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A World Above by Alex Hammond

THE FLOOR RACED before him, yellow guide lights casting harsh shadows across
the face of his driver. Thin hum

of an electric engine, rubber wheels dashing across the steel, the rush of the air: the
connecting corridors were lonely, humanless places. Fingering his las pistol, to a
passer-by Aldus Harkon would have seemed to be simply scratching an irritating itch
under his coat. Aldus watched the driver closely; an unimpressive-looking man, but
his enemies knew Harkon was cautious of hit men and his escort ready for anything.
'Shuttle Bay 5b, sir.' The driver spoke with a mid-hive lilt.

'Come up in the world?' Aldus returned his hand to the cane lying upon his lap. 'Yes,
sir. Used to work on the factory floor. Brother went down-hive, I was recruited up.
Saved the foremen from a Delaque assassination attempt.'

'Made your masters proud, no doubt.' The man saluted. 'Ran Lo shuttle number five
should be docking shortly' The transport's wheels skidded briefly, only to be muffled
by the sound of the rush of depressurising air as the cart entered the landing bay.
Almost immediately a throat-scaring rush of fumes hit Aldus full in the face. He
inhaled deeply, painful though it may be -the shuttle bay would be witness to the
biggest deal of his life.

The transport cart scuttled away, small wheels competing to keep up with one another.
Aldus dusted down his coat and stood, cane in hand, poised near the edge of the tight
mile-high precipice. About him men struggled with fuel pipes, prepared magnetic
clamps and clung to the sides of the shuttle bay as though at any second the whole
thing would lurch forward and toss them out into the night sky, down through the
noxious clouds to land a bloodied pulp in the ash wastes so far below

Aldus loved Hive Primus. If you were strong-willed there were places for you. Places
to find greatness. places to make a life for yourself in a giant city almost bursting with
the pressure of millions of souls. If you were cast of iron like the city,

you could go far. Aldus stepped closer to the edge of the shuttle bay's entrance. Winds
battered him, slapping him hard in the face, stinging his old, cunning eyes. Peering out
into the night air, he breathed deeply. A freshness unknown to his sickening body
filled his lungs. The stars in the sky, every one a new solar system, were each a place
for those of iron to reach greatness.

Aldus hacked hard into the front of his mouth. Sliding the phlegm about his mouth he
manipulated it with his tongue until it met his approval. large and heavy. He leaned
forward. A bay attendant behind him shrieked. Aldus delicately raised his hand and
cast the phlegm from his mouth. The dark yellow globule dropped into the rushing
winds and was swept around and backwards into the gusts. Now part of him would
travel into the wastes, carried. perhaps, for ten miles or a hundred before it dropped
upon the dead earth below. Aldus smiled within. 'Sir!" An attendant, arms replaced by
machine loading mitts, screamed into Aldus's ear. 'The hunting party... their shuttle!'
Aldus nodded and began the long walk to the end of the runway.

From beyond, from the dark sky, a bright green light burst into view

"They're going too fast!" A tech-priest looked up at the flickering, ghost-washed
display panels before him, sweat running down his green-lit face, tracing the contours
of the electronic sight that replaced his eye.

Aldus remained stationary as the bay was suddenly plunged into bright red light,
warning beacons alerting fire safety crews to prepare for action.

The jagged shape of the shuttle grew larger. Aldus could make out the Ran Lo
signature on its cockpit, the arcane R and L set in their white circle contrasting sharply
with the arched windows above. 'Sir, get behind the fire wall!'



Aldus remained still, with the exception of his calm hands fondling the silver cast at
the top of the cane.

As the shuttle continued its wayward plummet towards them, attendants began
throwing themselves to the floor, the strobing lights staggering all movement. The
tearing of metal screeched about the runway, the shuttle throwing sparks into the
smoke-choked air as its wings clipped the sides of the bay. Bulbous wheels screamed
like agonised creatures as they struggled to slow the oncoming craft. Small fires leapt
up on the floor as the white-hot sparks ignited patches of fuel. The shuttle sped
towards where Aldus stood, noxious fumes pouring from its vents. The shuttle veered
off its path for a moment, almost colliding with the wall, only to spin back on line
with Aldus. With an unutterably deafening screech, the wheels finally succumbed to
the brakes and the shuttle screamed to a halt, its steel nose cone so close to Aldus'
misshapen body he could have reached out and patted its flaking metal prow The
beaming face of a young man smiled down at the stationary figure through the arched
cockpit windows. He waved and Aldus shook a hand in recognition. Attendants
rushed about the shuttle bay, pouring foam directly from their augmented limbs onto
the spot fires. Meanwhile priests moved in to consecrate the machine's safe landing
with oils and unguents. Amidst the flurry of movement, a staircase was lowered from
the shuttle's side, its gradual release incongruous with the speed of the men. Four
body-suited figures, two boys and two girls, leapt from the access port. Only a robed
man, leaving the shuttle last, used the stairs. This, Aldus Harkan knew instantly, was
Terrak Ran Lo.

The sage old man walked gracefully towards Aldus, grey hair and groomed goatee
painted red in parts. About him the youngsters leapt and shouted, slapping one another
on the backs. Their combative prowess was immediately noticeable as they aimed
mock kicks and lashed out at one another, pulling short with bladed weapons mere
muscle spasms from one another's faces.

'T must apologise-' Terrak Ran Lo began.

'Scared as a cess rat!' The young pilot from the ship grinned at Aldus like a big

dog, nodding his shorn head, revealing it to be tattooed with the kill marks of a
seasoned hunter.

'Aadon, you oaf, you almost ripped the ship to pieces!" A woman in a tight-fitting
body suit, dark, lacquered braid curled tight in the customary manner of all of the
women warriors of Ran Lo, spat out the words at her companion.

"Does it matter. What about the thrill?' Aadon snapped back.

Aadon, you're a genius, did you see them run for the barricade?' laughed the other boy.
He was huge, a full head taller than those about him. 'Call me Takarr. Thanks for
making this hunt possible, Mr. Harkon.'

'Don't mention it,' Aldus replied. "You should thank Lord Terrak for having the sense
to come to me.'

"You can guarantee that everything will be in place by the time they get down there?'
Terrak Ran Lo asked, his voice calm and commanding.

'"Yes. As long as they keep to the schedule they'll be having the hunt of their lives.'
"You'd better hope so, Mr Harkon,' the dark-haired woman said snootily as she stepped
forward. 'You're being paid a small fortune to make sure this is good.' T've had ten
years' experience dealing with Underhivers. Four miles below us I have over thirty
seasoned contacts; at six I have another forty. I'd like to think that my dealings with
these scum has provided me with enough insight to know when something is worth it.'
'Excellent,' the young woman purred and spun on her heels. 'The mice will be in
trouble tonight.'

HIGH ABOVE the Underbive, the air is cold. High above the Underbive you cannot



breathe for the lack of

atmosphere. leer miles above the savage

wasteland of Hive Bottom is where the

city's peak lies. This where the souls of the dead will travel. This is where they gatber.
This is where tbey are blown across the four winds. Scattered like shards of glass.
Scattered souls bear no memories. Blood...

Blood ran down Knife Edge Liz's face. She could feel it sliding down her chin,
charting a course past old scars, through the valleys of new wounds. Liz reached her
hand up to her face. She might as well have been attempting to lift a steel girder. She
let the limb fall to the ground again. Slow waves of red washed over her eyes again.
High above the hive the air is cold. Liz no longer felt her legs. High above the hive
you cannot breathe for lack of atmosphere. Liz drew a heavy breath into her lungs. It
fell short and sunk only as deep as her throat. She dragged her hand across the ground,
feeling for something. anything that could help.

Her hand came across something soft and moist. Feeling up it - a small ring piercing
stone cold skin, tattered cloth, the small face of a girl, eyes open. Big round eyes like a
cat.

Kat.

Kat was dead.

Liz snatched her hand away. Blood rushed to her head. Liz rose to her feet pushing
hard so that she fell away from the corpse. She staggered forward and fell upon a
cushion of flesh. Arms slick with someone else's blood. Underneath her she could feel
the cold grip of death. Someone was beneath her. Dead. Liz rubbed at her eyes, grit
tearing at her pupils. For each layer of blood she wiped off, another would arrive -
hers or the corpse's, she could not tell.

'Hive daemons take me!' Liz groaned, rolling off the corpse in panic.

Liz's limbs struck at the ground, each fist striking in search of a dry place, a steel
place. Somewhere where there was no blood. A fist ricocheted off a steel case. Pain
shot up Liz's arm, sending spasms about her shoulder and shooting tendrils of needle-
sharp pangs about her. The steel case. Liz ran her fingers over its mesh texture,
searching for a sign. She

flipped the case over and felt again. Small cross-hatches, like the mesh of the
walkways she knew were above her. The criss-cross ended abruptly; a smooth disk lay
in the centre of the case, medical cross engraved into its surface.

Liz flipped the medi-kit open and rummaged inside it with trembling fingers. She
swallowed pills, wrapped bandages about her wounds. Took out a hypodermic, shook
it and was rewarded by the slosh of the liquid within. She had to stab four times
before she found a vein. Arm rushing with warmth, Liz fell back and continued
falling.

In the darkness there was beat. In the darkness the sound of the hive drifted away. Liz
rolled around. The painkillers, like the hands of a lover, held her tight and ran their
fingers about her body. They sank deep into her skin. Deep into her soul. They traced
patterns across her back. Spelt words she could not understand. Rubbed thoughts into
her tired brain.

Kat was dead. She'd come from the streets. Wanted to join a gang. Looked for a way
to find a meaning. A meaning for the Underhive. Couldn't have been more than
sixteen. Dead so young. Half a life is more than none. Half a lie.

Liz rocketed into consciousness. A lie. Somewhere there was a lie.

Liz snapped her eyes open and looked about her. Smoke still rose from potholes in the
ground. Electric conduits still buzzed and swung from the platforms above her. Beside
her lay the medi-kit, plundered of all its contents. A few bright red slims lay scattered



about on the ground. Liz carefully picked these up and secreted them down the side of
her boot. Something bit sharply into her ankle. She struggled with the boot and
removed a hard, white card. Guilder credits. The lie was unravelling itself Liz
regarded herself in the sheen of an effluent pool. Her leggings were torn. Deep gashes
carved their way through her flesh. Her hair, once dyed blue, was a deep brown,
nearer her natural colour.

Liz had fallen close to Bekka, Bekka the Harvester. Liz stared over at her corpse.
Deep pock marks had cracked open that seemingly impenetrable body of hers.
Hundreds of hours of weight-built work, cast aside like a child's rag doll. For so many
Bekka was the paragon of Underhive womanhood: in control, strong, with a mind as
strong as steel. Beside Bekka lay her weapon, its kill markings still as bright as they
were the day they were scored. The day they captured that heavy bolt gun from their
rivals, the Sump Pirates, had been one of their greatest. An offworld weapon, and
ammunition too; an incredible prize! It was a victory that had led them through every
bar in Deep Town. They'd got drunk on Second Best and collapsed on the barroom
floor.

From the signs a story unfolded: the blood-sprayed walls, laceration wounds to her
dead comrades. They had come to ambush someone. It should have been simple. A
mistake? They took it too easy? Something had gone wrong. Desperate faces, terrified
eyes — the dead faces betrayed much. Bekka. Her augmented eyes and powerful
weapon would have given her the drop on any assailant. By the ruby scores, sunken
into her flesh, perhaps she had been the first to go. A trail of light imprints in the earth
belied some rapidly moving assailant. Liz slowly rose and staggered forwards, hand
clutching delicately at her leg. With each step the wound tore open a little.

The imprints led to the body of a stranger, wired into a still-pulsing fighting suit.
Bloodied mat of hair, disgorged eye sockets. The mechanical enhancements that had
once filled these places lay torn on the ground. The stranger was young, Kat's age
perhaps. Bladed gauntlets still moist with blood hung by his side. Liz regarded her leg.
LIZ! - A SCREAM from behind her. She spun around. las gun at the ready. Kat was
holed up behind a rock, heavy

shells like blast caps erupting the rock from about her. Kat kept her head down. Liz
scanned the smoke-filled tunnels for her assailant. Somewhere above, at the narrowing
of the walls. Text-book bottleneck. They were surrounded.

'Liz, hel-' Kat gargled into silence.

Liz spun to catch sight of her comrade. A dark figure stood over where Kat had been
hiding. Unashamed, he held pan of an Escher girl above his head like a trophy.
'Sonofa-! Liz threw herself towards the figure that was now dancing about Kat's
shredded remains.

Cracking explosions splintered girders, concrete flinging dust into the air. Liz threw
herself through this haze and fell upon the figure, unleashing a fiery beam of death
from her lasgun. Hot shells crashed about her, some searing her skin as they bounced
about the ground. The figure leapt, lightning fast, and threw itself towards Liz, sharp
blades like cleavers dripping wet.

Liz spun about, anticipating her assailant's speed, and clipped him. Right arm a
mangled pulp, the figure swept hard with its left. Blades sliced across Liz's leg. A
sharp pain and sudden dizziness rushed over her. She rolled through the filth, the dirt
clogging the wound, blood rush stemmed to a trickle. Liz unsheathed her chain sword
and flicked its spinning teeth into action. The figure darted to one side and tumbled
across the ground, its suit pumping stimulants into its dying body.

Chainsword buzzing, Liz lightly swept it in front of the oncoming figure's head. Her
timing was on line. Like spearing a sump eel Liz timed the blow to anticipate the



movements of her attacker. The chainsword caught on the augmentation about the
figure's head. Its weapon suit sputtered into a death rattle as armour plates and
implants were ripped from its body. Both Escher and attacker crashed to the ground.
Liz readied her lasgun and took aim on the hidden sniper's position.

Using a bent girder to bract her arm she peered into the darkness.

'Help me.' A voice nearby.

HELP ME: A voice nearby. Liz woke.

She had fallen by her bladed

attacker's body. Her arm lay draped across his carcass. The battlefield was silent, her
head and leg bandaged. Liz reached into her boot and pulled out some more stims,
swallowed them. The tiny red capsules almost came up again. Internal bleeding
somewhere. Forcing the medicine up again. Liz rubbed her throat. making sure they
were digested.

'Olaana?' The voice was weaker now Liz staggered to her feet and moved towards the
noise. Crumpled at the base of a shell-pocked concrete wall was another suited figure.
A woman, young... Kat's age. Dark hair tied in braids hung from her head; a las
wound to her chest wept tarred blood.

"The mice, Olaana. The mice fought back.' The woman groaned.

Liz watched silently. The woman flapped uselessly at a respirator hanging limp at her
side. Liz followed the stretch of conduit cords as they wrapped their way about the
woman's suit back to their starting point at the base of her skull. Her face mask was
torn and conduit fluid from the cords ran past her brow, across her open eyes. They
did not blink but stared white-pupilled into the air.

'Damn suit's got me so high on stimulants that I'm having trouble dying. Olaana?' The
woman looked straight at Liz but her eyes made no sign of recognition.

"Yeah?' Liz mumbled, leaning back against a giant girder.

"l- I can't see.' The woman's voice broke into a faint sob.

I know'

'Thank the Emperor it's you. Thought you were one of those Underhive freaks.'

Liz paused, mind racing. 'No. They're all dead.'

"'We won?' the woman sat forward a little, the effort causing her to gasp.

'Yes.'

"You going to get a head? Take it back?' the woman said, smiling despite her
discomfort.

"Why would I want to do that?' Liz crouched before the woman and silently levelled
her lasgun at her.

"You've done it after every other hunt.' Liz blinked. The woman remained still. Liz
regarded the nose of her lasgun. Greasy effluent from a walkway above dripped down
onto its power cell. The thin hiss of the boiling water was the only noise in the rubble
shelter. Tainted rain began to fall. It drowned out the sound of the hissing lasgun.
Somewhere in the city above them, the factories were resuming a new shift, emptying
spent coolants into the levels below.

'Remember the time we came down and fought those scum at the ash falls? We herded
them into that field of razor grass. They were so desperate they ran though it.
Remember? Like a pack of mindless sump rats. Only one came out the other end. Lost
so much blood he couldn't even pull his trigger. Easiest hunt... we ever had.' The
woman's voice was getting weaker.

'This one was bad,' Liz whispered.

"The worst. Wish I'd never come. It was meant to be easier... fun. The plasma's still
burning, Olaana. I can feel it through the pain repressors... Olaana? They won't wait at
the ash falls for long. You should go... or you'll never get back.'



Liz rocked on her feet. Dizzy.

'Olaana?' The woman reached out towards Liz. 'Hold my hand?"

Liz remained still for a moment. She looked over her shoulder at her dead friends. Her
gang. Her responsibility. 'Olaana?'

Liz reached out her hand and took hold of the woman's. It was soft, scarless. Liz
stared at it in silence.

'Why was it so hard? They have nothing. No training, faulty weapons. They're
animals. Barbarian scum with no right to kill us. We've got noble blood. We own this
damn hive. They should be thankful we come down here and put them out of their
misery... Harkon promised us an easy hunt.'

Liz released the woman's hand. 'Olaana? I don't want to die.' The woman broke down
into tears.

Liz stood up and cast her eyes back over the battlefield. Harkon. Liz remembered that
name.

WHO'S ALDUS Harkon? He's our contact from uphive, Bekka.' Liz's voice echoed
through the tunnel as

they strode towards the site of their planned ambush.

And it's a House Orlock shipment?' Bekka asked, strapping tape about her thick,
tattooed arms. Liz had always admired her strength in the face of the rat scars she
suffered as a child.

"That's right. He's paid us in weapons, up front, to take care of the shipment so that he
can offer to finance the deal instead. Least, that's what he told me.'

'Sounds complicated.'

'Uphivers tend to be.' Liz wrinkled her nose like she'd smelt a bad stink. 'Kill their
mothers if it paid well. They're worse than mutants.

"'We're here.' She turned around to face her gang. 'Take up your positions. We're in a
bottleneck, so they won't be able to run.' Liz's colleagues moved swiftly but silently
down ladders and ramps into the dried-up canal.

Sometime later, the air still. 'Liz?' Bekka whispered, looked her square in the eyes.
"You trust this Harkon?'

An explosion silenced Liz. Rubble flew high into the air. Conduits burst and threw
gas into the tunnels.

Ambush!' Kat yelled from down in the bottleneck.

"The Orlocks know?' Bekka screamed. No — uphivers! Look!" Liz pointed to a girder
high above them. A figure clad in a dark, bladed suit. 'Sniper! Get down!' Liz yelled to
Bekka.

Liz's muscled second ignored her. Bekka braced herself against a concrete block and
let rip with the heavy bolter. Hot shells spewed from the ejection chamber igniting
small chemical puddles about Bekka's legs. The uphiver dashed along a thin girder at
full speed. Shells rang after it but failed to make a hit.

'Get down, Bekka!' Liz shrieked over the noise.

Below her Liz could hear the screams of her gangers. 'Harkon, you bastard.' she
growled and leapt forward into the bottleneck. She took up cover behind a jutting
girder and looked up to the lip of the rise above her.

'Bekka, you coming?' she called over the noise of the heavy bolter. 'Bekka?' The noise
stopped. An ammunition belt rolled down the embankment. 'Bekka!'

'Help! Liz!"' Kat screamed from across the battlefield.

'Our heavy's down!' Liz howled, trying to be heard above the ricochets. 'Retreat.' Liz
looked over to Kat. She was pinned behind a bolder. Liz looked up to the
embankment, grabbed hold of the chain of ammunition and used it to pull herself up.
'Bekka?' Liz lay flat in the dust, parallel with a fallen girder. 'Bekka?' she hissed. A



pack of ammunition lay by the discarded heavy bolter. An explosion ripped open the
ground about her. Liz peered through the haze smoke. A large figure was lumbering
towards the sniper's position.

'Bekkar.

Liz followed as Bekka began her ascent towards the sniper. Liz pressed her back up
against a bulkhead and dragged the heavy weapon towards her. Feeding the
ammunition over her thigh, she braced a foot against a boulder. Gripping the bolter
between her arms, Liz pulled its trigger. Massive shudders shook through her arms
and shoulders. Liz dragged the gun around to the sniper's position. She let its bullets
ring about the tower.

'T hope this gives you some cover,' Liz puffed as she struggled to stop the weapon
spinning loose. Within a few seconds discarded shell cases had piled in a steaming
heap about her.

Liz paused and drew breath, watching stunned as the battle continued. Smoke plumes
burst from the battlefield. and more of her companions dropped. Thin bursts traced
their life fluid through the air. Chips of rubble rose and fell with each new barrage.
They were being taken apart.

Liz's ears stopped ringing, thin trickles of blood gathering in her ears the only
reminder of the weapon's ferocity. She looked skyward in an attempt to mark Bekka's
position. The girders and walkways rose like an industrial cliff face. Bekka was
nowhere. Bursts of light, las fire, flared in a dark recess above her. Liz craned her
neck to see further into the darkness. With unearthly poise never granted in life, Bekka
burst out of the darkness through a curtain of hanging chains and spun for a brief
moment, like a classical dancer, on the precipice. And fell. Bekka's body curled into a
ball, childlike, before crashing into the battlefield below Liz.

'Bastards!' Liz screamed as she saw for the first time the face of the sniper: a thin man,
wired skull cap linking him to a body suit of angular metal pieces and bladed edges.
Liz grabbed hold of a new belt of ammunition and began ramming it into the gun.

The man leapt after Bekka's body. As he fell he unfurled thin metal meshes, joined
from his wrists to his arms. Rather than drop like a stone as she expected, he glided
rapidly towards Liz, unleashing bolts of burning light in her direction as she struggled
to aim the heavy weapon at his slender form.

links of ammunition fed into the heavy bolter and finally it kicked into life. The
winged sniper dropped faster towards her, darting between walkways and platforms.
Liz reeled and pulled the trigger, letting the weapon throw her backwards as she
attempted to follow the sniper's movements.

White-hot casings rained about her, leaving scald marks on her arms as she tried to
keep pace with the sniper. The shells rang about the layers of steel above her, bursting
through platforms, cables and piping. The sniper landed gracefully on a platform
above Liz and lowered his las rifle in her direction like a viper spying a mouse for the
first time.

Liz pushed hard against the girder and threw herself onto her back. The heavy bolter
crashed down on top of her. Inside her chest something snapped. A burst of blue-green
light impacted where Liz had lain. Aching all over and bleeding on the inside, Liz
aimed for the structural supports of a walkway above the sniper. Her weapon
thundered into action again, releasing burning hot metal at the supports. A second
later and the walkway came crashing down. The sniper looked up for a brief moment.
Liz no longer saw him, she didn't have the time. Flipping the heavy bolter onto its end,
Liz huddled about its base and prayed. The walkway smashed through the platform on
which the sniper was standing and continued downwards towards Liz. The girders and
grated walkways crashed about her, knocking hard into the heavy bolter and smashing



into her body.

Liz opened her eyes. The bolter remained upright. The sheets of iron. mesh barriers
and steel girders had fallen about her, the heavy weapon keeping the heaviest pieces
from crushing her. The bloodied ganger pulled on the trigger and let the weapon carve
a way out of the rubble.

The battle was going badly in the gorge below. Most of Liz's gang had fallen back into
a large crater. Liz scanned the horizon for signs of the gang's assailants as she climbed
down the embankment. Crista, one of the gang's veterans, sat spread-legged and
slumped upon the ground. Liz reached forward to feel for her pulse. Crista looked up
bloodybrowed at Liz and shook her head.

T1I get you outta here,' Liz whispered Crista shook her head again and her eyes
widened. Liz started; reflected in them was a large figure. A trap. Liz snatched Crista's
autogun from the ground and threw herself to one side. In that instant, an explosion
burst into Crista's body and the concrete about her. Liz was showered with sharp flints
and washed in crimson. Liz rolled over, struggling to remove a steel shard from her
side. The figure lumbered forward. A man in a massive suit of meshed-plate armour.
Oversized arms and shoulders provided protection to all but his head. Fibre cables
were attached to the base of his neck Massive gloved fists clicked and snapped as he
walked forward, like a pianist preparing to play. Liz ripped out the shard and pulled
the trigger of the autogun. It was light compared to the heavy bolter before it and she
overcompensated for recoil. Her shots ran wide and the armoured man rushed her. Liz
pulled the spray back and let several bursts impact into his chest.

'Die!' Liz screamed.

The man lumbered on, uninjured.

Liz swung the autogun at his head. Its shoulder stock caught him across the temple,
gashing a wound open above his eyes. The man slapped the gun out of Liz's hands and
lunged at the ganger before she could fling herself aside. He wrapped his arms about
her and lifted her off the ground. He breathed hard into her face. His breath was
young, untarnished by years of filtered air. His steel blue eyes were all she could see
beneath his combat mask; they blinked at her.

The man's arms flexed. and Liz's spine was racked with pain. She slapped at the
pouches on her legs, trying to get a hold. The armoured man bounced her hard to
strengthen his position. Liz's hand slapped at her leg again. She had it. Her back
spasmed. Her head rushed with blood and the battlefield spun.

Liz looked down into the face of the man, the blood from above his head running into
the seamless cracks of his impenetrable armour. His eyes narrowed in strain. She
smiled. His eyes widened in surprise. Liz brought her hand into view and opened it to
reveal the grenade she held.

With her head spinning Liz punched her hand deep into the fibre cables about the
man's head. She felt her hand slip down past his sweating shoulders. Liz pushed hard
with her legs, trying to throw herself to the ground. The man struggled to pull her in
two. An explosion burst inside the suit. Liz was flung back against a bulkhead. The
suit remained untouched, but the man inside it could no longer be seen. Liz pushed
forwards against the bulkhead, a jarring pain running up the length of her arm. The
battlefield was silent. She shook her head; perhaps the explosion had unsettled her.
Feet throwing up spent shells, she staggered forwards towards the crater where she
had last seen her comrades. Liz lifted her head and in that instant her cover burst
apart, dust and smoke replacing her protection.

The Escher lurched forward, running blindly through the smoke towards the position
she'd last seen her gang. The ground burst open beneath her feet - her assailant was
persistent. Her foot collided with a fallen girder. Half-falling, she crested the crater's



lip. Liz tumbled over, fortune rather than precision timing throwing her out of the way
of an explosion.

A twisted wrist and broken rib later, Liz reached the base of the crater. Her stomach,
already giddy with fluid depravation, ran molten hot at the sight of carnage before her
eyes. Her gang, some of them with their swords only half drawn, lay dead. Lacerations
and deep red bruising the signature of their killer. The script was fluid, deep lines
intersecting others with deadly precision. 'Liz!" A scream from behind her. Kat lay
prone, barely concealed behind a rock. She was now the focus of the barrage of
weapons fire. Similar blast pattern, same angle of fire. There was one more assailant.
No, there were two: rising up from behind Kat, unfurling like a giant insect, was yet
another attacker. Spines stitched in to a lacquered body suit, with two piston pumped
blades attached to gaundets on each arm. The uphiver rose like a mantis about to
strike.

The young ganger, pinned down by enemy fire, could do nothing but remain in her
position, fumbling with her long fighting knife. An arc of blood rose slowly into the
air. Liz ran forwards, drawing her chainsword at the last minute to engage with Kat's
slayer. The battle was brief. Wounds were exchanged. The reach afforded Liz by
buzzing, bladed weapon had given her the advantage. The spiny uphiver lay broken on
the ground.

Liz scrambled up a crumbling set of stairs, desperately trying to get herself out of the
firing line. She scanned the bulkheads, recesses and cables of the walkways and the
burnt-out shelters of the bottleneck about her. An air filter ground into action in one of
the bulkheads, throbbing dust from the ground up into the air. A slow wind began to
pull past her head. Liz paused in silence.

Closing her eyes, she trained her ears first to the noise of the hissing power cell in the
weapon in her hand. Small electric sparks, thin and tuneless, rose and fell like ebbing
waves. A sophisticated exchange of charged particles, undiscernible to her ears, was
taking place in the sword in her hand. The approaching footsteps sounded like a
jackhammer in comparison.

Liz remained still. Her head swam and her body ached. She had little time left and
would have to make her stand quickly. Hundreds of these seconds would pass every
day unnoticed. Now in the stillness of the final conflict they seemed to be glorious
hours, dense and full of promise.

Liz waited. There was the crackle of a weapon charging behind her.

Releasing all the tension from her body she dropped like a marionette with its strings
cut. At the exact same moment an energy blast rocketed over her head. Liz swivelled
on the mesh flooring and kicked a foot into the abdomen of the advancing uphiver.

It was a woman, curving black stealth suit and long braid giving Liz dues to the
identity of the masked attacker. The woman's speed was unnatural. Augmented legs
kept on pushing, knocking Liz from her precarious balance

and sending the woman flying high over her head. They both collided, hard, with the
metal floor.

The attacker released several charges from the plasma weapon in her left hand. Liz
rolled across the concrete as it was carved up behind her. Pulling a grenade from her
leg, she pulled its pin and let it follow the course carved by the plasma blast that had
so recently followed her. The woman leapt high over the grenade's path. The timing
was off. The grenade exploded and Liz was thrown back, the uphiver flung after her.
In an awkward moment, afforded only by chance, Liz hit the ground seconds before
the woman, then the woman from uphive landed on top of her. Their combined weight
caused the broken mesh on which they lay to creak alarmingly. A sudden movement
and they'd both plummet to the ground.



Liz stared into the eyes of the woman from above. In another life they may have been
sisters. For a brief, alien moment they were cast together, their blood intermingling,
the danger of the situation something they shared.

The woman did not speak, a quick intake of air the only noise she made. Liz looked to
her side. Through the mesh she could make out the smouldering battlefield below. A
rivet popped out from the joint where the mesh was anchored to the walkway and
spun away for the ground below. The woman gingerly raised herself off Liz. Her eyes
darted from Liz to the popping rivets.

The Escher looked back at the ground, calculating. Deciding. She flicked her
chainsword into action and severed the mesh in one sweeping thrust. They both
dropped through, accelerating as they plummeted. Liz lost her grip on the woman.
Neither screamed as they hit the ground. | THOUGHT THE FALL would kill me.'
Startled, Liz turned to face the woman from uphive with a grunt. 'l thought the fall
would kill me, Olaana. I fell with one of the prey. No regard for her life. Like an
animal. Let us both fall to our deaths.' "You're... you're going to die...'

'Yes.' The woman's voice was unnaturally calm. "The suit will try and repair what it
can but it's fighting a losing battle. Soon the stimulants will no longer stop the pain. If
it's damaged, it will try and knit my skin to its circuitry. It's happened to others down
here.'

'T've heard the stories, Liz lied.

"The pain is meant to-'

'What is it?' the Escher blurted out.

'"It's starting.' The woman punched her own arm in agony.

"The suit's damaged?"'

'The pneumatic pistons on the right arm. Damn! Nnghh!' The woman punched harder,
frantic.

"Let me see.' Liz pushed the uphiver's fist from her wound. A deep wound had cut
deep into the arm of the uphiver. The arcane offworld circuitry was attempting to
repair both flesh and steel. Stitching bone to gears.

"Nnaaaaagh!!' The woman's scream was something unnatural, alien.

'Get out of the suit!" Liz shouted, hands fluttering over her.

'Olaana!

'Out!' Liz pulled the woman forwards and begun tugging at the magnetic locks that
fastened the suit together.

"My access code! It won't open without it!'

'Call it out! Free yourself!'

'That's against the laws.'

"You're going to die.'

'Olaana, promise you nngh-' Pain forced the woman's words to stop. 'Alpha two-five...
ugh... twelve.'

The magnetic claps hissed open. Liz unwrapped the cords, pulled the skintight fittings
and unplugged implant interfaces. The woman slid out of the bloody suit like a
newborn from its placental sack. Her right arm was a mess of machinery and muscle.
'Olaana...' the woman moaned.

'Here. Take these.' Liz pushed some of the stims into the woman's mouth. "They'll help
with the pain.'

The woman went still. For a moment the Escher thought she was dead. Then the
uphiver spat the stims out again. The red colouring from the pills was
indistinguishable from the blood in her spittle.

"'What?' Liz looked down to the blinded uphiver.

The woman said nothing.



"You know,' Liz said grimly. Her words hung in the silence.

"You're the woman that fell with me. Their leader,' the woman sneered in a wracked
voice.

"That's right.'

Suddenly the uphiver flapped her hand about the ground for a moment and came up
with a stretch of pipe. She swung wildly at Liz. Stunned for a moment Liz didn't
move. The pipe caught her on the knee. Liz fell backwards.

'Stinking Underhive rat!' The woman strained, blood coursing from her wounds. She
the veins on her temples ran hot, her face contorting in pain. "You're nothing better
than an animal. You're filth to be trodden on by your betters. Thought you could buy
your salvation with kindness?'

'No,' the Fischer snapped back. 'I'd rather you died like the rest of your kind. Slowly.
Let you bleed to death, alone and in the dark. You killed my friends!'

As did you.'

'We were set up.'

"Y ou thought the ambush would be yours. How are you different to me? I hate your
kind and you hate mine!' The woman flopped back in the dirt, spent. Liz stood slowly.
She regarded the woman's damaged body. She looked at the machine-melded arm. At
the suit. At her dead friends.

ALDUS HARKON stood on the edge of the shuttle bay, staring out into the night sky
for the second evening

running. The city below him was lit up by thousands of lights from twenty-four hour
furnaces. Higher up, the lights of each landing bay, jutting out from the hive like
gargoyles. City lights. Star lights. There were almost as many tiny points of light
emanating from Hive Primus as there were stars in the sky. Aldus could almost
imagine he was staring into a lake.

Aldus spent a lot of time staring. He let his mind wander on these occasions to stop
boredom from seeping in and addling his brain. He spent a lot of time waiting. But
that was part of the job description. He needed the time to mull over and orchestrate
his deals. It was during all the time that he spent thinking that he first realised that the
highest price was not always the fastest way to the Upper Spire. Protection, security,
special handshakes and powerful patrons were far more useful in the long term.

In the sky above him, Aldus saw one of the stars move. He brushed his lank, greying
hair out of his eyes. Minutes passed. The star grew larger until Aldus could make out
the Ran Lo symbol on the shuttle's nose. The lights marking the runway lit up. Aldus
began his long walk back to the safety barrier at the runway's end, casting tall shadows
along the walls as he passed over each guide light.

Harkon sat and watched, reassured to see the shuttle land at a reasonable speed. He
began his approach as it settled on its landing gear and jets of steam poured from
conduits. The stairs lowered and a lone figure stepped out of the hatch. Aldus
recognised the hunter from earlier. Monomolecular sword sheathed at her side,
swagger in her step, braided black hair. Moving slowly; she had been wounded. And
her companions? Dead? Aldus stalked forward, rubbing his fingers. "Welcome home.'
He bowed severely before the woman, came up grinning, 'T hope the hunt was as
successful as I promised.'

"The hunt, Aldus Harkon,' Knife Edge Liz replied, 'has only begun.'

THE DAY OF THIRST by Tully R. Summers
SURE YOU'VE GOT a heavy stubber. You just better hope Krug hired you to use it,
and not for something else.



Oh, I'd rather not say. If Krug hasn't told you - and he obviously hasn't, because you're
here - it's not for me to go spilling the beans. Drink your WildSnake, it'll take your
mind off that hand of yours.

Of course it stings. The initiate brand ain't meant to tickle. Supposed to impress upon
you the seriousness of joining the Black Hand. Don't pick at it, you'll catch spore rot
and the arm'll drop off, then they'll have to bum it someplace else. What? Well of
course it's watered down. The way you Black Hand swill the stuff I wouldn't have
enough WildSnake to souse a sump rat.

Uh huh, that's right. Took you on to replace Dramuck. It's In what capacity. you
should be worried about.

MI right, I'll tell you if you promise to stop calling me "Weasel' - a most undeserved
moniker for such an upstanding gaming den proprietor such as myself, and I don't care
what Krug says. It was a quiet day at the Bonesapper's Lounge-

Yes, that's what they call this old heap of a troop transport.

Why? It's a gambling den, you figure it out.

Nope, hasn't moved for years. ever since whatever it was that blew its left tread off hit
it - though some swear it's going somewhere