
        
            
        
    
    
++Priority Transmission: Coding/Delta/Rouge++

++Recipient: Loyal Imperial Commanders – as designated by Commissariat, The Librarius Staff, Inquisitor Baptiste & Canoness Arrea.++

++Subject: Traitors and Executions++

++Author: Phyr_Negator – Scrivenor-in-attendance to Inquisitor Nikolay Vinogradov++

++Thought for the Day: To cheat is both cowardly and dishonourable++

















Attention all loyal citizens of the Imperium!!!

Scanning of sacred books is a mortal sin!

*********

Whispered by Tzeentch, Lord of Hidden Knowledge.

Inspired by Slaanesh, Master of Forbidden Pleasures.

Resist foul machinations of the Dark Gods and buy books from the Black Library.

***********

Thought of the Day: All traitors will be executed without mercy and compassion! 

Inquisition is watching YOU!





NECROMUNDA



FLESHWORKS







LUCIEN    SOULBAN
























A BLACK LIBRARY PUBLICATION

First published in Great Britain in 2006 by

BL Publishing,

Games Workshop Ltd.,

Willow Road, Nottingham,

NG7 2WS, UK.

10 98765432  1

Cover illustration by Clint Langley.

© Games Workshop Limited 2006. All rights reserved.

Black Library, the Black Library logo, BL Publishing, the BL Publishing logo, 
 Games Workshop, Necromunda, the Necromunda logo and all associated marks, names,
 characters, illustrations and images from the Necromunda Universe are either ®,
 TM and/or © Games Workshop Ltd 2000-2006, variably registered
 in the UK and other countries around the world. All rights reserved.

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 13: 978 1 84416 329 8 ISBN 10: 1 84416 329 6

Distributed in the US by Simon & Schuster 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020, US.

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Bookmarque, Surrey, UK.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval

system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,

mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior

permission of the publishers.

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this

book are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or incidents is

purely coincidental.

See the Black Library on the Internet at

www.blacklibrary.com

Find out more about Games Workshop

www.games-workshop.com






  
In order to even begin to understand the blasted world of Necromunda you must first understand the hive cities. These man-made mountains of plasteel, ceramite and rockrete have accreted over centuries to protect their inhabitants from a hostile environment, so very much like the termite mounds they resemble. The Necromundan hive cities have populations in the billions and are intensely industrialised, each one commanding the manufacturing potential of an entire planet or colony system compacted into a few hundred square kilometres.



The internal stratification of the hive cities is also illuminating to observe. The entire hive structure replicates the social status of its inhabitants in a vertical plane. At the top are the nobility, below them are the workers, and below the workers are the dregs of society, the outcasts. Hive Primus, seat of the planetary governor Lord Helmawr of Necromunda, illustrates this in the starkest terms. The nobles - Houses Helmawr, Cattalus, "C, Ulanti, Greim, Ran Lo and Ko'lron - live in the 'Spire', and seldom set foot below the 'Wall' that exists between themselves and the great forges and hab zones of the hive city proper.



Below the hive city is the 'Underhive', foundation layers of habitation domes, industrial zones and tunnels which have been abandoned in prior generations, only to be re-occupied by those with nowhere else to go.



But... humans are not insects. They do not hive together well. Necessity may force it, but the hive cities of Necromunda remain internally divided to the point of brutalisation and outright violence being an everyday fact of life. The Underhive, meanwhile, is a thoroughly lawless place, beset by gangs and renegades, where only the strongest or the most cunning survive. The Goliaths, who believe firmly that might is right; the matriarchal, man-hating Escher; the industrial Orlocks; the technologically-minded Van Saar; the Delaque whose very existence depends on their espionage network; the fiery zealots of the Cawdor. All striving for the advantage that will elevate them, no matter how briefly, above the other houses and gangs of the Underhive.



Most fascinating of all is when individuals attempt to cross the monumental physical and social divides of the hive to start new lives. Given social conditions, ascension through the hive is nigh on impossible, but descent is an altogether easier, albeit altogether less appealing, possibility.



excerpted from Xonariarius the Younger's

Nobilite Pax Imperator - the Triumph

of Aristocracy over Democracy.





PROLOGUE



Soren was a dead man, each step a countdown to his own execution, but that didn't stop him from running faster. He no longer cared that his calves were numb or that his ribs ached hard and stabbed him in the gut with every stride.

In the mad, wild panic to escape his pursuers, Soren had taken too many side corridors, too many unfamiliar passages. Left, right, left again before he lost his bearings. He was lost, running blind past endless walls of rivet-punched plates the colour of dull metal. Soren stumbled down flights of grated stairs, their ceilings pressed down by the crushing weight often miles worth of aging city.

Finally, fatigue robbed Soren of his footing; he slipped on a greasy patch of pooling machine oil that leaked from the braided intestines of ceiling pipes and tubes. His ears roared from the surge of pounding blood and the piston-hiss of the servos in his augmented arm. The sounds of gunfire that had hounded him through the warrens of the Underhive had stopped. It was silent, his heart beating as if from behind his eardrums.

Soren wiped the black oil from his face and stood with  a  steadying  hand  against the wall.   His  legs

quivered with fatigue and his artificial eyes strained to detect thermal variants in his surroundings, but to no avail. He was near a smelting plant and the heat from all that molten metal bled through the walls' multiple skins. The casing protecting his implants grew warmer against the connective tissues of his flesh, and while not painful, it would be uncomfortable soon. The air felt thick with humidity; the walls perspired. It was several degrees hotter than the human body. That rendered his pursuers invisible to thermal optics, and Soren's normal sight couldn't see much better in the corridor.

Soren hadn't escaped. He felt it and it found voice in his panicked whimpers. Fate wouldn't let go that easily, if at all. Fate was patient; fate was hungry; and fate seemed blessed with an endless supply of ammunition. Shots rang out in the corridor; a round punched a dent in the wall above Soren's head. He turned and ran, catching a fleeting glimpse of someone in the dark, a thermal ghost washed out by the surrounding heat.

Soren continued running, until the last shot rang out; until he staggered to a drunken, sloppy halt; until he looked down at the wet, crimson flower blossoming on his shirt, the flesh petals of a blackened, scorched hole in his chest that sizzled; until he quietly wondered if his heart had burst or if getting shot normally hurt this much...



CHAPTER: ONE



A good falsehood is more comforting than the truth.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



The ear-popping crack of gunshots and the hiss of lasfire was almost deafening; it echoed off the walls, amplified to storm's pitch by the thick, pockmarked plascrete. Uriah Storm ignored the racket. He focused on his target, both hands wrapped around the bolt pistol's grip, and angled down to the floor. His blue eyes drifted, as though lost to some silent conundrum.

Suddenly, with an experienced snap, he brought the pistol up - one hand to aim, the other to steady - and squeezed off four shots, his finger barely tapping the hair trigger. The untamed weapon kicked in his hand with each shot; four of four rounds found their target. A fleeting smile escaped his lips and Uriah chuckled. He felt like a child with a new toy.

The firing range was crowded today, a line of twenty men and women unleashing a blistering array of punishment. Uriah didn't look at them. Instead, he watched the steel-alloy targets scattered at various intervals along the range, hidden behind collapsed walls and blasted archways. That the targets all bore some semblance to

the thick-necked, low-browed members of House Orlock was mere coincidence, or so the Delaque agents claimed with a smile. Still, too many of their shots were errant. Too many House members believed that filling the air with a steady hail of death was equal to being a crack shot.

Uriah clucked and smiled at his own sudden mischievous inspiration. He pivoted and fired another four shots into the other targets along the range, hitting the ones others had missed. A few people stopped firing and craned their heads to look in his direction. Most of the shooters scowled at him, though a couple returned his easy grin. Those of poor humour, Uriah decided, were likely to be equally poor shots.

Pleased with himself, Uriah ejected the pistol's clip and cleared the round in the chamber. He mouthed a quick 'thank you' to the Machine Spirit empowering the weapon. It was only when he turned the gun over to the weapons master standing next to him that he noticed the man had been talking.

'She is loud, isn't she?' Uriah said, removing the earplugs. 'You were saying?'

'What were you mumbling?' weapons master Coryin replied.

'Nothing/ Uriah said with a grin before waving dis-missively 'A mantra, I suppose, actually. Hail to me, or something to that effect.'

Coryin grunted. "Your shots are drifting/ he said. 'Kept hitting other targets/

'Yes, surprising that/ Uriah said, admiring the engraved handle, 'but she has spirit. I like the gun. She's untamed/

Too much for the likes of you, I suspect/ Coryin said. 'And too loud for your line of work/

'Perhaps/ Uriah replied, taking a moment to unfurl the braid in his hair before tying it up into a simple

ponytail. He noticed the bald Delaque man studying his crop of brown hair - a rarity among the Delaque, but necessary to someone in his position. There are times when the only proper response is a loud one/ Uriah said. 'I want her/

'Get the requisition forms signed and she's yours. Oh, and Uriah, no forgeries this time. I'm double-checking every signature with Percal. Understood?'

'Coryin/ Uriah said, slapping the other man's shoulder, 'I'd never use the same trick twice on you/

Coryin scowled as Uriah walked away with a laugh.

The corridors were dark, the lights dimmed by half. The Delaque preferred their illumination on the darker side of grey; less harsh on their normally sensitive eyes. And they whispered while they spoke - even in passing conversation. The Delaque stronghold of Shadow-strohm was typical of the House's other assets throughout Hive Primus, all plascrete walls and endurasteel floors, their sky low, dark and lined with pipes. The walls bled history in dulled stains, the collected moisture of centuries and the occasional spatter of blood from days when the Houses waged their wars more openly. It did not share the opulence of the main House compound several miles above their heads, but Shadowstrohm was among the more active listening posts. It was closer to (5
streets, and thus nearer to the action and bustle. It was also considered part of the trenches, the first line of defence against the other Houses.

To Uriah it was home in an unfriendly household. Several Delaque gangs made their residence in Shadowstrohm, at the insistence of the House's masters. It was a ploy against outsiders, making House Delaque seem larger and more organized than any of the other Houses, but behind the walls, Uriah belonged to one of

several factions, and surviving meant knowing how to navigate the other groups.

Fortunately, Uriah was good at his game. Despite the youthful mien that cast his age some years short of thirty, in his line of work, that meant he was a veteran of 'the game', the same game that killed Delaque spies with facile routine. Still, if the game's mortality rate ever bothered Uriah, it didn't show. He walked through the hallways, annoying the serious-minded Information Cullers with his smile and mystifying the Seductresses as to the motivation behind his grin. Uriah flashed teeth to disarm the unwary and to unhinge those who knew better. Why serve one purpose when an action can serve two?

Uriah navigated the labyrinthine corridors without a second thought, ignoring engraved markers that pointed him in wrong directions, official-looking hallways that suddenly dead-ended and doors that opened to plascrete walls and gunports. The Delaque believed that a proper defence was a good deception, and that axiom reflected itself in the very architecture of their bases. That is what brought Uriah to the plain door hidden deep in the shadows of a thin, seemingly ignored corridor.

Uriah knocked five times in erratic fashion, mentally counting between each knock. On me final tap, something clicked on the other side. What that sound entailed, Uriah never knew, only that it was a bad idea walking through before hearing it. That said, Uriah entered carefully.

The room was small, but served the needs of the bald man sitting behind the desk, with some comfort to spare. It was surprisingly clean, with a metal desk, two chairs and a black pict screen to adorn the otherwise austere space.

Well actually, there was also that thin seam in the wall extending from floor to ceiling that Uriah suspected was

a hidden door. He never asked about it or volunteered his suspicions mat something was there. It was to his advantage to pretend he knew nothing.

The only personable touch to the otherwise basic room was a thick regicide board with bronze and silver tiles set upon a small stand in the corner. Upon the surface flickered low-rez holographic pieces caught in the middle of a match's static ballet. How the bald man managed to procure such a piece of archeotech was a mystery, but whenever Uriah visited, the pieces had been moved around. It was never the same game on the table.

Percal, the man sitting behind the desk, was bald and stout in all his proportions, thick of chest, arms, legs and neck. He might have been like any other venerable, but relatively indistinguishable agent in House Delaque, but a knife scar hooked his lip into a scowl and two slits rested where an Orlock knife had claimed his nose. He was proof ffiat surviving the game had its costs, costs Uriah never intended to willingly pay.

Most men couldn't stare into Percal's beady black eyes, one partially clouded by white, but Uriah had no qualms maintaining eye contact wifh his superior, and he did so wim a smile.

'Sit/ Percal instructed, reading a data-slate in his hands.

Uriah closed the door behind him, and heard the familiar whiz-dick-whir. Apparently they weren't to be disturbed. He sat in one of the unyielding metal chairs, instantly uncomfortable. The trick, was not looking bothered. This is how the game between Percal and Uriah always began.

'Comfortable?' Percal asked, putting the data-slate down. He studied Uriah, his eyes that of a carrion eater seeking the prize morsels of meat on his subordinate.

'Indeed/ Uriah said, acting half-distracted. 'I requisitioned the very same chairs for my quarters/

'Did you now?'

Yes, I wanted my guests to experience the same comfort that you offer your visitors/

Percal offered a thin smile. 'I can't abide company either.'

'Then to what do I owe the pleasure of your invitation?' Uriah asked.

'Work.'

'Same as always.'

'Not quite this time,' Percal said with a purr. 'You know the target.'

Uriah was instantly aware that Percal was studying him, waiting to gauge his reaction to something. He said nothing. Even asking questions surrendered too much information, at least in theory.

Better Percal volunteer the information, Uriah thought, but a piece of him clamoured to know. It scrabbled at his chest and dried his throat; he couldn't swallow. He knew Percal was toying with him, but the old man only did so when it was an unpleasant piece of work.

All of Uriah's previous assignments as Handler demanded distance, perspective. The Delaque preferred their Handlers to act for the strict benefit of the House; any personal stake in the matter was considered a threat to that interest. This was different, however, and Uriah had too many skeletons in his closet not to worry that he'd just been caught holding one of them.

To his credit Uriah said nothing, even though he prepared himself to hear a battery of potentially damning news. Instead he smiled with practiced ease and asked, 'Who is it?'

Percal nodded to the pict screen. A grainy, black and white picture appeared, at eye level, showing a man moving down an oil stained and industrial-looking corridor, towards the camera. He wore a lab frock, fairly

typical to the researchers of House Van Saar. His visible implants, two eyes and an arm, were likewise of superior quality, while pinching his chin and mouth was a goatee that matched the colour of his hair. He nodded with a congenial smile before leaving the frame. The picture looped back, repeating the same four seconds over and over again.

Uriah recognized the shot. He'd filmed it over two years ago while deep undercover behind enemy lines.

'Soren?' Uriah asked Percal. 'What happened to him?'

'Our little mole has vanished/

Vanished.'

'He was carrying new Van Saar implants for us to examine. He never arrived at the rendezvous point.'

'Perhaps the Van Saar discovered his dealings with us. Maybe they captured him/ Uriah said, trying to maintain his professional facade. He was fighting a battering array of emotions that besieged him on all sides. On the one hand, he was relieved. This was not the secret he feared had come to light, the one that would rain him. On the other, he was concerned. Soren was an asset, certainly, but in the process of recruiting Soren into Delaque's service, Uriah had grown to like the man. He was quirky, sharing the darker elements of Uriah's humour. Uriah would even hazard calling him a friend, despite the fact he couldn't fraternize with members of other Houses except in the pursuit of his duties as Handler.

Use anyone and everyone to further the glory of the house...

That ranked among the most cherished of Delaque commandments, and currently, Uriah was betraying that oath through his friendship with Soren.

'Captured him? Perhaps/ Percal said, 'though I have my doubts. That's where we need your skills. Locate

Soren and the implants he promised us. I need this done quietly. You mustn't alert the Van Saar about the operation. They cannot know we have a mole in their midst lest you endanger our other assets in their camp.'

Why me?' Uriah asked. 'Doesn't this conflict with Delaque policy: no personal involvement in the assignment?'

'Soren was your mole. You befriended him. You brought him over to our side. If anyone knows how to find him, you do. If he trusts anyone, it's you.'

Uriah nodded. Very well. I'll find him. Anything else I need know?'

Percal shook his head. With that, Uriah stood, prepared to leave; he waited to hear the door unlock, but nothing happened. He tamed and shot a questioning look at Percal.

'Forgotten something?' Percal asked, a sly grin on his face.

'Have I?' Uriah said, growing tired of this constant duelling.

'Aren't you going to ask me for something? A certain bolt pistol from the firing range? I thought you would take the opportunity to requisition the weapon from me?'

Weapons master Coryin told you.' Uriah cursed himself for becoming so obviously disttacted by the news. Perhaps he couldn't anticipate everything that was thrown his way, but in his ttade, it was a cardinal sin to act surprised.

'He wounds me with his distrust,' Uriah said, adopting a cavalier attitude. 'Besides, I didn't want to disturb you with such petty details as requisition forms.'

'Requisition forms,' Percal said slowly, picking up his personal data-slate, 'of course. Nevertheless, I've granted your request for the bolt pistol. You might need it. Pick it up from the weapons master.' With that, Percal went back to examining his recorder.

The door unlocked.

Uriah left the office, a soft curse under his breath. He was already beginning the game at a disadvantage, and he didn't like feeling uncertain.

Percal waited for Uriah to finally leave the room before setting down the data-slate. He turned to the wall and waited for the hidden panel to slide aside on well-oiled tumblers. Standing at the secret door was a young man, no older than Uriah, perhaps in his mid-twenties. He was well dressed, his black trench coat clean and pressed; his face and scalp were Delaque smooth, while his features were sharp and angular. He wore rectangular glare-shades with wire rims.

The man stepped out of the small and surprisingly empty room and glanced at the panel sliding back into place.

'Did you miss anything, Kaden?' Percal asked.

'Caught every word,' Kaden said.

'Good, because I'd hate to think I made a mistake using you.'

'No,' said Kaden. 'And again, thanks for the opportunity. I've been-'

Thank me by succeeding,' Percal said, interrupting the young man.

Kaden said nothing and merely nodded.

The door unlocked again, and Kaden left Percal alone in his chamber.

The armoury chief was well acquainted with battle, his scars, marble eye and bolted skin plates a testament to his years in the trenches of the Underhive. They were also the cost of working in back-alley chop-shop medicine, where so-called doctors disposed of severed limbs in garbage pails and used them for unsavoury experiments - or worse. Uriah didn't care to know what exactly.

Uriah wondered whether he would one day face some disfiguring treatment; skull pump tubing, exposed steel plate for bone, pseudo-articulated gears for joints; the horrifying list of disfigurements was endless. The thought chilled Uriah, both the prospect of such pain and the physical cost.

After dutifully studying Uriah's requisition list for equipment, the armoury chief limped into the rear storerooms with their low ceilings and tightly packed shelving units, leaving Uriah to his thoughts. He was worried about Soren, but thinking about his own injuries was a sobering, and frankly welcome, distraction. He'd come close to enduring such mutilation at the hands of street surgeons, but had eventually managed to find someone with enough skill to avoid permanent disfigurement. That would have spelt the end of his career as a Handler. Uriah relied on his ability to blend into crowds and to move about unnoticed. Undercover work was crucial to his livelihood, as was the ability to alter his appearance. Any permanent fixtures upon his body would ruin one of the principle tools of his trade. He would become useless to his gang, the Handlers, and to their leader, his leader, Percal. But then, it was skirting the edge of that danger that provided the job with its thrills.

Uriah thrived on the notion of peril and he had a nose for it. In fact, Soren's disappearance promised more than was stated. Uriah had worked with Percal long enough to know there was always something more to his superior's assignments.

The armoury chief returned moments later with the standard assignment pack, the equipment satchel still flecked with dried blood from someone else's unfortunate outing. Uriah picked up the satchel and smiled at the armoury chief.

'Amateur?' Uriah asked.

'We're all amateurs when it comes to getting shot/ the Chief said.

'Not me,' Uriah said. 'I plan on bleeding like a professional Handler. All my forms signed and approved by my Overseer before one drop of blood strikes the ground.'

The Chief smirked and returned to his paperwork. Uriah checked the tools sheathed inside the heavy leather fabric, the satchel a tool belt of sorts for his crafts. More than just thieving supplies, lock picks, acid ampoules and protean metal keys, the satchel also carried small telescopes, eavesdropping equipment and other accoutrements for carrying out his role as spy.

Uriah nodded in satisfaction, at which the armoury chief deposited extra ammunition clips on the table.

'Tough assignment?' the armoury chief asked, more polite than interested.

'Subtle assignment/ Uriah answered, taking the supplies, 'but then it's the subtle ones that will cost you/

Something in the statement attracted the armoury chiefs attention. His expression changing from civil to concerned.

'Percal's boy, right?' the armoury chief asked.

'Well, not boy, but Percal is my Overseer, yes/ Uriah said, uncertain of the Chiefs shifting interest.

'Careful with that one/ the Chief said with a casual whisper. He pointed to his marble eye with the clawed finger on his rusting metal hand. 'He cost me dearly. My first assignment too/

'You're a Handler?' Uriah asked, shoving the ammo clips into the satchel. 'I didn't know/

'Was a Handler/ the armoury chief said, a little pained at his own admission before he relaxed again. 'Now I'm with the Requisitioners, but then that's the nature of our craft. Nobody will ever know how good

you are and they'll certainly never remember you once you're gone.'

Uriah smiled. 'In truth, that sounds glorious. I would welcome a chance to step away from it all.'

'It is glorious if you leave on your own terms/ the armoury chief said, shuffling back into the storerooms. 'But in our business, retirement is never expected or pleasant, and it often comes far too early for anyone to prepare for it/

There was one last step to the process before Uriah launched into his investigation, something that fell well beyond Delaque operational protocol. The district was strictly low-ceiling and crammed with warehouses and containers. The buildings and storage cabins were mostly forgotten in the Underhive, their contents abandoned by their former owners. Still, enough were booby trapped that scavengers didn't bother pillaging the lots. Too many died in their attempts to loot, the containers electrified or coughing out some noxious gas that melted skin.

No official streets ran through here, only lot numbers belonging to the seemingly endless grid of corrugated and rusted storage units. Uriah drifted through the alleys, the rumble from his dark green bike echoing off the thin metal container walls.

Uriah turned several times, ignoring the lot numbers that were frequently switched around to lure unsuspecting travelers into ambushes. Instead, his circuit was memorized to the point of casual familiarity, and he never deviated from the path. Finally, Uriah arrived at the right section. He stopped in front of a storage container emblazoned with colourful profanities, but remained on his bike. He was centimetres from the wall. He left the engine running; he wasn't leaving its side.

There was a vox grille next to the heavy door, but no buttons, not that Uriah needed to press anything.

'State your business!' a woman's voice demanded through the scratchy vox feed.

'It's Jester/ Uriah said, using his operating handle.

'Stop revving your damn engine!' the woman shouted. 'Who is it?'

'Jester!' Uriah said, letting the engine idle. 'Or are your cameras broken again, Voice?'

'You know the drill/ the woman said.

Uriah disembarked from the cycle and turned around slowly, allowing whatever cameras that were hidden throughout the area to register his face and profile. He faced the intercom again and straddled the bike

'Happy?' he asked.

'Can you meet my price?'

'No, I came for the pleasant company, Voice/

'Not in the mood for games, Jester/

'Yes I can meet your price/ he said with a sigh.

'Then I'm very happy/ Voice replied, the tone more casual now. 'What can I do for you, Jester?'

'I'm on assignment and something about the mission bothers me/

'You? Bothered? Care to share?'

'Since when do I share?' he asked, spreading his hands in feigned innocence.

'Fair enough. Same as before, then? You run your operation and I dispense my sage advice?'

'I'd appreciate that. Your understanding of the Machine Spirit is-'

'Oh, please! Not this crap again. There is no Machine Spirit. Just machine. Wires, tubes, chips and the occasional attitude. But no Machine Spirit!'

'Fine, fine/ Uriah said. 'Forget I mentioned it, Voice. I'll be in contact/

Uriah tore through the streets, eager to reach his next objective, but his mind was still on Voice. He rarely relied on help; the nature of his business demanded self-sufficiency and it was also rife with the possibility of betrayal. Still, Voice came highly recommended from some acquaintances and she'd proven extremely useful in the past, almost trustworthy were Uriah comfortable with that sentiment. Still, it bothered him that he'd never met her face-to-face, but that was die condition of her services.

Regardless, the thought that Voice was now helping him did much to settle Uriah's mind. She was good at what she did, and she could keep up with Uriah's cavalier attitudes and humour.

Uriah reached a small tunnel barely high enough to let him through on his bike. He rode through several tunnels, taking different turns along the way, before finally reaching a locked grate against the wall. He opened the grate with a key and steered the bike deep inside the dark side tunnel, around a bend and against the dead end. Upon exiting, he locked the gate and looked back inside. He couldn't see his bike. Not the safest storage, but it served its purpose well when Uriah needed to tear through the Underhive.

Uriah made his way through the tunnels on foot and headed for a long-forgotten elevator shaft. It was going to be a long day.



CHAPTER: TWO



Lies work best when enforced by some measure of truth...

just remember which parts are the lies and which parts are

the truth.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



The ceiling for die Saint Vibeau District was three storeys high, but the stacked hab block containers crammed beneath were stacked four high with uncomfortably low roofs. Locals claimed that millennia ago, the district rested near the top of Hive Primus; in those days Saint Vibeau was an affluent district that enjoyed the patronage of the principle Houses. Hive Primus continued growing, however, and the high ceilings slowly sagged under the weight of the construction above.

The last of the prosperous families moved away centuries ago, when a forgotten sump pipe burst between two heavy load-bearing, thick-plated walls. It was impossible to reach, so to this day the walls of Saint Vibeau cried trickles of pollutants that afflicted many local children with mutation and deformity. Few of those so touched survived into adulthood between the Goliath  and  Orlock gangs that occasionally swept

through on 'join-or-die' recruitment drives and the fatal nature of certain birth defects. It was also a district where nobody meddled in the affairs of their neighbours and where nobody made eye contact. It was safer that way.

The original hab blocks were sumptuous affairs until the district's principle employer, the Munitorum and its ammunition stockpiles, moved in to the district. The Munitorum administrators split the size of each hab block twice before allowing its workers to move in to the cramped quarters.

Uriah kept to the shadows of the streets, which was relatively easy considering the street lights had long burnt out and the fluorescent lichen-paint had calcified. Nobody paid him heed, but given his stained trench coat and heavy hood, he could have been a resident or another addict looking for somewhere to sleep.

Before Uriah reached the corner of a two-lane, trash-strewn street, a woman darted in front of him, her head down, her stride just short of panic as she pulled a small boy by the hand. Uriah reached the corner and peered around. Sure enough, idling on the curb were three ganger bikes with red Orlock flags hanging off heavy antennae. The bikes were nothing more than engines with large exhausts and two thick wheels; strapped on each was a heavy saddle. The bikes purred with a throaty rumble; one Orlock ganger with enough facial scars to have seen a few gang wars guarded them.

Uriah cursed softly. He knew an Orlock gang called Bleeding Iron was strong in the district. If he wasn't careful, he could easily draw the entire gang down upon his head. Uriah retraced his steps, returning back the way he had come before reaching a rubble-strewn alley. He detoured through the small corridor, finally reaching a hab block tower with a side entrance. The fortunate residents faced the outside street. The unlucky

ones faced the dilapidated buildings and rusting support wall behind the block.

Uriah made his way up the rear grated stairs, up to the third floor landing. He made his way around to the building's plated front and paused momentarily to examine the street below. The Orlock ganger had yet to budge, allowing Uriah to make his way quietly to hab block #324.

The hab block's sliding door was open by a considerable gap, but the resident scavengers were nowhere to be seen despite the looting to be had through an open door. In any other situation, Uriah knew, the scavengers would have carried off anything they could carry. Peering through the half-open door, Uriah saw that the interior to his safe-house was smashed up and that whoever had made the mess was still inside, making a lot of noise.

Uriah sighed. He'd paid a foreman at the Slaughter House a considerable amount to secure this hab block for his own private use and to keep quiet. Only employees were given hab blocks, but it wasn't unusual for highly placed members of a business to profit on the side. In this case by selling Uriah the home of a dead employee who was still listed as alive.

Money lost, Uriah thought to himself as he pulled his newly acquired bolt pistol from its holster and muttered a small prayer to the weapon's Machine Spirit. The weight felt right in his hand, the engraving comfortable in his palm. He withdrew a small rectangular device from the pouch hidden inside the interior pocket of his trench coat and offered it a quick prayer as well.

Breathing slow, measured breaths, Uriah slipped through the open door and into the darkness of his safe-house. He lightly stepped over the broken glass in the entrance and ignored the frag holes in the thin metal walls. A voice, harsh and guttural, drifted from

beyond the arched doorway. A woman responded. Uriah's heart skipped two beats, and he fought the urge to charge in.

Morgane is inside, he thought, but instead of rushing to her rescue and his death, he forced himself to listen to the number of voices.

'...last chance. I won't ask again/ one man said.

'Good/ the woman replied, 'I was getting tired of smelling your breath/

Uriah grimaced, anticipating the sound of flesh slapping flesh. Sure enough, a sharp smack followed. Morgane, whom Uriah was sure had received the blow, did not sound out in pain, but neither did she say anything further.

'What?' the man's voice asked, 'nothing smart to say now?'

Morgane remained silent. Uriah knew it was time to act. He knelt down and attached the rectangular device to the power outlet. A small red light clicked on and began to blink slowly in a quickly accelerating cadence.

Uriah had thirty seconds. He remained kneeling and cleared his throat.

Who's there?' the man in the other room demanded.

You first/ Uriah said, congenial.

Twenty seconds and counting. The wall above his head exploded into metal shards, punched with several loud shots from heavy guns.

That jog your memory?' the man asked with a laugh.

'Much/ Uriah said, 'thanks, but I didn't get your name over the gunfire/

Fifteen seconds left.

'Enough with the jokes! Get out here or this woman dies/

'What woman?'

Another shot punched through the wall, caking his jacket and hair in flakes of rust, paint and metal.

'All right, all right/ Uriah said, shaking the debris from his hair. 'Don't shoot/

Ten seconds left. Uriah stood and entered the open archway with his arms outstretched to his sides. He held his gun in plain view. There were four men in the living room, Orlocks judging by the red bandanas, the half-plate armour and the billowing tunics that covered their compact frames. They were smaller than Goliaths, but stout nonetheless. And there were more men than Uriah had counted on, all of whom were pointing guns at him. A woman with raven black hair and bloodied lips, Morgane, sat quietly on the couch, her hands bound at the wrists, resting on her lap.

'Drop the pistol!' the ganger with multiple piercings in his nose and along his eyebrows said.

Very well/ Uriah replied with a shrug, 'but it's not the gun you should be worried about/

The rectangular device on the wall emitted an electrical surge that shot through the hab block's conduits, disrupting the power flow of the building's generators. The lights died instantly, but would return within moments. The last thing Uriah saw was the surprised expressions on the four men's faces. Laughing to himself, he dived to one side and fired into the darkness where he remembered the men standing. Four quick shots, each trying to score home on four different targets. The first two shots found their marks, rewarding Uriah with two grunts and the sound of someone hitting the floor. The other two shots missed, hitting wall and furniture instead. Within seconds, gunfire raked the area, illuminating the room in punched flashes of still life. Three Orlocks were firing wildly, trying to hit everything in the hopes of hitting something.

Uriah crouched near the floor, ducking behind the furniture and taking his time in firing back. He waited patiently,   focusing   on   the   muzzle   flares   before

squeezing off another shot on the Orlock with the heavy chain pulling at his nose ring. Uriah caught a quick glimpse of dark arterial spray, the shot striking the ganger in the neck and jerking his gun upward. The remaining two gangers fired at Uriah's muzzle flash, stinging him with hot debris; he was already repositioning himself in another part of the room.

White-hot beams of green las-fire erupted from another part of the room, announcing that a new shooter had just entered the fray. Uriah caught quick glimpses of Morgane, her back against the wall, her backside on the floor, firing one of three weapons hidden throughout the safe-house. The las-beam cooked the arm of one shooter, forcing him to drop his weapon. He howled in pain and bolted for the door. Uriah, ignoring the fleeing Orlock, focused on the last gunman who was drawing his sights on Morgane. He emptied his clip into the ganger, knocking him off his feet.

Uriah raced for the hab block door, reloading a new clip into his pistol. He'd barely stepped onto the lit landing when heavy gunfire from a bolter shredded the railing wall and doorway. The Orlock attending to the bikes below was suppressing the area with cover fire. Uriah hit the ground hard, bouncing his chin off the iron floor. By the time his head stopped ringing, bike engines were revving with an angry roar - the gunfire had stopped. Uriah peered over the shredded rail in time to see the wounded Orlock and his compatriot tearing down the street. Uriah fired a handful of shots at them, more in frustration than from any real hope of hitting them.

The Orlocks had escaped.

Uriah muttered a quick curse and wandered back into the hab block through the blast-eaten doorway. Lights were returning, the device no longer disrupting the

power flow. His jaw felt numb, but he was grateful to see Morgane in the living room, hunkered down behind a steel-plated sofa with her sights firmly trained on the door. She looked relieved to see Uriah, and lowered her weapon.

The others?' Uriah asked, referring to the three bodies.

'Corpses,' she replied. 'I saw to that.'

Uriah noticed the blackened, cracked burn marks on the temples of each of the three men. 'That's a bit much/ he said. 'I could have sworn I killed at least two of them, already'

'I guess we'll never know/ Morgane replied with a small grin. 'I'm sorry, my love. Did I steal your thunder?'

He shook his head. 'Not enough to matter/ With that he embraced her and gave her a gentle kiss. 'And thanks/ he said. 'That juicer you gave me came in handy. Are you all right?'

'As soon as you get these restraints off of me/ Morgane said.

Uriah admired the iron bindings for a moment with a devilish smile. 'Certain you don't want to keep them on?' he asked with a wink.

'Now, Uriah!' Morgane said, poking him with the las pistol. She offered him her outstretched hands, palms up.

After sheathing the pistol and removing something from his interior jacket pocket, Uriah covered the lock with his hands, his fingers moving almost imperceptibly. A second passed and a light click followed. The restraints fell away.

'One of these days/ Morgane said, massaging her reddened wrists, 'you'll have to show me how you do that/

'And where would that leave me?' Uriah asked.

'Oh, knowing you/ she replied, drawing in close enough that he smelt the cloves on her breath, 'with still more tricks than any Handler in your industry/

"Yes, well...' he said with a shrug, before kissing her gently. He was careful not to brush against her cut. 'What were they doing here?' he finally asked. 'More importantly why were you here?'

'Soren/ she replied. 'The answer to both your questions.'

Uriah moved about the one-room hab block, collecting the few knick knacks that were valuable enough to take and shoving them into a cloth sack. They only took what they could carry. The furniture would remain, given that most of it was already bolted to the floor. Morgane sat on the couch, facing the doorway and firing above the head of the occasional scavenger that stuck his greedy nose into the hab block.

'And the Bleeding Iron gangers didn't say why they were looking for Soren?' Uriah asked.

'I didn't ask, considering I lied about not knowing him in the first place.'

'Hm. So the Orlocks didn't realise you were Van Saar. That's fortunate/ Uriah said. 'And the Van Saar only know that he's missing.'

'Correct,' Morgane replied, 'but then I'm only an inter-House diplomat. I'm not in Soren's group. They wouldn't tell me if there was more to it. I only know that they issued an Injunctus saying that he was missing, and to report his whereabouts. Since he knew about the safe-house, I came here hoping to find him.'

Uriah shrugged. 'The only people who knew about the safe-house were you and Soren. I saw to that. Unfortunately, it's compromised, so we must leave it behind.'

'Pity/ Morgane replied. 'We've made many fond memories here/

Til find us a new hole/ Uriah said. 'We'll make new memories there/

'Until then/ Morgane said, 'I must return to my duties/

Uriah's face pinched into a small scowl. He didn't like the idea. 'Are you certain that's safe?' he asked. 'If they find out about us, your life's at risk/

4Ve share that risk/ Morgane said. She stood and walked over to Uriah. 'If your Delaque masters ever realised you were in love with a Van Saar diplomat.

'Actually, they'd try to use that to their advantage first/ Uriah said. 'I understand what you mean though. You're certain that you haven't been compromised?'

'Compromised by you? Maybe/ Morgane said with a tantalizing smile. 'Otherwise, no. I'm fairly certain. My house would have arrested me by now if they suspected anything, and the Orlocks don't know who I am/

Uriah sighed. 'But they know me/

You can't be certain of that/ she said.

'I'm seventh on their most hunted list and I didn't arrive here in disguise/

'Seventh?' Morgane asked. 'You're slipping/

'Not after tonight/ Uriah replied. 'If the Bleeding Irons report to the House itself and they manage to connect this incident to me, you-know-who will come after me again/

He must have looked worried, Uriah realized, because Morgane's features softened; she caressed his face. You don't know that/ she said, 'and if he does, you'll be ready/

'One can hope/ Uriah said. His legs still ached at night, the pins somehow vibrating at some distant memory of his shattered bones. Slag's face darted into his mind's eye and Uriah felt the blood slip from his face.

Morgane kissed him on the lips, obviously trying to liberate him from his painful memories. 'Thank you for saving me/ she said.

'Always/ he replied, grateful for the beautiful distraction. He looked at her puffed lips. 'How are you going to explain the injuries?'

'I fell,' she said. That's all they'll need to know. What about you? What is your next step?'

'I have to find, Soren.'

'But?'

'But, I'm worried about House Orlock's sudden involvement. I have to find out why they want Soren.'

They didn't seem to know very much/ Morgane said.

They'll know enough to launch me in the right direction. You better go/ he said with a sigh. 'It won't take long before the Bleeding Irons return in greater numbers/

"What about you?' Morgane asked, drawing a hood over her head.

'I'll escape in a moment, but I'm leaving the Orlocks a nasty surprise/

'And the scavengers?'

They won't have many bones left to pick clean. Now

go-'

Uriah waited for Morgane to leave before activating the booby ttap and slipping out of the hab block. In ten seconds, laser tripwires would activate and the explosives would desttoy anyone and anything inside. The damage to the adjoining hab blocks would be minimal, but just the same, Uriah knocked on the neighbouring door.

Nobody answered, though Uriah was certain he heard movement inside. 'Hello there and well met/ he called through the door. Though I've never had occasion to speak to you previously, I would advise you don't go into my hab block. It's booby ttapped. Big explosion awaits the interloper. Hello?'

Uriah walked away from the hab block door. 'Suit yourself/ he mumbled under his breath.

* * *

'Well, if it isn't my favourite Handler!' almond-eyed Bok said with a green-toothed smile.

Uriah navigated past the five other desks crammed into the small room. 'Bok/ Uriah said, returning the smile. 'How's my favourite Cartographer?'

'Well/ Bok said, 'just returned from a mapping expedition into the Underhive. Nasty foul place, too unpleasant for a Handler's delicate sensibilities/

'Of course/ Uriah said. 'I can still smell the stench of the place on you. Or is that endemic to all members of the Cartographers?'

Bok's smile wavered a touch, but it held. 'What can I do for you, Uriah?'

'I need to break into a location, an Orlock facility. How current are your maps?'

Very current. Over half of our section's resources are dedicated to probing and testing Orlock assets. What do you need?' Bok asked, his smile turning into a casual, easy grin.

'Ah/ Uriah said. 'It's more like what you need?'

The marker/ Bok said, dropping his voice into a whisper. 'I want my marker with you wiped clean/

'I don't know/ Uriah said, rubbing his chin. He lowered his voice as well. That's a hefty price considering the evidence I have against you. Your taste in Escher prostitutes poses a security risk to Delaque interests. I saved you once from your pillow chats and an unfortunate slip of the tongue... though whose tongue slipped where, I'd prefer not knowing/

'Yes, yes/ Bok replied, glancing around to ensure nobody was listening, 'but I'm a changed man. I no longer frequent the Escher's stables. And I can provide you with full schematics to one facility, a foundry, including its patrol routes and the best ways in and out/

Uriah smiled and shrugged. Then who am I to stand in the way of someone's evolution into betterment. Get

me the maps and, if they're as good as you claim, then your marker is wiped clean and the evidence I hold is yours/

'Deal/ Bok said, and immediately set off to retrieve the proper maps.

'Well, if it isn't my favourite Handler!' almond-eyed Bok said with a green-toothed smile.

Kaden navigated past the five other desks crammed into the small room. 'Bok/ Kaden said, returning the smile. 'How's my favourite map-boy?'

'Well/ Bok said, 'just returned from a mapping expedition into the Underhive. Nasty foul place. You'd like it there/

'Funny, but don't you figure that's a little risky, considering what I've got on you?' Kaden said, sitting on the edge of Bok's desk.

'What can I do for you, Kaden?' Bok asked with a sigh.

Where was Uriah heading? Which map did he want? And don't leave out any juicy details/

'And in exchange for helping you?' Bok asked with a whisper.

We'll call it even, and all that nasty evidence involving you and those prostitutes gets wiped/

'Deal/ Bok said, and immediately set off to retrieve the proper maps.



CHAPTER: THREE



Harden your heart... everyone is an asset. If you don't use

them to your advantage, someone else will use them to

theirs.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



The foundry filled the large chamber's interior. The ceiling was domed some fifteen storeys high with support struts that swept up into the shadows. Inset into the ceiling were noisy, cowled turbofans that cried a steady stream of precipitation - stained with oil - to the cement floor below. The foundry itself was a rusted block of steel, the few windows and open hangar doors lit with the magma glow of molten ores. The only entry into the dome chamber was a rolling vault door; it was three storeys high and guarded by the Steel Sentinels, an Orlock gang of considerable standing, and manned gun emplacements. Entry was strictly prohibited except to those on House Orlock business.

Uriah was sweating hard, his black clothing plastered to his skin. Despite the discomfort, he waited patiently, trying to ignore the oppressive heat that the turbofans sucked up from the main chamber into the ductwork where he sat. The heat flattened his breath, pressing his

chest with its palm; it hurt to inhale, so instead Uriah swallowed shallower breaths and dreamed of cooler places. He imagined himself inside a chilled Van Saar lab, refrigerated to optimize the usage of electronics and to prevent them from overheating. It seemed that the Machine Spirits preferred the cold.

He also imagined the scrubbed, sterile environment of the Van Saar facility he'd infiltrated so many years ago. It contrasted sharply with the smelly, mildew-soft and cramped interior of the ducts that Uriah crawled through to reach this point. He admired the Van Saar and its satellite gangs; to them personal hygiene was more than an afterthought or alien principle. Certainly, House Delaque consisted of clean and well-groomed agents, unlike the zealots of House Cawdor, the muscle-ripped Goliaths or the sweaty apes of House Orlock.

Admittedly, Uriah relished his undercover work at the Van Saar labs for more reasons than their enhanced quality of life. On one mission into the Tech-Artificer Gang, Uriah had befriended Soren and scored a potential coup by convincing the disenfranchised engineer to sell secrets to the Delaque. On another, into the Van Saar's Arbiter's Guild, Uriah had met Morgane. Even now, their tryst still felt new, passionate and dangerous, their romance unsanctioned.

Uriah let his thoughts wander to those intimate encounters in the biolabs, where the air was frozen; Morgane's breath warmed his mouth. At the time, he didn't expect much to come of their encounters. He'd seduced women throughout his assignments - except for House Escher women who scared the living hell out of him - either in the course of retrieving something valuable, or because an easy assignment needed some additional element to spice up the challenge.

Morgane was different. Different enough that Uriah divulged his role as spy to her. Different enough that

while initially outraged, she never betrayed his secret. They were apart for a few agonizing weeks. He returned to see her one last time and discovered she wasn't willing to let him go again so easily. She continued loving him. That was years ago.

Uriah's and Morgane's romance continued despite the physical distance between them, the physical distance they willingly imposed. Uriah could no more surrender his job or leave his house than she could hers. They both understood that revealing their relationship to either house would entail the end of their love, their careers, their lives. The Van Saar and Delaque were too ruthless and goal driven not to use Uriah's and Morgane's affair to their advantage. They would kill both parties simply because the two lovers had humiliated the houses by carrying on a relationship for four years under meir very noses. Nobody liked being proven the fool.

That thought brought everything back to today's predicament and Uriah's sweltering cubby hole inside the dome's ductwork. Soren's disappearance was one thing, but that the Orlocks were also looking for the Van Saar engineer and that they had endangered Morgane's life was an entirely different beast. Uriah could not abide their actions. In nearly every previous assignment, Uriah had kept the upper hand; had remained outside the situation; the job was just a job. That was no longer the case. Uriah did not control these circumstances, he was reacting to them, trying to roll with the punches from an invisible opponent.

Uriah checked his timepiece; it was counting down to zero with a minute to spare. He opened his mouth in a mock yawn to equalize the pressure in his ears. That activated the receiver hidden in his ear and the sub-vocalizer currently lodged inside his throat. It

was irritating, but he'd grow accustomed to the sensation soon enough.

'About to descend,' he said.

'Understood,' Voice responded. 'Good luck.'

Unable to stand or hunch properly in the ducts, Uriah shifted position till he was on his padded knees. He scuttled towards the noisy turbofan and steady stream of hot air. His fingers centimetres from the whirling blades, he searched the lining of the cowled turbofan; after a moment, he found a proper finger-hold. Uriah wedged a grappling hook into the small space; it was tethered with a chord that was hidden inside his belt. He pulled hard to ensure the hook held well.

The countdown on Uriah's timepiece reached zero and a collective sigh echoed through the ducts. The tur-bofans shut off for a few moments to cool down - the blades facing Uriah whirred to a halt. He pulled an acid ampoule from his pouch and quickly wedged it between the teeth of a large cog that connected with an adjoining gear, their teeth interlinking. They turned the fan and, the cogs still rotating slowly, bit down on the ampoule, breaking it. A sharp acrid smell filled the air, acid stripping the gear of its teeth. When the turbofans would eventually start up again, this one would remain silent and still, the toothless gears spinning, but not catching.

Testing the hook one last time, Uriah slipped backwards between two large and pitted fan blades, his feet secured against the bottom lip of the cowl, his behind dangling over the void of the long drop down. One gloved hand on the rope and the other on the vice-brake, Uriah pushed off; he fast-roped down through the steaming darkness, aiming for the foundry rooftop below. He doubted anyone could see him in the darkness of the dome, but better to be safe. The descent took seconds, Uriah on the edge of freefall, the building

rooftop rushing up to meet him at an alarming rate. At the last moment, he gripped the vice to slow himself, coming to a slightly jarring, but otherwise perfect stop.

The furnaces and melted ores below radiated through the ceiling and heated the air; Uriah's feet felt hot. The smell, however, was even more uncomfortable. Smoke stacks and vents poured a noxious mix of gases and solvents into the dome, filling Uriah's mouth with an acrid medley of tastes. Worse, Uriah was light-headed, disconnected from his environment, his head feeling fixed to his body by a mere string. He fumbled for one of his pouches and withdrew a filter-cup affixed with two metallic cylinders. Uriah covered his mouth and nose with a small rebreather, grateful for the brief injections of oxygen. It wouldn't last more than a few minutes -just long enough for Uriah to act.

Untethering himself from the rappelling cord, Uriah left it hanging there for his return. From the edge of the roof, the foundry's walls were seven-storey cliffs, straight drops to the ground. No heavy-footed Orlock ever had a chance of climbing these walls unassisted, but then, Uriah was no Orlock. He was lighter of frame, nimble and blessed with quick fingers. Uriah lowered himself over the roofs edge and quickly made his way down. Hand over hand, foot over foot, he scaled down the wall, grabbing inch-wide ledges and drain pipes. Within moments, he was on the main floor in the shadow of the building, alert to all the noise around him.

It was cooler on die ground - not by much, but enough to be a small blessing. Uriah hid in a small alcove that forced him to a knee. He was draped in darkness, though he hoped the ambient heat blinded anyone with thermal vision. Uriah waited patiently, taking in all the surrounding noise, trying to familiarize himself with what passed for background noise. He

needed to understand this cacophony intimately so that he wasn't leaping for cover at every clang and discharged hiss of the great machines, conveyor belts and supply Lorries. He needed to distinguish someone's voice from the hiss of molten metal, and footfalls from the piston gait of aged devices.

Uriah checked the timepiece strapped to his wrist; it was almost time; about thirty seconds, give or take a minute. He focused more intently on the sounds, trying to move past the surrounding din. It was hard work sifting through the clatter and thunder, but Uriah listened for one thing alone in the sea of noise. Sure enough, he heard voices, then footsteps in the seconds before they appeared. A patrol that he'd spotted earlier from the tur-bofan vent marched by, on schedule. They were armed with chainsaw blades and mean scowls on their wide-jawed, stubble-eaten faces. Their circuit took them around the building, their orbit bringing them close to Uriah's hiding hole. They didn't linger, however, and within a minute, had vanished around a corner.

They were gone and Uriah relaxed enough to curse under his breath. He only heard them in the seconds before they appeared. Not nearly enough time to react, but maybe enough time to kill someone before they could raise the alarm or pull their own weapon. That would have to suffice.

Uriah checked his timepiece again and thanked the Machine Spirit for its precision.

'Check one,' Uriah said.

'On time/ Voice said. 'Not bad. You have another ten minutes before that patrol returns/

'Let's call it at nine minutes, just to be safe/ Uriah responded. By then he hoped, he'd be inside the building where avoiding guards would prove trickier. While the schematics on the foundry that House Delaque provided offered Uriah some crucial intelligence, it didn't

offer him enemy positions or patrol circuits. Once inside, Uriah was effectively blind and on wits' edge. Then again, that was exactly how he liked it.

Certain there was nobody around, Uriah slipped out from the alcove. He padded his way to his next target, a small vent grate some ten metres along the same wall as the alcove. Upon reaching it, he pulled out a small screwdriver and worked the grille's screws, grimacing at every twisting screech and groan. It wasn't loud enough to draw attention, however, and Uriah pushed into the small hole, feet first and on his back. Not the preferred method for entering a duct, but Uriah needed to close the grate behind him.

The channel was a tight fit, the dust and soot-coated ceiling centimetres from the tip of his nose, the walls wide enough for Uriah to extend his arms over his head. He craned his head back and used a small magnetic clamp to keep the grille in place with the metal duct. Satisfied that it would hold, Uriah dug the soft heel of his boots into the floor and shimmied along while pulling with his hands. According to the building schematics, it would open up soon, but then a centimetre on the blueprints might well be a kilometre in reality.

'Uf/ Uriah grunted. 'This is tight/

'Told you/ Voice said. 'If you get stuck, I'm not coming to help/

'Duly noted/ Uriah said. At the very least, Uriah was thankful that he wasn't claustrophobic, though he did have to push away persistent thoughts of the passage narrowing and him getting stuck. Instead, he focused on Morgane's face until the duct widened at a large, relatively spacious junction where it split with another channel that went straight up. He switched positions, turning face forward and rolling over to his stomach so he could push forward with his legs. He continued on

his way head first and proceeded to the next vent, grateful that his escape lay only metres away.

The foundry's interior was a honeycomb of interconnected caverns, each five to seven storeys in height. While expansive, the interior was still cramped. Huge heating engines and generators sat shoulder to shoulder with barely the room to slip through the gaps between them. Some of the equipment was rusted and useless, having died years ago; others coughed black smoke and functioned as though seized by spasms. Three-storey vats containing pools of magma-like metal bled thick ropes of steam upwards while conveyor belts carried various moulds or cooled ore ingots from one section to the next. The sky above it all was a network of catwalks and footbridges, designed around the steam columns and connected to the few offices suspended well above the foundry floor.

'I'm inside,' Uriah said. 'I see the offices, but the walkways above are well travelled and too visible for my tastes.'

'Stay on the ground/ Voice said. 'No need to climb just yet, according to the map.'

Uriah remained on the ground, hiding between the legs of gigantic engines of unfathomable purpose, darting from one shadow to the next. Traffic along the ground was light, and for good reason. The vats above rained irregular showers of molten sparks that quickly sizzled, sputtered and cooled on the pitted floors. From his vantage, Uriah could see those individuals who survived the scarring touch of the lethal rains, their skin marked and discoloured by droplets of ore. He took extra care to navigate clear of the vats when he could.

After an eternity of hiding in darkness and slowly making his way through the various chambers, Uriah reached his destination.

'Finally here/ he said.

'And only an hour to get there/ Voice replied.

Aren't you happy you charge by the hour?'

'It depends/ Voice replied, a hint of mischief to her voice. 'Most men don't last the hour/

Before Uriah could reply, Voice segued into: You see the chief foreman's office?'

'I'm standing directly below it. Or rather, it's six storeys above me/

The chief foreman's office was a rectangular container, lined with filthy windows on its four sides, all of them dark. Only one wall connected to the catwalks; the other walls were virtually inaccessible. Virtually.

Uriah crouched in the shadow of a trestle that helped support the network of low walkways. He studied his surroundings, checking for patrols and lookouts. Most of the Orlocks were on the lower catwalks, though a few maintenance workers ran their rounds on the ground. It was his best shot, the graveyard shift running the fewest workers.

After taking a deep breath, Uriah mounted the trestle and clambered up a girder that angled upward at forty-five degrees. His foot slipped twice on the grimy beam, but he held tight despite the growing ache in his fingers. He reached the junction between the beam and the strut supporting the catwalk itself, and switched position -his fingers gripping the strut on either side and his back and feet planted firmly against the beam.

Metallic footsteps clanged directly over Uriah's head; there was an Orlock on the catwalk above. Uriah waited, acutely aware of his feet slowly slipping along the girder's greasy slope. He held on tighter, trying to remain anchored, but his fingers grew numb. The footsteps continued their slow, plodding pace, the Orlock in no hurry to move past. Uriah cursed silently and focused on his breathing.

The dull ache in his fingers turned his hands into arthritic claws, and Uriah wondered if he'd be able to unlock them or even pull his way up through the bars of the catwalk's rails. Still, he held on and waited for the slow Orlock to walk past. Another eternity passed, and another, bringing Uriah to the edge of letting go and sliding all the way back down to the ground in a hard tumble. The footsteps above his head moved on. Within moments, the sounds of heavily booted feet against the catwalk faded away. Uriah was no longer certain if there was anyone on the footbridge above his head, but he had no choice now.

With singular effort, Uriah used the last of his guttering strength to pull himself up. He grabbed the rail's horizontal bars and slipped under the lowest one; he lay flat on the catwalk, breathing hard. His fingers now screamed in pain and it hurt just trying to unlock them from the daw-like rigour. He massaged both hands against his trousers and craned his head to look around. There were no Orlocks anywhere near him or his stretch of walkway, including the one who had delayed his ascent.

Uriah muttered a small curse against the Steel Sentinel Orlock that had pained him so, and took the extra moment to curse the Orlock's entire lineage and whatever pet he possessed. Then again, he doubted the Orlock was domesticated enough to attract a pet in the first place.

'What was that?' Voice asked.

Uriah grimaced; he'd have to remember diat his throat microphone was overly sensitive. No more mouthing his silent conversations. 'Noming/ he said. 'Just resting a moment before continuing.'

With sensation returning to his fingers, Uriah stood and carefully made his way along the catwalk. His head swivelled from side to side like a predator on the hunt

and he loped close to the ground. His hand remained on the railing in case he needed to swing over the side at a moment's notice; though truthfully, his fingers ached in protest at the mere notion of repeating their last performance. Thankfully, the lower catwalks weren't as frequently patrolled as the network several metres above his head, and they remained hidden in larger patches of shadow.

Uriah was now below the chief foreman's cabin by some three storeys. Reaching the front door would require making his way up to the upper set of catwalks where the lighting was more prevalent and where more Orlocks laboured and toiled. That was not an option. Instead, he steeled himself to the inevitable climb up the adjacent support trestle of the upper walkways; with skillful navigation mat would bring him eye-to-eye with one of the cabin's dark windows. After that, it would be a matter of finding a way inside, not that Uriah was worried.

Waiting until the walkway above his was clear, Uriah clambered onto the angled trestle and shimmied his way upwards again. This time, speed took precedence, and within a few seconds, he'd reached the upper catwalk precisely when nobody was close enough to see him. After confirming through the windows that the chief foreman's office was dark and unoccupied, Uriah mounted the rail and leapt for the cabin's roof ledge. Almost silently, he pulled himself up on top of the cabin and rolled away to remain hidden. With the network of hanging walkways below him, Uriah felt confident that nobody could spy on him from above. He peered over the edge of each side, trying to find the best, most discreet, way into the cabin.

Kaden suppressed a cough borne from the dusty, oily interior of the duct. The turbofans had flared to life

moments ago, dragging polluted air out of the foundry dome, all except the one in Kaden's duct. He approached the silent fan and immediately noted the coppery acid smell in the air. Sure enough, two gears had been stripped of their teeth. They spun effortlessly, the fan blades remaining still. Kaden saw the grappling claw hooked into the side of turbofan's cowl and the cord that dropped down into the darkness. With a smile, Kaden pulled Uriah's rappelling rope back up through the blades.

Uriah dropped into the room from the vent in the ceiling and quickly surveyed his surroundings. The cabin was a single room except for the privy, and surprisingly neat for an Orlock's den. Still messy by Uriah's standards, but at the very least, he didn't feel like scrubbing himself clean from proximity.

Patches of dust and corner cobwebs coated the room. The dusk was a clutter of work order bundles made from recycled vellum, while a couch and small kitchen attested to many a double and triple shift that the Orlocks likely inflicted upon the Steel Sentinels foundry. In one corner, piles of stripped innards belonging to various machines sat next to a small work bench. Central to the room and thus, Uriah's attentions, was a large work desk overflowing with data pads and piles of parchments.

Nearly lost in the junk heap of the desk sat an Orlock logic hub. It was an ancient device and looked too jury-rigged to have been touched by a Van Saar engineer. It was also one of the few logic devices throughout the facility, if the Orlocks remained true to form. While the foreman likely used it for accounting and other orders of business required to run the foundry, the device was also connected to the primitive network shared by most Orlock facilities. How they maintained technology of

that sophistication was a mystery to Uriah, but they must have done something right to appease the Machine Spirit.

'I found the logic hub,' Uriah said.

'Is it two cans connected together with string?'

Uriah chuckled softly. 'I see we share an appreciation of Orlock technology.'

'Cawdor, Goliath, Orlocks... they're all the same smelly breed.'

'I see,' Uriah said. 'No, the hub appears to be more sophisticated than that.'

'AH right then. Start her up. I'll walk you through this.'

With little time to lose, Uriah activated the machine and prayed for a simple encryption code. The computer hissed to life, sounding as though it was on its final legs, mechanical hiccups and heavy whirrs threatening to choke it. Uriah waited for the prompt screen to begin his assault.

Kaden wore an ear-splitting grin as he heaved the last of the rappelling rope up through the turbofan. A click and piston sigh behind him brought Kaden to his next task. He turned to face the tiny drone, a floating child's skull with a pict-grabber in one eye socket. It hovered behind Kaden in the duct, obediently awaiting its next orders.

'Stir up some trouble, will you?' Kaden said.

The drone floated past Kaden, buoyed up by a tiny anti-grav generator, and dropped into the chamber.

And try not to get shot this time/ Kaden whispered after it.

Uriah slapped the side of the logic device in frustration and set about coaxing it to life. It was slow, and from what Uriah could see, the Orlock's sad attempt at a user interface was a clutter of scattered files listed with no apparent rhyme or reason.

'Did you hit the machine?' Voice asked.

'Maybe/ Uriah said, puzzled. 'If I did, how would you know?'

'Tsk/ Voice replied, 'I know all. And what would your precious Machine Spirit say to such callous treatment/

'"Thank you for awakening me" perhaps?'

'I doubt it. Keep searching for the directory/

Uriah sighed and set about searching through the network. Finally, he found the directory he was looking for, the one that accessed the Orlock network. The logic device awaited input of a password.

'Found it!'

'Be grateful the Orlocks don't rely on Van Saar protocols/ Voice said. 'Passwords must be input within a set number of seconds. Only three mistakes are allowed before the terminal shuts down. Then the alert goes out/

Uriah nodded. 'I know the Orlocks possess nothing of that sophistication, though its more cunning members do booby-trap their hardware/

'Is that experience talking?'

'Perhaps/ Uriah said. 'It's certainly not ignorance speaking its mind/ Looking at this terminal with its dried lubricant tubes and exposed wiring, Uriah doubted the hub was booby-trapped.

Uriah accessed the root files, hoping to find some way to bypass the password system. His fingers danced across the input device at Voice's behest, but the system was well protected, far better then his last incursion.

With a jolting abruptness, alarms rang out across the entire facility and sent Uriah's heart straight into his throat.

'Jester, what is it?' Voice asked.

'Don't know yet. Stand by/ Uriah scrambled to the window to see outside; Orlocks were running in different

directions across the catwalks. A voice boomed over the foundry's loudspeakers:

'Intruders outside. There may be more inside. Search the entire facility!'

Uriah cursed, an avalanche of questions on his lips. Did they spot his rope? Is it another intruder? What are the chances there's another thief out here, tonight? How long will it take for them to reach this office? He shook his head, trying to dislodge the cacophony of questions addling his thoughts, and returned to the computer terminal.

The foundry's on alert. I have to move fast/

'Pull out?' Voice asked.

'No. We continue but hurry/

Fingers typing with furious pitch, Uriah flew through the different directories, trying to find a way past the password blockade. Voices filtered in and out of the cabin as Orlocks drifted close to, then away from it. It was only a matter of time, but that was enough to prompt Uriah to work more quickly.

Footsteps approached the catwalk closest to the cabin's windows. Uriah killed the pict screen attached to the logic hub and slid out of the chair and under the desk. The footsteps stopped and Uriah held his breath, trying to hear the conversation outside.

'Jester/ Voice asked.

There was no reply.

'Don't look like there's anyone inside/ a woman's voice said from outside the foreman's office.

'Check inside,' her male compatriot said.

'I haven't got the key/

Then get the key/ he replied.

'But it's at the security post/ she said, impatience lacing her voice.

'Good thing you've got legs, then/ he said, ending the argument.

The footsteps moved away, and Uriah braved a glimpse. The catwalks outside were empty, again, but that also meant Uriah had a few minutes at most before they returned.

Uriah was about to lift himself back up when something caught his eye. Scratched into the edge of the desk itself was a sequence of numbers: 38452.

'It can't be this easy/ Uriah mumbled to himself before setting himself back into the chair.

'What?'

'I think I found the code.' He brought the screen back to life and returned to the password prompt. Sure enough, 38452 did the trick, and the Orlock network opened. Uriah searched for the keyword 'Soren,' and was rewarded with a single entry complete with Soren's picture:

Attention all Orlock Facilities:

WANTED! Dead or Alive

Soren Kaar, House Van Saar: Tech-Artificers

Bounty: Dependent on conditions mentioned below.

Kaar is a traitor. He has been selling technology to

House Delaque and House Orlock. He must pay for

that insult.

IMPORTANT!   Bring   Kaar   in   alive   OR   bring   his

implants back undamaged! Bounty is dependent on

condition of implants!

'Soren/ Uriah muttered to himself. 'You idiot. What were you doing?'

'Did you get it?'

'Yes/

'Then leave!'

'Not yet! I'll contact you later!' Uriah said. Lost to the revelation that Soren was also selling secrets to the Orlocks, Uriah raced through more files, trying to find

tidbits of information. The bounty certainly explained why the Orlocks were after Soren, but, the fact it was still active meant the Orlocks were no closer to finding the Tech-Artificer's whereabouts than Uriah was. Unfortunately, if the Orlocks knew anything further, it wasn't on their network.

Voices outside the cabin grew louder. The two Orlocks were returning with the key and headed straight for the door. Uriah quickly killed the power to the terminal and raced to the hole in the ceiling where he'd removed the grate. He jumped as the voices approached the door, and caught the lips of me vent. He pulled himself up, but his chest snagged the edges.

Uriah exhaled, forcing all the air from his lungs and contracting his chest and torso by the necessary centimetres.

The key scratched the door before dropping into the lock.

Uriah pulled himself up, scrapping his body through the opening. His belt caught on the edge.

The door lock clicked open.

Uriah pushed his belt in to clear the opening and pulled his way up.

Not fast enough! he realized when he heard the Orlocks in the cabin below shout.

'Intruder!'

Uriah cursed. They'd likely seen his legs vanish up through the hole.

A second later, as Uriah scrambled up, gunshots tore open the ceiling and shredded the rooftop beneath his feet. Wild shots hissed past him and more shouts echoed throughout the complex. It was time to move.

Uriah leapt from the roof down onto the upper-level catwalks, landing lightly on his feet. He barely caught sight of the two overeager Orlocks inside the cabin before ducking; errant shots peppered the walls and

windows of the cabin, whining above Uriah's head. New shots whizzed by, pinging off metal rails and I-beams. More Orlocks were joining the battle and firing with wild abandon.

Too many bullets! Run, run, run/ Uriah muttered to himself. Like a cat, he dived over the railing and grabbed it with both hands as he passed. He swung like a pendulum, slamming his back into the walkway with a jarring thud. He twisted to face the catwalk, and then dropped again, swiftly catching its bottom lip. The sloped trestle was centimetres from his outstretched toes, his head below the catwalk's floor, just enough to see the flurry of movement on the lower walkways and on the ground.

More shots rang out, clanging against the metal around him; Uriah nudged himself into a swing below the catwalk, towards the trestle that was angled down forty-five degrees. He let go again and fell the few centimetres to the girder. He slid down the beam, first on his feet, before falling to his backside; he grunted at the rivets that punched him on the pelvic bone and in the soft flesh of his posterior during his downward slide.

Uriah slid down toward the floor, where his angled trestle met with a vertical I-beam that shot straight up. He grabbed the edge of the girder with both gloved hands, trying to slow himself down from the near-terminal velocity slide and inevitable crash. The metal shredded the glove's padding and drew some blood from his much abused fingers, but Uriah managed to decelerate in time. His feet slammed into the I-beam at speeds less than deadly, and momentum pushed him off his ass. He struck the girder with his shoulder, the sickening pop followed by a rapier-sharp pain.

Barely functioning through the pain-laced fog of a dislocated shoulder, but reacting on instinct, Uriah slammed his shoulder into the girder again. He set his

shoulder back in its joint and collapsed to the ground after nearly fainting from the effort.

Uriah fought to stay conscious, fought to remain aloft on the black waters that threatened to drown him. Somewhere in the great distance, gunshots rang out and a tiny thought nestled itself well in the back of his mind. That's nice he thought. They're shooting at someone else.

Only when one of the shots struck the concrete and peppered him with biting shards did Uriah realize he was still the prey. He rolled away, reacting on instinct, but more focused now, and scrambled to his feet. By the time sense had returned to him, Uriah was already running, darting between large pieces of equipment, none of which was spared the punishing salvoes of the pursuing Orlocks. Their indiscriminant manner brought Uriah to the mocking conclusion that the Orlocks were deliberately missing him to damage the foundry thus sparing themselves further drudgery.

As the chase continued, Uriah gained more footing with his senses; the stabbing pain in his shoulder subsided to a dull throb, but it promised plenty of aches tomorrow. For now, it diminished enough for Uriah to plan strategy.

Can't run forever, Uriah thought as the occasional round tried finding its mark. Have to throw them off.

The shooting stopped and Uriah realized he'd lost the pursuing Orlocks at the last jumble of machinery. It was a short reprieve. The Orlocks on the catwalks would spot him soon enough. Uriah quickly studied his surroundings, his eyes dancing over the heavy pieces of equipment, the conveyor belts, the smelting vats and the catwalks, considering every possibility.

Then he saw it.

Not the smelting vats themselves, but the suspension arms that held them in place; the same arms that tilted

the vats to pour out their molten content when the ore was of sufficient purity. Uriah needed to reach a control panel despite his pursuers dogging him.

Fortunately, this time Uriah didn't need to scale trestles to reach his prize. The ceiling was covered in a network of rail tracks where hydraulic bogies fitted with spools of heavy-duty chains could lift and transport heavy equipment around the foundry. Several of the chains were long enough to scrape the floor.

Uriah kept to the shadows until he was close enough to one set of chains to make his run. He expected shots to ring out again, but neither the Orlocks in the catwalks nor those on the ground had spotted him. Uriah grabbed four chains that were almost braided together and climbed with every ounce of his strength. His shoulder and fingers protested at the burden, but Uriah had little time to lose.

He was three storeys up when a series of single shots rang out. One eager Orlock had spotted Uriah and his attention was drawing tiie other Orlocks into the area.

Good, Uriah thought. Makes it easier when they're all in one convenient location. Uriah was four storeys up when more shots rang out and the area became decidedly dangerous; the Orlocks, while rarely sharpshooters, believed volume was a good substitute for skill.

After nudging the chain-bundle forward, Uriah brought himself from a slow swing into a faster arc. More shots joined the chorus, a few pinging off the chains, but Uriah was focused on leaping onto the adjoining catwalk before anyone got there first. When the catwalk swung into view below his feet, Uriah let go of the chains and landed with a steady foot. He was already running before he had his bearings, shouts and shots erupting all around him. Uriah was near where he needed to be, running along the reinforced catwalks overlooking the vats.

While the heat chewed through Uriah, the vats also produced columns of steam that masked his flight across the catwalk. The barrage of shots shredded the air, diis time far wilder then tliey had been. Uriah searched for a control panel or emergency work station. He stumbled upon one a moment later, being manned by a shirtless Orlock behemoth with as much fat as muscle. An autogun lay flat on the panel; the Orlock was obviously aware of the danger and ready for action, diough the steam hid Uriah's approach. Only in the last possible second did the Orlock catch movement from the corner of his eye. By then, Uriah was already taking a running aim. He fired a shot, catching the Orlock in the face. The shot resonated with a metallic echo.

The Orlock stumbled to one knee, his face a masticated red pulp except where steel plates were riveted to his skull. His arm shot out, stumbling for the gun on the panel. 'Kill you!' the behemoth roared.

'I'm certain of that,' Uriah said, surprised at the Orlock's tenacity. 'Say, why aren't you dead? Oh never mind/ Uriah fired two more shots into the Orlock's skull, collapsing him.

'I hate Orlocks,' Uriah muttered, studying the panel. 'Seriously, who rivets plates to their skulls? Orlocks, that's who.'

On first blush, it appeared as though the five large levers on the panel controlled tlie five gigantic vats adjacent to the catwalk. The levers were marked in increments of three degrees, presumably for the tilt of each vat.

'Only one way to find out,' Uriah said to himself, and pulled the levers down to one hundred and eighty degrees. Giant chains affixed from the bottom of the vats to motorized chain spools on the ceiling groaned in protest as they wound back up. In the process, they pulled and tilted tlie vats slowly. At first a small stream

of molten ore poured from the mouth of each vat. Then, glowing orange and yellow waterfalls of molten ore cascaded down, flowing over the empty conveyor belts below, warping them under their heat. The ore turned into a deadly river that ran between equipment and support beams, flooding the floor with instant death. Whatever screams of pain Uriah heard were instantly cut short. What lingered was the panicked yells of the escaping survivors.

As Uriah turned to leave, he heard metal groan and one section of catwalk across the way collapsed with a loud crash. He quickly studied the carnage below him and realized the folly of his plan.

It's only folly, he thought, if it catches me as well. The molten metal was filled with impurities. While the pure ore merely flowed until it congealed and cooled, the impurities were sticking to everything they touched. They melted the already rusting support struts and ground equipment like globules of acid. And while they didn't remain hot for long enough to eat their way completely through their surroundings, it was enough that weight and age took their toll.

Still, distraction was distraction, and Uriah used the momentum to his benefit. He ran, faster now lest his section of catwalk fall too. The plan worked; the Orlocks were too busy panicking or trying to contain the damage to pursue him. Uriah used the trestles again, jumped to the lower catwalks, and from there, to the ground and his exit from the building.

There were few occasions that actually left Uriah dumbfounded, but this was one such event. The rap-pelling cord he'd left behind for his swift escape was gone. Looking up, he saw no sign of any rope, much less the open turbofan he'd left behind; it was too dark.

The dome itself was alive with noise of machines and the screams of enraged Orlocks. The molten rivers had done their damage, collapsing catwalks and a portion of the ceiling, and partially crippling the foundry. If the Orlocks caught Uriah, he knew they would rip him apart. Now the rope was mysteriously missing, stranding him on the roof and suggesting that something more was at play. Well, nearly stranding him at any rate. There was always the chance during this mission that someone would discover the rope, or that Uriah would be cut off from the roof for whatever reason. So, as with any of his plans, there were always contingencies. In this case, two remaining exits, one of which was convenient, if not pleasant. It was an old sewer-pipe access, and while reaching it was not an issue, travelling through the stink of Orlock waste was a hazard in itself.

Uriah shook his head at the prospect and headed out.

The Orlocks swept through the dome numerous times, but there was no sign of the intruder. Part of the building was ruined and at least five men were dead. The Orlocks did not accept defeat well and fistfights broke out among the search parties over puerile matters or simple misunderstandings. Still, four Orlocks had seen the intruder proper, and one could even identify him from the wanted list. The name Uriah Storm went out to all Orlock strongholds and gangs, and within an hour, the bounty on his head increased by a handsome figure. So too did his ranking.

More importantly, it also drew the attention of Slag.

Slag's arrival was like that of a flood that silenced all conversation in his presence, and it spread outward. Soon, the only words spoken were whispered, and they echoed the same words: Slag's here.

The strong Orlocks, not easily cowed, stepped aside as Slag approached; they made eye contact and nodded to show their respect. Slag, however, rarely returned the courtesy. Still, the foundry workers could not help but stare at the impressive, bald man. Wide shelves for shoulders, muscle fibres stitched in perfect detail against his skin, black jagged tattoos that spi-raled up each massive arm and cradled his thick neck, all these were impressive, but not the most telling of Slag's features. It was his face that was unmistakable, the wash of heat from a foundry accident twisting his flesh into a waxen parody; the splash of metal droplets that burnt through skin and muscle to fuse to his skull; the spherical eye-implant riveted roughly into the bone surrounding the socket. And still, Slag's reputation was beyond that of stature or features. His reputation was made in the displays of his ruthless cunning. He was among the smartest of the Orlocks in the way they respected most.

Slag was their saint and their devil, and he walked among them tonight.

A few Orlocks tried offering Slag a summary of the evening's events, but he seemed more interested in where Uriah had been rather than the damage he'd caused. That led him to the office, where a nervous Steel Sentinel foreman plinked away at the logic hub.

'I have it/ the Foreman said, grateful that he'd found the information. 'The intruder called up this file'

Slag leaned in close to study the screen. 'The Van Saar engineer? You after him too, Uriah? ' he asked, mumbling. He threw a quick glance over his shoulder to one of his own men. 'Firefight earlier today/ Slag said. 'The boys were lookin' for Soren at some hab block. Someone dropped in unannounced. I'm thinking Uriah Storm. See if the survivors can confirm that/

'Do you need to see anything else?' the foreman asked, indicating the screen.

Yes. Remove Uriah from the hunted list. Here's the authorization/ Slag said, leaning in to type the password himself.

'But-'

'Now/ was all Slag said. Without a further word of thanks or otherwise, he turned from the office and walked outside to the catwalks. He surveyed the damage below him, waiting for the foreman to rejoin him.

'I've done as you asked/ the foreman reported.

'How many dead?'

'Nine, likely more. Three men are still missing. A dozen burned, but we know how he came in. A turbo-fan was-'

'I don't care/ Slag said. 'Security was pitiful. Hundreds of Orlocks and one Delaque. The odds were in your favour, not his/

'I know/ the foreman said, his voice betraying a slight tremble. And I will take full responsibility for-'

Slag was already walking away, already planning his next steps. His entourage of five, well-armed and beefy Orlocks quickly fell in line. The foreman caught up with the rearmost Orlock and slowed him down enough to ask a whispered question.

'Why did Slag have me remove Uriah Storm from the hunted list?'

A smirk crept up on the Orlock's lip. 'Because/ he responded, 'he wants no interference when he goes after Uriah himself

Slag and his five men had barely exited the dome when he turned to face them. 'Find Storm/ is all he said.

'We'll put out word for Uriah's head-' one Orlock said before he noticed Slag's almost spite-riddled scowl directed at him.

'Anyone less stupid want to answer?' Slag asked. 'We find Uriah by going after the Van Saar engineer?' another Orlock offered. 'That way, Uriah comes to us/ 'Smart man/ Slag said, walking away.



CHAPTER: FOUR



Plan your strategies in advance and consider all outcomes,

no matter how unlikely. The game should he won before

you ever set foot on the field.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



'Ugh! You smell!'

Uriah smiled and nodded to the female Delaque clerk in the hallway. It was hard acting so cavalier about the foul reek when Uriah himself wanted to retch, but he had to admit he was deriving some pleasure from the experience.

Thank you, yes/ Uriah said, walking down the hall and addressing everyone whether they intended to listen or not. 'I discovered the stench recently. It's my newest disguise designed to ingratiate myself with sewer scavengers, Orlock plumbers, Cawdor prisoners, the incontinent as a whole. Tell all your friends. Better yet, let them smell the experience themselves!'

With a sigh, Uriah opened the lock on his door and pushed into his small living quarters. Almost immediately, the itchy, damp clothes came off and found their way into a disposal receptacle, never to be used again. A chemical scrub came next, not exactly normal Delaque

procedure, but the ingredients came courtesy of Mor-gane and were designed to eliminate harmful bacteria. The Van Saar were particularly fussy when it came to hygiene.

Uriah exited the bathroom and went to his desk. He removed the drawer, revealing a false back, and retrieved a small teardrop-shaped pendant. The pendant was a black diamond, cradled in a lattice web of fine gold and hung from a delicate chain. Uriah watched it twirl, and smiled at Morgane's beloved gift. She'd given it to him as a symbol of her love, and Uriah lost himself in that perfect moment where nothing in the world mattered; when everything felt right. He eventually put it away, feeling sore but far better than he had earlier.

The message light blinked on Uriah's pict screen. He punched in his access code, thanked the Machine Spirit for its diligence and replayed the scratchy image. The face that greeted him was familiar, nose crushed flat and beady eyes. He spoke and sucked in air through his mouth, breathing as though drowning on his own congestion.

'Uriah. Heard you lost yourself a Van Saar agent/ the image said with some satisfaction. 'I got the information on his whereabouts if you can meet the price...'

The rendezvous spot was a Fumes Bar. Situated near an active industrial complex, and often sharing the same owners, the bar was one of several that piped in low concentrations of filtered gases from nearby factories. The fumes produced a cheap high in the bar's clientele, a constant sense of euphoria at the mere expense of one's brain cells.

Uriah avoided such establishments, but business brought him to these places frequently. Fortunately, it wasn't uncommon to see clientele wearing rebreathers

for whatever reason, so nobody batted a sluggish eye when Uriah arrived wearing one.

The bar was a small, comfortable affair, with no more than a dozen small tables scattered across the open floor, and a bar set against the back wall. The air was hazy from a noxious cocktail of smoke and various gases. Uriah adjusted his heavy duster and surveyed the bar for any suspicious behaviour before finally making his way to the table nestled in the shadows.

'Hale,' Uriah said, taking a seat.

Hale, the man with the crushed nose, studied Uriah for a moment, as though trying to place him. He blinked twice, his bloodshot eyes heavy with the fumes, his tongue dragging his speech into a numb drawl. "You look different,' Hale said. You cut your hair?'

You ask me that every time we meet. It's the mask. I look different because of the mask.'

That can't be it/

'Fine/ Uriah said, 'I cut my hair/

That must be it/ Hale said before he returned to his drink.

Uriah waited a few moments before sighing. 'You called me?' Uriah said, trying to prompt the conversation.

'Oh, yeah. Soren, I know what happened to your Van Saar spy/

'And how did you know I was looking for him?'

'C'mon!' Hale said, his eyes sober for a moment.

Til admit/ Uriah said, 'that despite your choice of diversions, you are surprisingly sharp. How you manage to function in this environment is beyond me/

Think of it as a test of will/ Hale said with a smile. 'If I can operate in this environment, just think how dangerous I am when completely lucid. I'm so dangerous that I keep myself in this state for the safety of everyone around me/ Hale said, sweeping his hand to indicate the whole room.

Uriah shook his head. 'Magnanimous of you, but your logic is entirely suspect. That made no sense!' he said with a laugh.

'True enough/ Hale admitted and returned to nursing what was now his dry tankard.

'So what about Soren?' Uriah asked.

'My throat/ Hale said, squeezing his oesophagus for good effect. 'Terribly parched. Couldn't possibly talk/

Uriah turned to the bar and nodded to the thin man with a full face gasmask tending drinks. The bartender walked over with another tankard and a bottle of Ratbile.

'Leave the bottle/ Uriah said, dropping coins into his hand and sending him back to the bar. The Jester poured a glass for himself and Hale, offered a silent toast and lifted his rebreather before downing the searing rotgut in a shot. 'Better?' Uriah asked, his throat torn.

'Oh yes/ Hale said with a grimace. 'And for that, you get this little tidbit of information. Soren's dead. They found his corpse somewhere deep inside the metal guts of the Underhive/

The bottle of Ratbile was nearly empty before Uriah finally spoke. 'So what is it you're holding back?'

'You brought me my merchandise?'

Uriah reached into his duster and slid the small black cloth packet across the table. 'Careful/ he said before Hale could examine the contents. 'That's enough to stupefy an entire gang/

Hale opened the cloth flap and counted the forty green pills. He smiled at the sharp smell that they produced and was about to pocket them when Uriah placed his hand on Hale's wrist.

'The information, what is it I'm buying?'

'Soren wasn't just shot, y'know. He was savaged, butchered!'

That buys you ten pills/ Uriah said, never releasing his grip.

'All right, then. Someone stripped him clean of his pretty implants/

At best that's another five pills/ Uriah said. 'Scavengers steal implants off corpses all the time/

'Scavengers don't remove implants with surgical precision, do they? The wounds were cut with real skill/

'All right, that's worth another ten pills. That's fifteen shy of what I figure is worth the cost/

'How about this, then?' Hale said, obviously saving the best for last - if Uriah read him correctly. 'I don't know how he got them, but a black-shop bio-surgeon -goes by the name of Cantrall - was selling Soren's implants. Cut-throat rates for premium Van Saar tech/

The lead was thin, but Cantrall was all Uriah had for the moment. As the tram rumbled along the ceiling track suspended high above the streets, Uriah pondered the matter. He knew Cantrall through reputation only, but that was sufficient to launch him in the proper direction. Why the bio-surgeon would have Soren's implants was a question Uriah was keen to ask Cantrall - followed, of course, with, 'Who murdered Soren?'

The tram coasted along the ceiling rails before ducking into a roof tunnel that separated this district with the one above it. Uriah's stomach lurched as the tram soared on an elevated track angled straight for the ceiling of the next district. It levelled out moments later, slowing at a suspended platform attached to a tall tower. Uriah disembarked at the station and followed the exiting mob to the lifts. Within moments, he was on the street, approaching the area where Cantrall

operated. The tram lumbered above his head, gaining speed to its next destination.

The district was a warren of tight alleys and low ceilings that added to the claustrophobia. It was a garment quarter of sorts, the workers living and working in meir one-room hab blocks, each one an independent contractor for a consortium of interests. Here, the House loyalties blurred with several entrepreneurial - but minor - gangs forging a non-aggression pact to ensure the flow of commerce.

As Uriah approached the stretch of road where Cantrall's business lay, he immediately noticed locals fleeing in his direction. The irregular sounds of gunfire rose to meet him. The area was besieged, and Uriah was of the growing suspicion that it was centred on Cantrall's business.

Voice,' Uriah said. 'I need your help.'

Voice here,' Voice responded, crackling in Uriah's ears. 'What's happening? Where are you? This wasn't on your itinerary.'

Ves, yes/ Uriah responded with a chuckle. 'Call it a necessary detour. You're being paid well enough. I have a lead on the assignment. What can you tell me about Cantrall?'

'Cantrall? Hm. Black market surgeon and pricey too. He has an ego to show for it/

'So he isn't one to normally offer discounts?' Uriah asked.

'Normally? Try never/

Thank you. Can you stay with me in case I need help? I think I'm walking into a firefight/

'Hold your hand, as it were?'

'If mat means finally meeting you face to face, why not?' Uriah replied. After checking his bolter and rounds, Uriah headed towards die sound of gunfire. He paused long enough to grab one mousy looking man by the arm as he tried running past.

"What's happening?' Uriah asked.

What d'ya think! Orlocks and Cawdor blastin' each other ta bits!' With that, the man wrestled free and continued his mad scramble to safety.

Uriah continued on his way, hugging the building's shadows closely and ducking behind bits of cover on his approach to a T-junction. The sounds of gunfire grew more heated, more furious. It was an all-out battle, with screams, curses and endless volleys the punctuation of the fight, and it was growing worse. Angry and armed neighbours poked their heads out from windows long enough to contribute to the skirmish. They threw objects or fired the occasional shot with autoguns. Uriah could not see the main combatants.

'Unbelievable/ Uriah said with a mutter.

What?' Voice asked.

'It's like trying to get someone to shut up by yelling louder than them/

The firefight was unfolding right around the corner, though Uriah saw the occasional local denizen chance a shot from a window. A ricochet punched a hole in the plascrete wall above his head. Uriah ducked and approached the building corner while throwing the occasional glance to the neighbours. He peered around the corner, and sure enough, amid the dead and dying who littered the streets, a gang of Orlocks had entrenched themselves behind all available cover. They shot at a facing building, exchanging heated fire with the Cawdor hidden inside.

Uriah was in the process of assessing fhe situation when one figure caught his eye. Slag was directing fire and issuing orders in his usually clipped manner. Uriah froze, the bones in his legs suddenly aware of the cold pins that held them together. He could still hear the sound...

...the crisp snaps... bones broken... blinding anguish... vision warped by the delirium of agony.

Cold sweat washed over Uriah, soaking him in seconds. He ducked back around the corner, muttering a soft curse.

'What was that?' Voice asked. 'I didn't catch it.'

'Slag,' Uriah said, feeling punched in the chest. 'Slag's here?'

The Orlock ganger. What's his gang called?'

'Soulsplitters, and he's more like a butcher.'

'Encountered him, have you? Does he know you're there?'

'No/ Uriah said. 'He hasn't seen me yet.'

'If he bothers you that much, maybe it's time to pay him an ill courtesy. You're a good shot. A bullet to the back of the head should do it.'

'Right,' Uriah said, trying to clear the painful memories from his head enough to function. 'You're right.'

'Of course I am.'

Uriah peered back around the corner. The fight was nowhere near abating, not with both groups so well entrenched. Uriah took careful aim, lining up the iron sights of his bolt pistol with the back of Slag's head...

. ..bones broke, heavy boots pressed down on his femur and tibia, snapping them under casual weight...

He could still hear the crack and the screams that followed, his own screams. The memories of the past were too powerful to reconcile here and now. His iron sights danced, unable to remain fixed on the back of Slag's head. Uriah's vision blurred and the pistol's grip felt greasy in his sweaty palms.

'I can't/ Uriah said, his heart beating so fast that he felt breathless.

'What's wrong, Jester?' Voice asked, concern in her tone.

'I... I don't have a clear shot/ Uriah said.

There was a pause on the other end, as though Voice was stripping the lie apart and weighing it. 'Is there a way around him?' she asked.

'I don't know yet/ Uriah said, grateful that Voice didn't challenge him further. 'Likely/

'More than likely/ Voice said. 'Under the best conditions, surgery isn't a certainty. Patients die or are frequently disfigured/

'Right/ Uriah said, trying to focus on other matters. 'So Cantrall, like all experienced surgeons, likely has a rabbit hole to escape through/

'Sewers?' Voice asked.

'No/ Uriah responded. 'A little beneath someone of Cantrall's standing, I'd warrant. Too much like groveling for a man who holds himself so highly. I'm checking the adjoining building/

'Where to start?' Uriah said, navigating the pockmarked hallways of the building. The metal sliding doors to the various hab blocks were closed, the heated battle still being waged outside.

For Uriah, it felt good to have that distance between him and Slag. Each wall between them felt like another world removed, though Uriah knew Slag. The Orlock was tenacious, determined. He would find his way into Cantrall's business sooner or later, and knowing Slag, it would be sooner.

'Jester/ Voice said, 'if Cantrall has an escape route through this building, then he likely owns property here/

'Or/ Uriah added, 'he knows the building prefect. In eimer case, the prefect is the one we want/

'But...' Voice hesitated. What if he's escaped already?'

'We'll see when we get there/

The building prefect was easy enough to locate; they generally chose the most defensible position in the

building, which was the basement in this case. The basement looked like a secured bomb shelter with heavily barred windows looking out. It could likely shoulder the building's collapse - a frequent occurrence in Hive Prime - with no damage to the occupants. Uriah knelt in front of the prefect's door, so marked by the obscenities scrawled across its face, and fidgeted with an open security panel with all the earmarks of jury-rigging.

'What do you see?' Voice asked.

Thirteen wires leading to the number pad,' Uriah whispered. Three are burnt at the contacts. Looks like a poor soldering job.'

'Aren't they all? The thirteenth wire is the problem. It should lead to a small bank of capacitors/

'Right it does. Booby-trap?'

'Electric discharge. Enough to shock you and possibly burn a few implants. Clip the wire and strip the insulation.'

Uriah followed Voice's lead, but offered the Machine Spirit a silent apology for the intrusion. 'Done/ Uriah said.

'Use the capacitor wire to short out the security panel itself but be ready to move/

Sparks of electricity erupted when Uriah dabbed the live wire across the contacts. An acrid, burning smell filled the air and the metal door slid open. Uriah was inside the hab block hall quickly, bolt pistol at the ready. The building prefect was standing at a bedroom doorway, facing into the room with an autogun in hand. The prefect didn't even see Uriah until he was on top of him, the bolt pistol pressed against the back of his balding head.

'Hello, I'm looking for a friend/ Uriah said with a grin.

That's the best you can come up with?' Voice asked in his ear.

Uriah was grateful that only he heard her.

'Who're you? What d'ya want?' the prefect asked.

'Drop the gun and I'll tell you. Don't drop it and...' Uriah tapped the back of the man's head. A moment later, the autogun hit the floor.

It was then that Uriah realized why the prefect had been staring into the bedroom. Piled against the closet door were stacks of furniture: mattress, bed frame, nightstand and dresser. Beyond the closet and adjoining wall, gunfire continued its stuttered chorus.

Uriah started laughing, and while his gun never wavered, he couldn't stop for a good moment.

What?' Voice asked, crackling in his ear.

'I think I found Cantrall's emergency escape route/ Uriah said, regaining some composure despite the random slip of giggles.

'What's so funny?' Voice asked

'You talkin' to me?' the prefect asked Uriah.

'So let me see if I understand this/ Uriah said for both the prefect's and Voice's benefit. 'Cantrall pays you for an escape route, and at the first sign of trouble, you barricade his only way out?'

'Ahh...' Voice said while the prefect muttered something Uriah couldn't hear. 'I understand, now. That is funny/

'So Cantrall hasn't escaped?' Uriah asked the prefect. He nudged him with the pistol when the prefect didn't answer.

'No/

You've actually helped me/ Uriah said, 'and for that, my good man, you get to live... with a headache for your efforts/

One blow to the back of the head and the prefect slumped to the thinly carpeted floor.

It took a moment for Uriah to dislodge the furniture and shove it to the side. Pistol in hand, he cautiously

opened the closet door and peered inside. It looked typical of a bachelor's walk-in closet, with junk piled against the walls and scattered across the floor. The back wall, however, was ajar, revealing a sliver of light from another room beyond. Somewhere beyond, in the floors above, the gunfire continued, though far more sporadically. The firefight was drawing to a close. Uriah knew he had to act fast.

Beyond the hidden door rested a surgeon's bay - an operating slab with restraints, an assortment of butchering surgical tools, metal cabinets, cold units and waste bins. Despite a decent calibre of equipment, blood and machine-oil spatter still stained the walls and floor. On the operating slab rested the corpse of a Cawdor ganger. Two more corpses, one Cawdor and the other in filthy operating garb, lay on the floor.

Uriah entered the room in time to see someone slip away through the only set of double doors. He followed through, bolt pistol at the ready, and entered into a short hallway ending at a staircase, with doors on either side. The trench-coated quarry was already taking the steps two at a time. Uriah fired again, missing by centimetres.

Up the stairs, Uriah stared down another hallway. He had bare seconds to register the scene; the dead Cawdor gangers in the corridor; his bald-headed prey darting through another door while cradling a machine arm; the Orlock gangers, led by a confident-looking Slag, marching down the hall.

The stranger was quick enough to have avoided the attention of the Soulsplitters.

Uriah wasn't as fortunate.

He stopped in his tracks. Slag locked eyes with Uriah and smiled at the unanticipated gift. In that moment, Uriah realized he was in trouble. Whoever the stranger was, he'd stolen an implant from the surgical bay -likely Soren's implant - and was now beyond pursuit.

Worse yet, Slag had his sights set on Uriah, and that was one bone which he would not release. Uriah practically dived down the stairwell as the walls and ceiling around him disintegrated under a blistering onslaught of bolter and las fire.

Uriah tumbled off a couple of steps before hitting the basement floor. He rolled to his feet and ran for the surgical bay.

'Damn it!'

What is it?' Voice asked.

'Someone stole the implant from under my nose and now Slag's here.' Uriah reached the surgical bay and quickly tossed a round, flat object down the hallway. 'Oh, and remind me to get more explosives!' he said, diving through the double doors.

'Explosives? Why-?'

Voice's question was answered by the loud explosion. The grenade detonated at the foot of the stairs and shook the building. It was more for effect than actual harm, but the blast was enough to damage the stone stairs and to slow the advance of Slag's men. Uriah was back on his feet and at the secret door. He quickly surveyed the surroundings, but there wasn't much to salvage. He needed to speak with Cantrall and Cantrall was dead. Whoever the thief was who'd stolen the implants, he'd done a professional job of executing all three men.

'Pull out!' Voice said.

'Not yet/ Uriah said, suddenly noticing the spherical ocular implant in Cantrall's left eye. Uriah pulled out his knife and began prying at the edges of the implant, cutting skin and muscle.

"What are you doing?' Voice asked, hearing Uriah's grunts.

'Playing a hunch/ Uriah responded. He removed the implant from the eye socket, ignoring the wet shucking

noise it made, and pulled on the ocular cable till it popped loose. He ignored the bits of grey matter stuck to the cable's receptor plugs and shoved the bloody mess into a belt pouch.

The double doors swung open as Uriah came to his feet and he found himself staring down the barrels of a half-dozen guns as well as into the sly stare of Slag.

'Uriah Storm/ Slag said, almost purring.

Uriah's throat went dry, but only for a moment. He wouldn't die here, and he certainly wouldn't give Slag the satisfaction of acting scared in his presence.

'Please/ Uriah said with a smile. 'People I've made fools of call me Jester. I insist you do the same/

'You're funny. But corpses usually are/

'Ah!' Uriah said, 'banter from an Orlock that doesn't involve gunfire and granting/

'You're half right, there/ Slag replied, raising his heavy bolter up into Uriah's face.

'What do you know?' Uriah said, shrugging. 'I was wrong, I do have more explosives/

The Orlocks only noticed the grenade in Uriah's hand when it dropped and hit the floor. Slag's eyes widened. Almost everyone dived behind cover or back through the doors. Uriah, however, was running for the secret exit while Slag threw one of his men atop the puck before diving clear.

The explosives were on a six-second fuse, and Uriah was already counting down from when the grenade left his hand; one second spent in falling; another second lost waiting for the Orlocks to realize they were dealing with an explosive so they didn't shoot Uriah when he ran; three seconds running for the hidden door that was slightly ajar, and pushing through it.

The remaining second evaporated in the blast that shoved the secret door shut, sparing Uriah from the brunt of the explosion. After spending what felt like

minutes recovering from the head ringing, Uriah stumbled through the closet door and out of the prefect's hab block. It was only when he reached the street that he heard Voice through his earpiece.

'...all right?'

Tm fine, I'm fine/ Uriah mumbled. He stumbled down the street, losing himself in the crowd of people brave enough to satisfy their curiosity. 'I can't hear you properly. I'll check in with you later/

Uriah stumbled away on shaky legs.

Slag rose to his feet in the hallway and ignored the groans of his men. Several looked dead or severely injured, though they were easily replaced. The doors had shielded Slag and a couple of his more able men from the blast, but the operating bay was rained.

'You two. Find the implant/ Slag told his men. The rest of you find Uriah!'

'What about the injured?' a subordinate asked.

Slag pulled his heavy bolter and blasted one of the injured Orlocks lying near his feet. His moans died as quickly as he did.

'Couldn't hear you over his groans/ Slag said, drawing nearer to the man who'd questioned him. 'What about the injured?'

'Nothing, Slag. We'll find the implant/

'Good idea/ Slag said. He holstered his weapon and examined the wall Uriah had slipped through. A small smile snuck past his lips in anticipation of a worthy hunt.



CHAPTER: FIVE



Choose your fights before your fights choose you.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



Uriah was again disheveled and sporting additional cuts and scrapes from his most recent altercation. His muscles ached from their ordeals, though Uriah knew that age was taking its slow toll on him. Fortunately, he rather enjoyed the soreness that spread through every corner of his body. It made him feel alive and kept his mind sharp.

That was a necessity in his line of work, especially when two men were gunning for Uriah's head. The first was Slag, and the thought of the Soulsplitter bruiser turned Uriah's sweat cold. The second person, however, was perhaps a little more troubling. The second was the man who had stolen the implant.

Uriah walked down the familiar corridors of Shadow-strohm; he came to Percal's plain door. He knocked in code and waited a long moment before the familiar click and whirr sounded from the door's hidden mechanisms. The door opened.

'What is it, Uriah?' Percal asked, not looking up from his data-slate. 'I have work/

'Then you'll have to accommodate me this once,' Uriah said, entering the room. He touched the uncomfortable metal chairs, feeling the lingering warmth of someone else's presence. You can tell him to come out/ Uriah said.

'Pardon?' Percal asked, looking annoyed as he glanced up from his work.

'Whoever was sitting in this chair. The one who is currently hiding in the little room beyond that hidden door/ Uriah said, nodding to the adjoining wall. 'You know, the other Handler you sent on the Soren job. Percal, you trained me better than that/

'You're quick to accuse/ Percal said.

'But never wrong in my accusations/ Uriah responded.

'We'll see. Never wrong and never been wrong are two different issues. What is the basis of your allegations?' Percal asked.

'Please' Uriah responded with a laugh. 'The next time you send a second Handler to ensure the mission's success, send someone who won't get caught as they're escaping with the implant/

'You saw a face?'

'No, but I'd recognize another Delaque Handler anywhere/

'That's the basis of your accusation?' Percal asked, the stump of his nose twitching. He went back to studying the datapad. 'I have work, Uriah/

'I'm surprised at you/ Uriah said. You've never tolerated failure before. Why are you protecting someone who so obviously led me right back to you?'

'Assuming your accusations have merit/

'Fine/ Uriah said, standing. 'I'll assume you have Soren's arm, then, and continue with my investigation/

'Soren is dead/ Percal stated while remaining focused on his work. 'Someone stole the implant from under your nose, and yet you accuse me of tolerating failure?'

Who says I failed?' Uriah said, a steady, mean smile cutting across his face.

Percal looked up. 'You have something?'

'Question your second Handler/ Uriah replied, heading for the door. 'And maybe you can figure out what he missed when he stole Soren's implant/

'Uriah/ Percal said. The implants. I still want them. Find them at all costs/

The secret panel slid open and Kaden stepped out, shaking his head. 'He's lying/ he said, waving his hand through the holograph pieces on the regicide board.

'Is he?' Percal asked. 'He saw you escaping. Be grateful he didn't see your face/

'Uriah Storm doesn't scare me/ Kaden said, smirking.

'He should. I trained him/

That drew a momentary, uncomfortable silence from Kaden.

'Did you miss something? At Cantrall's surgical bay?'

'No/ Kaden replied. 'I searched it top to bottom. There was nothing there. Well, other than the arm I took/

Percal thought on the matter a moment before shaking his head. 'No, you missed something. Uriah is not one for idle boasts/


'I swear there was nothing there/ Kaden protested.

'Sit down. Recount every detail of your mission. Leave no description vague/

'All right/ Kaden replied, sitting down. 'But I'm telling you, it's a waste of time. There are more implants that need recovering. Uriah's gaining ground and I'm not there to keep an eye on things/

Then you'll have some catching up to do/ Percal said, stroking the scar on his lip. 'Now, from the beginning...'

The work bench waited, but Uriah was distracted by one thought. He went to the desk and pulled out the

small pendant hidden in the drawer. Uriah brought it to his nose and smelled Morgane's sweet perfume that still lingered on the keepsake. It brought a warm smile to Uriah's lips and washed away his recent concerns. Slag grew distant in his thoughts and Soren's death was easier to manage. Uriah missed Morgane, but he was grateful for her gift.

Satisfied with the moment's peace, Uriah kissed the pendant before returning it to its nest. He went over to the work bench.

Uriah surveyed the tools awaiting his touch. The lights in his hab block were dim, the sole illumination a bright circle at his table from an overhead spotlight. Centrepiece to the light was Cantrall's ocular implant, all it biological bits cleaned off. Uriah closed his eyes and muttered a wordless prayer.

"What? I didn't catch that,' Voice said.

Uriah finished his prayer before answering. 'Nothing. I was merely praying to the eye's Machine Spirit to forgive us for the intrusion.'

'You're just like the Van Saar, praying to machines.'

'Given their proficiency with devices, I thank you for the compliment.'

'Not much of a compliment/ Voice said, grousing. 'Has anyone ever accused you of being a Van Saar?'

'How do you know I'm not?' Uriah asked.

'Because no Van Saar would ever ask for outside help - my help - in handling technology. You know there is no Machine Spirit. It's just circuits and relays, nothing more.'

That's heresy to some/ Uriah replied.

'And music to others. The more we treat machinery as mysterious, the less we'll truly understand mechanics. Do you know I actually saw some poor fool praying to a keypad. He forgot his code - he was begging the Machine Spirit to open it up/

'Some people don't want to understand machines, Voice. They find solace in believing in the spirit of the device. For them, communion and prayer is wearing implants/

'Ah yes, fleshworks/ Voice responded. 'But that's not really true of you, is it? Certainly, you give the Machine Spirit its undeserved due, but you know your way around the guts of the machines/

'Enough to stumble. That's why I need your help here/

'Modesty? From you? How uncharacteristic of the Jester/ Voice replied, chuckling.

'Seriously, Voice. You do know why I stole Cantrall's implant?'

'I do/ Voice replied.

'So you know what I need?'

'Enough to guide you through it. Do you have a pict screen and input device nearby?'

Uriah patted the small black monitor with its bubble screen, sitting at the table's corner. The screen displayed the chaotic spatter of static. Yes, and they're ready/

Very well, time to walk you through this/ Voice responded, and proceeded to guide Uriah through the process slowly.

The first course of action was to connect the implant's sensory micro-bundles to a data plug that was promptly jacked in to the monitor. The static fluctuated, but otherwise remained the same.

'I still see static/ Uriah said.

'That's because the data plug can't interpret the implant's signals. It wasn't designed for that/

'But how-?'

'Have faith/ Voice said.

It took Uriah a moment to understand the joke. 'Funny/ he replied, 'for a heretic...'

'Ah, flattery/ Voice replied before continuing with her instructions.

Delicately, Uriah slowly pried open the implant's outer casing, revealing its innards. Another fine example of Van Saar technology - the implant's lining having prevented vital fluids from leaking into the pristine-looking device. Uriah examined the interior and finally located his quarry, a small circuit board connected to wires. He used tweezers to pinch what Voice called 'optic bundles.'

'Is that it?' Uriah wondered aloud. 'Pinch the bundles?'

'Careful now. Pull the wire out, it's socketed.'

'Now what?'

'Look for a green chip near the circuit board. It's delicate work, but there's an empty socket for the bundle there. Push it in and that should do it/

'Moving wires around seems a bit crude for Van Saar technology/

Actually, the Van Saar have machines that do this for them without ever cracking open the implant's casing. We don't have the same luxury. That leaves us to cheat the device into working/

'Done/ Uriah said after a moment. The screen flickered and displayed a menu system. At the press of two buttons, Uriah was replaying the eye's video-logs. He could see everything that Cantrall had seen through the artificial eye, recorded in scratchy, but otherwise clear, blacks and whites.

'I have it!' Uriah said, practically chirping at his success. He studied the images. 'Is this how Cantrall saw the world? In black and white?'

'For Cantrall, likely no/ Voice replied. 'Only the recordings are in black and white, I suspect. He likely had live colour input. But now you see the first reason why I dislike sensory-implants. It's like living inside a monitor, with screens for eyes/

'And the second reason?' Uriah asked.

Voice paused to think about the matter. 'Fleshworks/ she said.

You mentioned that before/ Uriah said. 'But what does it mean?'

'It's when the implants, the surgery itself, become more valuable than the individual who uses them. The flesh becomes tool for the machine, not the other way around. It's when we mutilate our flesh to improve ourselves, but demean ourselves in the process. Fleshworks/

You don't approve of implants/

Voice sighed. 'You are paying me by the hour, Jester/ she replied. 'Don't you want to know something more relevant to your case/

You're right/ Uriah said, sensing Voice's impatience. 'How many hours of recordings does the device contain/

Try weeks/

'Impressive/ Uriah said, focusing on the various files stored by date. 'The Van Saar are crafty spies/

They are. Van Saar implants sold to outsiders often contain recording devices. That way, they'll never bother interrogating someone for information. They'll just retrieve the implant and take the data they need/

There was a pause in the conversation as Uriah examined the videos, opening files at random and watching them with a voyeuristic glee. It was Voice who broke the silence.

'Jester, you were right about it being Van Saar tech. How'd you know about their hidden protocols?'

Uriah smiled. 'You're not my only friend with knowledge of such things/

Uriah  played  back  the  recordings,   using  Soren's missed rendezvous as a rough benchmark for the

starting date. Even then, they comprised several days' worth of material. Thankfully, the implant was smart enough to stop recording when Cantrall closed his good eye to sleep, and Uriah ignored the other dead spaces and procedural moments when the bio-surgeon operated on patients or worked on implants. Instead, Uriah searched for faces; faces of those who received Soren's implants; faces of those who sold them.

After several hours of searching, Uriah's lids were growing heavy. His eyes stung from the work and he was ready for a deep, comfortable sleep.

He almost missed the image that flashed across the screen.

The recording was from the day of Soren's disappearance, several hours after his missed rendezvous. Cantrall was working in his office, one likely gutted during the fire-fight, when he answered the door. A young man stood there - black hair, plain face, no gang markings - with several packages strapped into a heavy-frame dolly.

Delivery boy, Uriah realised.

The delivery boy deposited the boxes in Cantrall's office and left. It didn't look like he said much during the exchange.

Cantrall was expecting the delivery, Uriah thought to himself. Which means he received a call or he made the arrangements.

Uriah watched as Cantrall unpacked a total of six implants: Two eyes, an arm, two internal organs of undetermined nature and one leg. All were replacements for body parts that Soren had lost in a lab explosion.

Cantrall began his examination of the implants, cleaning them off in the process, but Uriah had stopped watching. Despite his normally strong constitution, it felt too grisly, even for him.

Instead, Uriah returned to earlier portions of the recordings, searching for more clues.

Several more hours passed, but Uriah had assembled some more pieces of the puzzle. Cantrall received several calls in the time of Soren's disappearance, but without an audio-feed, Uriah couldn't be sure if any of them were related to the delivery of the implants. With that lead seemingly dead, Uriah had moved on to the next related task, that of the implants themselves.

Six faces stared back at Uriah from his monitor, six faces in still frame from the video playback. Five men, one woman - each a different client of Cantrall's; each a ganger or street-mover of different affiliation; each earning one of Soren's scavenged implants. The last one Uriah already knew; it was the Cawdor ganger who lay dead on Cantrall's operating table, his promised arm in the hands of his executioner and thief. Thankfully, Uriah recognized another two, one by firsthand experience and one on description alone.

Cantrall had been quick to sell the items, but then most good bio-surgeons had a waiting list of clients and preferred stock. That's when Uriah slapped himself in the forehead. If Cantrall did keep a list, then it was at his surgical bay. Worse, Uriah had to assume that Slag might have already found the list while searching the office, meaning that they likely shared the same remaining five targets. Whoever possessed the list definitely held the advantage since Uriah only recognized two of the five people who received the implants from the images.

At least he had two new leads to pursue.

But which to pursue first, the implant or the list, which might already be taken? Steal the implant first,

Uriah thought, and I could lose the list - I can't identify the other three gangers. Go after a list, which may not exist or is already gone, and I may lose the only implants whose locations I do know...

Uriah sighed. So much for sleep. He grabbed his trench coat and headed out.

There was no decision, really; at least not for Uriah. The two implants, while valuable, were short-term victories; finding the list was critical to the long-term. Unfortunately, while the scavengers had yet to strip Cantrall's operation of its equipment, it was because of the Orlock presence that they stayed their hands.

'Killing Orlocks seems to be a hobby with you, Jester/ Voice had said as he approached the same building where he'd foiled Slag's attempts to kill him.

'It's a job/ Uriah replied. 'I don't derive pleasure from killing them, though I do seem to be killing quite a few of them these days/

The gunfight was furious, bolter shots and muzzle bursts imprinting the rooms with quick lightning flashes. Uriah had walked in on the Soulsplitters as they were searching Cantrall's place of business. Maybe Uriah had been encouraged when Slag's heavily armoured bike was nowhere to be seen. Maybe it was just stupidity. All that mattered now was that Uriah had entered the corridors unseen, until turning one corner to find Soulsplitters heading his way with plastic containers filled with data-slates and files.

'Thank you, you shouldn't have/ was all Uriah managed to say before the Soulsplitters dropped their boxes and reached for their weapons. Uriah was faster, however, drawing his bolt pistol with blinding speed, and firing through the brain pan of the lead Orlock. The others dived through adjacent doors,

firing and screaming as they leapt. Uriah ducked to his right, back around the corner. Unfortunately, the firefight now raged full pitch.

'Problems?' Voice asked.

'Nothing that a few clips couldn't solve/ Uriah responded before unleashing several rounds down the corridor.

'What's your situation?'

'I have several Soulsplitters trapped down a deadend corridor. That's the bad news/ Uriah said, firing a flurry of shots through the walls in the hopes of hitting an Orlock.

'Is that bad?' Voice asked, her questions being cut off by gun battle.

'Yes, it is/ Uriah said. 'They're trapped, but they're well protected. I can't get to them without charging down the corridor/ Almost in response, a blistering hail of gunfire shredded the corners of Uriah's wall, as well as the wall facing the corridor.

Uriah immediately knew what the Soulsplitters were trying to do, and crouched down. He peeked around the corner and fired two shots into the chest of the red-headed ganger trying to sneak forward under cover fire.

'I neither have the clips nor the patience to hold out in a sustained gunfight/ Uriah said.

'So you're going to retreat? Wait, I forgot, look who I'm talking to. What about the list?'

Still crouching, Uriah peeked back around the corner and eyed the boxes lying in the no man's land between him and the Orlock nest. 'I'm working on that/ he said.

Before Uriah could act, there was movement in the corridor behind him, someone's feet scraping the floor. Uriah spun around and landed on his back. Two shots ripped the air above his head. He fired into

an advancing Soulsplitter covered in heavy rags, dropping him.

That settles it/ he said. 'I can't stay. They're advancing on two sides now/

'Can you escape?'

'Yes/ Uriah said, pausing long enough to fire down both corridors. 'But I'm not terribly happy with what I'm about to do.'

'Which is?' Voice asked, sounding wary.

'It's a surprise/ Uriah said. With that, he tossed a grenade down the corridor, lobbing it straight into an open container. The explosion shredded the boxes and their contents, destroying the data-slates and setting alight the vellum-imprinted files.

'Done!' he said, racing down the remaining corridor. A few shots rang out behind him, but he was already rounding corridors and making his way outside before anyone realized what had happened.

'You destroyed the lead?' Voice asked.

Tsk, tsk. That's the "the glass is half-empty" observation/ Uriah responded. 'I prevented Slag from gaining the advantage. It's half-full to me/

'How do you know he doesn't have the list?'

'I don't. But if he did, why bother ransacking Cantrall's office?' Uriah asked. He slipped into a room and headed for one of the bullet-shredded windows. 'Slag's men stayed behind to find something, and if they'd found die list, they wouldn't have bothered with the other boxes/

'Seems plausible. I hope you're right/

'So do I/ Uriah said, slipping out through the window and into the darkness of the surrounding buildings. 'I suppose I'll find out soon enough/

'Where to then?'

'My original target. One of the men I recognized from Cantrall's clients. A Goliath thug named Jaffa Hur/



CHAPTER: SIX



Commit with conviction or prepare for a short life filled with failures.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



There was a district in this portion of the Underhive once, but the city above grew too heavy. The tallest, warren-like buildings were the first to collapse, buckled under by the crushing ceiling. More buildings followed until the area was half its height and scavengers and gangers had the run of the streets. When a fuel fire finally gutted the major caverns, only scored and blackened rubble remained standing. People couldn't even bother to preserve the name of the place, and that too fell into disuse.

The ceiling continued sinking at the rate of an inch each year, and now rested some three storeys above the ground. That wasn't counting the huge piles of rubble that plugged entire caverns and brought the ceiling within touching distance. Where the pockets remained lay a shanty town of flimsy shacks and tents crammed together shoulder to shoulder. Pathways had been cleared between the different enclaves and tent cities, but even then, some trails required travellers to traverse through them hunched over.

The area was dark, the only lights coming from poles in the ground holding glowing radioactive fluid suspended in thick, filthy glass globes. This marked the Goliath territory of the Lords of Ruin.

Uriah scrambled up the rubble slope, far from the lit paths and the Goliath patrols moving from one camp to the next. The darkness enveloped him in anonymous comfort, and his black clothing and thermal cloak added to the camouflage. His goggles amplified the ambient light, allowing him to see more clearly. His feet were light on the ground, but still tripped the occasional trickle of rubble. Uriah paused after each misstep, drawing the cloak'around him tighter to shield him from thermal optics. Nobody investigated the disturbance, however, either because the local boar-rats had heavier feet than Uriah or because the Lords of Ruin didn't care.

Finally, Uriah reached the lip of a debris crater's slope. Below, the crater was shallow - three storeys deep - but wide enough that the outskirts remained hidden in shadow. Covering the surface of the crater was a community of well over one hundred tents of different sizes, colours and fabrics. The largest were pavilions that easily housed a dozen people, while the smallest were intimate affairs for two people. At the centre, the Goliaths had cleaned the rubble down to the district's original floor. The centrepiece was a large ring over a dozen metres in length, lined with a half-wall of rubble. It was well-lit, the wall lined with glow-liquid. Overlooking it was a platform - a huge slab of rock mat was once a building's wall, complete with torn rebars jutting out from the sides.

Uriah recognized die design of the ring. It was a combat circle where the Goliath fought and maimed one another for fun and bragging rights. Tonight it was

packed with auctioneers trying to bid on the latest items.

'Wonderful...' Uriah said, mumbling into his radio set.

What?' Voice asked.

'It's a slave auction/ Uriah replied, looking at the line of broken slaves anchored in their chains and wearing rags that threatened to disintegrate at a touch.

'Wait!' Uriah said, watching the different groups. 'This may actually work to my advantage.'

'How?'

'I can blend into the crowd of people gathered for the slave auction. Who'll notice one more buyer moving through the streets?'

'Could be dangerous,' Voice said. 'What if it's invitation only?'

Uriah smiled. 'A risk, admittedly, but a small one. Somehow, I don't see Lords of Ruin slavers printing out invitations for the evening.'

True. Good luck, then.'

Uriah cleared the lip of the crater and slowly moved down to the first clusters of tents. He lifted the goggles over his forehead and pulled his hood tight over his head. Satisfied, he stepped into the light and walked down the sloped, rabble streets. The tents grew thicker around him as Goliath men, women and children cooked, bathed and ate dinner in the open. Some possessed hulking frames ripped with muscles, but most local denizens were of normal stature; they likely paid the Lords of Ruin for protection or provided services like cooking and mending.

A few people watched Uriah walk the streets before other outsiders caught their attention. It was obvious that this lot distrusted strangers, only tolerating them for the auction. Uriah kept his eyes open, trying to

distinguish the different makes of the tents. He suspected that those marked with paints belonged to the Lord of Ruin's foot-soldiers, a supposition supported by the well-muscled women and children around the tents.

Uriah continued his slow trek through the crater's streets, growing more comfortable with his surroundings. As he approached the bottom of the crater, he passed a fence of twisted girders pointed outward like pikes. From the two rotting corpses impaled on the girders and painted skulls hanging from the bent metal, Uriah knew it served as a warning. The bottom of the crater was for Lords of Ruin only, a suspicion made likelier by the larger tents and more intricate markings painted on their sides.

The tents at the bottom of the crater served as part of the slavers' compound. Metal pens lined the street with every variety of human misery caged within, and the Goliaths patrolled the area with heavy weapons and mean scowls. The crowds were likewise thicker here, with people bumping into one another to reach the auction. Despite the noise of the crowd, a barker's voice rose above the others, selling a steady stream of slaves to the hungry crowd. Uriah felt a twinge of sadness for the sorry lot on stage, the men bound for back-breaking physical labour and the women for domestic work or to satisfy someone's carnal pleasures.

'Anything?' Voice asked.

'Noming yet,' Uriah said, his voice no stronger than a whisper. He brushed past several wealthy buyers attired in a rich array of clothing. He finally stopped at the edge of the street, near an open sewer trench, and allowed people to rush past him. The smell was horrible; nobody was willing to stop and wait under the weight of the stench. Uriah persevered because hardly anyone paid attention to him as they rushed by. It allowed him a few moments to survey the area.

'I can't locate Jaffa Hur's tent/ Uriah said with a whisper.

'Well? Are you sure it was him in Cantrall's recordings?'

'Yes/ Uriah said. 'He was one of the five who received an implant. I've seen his face before/

'Has he seen yours?'

'Not this face/ Uriah said with a smile. 'He saw another one. He won't recognize me/

'One would hope/ Voice replied. 'Actually, I have an idea. Jaffa is likely holding court tonight. To impress all these visitors/

'And where would that be?' Uriah asked.

'Could be anywhere/ Voice said. 'He could be at the auction. Or in a private tent/

'So, how does that help me?'

'He'll expect his rich guests to pay their respects/

'You're saying follow the rich buyers till they gravitate into his orbit/

'It's an option. Otherwise, stumble around in the dark. Pray for luck/

'Already did/ Uriah said, scouting the people entering and leaving the noisy auction ring. He chose a cluster of three men and two women, all well-dressed despite their surroundings, and followed them back up the slope until it was obvious they were leaving the crater. Uriah headed back down.

Uriah waited until another two men left the auction. The pair were cloaked, but their boots were ragged and crafted with the kind of care only the rich could afford. He followed them on their slow saunter through the streets. They spoke in low voices and studied their surroundings carefully. The pair turned down one street, then another, seemingly without purpose. Finally they cleared the corner of a tent and Uriah followed.

The sword was level to Uriah's chest, and he almost impaled himself on its tip upon rounding the tent.

'Well, it looks like we have ourselves a thief/ the swordsman said, his face full with beard. His compatriot, wearing a blond moustache and golden locks, nodded.

Uriah realized they'd spotted him following them, though they obviously misunderstood his intentions. 'Hardly/ Uriah said. 'I thought you were going to Jaffa Hur. I was following you so I could offer him my respects/

'And why would he want the respect of a guttersnipe?' the swordsman said. 'Likelier, you thought us easy marks for robbing/

Uriah glanced around. The street was relatively empty, though at least one Goliath with twin Mohawks watched the exchange with cruel interest. 'How could I, one man, rob two men of such skill?' Uriah said. 'I was seeking Jaffa Hur. I'm sorry for the confusion/

Before Uriah could turn to leave, the swordsman lashed out with his blade, cutting Uriah across the cheek. It stung fiercely. Uriah's hand went to die wound, trying to catch the blood that dribbled between his reddened fingers. He met the two men's gazes, but there was only malicious humour in their eyes. They were going to hurt him regardless. Uriah returned their smile and pulled his bolt pistol, his movement a blur.

The smile remained carved on Uriah's face; he spun past the blade, his cloak momentarily blinding the swordsman, before punching the pistol's barrel straight into the man's gut. Uriah pulled the trigger twice, the shots muffled by the swordsman's body.

The swordsman slumped to the ground before his friend even reacted. Uriah wasn't going to give him that chance either. He spun again, mis time catching the second man with a spin kick in the gut. The gun followed

the kick, and Uriah emptied another two muffled shots, this time into the man's chest.

Uriah looked around again, locating the Goliath who'd been watching the exchange. The Lord of Ruin ganger was still there in the shadows, but his expression had changed from one of cruelty to one of animal caution. Uriah leaned down and took the money purses off both bodies. He tossed one to the ganger who caught it widiout ever drawing his gaze away from Uriah.

'Jaffa don't like dead bodies on auction night. Ain't good for business/ the ganger said.

Then best make sure nobody finds them/ Uriah said, tossing the Goliath the second money purse.

The Goliath weighed both bags in his large hand and nodded. Uriah walked away.

Uriah squatted behind a dark tent; he was hidden in the shadows and free from the prying eyes on the street. The medical adhesive strip he'd attached to his face stung, but it kept the wound closed. After a few moments, he applied water from a bottle to the strip and felt it bubble against his skin. A few seconds more, and the strip dissolved, leaving him with a wound glued shut and, hopefully, no scar.

More wonders of Van Soar technology, Uriah thought; he'd have to remember to thank Morgane for her wonderful gifts.

Low voices approached Uriah's position from an adjoining alley. Uriah quickly pulled himself deeper into the shadows, behind a rack with drying clothes, his cloak pulled tight around his shoulders.

'...saw them, all bleeding' a woman's voice said. 'Ducked in here, he did. Up to no good, I reckon/

Uriah readied his bolt pistol and waited for whoever it was to appear. There were two of them. The speaker was a large woman with the well-muscled body of a

Goliath and a long ponytail on her otherwise shaved head. Her companion was equally built, with a roadmap of scars on his half-naked body and a high green Mohawk. Neither of them had eye implants, for which Uriah was grateful.

'Don't see nobody,' the man said.

'He came through here. 1 saw him!'

'He ain't here now.'

'Maybe that way,' the woman said, walking down another alley. The man followed, shaking his head.

Uriah waited for the footsteps to fade away before emerging from his hole and ducking down another alley away from the two Lords of Ruin.

'Not good,' Uriah said to himself, stepping back out into the streets with his hood drawn down.

'More trouble?' Voice asked.

'I've drawn too much suspicion.'

'Well you're in luck,' Voice said. 'I spoke with a friend. Someone who's been to the area before/

'He knows where Jaffa Hur's tent is?' Uriah asked, watching his surroundings carefully. He headed back down the crater, where the crowds were thickest.

'Go to the auction ring and face the stage.'

Uriah slipped through the crowd at the slave auction, under the raised arms of those bidding on the current lots. It was hard ignoring the shouting to gain me auctioneer's attention, but Uriah found himself facing the stage.

'Done/ he said, and fought hard to hear the instructions.

Turn right/ Voice said, nearly muted by the surrounding crowds, 'until you see a street with a high pole mounted with a skull/

'Ah! I see it and I think I see Jaffa Hur's tent/ Uriah said, his gaze halfway up die crater. He stared at a grand black pavilion, which was slightly larger than fhose around it.

'If it's marked with red paint, then that's it/

'I don't think that's paint/ Uriah said, heading for the street.

Uriah was a few yards from the street slope when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. A Lord of Ruin, more compact in frame than his companions, was walking parallel to LJriah and watching him carefully.

'I've been spotted/ Uriah whispered to Voice. 'I believe the ganger who saw me kill those two men has given me up/

'Be careful. Might be time to pull out. Call it a lost cause/

'My dear Voice. Gambles require risk/ Uriah said, before steering back into the crowd. Faces flashed before him, but in between the gaps, he saw another Goliath trying to follow him. This was certainly a hunt, though Uriah had no inclination of remaining the prey.

The throng of auction-goers was thickest closest to the slave podium, and the gangers were waiting in the wings. Uriah manoeuvred himself into the heart of the crowd. He affixed his trusty re-breather to his mouth and drew down the goggles to protect his eyes. He dropped a smoke grenade.

Uriah stood there as the ashen cloud enveloped him. Screams and angry voices followed as the smoke spread out, bringing those caught within it to choking, hacking coughs and fits. The crowd scattered in different directions, and Uriah moved with the panicked mob, straight for the Goliaths who were maintaining the perimeter.

Uriah's path took him past one of the large gangers. He was hoping to slip by unnoticed, but the tattooed Lord of Ruin spotted him.

The Goliath brute muscled his way through the crowd and reached past people to grab Uriah by the hem of his cloak. Uriah allowed himself to be pulled in, close

enough that the ganger didn't see die bolt pistol until die barrel was pressed into his ribcage. A single muffled shot, further drowned out by the growing stampede, was all it took to drop the brute.

Escaping auction-goers quickly fdled the sloped streets and Uriah allowed the mob to carry him towards Jaffa's pavilion. When the crowd lost some of its momentum, Uriah ducked into the alleys between the tents. He made his way up through the back ways, confident that the commotion was drawing everyone to the main streets.

Approaching Jaffa's tent proved less of an issue than Uriah's initial attempts to find it. The crowds still milled about in the streets while the Lords of Ruin tried weeding through them to find Uriah. It wouldn't be long before they moved into the side streets and tent alleys to find him. Uriah hadn't much time left.

Jaffa Hur's tent was a pavilion with a three-peaked canopy. Plastic and sheet-metal plating stitched the walls while dripping red marks offered crude warnings to rivals. Uriah, however, wasn't fluent in Goliath-tongue, and ignored the messages with a smile. He crouched down and cut a small v-shaped slit between two plates. Careful not to push against the tent wall, Uriah peered through the slit.

The room beyond was dark, lit by three or four candles. The pavilion was sectioned by a heavy curtain five feet away from the wall. That was all Uriah could really see except for the corner of two pieces of furniture; a trunk covered in stitched leather and a scavenged cabinet complete with scratches and worn lacquer. There was also the rhythm of laboured breathing, as well as whispered voices.

'Best you not disturb him,' a woman's voice said. 'Infection set in/

The news was met with two grunts and people moving away, their candle-cast shadows dancing against the

wall.

Uriah waited until the noises inside the pavilion had died away completely before speaking with Voice.

'I believe Jaffa Hur is still recovering from the operation. Something about an infection/

'He did take an internal organ. Heart accelerant, was

it?'

'I believe so. I'm not an expert/

That's major surgery. He needs time to recover. And frankly transplant rejections and infections kill more patients than the operation itself/

'Indeed/ Uriah said. 'Going dark/

Uriah cut a vertical gash in the fabric with his knife. A quick glance inside confirmed his suspicions; it was a bedroom of sorts with the mighty Jaffa Hur in bed and unconscious. Blood-soaked bandages covered his otherwise bare chest and abdomen, and his skin glistened under a thick sweat. An empty chair stood next to his cot for whoever watched over the ganger brute.

Slipping through the slit was easy. Uriah stayed low to the ground, below the flickering candle lights. He could still hear hushed voices toward the pavilion's entrance, again a woman speaking of Jaffa's care. She was probably the local midwife. Unfortunately for Uriah, this meant he had the caretaker to neutralize as well as any of Jaffa's personal guards who were inside the pavilion.

One step at a time, Uriah thought to himself. He hid to the side of the cabinet; it shielded him from the curtain. It was poor cover, but anyone entering the room wouldn't notice him at first glance. In fact, with luck, mey'd have turned away from him as mey headed for the chair. He unsheathed his knife for the quiet kill.

Uriah waited until the voices in the next room finally said their farewells; two women and at least one man,

Uriah realised. He cursed under his breath. Footsteps approached and Uriah's fears were realised. Jaffa Hur's caretaker was a local woman. Not as well-built as the Lords of Ruin themselves, but well-defined and scarred enough to have seen combat of her own. Uriah had heard of such men and women, those within the gang who refused to inject themselves with the chemicals to add obscene muscle mass. The Goliaths considered them to be inferior, but never enough to treat them harshly. Still, a woman was a woman and Uriah was rather squeamish about killing her. He had killed women in the past, but preferred avoiding it when possible.

The woman didn't see Uriah as she entered and turned for the chair. He rushed up behind her with his drawn blade. She sensed the rush, but didn't turn in time. Uriah struck her against the back of the head with the knife pommel, rendering her senseless. She collapsed with a muffled grunt; she was dazed.

'Jezra?' a man's voice demanded from the next room.

Uriah poked the woman hard in the ribs with two fingers. She groaned at the pain. There was movement from beyond the curtain.

It took a second blow to knock out Jezra. Uriah flipped the knife and caught it by the blade. When the pug-nosed ganger entered, Uriah threw the weapon with practiced aim, catching the Goliath in the neck. Blood spurted from the wound in thick rivers and the ganger grunted, his face contorted by shock. Uriah rash forward and grabbed the knife's bloody pommel. He sliced it out sideways, severing the vocal cords and jugular. The Lord of Ruin fell to the ground, gurgling, but Uriah had already entered the main pavilion in time to see another ganger with dreadlocks running forward.

Uriah launched the blade with an underhand flick. The knife sank into the man's chest through a thick vest.

Uriah shut the man's mouth with his hand, preventing him from screaming, and grabbed the knife again to stab him several times in rapid succession. The Goliath struggled for a moment before his eyes went dull. He slumped to the floor.

Uriah paused long enough to wipe his blade on the ganger's vest and to confirm that the exchange hadn't alerted others. There was no such misfortune, leaving Uriah with one last unpleasant task to complete.

Jaffa Hur remained unconscious despite the grisly scene played out in his tent. Uriah had already bound and gagged Jezra, leaving the two Lords of Ruin dead where they lay. Uriah wasn't one for cruelty despite the brutality of his action. He took a pillow to muffle the sound and placed it over Jaffa Hur's face before firing twice. Hur twitched before falling still.

It was grim work, but Uriah had little choice. He cut away the bandages to reveal an ugly chest gash stitched together with black thread; it was purple from the bruising. With little thought, Uriah cut away the stitches with his knife and spread the wound open with his gloved hands. There was no heartbeat, so little blood to spill. Uriah cut through the thick ropes of pectoral muscles to reach the sternum and ribs. Cantrall had swapped six ribs as well as the breastbone with titanium replacements. Uriah examined where the bone ribs gave way to metal, and proceeded to crack the bolted seams. He tried not to grimace and focused on other things instead, any other things.

Uriah removed the skeletal plate of titanium, revealing the exposed organs; he instantly spotted the octagonal heart accelerant that was fused against the grey-red heart itself. With his knife, Uriah cut away the blinking Accelerant and dropped the mess into a pouch.

'I have it/ Uriah said. 'I don't even know what it does/

'It has several functions/ Voice replied. 'It can boost the heart rate, oxygenate the blood more easily and deliver an electric charge to stimulate the heart/

'I have no idea what all thats means/ Uriah said, sighing.

'Doesn't matter now. Can you escape?'

'Not easily/ Uriah said, looking down at the unconscious woman. 'But I have an idea/

'Don't you always...'

It was quick work. Uriah placed the candles near the pavilion's different walls and hanging partitions. It took a quick moment for the fabrics to catch aflame and faster still for the wildfire to spread up the walls and across the ceiling.

Uriah marched back into laffa Hur's bedroom and found the woman, Jezra, struggling against her bonds. He cut the ropes around her wrists, his bolt pistol at the ready and his face covered by the hood and goggles. Jezra stood, eyeing Uriah warily; he nodded for her to escape outside. She hesitated and the fire bellowed its heated roar around them. It spread quickly, driving up the heat. Jezra turned and darted past the flames, screaming for help as she fled.

There was no hesitation in Uriah's step. With Jezra's escape, Uriah slipped back through the slit in the tent's fabric before flames claimed it as well. The roaring fire was joined by the concerned screams of the Goliaths trying to reach their leader through the pavilion's front flap. Uriah, however, looked back only to confirm that no one was pursuing him.

Walking through the back alleys of the tent city, Uriah directed himself up the crater's slope. He moved against the rush of curious onlookers, all of

whom were too interested in the blaze to pay him any

heed.

Moments later, Uriah had reached the top of the crater's lip. The fire had spread to several other tents, for which Uriah was genuinely sorry. He wasn't interested in anyone except Jaffa Hur, but that was the nature of his work; death and carnage were random and often most effective when indiscriminate.

'Done/ Uriah said.

'You escaped?' Voice asked.

'Almost/

'Then what are you doing there. Run!' Voice said, annoyed by her own tone.

'Just admiring the view/ Uriah said. The blaze was enough to light the entire crater. Uriah watched the slopes of the bowl-like basin glow red with the flames.

'Isn't that risky?' Voice asked.

'Normally, yes/ Uriah responded. 'But considering I just sank my hands into someone's chest to remove an implant, I think I earned a moment's reflection/

'Something's bothering you. What's the matter?'

'None of this makes sense/ Uriah said. 'Soren's life meant nothing to anyone. It's the implants they want. But why?'

'Bring the implant to me. I can examine it/ Voice offered. 'See if it's truly unique/

'I - I'm not certain/ Uriah admitted.

"You don't trust me?' Voice asked.

Uriah could hear the surprise in her voice, perhaps even hurt.

'What quality of trust do you expect when you don't offer it yourself?' Uriah asked.

'Meaning?'

'Meaning I know nothing about you. I don't even know what you look like/

'It's a game we both play. And yet you trust me enough to bring me along on your missions/ Voice said.

'I like mysteries/ Uriah said, a faint smile on his lips.

'So, are you bringing the implant?'

Uriah thought about it for a moment. Very well. But I want something in exchange.'

'Excuse me/ Voice said, 'but you're the one who needs the help/

'Please/ Uriah said. 'You love a mystery as much as I do. You want to see the implant, perhaps more than I need to understand its importance/

'Perhaps/ Voice said in her typically succinct manner. 'But can you take that chance?'

'Indulge me one question/ Uriah said.

'Only one?'

'For now/ Uriah responded.

Very well, state your question. I may not answer it, but if I do my answers will be honest/

'Which House did you belong to?' Uriah said. 'You're too well-spoken and too well-learned to have been raised outside of a Guild school/

There was a pause on the other end. Uriah was about to press the matter when his answer came.

'Escher/ Voice said. 'I was born into House Escher/

Uriah smiled. 'I'm coming to deliver the implant/

After absorbing the sight for a moment longer, Uriah left the area and vanished into shadows beyond the burning crater.



CHAPTER: SEVEN



'Expect the Unexpected' is the credo of distracted fools. Anticipate, prepare and when all else fails, strike first.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



It was late into the night when Uriah finally returned to his hab block in Shadowstrohm. The hallways were empty, most good Delaque quiet and asleep. Uriah's steps grew heavier each footfall. Fatigue overtook him swiftly.

It had been a busy day, between his misadventures with Slag and Jaffa Hur, and taking a side-trip to deliver the implant to Voice. He had never seen Voice, and tonight was no exception. She'd left a slot open in the reinforced door of her hideout. He slid the implant through and waited. Nothing. There was no more to it than that. He left, more tired than curious.

Uriah entered his hab block with no other thought than falling into a fast dream, whether that meant sleeping on the couch or making it into his bedroom. He switched on the lights and was immediately jolted awake. His hab block was in rains. Sofa and chairs were gutted of their stuffing, drawers tossed to the

floor and spilt of their contents and the monitor on his workbench still smoked from its shattered vid-screen.

The workbench was in a state with tools thrown and broken. Looking at the mess, Uriah realised that this was more than someone searching his dwelling. It was someone with a grudge, someone who took particular delight in ruining his possessions. The artificial eye was gone, as were the recordings of Cantrall's implant. Uriah cursed himself for not protecting those better, though he did have extra copies hidden elsewhere. Now he had lost his only advantage.

It was only on second glance that Uriah's heart went cold. The desk where he kept Morgane's pendant was overturned. He raced to it, hoping against fear that it was still there. The drawer had been pulled out and the hidden compartment was empty. Morgane's keepsake was missing.

Percal headed down Shadowstrohm's corridors on his way to his office. Nobody wished him a good morning. They knew better than to bother the master of the Handlers, the chieftain spy of House Delaque. Percal wore a filter mask over his nose slits to filter out airborne particles. Once in his hermetically sealed office, he would remove the mask and allow the room's filtration system to do its work.

The last thing Percal expected to see upon opening the door and stepping into his office was Uriah seated there waiting for him to arrive.

'What are doing in my office?' Percal asked in more of a growl than a question.

'Admiring your furniture/ Uriah said.

'Tread carefully, Uriah. I don't take intrusion well.'

'A coincidence, then. Neither do I/

'What are you talking about?' Percal asked, going over to his desk. He examined it, ensuring nothing was out of place.

'Someone ransacked my hab!' Uriah responded. 'Practically gutted the place with their heavy hands.'

'And you think I did it? You're a far poorer judge of character than I expected/

'I think not. Playing regicide I see/ Uriah said nodding over to the holographic board.

'What has that to do with anything?'

'I don't believe you robbed my hab block. I think you sent one of your pawns into my home to do the deed/

To what end?' Percal asked, sitting behind his desk. By the looks of it, he was regaining his composure.

To whatever end prompted you to send another Handler on my assignment/

This again? Your paranoia knows no bounds/

'And again you insult me/ Uriah said shaking his head. 'I don't know which of your slights is worse. The fact that you sent a Handler after me. The fact that you tolerate his sabotage when I'm doing the house's bidding. The fact that you continue to lie to me about it. Or the fact that you actually believed Kaden could best me/

'Kaden?' Percal said. Why do you say Kaden?'

Uriah studied Percal for a moment, trying to fathom his motives. Percal wasn't questioning the accusation. In fact, he was calm and intrigued. He seemed playful, in as much as a predator was playful with his intended meal. Uriah, of course, knew it was Kaden. Kaden was the only Handler with enough of a grudge against Uriah to ransack his hab and destroy his belongings for the sheer pleasure of it.

He's playing the game, Uriah realised. And suddenly everything clicked into place. Percal was the oldest surviving Delaque Handler. He'd been playing the game for so long that Uriah doubted he knew how to interact

normally with people. He would never speak in direct terms, and he'd evade straightforward questions as a defensive measure.

No, Uriah thought, he wasn't being dishonest. He was playing the game, the game which required its own set of rules and its own language. Uriah returned the smile and switched tactics. 'How long has it been?'

Percal's smile broadened. His body language shifted, becoming more relaxed - casual. He was shifting tactics as well, synchronizing himself with Uriah.

Uriah understood what was happening. The nature of the conversation was about to shift into the dou blespeak of the Delaque, into the give and take that said everything and nothing in equal strokes. What was about to be said had to be ignored. What wasn't being said was more important.

'Been?' Percal asked, shrugging. 'Since what?'

'Since you engaged in field work. You were quite good at playing the game.'

Percal smiled. 'You're embarrassing me. I survived through sheer luck, nothing more. I'm certainly not the Handler you are/

'You exaggerate, I'm sure/ Uriah said. 'But you must miss the game/

'Not really/ Percal said. 'I'm quite comfortable here, still doing my part to serve the House/

'I don't know if I could give it up so easily/ Uriah said.

'Oh, eventually it becomes boring. You crave risks that few can provide. You almost wish others would offer you greater challenges in the course of your duties/

'You mean your opponents?'

'Among others/ Percal responded. 'Did I ever tell you about my mentor?'

'Only in name. Liam the Grey, correct? His reputation speaks for itself/

'He was a good mentor. Always pushing me harder than the assignment demanded/

'Cruelty?' Uriah asked.

'No/ Percal said, his eyes distant. 'He thought the assignments I received were beneath my skills. So he elevated the game to challenge me/

'How so?' Uriah asked.

'Small tricks. Starting me off with the barest of intelligence. Giving me a few hours to resolve the issue. Alerting enemies of my position-'

'Sending other Handlers after the same prize?' Uriah asked.

'I can't remember all his tricks. Quite possibly, yes/ Percal said, shrugging. 'He thought it best to keep me challenged/

"What happened?' Uriah asked. 'With that kind of adversity, why did you grow bored of the game?'

'Because Liam died early in my life. And my new mentor, Genadine, was only interested in results. So she sent me on assignment after assignment, never asking for anything more than my quick success/

'So it grew boring/ Uriah said, nodding, half-listening while stitching the pieces together.

'Without Liam to challenge me, yes. He wanted a worthy successor/

'Are you sure that's all?' Uriah asked.

'How so?' Percal asked, suspiciously.

'Liam, I mean/ Uriah said. 'Are you sure he was challenging you? Or was he playing the game through you?'

Percal hesitated. Uriah could see him wrestling with his patience. He'd struck a nerve.

'Liam was a great Handler/ Percal said, measuring his words carefully. 'Greater than you or I. What he did

was for my betterment. You would do well to have a mentor like him.'

'Who says I don't?' Uriah asked with a smile.

'Perhaps/ Percal said. 'But what of you, Uriah?'

Ahh, Uriah diought. Here's where he goes on the attack. 'Me?' he asked.

'Surely the game isn't your sole ambition?'

The game?' Uriah said. 'No. Surviving the game is perhaps worthier/

'Good, good. A man like you can hardly afford other distractions/

'Distractions? Such as?'

'No, no. I'm merely speaking in the greater sense. I've seen Handlers strive for other goals, only to have such distractions cost them their lives. Better the game serve as your sole mistress. Better nothing divert you from your duty/

'Seems like a hollow existence, doesn't it?' Uriah asked.

We live alone, we die alone/ Percal said. There can be no other way/

'And whose truth is that? Yours or Liam's?'

Percal shrugged. 'It's a truth I've come to accept. The game doesn't allow for distinction in our lives. We play the game. We always play the game. We are in it whether in the arms of those we love or fighting the enemy. Once you realise the game is your reality, everything else is superfluous. Friends, family, all assets to be used against you. To have none of those is to have no weaknesses/

'No friends? No family? Sounds like it means to have no strength/ Uriah said.

'If they are your strength, then they are your weakness to exploit/

What are you saying?' Uriah asked. The comments were strange and could be understood in any number of

ways. Did Percal know Uriah was friends with Soren? pid he know about Morgane? Or perhaps Voice? Uriah wasn't sure, but Percal would play it vague enough to Iceep Uriah on his toes.

'Saying? Nothing, of course/ Percal said. 'I'm merely trying to help you free yourself. Someone broke into your hab, you say? Well, fhey might not have done so had they not considered it a weak link - fair game and all that. You have no privacy. Everything you are and everyone you know is committed to the game/

Percal sat in his chair for a few moments after Uriah had left. He knew Uriah was good at what he did, but he was also cocky about it, and the stakes were too high for such allowances. Unfortunately, Percal had to admit that using Kaden might have been a mistake. Kaden was out to prove himself at Uriah's expense; it was becoming personal for him. That meant he would lose.

The regicide board flickered. Percal went to the board and saw that the hologram piece for his opponent's Ecde-siarch had been moved. It was about time his opponent committed himself. Percal was prepared for it. He smiled and touched the base of one of his Citizens before touching an empty spot on the board. The Citizen slid across the board into position.

Percal returned to his chair. He activated the black pict screen and entered in three separate code sequences to access his logic hub. A quick scan indicated it had remained inactive since the night before, when he'd left it. Uriah hadn't tampered with his network. A moment later, six images manifested on screen. All Canttall's customers as captured by his ocular piece - all recipients of Soren's implants - all data stolen from Uriah's logic device.

Percal reached into the hidden pocket and pulled out a tear-shaped pendant hung from a delicate chain. He examined it, bemused curiosity in his expression.

'So, Uriah/ he said to himself. 'Who are you hiding from me? Nobody is spared from me game/

Uriah had sent the message less than an hour ago. He was sure he'd caught Morgane sleeping, but she'd never admit to that.

The message was more a signal - a pict call with static drowning both voice and sound. The static burst in pitch every four seconds, thanks to Uriah's playing with two exposed wires in his own pict screen. To anyone else, it meant nothing, but to Morgane, it said: meet me in a pre-arranged location. Had the static bursts emerged every eight seconds, Morgane would have rendezvoused with him at his no-longer safe house. Four second bursts meant a different place altogether.

The inn was crushed between two larger buildings that loomed over it and appeared to sweat oil stains; thankfully, the inn itself was relatively clean and well maintained despite its hourly rates and the constant stream of prostitutes and their clients. It was anonymous.

The knock at the door was almost timid, a mixture of the quiet of the morning and uncertainty. Uriah checked the eye piece and opened the door quickly. Morgane slipped through and was immediately in his arms, her lips pressed against his. They kissed, taking comfort from one another and making up for long absences. Then again, any night away from one another was a long absence.

'I missed you/ she said between gasps of air.

'I know/ Uriah responded. 'I missed you too/

'Pleasant place. How long do we have here?' Morgane asked, peering around.

'They rent by the week, the day and the hour. Offer them a rate on minutes and I'm sure they'd take it. We have it for a few hours at best/

'Is that all?' Morgane asked, saddened.

'Sorry, love/ Uriah said. 'It'll have to do for now. Best not get comfortable with one place regardless of its qualities. It'll get better, I promise/

Morgane smiled and nodded. She understood what vvas at stake. That didn't stop her from tightening her grip around his waist. Uriah grimaced and tensed. Morgane studied him with a worried look.

Uriah smiled. Tm a bit tender. It's been a rough few days. I've been put through my paces/

Morgane nodded. 'I'll have to work around the pain then. Just tell me where it hurts/

'Everywhere/ Uriah said, laughing. 'If you're trying to work around the pain, maybe you should wait outside/

'Not a chance/ Morgane said. 'You'll adapt. You always do/

With that, Uriah swept her off her feet and carried her towards the bed.

'Soren is dead,' Morgane repeated, more statement than fact. She leaned back into Uriah's chest; he draped his arm over her shoulder and kissed her on the back of her head. 'I suspected as much. What happened?'

'I'm not sure yet/ Uriah admitted, pushing another pillow behind his back. 'It's a messy affair and I'm afraid it's about to get messier. Whoever murdered Soren sold his implants to a black-market bio-surgeon named Cantrall. Cantrall, in turn, sold the implants to six others - gangers by the looks of them/

'He operated on them?'

'On four, yes. The fifth one bought the implant and left. The sixth and last was killed before the implant was grafted on/

'Maybe the fifth one has his own bio-surgeon/

'Or maybe he's a broker, I don't know/ Uriah said. They lapsed into silence, both lying in bed. Uriah,

however, was distracted by all the things he had yet to tell her.

'What else did Cantrall say about his customers?' Morgane asked. 'I know you can be quite persuasive/

'No, it's not like that/ Uriah said with a sigh. 'I went to question him, but he was dead, as was the last ganger. There was another Handler there. He made off with Soren's arm/

'Another Handler? Operating on his own?'

'Unfortunately not. He was officially sanctioned/

'Meaning?'

'Meaning I can't eliminate him. As much as he deserves it/

'Do you know him?'

'It's a man named Kaden, I'm certain of that/

'Why would your House assign two handlers? Don't they trust you?' Morgane shifted out of Uriah's arms and turned to face him. She was concerned.

'I think so/

'But you're not sure?'

'The House trusts me/ Uriah said, 'I'm certain, but I'm not sure about my Overseer. He's playing at some game. He says he's testing my skills by challenging me with a rival, but I'm not certain yet/

'What do your instincts tell you?'

Uriah laughed and shook his head. 'I'm afraid my instincts are preoccupied at the moment. This thing with Soren - with you - has me so turned around/

'I can take care of myself/ Morgane said.

'I know you can, my love, but mere's something else. When Kaden killed Cantrall and stole the implant, I still came away with the better prize. I stole Cantrall's eye implant. It was a Van Saar model/

'Ah/ Morgane said with a large smile. She pushed a strand of black hair from her face. 'Did you remember what I taught you about the hidden protocols?'

'I did/ Uriah said. 'I accessed the eye's memory archive and came away with the faces of the five remaining customers/

'But?' Morgane asked, sensing Uriah's hesitation.

'Kaden broke into my hab and stole the data. I have backups, but that wasn't all he stole. He took your black diamond pendant - my keepsake/

Morgane's expression of shock quickly subsided. That doesn't mean anything/ she said.

'Or it could mean everything. Whether he knows about you or not, both he and my Overseer know I have someone in my life. Someone they can use against me. I was careful in coming here, but my life is now under scrutiny. That is why I only took this room for a day/ Uriah hesitated; he looked away. That's why I think we should-'

'Stop right there/ Morgane said. Her face was a storm of emotions, a mixture of indignation and anger. 'If you're about to suggest we keep our distance-'

Uriah turned to face her. 'Morgane, love, it might be for the best/

'No/ Morgane said. 'I appreciate your concern, but I will not allow anyone to come between us. I love you too much/

'And I love you too much to see you hurt/

'I am not some timid flower to be crashed under someone's boot/ Morgane cupped Uriah's chin in her hands. 'Let them come - the Delaque, the Van Saar, the Orlocks, all of them. I will not be bullied and I will not leave your side/

'Morgane-'

'My decision is final/ she whispered before kissing him on the lips.

'So be it/ he whispered back. "You do realise this will end in both of us becoming fugitives/

'Likely, but an eventuality I'm prepared for/

'As am I/ Uriah said.

There's something else, though, isn't there? Something you're not telling me.'

There's nothing, love. I'm-'

'Stop,' Morgane said. She pressed her finger to his lips.

Uriah, in turn, took her hand and kissed her finger. 'I'm sorry,' he said. 'It's difficult. I've been a part of this for so long, that it's easy to lie.'

'I know,' Morgane said. 'But you don't have to, not around me. Whatever it is, I'm strong enough to hear it.'

'All right. Slag is after me. He saw me at Cantrall's. He has my scent. This won't end until he kills me, or I kill him.'

Morgane smiled and nodded. 'It never ends wim you, does it?'

'Never,' Uriah said.

Well then,' she whispered, drawing into a kiss, 'end him before he pays you in kind.'

The lovers sank back down to the bed, in one another's warm embrace.

'Her name is Corval,' Uriah said, studying the mammoth building across the narrow street. It appeared as though it had been built inside the level's support pylon. A lattice of the pylon's I-beams and girders covered the building like a scabbard covers a sword.

Uriah stayed in the shadows of an alleyway, one of many in this tight maze. The other buildings rose up several storeys around him like dirty, crooked fingers. All of them were home to squatters or the gangs that could hold them.

'Name's not familiar,' Voice said.

'Really? She's a member of your house.' Uriah counted the number of angry, well-built women walking through the various streets and alleys. A couple kicked the scrawny, rag-wearing men scouring the refuse piles for food.

•'I'm no longer Escher,' Voice said, her tone laced with an annoyed lilt.

'Of course/ Uriah said. 'Do you still have the physique of one?'

'Uh-uh,' Voice replied. 'You pay for those kinds of questions/

'Indeed/ Uriah said. 'Something to keep in mind. Anyway, Corval is matriarch for the Cybilline Sisterhood/

'Heard of them/ Voice said. They're well placed in House Escher. What was their poison, again?' she seemed to be asking herself.

'You mean, how do they choose to denigrate men?'

'Drags/ Voice said, suddenly remembering.

Uriah nodded. 'Rotting Fetter Injections and Acidyne Spinal Taps/

Vicious, even by Escher standards. Her clients must be desperate to ride those rushes/

'I wouldn't know/ Uriah said. 'Gasser Bars are as far as I go to ruin my health/

'Smart. Though I wouldn't call your lifestyle healthy.'

'Ah, the lifestyle is thrust upon us all. I merely choose to play it well/

'All right then, Jester. How will you play this? I suspect you can't blend in this time/

You're right. I'm not downtrodden enough as a man or gifted with your attributes to play the woman/

You'll manage/ Voice said.

That I will/ Uriah said, peering around. This time, I think I'll start from the top and work my way down/

'Any particular reason?' Voice asked.

'Corval is likelier to be at the top of the building than at the bottom. And the lower floors will be too well guarded to sneak or bluff my way through/

'Get to it then/ Voice said. 'Contact me when you need help/

With that, Uriah waited silently until two muscled and pony-tailed women walked past his hiding spot. After another moment of lurking in the shadows, he darted across the street and reached a tight alley along the side of the building. A thick layer of detritus and rubble covered the floor.

Corval's den and the buildings next to it were built with age-pocked and crumbling plascrete. Uriah removed his gloves and slowly crawled up the side of the building, pulling himself up along the pylon's slanted girders, occasionally shifting over to the building's facade to climb one handhold at a time. His trench coat fluttered freely behind him. Fortunately, the wall was relatively easy to scale between the small craters and the narrow ledges separating the floors.

Uriah came to rest on a narrow ledge some three storeys high. The structure continued for another storey above his head before melting into the ceiling. The building and its pylon carapace served as a support column for the level above it, and when age finally crumbled one or the other, the section above would collapse as well.

The nearby window was one of the few without furniture or metal sheets covering it. In fact, the lower floor windows were better covered than those on the upper floors. Something about heights made people feel more secure, which always worked to Uriah's benefit.

Uriah sidled up close to the window and peered inside. Despite the building's dilapidated exterior, the Escher provided better treatment for its interior. The room was respectable - despite the humidity-stained walls - with a made bed, a worn dresser and a porcelain rinse bowl. By the looks of it this was likely a woman's quarters or one belonging to a house trustee; the Escher did not offer men the same consideration.

Quiedy, Uriah entered through the window, his foot testing the floor before he settled his full weight inside,  fhe building was quiet, but the floors were solid beneath Uriah's feet - they did not creak or groan; it would be difficult to hear him move about. Once inside, Uriah crept to the door and listened. Silence beyond. That, more than anything else, played on his nerves. Sound could have painted his expectations and warned him what to expect next. Without sound, what lay beyond this door was an absolute mystery.

Uriah opened the door a crack and peered through the slit into the corridor. It was empty and silent -enough so that Uriah waited a few moments in the hopes of hearing something. Not even a shuffle or muted conversation greeted his ears. The building felt abandoned. Uriah didn't like the feeling.

Rooms flanked either side of the corridor, but no sound came from them when Uriah pressed his ear against their doors. From one end, the corridor met wall, but from the other, it intersected another corridor with more of the same. Uriah tested the occasional door, his fingers light on the handle; some were locked, but others opened into silent rooms. Beds half-made, yesterday's clothing still heaped on the dressers. Those rooms that Uriah found open seemed caught in transition.

Uriah equalized the pressure in his ears, opening the transmission with Voice.

What is it?' she asked.

The floor is empty/ Uriah said, keeping his voice near sub-vocal.

'What's on the floor?'

'Bedrooms. I suppose uiis is where the Escher sleep.'

'Escher don't sit around in their rooms, you know. They're highly motivated. Perhaps the building matriarch runs a tight ship/

'Meaning?'

'Meaning she doesn't like dawdlers. She keeps her daughters busy. Or maybe, they're at a gathering.'

The last thing I need/ Uriah said, 'is for all the Escher to be in one room/

'The gatherings were fun/ Voice said. 'But you're right. You would stick out/

'Suggestions?' Uriah asked.

'Investigate the lower floors. If Corval operates a drug den, the Escher are likely below, tending to their male clientele/

'I'm curious/ Uriah said. 'Why denigrate men in this fashion? With drugs I mean/

'The drugs keep the men pliant, breaks the will of stubborn individuals and break down potential recruits/

'Recruits? You mean the men who come here are willing Escher slaves?'

'It's a hard life for many out there/ Voice said. 'The Escher demand subservience in exchange for shelter, food and protection. For some men, that's a small price to pay/

'But Corval also sells drugs. To other clientele, I mean/

'Some recruits don't know they're candidates yet/ Voice replied. 'This is likely how Corval recruits. From among the stock of already broken men. If someone cannot pay, the Escher extend drug credit... withi interest. Eventually, the poor bastard is in so deep, he becomes gang property. What difference does it make to him? He was a slave, already/

'Well/ Uriah said, shaking his head, 'the sooner I'm done with this unfortunate mess, the better. This place disgusts me/

'And yet you didn't blink twice when you were inside the Goliath slave camp/ Voice said, irritation flecking her tone. 'Just because the Escher enslave men-'

'Now's not the time to debate politics/ Uriah said, cutting her off. 'But, if you want to know, it bothers me the same. Unfortunately, I'm not here to liberate slaves or house property. I came for Corval. And considering Corval is the only other face I recognized in tlie archives, I have no other leads/

Well, not entirely true, Uriah thought. Kaden was also a lead in this sorry affair, but Uriah wasn't ready to tap him yet. It wouldn't have taken much effort to eliminate Kaden as a threat, but Uriah didn't believe in wasting potential assets.

Voice/ Uriah said after neither of them had spoken. 'Can we return to the moment at hand?'

'Agreed/ Voice said, having regained her composure. 'Head downstairs. Just be careful of the gate/

The gate?'

'Few Escher actually sleep with their mavants-'

You mean slaves/ Uriah said.

To an Escher, the difference is negligible/

'So, what's the gate?'

'It's what separates die Escher from slaves and clients. It's likely a heavily reinforced door, with at least two guards. The slaves themselves maintain a second gate/

'Let me guess - to separate slaves from the addicts or clients/

'Correct/ Voice said.

Thank you/ Uriah said. 'Jester out/

Further into the floor and still no signs of life. Uriah moved through the hallways of the enormous building, looking for any hint that would tell the story here. Finally, he found it in one corridor where bullet holes and blood spatters painted one of die walls. Uriah touched a droplet of blood and smudged it. It was partly wet; whatever had happened had been violent and recent.

Uriah crept from door to door, studying each for something new. Further down the corridor, he noticed a small blood smear on the floor that vanished under a door. He listened carefully before finessing open the lock with picks. Uriah opened the door carefully, his body low to the ground and to the side. Only silence greeted him, so he peeked inside.

Five bodies had been dumped inside the room, three strong-looking women and two scrawny men; all shot or hacked with large blades - probably machetes. Uriah quickly studied the three women's faces, but Corval was not among them. Their wounds still appeared wet and the flies had yet to find them. They were fresh, too fresh for Uriah's comfort.

The little voice in Uriah's head screamed for him to leave, but that thought flickered for as long as it took Uriah to crush it. Being a Handler meant entering unfamiliar and frightening waters. Being a Handler meant committing to the unpleasant.

Uriah closed the door, now forewarned and, hence, forearmed. Something had happened here in this building, and it was likely linked to recent events. All that was left to do was to find that link.

The Escher gate was located at the stairwell where the corridor widened. It was a trapdoor over the stairs, a huge slab of grey iron pinned to the floor with a pair of greasy hydraulic arms. The blackened joints hissed and popped sparks and the slab of iron was partly open, enough for someone to slip through the crack. More bullet holes riddled the nearby walls. The hallway appeared smeared in blood.

The gate was over thirty yards down the corridor, but Uriah had yet to move from his hiding spot. He studied the gate through the crack of the partly open door. Nothing moved, nothing breathed.

'Not good/ Uriah said in a whisper.

'Still no sign of life?' Voice asked.

'You could say that. The gate looks badly damaged/

'Maybe they abandoned the building/

'Again, you could say that/

There was a pause on the other end before Voice spoke again. 'What did you find?'

'Two rooms filled with dead bodies/

'A fight?'

'Yes/ Uriah said. 'No survivors thus far. I'm looking at the gate. It looks damaged from here/

'Time to leave, perhaps?'

'And disappoint my hosts?' Uriah asked with a smile.

'Hm?'

'Someone hid the bodies/ Uriah replied. 'Gunplay and death isn't so uncommon as to require hiding the bodies. Not unless killing everyone here was the first of two plans/

'You're thinking trap?'

'Yes/

'All the more reason to leave/ Voice said, sounding concerned.

'If I wasn't a Handler, then yes/ Uriah said. 'But someone has gone to the effort of laying a trap. I want to know why, and for whom/

'Why?' Voice asked, startled. 'If it's obvious they're expecting someone, why play into their hands?'

Uriah's smiled deepened. 'I do appreciate the concern, Voice, but the fact is I still retain the upper hand/
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do? Care to explain that/

'I entered through the top floor - something they wouldn't expect or the trap would have been sprung upstairs. If there's a trap to exploit, it'll be mine to play/

'You are a dangerous man/ Voice said with some appreciation. 'Anything I can do?' 'Not at the moment. At least not until I find Soren's

implant.' 'Understood. I'll stand by, Jester/ Thank you/ Uriah said.

Quietly, Uriah entered the corridor and moved to one of the doors. He pulled a rectangular matchbox-like container from his pouch and fixed it inside the door frame, at knee height. It stuck to the metal, clinging with magnetic grip. A second later, a tiny burst of air sounded from the matchbox and Uriah caught die glint of the silvery flechette firing into the opposite wall of the corridor.

Sixth door down, Uriah reminded himself, knee-height. He then headed for the gate, darting from door frame to door frame. At every second door, he affixed another matchbox to the door frame and waited for the puff of air to follow. Each time, he placed the matchbox at a different height and reminded himself of its location.

At the last door before the corridor widened, Uriah stopped and listened. He noticed that the gate was heavily damaged, the trapdoor's edges crimped and indented from something or someone strong enough to force the hydraulics open.

Uriah then caught the hint of something, a shuffle of someone moving. It had come from the door right next to him. Quick whispers followed. Uriah moved away from the doorframe, but it was too late. Whether he'd brushed against the door inadvertently or they'd seen his shadow beneath the door's bottom edge, they knew he was there. 'Someone's upstairs/ a muffled voice cried. Noise erupted around Uriah, from the rooms next to him as well as several downstairs. Uriah understood their game, now. They were waiting to catch someone

crawling through the trapdoor, hoping to snare them at a disadvantage.

Uriah bolted back the way he'd come; behind him feet stampeded up the staircase and two doors opened in the corridor, unleashing a handful of Orlocks from each.

'It's Uriah!' someone shouted.

Uriah cursed and ducked beneath the first matchbox. The trap was meant for him, which meant Slag was nearby. He heard someone scream and glanced back long enough to see that someone had run into the first micro-wire that he'd strung across the corridor. It looked like it had cut an inch into his nose, slicing cartilage, before snapping. Uriah continued running and ducked to avoid another strand at neck level. He leapt over the third wire and pretended to duck under another one before a voice caught his attention.

'Uriah!'

Uriah slowed and turned, despite himself. Slag stood there with his men who looked too scared to advance on him. They now realised the hallway was strung with micro-wire filaments.

Next to Slag was a behemoth, someone of Goliath stature with pistons and mechanical claws for arms and hands. His shoulders, and spine, were also plated implants. The behemoth drooled and giggled to himself. Uriah now knew who had broken open the trapdoor.

Slag looked to the behemoth and nodded. 'Get 'im/ he said.

The behemoth tore into a fit of childish giggles and stumbled forwards half running, half-lumbering. Uriah backed away, surprised. The behemoth reached the second wire trap and snapped it a quarter inch inside his flesh. He never slowed; he never reacted to the pain or the cut that stretched across his muscled chest. Instead,

he giggled harder. The voice in Uriah's head screamed for him to run, but he was caught off guard. It was only when the third tripwire snapped against the behemoth's artificial legs that Uriah tried running. By then it was too late.

The Orlock behemoth lunged forward with a burst of speed that belied his size. He caught Uriah by his collar and lifted him clean off the ground. Before Uriah could slip free of the trench coat, the behemoth shoved him face first into the wall, twice. Uriah barely had time to turn his head and avoid a broken nose.

Spots of blinding white light peppered Uriah's vision and the sound of rushing blood almost drowned his hearing.

'Hurt more?' the behemoth asked somewhere in the distance.

'Not yet/ Slag said, his voice further away.

Uriah fought to regain focus, to see through the pain, but he was slipping out of consciousness...

Uriah tried to scream, but the steady jolt of electricity sealed his jaw shut and filled his nostrils with the smell of burning flesh. He went rigid with the spasms and rattled the bolted chair, nearly tearing it loose from the floor. He was strapped in, but his arms were free.

Percal loomed, holding the mechanism that controlled the flow of electricity burning through Uriah. He placed the device on the table in front of Uriah, taunting him with it. The message was clear:

Salvation is a foot away.

'Focus,' Percal told the young Uriah. 'Your life will depend on it.'

Uriah tried to scream T can't,' but all that came out were grunts and squeals.

'Quit,' Percal said. 'Only the best can be Handlers. You're obviously not cut out for it'

Uriah managed to shake his head from side to side by throwing his entire body into the motion.

'If you seek mercy from me,' Percal replied, 'then you'll be disappointed. Turn the device off yourself, or die here and now!

And with that, Percal walked out of the room, leaving the device on the table, leaving Uriah to the pain and the smell of burning flesh.

Uriah forced his way through the pain, forced his fingers to move, forced his senses to come to bear. He was still dangling from the metal fingers of the behemoth, but his back was to Slag and the others; he still had a chance.

The movement was automatic, Uriah's fingers reaching into the right pouch without thought or hesitation. There were two types of memory in Uriah that coexisted with one another; the first was conscious thought; the second was muscle memory born from repetition and practice. Uriah pulled out another matchbox and quickly palmed it before the behemoth swung him around to face Slag.

Time you died/ Slag said, raising his heavy bolter.

'No gloating?' Uriah asked, trying to sound disappointed.

'Only idiots gloat/ Slag said, taking aim.

'Hm/ Uriah said. 'I thought idiots shot prisoners before questioning them about the implants. I could be wrong/

'You're stallin'/ Slag said.

'Of course I'm stalling/ Uriah said with a laugh. 'But that doesn't mean I don't know anything.' Uriah paused a moment when a thought occurred to him. 'I'm curious. How exactly did you know to ambush me here?'

Slag said nothing. He never lowered his gun, but Uriah could see him deliberating matters.

'Let me guess/ Uriah said. 'You're well informed. Someone told you I'd be coming.'

Slag lowered his bolter. 'Drop him Gordo. You two, search 'im, strip 'im and bring 'im/ was his response before walking away.

The behemoth dropped Uriah with a dissatisfied rumble of a sigh and lumbered after Slag. Uriah smiled at the two men advancing on him. He pressed a small button on the matchbox's side. The near-invisible flechette fired into the nearby wall, but neither man noticed. They searched him and removed his pouches while he raised his arms in mock surrender, bringing the matchbox and micro-line well above their heads. Slag, however, turned around long enough to notice Uriah's action.

'Search everywhere!' Slag said with a growl. 'Up his sleeves, too. He's tricky/

Uriah brought his arms back down, and in one quick flick of the wrist looped the wire around the first Orlock's neck. Before either ganger could react, Uriah punched the second ganger in the nose with the matchbox still in hand. That pulled the wire tight around the neck of the first ganger, cutting deep into his flesh. The filament sliced through both jugulars and the throat, enough to send arterial spray everywhere. The second man reeled back, momentarily blinded from the pain of his shattered nose.

It was enough for Uriah to drop the matchbox and run down the corridor. He turned the first corner before bolter-fire shredded the walls behind him. Uriah dodged and weaved around the corridors, trying to stay one step ahead of the Orlocks.

Voice!' Uriah said, trying to keep his fleeting breath.

'Here! What's the matter?'

'Trap/ Uriah said, dodging around another corner, 'for me. Pursued/

"What can I do?'

'Not sure!'

'I have an idea. Keep your head down/

Uriah kept his bearings despite twisting and turning through the corridors of the large building. Throughout his tour of this floor and the one above it, he'd found three rooms with unprotected windows. He navigated for the first room, but upon turning the corner, found himself face-to-face with two surprised Orlocks. Uriah reacted far more quickly than they did; he elbowed the first in the face and pushed him into the second man before running past them both.

More shots rang out, but Uriah remained one corner ahead of impending death. He relied on pure instinct to push himself forwards. Another corner turned at the intersection of two corridors and Uriah came up behind an Orlock search party. He turned to avoid them and headed for the nearby stairwell. Angry voices erupted behind him; Uriah darted up the stairs.

'Done/ Voice said.

'What?' Uriah asked, trying to keep his sentences short.

You'll see. Just get out/

The Orlocks had yet to spread upstairs, allowing Uriah to run straight for his next exit. Uriah's pursuers had dropped further behind, following several successful feints, and he reached what he hoped was the right door before they spotted him again. He shouldered his way through as a new volley of shots rang out and punched the wall around him.

Uriah slammed the door shut and heaved the metallic cabinet against it. Something in his back twinged at the heavy weight, but Uriah added it to the mental tally of the week's exhausting damage and pushed it out of his thoughts. He crawled out of the window and was on the ledge when the Orlocks lacerated the door with

shredding gunfire. It would only take them a moment to realise Uriah was no longer inside.

With a pained grunt, Uriah leapt to the support pylon girder, and from there, to another building ledge across the very narrow alley. He dived through the broken window. The building was derelict, save for the odd transient and addict. Uriah fled down the stairs, hoping he'd make it out the front door before the Orlocks could alert Slag that he'd escaped into an adjoining building.

Uriah neared the ground floor when shots rang out on the streets and the ramble of heavy engines shook the walls, dislodging trickles of dust. A quick glance through the window revealed Cybilline Sisterhood gangers on bikes, besieging Corval's building. The Orlocks were locked in a pitched battle with the Escher, and the fight had spilled out into the streets.

You called in your old House?' Uriah asked.

'Nothing like the murder of sisters to draw swift retribution. The first wave consists of those Escher already mobile or in the area. More will come. The Escher gangs are tightly knit against- outsiders.'

Thank you/ Uriah said. 'I don't know what that cost you/

'Not nearly as much as letting you die. I am charging you by the hour/

'Duly noted/ Uriah said with a grateful smile. 'And worth every Guilder credit I can scrape together/

'Did you find the implant?' Voice asked.

'No/ Uriah said. 'And I lost my new bolt pistol. I was rather fond of that piece/

What's your next step?'

'Not sure yet/ Uriah said. He was heading down the refuse-cluttered hallway to a side exit. 'Someone betrayed my position to Slag. The Orlocks were expecting me/

'Someone? From inside your House?'

Yes/ Uriah said. 'But the only person who knew my exact location was you/

'I didn't betray you/ Voice said.

'I know/ Uriah said, stepping into the alley through a door hanging off one hinge. 'It was one of my own, but I helped him, stupidly enough/

'I don't understand/

'Someone broke into my hab block and stole Cantrall's implant and the recordings/

You didn't mention that to me/ Voice said, sounding annoyed.

'I didn't want to worry you/ Uriah said. 'And it was embarrassing, frankly, that someone in my House, my gang, would do this to one of his own/

Til give the Escher this/ Voice responded. They are loyal to their sisters/

Then why did you walk away?' Uriah asked, trying to ignore the gunshots and screams echoing through the streets. He stuck to the back alleys and took the long way to the tram.

'A subject for another time. Cantrall had five patients, how did your betrayer know where you'd be?'

'I tell you what/ Uriah said, pausing. Til answer two of your questions if you answer one of mine/

'Jester...' Voice said, I'm trying to help you work this through. And you're not exactly safe yet/

'Actually, who betrayed me and how they did so is not vital to your work. You're curious, plain and simple. And besides, it'll help me keep my mind off the pain. Two questions - within limits - ask away/ Uriah said, grimacing against the slow creep of ache that permeated his body.

'Fine/ Voice said. 'But you get one question for my two, within limits/

'Agreed/

'All right, how did Slag know where to find you?'

'My stupid fault/ Uriah admitted. "When I was studying the pictures of the gangers, I identified two of them by name and placed question marks next to the other names. That list was taken.'

'Ah/ Voice said. And with news of the attack on Jaffa Hur spreading-'

That left Corval as my only remaining lead/

Uriah reached the edge of the street. Several blocks away, the Soulsplitters were trying to escape, but more Cybilline Sisterhood Escher were arriving. Uriah darted across the street to the next set of alleys.

'Your second question?' Uriah asked once he was safely inside the alleyway.

'Your question first/ Voice said. 'I'm still thinking/

'Very well. Why did you leave the Escher?'

There was a pause. Finally, Uriah stopped and rested his back against the alley wall.

Too painful?' Uriah asked.

'I helped a mavant escape slavery/ Voice said.

Ah, a secret lover?'

'Not so secret/ she said. 'They quartered him rather than kill one of their sisters. There was supposed to be a lesson in that, but I never saw it/

'I'm sorry/ Uriah said, embarrassed. That was insensitive of me/

'My question/ Voice said. 'Do you have a lover in your life?'

It was Uriah's turn to consider the question. He hesitated before finally continuing down the alley. The sounds of gunfire grew more distant. 'Yes/ he said. 'And I love her dearly/

That drew a pause from Voice.

'You best be on your way/ Voice said. 'Just remember, you owe me four more questions/

'What?' Uriah asked. 'How'd you figure that?'

You asked me two questions, not one. Don't think I didn't notice. You asked me why I left the Escher and you also asked me if I had a secret lover. Two questions hidden in one. You owe me four more questions, Jester/

'Damn/ Uriah said, laughing. 'I didn't think you'd noticed that/

'Go/ Voice said. 'Sounds like you could use the rest. We'll talk later/

Uriah paused long enough to catch his breath before continuing his escape. He desperately needed sleep, but the day was not yet won. Three implants were still up for grabs.

'Pull out!' Slag ordered, striding for his bike while his men provided cover fire. If Slag was worried, he showed no sign of it.

We lost Uriah!' one of his men shouted, ducking from the return fire.

'Noticed/ Slag said, unflinching. He swept one leg over the carriage of his bike. The leg?'

The implant? Right here!' another man said, holding a wrapped cloth with a blood stain at one end.

Slag paused and held out his hand. The Soulsplitter holding the stump stayed low to the ground. He passed the stump to Slag, who promptly fitted it under his own arm.

4Ve're leavin'/ Slag said, his demeanor calm.

'What about them?' another man shouted from behind the cover of his heavy bike, shooting at several Escher.

'Not them you gotta worry about/ Slag said, gunning the engine. Two shots ricocheted of the bike's chassis. Slag didn't blink. His men look confused.

Slag kicked his bike into a screeching fit, his rear wheel fishtailing, his heavy tires gouging the street. As the remaining Soulsplitters raced for their bikes, an

armoured truck swept around the corner; Slag, undeterred, released the brakes and hurtled straight for it.

'Enforcers!' a Soulsplitter yelled, referring to the local authorities.

The heavily-plated armoured car turned and spun into a bootlegger one hundred and eighty degrees, bringing the back end forward. It screeched to a halt on the street, bullets ricocheting off its skin. Before the rear doors swung open, Slag knew what was coming. He pulled away, off to the side and gave the rear door a wide berth as he was about to pass by.

Sure enough, the rear doors swung open, revealing a shielded turret bolter manned by someone in scuffed chain-armour. The Enforcer squeezed the trigger and unleashed a barrage of high-velocity rounds. In seconds the armoured car was pacifying the street, ripping walls to shreds, causing bikes to explode and killing Cybilline Sisterhood Escher and Soulsplitter Orlocks alike.

Slag flew by the armoured car and turned a street corner before the roof turret could lock on him. He headed for one of the shuttle elevators, the implant still under his arm, the sounds of gunfire fading in the background.



CHAPTER: EIGHT



War is the absence of reason. But then, life often demands unreasonable responses.

- Delaque Operational Commandments from the Book of Lies.



This had gone on long enough. Between the loss of the first implant to Kaden in Cantrall's building, the ransacking of his hab and the information leak that had allowed Slag to ambush him, Uriah was tired of being on the defensive.

It was time to act. This was something he should have dealt with at the outset.

The first step was acquiring new tools, since the Orlocks had stripped him of this old ones. What hurt him the most was the loss of his beloved bolt pistol; he was fond of that weapon and would be hard pressed to replace it with something of equal worth. He doubted Weapon's Master Coryin would offer him anomer chance on that front.

You lost the pistol?' Coryin asked, disbelief stretched high on his eyebrow. The bald man was unhappy, that much was obvious.

'I know,' Uriah said, trying to soothe Coryin's rising temper, but too tired to actually care. 'It was a fine weapon, but I had litde choice.'

'So you've said,' Coryin responded. He went back to work along the range, bucket in hand, collecting shell casings from the stands. The truth is that weapon was worth more than your hide.'

'Well of course you'd feel that way,' Uriah said, snapping 'Believe it or not, your precious weapons are here to serve us, not the other way around.'

Coryin spun around and stormed to within a nose hair of the smaller handler. 'Don't you speak down to me, boy, don't you ever! I didn't say my equipment was worth more than a Delaque's life. I said it was worth more than yours.'

The comment caught Uriah off guard. 'So that's the game. Where's this spite coming from, eh Coryin?'

The great Uriah Storm,' Coryin said. 'Always laughing in the face of danger/

That's what this is, jealousy?'

'No,' Coryin said. 'I'm tired of your cavalier attitude. I'm tired of you treating everything - everyone - around you as a joke. Like it's all beneath your notice. Worthy of nothing but your contempt. So typical of Percal's Handlers, but none more so than you.'

Uriah paused. 'All right/ he said. 'Maybe I am cavalier with those around me, but that's nothing to do with contempt/

You don't act like it/

Why this sudden rush of animosity? You've never been one to hold your tongue, before. So why am I hearing this now?'

'Like you don't know/ Coryin said, returning to his errands.

'Enlighten me/

You were protected, Uriah. Percal's shining protege. He said you were to want for nothing and though you were not of the Requisitioners we provided for you as per the terms of our alliance, even when it meant holding our tongues/

'But you're no longer holding your tongue. Why? You no longer scared of Percal? Or are you saying I no longer hold Percal's favour?'

'It doesn't appear so, no/

What have you heard?' Uriah asked.

Coryin sighed and stopped. He didn't turn around, but neither did he ignore Uriah.

'Please/ Uriah said. 'What have you heard?'

'Nothing specific/ Coryin said, putting down the bucket. 'But you know Percal. He never speaks in specifics. He leaves it to you to interpret his statements and art accordingly. So long as he doesn't dirty his hands/

Then the implication?'

The implication is no more special treatment. The implication is you are no longer the favoured son. It's as though you're not even a Handler any more. At least in his eyes/

Uriah listened, but his tired mind raced at the thoughts. He enjoyed Percal's support, but he never saw the reach of it. This was a new element in his life, one to which he was blind. Was he really that privileged that the other gangs in Shadowstrohm were forced to heed his concerns? If he was, everything made more sense. He had no true friends among the Delaque, but always seemed to find them outside the House, outside Percal's influence. Was this Percal's doing, to alienate him from his peers? Or was this inter-House jealousy for his position as Percal's protege.

Who is, then? Who is the new favoured son?' Uriah asked.

'I'm - I'm not sure/ Coryin admitted. 'I don't think there is one/

What of Kaden?' Uriah asked. 'Could it be him?'

Coryin laughed. That fool? As much as Kaden would like to believe he's Percal's favourite, he isn't. Or at least,

Percal hasn't offered him the same preferential treatment that he gave you and the others/ 'Others?' Uriah said.

Coryin studied him, searching his face hard with a mixture of surprise and pity, Uriah realised.

'He's really kept you on a tight leash, hasn't he/ Coryin said. 'What others?' Uriah asked.

Coryin looked around, as though sharing in some great mystery. 'Before you, Percal had other proteges. Very few lasted long - a few months here, a year there. Killed in duty, you know. A couple, though, a couple possessed your skill/ 'What happened to them?'

'One retired and vanished. Talented lass, she was, and popular. Percal didn't like that, so he pushed her harder than most. Finally got to her. At first, we thought Percal had a thing for her and was jealous that he had to share her. But it was his way of keeping his Handlers from getting too close to anyone else. His way of controlling them/ 
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