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INTRODUCTION

You QUITE FREQUENTLY COIMe across the phrase ‘this book changed
my life, usually on the cover of some dubious American self-help
man_uai with a title like I Was A Pathetic Loser Like You Until T Got Rich
Preying On Pl'eopfa’s Insecurities, | have to admit, though, that the expe-
rience :::_f ‘u:mting For the Emperor, the first Ciaphas Cain novel, had a
pretty big impact on mine. I learned an enormous amount about the
craft Df: authorship in the process, and have continued to do so as
the series goes on; it's no exaggeration to say that without Cain |
W{i}uldn't be the writer I amn today. (Whether or not that's a good
thing I leax_re to your judgement.) Certainly, an awful lot of people
seem to enjoy his adventures, something which continues to aston-
ish me, as, like so many authors, I write purely to amuse myself. The
fact that so many readers also find these tales entertaining, and the
amount of enthusiasm for them they express at signing sessions, still
surprises and delights me. f
Ironically, when I wrote the first short story featuring Cain, I
assumed that the idea of a self-obsessed commissar was a nne'—iurke
concept, and having told it I'd be turning my attention elsewhere
But Cain _had other ideas, hanging around in the back of my head,
and refusing to go away. Luckily, it seemed, he’'d struck a chord witb:
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e the readers t00; almost as soon as his first adventure, Fight or Flight,

¥ had appeared in the pages of I nferno! 1 was asked if I'd like to follow

it up with a sequel, and no sooner had ! written that than I was

3 asked if I'd like to feature him in a novel for the Black Library.

The answer to that, of course, was Yes!' Since then, the

B redoubtable commissar has gone from strength to strength, with the

iy

] b

g fifth volume of his adventures appearing at the same time as this col-
¥ lected edition of the first three (plus some odd bits). Which is not to
£ . say that I'm getting in the least bit tired of the series; on the contrary,
§2 . § already have another one planned (possibly even underway by the
£ time you read this), and hope to continue chronicling his activities
£ for years to come. Or at least until my longsuifering editors’
% patience finally gives out.

One of the questions I'm often asked is how I manage to get away

¥ with being humorous in a universe as relentlessly grim as the one of
- the 41st millennium. Part of the answer is that it's a natural human
& trait to take refuge from horror in humour, and Cain'’s dry and ironic
¥ ‘parrative voice seems to me {0 be a perfectly reasonable one in
B which to be recounting his memoirs. One of the pleasures of writ-
8. ing stories set in the Warhammer 40,000 universe is that it's so rich
£: and textured that it can be used to tell pretty much any kind of tale.
B In fact it's only because the background is so solidly developed that
£ .. the books succeed at all; I doubt that Cain would have worked half
. ¢ well as a character in any other environment. Qccasionally, 1 must

admit, { get carried away and coss the line into out-and-out com-

-edy, but when this happens I'm lucky enough to have supportive
£~ and vigilant editors (hi Lindsey, hi Nick!) looking over my shoulder

and pointing out tactfully that this 1s, perhaps, a joke too far.
Another member of the team who deserves a public pat on the back

i is Clint Langley, whose wonderful covers do so much to enliven
i these books; his illustrations capture Cain’s sardonic personality

perfectly, and his rendition of Jurgen instantly became the image I
see in my mind whenever he wanders into the story.

The other thing the Cain novels have which, much to the relief of
the typesetters, none of the other Black Library titles do, is the noto-
rious footnotes. Almost as soon as I began the first novel I realised
that the narrative needed opening out in order to take in a much
bigger picture than Cain would be able to experience personally:
something of a problem with a hero who tells his story entirely 1n
the first person! The solution was to add an editorial voice, which
would interpolate additional material and explanatory footnotes; a
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voice, moreover, which would be waspish, self-confident and opin-
lonated, in contrast to Cain’s frequently-expressed insecurities. To
my relief the perfect candidate appeared in the story almost at once,
and has continued to do sterling work throughout the series.

One of the many pleasures I've found working on the Cain stories

has been the plethora of supporting characters whe wandered onto
the page for a paragraph or two and stuck around, becoming more
rounded and developed as the series progressed. Following their
growth from book to book has been fascinating for me, and, I hope,
enjoyable for you. Especially the inestimable Jurgen, who, despite
his lack of personal hygiene and social skills, has a pretty good claim
to being the real hero of these adventures, if anyone ever noticed
him,
. Which brings me to the other question I'm most frequently asked
about Cain - other than how you pronounce his Christian name
(for the record, it's kai-a-fass, which, like his surname, is a rather self-
indulgent biblical joke). Is he really the cowardly scoundrel he
pamts himself to be, or far more courageous than he gives himself
credit for? To be perfectly honest, I don't really know, although I
suspect a little of both; but that's one of the real joys of a writer's life.
I may have invented him in the first place, inspired to some extent
by Harry Flashman and Edmund Blackadder, but by now he's
become enough of a personality in his own right to keep surprising
me, and long may he continue to do so.

I hope you enjoy his adventures as much as I have.

Sandy Mitchell
January 2007
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5 Like any newly-commissioned young commissar I faced my ﬁr:sr frssignmem
" with an eagerness mixed with trepidation. I was, after all, the visible embod-

iment of the will of the Emperor Himself; and 1 could scarce suppress the tiny

£ yoice which bade me wonder if, when tested, T would truly prove worthy of

the trust bestowed upon me. When the test came at last, in the blood and glory
of the bartlefield, I had my answer; and my life changed forever.

— Ctaphas Cain, ‘To Serve the Emperor:

A Commissar’s Life, 104, M42

I¥ THERE'S A single piece of truth among all the pigus humbyg and ret-
' rospective arse-covering that passes for my autobiography, it's the last

four words of that paragraph. When I look back over the past hundred
years of cowardice, truth-bending, bowel-loosening terror, and sheer
dumb luck that somehow propelled me to the dizzy .hglght.s_; of ll-lem of
the Imperium, I can truthfully point to thaf grubby little skirmish on a
forgotten mining world as the incident which rnade me what I am.

I'd been a fully-fledged commissar for almost eight weeks when [ arrived
on Desolatia IV, seven of thern spent travelling in the warp:[;nd [ could fl
ight away that my new unit wasn't happy to receive me. There was a sin-
:lihﬂlalam);nder thing at the edge of the landing field as | stepped oft the
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shuttle, its sand-scoured desert camo bearing the markings of the Valhal-
lan 12th Field Artillery. But there was no sign of the senior officers that
protocol dgm:-mded should meet a newly-arrived commissar. just a single,
bqred-lnnlung trooper, stripped down to the bare minimum of what
mlg_ht pass for a uniform, making the best of what little shade the parked
:;hlde gﬁere(;i. h};e %l]aercllced up from his slate of ‘artistic engravings’ as |

peared, and sham in neral directi i icki i
tle puffs of the baking ?Eﬂnwngi ween h.lﬂ SERT

’Carr?r your bag, sir?’ He didn't even attempt a salute,

_ That's fine, I said hastily. t's not heavy” His body odour preceded him
!11(& a p-e:rsonal force bubble. The briefing slate I'd glanced at before mak-
ing the joyous discovery that the transport ship was stuffed with crewmen
5!1_1] under the fond illusion that games of chance had something to do
with Juck had mentioned that the Valhallans were from an ice world, so it
was no surprise 1o me that the baking heat of Desolatia was making him
sweat heavily, but I'd hardly expected to be met by a walking bioweapon.

} overrode the gag reflex and adopted an expression of amiable good
humour that had got me out of trouble innumerable times during my
years at the schola, as well as into it as often as I could contrive

'Cﬂmmissar Cain,’ I said. ‘And you are...? . -

jGunner Jurgen. Colonel sends his apologies, but he's busy’

No doubt, I said. The ground crew were starting to unload the cargo
anonymous crates and pieces of mining machinery larger than | wa:;
floated past on lift pallets. The mines were the reason we were here: to
ensure the un-interrupted supply of something or other to the fmtge-
w-::u:lds of the Imperium despite the presence of an ork raiding party,
which l_lad been unpleasantly surprised to find an Imperial Guar&
truf;:pshlp in orbit waiting for a minor warpstorm to subside when they
arrived. Precisely what we were defending from our rapidly dwindlin
foes wm_lld be somewhere in the briefing slate, 1 supposed. °

The mine habs loomed above us, clinging like lichen to the sides of the
mountain their inhabitants had all but hollowed out. To a hive boy such
as myself they looked comfortably nostalgic, albeit a Little on the camped
side. The total population of the colony was just a few hundred thousand
including elders and kids; just a village really by Imperial standards f

l_ followed Jurgen back to the Salamander, weaving through the .thick-
ening scrum of workers; he walked straight towards it, unimpeded, the
miasma from his unwashed socks clearing a path as effectively r:ens a
chmpswnrd. As | swung my kitbag aboard I found myself wondering if
coming here had been a mistake after all.

W kK
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By JOURNEY was uneventful; nothing so assertive as a landmark inter-
il the monotony of the desert road once the mountains had
I diminished behind us to a low smudge against the horizon. The only
i shing even approaching scenery was the occasional burned-out hulk of

ork battlewagon.
“wou must be looking forward to getting out of here I remarked,

L 21

E njoying the sensation of the wind through my hair and revelling in the
i fact that perched up behind the gunner's shield, I was mercifully insu-

B Jated from Jurgen's odour. He shrugged.

the Emperor wills, He said that a lot. I was beginning to realise
¥ .ahat where his intelleci should have been was a literally-minded adher-

to Imperial doctrine which would have had my old tutors at the
¥cychiola dancing with glee. If they'd ever deigned to do anything so

ey kS
Ny

® undignified, of course. .
Gradually the outline of the artillery park began to resolve itself
gt through the heat haze. It had been sited in the lee of a low bluff, which
E-rose out of the parching sand like an island in a sea of grit; the Valhal-
;-}ans having adapted their instinctive appreciation of blizzard
P~ conditions to the sandstorms prevailing here without too much diffi-
Bulldozed berms extended out from the rockface, extending the
&' defensive perimeter into a rough semi-circle blistered with sandbagged
fy - emplacements and subsidiary earthworks.
B> The first thing I made out with any clarity were the Earthshakers; even
. at this distance they were impressive, dwarfing the inflatable habdomes
. that clustered around the compound like camouflaged mushrooms. As
b - we got closer 1 made out batteries of Hydras too, carefully emplaced
% along the perimeter to maximise cover against air attack.
i Despite myself, [ was favourably impressed; Colonel Mostrue obviously
& knew his business, and wasn't about to let the lack of a visible enemy luli
F him into a false sense of security. 1 began to look forward to meeting him.
1S5 you' RE THE new commissar?’ He glanced up from his desk, looking
at me like something he’d found on the sole of his boot. 1 nodded,
picking an expression of polite neutrality. I'd met his sort before, and
my preferred option of breezy charm wouldn’t cut it with him. Imper-
1al Guard commanders tended to distrust the political officers assigned
to them, often with good reason. Most of the time, about alt you could
hope for was to develop a tolerable working relationship and try not to
tread on one another’s toes too much. That worked for me; even back
then 1 realised commissars who threw their weight around tended to
end up dying heroically for the Emperor, even if the enemy was a sus-

- piciously long way away at the time.
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‘Ciaphas Cain.’ I introduced myself with a formal nod of the head,

and tried not to shiver. The air in the habdome was freezing, despite the
furnace heat outside, and I found myself unexpectedly grateful for the

greatcoat that went with my uniform. I should have anti cipated Valhal-
lan tastes would run to ajr conditioni

I was trying my best not to shiver
T know who you are, commissar,
know is what you're doing here?’ |
T go where I'm sent, colonel’ Which was
went. What I didn’t mention was that I'd gon
finding an Administratum functionary with

an nability to spot a stacked deck that almost amounted to a gift from
the Emperor; who, after a few pleasant social evenings, had left me in

a position to pick practically any unit in the entire Guard to attach
myself to. -

‘We've never had a commissar assignied to us before’
[ tried on an expression of bemused puzzlement.
‘Probably because you don’t seem to need one.

exemplary. I can only assume. /[ hesitated just 1
his interest: '

‘Assume what?’ .

I feigned ill-concealed embarrassment.

It I could be frank for a moment, colonel?’
the most diligent student at the schola. Too much time on the scrum-
ball pitch, and not enough in the library, to be honest’ He nodded
again. I thought it best not to mention the other activities which had
consumed most of the time ] should have spent studying. ‘My final
assessment was marginal. | Suspect this assignment wag intended to...
€ase me into service without too many challenges’

Worked like a charm, of course. Mostrue was flattered by the impli-
cation that his unit was sufficiently well-run to have attracted the
favourable notice of the Commissariat, and, if not exactly pleased to
have me aboard, was at least no longer radiating ill-concealed suspi-
cion and resentment. It was also almost true; one of the reasons I'd
settled on the 12th Field Artillery was that there didn’t seem much for
me to do there. The main one, though, was that artillery units fought
from behind the lines. A long way behind. No skulking through jun-
gles or city blocks waiting for a laser bolt in the back, no standing on
the barricades face to face with a screaming ork horde, just the satisfac.

tion of pulverising the enemy at a safe distance and a quick cup of
recatt before doing it all over again. Suited me fine. '

His voice was dry. ‘What I want to
tue enough, so far as it

a weakness for cards and

Your unit records are
ong enough to pique

He nodded. ‘I was hardly
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11 do our best to keep you underempkmy&d.’ Mos:m;e ;r?é;ec;
inl faint air of tolerant smugness washing across lu_sidf‘f:;] Il_ea.s
ﬂm'llljil ’?DG If you let people feel superior to you, theyre childishly easy

SIMI1LE .

+0 manipulate.

' Divas,
iform on sentry duty’ Toren
; ERHLSEN. Qut of uni . S
GUHHE; s subaltern, glared at the latest miscreant, who hatdﬂtl};n gm :
Mﬂsiih and glance at me nervously. Divas was th;t %ﬂ;ﬁ - Dﬂﬁ e
- ' ived; an amiable man, he'd bee
i ‘d made since 1 arrived; a iable ‘he'd o
i Itj hand over the chore of maintaining discipline among
Eﬁﬁ to a proper commissar now DEE wasf az:jl?;glet.hﬁ b
isn't in thi 7 I made a show of r :
sn't in this heat? : . : + £
?i%zr:ced up. ‘Nevertheless, despite the obvious e;e:te_nuatmf cirﬂind
E;nis we have to retain some standards. Five days’ kitchen duty.
8 , : .
soIme rousers on. | | L
pu];rh]sen saluted, visibly relieved to have escapa;d (;:_he ?EEEN Ein >
lly prescribed for such an infraction, and marche DLé] e
mior}’rts showing far too much of his inadequately pafchi 1 un s beer;
. 1 :rm;st say, Cai, you're not quite what I'd E}{pe_ctedilE_rt ;‘Endiumen_
I d Divas began to collect his :
last defaulter of the day, an s ibe . R
:25011 together. ‘When they told us we were getting a cmn}mliﬁaie i
‘Everyone panicked. The card games broke up, the mc-mﬁs 1g:n S
ere fi?;mantled, and the stores tallied with mvemﬁry ffc;r };1 e ; Ao
w = ] k + a E P £
i % easily into the a ‘
T memory. | laughed, slipping : ‘ _ 2
o hii::ﬂgput peulgle at their ease. 'We're not all Emperor-bothering
use
illjoys, you know.’ T ¥
kﬂ%‘}l;jj Sh:bdcrme rocked as the Earthshakers outside lived up to th

Iy noticed.
. After a month here, I barely o + it
na:gl; know your job better than I do, of course’ Divas hesitated.

- don't you think you might be a little... well...

"Too lenient? I shrugged. ’Pﬂssib!j,n But everyone’s EIEEIE Dtll;el;eat
hard to cope with. They deserve a bl'ii of slack. It s 80O e )

The truth was, of course, that despite what }TDL:} ve seeﬂ ke
charismatic commissars loved and respected by the me

i ' s a soft
- about as common as ork ballerinas; and being thought of a

1 1 i
touch who's infinitely preferable to any possible feplacen?ent 18 E;II";];]CSI{
as good when it comes to making sure someone's watching you
' ht. ;
m‘inf sz gped outside, the heat punching the breath from my iuni zsf

1 anp& were halfway to the officer’'s mess beff}re a nagging sen e
3?:;121!1&{ at the back of my mind resolved itself into a sudden reali

tion: the guns had stopped firing.
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‘We were.’ Divas turned, looking at the Earthshakers. Sweat-streaked
gUn crews, stripped to the waist, were securing equipment, evidently
more than happy to cease fire. ‘Something’s-’

Sir! Commissar!’ There was no need to look to identify
ger; Jurgen’s unique body odour heralded his arrival as
shellscream presaged an ex
the direction of the batte
away!’

‘What's wrong? 1 asked.

‘Nothing, sir” He sketched 2 perfunctory salute, more for Divas’s ben.

efit than mine, a huge grin all but bisecting his face. ‘T hey're pu
out!’

the messen-

surely as a
plosion. He was running towards us from

ry offices. ‘Colonel wants to see vou right

lling us

'YES, IT'S TRUE.” Mostrue seemed as pleased at the news as everyone else,
He pointed at the hololithic display. ‘The 6th Armoured overran the

last pocket of resistance this morning. They should have completed
cleansing the entire world by nightfall

il

I studied it with interest, see

first time, The bulk of our forces in this hemisphere were well to the
east, leaving a small, isolated blip between them and the mines. Us.
The orks had fallen back further and faster than I'd expected, and 1
began to realise just how merited the Valhallans’ reputation as elite
shock troopers was. Even fighting in conditions about as hostile to
them as they were ever likely to encounter, they had ground a stubborn
-and vicious enemy to paste in a matter of weeks.

'S0, where next?’ [ asked, regretting it instantly. Mostrue turned his
pale eyes on me in the same way my old tutor domus used to do at the
schola, when he was sure I was guilty of something but couldn’t prove
it. Which was most of the time, incidentally, but I digress.

Initially, the landing field” He turned to Divas. ‘We'll need to get the
Earthshakers limbered up for transport.

Tl see to it’ Divas hurried out.

‘After that,’ the colonel continued, changing the display, ‘we’re to join
the Keffia task force’ A fleet of starships, over a thousand strong, was
curving in towards the Desolatia system. I was impressed. News of the
uprising on the remote agriworld was only just beginning to filter back
to the Commissariat when I'd been dispatched here; the Navy had evi-
dently been busy in the last three months.

‘Seems a bit excessive for a handful of rebels, one of the officers
remarked.

ing the full dispersion of our unis for the
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ining the initiative.
: - ine the chance of regaining :
1 et's hope so, I said, seeing ‘ ; Tgn i viously
i lgﬂkec{ at me again, in evident surprise; he dhﬂ?emeﬂt;f
Mﬂﬁmlif he’d put me in my place the first time for having the
thoug -
. L. : . ! : ounced
m;gi tEIEiF know something we don't, commissar? He flliltpliztfaﬂ s
t?tfra as though it were a species of fungus, but at leas
19 it. That was a start.
ine to acknowledge it. S
te?gmtﬁing concrete, I said. ‘But I have seen 1Ind1:tat1cms g
‘Other than the size of the fleet?” Mostrue's sarcasm got ed he'd
gfl from some of the officers as he turned away, convinc _
u I _
Im bh.lfi : - ' 0 1om '[:I'i_
Ea}llf i’as}c;nly gossip really, I began, letting hn.n savour hz}gﬁgn S
mph for a moment longer, ‘but according to a i1l
ump ;
aster's staff... ey FIERRGT S A
W;EE sudden silence was truly satisfying. That the friend v; Ao
lerical functionary with a weakness for hands'r::me ya;fnias i
?EI _when she wasn't sorting files and 11;:alﬂn+g TECE iog
kirpl?tﬂ myself. I went on as though I hadn't noticed the su -
tive intake of breath. ' I finished.
‘Keffia might have been infested by g}?ﬂﬂﬁmaliﬁ 1 ﬁl;ic L e
' The silence lengthened while they digested the 1mp i e
ne knew what that meant. A long, bloody CE}um%E .4-;:. SHatneen
- rld metre by metre. Virus bombing mon Wﬂsf - : 1E.E[?ﬂlue to the
W(sju::rt c:-n- an agriworld, which would cease to be of any
Ie ‘ 4
i s destroyed. ,
um if its ecosystem was T rate cli-
In;?leélthﬁr words, years of rear echelon campaigning l_ﬂha ti“;i ¥ ;nealls
mate, chucking high explosive death at an enemy without any
to retaliate in kind. I could hardly wait. haken than I'd ever seen
If this is true; Mostrue said, looking more shake e
him, “we've no time to lose, He began to issue orders to his
im,

nates. , ?
T agree, 1 said. ‘How close is the ileet

sl AT s at regi-
‘A day, maybe two. The colonel shmgged; The astropaths &
mental HQ lost contact with them last night. fortable tingling sensa-
tion in the palms of my hands. I've _felt it a great man?n A
ears since, and it never meant anything good. No e s, of course. To
?;."ll Guard officer should find the lack quCEleté.lCt ominou Lhiﬂ i
r]:; the warp and anything to do with it is simply E?nmﬁ great Toal
Lthem - d to oW a g
: suppose :
about, but commissars are Thare/svoms It
1hmrjeg%rl}:an we'd like to about the primal stuff of (’,Ihacws.t.1 lhilin -.:Jtr s
?;which can cast a shadow in the warp so powerful that it cz
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i ' e Daitle fleet, and XN ;
thing I want to be within a dozen sub-senf iy th?m s auy: unning rampant a couple of systems away it didn’t need Inquisitor
recommend very strongly that you rescind th ctors of. ‘Colonel, | Kryptmann to join the dots. I turned my attention back to the freighter
Hf Iﬂtﬂkﬁd at me as if I'd gone mad L the orders you've just given. captain before he could cut the link.
,Ilhl.ﬂ 18 no time for humour, commissar’ . ‘Captain, I said hastily, 'your ship is now requisitioned by the Com-
. wish I was joking, I said. Some of mv ‘ missariat. You will not break orbit without explicit instructions. Do you
Ing on my face, because he act l? my unease must have been show- understand?’
’ ually sta Gt , - -
whole battery on full alert. Es peciau}jf the r;;i Sening t0 me. Put the e nodded, somberly, and turned to shout orders at his crew.
quarters Hn_td tell them to do the same. Dmn’}i t;ﬂ CHE regimental head- ‘What do you want an ore scow for? Mostrue looked at me narrowly.
g€t every air defence auspex you can on line’ o geetansienind ‘Planning to leave us, commissar?’ That was precisely what 1 had in
; Ain}rthmg else?’ he asked, stil] visibly unsu.re i l mind. of course, but I smiled thinly, pretending to take his remark for
usly ornot 1€r to take me seri- h
MEd e gallows humour.
Yes, I said. ‘Pray to the Emperor I'm wrong’ Don't think I'm not tempted, 1 said. ‘But I'm afraid we're stuck here.

I called up the tactical display. Outside, the staccato drumbeats of the

UNEORTUNATELY, I WASN'T. I was in Hydras opened up, seeking the first mycetic spores to breach the atmos-

Captain of an ore barge which had nﬁzem“gf“a“d POSt: ?alldng to the phere. Red dots began to blossom on the hololith, marking the first
wm'st‘fears were realised. He was a ﬂ:::ridm e morning, when my " beachheads. To my relief and as I'd expected, the nids had homed in
and visibly uncomfortable communicat: 'nan, running slightly to fat, . on the largest concentration of visible biomass: the main strength of
€Ven one as minor as me. tnicating with an Imperial official, ~ the regiment. That would buy me a little tme.

: We're the only thing in orbit, commissar, he saj _ ‘Where did they come from? Divas asked, an edge of panic entering
['d asked. I flipped through the Shippi;ﬂ fs }f Y de;aﬂ}r unsiire why - his voice. I found myself slipping into my role of calm authority. All my
from an equally bemused mine managérg chedules I'd requisitioned training was beginning to pay off.

‘One of the splinter fleets from Macragge. The segmentum was full of
them, fallout from the Ultramarines’ heroic victory over Hive Fleet
Behemoth almost a decade before. Scattered remnants, a tiny fraction
of the threat they'd once presented, but still en ough to overwhelm a
lightly defended world. Like this one. ‘Small. Weak. Basy pickings. I

Y !
ou weren t due for another

:We were lucky. The warp
Or something ve

myself for saying it.
Commissar?’

week, I said. The captain shrugged.
il c;nents were stronger than usual’
18 1s disturbing them, I ‘
: i , 1 suggested, th
he captain wasn't stu pid. i

he queried, clearly considering most of the possibilities

; ah:eady had, and probably wonderin Bt thbre ois slapped him encouragingly on the back, radiating an easy confidence I
2 rlé" i S ime to make a run didn’t feel. and indicated the data coming in from the ore barge’s nav-
ere’s a large Navy task force i igational ‘Less th hundred ships. Each f which
. inbou ; ; gational auspex. ‘Less than a hundred snips. Lach ODhe of whic
1115;1, hftliz}ruthfuﬂy. Ao pld,( us up, I reassured probably held enough bioconstructs 1o devour everyone on the planet,
see. He obviously didn't tru ' but I couldn’t afford to think ab hat i ; |
: st uldn’t afford to think about that just now.
cargo s%luttle, sensible man. He was ?Ef;f:g? b Fmﬂd throw a Mostrue was studying the display, nodding thoughtfully.
hl,sm? avigator i{ltermpted. ay something else, when "That's why you wanted the barge. To see what's going on up there’
ere detecting warp portals. Doz £ : | Most of the regimental sensor net had been directed downwards,
The fleet?” Divas asked hopefull bl dak . towards the planet’s surface. 'Good thinking.
ully at my el : : ; :
head doubtfully. y elbow. Mostrue shook his ‘Partially, 1 said. I indicated the surface readouts. Our air defence

assets were doing sterling work, but the sheer number of spores was
unstoppable. Red contact icons on the surface were beginning to make
the hemisphere look like a case of Uhlren’s pox. ‘But we'll need it for

‘The auspex si
signatures are all wron - .
Ay ity L O g. Not like s , :
ﬂ%;ﬂs}l?gs;? ﬁald_ No metal in the hulls’ A Sl
tyranids?’ ostrie’ DPall
I'd had longer to get iif:;a;g; e{fvj’ MlEi was too, probably, although an evacuation too.
1dea. Li i / :
that could cast a shadow in the warp thatgbl- P thE}'E wasn't much ‘Evacuate who?’ The suspicious look was back on Mostrue’s face
ig, and with genestealers again. I pointed to the mining colony.
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T'm sure you haven'’t forgotten we have

nids haven't noticed them yet; thank

think it’s an all you can eat smorgasbord’

‘Will one barge be enough?’ Divas asked.
‘Have to be/ 1 said. “I¢']] b

it beats ending up as Ho
started?’
‘Right away’

returning. I clapped him on the back again as he turned to leave.

Thanks, Toren. I know I can rely on you. That should do it.
sap would take on a camnifex with a broken chair leg now ra
feel he'd let me down. Which just left Mostrue, -

‘We'll need to buy time, I said, once the

the way. The colonel looked at me, surp
demeanour. But | knew m
with him.

‘The situation’s worse than
nodded.

T didn’t want to discuss it in front of Divas. He's got enough to cope
with at the moment. But ves. I turned to the tactical display again.
‘Even with every shuttle they can lay their hands on, it’s going to take
at least a day to gel everyone aboard.’ I indicated the main tyranid
advance. ‘At the moment the nids are here, en gaging our main force.
When they notice the colony...

‘Or overrun the regiment.” Mostrue could read a hololith as well as I
could. I nodded.

They’ll head west. And when they do we'll have to hold them for as
long as we can’ Until we're all dead, in other words. 1 didn't need to
spell it out. Mostrue nodded, gravely. Small Crystals of ice drifted down
from the ceiling as the Earthshakers got back to work, abrading the
odds against us by the most miniscule of fractions. To my surprise he
held out his hand, grasping mine and shaking it firmly.

You're a good man, commissar, he said. Which just goes to show
what an appalling Judge of character he was

ther than

rised by the. change in my
Y man; plain speaking would work better

you were letting on, isn't it?’ he asked.

Now I'p sgt everything in motion there was nothing to do but wait. |
hung around the command post for a while longer, watching the red

dots blossom in the desert to the east of us, and marvelled at the tenac-

ity of our main force, I'd expected them to be annihilated within a

a quarter of a million civi]-
1ans sitting right next to the landing field, I pointed out mildly. ‘The
the Emperor for underground
he mention of the Holy Name,
effort. ‘But when they do they’l]

mattet
oround in a few

delivering

¢ cramped and uncomfortable for sure, but
tMagaunt munchies. Can you get things

Now he had something to do, Divas's confidence was

The poor

young subaltern was out of
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. iti Ining
' tions doggedly, even gai
ut they held their post , ‘ =
i pt;aces Eﬁi.ren so, with the steady rain of mycetic spo

layin
an endless tide of reinforcements, they were only delaying

' ' ord me a
ble. Mostrue watched tensely, stepping aside to aff

ir nces I'd
he noticed my presence. Under other circumsta

better view as but I was too busy try-

e gloated quietly over my sudden pﬂpu}an:}ﬁ,
Pﬂ‘f to suljpress the urge to run for thf:. la;tru}a. e
e ou to thank for this, he said. "Without y

‘We've y

F
have been all over us.

m - :

- r
evacuation coming?

Eﬂ;ﬂusigsgill}}d expected, I lied. But fast enough. If I was going to join
‘Faste '

r. Dj d.
" them I couldn’t wait too much longer. Divas looked please

‘ ' ore 1 can do here/ [ said, turning back to Mostrue. l?ﬁlhl:nlts.
- otning ml lldier’ I gave him a moment to savour the comp i
a;]ub forarea f:l qgn:le time with the men. Try and boost mora e,ﬁ i
T %t%; vj}?;: i}i‘re ihere for! he said, meaning ‘frak off and 1fﬁ me g
i, thefril .}SI?EL{:‘}S?I:HE hours before, the temperature Piummegfiéi
léiight’flg E:fal;allans were almost mmfcrr:&abla;lvésrilﬁgf [gl;f;ndere ;
seemed happier, deipltef: ;j& %:n;;i]:ﬁfifl;;i? easing tEﬂSi.Dl-'-E, instillinf
o el g{ri?:leijce [ was far from feeling myself. Defpm i Iiem
them with a on : aﬁd 1'd be the first to admit that they're ma?y, 5
- Slﬁlﬂi ilal?tgaide of things. Which is why I was selected for

0 5
Eg"liissaﬂat in the first p'lace. s SR i
Gradually, without seeming to ey e d it when I ran out
I warsaheadhjlg for the vehicle park. I'd almost reached 1tw
of m:ruar here!’ someone shrieked, ﬂpening_ up with a 132?;1;1, E:]Ir
T he distinctive crack of ionising air, e e hli:}d;
Jwhi ﬂefi g oing down beneath a dark, nightmare shape wh'm
oy TE?gfm?; %he sky like a bird of prey. I didn't rec-:;:gtllllrse E;r_
E::iiefis fie was gm{a eaten away by the fleshborer the thing 3
rie;dl les!’” T shouted, although the warning could barely 1‘3 Ihizrdt

i thly shrieking which presaged a bic‘:-plas*ma attack. Dnl?l_

above the Uf{e?{ai 2ok ough to avoid a seething bolt qf primal m;xtt;r Vt i3
?‘Slde bk ij ed horror swooping in my direction. I felt the ﬁf: e
‘teffzit;}; ?t Eengt past, detonating a few yards away and setling

1Tl
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with more willpower than I believed 1 possessed, I holstered the pistol,
on the chainsword, and rolled out into the open.

"Up here, sit. Jurgen reached down a grubby hand, which I seized
gfatefully, and swung myself up behind the autocannon. Something
crunched under my bootsoles: tiny beetle-like things, thousands of
them, discharged by the gargoyles’ fleshborers. 1 shuddered reflexively,
y were dead, not having found living flesh to consume in their

tjgh’EEﬂEd my grip

the neck of my shirt.
Look out, comimissar!’

I whirled, seeine j :
it ri I&;;eill?gr alt Esu;cmpmg baclf towards me in the ligﬁt from the
o Bl i éli;gg? E}?traﬂfs streaming behind it like a ban- h
!eisurel}r, as if he was at a%‘f'frg;il;i;tt with the barrel of his lasgun, | Ei; s;asm of existence.
J ui} as he squeezed the trigger, and the ?iff %hl? m{'j [ threw myself fla, ‘Drive!’ I shouted, and was almost thrown oft my feet as Jurgen accel-
IEﬂ—E:EEZdEFSISEH*V [ waved, rolled to my fg et ;2 d Z};Eiﬁffld'f : erated. [ ducked below 1h.e gunner’s shield, dmppe-:rl the melee weapon,
i I_‘;e SE gnnned, and turned to track another tar Y faspistol and opened ﬁre: It had little effect, of course, but it would look good,
_ _ omewhere else, I thought, and B ‘and anyone seeing us would assume that the extra firepower was the
towards the vehicle park. On the wa i’g 1! - as . asdcauld reason I'd commandeered the vehicle.
' Lt frequently, and Swung my Within moments we were beyond the camp perimeter, and Jurgen

heroj . L : AT E :
ic figure, though, shrieking what was taken for a stirring battle cry . iy
again.

"‘Where to, sir?’
"West. The mines. As fast as you can. Again, 1 was expecting ques-

opened the throttle

The Hydras w '
ere firing continu - :
. ously now. « : 7 :
compound with tracer : ¥ ; stitching the air over
P ith tracer fire which looked dense Ennugi to walkogsl [the
: : : , but

WE[S II]_ nD CO ] I i
1 lt'ﬂdft;{jn tD mD'ﬁ.-"'E bjr; thIS tlmE a% thE ﬂEShb(}l‘Er .ﬁ.f’E Elnd b.'“
|:| d5I11A3 b[] s ra ”Ed dﬂWﬂ leI‘lDUSI }J M& EIEEHHGH thLIS dl%EI‘tEdl i
i

to brain me with the butt of a lasgun.

Turgen! It's J o _
I Cmiig Stl;;:f II aallln:I: qu::rcklng trantically with my forearm befor
could tell who it Y SXutl In. Even over the smell of the gargoyl g
GEa SHlamandl was without looking. He'd e b o t};le ?itsksl

€I, protected f - : e trac
armour plating above him. rom the blizzard of falling death by the

Gﬂmn.iissar.’ He looked relieved. ‘What should we do?’

borer im
pact, but after a mo ' ‘
e P _ ment the engine rumbled to |if,
Dwii : mi{; ran?i 1th;n another. Relinquishing the safety of iﬁ}eiﬁ kda
s almﬂstz uai ;dﬂf the E}{pqsed deck of the Open-topped scout : Tﬂ'
al, but staying here for the main assault would C;ﬁ
€

tions, doubts, and from any other trooper I might have had them. But
Jurgen, Emperor bless his memory, simply complied without demur.
Then again, in his position I'd have done the same, relieved to have
been ordered away from the battle. Gradually the noise and fireglow

began to fade behind us in the night. I was just beginning to relax, esti-
mating the time remaining until we reached safety, when the

Salamander shook violently.
Jurgen!” 1 yelled. ‘'What's happening?’ -
‘They're firing at us, sir’ He sounded no more concerned about 1t

than he did about making his regular report as latrine orderly. It took
me a moment to realise that he trusted me to deal with whatever we
were facing. I pulled myself up to look over the gunner’s shield, and my

bowels spasmed.
‘Turn!’ I screamed, as a second venom cannon blast scored the

armour plating centimetres from my face. ‘Back to the compound!’
Fven now, after more than a century, I still wake sweating from
dreams of that moment. In the pre-dawn glow the plain before us
seemed to move like a vast grey ocean, undulating gently; but instead
of water it was a sea of chitin, flecked with claw and fang rather than
foam, rolling inexorably on towards the fragile defensive island of the
artillery park. 1 would have wept with disappointment if [ wasn't
already too terrified for any other emotion. The ‘nids had outsmarted

me, sweeping round to cut us off and block our escape.
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aITbDugced off the hull plating, falling heavily

;};mlurllil‘l;nt, as J.'urgen threw one of the tracks in
i hjaf;af}"u};:ﬁ:]li c:jn a fzoini My head cracked painfully against sg

: €d My swimming eyes clear, and recognised it ;; )

a

ared again, and I grabbed the micro-

back into the crew COm-
to reverse and SWung g

. ’G{iin to command! Come in!’
tic hissed for moment, .
’(T:‘Dmmissar? Where are you?’
"We've been looking for you g

I'screamed, voice raw with panic. Siz-

Are you sure?’ The col ;
s : DHE]. SDUHd?d
I'm out here now! I've got doubtful

; half the hj
o you want me to be?’ | ney hive fleet on my arse! How syre

er found out, as the aerial melted under

er shook again, and the

designed to : Up past speeds it had

COpe : 1 ‘ ad never

cautious! pe with. Despite my trepidation | couldn’t resi been
Sty over the lip of the armour plate resist peering

Nt |
ergﬁzl Emperor, we were Opening the distance!

E
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‘gun like frak!” I said, demonstrating the point. I didn’t have to be
faster than the ‘nids, just faster than Jurgen. I could hear his boots scuff-

ingin the sand behind me, but didn't turn, that would have slowed me

momentarily, and I really didn't want to see how close the swarm was
getting. | . .

The Hydras opened up, shooting past us, gouging holes in the
onrushing wall of chittering death, but barely slowing it. Lasgun bolts
began following suit; although the small arms fire would only be mar-

.. ginally effective at this range, every little helped. Return fire from the

warriors was sporadic, and directed at the defenders behind the bani-
cades rather than us, the hive mind apparently deciding we weren't
worth the bother of singling out. Suited me fine.

[ was almost at the berms, encouraging shouts from the men in the
emplacements ringing in my ears, when I heard a cry from behind me.

Jurgen had fallen.

‘Commissar! Help!’
Not a chance, [ thought, intent on reaching the safety of the barri-

cades, then my heart froze. Ahead of me, angling in to cut us off, was
the huge, unmistakable bulk of the hive tyrant, accompanied by its
attendant bodyguards. It hissed, opening its jaws, and I dived to one

side expecting the familiar blast of bioplasma, but instead a ravening
blast of pure energy detonated where 1'd stood seconds before, throw-
ing me to the ground. I rolled upright, moving as far away from it as I
could, and found myself running back towards Jurgen. He was on the
ground, a hormagaunt about to disembowel him with its scything
claws, and its brood mates lining up to dice what was left. Caught
between the ‘gaunts and the hive tyrant the choice was clear; I had an
outside chance of fighting my way through the swarm of smaller crea-
tures, but going back would mean certain death.

'Back off!’ I screamed, and swung my chainsword at the ‘gaunt attack-
ing Jurgen. It just had time to look up in surprise before its head came
off, spraying ichor which smelled nearly as bad as Jurgen did. He rolled

- to his féet, snapping off a shot from his lasgun that exploded the tho-
rax of another, which I'd barely had time to register was about to
eviscerate me. Looked like we were even. I glanced around. The rest of
the brood were hemming us in, and the tyrant was getting closer, loom- -
ing huge against a sky reddened by the rising sun.

What do we d ST | Then sudcﬂjenly the tyrant vfasn’t there, replace@ by shreds of steam-

v € do now, sir? Jurgen asked, hauling himselfy 0 ing ﬂes_h which fq:—:l% almost leisurely to the sand, its attendant warriors

= _ partment. I grabbed my chainsword, sy np ucofthe exploding around it. One of the Hydras had rolled around the edge of
US€ It on him; he could still be useful.  SUPpIessing the urge “its emplacement to get a clear shot, the hail of autocannon rounds tak-
| ing the entire group apart at almost point blank range.

engine fell silent. Jurgen had pushed it too

pay for that with our lives, *
. The § - £
and SIE‘WECI t0 & halt in alamdnder ILIHZ!]EEL Shpplng SidEW’ﬂ};‘S;
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I swung the chainsword to block a sweeping scythe from the closest
‘gaunt, and missed as it abruptly pulled away. The whole swarm waq
hesitating, milling uncertainly, deprived of its guiding intelligence.

Fire! Keep firing!” Mostrue’s voice rang out, clear and confident from
the barricades. The gunners complied enth usiastically. I swung the
chainsword again, fear and desperation lending me superhuman
strength, carving my way through the ‘gaunts like so many sides of
grox.

Abruptly the swarm broke, scattering, scuttling away like frightened
rodents. I dropped the chainsword, trembling with reaction, and fels
my knees give way.

'We did it! We did it!’ Jurgen let his lasgun fall, his voice tinged with
wonder. ‘Emperor be praised’ | felt a supporting arm go round my
shoulders.

‘Well done, Cain, Bravest thing I've ever seen’ Divas was holding me
up, his face alight with something approaching hero worship. 'When
you went back for Jurgen I thought you were dead for sure.”

You'd have done the same, [ said, realising the smart way to play it
was modest and unassuming. ‘Is he—?’

'He's fine’ Colonel Mostrue joined us, and looked at me with the old
tutor domus expression. ‘1'd like to know what you were doing out
there, tho ugh.’

‘Something didn’t fee] right about the gargoyle assault, I improvised
hastily. ‘And I remembered tyranids tend to use flan King attacks against
dug-in defenders, So | thought I'd better g0 out and take a look’

‘Thank the Emperor you did, Divas put in, swallow; ng every word.,

You could have assigned someone, Mostrue pointed out.

‘It was dangerous, I said, knowing we'd be overheard. ‘And, let's be
honest, colonel, I'm the most expendable officer in the battery’

T

I'll just bet you will, | thought. And he was as good as his word, too, once
Wwe got to Ketha. But in the meantime he had one more favour to do me.

‘I'VE BEEN THINKING, commissar.’ Mostrue glanced up from the hololith.
where the image of our newly-arrived fleet was enjoying a rare turkey
shoot against the vastly outnumbered biosh Ips. ‘Perhaps 1 should
assign you an aide?’

That's hardly necessary, colonel, I said, flattered in spite of myself.
My workload’s far from excessive. That wasn't the point, though, and
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' iment demanded some
' atus as a hero of the regimn
we both Sk Tﬂgﬁmg a trooper as my personal flunkey would be
s

fed nd _ .
recﬂi?}ufi;fthm [ was fully accepted by the senior officers
a pu 14: =

; - shortage of vol-
heless! Mostrue smiled thinly. ’The.lf_ was {10. 'I‘}fe e
N Dﬁ can imagine. That went without 53?1? = n, was all
; -1 7 ™) ! I E— i
0 aflsrg}? heroism, and my self-sacrificing rescue of jurg
R () f
version

e compound. _ e
mi?ﬂth sure you'll make the right choice, 1 said.

‘t, surely... Beon .mile to
o Hesjsjlll:idie that lfe had, even before I turned, forcing a smile
My Do ; |

CE. : 5 3 :r
m?rt“fsnner Jurgen, I said. ‘What a pleasant surprise
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