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			Ciaphas Cain: 
Last Night at the Resplendent

			By Sandy Mitchell

			As I’ve spent most of my life rattling around the galaxy, and more of it than I’m comfortable with in a state of mortal danger, hysterical panic or both, the rare quiet interludes tend to stand out more clearly in my memory as I’ve got older. Of these, one of the longest was the couple of years or so I spent on Keffia in the early days of my career. Not that it was entirely without incident. Like the time I found myself facing a genestealer horde with only my aide Jurgen, a couple of local constables and a handful of hungover Guardsmen to hide behind. But all in all it was a relatively uneventful period which I still look back on with a faint air of nostalgia.

			If you’ve read any of my previous reminiscences of the time I spent with the 12th Field Artillery, my first assignment after being kicked out of the schola progenium with a new scarlet sash and the heartfelt sighs of relief of most of my instructors, you won’t be surprised to know that when one of the more memorable bits of unwanted excitement occurred it was all Divas’ fault. Toren Divas was a junior lieutenant in the battery, and as our duties (which in his case included any administrative trivia Colonel Mostrue couldn’t be bothered with, especially if it involved interacting with me) brought us together on a more or less daily basis, he was about the closest thing I had to a friend among the Guardsmen whose morale and discipline I was supposed to be taking an interest in. Since he had an exaggerated opinion of his abilities as a tarot player, which pretty much amounted to a gift from the Emperor whenever I found myself a little short of currency, I generally found his company congenial enough – apart from his habit of using the familiar form of my given name, which I found irritating in the extreme. A fact that he failed to pick up on so comprehensively that I eventually gave up even attempting to draw the matter to his attention.

			‘Cai! The very man.’ He strolled into my office, breezing past Jurgen with every sign of completely failing to notice my aide’s attempt to impede his progress. Not wanting to have to smooth things over after he left, Jurgen having a tendency to regard any breach of protocol as not far short of spitting on the aquila, I caught my aide’s eye and nodded, at which point he retreated behind his desk and resumed his perusal of erotic material on a data slate, glancing up now and again to glower at my visitor’s oblivious back. ‘Doing anything this evening?’

			‘Depends on what the gunners get up to,’ I replied, with a quick glance at the leave roster. None of the most reliable troublemakers had a pass that night, so I was unlikely to be called to the scene of a major incident; probably all I’d have to do was make the by now familiar trip down to the local law enforcement office to collect the night’s gutter-sweepings in the morning. A by no means unpleasant chore when Wynetha Phu, their senior sergeant, was on duty, but she was in the planetary capital, briefing the Keffian Arbites office on the hunt for the still-missing patriarch of the genestealer brood we’d stumbled across together, which meant my preferred choice of companion would be unavailable for another week at least. 

			‘What did you have in mind?’

			‘Tickets to the music hall,’ Divas said, producing them from a pocket of his fatigues with the air of having successfully performed a conjuring trick. ‘I’ve got two, wondered if you’d like to join me.’

			‘Might as well,’ I agreed. ‘But what about that girl you’re so keen on?’ 

			He’d been mooning over some local civilian in the tithing office for weeks, trying to pluck up the courage to talk to her about something more interesting than provender supplies to the battery, and this would have been the perfect opportunity to get to know her better. Then my brain caught up with my mouth, and I adopted an appropriately sympathetic expression. 

			‘Oh. Turned you down, did she?’

			Divas coloured a little. ‘Not as such,’ he said. ‘She got caught up in the purge. Turned out to be one of the hybrids from that brood you uncovered.’

			‘Oh,’ I said again, uncharacteristically at a loss. ‘I’m sorry.’ Then a rather more alarming possibility presented itself. ‘You didn’t... you know, kiss her, or anything, did you?’ The worst thing about the whole episode had been the way the brood had been spreading its taint to unwary Guardsmen, its collective mind absorbing theirs as their genes mingled, their altered allegiance only becoming clear when they turned on their comrades without warning.

			Divas flushed. ‘Never got the chance,’ he said, to my intense relief. ‘I was hoping if I asked her out...’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, I already had the tickets, and it seems a shame to waste them, so...’

			‘Indeed it does,’ I said, with all the enthusiasm I could feign. Singers and acrobats weren’t really my cup of tanna, but in the absence of Wynetha, and with the bars and gambling dens I normally frequented either closed down or being periodically visited by jumpy Guardsmen with lasguns on the lookout for undetected hybrids, my recreational options seemed somewhat limited at the moment. Besides, Divas was looking as though someone had just kicked his puppy. And I felt vaguely responsible for that. I hadn’t actually set out to kill his putative girlfriend, just save my own neck when the brood turned on me, but the least I could do was ensure he had a memorable night out.

			Which we did, though hardly in the manner either of us would have wished.

			The theatre was in one of the less salubrious parts of town, although not quite as insalubrious as the parts I would have gone to looking for entertainment in the normal course of events, situated about halfway along a wide thoroughfare crowded with civilians who gawped at me as we passed, and Guardsmen who suddenly found something very interesting on the other side of the street as soon as they caught sight of my uniform. Not every other building in sight was a hostelry, but the majority of them were, the rest being devoted to the purveyance of refreshments hardly more appetising than the usual Guard rations, or the kind of gewgaws the average trooper fondly imagined would win the heart (or some parts of the anatomy, at least) of one of the locals.

			‘Seems a lively kind of place,’ Divas commented happily, skirting the stall of a vendor of deep-fried gristle, while I inconspicuously drove the pommel of my chainsword into the sternum of a local scofflaw whose fingers had wandered a little too close to my companion’s pocket under the pretext of making way for him.

			‘It certainly does,’ I agreed, nodding courteously to a gaggle of dollymops lurking in a nearby alley mouth who’d been following our progress with interest, and who immediately dissolved into giggles. Probably best Divas didn’t notice them, in his current lovelorn state, so I picked up my pace a little and steered him into the stream of theatregoers converging on our destination. I nodded at the name above the marquee, picked out in garish, illuminated lettering. 

			‘The Resplendent. Nicely understated.’

			‘Sounds like a starship to me,’ Divas said. Well, I’d travelled on a few with stranger names, even at that early stage in my career, so I simply nodded as we stepped through the glazed wooden doors into the lobby.

			I’m sure you’ve seen similar places yourself, so I’ll spare you much in the way of description; there are plenty like it in any moderately sized Imperial settlement, varying only in their building materials and the degree of stickiness of their carpets. This one was heavy on dark wood, naturally enough for an agri world, its floor covered with a migraine-inducing pattern of red and green swirls, most of which was fortuitously hidden beneath the feet of the patrons packing the place and an interesting variety of stains, the origins of which I preferred not to speculate about. Either the respect due our uniforms or the visible sidearms we were carrying parted the crowds in a most satisfactory manner, and Divas and I found ourselves standing in front of a small window above a chipped and battered counter, being gawped at by a scrawny youth with prominent front teeth, lank, greasy hair and a faintly distracted air.

			‘You’re ’im, incha?’ he demanded, as though disinclined to take my word for it. ‘That Commissar Crane what did for them roaches.’

			‘Close enough,’ I said, barely registering the exchange. It was hardly the first time one of the locals had recognised me, although since commissars weren’t exactly thick on the ground around Pagus Parva, it never came as much of a surprise.

			‘Good fer you.’ He inspected the tickets Divas held out, in a manner so perfunctory they might just as well have remained in his pocket, and plucked a small bag of caba nuts from a rack behind the counter. ‘There yer go. Onna house.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said, becoming aware of the degree of attention Divas and I were now attracting, and playing to the crowd in a manner that was already beginning to become second nature to me. ‘Though we were only doing our duty to the Emperor, of course.’

			‘You was there too?’ the youth asked, his jaw becoming even slacker as he stared at Divas for a moment, then reached for a second packet of nuts. ‘Least we can do for a hero.’

			‘Most kind,’ I said, passing them swiftly to Divas before he had time to put the record straight, and scanning the lobby for the way to our seats.

			‘And I think we can do better than a couple of snacks to show our appreciation,’ a new voice cut in, right behind my left shoulder. 

			I turned to find my eyes level with the top of a balding pate lightly dusted with dandruff, surmounting a head which looked slightly overstuffed, especially around the jowls, protruding from a formal robe which had clearly seen better days but which could probably barely remember how long ago they’d been. A hand emerged from the folds and hovered uncertainly for a moment, before realising I wasn’t going to shake it and dragging the arm it was attached to into a florid and theatrical bow. 

			‘Erasmus Denovera, owner and manager of this fine establishment.’

			‘I’ve seldom seen anything to equal it,’ I said, truthfully enough.

			‘You’re too kind,’ Denovera said, visibly suppressing the urge to bow again. He gestured towards a curtain in the wall behind him. ‘Perhaps you gentlemen would care to avail yourselves of my private box? It’s a great deal more comfortable than the public seats.’

			‘We wouldn’t like to impose–’ Divas began.

			‘We’d be delighted,’ I cut in hastily, overriding him. The main auditorium would be rammed with patrons, judging by the number of people passing through the lobby, and most of them had paused to gawp at us on the way in. It was carrots to crowns half of them would carry on doing it throughout the performance, and though I’m never averse to being the centre of attention when it doesn’t involve incoming fire, I had no wish to be forced to make polite conversation with vacuous civilians for most of the night.

			‘The pleasure’s all ours,’ Denovera assured us, holding the curtain aside to let us pass. As Divas and I vanished through it, I thought our disappearance was marked by a faint murmur of disappointment from the patrons, although it could have been Divas’ stomach; punctilious to a fault, it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d become so engrossed in file-shuffling he’d forgotten to eat. ‘Right this way, if you please.’

			Looking around, as the curtain fell back into place, I found myself in a wide corridor, with stairs rising to my left and descending on my right, and a distinct smell of stale food, damp carpet and a faint trace of undiscovered deceased rodent seasoning the atmosphere. A number of boxes had been stacked to one side of the curtain, containing more nuts and other comestibles, according to the labels, while enough other detritus had been allowed to accumulate in the corridor that the space available to walk in was barely adequate for a single person to negotiate.

			Denovera indicated the rising staircase. ‘Just up here, gentlemen,’ he said, leading the way. Divas followed, with a curious glance at the descending flight.

			‘Where does that go?’ he asked.

			Denovera shrugged. ‘The cellars,’ he said. ‘We store everything we don’t need for the current show down there, and it’s a handy shortcut to the stage door.’

			‘They must be rather full by now,’ I said, with a last glance back at the discarded props littering the floor of the passageway behind us.

			‘Not at all,’ Denovera said, as we passed into another, less cluttered corridor apparently running just above the first. ‘There’s been a theatre on this site for centuries, and the cellars go down for several levels.’ This wasn’t that unusual in Imperial settlements, where old streets were often built over by subsequent generations; I’ve seen abandoned undercities which practically qualified as hives in their own right, although something that size would take millennia to accrete. ‘Though I daresay no one’s set foot in the lowest cellars in decades.’

			‘Apart from the search parties,’ I said, and Denovera nodded.

			‘Apart from them, of course.’ 

			The Arbites, planetary militia and Imperial Guard had all been rummaging around since the genestealer incident, getting in one another’s way as often as not, and I counted myself lucky not to have been directly involved in the ongoing search for stray hybrids and the ever-elusive broodlord. 

			‘I didn’t escort them myself, but they seemed satisfied enough.’ Denovera came to a halt midway down the corridor. ‘Here we are.’

			He was standing between a pair of doors which faced each other, one open, revealing a surprisingly tidy office. He reached out to open the other, unleashing a torrent of noise from beyond it, then stood aside to let Divas and me pass through.

			‘Aren’t you joining us?’ Divas asked, and Denovera shook his head, dusting his own shoulders with a scattering of dandruff as he did so.

			‘Too much to do, I’m afraid.’ He glanced, with what looked like genuine regret, at the desk in the office. ‘But enjoy the performance, and make yourselves at home. You’ll find refreshments in the cabinet, and if you need anything, Orris is on the other end of the speaking tube.’

			With which he disappeared into his sanctum, and closed the door.

			Divas and I took our seats, which did indeed afford us a far better view of the stage than the ones we’d been due to occupy. Mildly curious, I spent a moment or two scanning the crowded auditorium in search of them, before giving it up as a bad job; especially once I’d realised that leaning too far out across the balustrade rendered me equally visible to the patrons below, and a few of them began to jostle and point in our direction.

			‘Well, this is comfortable,’ Divas said, and I found myself forced to agree; the dozen or so seats, arranged in two rows, were agreeably padded, and each was accompanied by an occasional table which tried very hard to look like an antique, although they manifestly weren’t. Denovera clearly used the place for more than his own entertainment, and I found myself warming to our unexpected host, especially once I’d taken him at his word and investigated the contents of the carved wooden cabinet beside the door. It contained a rack of goblets and an array of decanters, most of which I felt honour bound to taste, before settling on a nicely matured local amasec.

			‘It certainly is,’ I agreed, pouring him a generous measure, and a positively philanthropic one for myself. ‘What’s first on the programme?’

			‘Haven’t a clue,’ Divas said cheerfully, as I resumed my seat. ‘I was going to grab one on the way in.’ He shrugged. ‘But I’m sure we’ll get the gist of it.’

			‘No doubt we will,’ I said, an expectation which proved to be well founded. There were indeed singers and jugglers, not to mention acrobats, a young lady whose costume looked distinctly chilly but whose prestidigitatory abilities seemed unaffected by the discomfort, and a comedian whose constant allusions to Keffian people, places and social conventions meant nothing to me, but left most of the audience convulsed. Perhaps the mellow spirit I’d been drinking, which the nuts did little to soak up, was primarily responsible, but all in all I found myself having a much better time of it than I’d anticipated. 

			At least until the last act had taken their curtain call, and a familiar figure strolled out onto the stage.

			‘Thank you all for coming tonight,’ Denovera said, as a spotlight kindled and began to follow him. ‘We’re honoured by your patronage as always.’ A ripple of self-congratulatory applause echoed round the auditorium. ‘And especially honoured tonight by the presence of a hero, who put his own life at risk to keep us all safe from the enemy within.’

			‘Get up, Toren,’ I said, already suiting the action to the word. ‘We’re leaving.’

			‘Are we?’ Divas drained the dregs of his third or fourth amasec and followed suit, swaying a little before regaining his balance.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the celebrated Commissar Cain!’ 

			The spotlight swung round and up, blinding me for a moment, and a sudden tsunami of applause battered my ears.

			‘We are,’ I said firmly, making the best of it and waving in the general direction of the noise, which predictably redoubled. Still blinking, I led the way to the rear of the box, and swung the door open. I suppose I should have expected something of the sort, but it still rankled a little. Emperor alone knew how we were going to make it back to the battery now; the lobby – not to mention the surrounding streets – would be packed with civilians wanting to catch a glimpse of the new local hero, and hewing a path with my chainsword wasn’t really an option. I tapped the comm-bead in my ear. ‘Jurgen. Could you get hold of a Salamander, and meet us outside the theatre on Five Bushel Street?’

			‘Be with you before you know it.’ My aide chewed and swallowed something, before resuming in a slightly clearer voice. ‘Leaving now.’

			‘We’ll be waiting,’ I said, letting the door swing closed behind us, cutting off the noise and the actinic glare. I took hold of Divas’ arm, partly to urge him on and partly to keep him upright. ‘Come on. Maybe we can make it out of here before the lobby gets too full.’

			A hope which became extinguished the moment we reached the bottom of the stairs. A babble of overlapping voices was swelling behind the curtain leading to the entrance hall, and a quick, cautious glance through the gap at one edge of it was enough to confirm my worst fears. The place was completely packed, with barely enough room left to squeeze in a ratling, never mind a couple of Imperial Guard officers.

			‘What now?’ Divas asked, and I shook my head, nonplussed for the moment; then my eye fell on the descending stairs opposite, and I remembered Denovera’s offhand comment a couple of hours before.

			‘Down here,’ I said, getting him moving again with a quick tug on his arm, and making for the stairwell as quickly and quietly as possible – although the crowd was making so much noise there didn’t seem much point in trying to be stealthy. I activated my vox-bead again. ‘Jurgen. Make for the stage door, if possible.’

			‘Be right there, sir,’ he assured me, the growl of a powerful engine starting up muffling the last of his words. ‘Five or ten minutes, depending on traffic.’

			‘Take your time,’ I told him, mindful of the way my aide drove, and not wanting the bother of processing the mountain of paperwork that would be contingent on any civilian casualties. I started down the stairwell, my footfalls muffled by the carpet, Divas matching my pace, though a trifle less steadily; after a moment of observation I felt sufficiently reassured that he wasn’t about to miss his footing and tumble the rest of the way, taking me with him, and returned my attention to whatever awaited us at the bottom.

			It was, of course, another corridor – this time uncarpeted and lined with brick, though no less cluttered than the one we’d just left – from which another staircase descended into fitfully illuminated darkness.

			‘Which way?’ Divas asked.

			‘Throne knows,’ I replied. Denovera had told us this was the way to the stage door, but as neither of us had the faintest idea where that actually was, my knack of remaining orientated in an unfamiliar environment wasn’t going to help much. I was just beginning to consider returning to the lobby after all, and requesting a squad of troopers to escort us out, when I heard footsteps ascending the stairwell facing us. A moment later the youth from the ticket booth appeared, balancing a couple of boxes of fresh nuts, presumably to replenish the supplies so badly depleted by the throng of our admirers upstairs. He blinked as he registered our presence.

			‘Can I ’elp?’ he asked, in a tone which vaguely suggested he’d rather not if any effort were involved.

			‘What’s the quickest way out of here?’ I asked. His eyes unfocused for a moment, as though the answer required some serious consideration.

			‘Dahn ’ere,’ he said, dropping the boxes and standing aside for us. ‘Froo the undercroft below the stage, up pas’ the dressin’ rooms... Frak it, best I show yer. You’ll be wanderin’ around dahn there ’alf the night otherwise.’ He turned, and began to descend again, without another word.

			‘Thanks,’ Divas said. ‘Much appreciated.’

			The staircase led down to a vast and dimly lit cellar, packed with discarded props and sets, supported on a series of brick pillars about three times my height, and which I could barely have got my arms around. We progressed through them in a series of zigzags, following whatever clear space had been left between the junk deposited there, which soon left Divas completely disorientated.

			‘Are you sure this is the right way?’ he asked, and the youth nodded.

			‘Course,’ he said. ‘Know it like the back o’ me ’and. Froo ’ere.’ He ducked beneath a low brick arch, and we found ourselves on another staircase, descending in a tight spiral. The cellar it led to was smaller, and must have been adjacent to some kind of loading dock, as a number of crates were stacked more or less neatly between the supporting pillars. A tunnel led off to one side, wide and high enough to drive a truck down, and rising towards street level in a gentle slope.

			‘Thanks,’ I said, taking a couple of steps towards it, but our guide shook his head.

			‘Not that way,’ he said. ‘’Sa dead end.’ He turned, and tugged at a loose brick in the wall. ‘Dahn ’ere.’ A section of the wall pivoted on well-greased runners, revealing another passage, which appeared to lead further down into the bowels of the earth. Divas trotted happily towards it, but I hesitated. The air current flowing from below was rank, like a breath from a diseased lung.

			Before I could express my doubts, however, a new voice hailed us.

			‘Orris. What are you doing down here?’ Denovera appeared at the mouth of the tunnel I’d previously noticed, pushing a cart loaded with boxes which appeared to contain more refreshments. Catching sight of Divas and me he smiled and nodded. ‘Did you enjoy–’ 

			His eyes fell on the hole in the wall, and his jaw dropped. 

			‘What the hell’s that?’ He moved in to inspect it, glaring suspiciously at Orris. ‘Did you know it was there?’

			‘Of course he did,’ I said, drawing my laspistol, suspicion hardening to certainty as I registered the calm expression on the youth’s face. His eyes were unfocused again, but this time I didn’t mistake it for the sluggish thought processes of a dull and unimaginative civilian. ‘He’s a hybrid.’ Communing with the brood mind, telling what was left of the swarm precisely where we were.

			‘He’s what?’ Denovera asked, struggling to take in this unexpected development. I don’t suppose he ever quite got it, before something inhumanly fast burst through the concealed entrance, a third arm tipped with razor-sharp claws reaching out to rip his head from his shoulders in a welter of blood. 

			Divas reacted with commendable speed, considering how drunk he was, drawing his laspistol and blazing away at the ghastly apparition with rather more enthusiasm than accuracy. A couple of bolts hit home, however, gouging ichor-seeping craters in the hybrid’s chitinous carapace, and making a bit of a mess of the flouncy ballgown it was wearing, which distracted it nicely while I lined up a rather more accurate shot to the head and finished it off.

			‘Look out, Cai!’ Divas yelled, as Orris sprang at me, his jaw enlarging to a preternatural extent, revealing a line of viciously curved fangs. I shot him twice in the chest, and he slumped to the ground, emitting a high-pitched keening which set my teeth on edge.

			‘Jurgen! Where are you?’ I voxed, while Divas activated his own comm-bead and began babbling to the regimental command post about the situation we’d unexpectedly found ourselves in. Some backup would indeed be nice, I thought, but under the circumstances it was unlikely to materialise before we no longer needed it, one way or the other.

			‘Couple of minutes out,’ Jurgen said, ‘but I can’t get near the theatre. Street’s full of civvies.’ 

			For a moment I found myself thinking unkindly of the impresario lying dead at my feet, whose attempt to use my presence to publicise his theatre had attracted all these gawpers to get in the way; soon this was overridden by rather more pressing concerns, as an ominous scuttling noise echoed from the depths of the tunnel Orris had revealed.

			‘This way,’ I said, making for the wide, sloping passageway Denovera had appeared from.

			‘But it’s a dead end!’ Divas objected, pelting after me anyway; at least it was away from the downed hybrids, and Throne alone knew what else might be lurking in the darkness below.

			‘He was lying,’ I said, hoping I was right. ‘Jurgen. There should be some kind of loading dock on the north side of the building. We’re heading for that now.’

			‘Right you are, sir.’ The background growling of the Salamander’s engine rose in pitch. ‘Side streets are a bit clearer. Should be able to get round there.’

			‘We’ll be waiting,’ I said, hoping we’d live long enough to do so. The floor of the passageway was smooth, at least, the gentle slope hardly a challenge, and I began to feel cautiously optimistic. ’Stealers were hellish fast, of course, I’d seen that for myself, but we had a good start on them.

			‘Throne of Terra!’ Divas gasped, glancing back and putting on an additional turn of speed. Hardly daring to, I turned, and immediately wished I hadn’t. The passage was almost filled with a vast and ominous silhouette, two or three times the size of any genestealer I’d ever seen.

			‘At least we know where the broodlord is now,’ I said, cracking off a couple of las-bolts, which expended themselves against the thickly armoured carapace about as effectively as if I’d been blowing kisses at it. Divas was yammering on the vox-link again, reporting the sighting, but that wasn’t going to do either of us much good at the moment. I drew my chainsword, which at least made me feel better, but the idea of taking on a biological killing machine in such cramped conditions was not exactly appealing.

			‘It’s gaining!’ Divas said, which was hardly encouraging. We both unleashed a fusillade of las-bolts against it, in the vague hope of slowing it down, but if anything that only seemed to enrage the monstrosity. It raised its head, tongue lolling, and screamed, the sound striking us like the pressure wave of an explosion. Ancient brickwork rent and tore under talons as long as my forearm gouging into it for purchase as the towering creature bounded towards us. It reached out, clutching greedily.

			I grabbed Divas by the shirt collar, yanking him aside as the claws which would have shredded him snapped into a fist where he’d been a second before, and we both rolled, ducking under the creature’s reach. I took the opportunity to swipe at the patriarch’s extended arm, the whirling teeth of my chainsword whining as they bit deep into its exoskeleton, and a gush of foul-smelling ichor spattered both us and our surroundings.

			We rolled to our feet, backed against the wall, ancient brick dust tickling the back of my neck. The broodlord backed up, trying to face us, finding it hard to turn in the confined space, and I lashed out again, trying to fend it off. Divas was shooting las-bolt after las-bolt at it, gouging chunks out of its torso armour, but not doing any significant damage that I could tell.

			Then a rending crash echoed around the passageway, accompanied by the roar of a powerful engine, the stench of promethium and bright, artificial light, which momentarily blinded me.

			‘Get down, sir!’ Jurgen voxed, opening up with the Salamander’s forward-mounted heavy bolter, the familiar blocky silhouette of the scout vehicle almost filling the tunnel. 

			The hail of explosive bolts chewed their way through the patriarch’s chitinous exoskeleton, throwing it back off balance in a spray of ichor and emulsified viscera. Divas and I flattened ourselves against the brickwork, the whirling tracks missing us by inches as chitin collided with ceramite, the impact throwing the creature back as Jurgen brought the Salamander to a halt.

			‘Excellent timing, as always,’ I congratulated my aide, scrambling into the open passenger compartment, Divas hard on my heels. ‘But I thought you’d be waiting outside.’

			‘Nowhere to park, sir,’ Jurgen said. ‘Besides, I heard you might be in trouble.’

			‘You heard right,’ I agreed, as my aide engaged reverse and began charging back up the tunnel as precipitously as he’d arrived. 

			Ignoring the trail of sparks and chunks of pulverised brick falling around us every time he clipped the walls, I scrambled across to the pintle-mounted heavy bolter, and opened up at the towering mass of the broodlord, which seemed disinclined to let bygones be bygones, and was now charging up the tunnel after us, albeit a little more awkwardly than before. Jurgen’s first salvo seemed to have injured it, and I lost no time in adding as much as I could to the damage, while, not to be outdone, Divas cracked off a few shots from his laspistol. The abomination fell back as I directed a stream of explosive ordnance at its head, blowing half of it away, but it still wasn’t done for, continuing to come after us on a wave of pure malevolence.

			‘Persistent, isn’t it?’ Jurgen remarked, hosing it down with the heavy flamer.

			That did it. Thrashing around in its death throes, the creature retreated instinctively back down the tunnel, igniting the detritus in the cellar as it went. As we regained the open air, I could already see the flames spreading through the undercroft, cleansing the entire nest of corruption. 

			I hoped.

			‘Well, that seems to be that,’ Colonel Mostrue said. The last of the roof timbers gave way with a shower of sparks and a gout of flame as they toppled into the depths of the burning building. His ice-blue eyes regarded me, as always, with barely concealed suspicion. ‘Though I suppose someone’ll have to search those tunnels once the sappers have dug them out.’

			‘I imagine they will,’ I agreed, already certain he had a candidate in mind for the job, and determined to palm it off on somebody else before he made the suggestion. ‘I’d go myself, but I’ll be in the capital before the wreckage cools down enough to start poking about down there. The sergeant’s already been in touch with the Commissariat, and she’s quite insistent about hearing my report in person.’ This meant I’d get to see Wynetha again a little sooner than I’d expected, too, which was a welcome bonus.

			‘I see,’ Mostrue said, clearly put out at being denied another opportunity to nudge me into harm’s way; something he did at every opportunity, as he’d never quite believed my growing reputation was merited, and seemed to relish putting it to the test. ‘I’m sure we’ll find someone.’ His eye fell on Divas, who looked about ready to volunteer on the spot.

			A familiar odour announced the approach of my aide, who regarded the conflagration with keen appreciation, and handed me a welcome mug of tanna.

			‘Well, apart from that, sir,’ he asked after a moment, ‘how was the show?’
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			One of the first things you learn as a commissar is that people are never pleased to see you; something that’s no longer the case where I’m concerned, of course, now that my glorious and undeserved reputation precedes me wherever I go. A good rule of thumb in my younger days, but I’d never found myself staring down death in the eyes of the troopers I was supposed to be inspiring with loyalty to the Emperor before. In my early years as an occasionally loyal minion of his Glorious Majesty, I’d faced, or to be more accurate, ran away screaming from, orks, necrons, tyranids, and a severely hacked off daemonhost, just to pick out some of the highlights of my ignominious career. But standing in that mess room, a heartbeat away from being ripped apart by mutinous Guardsmen, was a unique experience, and one that I have no wish to repeat.

			I should have realised how bad the situation was when the commanding officer of my new regiment actually smiled at me as I stepped off the shuttle. I already had every reason to fear the worst, of course, but by that time I was out of options. Paradoxical as it might seem, taking this miserable assignment had looked uncomfortably like the best chance I had of keeping my precious skin in one piece.

			The problem, of course, was my undeserved reputation for heroism, which by that time had grown to such ludicrous proportions that the Commissariat had finally noticed me and decided that my talents were being wasted in the artillery unit I’d picked as the safest place to sit out my lifetime of service to the Emperor, a long way away from the sharp end of combat. Accordingly, I’d found myself plucked from a position of relative obscurity and attached directly to Brigade headquarters.

			That hadn’t seemed too bad at first, as I’d had little to do except shuffle datafiles and organise the occasional firing squad, which had suited me fine, but the trouble with everybody thinking you’re a hero is that they tend to assume you like being in mortal danger and go out of their way to provide some. In the half-dozen years since my arrival, I’d been temporarily seconded to units assigned, among other things, to assault fixed positions, clear out a space hulk, and run recon deep behind enemy lines. And every time I’d made it back alive, due in no small part to my natural talent for diving for cover and waiting for the noise to stop, the general staff had patted me on the head, given me another commendation, and tried to find an even more inventive way of getting me killed.

			Something obviously had to be done, and done fast, before my luck ran out altogether. So, as I often had before, I let my reputation do the work for me and put in a request for a transfer back to a regiment. Any regiment. By that time I just didn’t care. Long experience had taught me that the opportunities for taking care of my own neck were much higher when I could pull rank on every officer around me.

			‘I just don’t think I’m cut out for data shuffling,’ I said apologetically to the weasel-faced little runt from the lord general’s office. He nodded judiciously, and made a show of paging through my file.

			‘I can’t say I’m surprised,’ he said, in a slightly nasal whine. Although he tried to look cool and composed, his body language betrayed his excitement at being in the presence of a living legend; at least that’s what some damn fool pictcast commentator had called me after the Siege of Perlia, and the appellation stuck. The next thing I know my own face is grinning at me from recruiting posters all over the sector, and I couldn’t even grab a mug of recaf without having a piece of paper shoved under my nose with a request to autograph it. ‘It doesn’t suit everybody.’

			‘It’s a shame we can’t all have your dedication to the smooth running of the Imperium,’ I said. He looked sharply at me for a moment, wondering if I was taking the frak, which of course I was, then decided I was simply being civil. I decided to ladle it on a bit. ‘But I’m afraid I’ve been a soldier too long to start changing my habits now.’

			That was the sort of thing Cain the Hero was supposed to say, of course, and weasel-face lapped it up. He took my transfer request from me as though it was a relic from one of the blessed saints.

			‘I’ll handle it personally,’ he said, practically bowing as he showed me out.

			And so it was, a month or so later, I found myself in a shuttle approaching the hangar bay of the Righteous Wrath, a battered old troopship identical to thousands in Imperial service, almost all of which I sometimes think I’ve travelled on over the years. The familiar smell of shipboard air, stale, recycled, inextricably intertwined with rancid sweat, machine oil and boiled cabbage, hissed into the passenger compartment as the hatch seals opened. I inhaled it gratefully, as it displaced the no less familiar odour of Gunner Jurgen, my aide almost since the outset of my commissarial career nearly twenty years before.

			Short for a Valhallan, Jurgen somehow managed to look awkward and out of place wherever he was, and in all our time together, I couldn’t recall a single occasion on which he’d ever worn anything that appeared to fit properly. Though amiable enough in temperament, he seemed ill at ease with people, and, in turn, most preferred to avoid his company; a tendency no doubt exacerbated by the perpetual psoriasis that afflicted him, as well as his body odour, which, in all honesty, took quite a bit of getting used to.

			Nevertheless he’d proven an able and valued aide, due in no small part to his peculiar mentality. Not overly bright, but eager to please and doggedly literal in his approach to following orders, he’d become a useful buffer between me and some of the more onerous aspects of my job. He never questioned anything I said or did, apparently convinced that it must be for the good of the Imperium in some way, which, given the occasionally discreditable activities I’d been known to indulge in, was a great deal more than I could have hoped for from any other trooper. Even after all this time I still find myself missing him on occasion.

			So he was right there at my side, half-hidden by our combined luggage, which he’d somehow contrived to gather up and hold despite the weight, as my boot heels first rang on the deck plating beneath the shuttle. I didn’t object; experience had taught me that it was a good idea for people meeting him for the first time to get the full picture in increments.

			I paused fractionally for dramatic effect before striding forward to meet the small knot of Guard officers drawn up to greet me by the main cargo doors, the clang of my footsteps on the metal sounding as crisp and authoritative as I could contrive; an effect undercut slightly by the pops and clangs from the scorched area under the shuttle engines as it cooled, and Jurgen’s tottering gait behind me.

			‘Welcome, commissar. This is a great honour.’ A surprisingly young woman with red hair and blue eyes stepped forward and snapped a crisp salute with parade ground efficiency. I thought for a moment that I was being subtly snubbed with only the junior officers present, before I reconciled her face with the file picture in the briefing slate. I returned the salute.

			‘Colonel Kasteen.’ I nodded an acknowledgement. Despite having no objection to being fawned over by young women in the normal course of events, I found such a transparent attempt at ingratiation a little nauseating. Then I got a good look at her hopeful expression and felt as though I’d stepped on a non-existent final stair. She was absolutely sincere. Emperor help me, they really were pleased to see me. Things must be even worse here than I’d imagined.

			Just how bad they actually were I had yet to discover, but I already had some presentiment. For one thing, the palms of my hands were tingling, which always means there’s trouble hanging in the air like the static before a storm, and for another, I’d broken with the habit of a lifetime and actually read the briefing slate carefully on the tedious voyage out here to meet the ship.

			To cut a long story short, morale in the Valhallan 296th/301st was at rock bottom, and the root cause of it all was obvious from the regiment’s title. Combining below-strength regiments was standard practice among the Imperial Guard, a sensible way of consolidating after combat losses to keep units up to strength and of further use in the field. What hadn’t been sensible was combining what was left of the 301st, a crack planetary assault unit with fifteen hundred years of traditional belief in their innate superiority over every other unit in the Guard, particularly the other Valhallan ones, with the 296th; a rear echelon garrison command, which, just to throw promethium on the flames, was one of the few all-women regiments raised and maintained by that desolate iceball. And just to put the cherry on it, Kasteen had been given overall command by virtue of three days’ seniority over her new immediate subordinate, a man with far more combat experience.

			Not that any of them truly lacked that now, after the battle for Corania. The tyranids had attacked without warning, and every Guard regiment on the planet had been forced to resist ferociously for nearly a year before the navy and a couple of Astartes Chapters had arrived to turn the tide. By that time, every surviving unit had sustained at least fifty per cent casualties, many of them a great deal more, and the bureaucrats of the Munitorium had begun the process of consolidating the battered survivors into useful units once again.

			On paper, at least. No one with any practical military experience would have been so half-witted as to ignore the morale effects of their decisions. But that’s bureaucrats for you. Maybe if a few more Administratum drones were given lasguns and told to soldier alongside the troopers for a month or two it would shake their ideas up a bit. Assuming by some miracle they weren’t shot in the back on the first day, of course.

			But I’m digressing. I returned Kasteen’s salute, noting as I did so the faint discolouration of the fabric beneath her rank insignia where her captain’s studs had been before her recent unanticipated elevation to colonel. There had been few officers left in either regiment by the time the ‘nids had got through with them, and they’d been lucky at that. At least one of the newly consolidated units was being led by a former corporal, or so I’d heard. Unfortunately, neither of their commissars had survived so, thanks to my fortuitously timed transfer request, I’d been handed the job of sorting out the mess. Lucky me.

			‘Major Broklaw, my second-in-command.’ Kasteen introduced the man next to her, his own insignia equally new. His face flushed almost imperceptibly, but he stepped forward to shake my hand with a firm grip. His eyes were flint grey beneath his dark fringe of hair, and he closed his hand a little too tightly, trying to gauge my strength. Two could play at that game, of course, and I had the advantage of a couple of augmetic fingers, so I returned the favour, smiling blandly as the colour drained from his face.

			‘Major.’ I let him go before anything was damaged except his pride, and turned to the next officer in line. Kasteen had rounded up pretty much her entire senior command staff, as protocol demanded, but it was clear most of them weren’t too sure about having me around. Only a few met my eyes, but the legend of Cain the Hero had arrived here before me, and the ones that did were obviously hoping I’d be able to turn round a situation they all patently felt had gone way beyond their own ability to deal with.

			I don’t know what the rest were thinking; they were probably just relieved I wasn’t talking about shooting the lot of them and bringing in somebody competent. Of course, if that had been a realistic option I might have considered it, but I had an unwanted reputation for honesty and fairness to live up to, so that was that.

			The introductions over I turned back to Kasteen, and indicated the tottering pile of kitbags behind me. Her eyes widened fractionally as she caught a glimpse of Jurgen’s face behind the barricade, but I suppose anyone who’d gone hand to hand with tyranids would have found the experience relatively unperturbing, and she masked it quickly. Most of the assembled officers, I noted with well-concealed amusement, were now breathing shallowly through their mouths.

			‘My aide, Gunner First Class Ferik Jurgen,’ I said. In truth there was only one grade of gunner, but I didn’t expect they’d know that, and the small unofficial promotion would add to whatever kudos he got from being the aide of a commissar. Which in turn would reflect well on me. ‘Perhaps you could assign him some quarters?’

			‘Of course.’ She turned to one of the youngest lieutenants, a blonde girl of vaguely equine appearance who looked as if she’d be more at home on a farm somewhere than in uniform, and nodded. ‘Sulla. Get the quartermaster to sort it out.’

			‘I’ll do it myself,’ she replied, slightly overdoing the eager young officer routine. ‘Magil’s doing his best, but he’s not quite on top of the system yet.’ Kasteen nodded blandly, unaware of any problem, but I could see Broklaw’s jaw tighten, and noticed that most of the men present failed to mask their displeasure.

			‘Sulla was our quartermaster sergeant until the last round of promotions,’ Kasteen explained. ‘She knows the ship’s resources better than anyone.’

			‘I’m sure she does,’ I said diplomatically. ‘And I’m sure she has far more pressing duties to perform than finding a bunk for Jurgen. We’ll liaise with your Sergeant Magil ourselves, if you have no objection.’

			‘None at all.’ Kasteen looked slightly puzzled for a moment, then dismissed it. Broklaw, I noticed from the corner of my eye, was looking at me with something approaching respect now. Well, that was something at least. But it was pretty clear I was going to have my work cut out to turn this divided and demoralised rabble into anything resembling a fighting unit.

			Well, up to a point anyway. If they were a long way from being ready to fight the enemies of the Emperor, they were certainly in good enough shape to fight among themselves, as I was shortly to discover.

			I haven’t reached my second century by ignoring the little presentiments of trouble which sometimes appear out of nowhere, like those itching palms of mine, or the little voice in the back of my head which tells me something seems too good to be true. But in my first few days aboard the Righteous Wrath I had no need of such subtle promptings from my subconscious. Tension hung in the air of the corridors assigned to us like ozone around a daemonhost, all but striking sparks from the bulkheads. And I wasn’t the only one to feel it. None of the other regiments on board would venture into our part of the ship, either for social interaction or the time-honoured tradition of perpetrating practical jokes against the members of another unit. The naval provosts patrolled in tense, wary groups. Desperate for some kind of respite, I even made courtesy calls on the other commissars aboard, but these were far from convivial; humourless Emperor-botherers to a man, the younger ones were too overwhelmed by respect for my reputation to be good company, and most of the older ones were quietly resentful of what they saw as a glory-hogging young upstart. Tedious as these interludes were, though, I was to be grateful for them sooner than I thought.

			The one bright spot was Captain Parjita, who’d commanded the vessel for the past thirty years, and with whom I hit it off from our first dinner together. I’m sure he only invited me the first time because protocol demanded it, and perhaps out of curiosity to see what a Hero of the Imperium actually looked like in the flesh, but by the time we were halfway through the first course we were chatting away like old friends. I told a few outrageous lies about my past adventures, and he reciprocated with some anecdotes of his own, and by the time we’d got onto the amasec I felt more relaxed than I had in months. For one thing, he really appreciated the problems I was facing with Kasteen and her rabble.

			‘You need to reassert some discipline,’ he told me unnecessarily. ‘Before the rot spreads any further. Shoot a few, that’ll buck their ideas up.’

			Easy to say, of course, but not so easy in practice. That’s what most commissars would have done, admittedly, but getting a regiment united because they’re terrified of you and hate your guts has its own drawbacks, particularly as you’re going to find yourself in the middle of a battlefield with these people before very long, and they’ll all have guns. And, as I’ve already said, I had a reputation to maintain, and a good part of that was keeping up the pretence that I actually gave a damn about the troopers under my command. So, not an option, unfortunately.

			It was while I was on my way back to my quarters from one such pleasant evening that my hand was forced, and in a way I could well have done without.

			
Click here to buy Ciaphas Cain: Hero of the Imperium.
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