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

NobilitePaxImperator- the Triumph

of Aristocracy over Democracy.




  
PROLOGUE: SOMETHING WICKED

Arin Bester slipped out the door of Hagen's Hole and leaned against the wall outside. His once-green body armour, faded and stained from years of use, disappeared into the shadows of the Glory Hole twilight. The light coming from the barred windows and narrow doorway behind him provided the only illumination for blocks around. The Underhive settlement had barely enough power to heat and light central dwellings during the hours of 'day', let alone outlying streets and alleys at night.

The old bounty hunter took one last long draught of his purloined Wildsnake before tossing the empty bottle into the alley. The dark liquid burned his throat, and he could feel the dead snake from the bottom of the bottle slide past his tonsils. 1 must be drunk, he thought, that last swig tasted good. As he scratched at the coarse, black hair on his neck, Bester absentmindedly checked his weapons - chainsword on hip, shotgun tied to his back. The rest he could check later.

He closed his eyes to concentrate on standing. The dull-grey wall behind him once hummed with power, but that was in a time before remembering, back when Hive Primus wasn't even a mile high. The dome that was now home to Hagen's and the surrounding Glory

Hole settlement had been a crown jewel of the young Hive, its inhabitants slaving away at their machines to make the nobles rich. But time and the pressing weight of the ten-mile-tall Hive had pushed this once glorious dome, cracked and crumbling, into the depths of the Underhive.

Few amongst the Hive City Houses deigned to enter Glory Hole these days, let alone those prissy nobles high up in the Spire. Not, that is, unless they had fallen from grace or had been forced to flee their enemies, or their family, often one and the same. That was, in a round-about way, how Bester had come to the Hole. He'd been a little too boisterous for the serious leaders of House Van Saar, and after one long and costly drinking binge, his loving family had finally cut him loose.

He'd clawed his way out of the gutter the only way he could - by beating all comers in the pit fights. His fame spread through the Underhive after that, and eventually he made his way to Hagen's. As far as Bester knew, the joint had always been called Hagen's Hole, even though the original Hagen had been dead for centuries. Each new owner tried to make a name for themselves, but the patrons - mercenaries all - insisted on calling every bar-keep Hagen, and so the name persisted.

The Hole had been a mere bar almost as long as it had been named Hagen's. That was probably the reason the rundown place had lasted so long. It wasn't much to look at. In fact, it was nothing more than an abandoned power substation on the outskirts of the dome. Blown-out conduits and cracked pipes ran across the ceiling and down the walls inside, making the small rooms feel even more cramped. Iron gratings covered a maze of rusted pipes underfoot, while hundreds of years of debris, congealed into a brown sludge by spilled drinks and spilled blood, filled the voids between the pipes.

Hagen - the latest Hagen, if Hagen was his name at all - didn't so much sweep the floor at night as scrape the ooze through the grating.

For all its decay, the presence of mercenaries brought a constant stream of gangers downhive into the settlement and into the bar and business at Hagen's remained steady. They came seeking extra muscle for upcoming battles or guides for treasure-seeking trips beyond the White Wastes. Sometimes they came to town to make a name for themselves by taking down a famous mere. More often than not, the only name they made was chiselled into a headstone.

Merc bars were sacred spaces to those who didn't give a ratskin's snout for the affairs of house or gang, unless they were being paid of course. To the meres, Hagen's Hole was a place of business and a source of drink and other bodily pleasures. The Hole was where you sold your services and where you spent, or lost, the rewards. It was a home away from home. No ganger or gang had ever won a battle inside Hagen's Hole. No ganger had ever survived a battle fought inside the Hole. The meres protected their own. They took care of Hagen and his Hole.

Bester reached into a pocket in his skin-tight battle-suit and pulled out a crumpled pack of tox-sticks. Only one left. Damn. He flipped the stick up into his mouth and tossed the crumpled pack toward the discarded bottle. As he lit the stick hanging from his lips, Bester thought he saw movement in the buildings across the street. He switched his augmetic eye to nightvision and scanned the area.

The ruins of an ancient machine shop stood across from the Hole. A huge gash had been blasted in the front wall long ago by archeotech scavengers, and the shop had been picked clean well before Bester's time.

It made for a good flop house now when he'd had one too many Wildsnakes. Another flicker of movement drew his attention to the hole in the wall. He adjusted the brightness on his eye and peered into the shop, but saw nothing. He checked the roof. Again nothing. Just a few rats scampering across the conduits that ran from Hagen's Hole to all the other buildings in the area.

The mere knew from personal experience that these pipes no longer carried power. He'd crawled through them often enough to escape the attention of the Watch or to bypass the Glory Hole gates through a hidden escape tunnel beneath Hagen's. All the wiring in these pipes had also been scavenged long ago. Along with machinery parts and abandoned weapons, copper wiring was just about the most valuable archeotech a hiver could find in a sunken dome.

The stink of sweat, sludge and Wildsnake wafted from the doorway into the slightly less toxic night air of Glory Hole, snapping Bester from his reverie. The stench nearly made him puke, and he forgot about the suspicious movement in his flop house as he swallowed the bile. The Hole smelled like a mixture of salty vinegar, fuel vapour, and mouldy hivewasp honey. The odour stuck to your nose hairs and stayed with you long after you left the bar.

Leaving the stench behind, Bester ambled across the street toward the abandoned shop to check on the unwanted guest. It was time to make himself scarce anyway, lest his card-playing buddies come looking for their money. He'd told his companions that he needed to step outside to get a breath of 'fresh' air. But, in reality, he was up three hundred credits and knew that Skreed, Beddy and Dungo wouldn't let him out of the game until they'd won their money back, but he needed these credits to pay off Jerico. Bester had no intention of heading back into the Hole tonight.

No, it was time to sleep it off, and now it appeared he would have to kick out a squatter before he could bed down. He sidled up to the hole in the wall and peered inside. The bare workshop shone in shades of green to his augmetic eye while shadows loomed and danced in the periphery of his normal eye, giving the room an eerie, otherworldly appearance, but Bester was used to the odd duality and found that the shadows often gave up more information than the stark, black-and-green world of his nightvision eye.

As he scanned the room, the shadows transformed from amorphous blobs into a series of sharply focused images. Twisted scraps of metal that once held machinery in place dotted the shop floor. The far wall was scorched by fire and laser blasts. A crack ran diagonally from corner to corner. To the side, a crumbling stone stairway led upstairs.

A shadow on the stairs moved abruptly as Bester glanced toward it. He twisted his head to catch the intruder in his nightvision eye, but once again he saw nothing.

'Damn fast/ muttered the bounty hunter. Bester reached over his shoulder and grabbed his shotgun before creeping into the room. He pumped a shell into the chamber and called out. 'I ain't got nothing against you, but this is my place. Get out now and I won't have to shoot you.'

He listened intently, but heard only echoes. Whatever was upstairs moved fast and silent, and seemed to like to keep to the shadows. Maybe it was just a rat. A big rat. Ratskins were known to come into town. Bester had even met a couple of Ratskin meres acting as guides to the Underhive. They seemed alright to him, but this was his place.

He snuck to the base of the stairs and peered into the darkness above. A man-sized shape flew past the opening, leaving just a streak of black across the green nightvision field. Bester fired. The blast turned the green world blinding white for a moment. From his normal eye, he thought he saw a billowing black shape like wings or a cape.

Bester pumped the shotgun again and moved up the stairs. He blinked away the afterimage of the shotgun blast and then, switching back to normal vision, flicked on the torch attached to the barrel of his weapon.

'Let's see how you like the light, Mr Shadow!' he yelled. As Bester neared the top of the stairs, he unloaded two more cartridges into the room before running in after the shots. He did a quick pirouette, shining the torch around the room. Again, there was no trace of anyone in the place. Not even movement in the shadows.

He raised the shotgun to pump another cartridge into the chamber, and then he saw it. A black shape loomed above him. It grabbed the barrel of the gun and pulled Bester from his feet, up into the air. He pulled the trigger, but there was no cartridge in the chamber.

The creature slammed Bester into the ceiling. He let go of his weapon and dropped to the floor. Rolling to the side to escape an immediate assault, he heard a clatter behind him and the lights went out. The bounty hunter scrambled to his feet, switched back to nightvision, and unsheathed his chainsword. With a flick of his wrist, the chain began screaming along the length of the blade.

His shotgun lay in the middle of the room. The barrel had been crimped and bent in half. The attached torch lay shattered nearby. He searched the room, but saw nothing but a ragged hole in the ceiling that led to the roof.

Bester looked again at the crumpled shotgun and then at the hole he'd have to crawl through to follow the beast he'd seen. The next decision came easy to the battle-hardened mercenary. 'Okay!' he called out. 'You keep the place. I can sleep mine off somewhere else/

Chainsword still screaming in his hand, Bester walked over to pick up his ruined shotgun, muttering, 'Whatever you're on will take more than a night's sleep to clear up/ As he bent over to get his gun, the bounty hunter felt a shift in the shadows. He raised his chainsword toward the hole, but it was too late.

The figure swooped through the hole in the ceiling, grabbed Bester by the neck and sword arm, and vaulted back through the hole. Bester finally looked into the face of his assailant just before the hand holding him under the chin twisted, snapping his neck with a loud crack. The chainsword, still screaming, slipped from the dead mere's grasp and fell through me hole, landing next to the shotgun in the room below.



1: FAMILY BUSINESS



Sun streamed past thick, velour drapes - a luxury not known nor needed in the sunless depths of Hive City -and glinted off gold-flecked cords hanging in loops across the bank of windows. The glittering light fell on the back of Gerontius Helmawr, Lord of Hive Primus, and thus ruler of all Necromunda. Helmawr, who normally towered over every room, his political and economic power giving him the stature of a demigod, now sat head in hands and nearly curled into a ball on one of the soft, leather couches arrayed beneath the windows.

From his vantage point atop the spire, the Lord of Hive Primus was used to the sun beating on his back and the rich appointments of the Imperial quarters. In fact, they were a birthright. House Helmawr had ruled Necromunda in the Emperor's name since time immemorial. Helmawr himself had ruled for hundreds of years, longevity was just another commodity his immense wealth and power easily afforded him.

But as brightly as the sun shone on this glorious day, it was a dark mood Lord Helmawr found himself sinking into as he looked at the macabre scene before him. It was hard enough to hold onto his sanity at the best of times, but the stress of today threatened to tip him over the edge. Helmawr was not used to the sight of blood and dead bodies - at least not in his home. Assassination was one thing, many a noble had succumbed to the assassin's blade or a vial of poison emptied into a bowl of soup, but those deaths were clean, artful even, and were accepted practice within the Noble Houses of the Spire. Brutal murder, though, that belonged in the world beyond the Spiral Gates. Violence was a fact of life in Hive City and a way of life in the Underhive. Violence of this nature did not belong in the Imperial palace.

And yet, here it was again.

Helmawr heard himself giggle at the absurdity of the scene before him, and then tried to get a hold of himself. Murder was no cause for laughter.

A palace guard lay dead on the velvet rug at Hel-mawr's feet. The pool of blood surrounding the body blotted out most of the house crest woven into the fabric. 'That will have to be replaced,' said the lord, pointing at the rug. Four attendants, who always hovered around him like moths fluttering around a flame, jotted down the order on four separate notepads. 'And I suppose we'll need to order some more guards.' Another small giggle escaped his lips.

The body of a second guard lay half on and half off the mahogany four-poster bed that lay opposite him, across the chamber. He'd been cut in half, perhaps while rushing toward his attacker. Blood still dripped off the edge of the silk sheets onto the floor where the rest of the guard's torso and legs had fallen. The blood had probably soaked through the silk sheets all the way to the down mattress, Helmawr realized. The entire bed would have to be destroyed. 'What a waste,' he muttered.

Details. That's what the doctors told him. Concentrate on the little details. He must re-train his mind to

be able to maintain focus. 'Have that bed destroyed,' he said to the attendants. 'Or better yet, clean it up and send it to Lord "C
as a birthday present.' The attendants scribbled furiously. It didn't matter whether it was Ty's birthday or not. None of Helmawr's attendants would ever contradict him.

Helmawr was getting bored with this gruesome detail. He felt that there must be some important meeting or another he should be attending. That fact was that he rarely remembered where he should be at any point during the day or, for that matter, what had happened at the last meeting. The attendants kept him apprised of the details he often forgot, but it fell to the royal chamberlain to keep track of his daily itinerary and ensure that Helmawr didn't miss any important meetings.

But that was not possible this day, which made this affair all the more intolerable. The third and final body in the room had belonged to Stiv Harper, Gerontius Helmawr's royal chamberlain and most loyal servant. The battle for the chamberlain's life must have been gruesome. He had been literally hacked to death. The man's severed arms and legs lay at odd angles to his body, forming a crude *W on the floor. Helmawr didn't know if it meant anything, but had the attendants make a note of it anyway.

It was the chamberlain's head that most upset Helmawr, though. The top had been sawed off and most of the contents spilled across the polished hardwood. Unlike the two guards, though, there was very little blood around the dismembered chamberlain. Of course, the man had been more machine than flesh. Stiv had been with Helmawr since the beginning, and no expense was spared to keep such a trusted advisor alive. But this time, there would be no saving Stiv. His wayward son had seen to that. The damage was too severe for even Lord Helmawr's physicians and augmetists to fix.

As Helmawr broke from his pondering, he noticed that the guards who had been searching the room had finished their investigation. They stepped hesitantly up to their lord and awaited further orders.

What?' Helmawr asked, looking up from the couch.

The guards glanced at each other and hesitated. Finally the sergeant spoke up. 'We didn't find it, my lord/ he said.

'Find whatV asked Helmawr.

The sergeant looked confused and pointed at the chamberlain. The royal chamberlain's... um... his... er...'

'Oh yes, that!' said Helmawr, as one of the attendant's leaned down and whispered into his ear. 'No I didn't expect you would find it. Details, though. Mustn't lose sight of the details. I'm sure the little bastard took it with him.'

He rose and strode across his son's former quarters, kicking Stiv's legs out of the way as he came to the door. 'Clean up this mess!' he called back. 'I'm sure I have important matters to attend to.'

Yes, brutal death had once again come to Lord Helmawr's palace. And once again, it seemed that his homicidal son, Armand, had fled, leaving a tangle of bodies in his wake. But this time the troublesome boy had really gone too far. His son had stolen from his father, and that Helmawr could not forgive. He strode down the hall. The attendants ran to keep pace, feverishly writing down names of advisors, who were to be brought before his lordship immediately.

'Kal! Don't shoot him!' yelled Scabbs.

Jerico glanced over the edge of the catwalk to see his buddy scrambling up the service ladder. The numerous

scabs on the little half-breed's face cast odd shadows that made it look like he was wearing war paint. "Why not?' he called back. 'Look what he did to my shirt!' Kal grabbed his sleeve to show Scabbs the rip, tearing the fabric even further in the process. He never should have taken his leather coat off, but it was getting in the way when he climbed the ladder.

That was my best shirt,' Jerico sneered. The thin, balding man pinned beneath his knee squirmed and tried to speak, perhaps trying to apologize, but all he could do was squeak. 'Hell. It's my only shirt!' added the bounty hunter. He shifted his weight to bear down on the captive's chest.

'So now I think I'll just put a hole in your only head.' Jerico flipped his two blond braids up out of his eyes and pressed the barrel of his lasgun against the forehead of the mousy little man. He released the safety catch and started to put pressure on the trigger.

Scabbs barrelled into Jerico and the laspistol fired, searing a hole through the metallic ledge and taking a piece of the captive's ear with it. Scabbs and Jerico tumbled toward the edge of the catwalk, both screaming and clawing at the other.

'Don't shoot!'

'What the hell are you doing?'

'We need him!'

'Get off me!'

Jerico felt the edge of the catwalk bite into the small of his back and knew he couldn't stop in time. 'Crap!' he yelled as they tumbled over the ledge. He dropped his weapon and grasped at the ledge with his free hand. 'Hold on!'

Kal's fingers scrambled for purchase as the two men fell in tandem. His hand slapped against a pipe beneath the catwalk and he closed his palm around it as the las-

gun clattered and clanged through pipes and cables down to the dome floor twenty metres below.

Jerico's shoulder popped as his torso whipped around beneath the catwalk. Scabbs, arms clenched tightly around Jerico's chest, slipped down to his waist, leaving several streaks of dead skin, as the duo came to a sudden stop. He hooked his fingers into Kal's belt. Above them, Kal could hear his former captive scrambling down the ladder.

You let him get away!' yelled Kal. He tried desperately to get his free hand onto the pipe.

'I let him get away?' asked Scabbs. You were going to shoot him.'

'I was just trying to scare him.' Kal swung back and forth and grasped at the pipe.

'You fired your gun.'

'Only because you tackled me.' Jerico's trousers slipped past his waist and Scabbs began to claw at his partner for purchase. Watch it!' yelled Kal. He grabbed Scabbs around the wrist just as his trousers fell to his knees.

'Perhaps you two would like to finish your argument up here?' asked a familiar female voice from the catwalk. 'Perhaps with your clothes on?'

Jerico looked up into Yolanda's brown eyes, which were framed by the Wildcat gang tattoos that ran across her forehead and down both cheeks. This is his fault/ he muttered. A moment later, Scabbs was pulling himself up a rope, using Kal's body to push his feet against as he climbed. Jerico followed shortly after. He rolled onto the catwalk and pulled his wayward trousers up as he spun.

When he got to his feet, he saw the squirrelly captive trussed up and lying on the grating. Blood oozed from the man's shredded ear. A nasty bruise blossoming at

his temple was just barely covered by thin wisps of hair. Jerico smiled at Yolanda. 'Good work.'

'Next time you might want to tie up your informant before you two decide to discuss interrogation tactics,' said Yolanda.

Jerico's smile faded. Before Yolanda could react, Kal snatched the laspistol from her holster, and then smiled again. 'Mind if I borrow this?' he asked. He knelt down next to the captive and flicked the safety off. 'Now, you may have heard me say that I wasn't going to kill you/ said Kal. He waved the gun in the face of the quivering informant. 'But that doesn't mean 1 won't shoot you.'

Jerico grabbed the bound man by the wrists and pointed the pistol at his fingers. You might want to unclench your fists and spread your fingers... unless you want me to shoot all of them at once.'

'Give my troops a day, sir, and we'll have that murderous son of a bitch standing before you locked in irons,' said Captain Katerin. His round, red face flushed as he spoke. The sweat that had been beading on his bald head dripped into bushy, black eyebrows.

'And would I be the bitch in this scenario, captain?' asked Gerontius Helmawr. The Lord of the Spire lounged in a high-backed leather chair behind an enormous oak desk. There were no windows in this room, and the only light came from an array of lamps on Hel-mawr's desk, arranged to keep him in shadow while shining brightly on his staff. The private office was tucked away in the centre of the royal palace, completely shielded on all sides from eavesdropping devices. Long forgotten sound dampening technology made it impossible to hear what was said unless you stood within ten feet of the speaker.

An emergency meeting of Helmawr's top advisors had been called to deal with the Armand situation. Six men stood in a semi-circle facing Helmawr in his private office: Katerin, the captain of the royal guard; Vin Colouri, the guardian of the coffers; Morten Croag, Helmawr's top aide in matters of law; Malchi Prong, the chancellor of the Spire; Hermod Kauderer, master of security and intrigue; and the ranking political officer, a somewhat junior official named Obidiah Clein.

The meeting had not been going well. Helmawr's attendants, who stood behind him taking notes, constantly had to remind the lord who the advisors were and why they were meeting. The royal chamberlain would normally run these meetings, but he was no longer able to perform those duties. The resulting chaos had obviously left Helmawr even more confused than normal.

'We're talking about my son... what did you say your name was?'

The military man glanced at the other advisors before answering. 'Katerin, my lord, Captain Katerin/

'Armand is still my son, Katerin/ said Helmawr. 'He may be a little rambunctious at times, but you would do well to regard him with some degree of civility/

'Sorry, my lord/ Katerin said, bowing slightly. 'My enthusiasm gets the better of me/ The captain of the royal guard dabbed at his forehead with the handkerchief he kept constantly at hand for this very purpose. The sweat began to flow a bit more freely under Helmawr's stare and even the tangle of beard covering Katerin's face glistened with perspiration. He straightened his uniform before continuing. 'AH I meant to say, sir, was that my men are ready to tear apart the Lower Hive searching for your... wayward son/

'I think, perhaps, a more subtle approach would be in order,' stated Hermod Kauderer. 'Kauderer, my lord. Your master of intrigue,' he added. Kauderer was easily a head taller than everyone in the room and towered over the other advisors, but it wasn't his abnormal height that put people off. His narrow face, piercing eyes and sharp features gave one the impression of staring into the face of a hawk who was about to swoop down and rip out your eyes. 'I have agents in place throughout Hive City and enquiries are well underway. I'm sure we can bring this matter to a quick and quiet conclusion, within the hour.'

'Hah!' scoffed Katerin. Your agents could never handle that pit b- Um, powerful son of our lord. They wouldn't last a minute against him in battle.'

'You assume he would still be standing when my agents got to him,' said Kauderer. He tilted his head slightly and arched his eyebrows as he stared at Katerin. 'If your men storm through the Hive, it will result in a blood bath that will make Armand's indiscretions look like afternoon tea. Discretion is the wise move here/

'Those were my men he killed up there, Kauderer!' stormed the captain. 'I owe it to them to find their murderer and bring him to justice.' He turned to Lord Helmawr, and continued. 'I could lead a small number of men into the Underhive, sire. A simple search and retrieve mission. Very little collateral damage'

'I can guarantee no collateral damage/ stated Kauderer. And no witnesses/ His lips tightened into a thin smile, or perhaps more of a sneer. Kauderer always looked like he was sneering.

The other advisors smiled as well. Colouri even nodded his head at the last statement. Captain Katerin felt his influence in the matter waning. He looked around for allies. Colouri, Croag, and Prong all dropped their

eyes to the floor to check on some speck of dust on their shoes. They rarely took sides openly in battles between Katerin and Kauderer. Both men had considerable power and influence throughout the Spire, and that influence grew stronger as Helmawr's faculties waned, as they most certainly did now, with his mind scattered by recent events and his most trusted advisor cut into pieces. The captain's gaze fell upon Obidiah Clein, the junior political officer. You agree with me, don't you, Clein?'

Clein was only present in the meeting because his superior was the recently dismembered Stiv Harper. He was a small, unassuming man with short-cropped hair and a soft, doughy face topped by wire-rimmed glasses. He was about half the girth of Katerin and half the height of Kauderer. This was Clein's first time in the spotlight of the big office, but if Katerin thought the little man would be easily cowed without the chamberlain around to back him up, he had obviously misjudged Obidiah Clein.

'From a strictly political standpoint/ said Clein, pushing the glasses up his nose and looking back and forth at Katerin and Kauderer, 'I believe both plans are deficient in one important regard. The other Houses... '

The two strong-willed advisors interrupted and tore into the newcomer before turning on each other again.

*We must show strength in this matter!'

'My agents will never be seen/

The other Houses must see our resolve/

Agents of the other Houses can be dealt with/

"Your agents will never get close to him/

Your men let him escape in the first place/

Your agents couldn't find their rears with a stick and a mirror/

'What will your men do, bleed on him?'

A sudden crash from the desk ended the argument. The advisors all turned toward their lord. The shattered remains of a crystal decanter lay scattered amidst a puddle of liquid on the desk. Helmawr stood, his face impassive, yet with an almost comical smirk spreading across his lips. He still clutched the broken glass handle in his hand. Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. After a moment, Helmawr dropped the handle onto the desk and sat down in his chair. 'Gendemen/ he said. 'I believe - that man there - had a point to make, and I would like to hear it.'

All eyes turned toward Obidiah Clein, who took a moment to clean his glasses before proceeding. 'Obidiah Clein, my lord,' he began. 'I am the ranking political officer after the untimely... accidental death of the royal chamberlain.'

'What did you want to say, Mr Clein?'

'The real problem is not apprehending your wayward son/ replied Clein. 'It is more important to retrieve the item he - um - liberated from my predecessor. We need to get the item your son stole, wouldn't you agree, sir?'

Clein looked at Helmawr expectantly almost demanding an answer before continuing. Katerin found the tactic brilliant and wished he had thought of it. The addle-brained Helmawr was easily led, if you knew how to guide him.

Helmawr's response was immediate. 'Yes. We must recover what my son stole from me, no matter the cost,' he said. 'Take care of it, will you, Clein? I feel I must take a nap now.' With that, Helmawr leaned back in his leather chair and closed his eyes. A moment later, his soft snoring could be heard wafting across the desk.

Katerin dabbed at his forehead as he looked back and forth at Clein and Kauderer. You heard our lord, he said. 'We must retrieve the item, whatever the cost may be.'

Clein strode over to the captain and stood directly in front of him. The problem with a frontal assault is not the casualties you will inflict on the hivers/ he said, 'although I'm sure Mr Colouri would not enjoy paying for your little escapades downhive. The problem is that as soon as you pass through the Spiral Gates, every other Noble House will track your every move. It's too visible, and this matter must be handled delicately'

'Exactly/ said Kauderer. 'My agents are the epitome of tact. No one will even know they were there/

Clein turned and sauntered over to the intrigue master. Kauderer glared at the top of the little man's head. Clein hopped up onto Helmawr's desk to look at Her-mod eye to eye. Katerin was starting to realise that the diminutive man before him was much more than a novice bureaucrat, and that might be dangerous.

Clein glared back at Kauderer. As soon as one of your agents ask a single question about Armand/ he said, 'spies from every other Noble House will report back to their superiors and the race will be on to see who can reach him first. Are you willing to bet your life on your spies against the rest of them down there?'

Kauderer was silent.

'I thought not/ said Clein. He jumped off the desk before straightening his glasses which almost fell off his face as he descended. That is what we are fighting for here, gentlemen. The information Helmawr's son has access to could ruin this House - that is, it could ruin us all/

Katerin knew that he had lost this battle. It was time for a united front. 'If we can't send my guards or Kaud-erer's agents, then what do you suggest?' he asked.

A third party/ said Clein. 'Someone not officially tied to House Helmawr, who won't raise suspicions amongst the other Houses/ He adjusted his glasses

again and smiled. 'We're looking for a criminal hiding out in the lowest reaches of the Hive. I suggest we employ an expert for the task. I suggest we hire a bounty hunter.'

'Ridiculous/ said Kauderer, obviously unable to side with Katerin on anything, no matter how sensible it might seem. 'You can't trust scum like that. They're little better than gangers or muties. They'll turn tail and run at the first hint of trouble, or worse, take our money and then sell us out to the other Houses anyway. We'll be no better off at all - worse, in fact. My agents will be a step behind whichever House buys the information/

Clein just grinned. He had long been ready with the answer to such concerns and, like a true politician, had simply led his counterparts into debating the matter for no reason other than to make himself appear all the more impressive when the time came to impart his own wisdom. You see/ he began, 'if my information is correct, I think there is a bounty hunter we can trust/ He was smiling the wide smile of a child who holds the answer to a question that all of the adults have been asking. This bounty hunter and Lord Helmawr have a somewhat special relationship/ Clein concluded with a grin.

'Now, isn't this more comfortable than climbing around in the ductwork?' asked Kal.

Jerico, Scabbs, Yolanda and Derindi, the wretched little informant who had nearly cost Kal his trousers, were all sitting at a large, round table in the middle of the Sump Hole, Kal's favourite Underhive dive. It had all the charm of a rat-infested slave pit decorated with trash, only the rats were much larger and carried weapons.

The ropes around Derindi's hands and feet had been removed and the bounty hunters were all smiles. To

prying eyes, the scene appeared to be nothing more than a group of friends enjoying a drink.

'I'm a dead man/ moaned Derindi. He stared at the bottle of Wildsnake - a foul, brown liquid in a dirty, brown bottle. Still, it was more expensive than Second Best, so things could be worse. No. They probably couldn't. Even the snake in the bottom of the bottle was staring at him. Perspiration matted what little hair Derindi had left above his ears and his palms were so slick that, when he finally picked up the bottle, it nearly slipped from his grasp.

'Don't be like that/ said Yolanda. She giggled and tossed back the blonde locks of hair that had fallen over her cheeks. But Derindi could tell it was all for show; Yolanda didn't giggle. Not unless she wanted something from you.

The show was for the audience that had been forming at the bar and nearby tables. He noticed the icy edge to her words. 'I stopped Kal from shooting your fingers off, didn't I? We're all friends here/ Yolanda's voice grew suddenly loud on the last line, obviously for the benefit of the surrounding gangers and mercenaries.

'You should have let him kill me/ grumbled Derindi. He dried his hands on the rough cloth of his clothes before trying to pick up the bottle again. Perhaps the foul liquid would kill him. 'Bleeding to death through a bloody stump would be like dying in bed compared to what'll happen to me if I talk/

Derindi thought about running. He looked at the door some metres past the bar and wondered about bolting for it, heading further downhive where neither Jerico nor Svend and his gangers could find him. Jerico wouldn't dare shoot him in the back if he ran, would he? They needed him, and even in the Underhive murder is - well it's at least frowned upon, especially in

front of this many witnesses. Derindi looked at the bounty hunter, his teeth clenched into a tight-lipped smile as he picked at the hole in his shirt. Jerico was obviously still pissed off about the rip. And then there was the matter of the trousers. Kal was clearly a man fond of his clothing, and Derindi had thus far made an impressive fist of ruining damn near all of it. Derindi decided not to chance running.

'Oh, it won't matter whether you talk or not/ said Jerico with another forced smile. 'Everyone will think you squealed either way' He reached into his pocket and Derindi flinched, spraying sweat from his chin onto his shoulder. But when Jerico's hand came back out, it was full of tokens and bonds. He picked one bond from his palm and held it up to look at it.

Derindi saw the gangers at the bar ogle at the ceramite piece as Jerico pretended to check its authenticity. Then, with a flourish, the bounty hunter slapped the bond onto the table and spoke in an overly loud voice. 'That's just the down payment, Derindi. You'll get the rest when we get our bounty for Svend. Thanks!'

Kal flicked the ceramite bond across the table at Derindi, who caught it out of reflex before it slammed into his stomach. Scabbs reached out and shook Derindi's hands, his wide smile causing a cascade of loose skin to fall from his cheeks. 'Yeah, thanks, Derindi. You did the smart thing here,' he said out loud. Far louder than was necessary, in fact.

Then, in a softer voice, Scabbs added, 'You're right, Derindi. Don't tell us anything. Besides, all we need to do now is sit back and wait for Svend to kill you, and then capture him while he's digging that bond out of your pocket.' Derindi pulled away from the scabby bounty hunter,   and  immediately noticed  that the

ceramite piece was no longer in his hand. Scabbs's smile looked more sincere now.

Yolanda leaned in toward Derindi. 'Or you can tell us where to find Svend right now, and maybe we'll get to him before he gets to you.'

'Maybe,' said Jerico. He picked at the hole in his shirt again. 'Maybe.'

Captain Katerin took a break from the mound of paperwork on his desk and rubbed two podgy digits into his tired eyes. He hated this part of the job. Weapon requisition forms, guard rotation schedules, disciplinary reports, promotion applications, leave requests - it all came across his desk. Most of it simply needed a signature, but he had to read every piece of paper to make sure his subordinates were doing their jobs correctly and, more importantly, that they weren't trying to deceive him in some way. The last three Captains of the Royal Guard had lost their positions due to 'gross incompetence', which was just a fancy way of saying their subordinates had screwed up. That was not going to happen to Almar Katerin.

The blurry office came back into focus after he pulled the fingers from his eyes, and Katerin practically fell off his chair. 'How the hell did you get in here?' he roared, staring up into the hawkish features of Hermod Kaud-erer. He jumped to his feet, snatched a laspistol from his hip, and pointed it at the head spy. 'Explain yourself, Kauderer. How did you sneak into my private office?'

Kauderer remained calm in the face of the captain's rage. He flicked at some invisible piece of fluff on his black robes and raised an eyebrow. 'Your door was not locked, Captain/ he said. 'And I never sneak. I do not, however, make any sound when I walk, unlike you

soldiers, who announce their presence from down the block.'

Katerin decided not to rise to the bait. Instead, he dropped the laspistol on top of the pile of requisition forms and slumped back into his chair. "What do you want, Kauderer?' he asked. 'I have a great deal of work to do, so let's just skip the normal banter portion of our conversation/

'Gladly/ said Kauderer. There were chairs facing Katerin's desk, but the master of intrigue did not sit in the presence of others. He enjoyed looking down at people and never gave up the high ground, literally or figuratively. Before continuing, however, he pulled a small device from the pocket of his tunic, flipped a switch, and set the item on Katerin's desk. 'To protect us from prying ears/ he said. 'Now, down to business as you requested. Armand Helmawr must die, and I don't think either of us believes that bastard bounty hunter is the man for the job/

Katerin pushed the pile of papers aside and leaned forward, suddenly interested in what his rival was saying. 'What do you propose?' he asked. That weasel Clein was probably right about using house resources. Our men will attract too much attention/

'That doesn't mean we can't direct others to do the job that you and I both know must be done/

'And done right this time/ added Katerin. He spun the laspistol on his desk as he imagined Armand meeting with various, gruesome deaths. 'Done completely and finally/

'You know what I'm talking about, don't you?' asked the Kauderer.

Katerin nodded, a smirk growing on his face. 'Spyrers/

'For a start, yes/

* * *

Dungo Bain strode into Hagen's Hole, his metal-tipped boots clanging against the mesh floor, and slapped a token onto the bar. 'Hagen!' he called. 'Snake me/

The current Hagen, a round man with a long beard and longer, stringy hair, sidled over to the end of the bar. After wiping his podgy hands on a brownish apron that might once have been white, he grabbed a bottle of Wildsnake from the shelf behind the bar and opened it with his last remaining teeth. He slammed the bottle down in front of the bounty hunter, making the credit token jump and sending a plume of the bitter drink sloshing onto the bar.

Hagen wore no shirt beneath the apron, and his flabby chest and protruding gut peaked out around the edges whenever he moved. The patrons never asked nor checked to see if he wore pants. Hagen leaned over the bar to collect the token, dragging his hair and beard through the puddle in the process.

Dungo pulled the helmet off his head and ran a hand through his thick hair as he checked himself in the mirror behind the bar. He still had helmet head, and the scar that ran from ear to ear across his chin seemed redder than usual. He scratched at the stubble around the scar as he gulped the foul liquid in the bottle, and then looked around the bar. A game was already under way in the back room, but there were few other patrons in the Hole at this time of morning. 'Seen Bester?' he asked.

'Not since last night/ said Hagen. 'I thought he left with you/

'Nah, he stiffed us/ Dungo replied. 'Ran out for a smoke with three hundred credits in his pocket and never returned/ He drained the bottle and spat the snake onto the floor. It flopped onto the grate, but

didn't quite make it through to the pipes. Hagen had another open bottle in front of the bounty hunter before his token even hit the bar.

That's right/ said Hagen. He owes me for a Snake, too.' Hagen flipped his hair back over his shoulder, and it hit the mirror with a wet slap. 'When I see that rat... '

He never got to finish the statement, for at that moment Jak Skreed entered Hagen's Hole carrying a body over his shoulder. Jak was a bull of a man, easily topping two metres tall and nearly twice as wide at the shoulders as he was at the waist. Sweat seemed to constantly glisten on his bulging, black biceps. 'We have a problem,' said Skreed.

'Ya sure do, Jak/ said Hagen. Ya know better than to bring your bounties in here. It's not sanitary.'

'Not my bounty/ said Jak as dropped the dead body on the floor. The corpse made an odd sound as it hit the metal grate, like a burlap sack full of sticks. The mouth on the body was wide open and the eyes bulged, as if the poor soul had been screaming at the moment of his death. The skin on the arms and face was cracked and leathery, and had shrunk so much you could see the contour of the bones underneath. He looked like he'd been dead and buried for months. But Dungo noticed the faded green battle suit and knew immediately that couldn't be the case.

Jak confirmed his suspicion. 'It's Bester/ he said. 'Or it was yesterday/ To drive his point home, Skreed dropped the mangled remains of Arin Bester's shotgun on top of the body. Dungo could see the hash marks etched into the barrel.

'Thirty-six/ he said counting quickly. 'Seven tallies of five and one extra - that's Bester's gun alright. He just bagged number thirty-six last week. Bought us all a round of Snake. What in the Spire happened to him?'

'Can't say/ muttered Skreed as he stepped over the body. He walked up to Dungo, and pulled a huge handful of credit tokens mixed with a few ceramite bonds out of his pocket and dropped them on the bar. 'His winnings were still in his pocket, and all of his weapons were sheathed except the shotgun and his chainsword, which we found still running in his flop spot across the street. The body we found... elsewhere/

'It weren't no robbery then, huh?' asked Dungo. Skreed shook his head.

What could have done that to him?' asked Hagen, pointing at the desiccated corpse of their former friend. 'He looks, I dunno, deader than most bodies I seen/

Jak plucked a token from the pile and flipped it to Hagen, who got him a bottle of Wildsnake. Skreed took a long pull at the bottle before answering. 'Beddy thinks it's a vampire/ he said after a long burp. 'I think she's read too many of those pulps, but near as we can tell, all of the blood's been drained from his body and there are a couple of small wounds on his neck - puncture-like, you know/

He tilted his bottle up above his face, letting the liquor flow into his open mouth. He caught the snake between his teeth when it flopped out of the bottle, bit it in half and swallowed. 'Beddy's out hunting vampires right now/ He pulled half a snake from his lips and flicked it onto the floor. 'Says it's better to do it in the daylight. I told her it don't matter when you can't even see the sun, but you know Beddy/

Dungo didn't want to ask the next question, so he took a swig from his second bottle to steel his nerves. He swallowed hard as he realized too late that the snake had slid down his throat. He hated the damn snake. 'Where d'you find the body?' he asked after a coughing fit that failed to expel the slithering beast.

'That's the damndest thing/ said Skreed. 'It was stuffed into the power pipes - not the ones running from the Hole over to the machine shop - the main lines hung from the ceiling of the dome.'

Hagen's jaw dropped. 'You mean the pipes nobody's ever scavenged because they're too high up?'

Skreed nodded. That's right. We never would have found the body except there was a pile of copper wiring on the roof. Beddy looked up and saw the feet sticking out. I shot a line into his boot and pulled him out.'

'Lucky he was wearing his body suit, or his body would have got crashed when he fell/ said Hagen.

'Yeah, lucky/ said Dungo. He grabbed a token from Bester's winnings and tossed it to the barkeep. 'Do you think that suit would fit me?'

Nemo sat in the darkened chamber and contemplated the day ahead. The Underhive's most notorious crimelord (as Nemo liked to think of himself) enjoyed the dark, and often dimmed the various vid screens that surrounded him. He'd lived in the dark most of his life in the twilight world beneath Hive City. That city was dimly lit compared to the golden splendour of the Spire, but it had power enough for luxuries like light and heat. In the Underhive, there was precious little power for anything.

For the crimelord, the choice had been simple. Life was uncertain enough downhive without relying on tools that could fail, get lost or be stolen without a moment's notice. Instead, he had learned to see, to live, to thrive in the dark. Nemo lived on pure instinct, sensing danger before it arrived, 'seeing' contours in the shape of the darkness around him, and relying on reflexes honed by the strap of experience to the unnatural sharpness of a power sword.

A faint hiss from above alerted the crimelord to an incoming message. One of the most recent technological luxuries Nemo had installed in his subterranean base of operations was a message tube. Powering the tube had been easy; he simply tapped into the tube's power source. The logistics of keeping the tube a secret had been monumental, however. The Hive City end of his tube rotated to a different nexus after passing each message into his network. There were simply too many tube stations in the Hive for the authorities to check, so it was nearly impossible for them to track the tubes back to his base.

Once he had connected to the tube network, a well-trained, highly intelligent rat had been fed into the system that searched for the special capsules Nemo's associates had to use, and routed these capsules to his tube network. Nemo had considered using the rat to hunt down messages to or from important figures in the Hive, but had ultimately decided the security risk was too high. If someone ever suspected their messages were being hijacked, or found rat droppings in one of the capsules, the game would be up.

Very few people had access to Nemo's special capsules, and those that did still needed a special code to send a message to Nemo. He periodically changed those codes to ensure that only his business associates could use the system. But the tube had been a profitable expenditure. His most lucrative jobs always arrived via the tube, generally straight from the spire.

This particular message, like dozens before it, dropped from the tube into the inky blackness of the crimelord's chambers, and Nemo grabbed the capsule before it hit his desk. His fingertips tapped another code - one only he knew - into the end of the capsule. This extra layer of security deactivated an acid trap that

would destroy the message before it could be read. In addition to conditioning his senses to life in the dark during his long years in the Underhive, Nemo had also cultivated a healthy sense of paranoia.

The capsule clicked open in his hands and a roll of paper dropped onto the table. Nemo flicked on a lamp to read the message - not because he needed the light, but because the lamp was part of the message system itself. The page practically glowed in the eerie, black luminescence, illuminating words that would have been invisible under any other light.

Nemo read the message twice, not quite believing it the first time. He turned off the lamp after committing the details of the message to memory and then tossed the paper into a different tube that led directly into an Underhive sewage pipe with effluent so corrosive it would destroy the paper quicker than an incinerator. He sat in the dark for a few moments longer, letting his eyes readjust until the shadows came into focus again, then began to write a series of carefully worded notes to be sent to select members of his organisation. This job would require strict discipline and a certain finesse that only his top operatives possessed. Nemo thought he might actually have to get involved in this job personally, but it would be worth the risk. Well worth it, in fact.



2: PLAN 'W'



Kal Jerico stood astride an air duct high above Glory Hole. His long, leather coat billowed around his legs, blown by a steady stream of air from a crack in the duct at his feet. He leaned out to see the settlement below with a pair of infrared goggles held up to his eyes in one hand. His other hand rested on the butt of the laspistol at his waist.

Jerico had chosen this spot for the ambush carefully, sitting as it did above a crossroads mat Svend Gunder-son, rogue ganger from House Orlock, would have no choice but to pass. Assuming, of course, that Derindi's information could be trusted. Plus, the cracked airduct allowed Kal to look heroic while he waited.

'How long are you going to stand like that?' asked Yolanda from one side.

Kal looked over. The daughter of Lord Catallus turned Escher gang leader turned bounty hunter was flipping her sword from hand to hand. The look on her face told Kal she was ready to use the weapon, on him if necessary.

'Until I see Svend coming down the street,' he replied, putting the goggles back up to his eyes.

'Or until we push him off/ added Scabbs. 'It's not a fashion show, Kal. You don't have to strike a pose/

Kal turned to his old partner, who was picking at one of the perpetual sores that dotted his ugly face. 'A lot you would know about fashion shows/ he sneered. 'Look, one thing you two need to learn about bounty hunting is that it's as much about style and looks as it is about strength and courage.'

'With you, Kal, it's mostly about luck, dumb luck,' said Yolanda. She sheathed her sword and grabbed the goggles from Kal. 'Let me look for a while.' She pushed the swarthy bounty hunter out of her way and took up position above the crossroads.

Kal and Scabbs watched in dumbfounded silence as Yolanda's breech cloth flapped in the breeze coming from the cracked pipe, showing tantalizing glimpses of her inner thigh. She must have felt the warm air rising between her legs, because a moment later, Yolanda gave up on her heroic pose to move away from the crack.

Kal drew a deep breath, shook the images from his head and regrouped. 'Did you ever think, Yolanda, that maybe my style and grace bring me good luck?' he asked, as he sat on the ductwork to take a break. 'It's hard work being this good looking. I should get something out of it, don't you think?'

'Besides all the women, you mean?' asked Scabbs.

Kal nodded. Yes. Besides all the women.' He slapped Scabbs across the top of the head and was immediately sorry he had, as he looked for somewhere to wipe his hand. Eventually he gave up and wiped it on Scabbs's legs, leaving a slightly less disgusting smear on his palm.

'Alright,' said Kal. 'With Yolanda watching for Svend, this is a good time to go over the plan one last time. According to Derindi, our Orlock bandit has been hiding out in an old hole out in the White Wastes. But he's

supposed to come into the settlement today to get supplies from Derindi.'

'What if Derindi was lying just to get us to let him go?' asked Yolanda. She had crouched at the edge of the air duct, well away from the crack to watch the road.

'I thought of that/ said Kal. 'But I don't think Derindi was smart enough to lie to us. And, if he did, well he wasn't that hard to find the first time/ Jerico pulled out his lasgun and used the barrel to draw a map in the dust. 'Now, Svend will have to pass this crossroads right beneath us on his way to meet Derindi. When he walks into the intersection, I drop down in front of him, while Yolanda drops down behind him... '

Where do I go?' asked Scabbs. He leaned down to get a better look at the map, and his stench hit Kal like a hot blast of wind from the air duct.

'Helmawr's rump/ said Jerico. 'Get downwind. How can you track anything when you smell that bad?' he shooed the half-breed ratskin back a pace with his pistol before continuing. As I was about to say, you, Scabbs, will drop down on this side of Svend. With us blocking three of his exits, Svend will be forced to run down this street, which we have already blocked up, so he'll be trapped. With any luck, he'll come peacefully and we can get the full bounty/

'Here he comes!' said Yolanda. She dropped the goggles and drew her sword.

'Remember/ said Kal, 'the bounty on Svend is tripled alive, so if he tries to fight his way out of the trap, shoot to wound/ He pushed himself back to his feet. 'Okay, Scabbs, Yolanda - get into position/

'Urn, Kal?' said Scabbs.

Kal dusted himself down, before looking up. 'What is it, Scabbs?'

'Don't shoot me, but Yolanda's already gone/

Kal looked at the empty spot where the buxom but deadly ex-ganger had crouched moments ago, just as he heard the distinctive 'skrak' of a laspistol shot from below.

'Crap/ said Kal. He pulled out his second pistol and jumped off the ductwork. 'I guess we go with plan W as usual/

At the opposite end of Glory Hole, Beddy Bor'Wick ran along a rooftop in a slight crouch, her pulse rifle cradled in her arms. She was following a trail of fresh blood. Intermittent spatters steamed on the cold, concrete roof. The vampire couldn't have gone far. She scanned the adjoining buildings, the barrel of the rifle following her eyes. But she saw no movement nor any sign of recent visitors beyond the regular vermin.

Beddy glanced up as she ran, worried the vampire might swoop down on her, but there was nothing but cables, ducts and conduits running along the dome above her. Her black boot felt the edge of a hole, and Beddy instinctively jumped. She'd nearly fallen through an old blast hole in the roof. As it was, the small, wiry but fairly buxom bounty hunter lost her footing when a chunk of concrete fell away as she landed.

Her momentum pitched Beddy forward as she fell through the roof. Her knees scraped against the edge of the hole before her pelvis slammed into the roof, knocking the wind out of her and sending her rifle flying from her hands. She began to slip backward into the hole, scrabbling with her legs and arms against the dusty concrete for purchase.

Beddy winced in pain as she got a knee up against the ragged side of the hole. She knew there was more fresh blood waiting for her when she finally climbed out of this hole. Both knees burned and she could feel a warm

trickle of liquid running down her legs into her boots. She gritted her teeth through the pain and climbed out of the hole, rolling over on her back to keep her knees elevated for the moment.

As she lay there, taking deep breaths and working through the pain shooting down her legs, Beddy noticed for the first time that all of the cables, ducts and conduits running along the top of the dome in this section of Glory Hole seemed to converge on a nearly vertical shaft above her. Forgetting her aching knees for a moment, Beddy pulled herself over toward her rifle, keeping an eye on the shaft as she moved.

With rifle in hand once again, Beddy took a moment to check her knees. The shredded skin looked like something a butcher had run through a grinder. Blood and pus oozed from the six-centimetre wounds. She pulled a canister of spray adhesive from a pouch on her belt and administered a bounty hunter's field patch. It would have to do until she could get to a surgeon, because now she had a vampire to kill.

She stood and looked around. The trail of blood definitely ended on the far side of the blast hole. The vampire could have dropped into the building through the hole but, remembering how she and Skreed had found Bester, Beddy was betting on the shaft. As far as she knew, there was no bounty on a vampire, but it had already killed and drained Bester, and probably at least one more victim, so somebody would pay for this waste-spawned monster's death.

Beddy unhooked a grapnel shooter from her belt and took aim at the side of the shaft up as far as she could see. When she fired, the magnetic grapnel rocketed toward the shaft, trailing a thin strand of monofilament from a spool attached to her belt. The wire cable was as light as string, but as strong as steel.

The grapnel was good for getting into hard-to-reach places, and the cable could also be used as a garrotte. Its versatility made the grapnel Beddy's favourite piece of equipment.

As soon as the grapnel attached, a winch within the spool began to reel it back in, pulling Beddy up into the shaft. When she got to the end of the line, the bounty hunter wedged her feet in between several pipes to hold her body in place, and looked up into the shaft. It was pitch black beyond the meagre light that streamed in from the noonday streetlamps in the dome below. Beddy took a moment to don a nightvision visor, pulling it down past her tightly-curled, wiry, black hair. The shaft continued on into the darkness, well past the limits of her visor.

'Nothing for it but to keep going/ muttered Beddy as she lined up another shot with the grapnel. The line whizzed out past the edge of her sight before the grapnel clanged into metal and held. The winch began pulling her up farther into the shaft.

When she released her feet from their holds, Beddy felt like she was falling, but only for a moment before she began to rise up into the shaft. She held her rifle in one hand and used the other to steady herself during the ascent. She had to concentrate on the walls to keep from banging into the pipes and conduits that snaked their way up through the shaft.

As she reached what should be the end of the line, Beddy glanced up, but instead of seeing the grapnel attached to a wall, it was held out over the shaft by some dark form lurking in a side tunnel. She raised her rifle to shoot, but the figure jerked the line, and whipped a loop around Beddy's neck. The loop snapped tight, slicing through leather, skin and bone like scissors through paper.

In the distance, the rats heard the clang, clang, clang, thud of a falling object, and scurried over the concrete roof to see what treasure they might find.

By the time Jerico hit the street, Yolanda was chasing Svend the wrong way, away from the dead end. Even worse, they were both heading toward him, and Yolanda was shooting wildly. The Orlock's leather vest flapped open as he ran, showing a bolero decked out with frag grenades hanging over his dirty white shirt. Kal pointed his own lasgun at Svend, but had to dive to the side as a stream of Yolanda's lasblasts sizzled the air, right where his head had been.

Kal rolled to the ground and tried to kick Svend in the knees as he ran past. The ganger's metal-clad boots slammed into Kal's leather-protected shins with a crack, spinning the bounty hunter around and leaving him face-down at the edge of a sewer grate. 'Crap! That stinks worse than Scabbs/ he groaned.

A moment later, Yolanda charged through, her hair whipping across her face and her chest heaving and straining at her cotton shirt. The buxom bounty hunter nearly kicked lerico in the ribs as she vaulted over him. She let loose with several more blasts at the retreating Svend as he weaved back and forth across the street. Her last shot singed the ganger's ponytail. She was shooting at his head!

Alive!' yelled Kal. 'Yolanda, alive! Don't you listen to me?'

'What?' screamed Yolanda. She turned to look back at the prone Kal. At that moment, the fleeing Svend tossed a grenade over his shoulder.

'Oh crap!' muttered Jerico. He rolled away from the bouncing grenade as he screamed. 'Never mind! Run! Grenade!'

Jerico heard the grenade clinking as it bounced ever closer. He knew there was no way he could roll out of the blast radius. He also knew that by the time he stood up, it would be too late anyway. So he rolled and hoped his luck and good looks would save him once again. A pair of boots and a distinctive odour flashed past Jerico. A moment later he heard a dull thunk, followed by a deafening explosion.

The Shockwave turned Jerico's roll into an out-of-con-trol tumble. Shrapnel rained down around him, some of it biting through his leather coat into his flesh. But the explosion had sounded too far away and the fragments seemed sparse and weak. What in the Spire had Scabbs done?

Kal tumbled to a stop and pushed himself up to his hands and knees. Scabbs lay sprawled on the ground down the street, one leg sticking straight up in the air. His already tattered clothes had been shredded by flying fragments, and Kal could see blood soaking through his shirt in numerous spots.

The building next to Scabbs had a new entrance on the third floor. A charred hole between two windows bore witness to the power of pyrotechnics. A pile of new rubble littered the street beneath the hole. Somehow the grenade had exploded against the side of the building, three storeys up. Kal stood and glanced back and forth between the blast hole and the bleeding Scabbs.

'You son of a ratskin!' he exclaimed as he ran over to his partner's side. "You kicked the grenade. Of all the scav-minded, dumb things to do. You could have blown your foot off/

Scabbs groaned as he finally lowered his leg. He tried to sit up and groaned again. A little help, Kal?' he asked in a pitiful, small voice.

'Quit yer whining/ said Kal as he kicked Scabbs in the rump. 'I'm not done yelling at you for being stupid/

'I was saving your life/ protested Scabbs. Kal couldn't help but notice that the half-breed's voice was stronger and clearer all of a sudden.

'That was your first mistake/ Jerico leaned down and offered a hand to his friend, surreptitiously checking the little man's injuries as he helped him to his feet. Amazingly, all the cuts seemed superficial. The bloodstains had grown no larger while they talked. 'I take that back/ said Kal, with a smirk. Your first mistake was being born/

'Uh, boys?' asked Yolanda, appearing from behind a doorway across the street. She was completely unharmed, and seemed to have had time to comb her wayward hair before returning.

'Or perhaps teaming up with someone even more reckless than me/

'Boys?' asked Yolanda again.

What?' they both yelled together.

Yolanda sauntered over, a smug look on her face. One eyebrow arched, giving the tattoo on her forehead several more lines. While you've been gabbing, did either of you think to look for our quarry?'

'Helmawr's rump/ said Scabbs. 'He must have gotten away in the confusion of the explosion/

'Unless the blast got him, or one of Yolanda's shots put a hole through his head/ said Kal as he scanned the street. Yolanda, don't you realise that "dead or alive" means we can bring some of them in alive? They're worth even more that way/

Yeah, but they're more trouble that way, too/ said Yolanda. She put her hands on her hips and stared hard at Kal. 'Frag 'em all and sort out the heads later. That's what I always say/

'But we had a plan,' said Kal with a pout. 'I drew a map and everything.'

'It's called "Plan W",' added Scabbs.

'No, that's something dif-' Kal stopped. He looked at the debris from the bombed building. There was something sticking out from beneath the concrete rubble. It looked like a steel-wrapped boot. Jerico smacked Scabbs on the back of the head and pointed out the buried remains of their bounty to his partners. 'Damn, Scabbs. You killed him. There goes two-thirds of our bounty.'

He walked over to the pile and began pulling chunks of concrete off of the body. 'Don't just stand there,' he called back to Yolanda and Scabbs. Your share is under here, too.'

Later as Scabbs rolled a block out of the way, he asked, 'Kal? What is "Plan W"?'

Kal sighed, thinking about all the bounty that had disappeared with a bang. The W stands for wing it, Scabbs.'

Then why do we use it so often?'

Kal looked at the crashed remains of Svend Gunder-son. 'Because nothing else works quite so well/

In just a few hours, Nemo the Faceless, self-appointed Spymaster of Hive Primus, had collected a dizzying amount of information concerning the current affairs of one Kal Jerico. He knew that his old nemesis had met with a snitch named Derindi in the Sump Hole. He knew that Jerico and his crew had travelled to Glory Hole tracking a rogue Orlock ganger named Svend Gun-derson. In fact, Nemo was currently enjoying the antics of the swarthy bounty hunter and his filthy comrades via a remote camera as they dug through rubble to unearth Gunderson's body. Most importantly, Nemo

knew the identity of Jerico's next assignment and employer, even though the bounty hunter had no idea what fun his immediate future held.

Nemo looked up from his control console and noticed that the balding little snitch was still standing in his office. How long had he been there? Nemo didn't actually care. At least he's been quiet, like a mouse or, yes, a weasel. In fact, Nemo had to admit that Derindi really did look like a rodent as he stood in the dark, wringing his hands. Is a weasel a rodent? Nemo pondered. Ah well, probably some ratskin blood in him. They do make the best informants, though. Be a shame to lose Derindi.

The Kal Jerico show went on the road on the small screen to Nemo's left. It was time to get back to work, so time for Derindi to be elsewhere. Nemo touched a control on one of the many panels arrayed around him. A moment later a door slid open quite noiselessly behind Derindi. Meagre light entered the chamber along with two of Nemo's henchmen - Orlock twins named Brynn and Riyl wearing matching but colour-coded clothing. One always dressed in indigo while the other always wore crimson. The only problem was that nobody could ever remember which one wore which colour.

'Sir/ said Brynn and Riyl in unison as they came to attention behind Derindi. The snitch jumped a foot into the air.

The twins - and only Nemo could call them that as they despised being considered a pair, even though they were never apart - liked to call themselves Seek and Destroy. They looked tough enough with their black leather vests over red and blue sleeveless shirts, bandanna-covered shaved heads and dark sunglasses, which they wore even in Nemo's shadowy office. In reality, though, Brynn and Riyl were little more than

errand boys that Nemo used for small tasks, like taking care of rats.

'Hello, boys/ he said. The twins winced, but remained silent. They had learned not to correct the boss. Nemo smiled behind his mirrored, black mask. He enjoyed their constant displeasure at his use of collective pronouns. 'My business with Mr Derindi is completed. Show him out, and make sure he gets what he is owed for his services.'

Panic streaked across Derindi's face as the twins grabbed him under bom arms and hoisted him up off the ground. 'I swear I didn't know Svend was in your employ, Mr Nemo, sir. I woulda let Jerico kill me before giving him up if I'd known I was crossing you.'

The little weasel was shaking so hard, Nemo thought he might slip right out of the twins' grasp. 'Not to worry, Derindi/ he said. 'Your particular services are far more valuable to me than even a hundred Svends/

Derindi's shaking transformed into vibrations as his head began bobbing up and down like a jackhammer. That's true, Mr Nemo, sir. We both deal in information. We're information brokers, you might say/

"Well, I am a broker, Derindi/ said Nemo. 'Actually, the broker. And you are nothing more than a small-time gossip collector. But I see your point/ As he talked, Nemo triggered several more controls on a few different panels, but he didn't like what he saw. Kal Jerico's face, larger than life, filled one of Nemo's screens. The view kept tilting and twisting, and he could see fingertips at the edge of the screen. The damn bounty hunter had spotted the tail Nemo had placed on him earlier that day!

'Mr Nemo, sir?' Derindi's whining voice floated across the chamber. Nemo snapped his fingers and the snitch stayed quiet.

When Nemo looked back at the screen, the view had shifted. He could now see a Delaque agent - his agent - held off the ground with Yolanda's hands around his neck. A moment later, Nemo saw the ground rush up at the camera and then the screen went black. Nemo sat and seethed. He needed to stay close to Jerico, but the bounty hunter was too suspicious, especially of the Delaque.

A soft whimper from the twice-forgotten Derindi made Nemo twist his faceless head around toward the weasel. It was well past time for the snitch to die. Even through all the platitudes, Nemo had always intended to kill the snitch. He just enjoyed torturing them with hope first. But now, as he looked at the offensively inoffensive little man, a thought occurred to the spymaster.

Yes boys/ he said to the twins. 'Pay Mr Derindi for his trouble and give him some gear. Derindi, I have an assignment for you/

'What in the Spire was that thing?' asked Scabbs. He kneeled down next to Kal and looked at the broken remains of Nemo's spy camera strewn on the ground. Before Kal smashed the device, it had looked like a weapon of some sort, except with a glass lens stuck in the end of the barrel. Scabbs had thought it might be a new type of laspistol.

Scabbs picked through pieces on the ground. The casing had cracked open, revealing circuit boards, miniaturized motors and gears, and two curved pieces of glass that apparently once moved up and down the barrel. On the back end, above the handle, was what looked like the smashed remnants of a tiny pict screen.

'Spy camera/ said Kal. He ground his boot into the circuit boards, catching one of Scabbs's fingers under his heel. 'See that metal rod at the top?' Scabbs nodded

as he sucked on his finger. 'An antenna. Somebody was watching us. Spying on us!'

'Any idea who?' asked Yolanda. She looked at the dead ganger lying crumpled at her feet, his head twisted almost completely around.

'Too many ideas/ said Kal. 'He's a Delaque. I'd guess from the colours he's wearing that he belongs... used to belong to the Silent Vipers. House Delaque doesn't like me much. Perhaps another bounty hunter hired him to follow us to Svend. Or, maybe he's just one of my hundreds of adoring fans, and all he wanted was an autograph.'

'More likely he was one of your hundreds of enemies looking to cash in the bounty on your head/ said Yolanda.

'I paid that months ago/

'Maybe he didn't get the message/ said Yolanda, pointing at the dead ganger. She bent down and began searching his pockets. 'No. No bounty posters/ she announced. 'Some loose credits and weapon reloads, though/ She pocketed the found treasures. 'Killers keepers, I always say/

'Nemo/ said Scabbs a moment later. He was still poking through the shattered spy camera.

'Yeah. Could be Nemo/ said Kal. 'He's got a thing for messing with my life/

'No, I mean this is Nemo's gadget/ said Scabbs. 'I recognise the imprint pattern on these circuit boards. Only Nemo uses anything this sophisticated downhive.

'He could have been outfitted by one of the Noble Houses/ said Yolanda as she stuck the ganger's weapon in an extra holster. 'Most of his other gear is pretty standard Hive City issue/

'Nemo/ said Jerico. He dropped his head and ran a hand through the locks of braided blond hair that con-

stantly flipped into his eyes. 'Helmawr's rump. It's Nemo alright. I can feel it. Something nasty has been crawling up and down my spine all morning. Our lives are about to get a lot more interesting/

'What do you mean our lives?' asked Yolanda, a note of hysteria entering her voice. The last time Nemo got his claws into you, I almost died. You can handle this round on your own/ She kicked the dead Delaque agent in the ribs and stalked off down the street, her loincloth slapping her legs in a syncopated rhythm with the steady beat of her boots.

'Yolanda!' called Scabbs. He stood and started running after her.

Kal grabbed his scab-covered sidekick by the shoulder as he ran past, almost pulling him over backwards. 'Let her go, Scabbs/ said Jerico. 'She'll be back. Besides, if Nemo is after us, we have more than enough problems of our own. We don't have time to deal with women issues/

'But she might get into trouble without us to back her up/ whined Scabbs.

Kal looked into the scabby face and saw real concern in his friend's beady eyes. Possibly for the first time, Kal realized that the little half-breed really cared for the Amazon-sized bounty hunter. Scabbs constantly complained about the time he had spent as Yolanda's partner. She was reckless, he said, even more reckless than Jerico, and had almost gotten him killed on more than one occasion. But he obviously enjoyed the danger. Why else would he stick around with both Kal and Yolanda, as they took him to death's door every other day? And then forced him to knock on it.

Jerico softened a bit toward his sidekick and put an arm around Scabbs's shoulder, instantly regretting the contact as he was sure he could feel some small critter

crawl up his arm. He cringed and kept the arm where it was. 'Yolanda can handle herself just fine/ he said. 'She's tougher than a Goliath and trickier than a Delaque.' Yeah/ sniffled Scabbs, 'and crazier than a scawy.' 'That's our Yolanda/ agreed Kal with a chuckle. What in the Underhive could possibly threaten her?'

'I want the head of Yolanda Catallus!' screamed Vick-sen Colteen as she stormed into the Wildcats' hideout. Spiky blue hair waved around above the Escher gang leader's eyes like an enraged sea anemone. The sides of her head had been shaved clean to allow the Wildcats tattoo on her forehead to wrap around her ears, but behind the shock of blue spikes, auburn locks flowed straight over Vicksen's head into a long ponytail that reached the small of her back.

She wore a spiked collar on her long, muscular neck, to which were attached the straps of a skin-tight half-vest that ended well above her pierced and tattooed navel. This was no frilly, feminine vest like those a Spire noblewoman would wear over a silk blouse. This leather vest was pulled taut around the ganger's ample bosom, and was studded with brass rings that held live grenades or empty pins from used munitions.

Below the half-vest, the Escher wore a double bandolier as a belt. The bandolier, which swayed up and down atop Vicksen's hips as she strode through the doorway, was filled with shotgun shells and also held the sheath for her chainsword. A pair of tight, tan breeches that looked almost painted on hung low on her hips and hugged her long legs all the way down to her knees where they met black, spike-heeled boots that shone in the candlelight.

"What's she done now?' asked Themis, Vicksen's second-in-command.  Themis Van'Upp  had  grown  up

inside House van Saar, but struck out on her own at eleven, fed up with her role as a housemaid in the male-dominated van Saar world. She'd been a Wildcat ever since Vicksen had found her, half-naked and screaming at the top of her lungs, in the middle of a street brawl over a loaf of bread. Themis had run off into an alley with the loaf, while the boys she had beaten limped away, bent over and groaning.

Themis wore a vest similar to Vicksen's, but topped by a leather overcoat with long chains that hung down from the shoulder to bang against her waist. Her long, blonde hair fell in sheets around her round face, outlining the Wildcat tattoo that circled her eyes and ran down her cheeks to her jaw-line. She was sitting at a makeshift table crafted from a petrified piece of wood that might once have been a door lying across cinderblocks. Themis's heavy stubber sat in several pieces on the table in front of her. She finished wiping down the firing pin and laid it on the table as Vicksen dropped onto a cinderblock across from her.

'It's not anything that witch has done/ she began. 'It's her scawing legacy!' She snapped her fingers twice and a moment later a scrawny man wearing dirty, cotton shirt and breeches scurried into the room through a rusted iron door near the back of the room. Vicksen and Themis sat in the burned-out remains of what must have once been a bar or bistro back when this dome had been a thriving hub of commerce. The front walls were all but gone, just a few blocks to either side of the entrance giving little more than the suggestion of walls, and the furnishings had long since been stolen or rotted away. But in the back, the Wildcats had found a complete kitchen with working stoves and ovens, once power had been redirected to the dome.

The bistro was the nerve centre of the Wildcat camp, which encompassed all the buildings on the square. Most were nothing more than burned-out shells, but the gang members found more than enough prime sleeping quarters in the houses, shops, and inns situated on the square, and Vicksen herself lived above the kitchen, which was both warm from the ovens, and close enough to the kitchen for the mavants, who were little more than male slaves, to hear her frequent summons.

The soiled servant shuffled up to the gang leader, hanging his head low to avoid eye contact. Yes, mistress,' he said. 'What do you wish?'

'Soup,' she demanded, 'and a bottle of Wildsnake.' She kicked the male slave in the rear as he turned to trundle back toward the kitchen. 'Make sure the soup is hot and the 'Snake cold this time!'

'If only I could get that kind of fear and respect from the other gang leaders/ sighed Vicksen as she turned back to the table. Themis was busy rebuilding her weapon, and the gang leader watched with awe as her second-in-command snapped pieces together with almost unnatural speed and precision. After a few seconds, the heavy stubber sat gleaming on the table. Themis picked up the large weapon and spun it twice in her hands before slinging it through the chain hanging at her side.

What's the problem?' asked Themis. We need to show the Manic Miners, the Circuit Breakers and all the other local gangs who rule this section of the Underhive again?' Her eyebrows furrowed and a frightening glare flared in her eyes as she spoke.

'Perhaps,' said Vicksen. 'Since Yolanda left, the Circuit Breakers have encroached on several territories and taken archeotech that is rightfully ours, while Trogan,

the Orlock gang leader, has nearly convinced the merchant guilds that the Wildcats are a leaderless, outlaw gang so they won't deal with us.'

'But you're the leader!' snapped Themis. She grabbed the butt of her heavy stubber and swung the weapon forward. 'Let me show them some fear and respect.'

The real problem is Yolanda,' huffed Vicksen. 'A Wildcat leader doesn't just leave. A Wildcat leader dies defending the tribe or at the hands of the new leader in a challenge battle. Until Yolanda is dead, the Wildcats have no leader.'

What can we do?' asked Themis.

We must find and kill Yolanda Catallus. I must kill Yolanda to claim my rightful place as leader!'

Then find her we will/ said Themis, still holding her heavy stubber. 'No matter who or what gets in our way/

'Gather the cats/ said Vicksen. We're going hunting/

Yolanda stormed through the mostly deserted streets of Glory Hole like a hivequake rambling through layer after layer of domes. At this time of day, most residents of the Underhive settlement were out prospecting for archeotech or still sleeping off the previous night's 'Snake. Those settlers who were on the street took one look at the dark cloud surrounding Yolanda's face and the swift gait of her long, muscular legs, and quickly decided not to be there any longer.

The constant slamming of doors and scurrying of feet in front of her didn't improve Yolanda's mood either. 'Rotten, moth-eaten, slug of a scav-worm/ she grumbled as she walked. Acts like the whole Hive revolves around him, like he's the emperor of the scawing universe. Didn't even try to stop me from leaving. Too much trouble to be around. What in the Hive is their problem anyway?'

She yelled at a retreating figure carrying several bags overflowing with bread and meats, some shopkeeper heading to the market, or perhaps a thief retreating from the market, who had paused to glance at the stalking bounty hunter. 'What are you looking at?' she demanded. Then, when the plump, little man scurried off, she added 'That's it! Run away from me. I'm a scav-ving nuisance to your pitiful life!' Yolanda drew her pistol in a flash and shot at the now running man, barely missing his head and chipping off a chunk of concrete from the partially-collapsed wall behind him.

Yolanda's feet had taken her nearly to the far side of Glory Hole, but she hardly even noticed where she was going or where she'd been since stomping away from Kal and Scabbs. 'At least Scabbs had called after me,' she grumbled, continuing her running rant against Kal Jerico. 'But no! Don't let my former partner show any loyalty to me, Mister High-and-Mighty-Bounty-Hunter. You don't own the whole, scawing Hive, Jerico!'

This last line was screamed at the crumbling buildings of Glory Hole with an intensity and rage rarely witnessed in the Underhive. At least, rarely witnessed by anyone who survived to tell the tale. The entire street went quiet in the wake of Yolanda's primal scream. The only sound was the rhythmic stomp of the bounty hunter's boots.

In the almost unnatural silence, a shadow passed over Yolanda's head. Pistol immediately in hand, her eyes darted toward the rooftops. A flash of movement drew her gaze to the conduits emerging from the top of the building next to her. She fired.

'Where we going, Kal?' asked Scabbs as they wandered the streets of Glory Hole. Jerico's meanderings since Yolanda left had led the scabby half-breed to believe

that they were searching for their wayward partner. They'd been going up one street and down another all afternoon, often going in circles or retracing their steps from hours earlier.

They had currently stopped in front of a burned-out factory that Scabbs was sure he'd seen at least twice already. The rear of the building no longer existed. A hivequake had long ago brought an entire section of dome down on the stone and steel building. All of the useful equipment inside the factory had been demolished or buried under tonnes of stone, never to be recovered, at least not until the next quake shifted it all into a deeper cavern. The quake had opened a handy escape passage that Scabbs knew about, which led from Glory Hole out to an abandoned strike in the wastes.

As Scabbs looked at the landmark they had passed twice in as many hours, he knew one thing was certain; if Kal Jerico was actually trying to get somewhere, they should have been there long ago.

Jerico ran his fingers though the dyed gold locks dangling in front of his face and gave Scabbs a sheepish grin. 'I'm looking for Hagen's Hole, but I think it must have moved.'

You mean you're lost, don't you?' admonished Scabbs.

'Not lost exactly' said Kal, now smirking like a mischievous cat. 'I'd say more like momentarily between landmarks/

Scabbs sighed. 'What you need/ he said while pointing one podgy finger at the nose of his smirking partner, 'is someone skilled at finding their way through the back alleys of the Underhive, perhaps a tracker who knows shortcuts, secret paths or just the most direct route from one side of the scawing dome to the other/

Kal slapped Scabbs on the back. 'Excellent idea. A guide. We can hire one at Hagen's.'

'If you can ever find it,' muttered Scabbs. He took a deep breath. He could tell that Kal was never going to ask for help, let alone admit he was lost. But the little man was determined to give it one more try. 'I do have some skills as a tracker, you know.'

'Picked that up from me, have you?' asked Kal, his grin broadening across his chiselled face.

'Helmawr's rump!' exclaimed Scabbs. "The Hole is just around the corner.'

Kal walked to the intersection and looked down the street. 'So it is. I've found it!' he said.

'Go in there and find yourself a new tracker, you ungrateful...' Scabbs fell silent as Jerico strode out of sight and then, after only a moment's reflection, ran to catch up to his partner.

Hagen's Hole was abuzz when Kal stepped through the door. Oddly, though, the noise all came from the front room, which was filled past capacity with bounty hunters from all over the Underhive. At least two dozen mercenaries packed the room. Kal could see Dungo and Skreed, regulars in Hagen's for many years, along with Gorgh, Hern, and Lebow from Dead End Pass, and The King (nobody knew his real name), who rarely came up from Down Town unless chasing some mutie that was trying to escape uphive. Big names all, and Kal couldn't remember a time when he'd seen them all in the same watering hole.

The gaming tables in Hagen's back rooms, which normally would be the focus of attention for most of the patrons this time of night, sat vacant except for those poor souls on the perimeter of the throng who couldn't push their way through to the centre of all of the attention.

That wasn't a problem for Kal Jerico, though. He pulled out his trusty lasgun and fired at the ceiling. The sharp report of the blast and the sudden hiss of air escaping the neat hole he'd just put into the grey conduit above him brought all eyes in the room to Kal Jerico.

The moment would have been perfect if not for the untimely arrival of Scabbs, who rushed through the doorway and slammed into Jerico's back, sending them both to the floor in a heap. The room erupted into laughter as Jerico tried to roll over and kick the scabby half-ratskin tracker off of him and onto the floor. For his part, Scabbs must have realised what would happen to him once Jerico got to his feet, and simply scuttled over and over Kal as the much larger bounty hunter rolled around on the crowded floor.

The laughter had reached a fever pitch when Jerico stuck his lasgun into Scabbs's gut and shouted, 'Get off of me you little rant or, so help me Helmawr, I will turn you into a pile of ratskin droppings!' This had the effect of redoubling the laughter in the room, but also scared Scabbs enough to make him jump off and dash into one of the back rooms.

A hand reached down and grabbed Kal by the arm, hoisting him easily to his feet. Kal looked down into the smiling and still chortling face of Hern. Tears rolled down his plump, red cheeks and fell the short distance from his stubbly chin to his huge, rounded shoulders. Hern was a short man, but had arms the size of most men's thighs. What scared the renegades that Hern hunted the most was that the muscular bounty hunter wore no visible weapons. Most of his friends called him the headhunter, but never to his face.

'Thanks for the laugh, Kal/ said Hern as he released his grip on Kal's arm. Jerico was sure the five red

imprints on his forearm would still be there in the morning. "We can always count on you for a moment of levity at our darkest hours.'

Kal and Hern easily pushed their way back through the crowd to the bar where a bottle of Wildsnake awaited Jerico. 'Darkest hours?' he asked. 'What's happened? Why's everyone here tonight? Did old Helmawr finally die?'

'Now why would that upset any of us?' asked Dungo. 'No, we're all here about the Underhive vampire. Hadn't you heard?'

'Underhive vampire?' asked Kal as he took a swig of 'Snake. Hagen's best was just as bad as he remembered, but he forced it down and enjoyed the warmth that spread through his body a moment later.

Hagen spoke up. He seemed to be the local authority on the subject. 'It's killed two people in Glory Hole so far,' he said while mopping the bar with a drab cloth as well as part of his long beard, which had gotten stuck to particularly nasty stain in the cloth. 'Killed 'em and drained all their blood/

'Anybody we know?'

All the heads in the bar bobbed up and down as one.

'Bester,' said Dungo.

'Arin Bester?' said Kal, almost spitting out the 'Snake. He swallowed hard. 'Nah. It'd take an army to kill that old pit champion. He's stronger than Hern.'

'He's dead all right/ said Skreed. I brought him in myself. Vampire snapped his neck like kindling and bent the barrel of his shotgun/ He dropped the rained weapon on the bar as an exclamation point.

'Damn. Not Bester?' Jerico slammed his bottle onto the bar. 'Damn. He owed me two hundred credits!'

'Beddy also found the body of Pete Parcher earlier today/ said Hagen. 'He runs a guild shop over on the south side of the dome...'

'Or used to before his body was drained and left on the roof of his shop/ added Dungo.

'I take it the guild has put out a bounty?' said Kal hopefully. Maybe he could get the money Bester owed him, with interest.

Two thousand credits!' said Skreed. 'Beddy's out there right now trying to cash in/

Credit symbols danced in Kal's eyes. The debauchery he could wreak in watering holes throughout the Underhive with that kind of money made the bounty hunter's heart thump as fast as a repeating rifle. But another more immediate yearning, one that had quickly developed below his beltline, forced Kal to retreat from the throng, which had now broken into several groups who all seemed to be planning their attacks on the vampire.

In the alley beside Hagen's Hole, Kal relieved his watery burden against the wall while pondering the best way to track and defeat the vampire. It was obviously some mutant beast from the deepest depths of the Underhive. How else could The King have heard about it? It was strong and apparently attacked without warning.

But Jerico knew that none of that mattered. Sure the beast had taken out Bester, but the man was getting on in years and anybody can be taken by surprise. Jerico, though, had three things that even the best in the business, all of whom were in the Hole tonight, did not have. He had Plan W, which was a tried and true method to defeat any kind of surprise. He had two partners to draw the beast's attention while he lined up a shot. And he had the fabled Kal Jerico luck.

Kal heard a noise behind him and turned too late. Helmawr's ramp. That's just my luck, thought Jerico to himself.



3: HEADS OR TAILS



Yolanda's laspistol blast echoed in the empty streets. A shape dropped from the conduit above her. When it hit the street in front of her, something rolled off into the ever-present rabble. The object at her feet was about a metre long, brown, furry, and headless. Bare patches of skin dotted the body, showing old sores from battles and diseases that had never quite healed over.

It was a rat. She'd been startled by a lousy Hive rat. Good thing Kal and Scabbs weren't around to see her so jittery. Her paranoia circuits must be working overtime. Stupid Jerico. This was all his fault, she remembered. With Nemo on them again, even a rat could be dangerous. Yolanda kicked the headless rat into the rubble.

That's when she saw it. The head. But it wasn't the rat's head. She'd blasted that clean away. This was a human head, covered by tightly-curled, black hair. Yolanda had a sick feeling in her stomach as she walked over to get a better look. Not from the shock of seeing a human head. She'd carried enough of those into the guilder's offices as proof of her bounties. No, she was fairly sure she recognised this particular head, even though she could only see the back of it.

She picked up the head to get a better look. Much of the skin and underlying muscles on the face had been

gnawed away by rats, leaving a gruesome, bloody patchwork. But the thick, black curls with roughly the texture of steel wool, along with the gold teeth clearly visible within the lipless mouth confirmed Yolanda's fears. It was Beddy Bor'Wick.

Yolanda examined the head to see if she could figure out what had happened to her fellow bounty hunter. The skull seemed to be intact, and what was left of the skin had no burn holes or scorch marks. Beddy could have been shot in the torso and her head severed afterward.

She examined the cut marks. Luckily, the rats hadn't eaten their way down to the neck yet. The cut was clean, but it hadn't been cauterised. So, not a laspistol, power sword or laser scalpel. The cut was too clean for a chainsword, though. And who, or what, would have the strengdi to make such a clean cut with only the strength of their bare hands behind the blow?

Yolanda opened her pack and pulled out a bloodstained cloth bag. She stuffed Beddy's head into the bag and dropped it into a special compartment in her pack. She looked at the pile of rabble. It sloped gently up toward the roof where she had shot the rat. Probably the local thugs and thieves had shaped it for an easy escape. She would use it for a different purpose. It was time to hit the rooftops and find Beddy's killer. Or at least the rest of Beddy.

Rats scurried off across the conduit pipes as Yolanda reached the top of the pile. She reached up and pulled herself onto the rooftop. Standing with her hands on her hips, she surveyed this section of the dome from her elevated vantage point. It looked exactly the same as every other part of Glory Hole. The once glorious dome now held little more than partially-destroyed buildings and rats. Lots and lots of rats.

Yolanda decided to follow the rats. If there was a body anywhere up here, the vermin would find it first. She looked at the bundle of pipes that stretched to the building across the street. The rat she had killed had been scampering across with Beddy's head when she'd taken its own head. The conduit looked sturdy enough, and the bounty hunter could see footprints in the dust from recent vermin traffic of the human variety, so she decided to chance it.

She loped easily across the pipes and dropped onto the roof on the other side. Judging from the huge exhaust tubes rising up from the building all the way to the dome, she was atop an old factory of some sort. The rats had all vanished before she arrived but a trail of blood led away from the pipe, probably from the rat dragging Beddy's head. She followed this across the roof and another set of conduit pipes to a large, flat roof with a blast hole in the middle.

Two trails of blood led away from the hole: a fresh one coming toward her that she was now sure had come from the severed head in her pack; and another, leading off from the other side of the hole. There was no body in sight, though, and an eerie silence had descended around her.

Yolanda slipped her sword from the sheath banging against her bare thigh. Her other hand found its way to the butt of her laspistol as she scanned the rooftops. Nothing. Not even the rats scurried about anymore. As she crept toward the hole, she began to hear a strange scrabbling sound. There was more blood at the edge of the hole, but it didn't seem to have any connection to either trail. She could also see that the other blood trail had already dried.

The scrabbling sound was louder, and she could hear what she recognised as the chirping sound of rats again.

She looked down into the hole. There, twenty feet below, just barely visible in the deepening gloom of the Glory Hole twilight, was a body. Yolanda flicked on a torch and shined it into the hole, revealing a headless body covered in a swarm of huge rats. She shot a blast into the pack beside the body and the swarm dispersed. It was Beddy alright. Her rifle was still sheathed on her back, and a spool of grapnel wire laid coiled atop her body. Oddly, there was no blood visible, not even oozing from the numerous rat bites. What in the Hive?' asked Yolanda.

Kal Jerico awoke to a bright light shining in his eyes. His side ached. He couldn't move his arms or legs, and he had a headache that started at the base of his skull and wrapped around his head to dig into his eyeballs. 'I won't tell you anything!' he cried out automatically. 'I don't care how much you beat me, how much you torture me, I...' He paused as he looked around at his surroundings, '...am yours to command.'

The bright light streamed in from a bank of windows over the massive bed where Kal lay. He was pinned to the mattress by a slim brunette in a shear bodysuit snuggled up against one shoulder, a buxom blonde in a black corset and stockings lying on the other shoulder, and a voluptuous redhead in a long satin nightgown sprawled across his legs. Kal's leather coat and trousers had, at some time during the night, been replaced by red silk pyjamas.

The Spire. Even without the golden rays of sunshine beating down on him and the bevy of gorgeous ladies who smelled of lilacs instead of sludge, he would have known where he was. The walls of the room were white. Not even the grungy, brownish white of Hive City, but pure, alabaster white; whiter even than the pale skin of the redhead at his feet.

And the air. It didn't hang there in your mouth and nose like a haze of grease in a fry kitchen. It simply passed through to your lungs with just the barest whisper of pine dew. Of course, the air was thinner. He was, after all, about ten miles higher within the Hive than when he went to sleep.

Sleep. No. Drugged. Or stunned. Or both. The night before started to come back to him. He'd stepped outside Hagen's to shake out the snake. Then he'd turned to find Spire guards surrounding him and a needle gun jammed into his ribs. That explained the pain in his side. The headache must have come from whatever the needle had injected, which also put him out for the rest of the night.

He looked at the girls and the silk pyjamas again. 'If this is a jail, then I'm signing up for a life sentence.' He extracted one arm and started stroking the bare shoulder of the blonde on his right. Her tanned skin was smooth, supple, and freshly bathed. A far cry from the grungy and sometimes scaly women he normally had on his arms downhive.

'A man could get used to this/ said Kal. All three women were still deep in sleep. He watched their bosoms rise and fall as they breathed, mesmerised by the rhythmic dance of soft flesh. His headache persisted, but what bothered Jerico even more was that he couldn't remember anything after losing consciousness. Here he was with perhaps the three most beautiful women he'd ever slept with, and he was pretty sure all he had done was sleep. Well, that would change soon, he said to himself as his hand strayed from the blonde's shoulder toward her neck.

But his suspicious mind, attuned to life in the Under-hive, wouldn't relax and let go of the fact that he had been kidnapped and dragged by someone as yet

unknown. Plus, the oversized paranoid region of his brain told Kal that it couldn't be a coincidence that the kidnapping had occurred only hours after he'd found Nemo's man spying on him.

He should get up, he knew that. He should get out of bed, find his clothes and weapons, figure out where he was and deal with whoever had brought him here. The brunette on his left moaned and shifted in her sleep, brushing her entire stocking-clad body up against Kal's side. 'Or I could stay here and interrogate the girls/ he said. 'Repeatedly It could take hours, but I'm sure it will be fruitful/

Maybe it was a prison after all. A prison specially built to hold Kal Jerico.

Derindi crouched behind the large conduit pipe and watched the entrance to Hagen's Hole below. Beads of sweat dotted his bare head from just above his eyes all the way down to his neck. He wiped one temple, running his hand through the thin wisps of hair above his ears, only succeeding in plastering the little hair he had against his head. He wiped the other side, forgetting again about the bandage over what was left of his ear.

Clenching his teeth to hold in the scream, Derindi groaned and grumbled, 'Damn Jerico. He'll pay for this!'

'Concentrate/ purred a voice in his good ear. 'Where is Jerico?' asked Nemo through the radio his men had so graciously implanted in the snitch's eardrum.

A subvocal transmitter attached to his vocal cords was obviously broadcasting everything he said back to the spymaster. It had been a shock when he realised it earlier at Pinky's Parlour in Down Town. He had since resigned himself to the fact that he was now an owned man. 'My sources say he and the half-breed went into

Hagen's several hours ago. Nobody's seen them leave, so I assume they're still in there.'

'You assume!' roared the voice. Derindi's inner ear felt like it was going to explode. He definitely didn't want to make Nemo angry anymore. 'Go in and find out, you fool!'

The protest came out before he could think to hold his tongue. 'But the place is crawling with bounty hunters/ he blurted. 'They've come from all over the Underhive to catch some mutant vampire.'

There was a pause that was almost more frightening than the impending scream. 'Interesting/ came the subdued response. 'I had not heard about a gathering of hired guns in Glory Hole or of this mutant vampire/

'Yeah, it killed Bester last night/ said Derindi under his breath, happy to have something of value for his new master. 'Supposed to be huge. Some say it's invisible/

'Hmmm. Doubtful, but possible/ Another pause. Derindi knew better than to interrupt Nemo's thought processes. 'Get into that bar/ he said after a moment. 'Find out everything you can about this so-called vampire - and find Kal Jerico!'

The ringing in his ears subsided after a moment, but the headache that followed would linger for quite some time. Derindi knew there was one way he could get into Hagen's undetected, but it would mean crossing the conduit to the roof where the first vampire attack had supposedly taken place. This was not something he wanted to do. But the alternative was to fail Nemo, which was just as deadly, and probably more painful.

He looked across the street at the dark roof where Bester had fought the vampire. The shadows loomed and seemed to move. Fear gripped the little man and he wished, not for the first time, that he'd picked a

different line of work. Of course, in the Underhive, you didn't so much choose your life as it chose you, often for dinner.

'Okay/ he said to himself and Nemo, if only to give that final push he needed to get up, 'here I go/ There was silence from the other end of the radio. Derindi climbed out from his hiding place and crept across the conduit.

Halfway across, he remembered that the twins, Seek and Destroy, had given him some new gear as well as the implants. Derindi wrapped his legs around the pipe and opened the pack. Inside was a pict camera with an attached antenna, a grapnel, a needle gun and a pair of goggles. He slipped the goggles on and flipped them to nightvision.

He scanned the roof and the dome overhead, but saw nothing moving against the greenish background of conduits, cables, and broken concrete. Feeling only slightly better (they said Bester never saw the monster coming), Derindi crawled the rest of the way across.

'Now, where's that access panel?' he asked himself. He felt along the end of the conduit until his fingers found the hidden clasp. Depress for two seconds, wait three seconds, depress twice for one second each. A hatch slid open and Derindi crawled inside the pipe. The panel slid shut behind him.

The trip back to the roof of Hagen's was far easier on his nerves. The vampire was said to be three metres tall and as broad as a Goliath. It would never fit inside the pipe. Halfway back, something banged on the end of the pipe behind him. Derindi fell flat inside the pipe and didn't move. Another clang came shortly after the first, and this one was closer.

Bang. Bang. Bang. Something big was running down the pipe. Derindi scrambled to get onto his hands and

feet and ran like a crab the entire length of the pipe. He dove into the shaft at the end, plummeting into the darkness toward the basement of Hagen's Hole.

'So, do you mean to tell me that you girls don't know where we are either?' asked Kal.

The blonde, whose name was Candi, currently sat behind the bounty hunter, giving him a back rub while he in turn stroked the back of Sandi, the redhead. Brandi, the brunette, was taking a break in an overstuffed chair next to the door. All three girls worked at the infamous Kitty Club, renowned the whole Hive over for their beautiful and accommodating employees.

Brandi sucked on a grape before answering. 
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