to speak, to inspire them to victory. 

			What had he been saying?

			‘Failure in command. I mean, failure in the chain of command,’ he continued. ‘I wanted to grant you opportunities to rise to the occasion, to prove yourselves to the Dark Gods without my guidance. But I realise now that was my mistake, for you are clearly incapable. Twice now you have been repelled by ork runts, creatures who not only have the colouration of boiled cabbage, but are also about half as smart.’

			He paused then, looking them over. They held their heads low. This pleased him, for it meant they were cowed. But it also angered him, for it showed a lack of discipline. Presumably there was some optimal chin height between the two extremes that would satisfy him, but none of them had stumbled upon it. Useless, that’s what they were.

			‘Clearly you need superior leadership,’ he continued, as one of his servants drew near, carrying a sealed case once adorned with the Imperial aquila. The image had been painstakingly erased, replaced by a poorly rendered symbol of the eight-pointed star. As he lifted it his gaze flickered to the twin effigies to the Dark Gods. One of them had started to sag. No matter, he thought, as he undid the clasp. The gods desired bloodshed more than ritual. They would graciously accept his offerings once they were stained by greenskin blood. 

			Within the case lay his power fist. Like the casing, the armoured gauntlet had once been anointed by symbols of the hated Imperium, but these had been stripped away, leaving it unadorned. Almost plain. He wished he had the resources to debase it, to carve symbols to attract the Dark Gods’ attention, reshape the fingers so they resembled talons. But perhaps this was better. No more ceremony: it would be baptised in blood. 

			As his attendants struggled beneath the weapon’s weight, attaching it to the servo-harness running along his arm, he glanced to the church, letting his hatred fester. Pathetic as his followers were, they remained unworthy of his hate. No, that belonged to the lying Imperium. For the grots he would offer only contempt.

			‘No more debacles. No more failures. We will breach their sanctuary, even if I have to raze it stone by stone.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			 


			Upio’s ears reverberated with each strike. It reminded him of the church bells he’d rung as a child, except this shockwave not only pained his ears but also caused his whole body to shudder. He would have felt each strike even if he were deaf, and if the cacophony persisted much longer he ­probably would be.

			He watched as Marvarry raised his armoured gauntlet, the power field crackling about the weapon like caged lightning. His fist thundered into the greenskins’ blockade, the barrier screaming at the force of each blow. He would have no doubt already breached the defences if the barricade had not been piled so high and haphazardly. Each strike cleared a path, but also resulted in an avalanche of scrap tumbling to fill the void. Twice the commissar had almost been crushed by the debris, saved once by a backhanded blow from his power fist, and a second time by a loyal cultist who pushed him aside. Their reward had been being crushed beneath the debris. Marvarry had barely acknowledged the sacrifice, his next blow spraying blood along with metal shards. 

			If it happened again, Upio would not save him. He hoped none of the others would either. Not that he said as much, fearing his would be the only voice of dissent. How ironic it would be if the rest felt the same, but feared giving voice to their views. He tried to make eye contact, glancing to each in turn, but hoods concealed their faces. Had some snuck away? Marvarry had sent two to cut off the fuel pipes adjacent to the entrance. He had claimed success, but had both returned? Were some deserting even now? 

			Another blow, and this one shattered the final remnants of the grots’ blockade. The incensed Marvarry made to barge into the church. But at the last moment he hesitated, gaze flicking over his shoulder to the cultists. 

			He stepped aside from the breach, nodding to Upio and the others.

			‘Reclaim your honour,’ he snarled. ‘For the Dark Gods!’

			This was the moment. He could fire his pistol, kill the commissar. Then flee, vanish into the wastes, wait for all this to die down, rejoin the side of whomever proved the victor. His flesh was still unmarked. None would know of his rebellion. He could claim he lost his eye fighting the traitors. He might even be thought a hero.

			But would the others follow? Or avenge the commissar? How could he trust them? They had proven time and again that they were too spineless to stand against Marvarry. If one had raised his weapon, or even just his voice, Upio would have been right behind them. But no, they were cowards, and left him no choice.

			‘For the Dark Gods!’ he bellowed, rushing forward and praying the rest would follow. Once inside he could hold back, focus on the layout of the facility. Let the others catch the first bullets.

			But his pace slowed almost instantly. And not just him. All of them were struggling. It felt as though the floor of the church were grasping at his feet. Surely it could not be the will of the God-Emperor? Were they so damned that the church itself sought to slow their passage?

			‘Look out!’

			The cry came from behind him. He resisted the urge to turn, his eyes scanning the church, seeking the cause of the alarm. 

			He did not need to wait long. The molten wax struck down on them like a waterfall. Some were washed away by it, their voices stolen as it flooded mouths and lungs. Others, like Upio, managed to brace themselves and endure the deluge. The wax burned, but not as badly as the fire, his robes shielding his exposed skin. But it now ran to knee height, and cooled rapidly. He took a staggering step forward, but a second proved impossible, his leg held firm by the solidifying wax.

			‘Return fire!’ he bellowed, raising his autogun. 

			It clicked. Something was jammed, or more likely flooded with wax. From above came shrill laughter.

			His men, those not being pulled under by the weight of the wax, were having similar problems. A few managed sporadic bursts, but what were they really aiming at? All he could see was darkness. At least the grots seemed reluctant to return fire. 

			Damn the wax! He strained with all his might, until suddenly his foot was torn clear of his boot. It stung, the cooling wax still hot enough to burn his sole, but it was nearly solid now, and supported his weight. He dragged the other leg free, standing a foot above the others who were still wedged by the deluge.

			‘Boots off!’ he said. ‘C’mon! Do you really want those little runts to get the best of us? We are servants of the Sons of Lorgar!’

			‘True Sons,’ someone murmured from the rear. If his gun was working he’d have blown the man’s head off. Still, they were following his orders, dragging their feet from their boots, in some cases leaving behind entire undergarments. But ten were soon standing beside him, shuffling their feet, the wax still uncomfortably warm.

			He glanced back to the doorway. No sign of Marvarry, though a couple of guards were stationed by the entrance. Whether to guard it against fleeing greenskins, or prevent cultists from retreating was another question entirely. His only option was to press on.

			‘Praise to da God-Emperor!’

			The voice was a drunk-sounding, fractured interpretation of Low Gothic, but the words were audible. Ahead, just beside the blackened remnants of the altar, he saw a figure standing awkwardly, clad in the robes of a Priest of Sanguinius. The man seemed intoxicated, swaying, yet somehow staying on his feet. 

			‘The priest!’ Upio snarled. ‘Get him!’

			They surged towards the figure, who rapidly scrambled up the steps, his gait bizarre, like a poorly captured vid with missing frames. Something glittered in the air, but Upio ignored it. No more distractions, no more–

			A stabbing pain pierced the sole of his foot.

			He screamed, grasping for the shard of glass jutting from the wound. It was coloured, and must once have belonged to one of the great windows. Up ahead more shards were jutting from the wax, and from the grunts and curses it seemed his fellow cultists had stumbled across them too. 

			‘Little bastards,’ someone muttered behind him. 

			‘We’ll make them pay. Press on.’

			‘With this in my foot? No chance,’ the man replied, sitting back on his rump and taking hold of his leg. 

			‘Then pull it out.’

			‘Doesn’t that make you bleed out quicker?’

			‘You can’t just sit there.’

			‘So I should just die instead?’

			‘If you don’t–’

			Upio did not finish his threat, for another shower of glass rained upon them. But these were not slivers, some measuring a foot in length. It was one of these that severed the seated man’s leg at the thigh. He screamed, surging upright before falling, staining the wax crimson, his movements slowing as he clawed weakly at the stump.

			Upio glared at the remaining cultists. ‘You want to sit here?’

			‘For the Dark Gods?’ someone murmured from the back.

			‘Exactly! Forward, True Sons!’ Upio cried, with the little spirit he could muster. For, in truth, it was not much of a charge, the men tentatively picking their way through the larger shards, stumbling into each other, their gaze either fixed on their feet or interrogating the shadows above. He could just make out the priest.

			There was something very wrong about him. Not only the cackling laughter, but the way his limbs spun at curious angles, his feet only intermittently contacting the stone steps. But maybe that was the point. Yes, some of the practices and boons of the acolytes of the Dark Gods were… unsettling. But no more so than the servants of the Corpse-God. Chaos was the Truth, all else a comforting lie. Cognitive dissonance: that was what Apostle Aneath had called it. Perhaps the followers of the Corpse-God carried favours, but hid them from the masses. Guarding their power. 

			No more. They were but a few strides from the stairs, the priest’s silhouette framed high above, beckoning them on. The cobblestones felt cool beneath his feet, even if his soles were covered with blood. But there was no wax to hinder him, no glass to confuse his–

			His foot slid out from under him. 

			He tumbled forward, arms outstretched. But he refused to relinquish his autogun, and his chin cracked against the step. He slid back down to ground level, just as the remaining cultists reached the base of the stairs.

			‘You all right, sir?’ one of them asked.

			‘They’ve done something to the stairs,’ he muttered, face still pressed to the stone. ‘Greased them or something. I think I cracked my chin.’

			‘Could be worse,’ the man grunted, nodding over his shoulder. He followed his gaze to the entrance, where Marvarry had finally decided to grace them with his presence. He was making slow progress, delayed by the apparent requirement to execute any cultist still caught in the wax. He was chanting something, and discharging a barrage of shots into each victim, despite their pleas for aid. 

			Madness. Each was still a willing soldier for the cause. The nearest was caught like a fly in amber, his leg held tight by the wax. As Marvarry drew closer he clawed at his leg, desperate to free himself. The commissar stood before him, pistol poised for the shot. But he hesitated, finally holstering the weapon. He lowered to a knee, until his head was level with that of the trapped man. Upio could not hear what was said, though Marvarry patted the man on the shoulder with his left hand. 

			But the right was sheathed by the power fist.

			The blow tore through his chest, the cultist exploding as though hit by a tank shell. Only his leg remained intact, preserved by the wax. 

			It was senseless. Had Marvarry lost his mind?

			As if he had heard the thought, the commissar’s head snapped up, and he stared Upio in the eye. At least, it seemed that way; the distance and the peaked cap made it difficult to see the man’s face. But Upio could feel the uncompromising glare boring through his skull, seeking the faintest hint of insurrection. 

			‘Get moving!’ he snapped, and the cultists obeyed with renewed zeal. As they clambered up the steps, he wondered if this was the method to Marvarry’s madness. They had reached the stairs after all.

			Redsnot watched the humies struggle with the stairs, tripping and stumbling, their bloodied feet unable to find purchase on the greased steps. One had the bright idea of trying the handrail, their fingers soon finding the shards of glass jutting from its sides. He would have grinned at the shrieks, but even they could not lift his mood, for he could see Gitzit on the level above, chatting with Da Red Gobbo as if they were old pals. 

			What were they saying? Was it about him? Gitzit had always wanted his spot, and now he was making his move. Why the hell was he following Da Gobbo anyway? Shouldn’t he be trying to stab the git in the heart, hopefully whilst leaving his own back suitably exposed?

			‘Err… is it time?’

			He glanced to the grot addressing him, who was struggling under the weight of a prayer stone – a sphere about a foot in diameter and engraved with script too tiny to read. Redsnot had no idea of its intended use, though knowing the humies they probably rolled it over their toes or something as a way of appeasing their Bloody Angel. 

			He looked at the staircase. The cultists were about a quarter of the way up, though some of them had resorted to climbing on hands and knees. 

			‘Wait until dey is halfway up. Or down,’ Redsnot murmured, glancing back over his shoulder. The conspirators were gone. Zog it, what were they saying?

			‘Dey is gettin’ a bit close.’ Da Gobbo’s familiar voice came from beside him. 

			Redsnot sighed. ‘Ya do love sneakin’ around, dontcha?’ he said. 

			‘Maybe,’ Da Gobbo said with a shrug. ‘Or maybe yoo ain’t keepin’ an eye open. Dem humies are making pretty good progress up dem steps.’

			‘Wot if dey is?’

			‘Some of dem ’ave guns.’

			‘Let ’em try and aim when dere feet won’t stay still. Besides, we is in da shadows. Humies don’t see so good in da dark.’

			‘It’s gotta be a fight wiv you, ’asn’t it?’ Da Gobbo said, glaring at him from behind his goggles. ‘I give yoo an order, yoo ’ave to push back.’

			‘Order? Sounds like wot a boss would do.’

			‘If yoo ’ad a better plan, dis would be different. But ya don’t, ya just don’t wanna do wot yer told.’ 

			‘Or yoo just don’t like someone else makin’ da call.’

			They watched the cultists ascend, staggering and bleeding. They were at the halfway point now. The nearby grot with the prayer stone glanced to Redsnot, who shook his head. The grot’s gaze then flicked to Da Red Gobbo, who shrugged. 

			The cultists were inching closer, clawing on hands and knees. The grots glared at him, the prayer stones held ready, their eyes pleading. 

			‘Now,’ Redsnot murmured. 

			The grots began heaving the balls down the steps. They bounced, cracking the stone in the process. The cultists had a moment to realise what was happening before the tumbling spheres reached them, crushing fingers and shattering breastbones. One intercepted a cultist at head height, reducing his cranium to a smear. But Redsnot could not enjoy it. He was too twitchy, nervous of Da Red Gobbo’s presence.

			The cultists, at least those who had avoided being struck by the prayer stones, were advancing again, some trying to squeeze shots off with their autoguns. But the diminutive grots were dug in behind scrap-shields, and the bullets did not find them.

			‘Again,’ Redsnot snapped. Another round of prayer stones was unleashed. But the cultists were learning. They hugged the rails, despite the glass shards, vacating the centre where most of the spheres fell. Only one was struck, the impact breaking his leg and sending him tumbling down the polished steps, but the rest were advancing. Worse, more cultists were approaching from the doorway, urged on by a figure whose fist seemed to crackle with power. 

			‘Yoo seen da boss?’ Da Gobbo asked.

			‘Yeah.’ Redsnot nodded. ‘His cap looks like yours.’

			‘Makes sense. I stole it from a humie,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Can’t get a shot on dis one though – he keeps usin’ his boyz to shield ’imself.’

			‘Is dat where ya got yer fancy shoota, too?’

			‘Nah. Built it meself from scrap. Got da idea from a ratling,’ Da Red Gobbo said, unfolding his weapon. ‘Ever met one?’

			‘Nah.’

			‘Dey is little humies, similar size to a grot,’ Da Red Gobbo said. ‘Same plight as us. Bullied, overlooked, stepped on. It’s not right.’

			‘Did ya tell da ratling dis?’

			‘I tried to, but he wouldn’t listen,’ Da Red Gobbo sighed. ‘Too brainwashed by his betters. Dat, and I’d already stabbed ’im a couple a times. After dat he just didn’t wanna hear me out.’

			He glanced to Redsnot as he aligned the sight.

			‘Did ya know da humies use ratlings as snipers? Dey hide somewhere far from da front lines, pickin’ off da humies’ enemies from miles away. Ever wondered why orks don’t do likewise? Imagine how much damage a buncha grots could do if dey were armed dat way.’

			Redsnot could, of course. But even if such an idea occurred to the orks they would dismiss it, for none of them would trust a grot with such a weapon. It would be too easy to use against their ork masters.

			Da Gobbo raised the rifle, sighting through the scope, focused on his target.

			It would have been easy to just reach out and give him a little push. Just enough to send him toppling down the stairs. Maybe he’d take a couple of the cultists with him. But that gun would go with him, and Redsnot needed that gun. He’d admired shootas before, normally great hulking ork weapons that roared like a beast and unleashed volleys powerful enough to level a building. But this one was different. Quiet. Powerful, and with a long reach. To strike without risk of retaliation was appealing to any grot. 

			Da Gobbo squeezed the trigger. They barely heard the shot, but it struck the lead cultist on the leftmost banister. The impact punched him from his feet, and he tumbled into those lined up so neatly behind him, sending them toppling. 

			‘Now da other ones!’ Redsnot heard himself say, turning to Da Gobbo. But he had lowered the rifle, his teeth gritted as though in pain. 

			‘Nah. I got only a few shots left,’ he grunted. ‘Not wastin’ ’em. I’m sure yoo’ve got enuff thinkin’ in yer ’ead to come up wiv a solution.’ 

			He grinned that sickle smile, the weapon collapsing back into his greatcoat. The inner lining was dark, but as Da Gobbo stashed his gun Redsnot caught a flash of red beneath the coat. 

			It looked like blood.

			Da Red Gobbo turned away, marching stiffly along the walkway, where the grots were preparing the next line of defence. There was no doubting it now – a lurch in his step. 

			Redsnot smiled. 

			Da Gobbo was hurt. How badly was unclear, but it meant there was an opening. And if there was one talent Redsnot possessed, it was the ability to take advantage of his fellow grots’ weaknesses. Maybe not with the skill of Da Gobbo, but this did not require complex manipulation. A quick thrust of his knife would take care of the problem. 

			‘Err, boss?’ one of the runts said. ‘Dey is gettin’ close.’

			‘Is dey now?’ he replied, patting the grot on the head. ‘Den collapse da barricade – let ’em try wadin’ through scrap.’

			He didn’t even wait as the grots withdrew the support rods, and the debris rained down on the stairway below. There were encouraging screams, but his focus was on Da Red Gobbo. He was marshalling the grots, urging them to the highest level, the church steeple. 

			Redsnot glanced up, smiling.

			It would be a long way to fall.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			 


			Traitor Commissar Marvarry approached the stairway, flanked by a pair of bulkier cultists acting as his shield. There was sufficient cover now, for the grots had dislodged an avalanche of scrap. Sadly, it had buried the majority of his troops in the initial wave. A few of them groaned from beneath the detritus, but they were little use now. Only a handful had reached the top, digging in like ticks and cowering behind what little shelter remained. There was no sign of the grots. 

			He deactivated his power fist’s energy field before seizing the banister, the armoured gauntlet crushing the glass that had so mangled his minions’ hands. By the Dark Gods he loathed these creatures, perhaps almost as much as the hated Imperium. It made little sense, for he had laboured under the yoke of the Corpse-God for decades before his enlightenment. He had longed to drag down what he once served, to confront former allies and superiors and witness the light die from their eyes even as he crushed them beneath his boot.

			But in such fantasies, he had not been plagued by damn xenos making a mockery of his troops. Even now, though his gauntlet allowed him to ascend, his legs still sought to slide from under him. It was hard to maintain his dignity with his feet scrabbling for purchase.

			At the upper level the cultists had occupied the balcony but pressed no higher. He recognised the one-eyed cultist who had led the charge. Brave man. If he survived, Marvarry would make a point of learning his name. 

			‘Well?’ he said. ‘Are you waiting for the Corpse-God to rot? Why are you not pressing on? Someone said they saw the priest.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the cultist replied, pointing to the shadows beneath the great steeple. A figure hung there, suspended on ropes. He was clearly dead, a hole blown in his torso.

			‘I think they had him on strings,’ the man murmured.

			‘Someone cut him down. Leave the body here. We will attach it to the icon once we have exterminated the last of these pests.’

			The cultist nodded, scrambling over to the suspended priest. The rest continued to loiter at the base of the tower. Marvarry glared at them. 

			‘Well? Why are you not in pursuit?’

			His voice was barely a whisper, but at his words they shrunk back. 

			‘I… Well, we… we sought to reinforce our position,’ one spluttered as Marvarry drew closer. ‘We were unsure what relics might be located on–’

			‘Relics?’ Marvarry snarled. ‘You think I care about relics?’

			‘I… The Dark Apostle said we were to–’

			‘I give the orders!’ Marvarry snarled, smashing his fist across the man’s face. Had the power field been activated he would have torn the cultist’s head from his shoulders. As it was, the blow toppled the man, blood spraying from his nose. He fell limp, and had the good sense to stay down.

			Marvarry rounded on the others. ‘Anyone else interested in browsing for relics? Anyone? I’m certain our foes will be accommodating enough to wait.’

			He appraised each in turn, the cultists withering beneath his gaze. There, that showed them exactly who was in charge. Not Apostle Aneath’s flunkies. Not even the Apostle himself, for he had abandoned this battlefield. No, it was he, Commissar Marvarry, who led this operation. And his men would not be caught ransacking the church’s treasures when there was still–

			They were watching something behind him. 

			He turned, glancing down the steps to find two of his followers frozen, staring up at him in horror, a near life-sized bronze statue of the False-Angel Sanguinius held between them. He stared, livid, momentarily unable to speak. At least until a third emerged from behind the altar, struggling under the weight of a long, rusted broadsword, its corroded cross guard shaped like the wings of an angel. He called out to the others, pretending to brandish the weapon, only to frown as he caught their expression. He said something, before finally following their gaze and catching sight of the nearly incandescent Marvarry.

			‘What in the Dark Gods’ name are you doing!’ he roared. 

			One of them was foolish enough to speak.

			‘Well, the Disciple said we were supposed to retrieve the relics and–’

			‘I know what she said!’ Marvarry spat, spraying the stairway with spittle. ‘Do you also remember her saying something about capturing the priest? Or any topics related to crushing all resistance?’

			‘Err… Might have done?’ The man shrugged, almost losing his grip on the statue.

			‘Then put that down and get up here,’ Marvarry bellowed. ‘Or I will come down there and rip your arms off!’

			He was tired and it was not his best threat, but he was alarmed to see the man hesitate, glancing to the stairway. Did he doubt the commissar’s resolve? That he would not be true to his word? Obviously he wouldn’t have chased them down the steps, that would have been far too risky. But surely they did not know that.

			The man was still staring at him. Marvarry took a step forward, reaching for his holstered pistol. That did it. The relic hunters abruptly discarded their treasures, making for the staircase. Still, he could not let the insubordination slide. Once he had more troops at his disposal there would be a reckoning, assuming he could recognise the man a second time. Those blasted robes made it hard to tell them apart. Still, he would no doubt remember that disrespectful glare, providing the man’s eyes remained in the same shape and location. 

			‘Is dey comin’ up?’

			Redsnot shrugged, peering through the trapdoor at the tiny figures at the bottom of the steeple. 

			‘Not yet,’ he replied, glancing at Da Gobbo. ‘But more of dem is gatherin’ at da bottom. Just a question of time before dey start climbin’.’

			Da Gobbo nodded, his gaze shifting to the web of pulleys and ropes above them. Most were in some way connected to vast bronze bells that dominated the top of the steeple. On another day the grots would probably have been swinging on them, or seeing how loud they could make the bells ring. But they were nervous, glancing to the windows surrounding their elevated courtyard. Even the most dull-witted knew there was no way out. They could just make out the church roof below, but none of them would survive such a drop.

			Da Gobbo was still intent on the bells. Redsnot snuck closer to him.

			‘Wot is it?’ he said. 

			Da Gobbo shrugged. ‘Wonderin’ if we can get a rope down or somefing.’

			‘Wot happened to yer great plan?

			‘Dis is it,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘We’ve run outta room to run.’

			‘Looks like ya didn’t fink of everyfing,’ Redsnot grinned, basking in his rival’s failure.

			‘Looks like it,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Guess dat means we all die. Glad yoo’re happy about it, though I fink most of da lads would prefer to live.’

			He had a point. Redsnot found his smile fading. They could still make it difficult for the humies, rain debris and tools down on them, but they were trapped now.

			Unless….

			‘Migiz,’ Redsnot spluttered, glancing to the other grots. ‘Where’s Migiz? He went to find a way out.’

			They shrugged, exchanging glances. ‘Maybe he did a runna?’ one of them suggested. 

			It was possible. That was certainly what Redsnot would have done given the chance. But Migiz was stupid even for a grot, and it probably didn’t occur to him to try and escape without the others. He glanced around the confines of the tower, finally locating a fuel pipe. He took up a spanner, hammering it against the metal. The surrounding grots clutched their ears at the sound. 

			‘Oi! Migiz!’ he said, flipping open a valve and yelling down the tube. ‘Where is ya, ya little runt? Migiz!’

			Beside him, another pipe burst open, revealing the diminutive Migiz. His green skin was stained near black, and he stank of promethium.

			‘Migiz!’ Redsnot grinned. ‘Yoo is alive.’

			The runt glanced at him, face even blanker than usual. ‘Wot?’ he said.

			‘Did ya…’ Redsnot lifted Migiz’s outer ear. ‘DID YA FIND A WAY OUT?’

			Migiz glanced at him. ‘Wot?’ he said, digging a fingernail deep into his ear. It emerged coated in a combination of yellowed wax, spilled promethium and a pair of small centipedes, which scurried away, disappearing into a crack in the stone. 

			‘DID YA FIND A WAY OUT?’ Redsnot bellowed again, this time as loud as he could.

			‘Oh, yeah,’ Migiz said. ‘Dontcha worry. I did exactly wot ya said. I found a way out. Dere is a pipe on da roof dat is wide enough for even da biggest grot. We can sneak out dere.’

			‘On da roof?’ 

			‘Yep! And I’ve set dis place to blow. Someone cut off da pipes from outside, but I fixed it. Tank’s fillin’ up right now. Even made a remote trigger. One press of da button and everyfing will explode!’

			The runt grinned a moment, before the expression was marred by a frown. He clutched at his pockets.

			‘Hang on. I’ve put da detonator somewhere. Be right back.’

			He disappeared back into the pipe. Redsnot made to go after him, but it was far too narrow. He sighed, glancing to Gitzit. 

			‘Did he find somefing?’ the burly grot asked.

			‘Yeah. A means to blow everyfing up and kill us all,’ Redsnot said. ‘Dere is no way we can get to da church roof from ’ere. Stupid little git.’

			‘Dat he is,’ Gitzit said, nodding. ‘Still, it gives us da last laugh. Dat’s worth somefing, ain’t it?’

			‘Yeah. Yeah, it is. Dose humies are gonna have a real surprise. Assuming he ever finds the damn detonator. He’ll probably sit on it and blow us all up.’

			Gitzit grinned. ‘Yeah.’

			It was an odd moment. Though Gitzit was his rival, Redsnot felt a curious kinship with the other grot. Not that he liked him, but they were united by their fate. What was the word for it? Did the humies have one?

			‘My comrades,’ Da Gobbo said, calling the grots in. Redsnot saw hope flash across some of their faces. Da Red Gobbo waited until all eyes were on him before continuing. 

			‘Lads, I know wot yoo is finkin’. Dis might be da end.’

			He paused, letting it sink in.

			‘Well, I ’ave some good news for ya,’ he said. ‘Dis is just da beginnin’. Da Revolushun can’t be killed by bullets or choppas. And do ya know why?’

			One of the grots stuck his arm up. ‘Armour?’ he said. ‘Like a Dread?’

			‘Nah,’ Da Gobbo sighed. ‘Not armour. Because Da Revolushun is an idea. And ya can’t kill ideas. Even if we die, Da Kommittee will avenge us. And when da uvver grots find out wot we did ’ere, how many humies we killed wivout da need of an ork bossin’ us around? More of dem will rise up, enough dat we will overcome all!’

			There was fire behind his words, enough to stir the grots. They seemed caught up with the glories, despite their impending demise. Redsnot glanced at Gitzit. He was listening, but his gaze kept flicking to the humies below.

			Redsnot sidled over to him. ‘Wot is yoo finkin’?’

			‘Thought I might take a leak on dem,’ Gitzit said. ‘Or at least drop some of da hammers and stuff. Make ’em work for it, y’know?’

			Redsnot nodded. ‘Dat is a good idea,’ he said. ‘But maybe we can manage somefing a little bigger.’

			Gitzit followed his gaze to the vast bells looming high above them. He grinned.

			Upio’s fingers screamed with each rung. His skin was already slashed from the glass shards that had been embedded in the staircase’s handrail. Mercifully, the filthy little grots had not managed to perform a similar trick with the ladder. At least so far.

			But what if they had only rigged some of the rungs? Let the attackers climb to a sufficient height so the fall would kill them?

			He reached slowly for the next, testing it with his fingers. Nothing. At least it seemed like nothing, though his fingers were slick, almost costing him his grip. Grease? No, just blood running from prior wounds.

			‘What is the delay? Get moving!’

			That was Marvarry roaring from below. Still, he was less intimidating down there, bringing up the rear. Did all commissars do that? He had no idea, for he’d never served on the front lines, his duties and suffering limited to what was inflicted by the cruel factorum overseers. The liberation was supposed to free them from such oppression.

			He glanced across to the ladder opposite, where another cultist was clambering. He was already several rungs ahead, still anxious to prove himself to the commissar. 

			Idiot. It was clear by now that the first to reach the top would be the first to die, assuming Marvarry didn’t execute one of the stragglers. Well, let his rival try and claim their glory. He had learned now. Never be at the front, or too close to the rear. Stay in the middle, keep your head down and let others fall, and you just might live. It didn’t feel like the usual mantra for a follower of the Dark Gods, more like how a herd animal survived predation. But maybe that’s what they were: a herd whose lives would be sacrificed to benefit their masters.

			Little had changed. 

			There was jostling below him, hands clutching at his feet.

			‘Keep going!’ 

			The plaintive voice came from behind him. He wanted to turn back, scream at them to wait their damn turn, but that was a sure way to guarantee his death. He’d heard the fear in the man’s voice, his desperation, but there was no point unduly hurrying. He had to move fast, but not too fast. Get to the top of this cursed tower, but make sure others had already cleared the breach. 

			He glanced across to his rival, still a few rungs ahead. He might have been aided by his fingers, which held more than a passing resemblance to the limbs of a squid, the suction cups adhering with ease. Another one blessed by the gods, just like Gristle. He probably thought that meant something, like he was destined for greatness. Let him try picking his nose, see how well those tentacles worked there. 

			Something struck Upio’s head. Hard. 

			He flinched, almost losing his grip. His other hand rushed to his face, fearing a bullet wound, but the skin was barely broken. What the hell was it?

			He glanced up, and lurched aside to avoid a barrage of nails, shielding his face as best he could. He heard cries and curses from below, though nothing to indicate serious injuries. Damned grots. Still, if that was all they had left, broken glass and old nails, it was almost over.

			He glanced across. His rival was far ahead now. Maybe he had avoided the barrage. Wasn’t that always the way? Some were blessed with good fortune and others–

			A wrench struck his rival’s brow. Upio was surprised by how loud it was, like a hammer blow. The man would surely have fallen, were his tentacles not tightly bound around the rung. As it was, he slid down, feet dangling, dazed.

			Damn it. That would slow his ascent. Upio tried to mitigate his own pace, but hands were clawing at his feet, Marvarry apparently taking this barrage as impetus to press on. He glanced up at the distant summit. Were those grots crawling around the bells? It was hard to tell at this distance, though–

			The ear-splitting clang made him shudder. 

			He glanced up and saw it, a chime-bell about the size of his forearm dropping towards them at terrifying speed, ricocheting from the sides of the steeple as it plummeted. He hugged the wall, cheek pressed to it, and from the corner of his eye saw the bell strike his rival. The man disappeared in a spray of blood, his tentacled fingers dragging the rung with them. 

			Bells. Bloody bells. He had always hated them, the incessant demand for his time and attention. Come and pray! Be thankful for another bowl of slop and eighteen hours of hard labour! The sound always grated, and he now shuddered at the cacophony above. The central bell was secure, but there were still another half a dozen chime-bells that could be dropped upon them. Or was it more? As a child he’d been required to polish them, though he could not recall if this was a punishment or reward from the doddering priest. 

			Another bell plummeted past, this one missing both ladders, though there was a muffled cry of pain below from one of the cultists waiting to ascend. Two more bells followed, one passing between the ladders, the other ricocheting from a rung three handholds above him, splintering the wood into shards. He wiped them from his face, redoubling his efforts. Forget this herd business, forget staying away from the fight. Those grots were tearing apart the very thing he hated, and they didn’t even know what it was. It was maddening. He’d turned away from the God-Emperor, accepted a new yoke amongst the followers of the Dark Gods, endured violence, cannibalism and the spontaneous sprouting of tentacles. All for a chance to tear down his oppressors, and now the bloody grots were doing it without even–

			His thoughts were silenced by another clang, this one much louder than the rest, its force sufficient to shake the ladder’s rungs. He glanced up, his remaining eye fixed on the vast central bell plummeting downwards. It was impossible. That monstrosity was the size of a man, and must have weighed several tons. It was far too large and well fastened to be dislodged by scattering grots. It could not be hurtling towards him, and even if it was, surely he would survive? He had survived everything else. The gods must have marked him for greatness. There was no–

			The last sound he heard was the bell’s rim splitting his skull.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			 


			‘Did it get ’em?’

			‘Some of ’em,’ Gitzit said, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Good job, Spitit! Spitit? Where is ya?’

			‘Over dere,’ Redsnot replied, pointing through the window to a distant figure hurtling down towards the church roof.

			‘Ah.’ Gitzit winced as Spitit struck the stone. ‘Wot ’appened?’

			‘Stupid git didn’t let go of da rope,’ Redsnot sighed. ‘Recoil whipped ’im right off da tower. Still, aim woz pretty good.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘How many humies left?’

			‘Still got da other ladder,’ Gitzit replied. ‘Dey keep comin’. How’s our ammo?’

			‘Bad,’ Redsnot replied. Under Da Red Gobbo’s direction, the grots were still ransacking the bell tower for anything worth throwing, but even their prodigious scavenging skills had limits. Da Gobbo caught his gaze and shrugged.

			‘Guess dis is it den.’ Redsnot sighed again, glancing to Gitzit. ‘Yoo got anyfing?’

			‘Yeah,’ he nodded, reaching into his robe. ‘I still got Da Splatta.’ He withdrew the ork pistol, cradling it in both hands. 

			‘Ya can’t even lift it properly.’

			‘So? I’ll wedge it somewhere. Only gotta pull da trigger once. It will leave a lastin’ impreshun.’

			‘Dat it will,’ Da Gobbo said as he approached the pair. He smiled at Gitzit before glancing to Redsnot. ‘And wot about yoo? How is yoo gonna leave yer mark?’

			‘Probably like Spitit dere,’ Redsnot replied, nodding to the red stain on the roof below. ‘Poor git.’

			‘Ya gonna jump den?’ Gitzit said with a leer, but Redsnot didn’t answer, his gaze still fixed on the roof. Migiz claimed there was a way out down there. So close.

			‘Wot is it?’ Da Gobbo asked. 

			Redsnot did not reply. He was intent on the complex series of pulleys and ropes, brow furrowed, lips twitching. Grots were not renowned mathematicians, but the brighter sparks had an intuitive grasp of physics pertaining to projectiles. 

			He pointed. ‘If we got a rope over da side–’

			‘Won’t work,’ Gitzit said. ‘It’s all covered in dose statues of winged humies and dere spiky swords. Rope would snag, assumin’ da gits didn’t end up impaling demselves.’

			‘Plus dere is windows on da inside of da tower,’ Da Gobbo muttered. ‘Dey would see us comin’. Be waitin’ at da bottom wiv dere guns.’

			‘Dey didn’t see Spitit,’ Redsnot replied. ‘Not landin’ way over dere. If we could get a line to da roof and slide down, we could get away before dey knew wot woz ’appening.’

			‘And how’d we do dat?’

			‘We need a harpoon. Wiv a line. Me old boss had one on his trukk.’

			‘We ain’t got a harpoon. Or a way to fire it.’

			Redsnot didn’t answer. Instead his gaze flickered between Da Splatta and the pointed tip of Da Red Gobbo’s staff of office.

			Marvarry could not tear his gaze from the visage of Sanguinius, that smug, sanctimonious face that hid the true monstrosity of the Imperium. 

			It adorned the church’s central bell, which now lay at the bottom of the steeple. The impact had cracked the ground mere inches from his foot, the stone now stained red by the blood of those too slow to leap aside. Above, he could hear the moans of the cultists who had leapt from its path and now clung to the cracked stonework. What they intended to do from there was anyone’s guess.

			He had been in the middle of a rousing address when it struck. It was odd, for he would have expected the impact to resonate like a thunderclap, but aside from a stab of pain all he heard was a faint hiss, like air escaping a tyre. 

			He tore his gaze from the bell, glancing to the sole remaining ladder. Those cultists still clinging to it were frozen, gaping in horror at the bloodied remains of their allies.

			‘You see!’ Marvarry roared, voice oddly muffled. ‘They were unworthy, but you have survived! This proves our cause is just! The gods shield us, the True Sons of Lorgar!’

			He expected something, ideally cheers of support. But besides the ringing in his ears there was only silence, even when a few of them opened their mouths as if to speak, their lips flapping soundlessly, like fish. 

			Wait. There was something. Faint. 

			‘What?’ he bellowed, cupping his ear and leaning closer to the cultist occupying the lowest rung of the ladder.

			‘Didn’t shield all of us.’

			Marvarry stared at him. The cultist must have realised his mistake, for he sought to backtrack. But Marvarry could not hear his ranting, only a faint ringing in his ears and the sound of blood pounding in his temples. He raised his power fist, the energy field flaring, and punched through the man’s sternum. Blood burst from between his lips, and he continued to mouth something that looked like a scream even as his eyes rolled and life left his body.

			That was better. He’d needed that. 

			He turned to his remaining servants. The last loyal five. No, four – one was buried under the bell. Between them, they hauled the icon of Chaos he had spent so much time assembling.

			‘Leave it here,’ he said, nodding to the base of the tower. ‘We will anoint it with the blood of those disgusting greenskins.’

			One of them raised all three of his eyebrows. Marvarry barely made out his voice. 

			‘My lord, weren’t we supposed to anoint it with the priest’s blood?’

			‘It does not matter from whence the blood flows!’ Marvarry snarled. ‘They only need see we have fulfilled our oath.’

			He glanced to the window, where the dust cloud was drawing closer. He was sure now it was vehicles of some kind. He could not hear the engines, but was beginning to suspect that at least one of his eardrums had burst. 

			They were close. He had to finish it.

			‘Get to it!’ he roared, before reaching for the ladder. The rung exploded beneath his grip. Blasted power fist! Mercifully, the rest of it held, and the uppermost cultists had almost reached the top. Now was the time.

			He was about a third of the way up when he heard the roar of an ork pistol.

			‘Ain’t it a bit high?’ 

			The grot was nervous, ears pressed flat, a slight quiver in his voice.

			‘Yeah?’ Redsnot said, tearing off a strip of the grot’s tunic and handing it to him. ‘Is it scarier dan stayin’ up ’ere and makin’ me angry?’

			‘Nah…’

			‘Den get goin’,’ he snarled, slinging the rag over the rope and lifting him up. The grot grasped the rag with both hands, ears still pressed flat in terror. Redsnot released him, sending him screaming down the rope towards the improvised harpoon made from Da Gobbo’s staff. It remained intact, despite being fired by Da Splatta, and was now embedded in the roof below.

			‘Did he make it?’ Da Gobbo asked. He leant against the wall, hands clasped inside his greatcoat.

			‘Not all da way. Da rag snapped. Still, he’s gettin’ up, so it can’t ’ave been dat bad. Next!’

			The handful of remaining grots did not seem eager to volunteer. Not a huge surprise: they were the ones who had survived the trials thus far. That meant they weren’t stupid, and only stupid grots volunteered for anything. 

			‘C’mon, ya runts!’ Redsnot tried. ‘Who’s next?’

			Silence. Blast it, the humies were almost on them. He had already seen one reach the ladder’s top, the clutching hand reaching through the trapdoor, repelled only by Gitzit smashing it with a rock.

			He should just flee, head down the line and leave them to it. But he needed the herd. 

			‘Dey don’t wanna leave yet,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘Dese runts are hardened now. Dey ain’t runnin’ wivout a fight. Don’t matter how many mutie humies race up ’ere, or how many poisonous tentacles are erupting from dere faces. Dese lads would rather be slowly digested in the gullet of a–’

			There was a sudden scramble, grots pushing each other aside as they made for the rope. Redsnot had to beat them back with the butt of his blasta, the weapon’s ammo long since exhausted. 

			‘One at a time!’ he barked. ‘Too ’eavy and yoo’ll snap it!’

			He could barely hold them off, each grot desperate to escape, their frenzy threatening to kill them all. But they would not listen, would not–

			The shot blew a chunk of stonework apart inches from his head. He froze, as did the other grots, turning as one to see Da Red Gobbo glaring at them from behind his goggles, his rifle trained on the group. 

			He coughed, and Redsnot saw his lip was stained red. 

			‘Settle down, ya gitz,’ he said reproachfully. ‘If we fight among ourselves we all die. We need to take turns. One at a time.’

			The grots blinked, bemused. ‘How’s dat work?’

			‘I dunno. Line up behind each uvver. Like when food comes, only wivout all da stabbin’ and stealin’.’

			They considered this. It was certainly a different approach. The most astute amongst them raised his hand. 

			‘Who goes first?’

			‘He does,’ Da Gobbo said, pointing to a random grot who needed no encouragement, looping his rag around the rope and hurtling towards the relative safety of the church roof.

			‘Form a line and get goin’,’ Da Gobbo said. ‘And I’m keepin’ an eye on ya.’

			‘Yeah?’ one of them sneered, glancing off the ledge. ‘From down dere?’

			‘No. From up ’ere. I’ll go last.’

			The grot frowned, unable to process this. Granted, herd alphas tended to lead from the back, but that was only during conflict. When it came to running, grots knew to follow their leader, who would usually sprint from the battlefield the moment anything went wrong. 

			Redsnot grabbed the nearest, hoisting him onto the rope and sending him hurtling. The rest elbowed and scowled their way into a rough line. All except Gitzit, who guarded the ladder, and Da Gobbo, who was reloading his shoota. 

			Or trying to, anyway. His fingers were shaking, and he barely had the strength to cock the weapon. One of the grots was watching. Redsnot grabbed him.

			‘Yoo!’ he said. ‘Keep monitorin’ da line! Eyes dat way!’ He shoved the grot into the others, then approached Da Gobbo. ‘Ya need help, old-timer?’ he asked.

			‘Help? Please, I’m Da Red Gobbo,’ he replied, voice dripping with self-assurance. But even through his greatcoat Redsnot could see his leg tremble. 

			‘Yoo is hurt, ain’t ya?’ 

			‘Not as much as I’ll be if da humies make it up ’ere,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Gitzit! How close is dey?’

			‘Few rungs,’ the grot replied. ‘Da last one fell and da uvvers is bein’ more cautious. I fink one of dem is tryin’ to go back. But either way, next one up ’ere is gonna get a stabba right in da eye.’

			‘Good. I’ll be right dere to back ya up,’ Da Gobbo replied. But Redsnot heard the tremor in his voice, and saw the blood staining his hand from when he’d tucked it into his greatcoat. Even his skin looked wrong, the greenish hue a little too grey. 

			He glanced to Redsnot, expression indecipherable behind the glasses. 

			‘Wot ya lookin’ at me like dat for?’ he said. ‘Yoo know Da Red Gobbo can’t die. Now ’elp me load dis gun, I got a little twinge in me finger.’

			Redsnot bent down beside Da Gobbo, glancing over his shoulder. The other grots were proceeding as quickly as one could hope. Their fear seemed momentarily forgotten, the escape now closer to a ride. One even tried to balance along the top of the rope, arms outstretched. He managed a surprising number of steps before plummeting from the line, to the cheers of his fellow grots.

			‘Oi! Focus!’ barked Da Red Gobbo. ‘Da bullets load ’ere, and ya look through dis sight. Ya see?’

			Redsnot nodded, examining the bullet as he slid it into the chamber. ‘Big payload dis,’ he said. ‘Would take out a humie no problem.’

			‘True dat.’

			‘Imagine ya could even blow a hole in an ork’s head wiv some­fing like dis.’

			‘Who could say?’ Da Gobbo grinned. ‘Right. Mechanism is loaded. Gitzit?’

			‘Wot?’ the burly grot said, raising his head.

			It was that which saved him. 

			The bullet would have shattered his skull had he stayed in position. As it was, it creased his brow, tearing a good hunk of flesh right above his ruined eye socket. He fell back, blade tumbling from his fingers. Below, Redsnot could hear the humies. They were almost on them.

			‘Grab ’im and go!’ Da Gobbo rasped, lumbering to his feet. He swayed, but managed to raise his weapon, training it on the opened trapdoor. A head appeared, but only for a moment, the cranium shattering from the force of Da Gobbo’s shot. The body tumbled, from the sounds of things dislodging a score of humies pressed behind it on the ladder. Redsnot rushed forward, slamming the trapdoor shut and slinging Gitzit’s arm over his shoulder, half carrying and half dragging him over to the zip line. The last grots were in the process of departing. 

			‘Get off,’ Gitzit slurred, eyes glazed. ‘I is fine. Fine to fight. Just point me at ’em.’

			‘All right,’ Redsnot said, winding the scrap of rag around the rope. ‘Just hold dis real tight. Don’t let go till I say. Ya got it?’

			‘Yeah, I got it,’ Gitzit replied, swaying. Redsnot wasn’t sure the grot understood what was happening, but there was little he could do about it. He shoved Gitzit from the tower, turning back just in time to see the trapdoor explode into shards. The blast knocked Da Gobbo from his feet, sending him sprawling before he had a chance to fire.

			A figure emerged from beneath, clad in a manner similar to Da Gobbo, a peaked hat on its head, its frame wrapped in a greatcoat. But this humie’s face was set in a snarl almost worthy of an ork, eyes veined, spittle vomiting from between his lips. His right arm ended in a powered fist, which shimmered with energy. It looked a weedy weapon compared to a mighty ork power klaw, but was more than sufficient to pulverise a grot.

			‘This is my enemy?’ he said, glancing from Da Gobbo to Redsnot. ‘You pathetic creatures have cost me dear. And for what? Your lives are worthless, even for greenskins. Beasts. Vermin. I am an emissary of the Dark Gods. I am anointed in their favour. Soon, I will ascend to the ranks of their most trusted servants. Worlds will burn in my name. And you will be nothing more than a stain left in my wake, mourned only by your internal parasites!’

			He stepped towards the dazed Gobbo, fist raised. 

			The thrown blasta struck him in the head. It did little more than knock his cap askew. But he slowed, turning, those hateful eyes fixed on Redsnot.

			Redsnot blinked. Why was the humie staring at him? Granted, his hand was outstretched, suggesting he might have thrown the offending weapon. But that seemed unlikely, and quite out of character. Redsnot glanced around, in the hopes some other grot had launched the attack. No such luck.

			‘Impatient, are you?’ The humie glowered. ‘Why do you seek death?’

			‘Dunno really,’ Redsnot said, shrugging. ‘It just seems to come looking.’

			The humie frowned, as though he could not make out the words. ‘Did you…? You dare debase the human tongue with your vile xenos mouth?’

			‘Maybe. Did you dare bleed on my nice floor? I had a sweet little set-up here before your lot came in making a mess. I had thick walls, some pretty shinies. Even a pet humie.’

			‘The priest!’ the humie roared. ‘You took it from me! That was my tribute!’

			He lunged forward, throwing a punch that could have rent a tank. Redsnot ducked beneath it, the blow singeing his left ear as the power field flared. The impact shattered the stone balcony, and for a moment Redsnot thought the man would overbalance and plunge to his death. But at the last instant his hand shot out, catching a flailing rope that had once supported the bells. He steadied himself, turning to face the grot.

			‘Pathetic,’ the humie bellowed. ‘Something as weak as you cannot oppose me. I am imbued with the power of the Dark Gods! I am their vessel, their priest!’

			The shot exploded against his chest. 

			The armour held, barely, but the impact jarred the rope from his hand. He tottered, his arms flailing, snatching for the rope but missing it. He reached out, seeking purchase on the stone balcony, both hands extended. But the power fist was still active, and the stone shattered at his touch.

			He tumbled from sight, and silence fell.

			Redsnot turned, expecting further attackers. But Da Red Gobbo was propped against the far side of the steeple, his rifle trained on the spot where the humie had been standing. He coughed, blood staining his mouth. More stained his greatcoat, flowing from beneath its folds.

			Redsnot took a step closer, ears drooped in respect. 

			‘Heh, told ya Da Red Gobbo never misses,’ Da Gobbo cackled. ‘Got ’im.’

			‘Ya did.’

			‘Yeah, well I fink dat might be me last shot,’ Da Gobbo sighed. ‘Dis is a nice shoota, but it has a bit too much kick.’

			He opened his coat, revealing a bloodied wound that was crudely stapled shut. An emaciated medi-squig was attached to it, the little creature pumping fungal stimms into the grot’s bloodstream. But it too was fading, its reserves long since squandered.

			‘Took a bit of shrapnel a while back,’ Da Gobbo explained. ‘Couldn’t quite get it closed, and firin’ dat fing opens it up. I told ya – only use it when you ’ave to. Save yer shots.’

			‘Wot do ya mean?’

			Da Gobbo grinned. ‘Don’t take me for a runt. Ya plan to steal it da moment I is dead.’ 

			‘Well… it’s a nice shoota.’

			‘Course it is. But it comes as a package. You take da coat, too. And da hat.’

			Redsnot frowned. ‘But den… I mean, I would look like–’

			‘Ya wouldn’t look like nothin’. Yoo would be Da Red Gobbo. Always and forever. Till yer dead, of course, and someone else takes on da mantle.’

			‘I… I ain’t Da Red Gobbo. I mean, I don’t wanna be.’

			‘Ya stupid git. Ya don’t get to pick. Ya get picked.’

			He spat a mouthful of blood, peeling the cap from his head and tossing it to Redsnot. His scalp was criss-crossed with scars, his ears torn and ratted.

			‘Listen,’ he said. ‘All grots die. We spend da time before it runnin’ if we can, scrappin’ if we ’ave to and hidin’ when we fink we can get away wiv it. Den we die. Wouldn’t ya like to be somefing more dan dat? Run cos you’re lurin’ them in, scrap cos ya like it and hide so ya can sneak up on ’em and stick a shiv in dere back. If you is gonna die anyway, ain’t it better to die on yer own terms? Die cos ya decide to, not cos a boss tells ya to?’

			‘I still fink it’s better not to die,’ Redsnot replied, his gaze fixed on the cap.

			‘Yeah? Well, da inside of dat cap is flak-lined. It will ’elp protect yer ’ead. And da coat is similar. Pretty good against fire too, so long as ya don’t hang around.’

			Redsnot nodded. ‘Suppose dat might help,’ he said, setting the cap on his head. ‘Though it might attract some attention.’

			‘Let it. Da grots need ya. Yoo is a smart one, Redsnot. If grots ever ’ave a hope of bein’ free from ork rule, dey need leadership. Someone to show dem da way, and tell dem wot to do.’

			‘Wot about Da Kommittee? How do I contact dem?’

			‘Da Kommittee is wherever ya need it to be and will say wotever needs sayin’,’ Da Gobbo replied. His voice was beginning to fade. ‘Now listen to me. Dis is important. Take da goggles. Yoo’ll need ’em.’

			‘Wot do dey do?’

			‘Dey is da most important bit,’ Da Gobbo said, lifting the goggles clear with trembling fingers. ‘Dey give ya da look.’

			‘Da look?’

			‘Dey is like a mirror. When a grot sees ya, it sees itself reflected. Dey see demselves.’

			He smiled, but the light was fading from his eyes. Shed of his vestments, he no longer even resembled Da Red Gobbo. Just one more dead grot. The same as all the others.

			Except for the idea.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			 


			Gitzit’s head felt like he’d been struck by a Deff Dread. Still, he rose weakly, blinking against the blazing sun. 

			Sun. That was different. He was outside? Yes, the roof of the church. He’d been hit by something and… had Redsnot rescued him? It didn’t seem likely. That wily old grot had it in for him. But here he was. The only question was: where were they?

			‘Err… boss?’ 

			One of the runts stood beside him, ears pressed flat.

			‘Wot is it?’ he snapped. ‘And don’t call me boss.’

			‘Smoke.’ 

			Gitzit followed the grot’s gaze. Clouds adorned the horizon and were racing closer. They might have been ork vehicles, given the volume of dust and sand being thrown up, but it could be the humies too. He listened, trying to make out the roar of familiar engines. But they were too far out for even his prodigious hearing. 

			There was something though: a high-pitched whine. Could it be an engine? If it was, it didn’t sound happy.

			‘Listen, does anyone else hear–?’

			But the noise came from behind and above. He turned, just in time to see a human figure hurtling from the bell tower towards them. He screamed as he fell, silenced only when he struck a statue mounted at the base of the tower, the winged figurine’s raised spear piercing the plummeting humie’s sternum. As he slid down the weapon, his eyes snapped open, his lips parting as he tried to offer one final curse. But his eyes rolled and he was still.

			The grots crept closer, inspecting the corpse. 

			‘Do ya fink he meant to do dat?’ one of them asked.

			‘Dunno,’ said another with a shrug. ‘Da spikey humies do seem to like sticking each uvver on spikes. I saw dem do it earlier outside da church.’ 

			‘I thought dat woz a joke or somefing?’ 

			‘Nah. Dey do it to impress dere gods.’ 

			‘Stupid humies,’ Gitzit sighed. ‘Any decent god could stick dere own bodies on spikes. Gork and Mork never need help wiv stuff like dat. Gods are supposed to be somefing ya want to be like, not somefing ya seek to impress.’

			The grots nodded. The ways of humies really were perplexing. 

			‘Hang on,’ one of them muttered, shielding his eyes. ‘I fink he woz pushed.’

			Gitzit followed his gaze. There was a figure at the tower’s summit. Despite the glare and smoke there was no mistaking the peaked cap, or the infamous greatcoat. 

			‘Da Gobbo,’ one of the runts whispered. ‘Da Gobbo beat ’em.’

			The figure hooked his rifle over the zip line, hurtling down it. His landing was less than graceful, tumbling head over heels, his hat almost leaving his head. But he rallied magnificently, tearing the rope from his iconic harpoon-staff before striding towards the fallen humie and vaulting onto his corpse. With his hat pulled low, collar upturned, and goggles shading his eyes, his face was little more than a bladed nose and sickle smile.

			‘My fellow, err… comrades,’ he said, raising his staff high. ‘Our oppressors lie dead. Dey was big and shouty and had weird fings growing out dere foreheads, but we still krumped ’em! We is Da Revolushun!’

			The grots cheered. All except Gitzit. He was staring at Da Gobbo, his good eye narrowed.

			‘Wot is wrong wiv yer voice?’ he said.

			Da Gobbo stiffened, glaring at him. ‘Maybe it’s yer ears?’ he said, his voice now an octave lower, the strain audible. ‘Ya took a bit of a tumble up dere. Might’ve knocked somefing loose.’

			‘I is as sharp as I ever woz!’

			‘Dat bad, huh?’ Da Gobbo said. There was a titter of laughter, though Gitzit’s glare soon silenced it.

			‘Ya know who yer voice reminds me of?’ Gitzit replied. 

			‘Do tell.’

			‘Redsnot. Where did dat little runt get to?’

			‘Redsnot?’ Da Gobbo frowned, tapping his chin. ‘Which one woz dat? Da crafty, bold one? Well, I’m afraid he is no more. Gave his life for Da Cause. And saved yoor hide, I might add.’

			‘Ya sayin’ he’s dead?’

			‘Of course,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Redsnot might’ve been a tough and popular little grot, but he woz no Red Gobbo. I mean, I only just got out of dere. If dat’s da case, do ya really fink he made it?’

			‘Dunno.’ Gitzit frowned. It did seem unlikely.

			‘Den get yer ’ead togevva,’ Da Gobbo replied. ‘Da Kommittee needs strong warriors wiv clear ’eads. Ya get it?’

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ Gitzit muttered. ‘Not sure it matters, though. Company is comin’.’

			The smoke trails were closer, the vehicles now visible. There was no mistaking the ramshackle trukks of their ork masters. They would have been elated, once. To know that their masters had returned, along with the relative safety they granted. But there were no cheers, no rush of grots desperate to greet the arrivals.

			‘Ah well,’ one of them sighed. ‘It woz fun while it lasted.’

			‘Lasted?’ Da Gobbo said. ‘You fink dis changes anyfing? Da Revolushun is not over. It is never over. Dis woz our victory. We won and we deserve da spoils!’

			‘Wot is we gonna do?’

			Da Gobbo didn’t answer for a moment. He seemed to be staring at the onrushing horde, but it was hard to tell with those goggles.

			‘Is Migiz alive?’

			‘Yes, boss,’ the little grot squeaked, before catching himself. ‘Sorry. Yeah, I’m alive.’

			‘Good lad,’ Da Gobbo grinned. ‘Show us da way out, den. And everyone keep yer ’eads down. I don’t want dem seein’ us. Not yet.’

			The orks were predictable enough, their trukks skidding to a halt outside the church, the occupants leaping clear and storming into the building, anxious to spill some blood. Only a couple hung back, a token rearguard. 

			Da Red Gobbo adjusted the sight on his shoota, lining it up with the skull of the rearmost ork. The other one would turn at the sound, which might give him time to squeeze off a second shot. If not, he’d have to rely on the dozen or so grots led by Gitzit to finish the job. Once that was done they could look over the vehicles. There might be a few grots lurking there, ammo runts and so on. He’d give them a chance to join the cause.

			It should be sufficient. Hopefully.

			‘Now, Migiz, are ya sure ya ’ave da detonator?’

			‘Yes, comrade!’ The grot grinned gleefully, presenting a silver tube topped with a big red button. ‘Ready to ’splode!’

			‘Not yet! Wait for me signal. When I fire, yoo press da button. Dat will take care of most of ’em, and any humies still lurkin’ about. I’ll pick off da uvvers.’ 

			His finger tightened on the trigger, the crosshairs aligned with the ork’s head. He had the weapon braced against the rock, mindful of the recoil and the toll it had taken on the previous Red Gobbo’s body. 

			Still, it was worth it. He knew that even as he squeezed the trigger and the shoota’s butt hammered into his shoulder. He barely felt the pain, watching transfixed as the shot pierced the ork’s skull, the back of his head exploding outwards. The other ork turned at the sound, but was immediately blown from his feet as the church erupted in a fireball. 

			He took aim at the rising ork, who was inspecting his fallen comrade, perhaps wondering why the back of his head was missing. As he squeezed the trigger, he marvelled at the familiarity of the scene, and finally understood his predecessor’s purpose in coming here, in finding Redsnot, and in showing him what he could really be. 

			For the bullet wound looked just like the shot that had slain Runtherd Killaskun.
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			It had been a weird trip through the warp.

			Ufthak Blackhawk knew full well that there wasn’t such a thing as a normal trip through the warp, because Gork and Mork had their own senses of humour and liked to mess with the boyz every now and then. He still remembered that time he’d ended up seeing out of his own kneecaps for a while. Then there were all the interesting things you might encounter on a space hulk, like those bugeye wotsits with different numbers of arms that moved like a cyboar on nitrous. That was the great thing about space hulks – never a dull moment. Even when you thought you’d killed everything on board, you’d probably still missed a bit. And even if you hadn’t, odds were you’d still have some ladz with you to have a punch-up with if everything got too boring.

			This journey, though, hadn’t been on a space hulk; it had been on a humie vessel, one that Ufthak and his boyz had boarded and taken, and on which Da Boffin had installed and then activated a device he’d called Da Warp Dekapitator. This had caused a katastroffic warp implosion – which was apparently a good thing, although Ufthak thought that ‘catastrophic’ sounded like something that should be happening to someone else – and it had dragged not only the humie ship but also all the ork ships around it into the warp and along the path of its last jump, to arrive back where it had come from.

			(There was also the part where most of the bodies of the dead humie crew had merged together into a reanimated mass of flesh and steel that hungered for ork blood, and also the screaming humie faces that ran around on varying numbers of insectoid legs and spat poison, but the boyz had needed something to keep their spirits up on the way.)

			Now they’d reached their destination, and had emerged from the warp again with nothing more than the sudden but quickly fading sensation that Ufthak’s skeleton wasn’t where it was supposed to be. And what a destination it was.

			‘Dat planet,’ Mogrot Redtoof said, looking out of a viewport, ‘is made of metal.’

			Ufthak nodded sagely. Back before they’d boarded the humie ship, he and Mogrot had been rivals – two warriors jockeying for position under the command of Badgit Snazzhammer. Thanks to a series of events involving a large robot, several fatalities and a head transplant courtesy of Dok Drozfang, Ufthak’s undamaged head had ended up on the decapitated Snazzhammer’s undamaged and significantly larger body. After a brief meeting of the minds via a headbutt, Mogrot had settled back into a role as Ufthak’s right-hand ork. That didn’t mean that Ufthak trusted him, of course, but at least he was fairly certain Mogrot wouldn’t try to shank him unless he was already wounded.

			‘Looks like a humie mekboy place,’ Ufthak said. ‘Humie mekboy ship, coming from a humie mekboy planet. Makes sense to me.’

			‘Why do dey do dat, anyway?’ Mogrot asked. ‘Make dere planets all shiny so ya know dey’ve got flashy stuff ya might want, and den when ya go to get it, dey get all annoyed an’ try to kill ya?’

			‘Dat’s da problem wiv humies,’ Ufthak opined knowingly. ‘Dey ain’t logickal.’

			‘Boss!’

			The shout came from the other side of the bridge, where Ufthak and his ladz had taken up residence after they’d tossed out the corpses of the crew formerly stationed there. Ufthak clumped across the deck, absent-mindedly twirling the Snazzhammer as he went. It had been Badgit’s weapon, a two-handed affair as tall as a humie with its legs still attached, with an electrified hammer on one side of the head and a choppa blade on the other. He was starting to get used to the feel of it now, and couldn’t wait to krump a few more enemies with it.

			‘Wot?’ he demanded, coming up alongside Deffrow. The other ork pointed with the few fingers that remained on his right hand, having blown most of them off by hitting a humie with a stikkbomb.

			‘Look at dat, boss! Dat ain’t one of ours!’

			Ufthak sucked his breath in through his teef as a jagged piece of darkness eclipsed the stars. The ships that made up the Waaagh! fleet of Da Meklord – Da Biggest Big Mek, and a warboss in his own right – were many and varied, but Ufthak was familiar with them, and Deffrow was correct: that wasn’t one of theirs. Impressive though Da Meklord’s flotilla was, none of them looked quite that… killy.

			‘Dat’s Da Blacktoof,’ Ufthak said in something close to wonder, as the shape of it became clear. It was a monstrous kill kroozer, bristling with guns and ordnance. And there, leering down at them from under the prow, was a single, huge glyph: a monstrous, one-eyed ork skull, with crossed bones behind it. ‘Dat’s Kaptin Badrukk’s ship.’

			The rest of his mob made suitably impressed noises. Badrukk was a legend across the galaxy, a freebooter of infamy and renown, and his presence here surely meant that Da Meklord’s own star was in the ascendancy.

			Assuming, of course, that Badrukk was here because Da Meklord had arranged for him to be. If not…

			‘Message from da boss!’ Da Boffin shouted, bursting into the bridge in a gust of fumes. At some point in the past, Da Meklord’s favourite spanner had, either due to injury or simple curiosity, replaced his legs with a gyro-stabilised monowheel, and as a result he was now both much faster than a normal boy, and spectacularly poor at navigating stairs. ‘All nobs are to get over to Mork’s Hammer right now!’

			Mork’s Hammer was Da Meklord’s flagship, and Da Meklord only called his nobs and bosses together if he had something very important to say… or, alternatively, if he wanted to yell at them all. As a new nob, Ufthak had never attended one of these Waaagh! meets before. His chest swelled with new-found pride, and he slung the Snazz­hammer over his shoulder as he turned on the spot.

			‘Right den!’ He frowned, as a thought struck him. ‘Wait a minute. Do da ’Ullbreakers go backwards?’ He and his mob had arrived via boarding pods, which were still locked into the side of the humie ship after they’d broken through its ferrous hide.

			Da Boffin shook his head. ‘Nah. Dey got just one gear – go.’

			‘So how’re we s’posed to get back over dere, den?’ Ufthak demanded. What was the good in being a nob if you couldn’t go listen to your boss telling you what he wanted you to go and stomp?

			Da Boffin shrugged. ‘Da humies have shuttles on dis fing. We’ll nick one.’

			Ufthak frowned at him suspiciously. ‘You know how to fly one?’

			‘Can’t be hard,’ Da Boffin grinned. ‘After all, humies can do it.’

			The Waaagh! room of Mork’s Hammer was crowded with orks mashed in shoulder to shoulder. Ufthak saw many faces he recognised and many more that he didn’t, because every single ork of any authority under Da Meklord’s command was here. Surly, black-clad Goffs glowered at camouflaged Blood Axes and blue-painted Deathskulls, while the stench of fuel from the Evil Sunz was almost overpowered, but instead just sickeningly offset, by the smell of squig dung that accompanied the Snakebites. However, most numerous by far were the yellow and black colours of the Bad Moons, which wasn’t only Ufthak’s clan, but also that of Da Meklord himself. They were smartest, the richest and the flashest clan of all, and the reason why the Tekwaaagh! had risen so quickly and so unstoppably. Sure, the Evil Sunz might drive a bit faster, and the Blood Axes might be a bit sneakier, but if you wanted the ladz with the best guns, you wanted Bad Moons.

			This many orks in such close proximity was a pretty good recipe for a massive fight, especially given the egos involved. Ufthak could see the huge, horned helm and multiple back banners of Drak Bigfang, the Goff warboss; the collection of junk and scavenged armour plates under which was Gurnak Six-Gunz, the self-proclaimed SupaLoota of the Deathskulls; and the fur-clad bulk of Da Viper, the Snakebite Overboss, whose gargantuan squiggoth was so large it allegedly had a hold all to itself in his kroozer. Any of these orks were capable of leading a Waaagh! in their own right, but no one was starting any trouble worse than jostling their neighbour a bit. No one wanted to end up like Oldfang Krumpthunda, who’d taken Da Meklord on one on one and had been… Well, no one was quite sure what he had been, other than it involved getting hit with Da Meklord’s shokkhammer and then ending up in lots of very small pieces in very different places. Some of the boyz said they were still finding bits of him in the stew, now and then.

			Horns blared, a brassy note of challenge and conquest, and everyone shut their gobs and snapped their heads around to look at the dais built at the far end. Part of the wall behind it had been turned into a massive effigy of the face of Mork – or possibly Gork, but Ufthak reckoned it was Mork – and this was now yawning wider and wider as the mighty lower jaw dropped away. Steam and smoke gushed forth, obscuring the dais but accentuating the piercing red glare of the eyes lurking near the ceiling.

			Then, first as a looming shadow in the murk, and then as a mighty figure resplendent in his yellow-and-black mega armour, Da Meklord emerged from the mouth of a god.

			He was a titanic figure, and that wasn’t just down to the size of his armour. Ufthak’s new body was large enough that he was a head taller than most of the mob under his command, but Da Meklord would have towered over him had they stood next to each other. He made ordinary orks look like grots. His mega armour made him nearly as wide as he was tall, and the bosspole rising up above his head and carrying his personal glyphs and banners added another dimension of awe to his appearance. Half of the overlarge skull that housed his enormous brain was plated in metal; in his left hand he held the shokk­hammer, and his right hand disappeared somewhere into the gigantic mess of barrels, ammo feeds and coolant pipes that formed his kustom supa-shoota.

			‘ALRIGHT, LISSEN UP!’

			The assembled nobs quietened down a bit more, each one intimidated into silence by his stentorian bellow. Ufthak stood as straight and tall as he could, to try and make sure his face was visible, even though he was standing quite far back and there were other, bigger orks with more impressive weapons and armour between him and his warboss. There was something intangible about Da Meklord that grabbed a lad by the throat, focused his attention and drove it home to him that this ork, this ork, was one who knew where he was going, and on whom glory and renown would be showered.

			‘Da humies call dis world “Hephaesto”,’ Da Meklord rumbled. ‘Dere’s a lot of ’em down dere. Da red-robe types, da ones what look like Evil Sunz, but squishier.’

			A bubble of laughter ran through the assembled nobs, save for the Evil Sunz present, who were doing their best to look like they weren’t glowering.

			‘Dey’ve prob’ly got a lot of interestin’ tek, cos dose humies tend to,’ Da Meklord continued. ‘An’ normally, I’d be sendin’ all you down dere to get it, and kill ’em all. But dere’s a little snag.’

			Ufthak glanced sideways, and saw his own confusion mirrored on the other green-skinned faces around him. What could possibly be a snag to a Waaagh! as mighty as this one? Unless…

			‘See, some uvver gitz got ’ere first,’ Da Meklord said. ‘An’ we could fight dem too, dat could be a good larf, but while we woz doing dat, da humies might get away, an’ dat would just be a waste.’

			Heads nodded. Humies weren’t exactly a scarce resource, but you couldn’t always rely on some being about when you wanted a scrap, so it made sense to use the ones that were here.

			‘I talked to–’

			The temperature in the Waaagh! room plummeted. Ufthak could see his breath in front of his face, and faint tendrils of frost began to creep along the walls. Orks readied their weapons, unsure what was going on but ready to fight it, or, if no better options presented themselves, each other.

			The air pressure increased rapidly, from unnoticeable to the point where Ufthak felt like something was pressing in on his eardrums. He shook his head and growled, trying to clear the sensation, but it persisted until–

			Vorp!

			A bubble of energy washed out from the other end of the dais to where Da Meklord was standing, sending the smoke of his entrance billowing, and incidentally knocking the fumes aside to give every ork in the room a clear view of…

			Kaptin Badrukk.

			The mightiest freebooter kaptin who’d ever lived. The hero of the War of Dakka, the Breaker of the Grand Guard, and the Plunderer of Tanhotep. He stood resplendent in his lead-lined greatcoat, his bald head crowned by his mighty bicorn, which was as tall as a well-fed grot and dripping with medals taken from the corpses of humie commanders. He was leaning casually on his longblade choppa, and had Da Rippa, a gun so radioactive its simple presence in a room practically constituted an aggressive act, tucked under his arm. He was flanked by three more Flash Gitz, each one imitating him so far as possible in their mode of dress and armament, but not coming close to rivalling his sheer ostentatiousness and utter gaudy magnificence. Lurking behind them all was an ork that had to be Badmek Mogrok, another Bad Moons big mek, who fought under Badrukk’s banner and was undoubtedly the source of his teknologickal advances.

			For the first time in his life, Ufthak Blackhawk laid eyes on an ork who might just be as impressive as Da Meklord.

			‘Ta-daaa!’ Badrukk bellowed, as though he hadn’t just tellyported into the middle of his rival’s command structure, on his rival’s warship. The sheer guts of the git was jaw-dropping.

			Da Meklord turned towards Badrukk with a clank of metal and a hiss of pistons. He looked thoroughly unimpressed, but he hadn’t powered up his supa-shoota or sent the triple heads of his shokkhammer whirling around each other, so violence wasn’t imminent.

			‘Kaptin,’ Da Meklord growled. ‘I woz just telling da ladz about how we woz going to be havin’… a friendly kompetition.’

			‘Dat’s right!’ Badrukk beamed, showing more teef than it should have been possible to fit into one gob. ‘Plenty of loot to go round down dere, I reckon. Of course, my ladz’ve had a bit of a head start, but dat should just help ya out! Cleared a few obstacles out da way, dat sort of fing.’

			‘So we’re all gonna stomp da humies, an’ take dere tek,’ Da Meklord said. ‘An’ your boyz ain’t gonna be shootin’ mine in da back, right?’

			‘So long as yours don’t shoot mine first,’ Badrukk leered back at him. ‘Dat would be a shame, when dere’s so many humies to go round.’

			‘My forts exactly,’ Da Meklord agreed. ‘So we got a deal, den?’

			‘We got a deal,’ Kaptin Badrukk said, nodding. ‘Last one to da gubbinz mucks out da squiggoffs!’ He clicked his fingers, and Mogrok did something. A moment later the temperature dropped again, crackling energy surrounded the freebooterz for a second, and then they were gone once more, as abruptly as they’d arrived.

			Da Meklord turned towards his assembled nobs.

			‘Get down dere, and wotever ya do, don’t let dat git’s boyz get to da good stuff before ya!’ His face broke into a grin every bit as toofy and menacing as the one that had graced the freebooter kaptin’s. ‘I fink dere’s gonna be a few “accidents” before we’re done ’ere, so make sure yer aiming at Badrukk’s ladz whenever ya fink yer gun might go off by mistake, like when dey’z between you and da best loot. Got it?’

			Ufthak joined his voice to the others in a roar of assent to assure their warboss that they had indeed got it.

			‘Good!’ Da Meklord drew himself up to his full, magnificent height, and filled his lungs.

			‘Now get down dere, an’ get fightin’!’
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