Chapter One

 Excerpt from “The Great Houses of Evidion – A History of Ambition”, by Inhoke Melminar, published 394.M39:- 

 To mine the plasma clouds requires operating within the Argo-Navis system, or what is left of it, and a more hostile environment could scarcely be imagined. The otherwise empty vacuum is alive with radiation and seething with a constant particle wind blowing from the magnetar. Not all of its quakes are at the poles and frequently the plane of the system is scoured by a hurricane of plasma, particles and radiation. No inner planetary masses survived the collapse of the star that formed Argo-Navis, leaving only shattered rocks and planetoids devoid of atmosphere, and the outer planets fared little better. What little surface features they may have had have long since been stripped by the radiation and the particle wind leaving nothing but lifeless rocks in orbit. 

 Despite these conditions, the value of the Argo-Navis plasma clouds was too great for the Imperium to resist, and the men and machines that could operate in these conditions were quickly found. Two major stations were constructed, Primor and Secundor, huge complexes buried deep into orbiting planetoid fragments to shield them from the star. From there the outermost parts of the system were mostly cleared of the historic plasma remnants (long since cooled and, in cooling, losing much of their valued chemical structure) leaving just the exotic plasma being continually formed and spiralled out by Argo-Navis to mine. The mining vessels can only operate so near the lodestar without succumbing to the combined stresses of the magnetic fields, the gravity, the radiation, the superheated, charged plasma and the storms, so as soon as a plasma cloud passes into a safe region (for a given value of ‘safe’) the mining ships in the system descend upon it like locusts. The real money is made by being the first to a plasma cloud and so being the first to work and lay claim to the most valuable areas, but many a captain has overestimated his ship, or underestimated Argo-Navis, and never survived the attempt. 

+++END EXCERPT+++

 792.M41 

 Argo-Navis Primor Station, Argo-Navis system, Humunculus Nebula, Evidion Sub-Sector 

The rustling of clothing, whisper of voices and shuffling of booted feet slowly subsided, although the metallic echoes took slightly longer to die away completely in the large but sparsely decorated and functional chamber of the Templum. Eventually the early risers and the station’s various worthies and notables among the congregation were all fully seated on the uncomfortable metal pews. The rest stood where they could. Only then did the station’s Chief Celebrant, more than usually resplendent in his Feast-day robes, direct the Templum servants to retrieve the Liber Oblatoria from the tabernaculum behind the delicate ivory reredos and set its ornately filigreed, gold and silver covers open across the back of the shackled penitent kneeling abjectly at the front of the altar. The man, naked but for the scrolls of atonement and repentance pasted to his skin by the now-dried blood from the scourging, sagged visibly under the considerable weight of the tome and groaned silently as the wounds across his back were reopened. The Celebrant, turning to the correct page with a studied delicacy and reverence, started to lead the packed congregation in prayers of Intercession and Sanctus for the Feast of Saint Taliesyn.

Lieutenant Nas Keir was wearing his full dress uniform for the occasion, although it was starting to show its age despite, or perhaps because of, the vigorous brushing Keir routinely subjected it to. Even sitting down he was taller than most others, and without his cap on his close-cropped brown hair was clearly visible to most of the congregation, especially those behind him whose view of the Celebrant was thus obscured. He also took up more lateral space than most of his neighbours, to their silent discomfort, his heavy build suggesting a powerful man, but his girth suggesting one who was prey to considerable appetites. His dark, clean-shaven face was broad and flat, not a handsome man on any planet, and bore the knocks and marks of a long career in the service, looking like a boxer who should be considering retirement.

Keir chanted the ritual responses to the Celebrant’s intoned words along with the three hundred-or-so others in the Templum, his voice, more used to booming orders across noisy quarterdecks or gunrooms, achieving in volume more than it ever could in tunefulness.

He chanted eagerly, however, and thus slightly louder than usual, since he had only just returned from a three-month escort duty as a Second Lieutenant onboard the Rendition of alms , a thoroughly undistinguished converted tug operated by the Argo-Navis Defence Unit to convoy tankers to the out-system refineries. Escort duty like that was a miserable way for a military man to spend his time, although God-Emperor knew he would follow his duty wherever it lead, but the fact that they had run into three unlicensed mining vessels returning from a clandestine rendezvous on the edges of the Argo-Navis system with black-marketeers and had, after the Rendition ’s Captain had almost abused the element of surprise, taken one and slagged the others in a quite bloody encounter had lifted Keir’s spirits considerably. The gun-crews under his command had rewarded his constant drilling of them (out-system escort duty being a continual effort to stave off boredom-led mutiny with mentally and physically exhausting drills) with a fairly skilled display of gunnery, and had also acquitted themselves well in the ensuing boarding action of the surviving miner. Well, reasonably well, anyway. The crews ANDU put on escort tugs were not the same calibre as the crews that found their berths on well-armed mining protection vessels, that was for certain.

Keir pondered for a moment whether there was a pun to be made around the word ‘calibre’ when it came to gun crews that he might pretend to think of spontaneously at the next dinner in the officers’ mess, but the need to sing the next lengthy canticulum distracted his attention.

When he had finished, his attention was further distracted by what sounded like grunts of disapproval from a man sitting behind him. He turned around in his seat and fixed the man, a pasty-looking, thin civilian with rather rich but ill-fitting clothes and a bookish air about his badly-scarred face, with one of his best scathing, military looks and, getting nothing but a self-satisfied smile in response, turned back to face the altar.

As well as the three miners he had also had the chance to see some of the Imperial battlefleet guarding the refineries; an Apocalypse class battleship close aboard and, further off, two Thunderbolt class cruisers, all three immense ships crewed by tens of thousands of fanatically loyal Imperial Navy each, bristling with weaponry that could scorch planets and boil oceans. Keir had been like a child then, gazing out from the quarterdeck in awe at these dark mountains of metal and faith and violence looming blackly against the necrotic ambience of the nebula. And he had considered their captains, minor gods themselves as far as Keir was concerned, physically connected to their ships they became the vessel itself. How must it feel to be a god? To have a million eyes, and ten thousand hands and speak death to worlds with a word. It was as far away from Keir’s own experience as Holy Terra was itself, and he had felt chilled, and small, very small, but at the same time his heart had soared at the thought of the might of Man, and the Emperor, whose servants these were, watching over them all. Escort duty had its compensations, he considered.

As Keir was effortlessly rattling the delicate glass bells on the robes of the Celebrant with his singing of the next litany, he felt the hand of the pasty-looking fellow on his shoulder and turned, with some amazement, his approximation of the melody dying in his throat. The man leaned his head in.

“I am finding it impossible to hear the Choir Anointed, Sergeant, although your enthusiasm for the ritual does you credit, no doubt,” the man whispered.

Keir couldn’t believe the effrontery of the man, and had it not been for the sacred surroundings, would have brought his elbow up sharply and decked the fool without a second thought. As it was, he could think of nothing to say that would not be blasphemy in the circumstances – and on a Feast-day celebration of all things – so fixed the man with a stronger version of his glare and turned back, roughly shrugging the man’s hand off. He resumed his assault on the tune.

“Ahem. Sergeant.”

The voice in his ear was more insistent, but still inaudible to anyone but Keir, who could feel his face flushing red and his light mood rapidly darkening. He struggled to maintain control of his temper, reminding himself where he was. Unable again to muster any words that could express his outrage without turning into a physical assault on the man sitting behind him he turned his head sharply and hoarsely whispered, “I will sing this mass in the manner that I bloody well want to,” he made the sign of the Aquila quickly, “and this is a Lieutenant’s uniform, look at the cuffs you … cretinous oaf.” Various other oaths had leapt in Keir’s mind offering themselves to be said, ones much more familiar to his greener midshipmen for a start, but this was the least offensive to decorum he could find at such short notice.

He turned back, satisfied that he had dealt soberly and maturely with the situation.

He was surprised then, when he felt rather than heard the man lean his head in again, and was even more surprised by the steel in his whispered voice.

“If you think I can let an insult like that pass, you are mistaken, sir. I trust you are armed, or can procure a pistol.”

Keir stiffened, and then nodded once, his back still to the man, and his good mood now utterly gone.

“My name is Roke and I am staying at hab H238 on Circle Seven. I will await your call.”

Keir knew what military honour required of him. Shame that such a promising day should end with a death. He turned his head again, fury now boiling away to be replaced by a bluntness of purpose he knew only too well. He kept his voice as low as he was able in the circumstances, having no wish to take the penitent's place at the front of the altar for tomorrow's service.

“Lieutenant Nasiq Keir. I will call upon you, sir.”

Duelling was, of course, illegal, but so was much of what made life tolerable aboard Primor station.

Turning his attention back to the Celebrant, who was already intoning the second of the Sixteen Wounds of Piety, Keir found that his heart was no longer in the singing, and he sat simmering in his pew until the convocation were dismissed at the end of the mass.

He attempted to speak to the gaunt-looking man as the crowds departed the Templum. Keir thought he caught sight of his pallid face through the throng and half-heard the click of a walking cane on the plasteel flooring, but that was as close as he came, and he gave up the search as the holy chamber emptied around him.

 -oOo- 

Outside the heavy doors of the Templum was what passed for a public square on Primor station. It was higher than almost any other open space on Primor, but that was almost all that could be said in its favour, and at two floors high it was not much of a recommendation. It was, however, large enough to allow hundreds of people to gather without too much difficulty although apart from Ministorum services this was not an activity the Arbites would ever have permitted.

The sub-metallic luster and bronze-like colour of the fused rock walls gave the place a reddish hue despite the strong, stark lighting. Columns of bare-metal girders and thick stretches of heavy shielding panels obscured some of the surrounding asteroid that entombed the buried station, the only decorations being the ever-repeated motif of the aquila and the notices containing public exhortations to duty, vigilance and sacrifice. And reminders of the penalties of failure.

The clatter of booted feet on metal and the chatter of voices freed from the confines of the service echoed resoundingly around the square in the chill, damp air.

Numerous doorways, ramps and hatches led off to other, even less appealing, parts of the station and the crowd were taking a long time to filter away through these various exits. Keir found himself hemmed in and, despite his size, being almost carried along by the press of people. He was trying to get to the public walkways that zigzagged down through the core-rock to the Ad Mech levels far below. There was some business he wanted to attend to there first – business he would have taken care of before now if it hadn’t been a Feast-day – and then he would head to Circle Seven and resolve this distasteful matter. Seven was a pretty dingy part of Primor station, but in most parts of Primor, “pretty” dingy was considered a compliment. Plain dingy was about as luxurious as Primor got. Even the Templum he had just left, the only one on Primor, was a threadbare joke compared to even the least local Templum back on Evidion.

Keir heard his name being shouted above the general noise, and looking around saw Lieutenant Tredegar’s head bobbing above the crowd, although it was the ludicrous shock of blonde hair he spotted first. He was pushing his way through, making straight for Keir. He had a bit of a wicked smile on his face and seemed to be carrying a data slate. Keir did not shout or wave back, but he did stop moving and, given his size and the throng of people, so did everyone near him, before, like data in a broken circuit, they eventually re-routed around him.

“Wanted to be the first to congratulate you, Keir. Made that bloody clerk at ANDU give me the slate.“ Tredegar waved the flimsy plastite screen. “I think the fat prick was going to wait until you headed back out with the Rendition before sending it – you’d have gone another three months before you saw it. You should kick his arse next time you’re up at ANDU. What’d you do? Piss in his recaff or something?” Tredegar laughed at his own joke.

Keir took the slate and pushed his ID tag into the slot on the side. Tredegar was an old colleague from a previous posting, but he never bloody shut up. Already he was blathering on about some of the new scribe-girls he had been talking to at ANDU. Keir read the slate. Then he read it again, and looked up at Tredegar, who stopped his monologue on the sorry state of Primor’s female inhabitants.

“Guess the Port Captain finally decided he had a good enough reason. That business with those three miners got around the whole damn station before you’d even got off the Rendition , Keir. Look,“ Tredegar said, pointing his finger at a passage on the slate, “commendation for bravery and leadership. I bet he sent that to the Admiral with a fecking ribbon on it!”

Port Captain Franks probably had taken some pleasure in rubbing such a commendation in the chinless face of Admiral – formerly Commodore – Artride, agreed Keir silently, but it wasn’t the commendation that had made him read the slate twice. The orders at the end were what had grabbed his attention, but Tredegar was still speaking.

“The general chat seems to be that it was the, heh – impromptu – interrogation of the captain of that rustball you helped capture that did the job. Artride can’t ignore solid intel on the black-marketeers like that, and he can’t ignore the man who got it, not even if that man is you. I wish I could have seen his fecking face. Fecking Anteus , after all this time. Congratulations, Captain.” Tredegar snapped a decent salute. “Gotta run, I’m First on the Rendition now. Hope you left me some ratings who know their arse from a hull breach,” he said with a grin and pushed off into the thinning crowd.

Keir stood there in the middle of Templum Square for a few minutes longer, re-reading the slate, and checking the auth codex, for obvious signs of a hoax – one of Tredegar’s trademarks – but there were none. This was the real thing, and this was the glorious final paragraph, and Keir could hear the old Port Captain’s creaking and slightly pompous voice in his head as he read it again;

 “I am hereby, pursuant to the Imperial authority vested in me by the Lord Governor Matachyn of Evidion, Harl of the Four Worlds, Seneschal-Adept of the Holy Throne, Hegemon of the Combine Priory and by and with the benediction of the Adeptus Ministorum etc. etc. seized in my duty to compel and bind you to the rank of Captain, effective immediately, and to order you to take the MPV Anteus under your command, excelsior and so on, and to proceed in system as escort to the mining convoy presently assembled by the Hunt Amalgam as per the attached secondary orders, and to carry out your orders to the best of your ability even unto death, redolent with the glory of the Emperor and the Holy Throne of Terra and thus and so forth etc. smiting his enemies etc. etc.” 

Not for the first time the Port Captain’s clerk had simply transcribed the old man’s exact words, whereas Keir knew the Port Captain would have expected his “etcetera”s and “so on”s to be fleshed out somewhat with the usual officialese. No matter, the orders were real, and Keir felt his mood swing violently for the second time that morning, as well as an overwhelming desire to rush back into the Templum and insist the Celebrant convene another ceremony of worship just to celebrate his enormous, and unexpected, good fortune.

The doors of the Templum being barred, and three feet thick of solid ceramite, this was not an option and Keir settled for a bear-hug on a passing machinist, and a thunderous yell of delight that drew startled looks from scores of people still thronging the square. He planted a large kiss on the hooded head of the stunned man, and then pushed him back about his business and, with his arms out as if he intended to embrace the entire population of the square, let out another victory howl that resounded under the low metal ceiling. A squad of Arbites over by the cargo chutes took notice of him, but as religious fervour in the square was not unknown on Feast-days, they let him be.

Keir pondered his next steps quickly. There was not a moment to lose. He would have to pay a visit to the Port Captain, of course, and pay his respects to the old man. He would also piss in the clerk’s recaff if he got half a chance. He would need to see his prize-merchant – that black-market mining ship had a decent prize value, and even a Second Lieutenant’s share was not to be sniffed at in Keir’s current financial straits – about an advance on the prize and on his Captain’s wages. He tugged at his old dress uniform with some dissatisfaction. He had put on weight or rather, even more weight, over the past couple of years and a new set of dress and general uniforms would be in order. A visit to the ANDU Quartermaster’s office was required, then, and a chunk of his advance would go on a suitable bribe for some decent new clothing. Then he would have to send an acknowledgement to Admiral Artride. That would be tricky. The slimy bastard was the one who had approved Keir’s promotion, granted, but he was also the one who had broken him in the first place, two years ago. Keir’s skill with the written word was not quite as good as, say, his singing, and he would need to think carefully about how to word it so as to avoid expressing gratitude of any kind without giving the slightest hint of offence.

He would also need to visit his new – old – command at the first opportunity, and see how that duffer Macara had been treating her. Like a bloody tug, if he knew Macara. Might need to blow a large chunk of his advance on stores from the Port Quartermaster. Macara’s gunnery was piss poor, and Keir would be surprised if half the cannon were properly calibrated and mounted.

He headed across the square for the public walkways. All that could wait. First, he would tell his son the good news.

 -oOo- 

Keir was working his way back up the public walkways from his visit to the techpriests of the Adeptus Mechanicus in the heavily shielded core of Primor station, a visit that had cost him another chunk of his expected advance but which had left him in, if anything, an even better mood when he was surprised to see a tall, gaunt-looking man carrying a walking cane stop suddenly at the busy junction up ahead, obviously having just caught sight of Keir. It was the pasty-faced civilian, Roke, he had met in the Templum earlier that morning, Keir remembered.

The man had paused, an unreadable expression on his face, and was waiting for Keir. Still bursting with good humour from his run of good luck that morning Keir almost bounded up the clanging metal ramp to where he stood. When he reached him, slightly out of breath and red of face, Keir stopped.

“Mr Roke, I believe I owe you an apology. Yes, you heard me, an apology, by the Emperor. My comment to you in the Templum - quite unlike me, I assure you – was,“ Keir hunted for the right words, “ill-considered and hasty.”

The look on the man’s face was one of almost comic surprise, apologies from military officers on points of honour being as rare as sudden offers to dance with the Lord Governor. And, like offers to dance with a Lord Governor, once you got one that was pretty much the end of the matter.

Keir continued, “Quite out of order, indeed. I hope I did not unduly interrupt your Feast-day observances and, as a gesture of good faith, thought you might like to accompany me for some lunch, on my tag.”

“Well, I was -“ the man began, hesitantly, gesturing vaguely with his walking stick.

“No, no. I insist. I have had some astonishingly good news this morning, right after the Templum came out, and – on a Feast-day. A Feast-day!”

Roke raised his eyebrows quizzically, as if not quite getting the relevance, but feeling it would be impolite if not inadvisable to interrupt the large military man in full flow.

“Saint Taliesyn!” exclaimed Keir. “Patron saint of opportunity, of course”

Ah, thought Roke, and, unless his scholam teacher had been drunk again at the time, unexploded bombs. “Of course,” he said, then by way of explanation, “the Imperium has quite a lot of saints.” And occasionally a sense of irony, he added silently.

“So,” continued Keir, marshalling Roke in the direction of the public messhalls two levels up, “having thought about it, my good news, which I will tell you all about, must have been – well, surely – a message from the Saint, a blessing from the Emperor himself. I reviewed my conduct towards you in the Templum - hasty words, hasty - and decided that I must not risk this blessing by acting in any way…“ Keir paused, hunting again, finally settling with an air of resignation on “…hasty”.

He recovered, and carried on, the two men now walking side-by-side, “You were quite right to speak to me, of course, I was being voluminous.”

Roke glanced at Keir’s too-tight dress uniform jacket and wondered if Keir knew what that word meant. He walked on, quietly listening to Keir and offering comments of his own to the effect that the matter was over and nothing more needed be said, and reflecting that lunch, which had looked distinctly unlikely this morning, was a welcome development indeed, even with someone he had earlier been preparing to kill.

 -oOo- 

The messhall was where Primor station ate, the constant watch changes and comings and goings at the port ensuring that the sprawling place was never less than full. It was large and very brightly, if harshly, lit, but that just made inescapable comparisons with penal colony feeding stations more justified. Since arriving on Primor station Roke had still not seen an actual window or port-glass anywhere, and if there was one feature that would have kept his slowly mounting claustrophobia at bay that would have been it. He took in the low ceiling, the battered quality of almost every bare metal fixture and fitting, the sea of faces and backs hunched over their meals and the enveloping din of conversation, clash of cutlery and scraping of chair-legs with the weary realisation that the food here was unlikely to surpass its surroundings.

Keir had manhandled his way through the queue, Roke barely keeping up in his wake, collected two trays pilled high with exactly what Roke had feared, barged his way past the crowds looking for any free benches and cleared a space for the two men with a few well-placed shoves and loud cajoling of the packed miners and labourers. The man seemed to be cheerfully oblivious to the presence of other people in the messhall, observed Roke, although there was no malice in his ploughing disregard for them, but these other people seemed to put up with it without so much as a murmur.

Talking quickly and loudly, Keir brought Roke up to date on his unexpected promotion and posting to his old command, while Roke picked politely at the mounds of pale gel for something palatable. The nozzle had deposited coils of recon mash on his plate uncomfortably reminiscent of intestines. Hungry he may be, but not yet that hungry. On the other hand, Keir was shovelling his portion away during brief pauses in his discourse on the finer points of Planetary Defence Force politics, during which Roke learned much about a man called Artride (seemingly devoid of that bloated confusion of ethics and pride the military called honour and just about any redeeming features, apparently) and a clerk at something called ANDU (who ought to watch his beverages in future, by the sound of things) that he was not about to repeat anywhere his conversation could be monitored.

As he listened Roke observed Keir, in between futile forays through his lunch. He was a large man, both in height and weight. He could tell Keir had been a strong man in his youth and still was, but was going to seed, and clearly ate far too much and did not take good care of his health. The medical man in him ran through the likely results of various tests he could run on Keir’s metabulum and general health, and was not impressed with the results. His large, good humoured face was puffy, probably lack of sleep and stress, diagnosed Roke, although with his dark colouration he perhaps looked better than Roke would in the same circumstances. As for his age, Roke knew that private rejuv drugs and treatments were expensive, and probably well beyond the reach of a PDF officer, and that augments and implants were out of the question. Just the standard mil-rejuv, then. There were certain signs that a trained eye could always see however, and Roke put Keir in his late eighties, maybe nineties, although he looked to the non-medical eye as if he was in his late forties, his close-cropped brown hair starting to fleck with grey, and his small, dark brown eyes still lighting up whenever he cracked a joke. No matter how poor they were, thought Roke, and then felt a tinge of guilt. The man was clearly making a genuine effort to make amends, and Roke felt himself being drawn in by his evident energy, ebullience and good humour, despite his natural reserve. Most of the people he had met in his few months on Primor had been the usual sour-faced, insular military types, bureaucrats, scribes and techpriests, the kind of die-stamped, unimaginative, soulless pedants the Imperium mass-produced and he had assumed that Keir was more of the same, but was beginning to realise he had been wrong.

“How about you, Mr Roke?” said Keir, pausing to eye the almost untouched pile of food on the plate of the man opposite him, wondering when it would be polite to ask if he had finished. “What brings you to Primor? You don’t look like a bloody miner, by the Throne, and you’re not wearing shackles or a stun-collar, so I have to assume you got lost. I mean, no bugger with money,“ he said, gesturing at Roke’s clothing with his fork, “would choose to be here.”

Roke shifted his cane against the bench. “I was posted here as part of the retinue of Prelictor Osmani,“ Keir’s appreciation of the high rank showed in his face, “or I should say, the late Prelictor Osmani. The Administratum appointed him to review the decadal results delivered by the Evidion authorities into promethium production here or, rather, at the refineries, I suppose. He was to be based here, and I accompanied him as his chief medicae for the last twenty years or so.”

“You’re a medicae?” Keir looked up from his plate. “Thank buggery I never shot you, then!”

Roke nodded, choosing not to comment on the unwarranted optimism of the last part, and then sighed. “I, of course, told him – at length – about the perils of this system to a man of his age, so heavily reliant on augmetic parts for his well-being. I even tried to tell the Relict himself, but the man wouldn’t see me. Just a chief medicae, what did I know?” A bitter smile creased the scars that tracked his face.

Keir interrupted both Roke and his own eating, “And they posted him here? To Primor? But that’s, that’s…”

“…tantamount to murder, in my mind,“ said Roke, “but he obeyed, as we all did.” Keir nodded approval. Roke might not be a military man, but he evidently knew where his duty lay.

Roke continued. “He wasn’t the only one to die, you know. He was convinced the extra shielding in the lower levels would be enough. That, and the counterrads he was taking. So he said.” Roke shook his head.

“That shielding has a mean time to failure of, Throne, two weeks at best, they’re constantly replacing it,“ said Keir, “and the shielding’s not even for the people, it’s for the holy machines. Not one of the Ad Mech down there has any augments at all. The lode-star gets through, it always gets through.”

Roke picked at his plate. “I’ve been down there. Seeing Ad Mech without augments is,” he paused, and looked up, “unusual.” He put his fork down, defeated by the bland morass.

“So what will you do now?” asked Keir, and then waved his own fork in the direction of Roke’s plate with an enquiring look.

“Help yourself,” said Roke, pushing his plate away. Keir’s eyes lit up.

“I don’t know. I spent what little I had on more and more counterrads for the Prelictor and the others.“ Roke saw Keir’s glance at his expensive clothes, and smiled wryly, “Bought for me by the late Prelictor. He liked his retinue to look as grand as he felt, I believe. A medicae’s wages do not go anywhere near this far, Lieutenant – Captain – Keir.”

“Same story all over, eh?” laughed Keir with a broad grin. “Just be glad you’re not in the military! And since you’re not a military man, call me Nas, Doctor Roke.”

Roke nodded. “Evan.”

“Evan it is.“ Keir snorted, “A genuine doctor, eh? Bloody hell, not many of those around. You won’t be short of work, though, even here, man like you.”

“Perhaps, but I find that life on this station is not something I can tolerate.” He paused, and then gestured around the endless messhall with his thin, pale hands. “Where are the windows, the viewports, the screens – whatever you call them? It’s so damned cramped in here, the ceilings are so low, but I can handle that readily enough. What it is - I, I find myself in one of the most interesting places in the Imperium – “ Keir shot him an amazed look, “ – from an astro-physik point of view, Captain.” Roke was getting quite animated now, “I mean just look around you, a lode-star in the heart of a nebula, and a lode-star with a decretion disk at that!”

Keir looked blank.

“A decretion disk – meaning it loses material, it doesn’t gain it.”

Well, why didn’t you just say that, wondered Keir. There had been books at his scholam, but not since. Unless you counted the usual holy texts on navigation in his cabin. “You mean the plasma swirl in the depths,” he said.

“Quite unprecedented, and here I am sealed in this damnable underground tin box when one of the finest examples of heavenly engineering sits right outside,” Roke said. The two men then spent the next hour lost in conversation regarding Argo-Navis, its singular peculiarities and perverse dangers, and about the nebula at large, Keir revelling in recounting decades of personal experience of the system that Roke could only admire and envy, and the doctor seemingly able to summon a remarkable breadth of theoretical knowledge from memory alone.

“I thought it was generally considered best to leave all that astro-physik to the Ad Mech, Doctor,” said Keir with a wry smile eventually. “They are known to be, as it were, quite insistent on the point.”

“Just an amateur, I assure you. I have taken a keen interest in such things since an early age, but as a medical man I think I am allowed a little leeway in indulging my hobbies.”

“Difficult to do without any money, though, eh?”

Roke took a sip of the recyc, and tried to avoid grimacing at the taste, “Quite.”

From around the room the wail of a siren began, cutting through the endless din about them with its insistent tone, and then suddenly cut off. Almost immediately a significant portion of the diners in the room rose to their feet and began moving towards the exits with all the speed and inevitability of a glacier. Keir checked the chronodisplay on the nearest wall, and then dropping his fork he stood surprisingly swiftly.

“Excuse me, Doctor, I almost lost track of time. I need to pay a few visits, the Port Quartermaster and so on, need to see to my new command. We’re under orders to put out tomorrow morning with the convoy, never a moment to lose, eh? Look, why don’t you come round to the Anteus – I might have an offer for you, think you might be interested. Hatch 29D, South pylon; shall we say eight this evening?”

Roke stood as well. He had precious few other demands on his time these days. “Very well, I’ll see you there.”

Keir turned and powered his way off through the thronged messhall, leaving Roke to more carefully pick his way through the crowd and back to his hab.

 -oOo- 

Keir spent the remainder of the afternoon rushing between the Port Captain’s office, his prize-merchant and the Quartermaster’s stores, and it was early evening before he finally made it to Hatch 29D, his new uniform stiff and uncomfortable, but brand new, at least, and a far better fit. Bosun Freyderick and three crewmen that Keir did not recognise were waiting for him in front of the open hatch. They made the customary obeisance as he approached down the corridor.

Keir presented his slate to the bosun, who handed it straight back to him with a nod.

“I am ordered to take command of the MPV Anteus , effective immediately. Take me across Mister Freyderick.” He had known Freyderick from his last posting in command of the Anteus , although he had been a Bosun’s mate then. A streak of the sadist in him, if he remembered rightly, and he did, but not a bad crewman for that.

Usually Keir lamented the fact that PDF vessels received second-class berthings at the station port, with the direct-docking quays reserved for the mining and other vessels of the various consortia, and the very best for the Ad Mech and the Administratum ships, but in this case he relished the opportunity to get another look at the Anteus before he went aboard. Roke had been right about Primor station – with one or two exceptions (one of the points of money and/ or power always being the enjoyment of exceptions) there were no portals anywhere on the station, so if the Anteus had been directly-docked he would never have been able to get a look at her. As it was, taking the shuttle, usually a chore, was something he was genuinely looking forward to.

He ducked through the hatch, and swung nimbly into the Anteus ' boat. He suppressed a grin as he entered, every dent in every surface, every scuff on the floor, every cycling pictogram as familiar to him as his own suddenly quickening heartbeat, and sat in the co-pilot's chair. Bosun Freyderick followed him in and took the controls, and the crewmen busied themselves getting the boat ready for departure.

Looking out of the heavy-duty plastite screen that filled his forward view and arced up overhead, he could see the double-horseshoe-shaped port of Primor laid out ahead of him, pitch black in the absence of any ambient light source, with the exception of the intense floodlights bathing the berthings and other key locations in cold, blue light and the lux cables outlining the superstructure. Hatch 29D was about one-third of the way up the south pylon, which was usually reserved for maintenance and repair dockings. North and east pylons bristled with innumerable mining, resupply, crew transport, portable refinery and cargo vessels clinging to them like limpets. West pylon was out of commission at the moment due to a power failure. Between them the four pylons described a shape like that of an antique goblet without its stem. Below him south pylon thickened as it curved inwards to where all four pylons met, and to where one of the very few portals on Primor was situated, forming the roof of the Port Authority control blister. He could almost see the control techs and scribes inside, slaving over their display-slates. Above him the pylon narrowed as it curved outwards, and then back in again, although he could really only make out its shape from the lights on it, and on the various ships held fast in clamps in numerous states of repair. Somewhere above the tops of the four pylons, lying just outside the bowl of the port itself winked a small galaxy of running lights from the many PDF vessels at high anchor. One of those, ah – that one there – was the Anteus . He resisted the urge to punch up a hi-zoom view on the auspex. It would be worth the wait, he decided.

The hatches had been closed and the boat secured. Freyderick glanced at Keir for permission.

“Sir?”

“Carry on bosun.”

The lesser cramps released with a jerking motion, and the vessel yawed slightly in the sudden freedom. As the small, stubby craft moved haltingly away from its mooring Keir took one last look down at Primor station.

There was, in truth, not much of the millennia-old station to be seen, since most of it lay underground, buried deep within the cold rock of the planetoid fragment that orbited Argo-Navis. Primor was not large as Imperial stations went, but then the fragment was not large either, and the sub-surface construction took up a sizeable portion of the interior volume of the rock. Where it reached the surface the station spread out, clinging to the raw rock like lichen before arching upwards and outwards into the massive pylons. The bulk of the planetoid shielded Primor from the worst of the radiation that poured out of Argo-Navis, out of sight on the far side. And the work of the planetoid was supplemented by the shield grid that was etched and buried into that far side. The entire grid was constantly being replaced due to the corrosive effects of the rads on the generators - no sooner had the Ad Mech finished replacing one end of the enormous matrix than they had to start again from the other. The work had been going on for as long as Keir could remember and no doubt for centuries before that.

The boat began to pull upwards, away from Primor and towards the PDF vessels blinking and flashing above them. Glancing up from the station below Keir saw one of his favourite sights.

The edges of the planetoid, pitch black against the glow of the enveloping nebula, were limned with coruscating green fire that wavered slowly like a hanging curtain, a halo of lazy colour around the dark horizon. Occasional flashes of bright orange or sulphurous gold cascaded outwards. Keir was looking at the trailing edges of the aurora Primor, a beautiful if unintentional side-effect of the interaction between the shielding and the never-ending particle storms from the lodestar. If you approached Primor from starward, which Keir hadn't done in over two years, you saw the bow-shock of the mag storm in its full glory where it smashed into the shielding. It looked like a colossal green amoeba slowly crawling over the planetoid from that side. It was not a sight you ever forgot.

And looking further up and out there was the Homunculus nebula, surrounding everything, the limitlessness of space thwarted by its luminous clouds of gas and illuminated clouds of molecular dust – no stars from outside the nebula, not even Evidion, were visible from within it. Although its nearest discernible features were over ten light years away the nebula loomed over everything, cradling them in its faint and subtle lights.

The boat was getting nearer to the constellation of craft sitting at high anchor in the lee of the station, and Keir could start to make out the ships. The Riptide , the Hunt of Clave , the impressive Marshaller , a heavy cruiser, they were all there, and there was the Anteus .

Over 1,200 years old was the best Keir had been able to find out from the Ad Mech on Primor, but that figure was still a bit shaky. Could be as much as 1,800 years. Originally a mining vessel like much of the PDF cruiser fleet, she had been retrofitted with larger engines, tougher shielding and heavy gun batteries down both flanks, as well as turreted emplacements at bow and stern. She was not a beautiful ship; she was not even a sleek ship; the Anteus was squat, heavy and bulged in all the wrong places, but she was his command, and his gaze passed over her with an techpriest’s eye for detail, taking in the overhanging, chiselled bow, the heavy shoulders with their gun blisters, the long and relatively narrow waist and finally the bulbous stern, taking up a third of the overall length of the ship, where the plasma engine housings were. He looked disapprovingly at the banding of the armour in the stern – that would delay the deployment of the mag-sails if he left it like that. Also the forward baffles under the bowsprit weren’t overlapped sufficiently – there would be a rad leak there unless he was much mistaken. And – Holy Throne – some of those gun ports looked like they hadn’t been opened in months – the undisturbed stellar dust patterns across the hull were a clear indicator. Macara – who was bloody lucky he was already en-route to the out-system warp points on extended leave as far as Keir was concerned – was as much of a fighting captain as Keir was a sanctioned psyker, but to not even drill the crews in running the guns out…what a fecking arse! Keir silently wished him a very, very extended leave.

The boat docked and Keir paced silently in the cramped space, hands clasped behind his back, as the necessary elaborate rituals of command were performed by the bosun and the officer of the watch for a new captain coming aboard; the challenges, the counter-challenges, the presentation of arms and orders – the usual military huffing and puffing that would probably amuse people like Roke. Unexpectedly Keir then found himself viewing the whole ceremony as if through Roke’s eyes, as the Doctor would have seen it were he there. Perhaps it was a bit archaic and ridiculous, he agreed, but he wouldn’t miss it for all the wealth of the Great Houses.

Eventually custom permitted Keir to come aboard, and he glided easily and confidently down the short connecting corridor, landing smoothly once inside the Anteus ’ gravity bubble as he had done for more decades now than he cared to remember. You could always tell a green crewman from how he handled the zero-g of the accommodation ladder, thought Keir, as the corridor was rather oddly known in the service. It did actually help to think of it as a ladder, and not a horizontal passage, however. Think of it as a passage and a man would kick off outwards, but also slightly upwards, as if expecting to follow the usual arc he would in normal G. Instead he would fly in a straight, angled line and crash into the wall of the corridor before he reached the far end. Think of it as a ladder and a man would kick straight ‘upwards’, thus avoiding the walls and needless embarrassment.

The antechamber beyond the main crew hatch on the Anteus was lined with armed and armoured Arbites, in parade formation. The officer of the watch had retreated to the marshalling yard just beyond, and Keir made his way over the clanging floor panels past the saluting men, steady as statues. He could feel the hum of the Anteus ’ engines through the soles of his boots, so familiar to him, as was the smell of the recycled air aboard that, inexplicably, differed subtly but noticeably from vessel to vessel. A blind man could tour the fleet and know where he was through the soles of his feet and his nose. Then there was the steady roar like a far-off waterfall of the station-keeping engines ensuring the Anteus stayed within the lee of the planetoid off to starward – it felt as if he had never left.

He had studied the ship’s roster carefully that morning, so was not surprised to see Proctor Brenner standing stony-faced at the end of the honour guard of Arbites. The officer of the watch was his new First Lieutenant K’eto, a short, stout man with dark black skin and rather watery eyes, and a reputation as a cracking navigator and a fierce disciplinarian, and he stood in the centre of the echoing marshalling yard, with the bulk of the crew and the remaining officers drawn up behind and alongside him in their best, or in the case of most of the plain ratings their least-worst, uniforms. Keir’s fears about the quantity of crew left him by Macara seemed to be confirmed, time would tell about the quality.

The Arbites fell in behind the Captain wordlessly, the symbology not lost on the crew.

The final parts of the rituals of command were completed, Keir’s orders from Port Captain Franks were read into the ship’s log and the crewmen dismissed by K’eto to carry on the major job of work required to get the ship ready to leave port the next morning. The officers gathered around their new captain, who turned first to Brenner.

“Proctor, good to see you again. Your detail is looking sharp as ever,” said Keir, indicating the double row of carapace-armoured troops filing out of the room down one of the long transverses.

“Sir,” nodded Brenner, taciturn as ever.

“Salem! Stop hiding back there, you useless bastard!” Keir said loudly, a broad grin on his face, as he grabbed the youth’s white lapels. “Heh, you’re still a midshipman. Not passed for lieutenant yet? We’ll see what we can do about that, eh?”

“Aah, yessir!” Salem grinned back, nervous but pleased to be noticed by his captain.

Keir greeted the other officers, none he recognised, noting what the roster had confirmed that there was no Durand among them. It had been a pity what had happened to him, thought Keir. Finally he turned to K’eto.

“Lieutenant, I expect you’re itching to show me my ship, and what you’ve been doing with her while I’ve been gone. Lead on, man, lead on.”

The formal inspection was another unavoidable ritual, but one that Keir was also genuinely looking forward to.

As he and Lieutenant K’eto left down Transverse Two A for the stern of the ship Brenner called out to him.

“It’s good to have a fighting captain back aboard, sir. Very good indeed.”

Murmurs of approval echoed these words around the yard, and left Keir wondering just how things had been under Macara. Oh, well. He would find out soon enough.

 -oOo- 

Roke had spent the remainder of the day volunteering at the medicae station on Primor, where the training of the medics left much to be desired in his view, and, afterwards, strolling around the public areas of the station with his nalwood cane clicking on the decking, his health and pace slowly recovering to something approaching normal. He was a familiar sight to the Arbites by now, and they rarely challenged him, except when he inadvertently strayed into some of the many less-public areas on his interminable walks, his startled expression and profuse apologies sufficing to induce the troopers to allow him to continue on his way. The utter inability of the respectable doctor to grasp even basic station security protocols and layout was becoming something of a running joke among the Arbites.

Shortly before his rendezvous with Keir he returned to his hab in Circle Seven, where his daily medication awaited him. He took the counter-algesis pills crushed in a glass of bitter-tasting recyc. They went to work quickly and he could feel the constant, dull pain in his legs and hips beginning to ease. He wondered briefly about that fact that he was taking more meds now than he had prescribed for himself after the ‘accident’, and how the sedative effect of the pills seemed to be lessening. Perhaps he had a fool for a patient. Perhaps he just needed to take some more pills.

He changed his clothes and left the hab for his meeting with Keir, and was pleased to see he was only going to be about ten minutes late.

 -oOo- 

“He’s already ten minutes late, bosun. Bloody man has no idea of military time-keeping – ah, Doctor, there you are,” Keir raised his voice as Roke strode into view from the direction of the south pylon’s transport chute, limping only very slightly and hardly leaning on his cane at all. Keir left the bosun and crewmen standing outside the closed Hatch 29D, and walked off down the corridor to meet Roke halfway.

“Bit of a balls-up, I’m afraid, Doctor. The Anteus ’ boat is busy ferrying supplies – and,” Keir grinned, “a great, big, fecking 80 dyne plasma cannon for the dorsal sponson that I’m dying to try out – I think the superstructure’ll take it, K’eto’s not so sure – but you can’t just let the Port Quartermaster keep one of them lying around unused, eh? He was reluctant to let it go, of course, bloody thieves like him always are, but I had some spare rad plating and he couldn’t say no to that.”

Roke had understood about one half of that, but he nodded anyway, waiting for the balls-up explanation to arrive.

“Anyway,” continued Keir, seemingly still on the same breath, “we had a port shuttle ready but the bloody thing’s jammed in the hatch. Only just got out and it jammed closed on us again. We’ll need to go up a couple of levels and see if we can nab one there. Riptide’s fitting-out, you see, she’s joining our convoy tomorrow morning too, and the bosun thinks she booked a shuttle at 31G that still seems to be sitting there. Let’s go and steal it, eh?”

Keir led Roke away back in the direction of the transport chute, while the bosun and the crewmen tried to unjam the shuttle hatch.

“Here,” said Keir, slapping a pict-button next to a sealed doorway, which clanked as it slid open, and then ushering Roke through. “The chute’ll take too long to arrive, and it’s only two levels up, we’ll walk.” The two men set off up the long, sloping metal walkway, glow-globes positioned at intervals along the ceiling casting pools of light in the otherwise gloomy and empty corridor.

“I think you’ll appreciate the view from the shuttle after all this time, Doctor.”

“I was hoping your offer would involve something like that. It even feels slightly better to be in these pylons after all that time underground.” Roke paused, anxious to get to the point. “So what exactly is your offer?”

Keir cleared his throat. “The last medicae we had on board the Anteus was a butcher. I mean, literally – a grox butcher by trade, originally. Oh, he could hand out meds alright – provided you never let him keep the codekey to the med-locker, otherwise the bugger’d sell ‘em, but you better never get shot or knocked on the head. Besides handing out meds, removing limbs was about all he was good for. And you had to pray he hadn’t flogged the counter-algs before he started cutting on you. Knew a crewman, a decent rating he was, went about his duties with a broken leg for two weeks rather than pay a visit to Medic Branc,” said Keir.

“Anyways,” he continued as they carried on up the ramps, “I spoke to Port Captain Franks about it, and, well, safe to say he has no objections, so – here it is, Doctor. You want to get off Primor and that’s exactly what I’m doing, tomorrow morning at 7 to be precise. And I need a trained medic – Macara didn’t leave me much, and what he did knows less about crewing than I know about sodding warp space – and, well, an actual medicae, a doctor, such as yourself would be unprecedented in the service for a start, the men’ll be severely impressed – morale, you know – and despite what I said, the pay’s not too bad, pretty good actually. So. There it is.”

The men walked in silence, other than the ringing of their boots on the decking. The other reason for the offer, that Keir would never have admitted to, even to himself, was related to the fact that this was his second promotion to captain. He knew what it had been like last time, promoted out of the officers’ mess, and the camaraderie that involved, to a position of command. Men he had considered his friends had become his subordinates overnight and everything had changed - laughter became forced or ingratiating, casual conversations were out of the question, he had gone from being 'us' to being 'them' with the power of life and death over them while away from port – there was nothing wrong in that, it was just the way it was, but it gave the cliché of lonely command a bit of a personal sting having been through it once already. A learned man like the doctor would not, however, be hide-bound by the rules of the service.

“I see. Would I have a rank? I mean, would I need to become a military officer, and learn to salute and so on?” asked Roke.

Keir was starting to answer, when Roke interrupted him. “Actually, never mind that Captain – Nas.” He stopped walking and turned to face Keir. “Fact is I could ask you a million and one questions about the post and never have a damned clue what it really entails. It gets me off Primor, it gets me a wage, it’s something I know how to do and – your boat has windows – screens – I take it?”

“It’s a ship, Doctor, not a boat, and yes it has – “

Both mens’ attention was drawn by the clanking of the doorway they had entered the walkway by, and looking back they saw two large men enter, silhouetted in their labourer’s overalls against the bright glare from the corridor outside. Even from where they were, they could see that one of the men was carrying a fairly hefty lug-wrench and the other a clinking length of heavy chain. They started toward them.

“Best if we keep walking, I think,” said Keir as he pushed Roke ahead of him and up the walkway. They had not gone more than a few paces when they heard the sound of another doorway clanking open, coming from above them. Light spilled out against the wall at the far end of the corridor ahead of Roke and Keir where it turned back on itself. Footsteps clanging against the metal echoed over their heads, joining with the sound of the two men approaching them from below.

Keir’s hand went to his side reflexively, but even as he did so he knew his holster wasn’t there. It was draped over the back of one of the seats in the shuttle at 29D. It had been getting in his way as he tried to help fix the sticking hatch. There was a knife in his boot, however. He ducked quickly and retrieved it. He turned to Roke and spoke softly. “I may have forgotten to mention that one of the reasons I am keen to leave Primor so quickly is that I owe some money to some people. Well, just one person actually, but he has people.”

“A lot?” asked Roke, wondering which vice it was Keir had. Probably all of them, his more cynical self responded.

“Quite a bit, yes. Is it important?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Are you armed? Hah,” grinned Keir with a wicked laugh, “can you procure a pistol?”

“In my hab, I’m afraid.” Then Roke tapped his cane pointedly against his leg a couple of times. “I am not, however, unarmed.”

“Look, I’ll try and talk my way out of this but, to be honest, the time for talking – and paying – was about three months ago. Things might get violent pretty quickly.”

Roke nodded, watching the two gangers advancing up the ramp. Already he could see that they were abnormally large. Vat-grown muscle and hardened bone-grafts would not be unduly affected by Argo-Navis, although the men would be ill-advised to leave the shielding of Primor, and no doubt they were tranq’d-up on stims, too. Ahead of them, two other men rounded the u-turn in the corridor and started down towards them, one as large as the first two, the other more normally proportioned. A leader, perhaps. The large ganger was carrying a solid length of piping with a makeshift cloth handle, but the other seemed to have something concealed under his black leather coat.

“Right. Sorry I got you involved in this, Evan. Oh, feck, he’s got a gun.”

“Leave him to me, then. Can’t you summon those crewmen you were with?”

Keir looked at Roke with some surprise, and then answered. “No. The rad shields in these pylons block the vox. On the plus side it means these feckers can’t call for reinforcements. He’s all yours, by the way.”

The four men advanced, the ‘tanks hefting and swinging their weapons with an obvious singularity of purpose. There would be no talking. A few paces from where Keir and Roke stood side-by-side the smaller man with the bolt pistol stopped, a smug sneer on his tatooed face, raising his weapon to cover his three enforcers as they carried on. Keir hoped Roke was as good as his word and turned his attention to the two hulking gangers downslope of them, both of them wearing gang colours wrapped around their faces. It was unlikely they wanted to kill him – the man with the gun would have fired by now if they did – so perhaps there was a way out of this after all. He started edging slowly backwards, his small boot knife concealed in his palm.

The nearest ganger swung his chain back, readying a strike to Keir’s legs. Keir sprang at him, shifting his weight and momentum far more quickly than the ganger had expected. Grabbing for the man's thickly corded arm Keir drove into him with his full weight – and a well-placed knee to the groin – before the surprised man could land his blow.

The man staggered backwards, grunting, but kept on his feet. He tried to bring the portion of chain wrapped round his hammer-like fist down on Keir’s head. Keir had missed his grip on the man’s arm and knew he had a fraction of a second before the second man drove his lug-wrench into Keir’s exposed back. He drove his forehead into the face of the man before him with all of his considerable heft and was rewarded with the crunch of gristle and a liquid cry of pain. He felt the warm splash of blood down his face as the man dropped away before him, but he was already throwing himself sideways towards the corridor wall.

Too late, however, as the swinging wrench of the second man crashed into his side and sent him spinning face first against the wall, head cracking off the steel plating and his knife flying out of his grasp. He fell heavily beside the man he had just downed, lances of pain shooting down his side and through his head. He suddenly realised he had heard the booming crash of the bolt-pistol as he had launched himself at the ganger with the chain, and prayed Roke was alright.

Behind him Roke was desperately trying to fend off his great-coat clad assailant with what was left of his nalwood cane. Fortunately his attacker’s technique consisted of swinging wildly with the length of pipe, and Roke was able to deflect some of the better aimed blows with his cane. The man seemed, albeit through the rag wrapped around his face, angry and surprised that such a thin piece of wood, and such a thin piece of man, could be fending him off, despite what he had seen happen to his overseer with the gun. It couldn’t last though, and Roke was being driven back, the furious swings and sweeps rendering any counter-attack from such a position impossible. Eventually he would lose his footing or the ‘tank would land a lucky blow and that would be that.

Keir lay flat on his back, dazed from the head wound. He only just registered in time the ganger standing over him, bringing the heavy steel wrench crashing down. He tried to roll away at the same time as he brought an arm up to shield himself, but the unconscious body of the first man stopped him from moving far. The wrench glanced off his arm and slammed into the floor. Keir felt the red bolt of agony that told him something in his arm had been broken.

The man in the great-coat – growing increasingly frustrated with Roke’s deft parrying and dodging of his assaults – switched his attacks to overhead pile-drivers. This was exactly what Roke had been praying for. He stepped aside with a grace and speed that took his attacker by surprise, deflecting the crushing blow from the pipe sideways. With a fluid, sweeping movement and a sudden lunge he put the blunt end of his cane into the man’s throat. The ganger dropped his weapon instantly and clasped his hands to his throat. As he fell to his knees, staccato choking sounds came from underneath the oil-stained cloth. He keeled over, writhing on the decking as he struggled to draw breath. Roke was already pelting up the corridor before the man hit the ground.

Keir kicked out in desperation from where he lay, hoping to land a lucky strike. Lashing out at the man’s knees and groin he tried to shield himself from the giant wrench. One flailing boot caught the man’s hand, knocking his arm aside, but it was only a temporary reprieve. The man kicked Keir’s legs out of the way and brought the wrench up above his head for another smash. Then there was another deafening crash from the bolter and a ragged, fist-sized disc of wall plating beside the man detached itself and whickered off down the corridor, skidding almost the full length of the ramp. The powerfully-built ganger lowered the wrench and turned, as Keir raised his head to look up the corridor also. They both saw Roke holding the bolt pistol, aiming it with one steady hand at the ‘tank, his cane held lightly in the other.

“Sir,” said Roke calmly, in the sudden quiet.

He jerked the fat muzzle of the gun to one side, and the man moved away from Keir, who scrambled to his feet, gasping at the grating sensation and stabbing pains coming from his ribs and arm, and moved up the corridor towards Roke. As he reached him, he saw that the tattoo-faced man who had held the gun was curled up on the floor of the walkway, clutching his right forearm, through which was sticking a long and narrow blade, with a thin handle of nalwood. In fact, the blade had gone through his right forearm and continued on to bury itself deep in his left shoulder, pinning his right arm perpendicular to his body and preventing him from pulling the blade out himself.

Roke carefully handed Keir the bolt pistol, a cheap knock-off of a common Imperial design, stood on the chest of the would-be gunman and pulled his stick-sword out in one smooth movement. The man howled in pain, trying to clutch both his arm and shoulder at the same time as copious amounts of blood spilled out.

“You’ll live,” said Roke, coldly. “If I had severed an artery you would know about it by now.”

Keir kicked the man to his feet and down the ramp towards his fellows, two of whom were cautiously, and painfully, getting back up, the bolt pistol still pointed unerringly in their direction.

“Should I call for the Arbites?” asked Roke. The tallest of the men, who had by now dropped his lug-wrench, gave a gutteral laugh.

“Best not,” said Keir. “This is not something we want to bother the Arbites with. Just a disagreement among friends, right? Tell your boss I’ll pay him when I get back – in about six months’ time. You can tell him that I would have paid him now – and his interest as well, if you had decided to discuss this instead of playing silly buggers.” Keir was still breathing hard, and was holding his injured arm tightly against his chest. “Now feck off!”

The overseer in the black coat stared at Keir and Roke for a moment with silent hatred simmering in his eyes, spat on the blood-smeared walkway at his feet, and then the gangers turned without a word and headed off down the ramp. Keir covered them with the gun until they passed into the corridor at the bottom and the doorway had clanked shut. Behind him, Roke had finished wiping his blade clean, seemingly oblivious to the men’s departure, and had reassembled his cane. He hardly seemed out of breath at all.

“C’mon Evan, let’s get a move on before they shake their headaches off and decide to come back with some even bigger friends.” Keir waved the end of the bolt-pistol vaguely in the direction of the now-vanished gangers, and then turned to Roke. “Did you actually throw that bloody stick-sword?”

Roke just nodded.

“Nice.” Keir wasn’t usually given to understatement, but he really didn’t know what else to say. They didn’t teach that in the Medicae Collegium, though. He winced again, and grinned at Roke. “Feck, but my arm hurts like buggery. Know any good doctors?”

 -oOo- 

Keir had wanted to carry on to the Anteus , but Roke’s opinion of the likely medical facilities on board was not improved by Keir’s account of Butcher Branc, and he had half-carried, half-frog-marched Keir to the Argo Navis Defence Unit med-bay deep in the bowels of the station, within the Ad Mech’s most heavily-shielded domains. There the equipment was good, even if the medics were not, although not even the medics believed Keir’s story about having tripped down some stairs.

Roke had finished patching Keir’s various wounds up – the bones would knit neatly in a couple of weeks – and from the aus-med scans they had been broken many times before – and was rinsing his hands with decon fluid when one of the techpriests he knew from the late Prelictor’s delegation came in to apply holy salves to the machines. The techpriest had survived only by the emergency removal of all implants and augments after weeks of slow degredation, sadly not an option that had been available to the Prelictor. Even though he had assisted in the surgery, a remarkable procedure that Roke was still cataloguing for the Collegium’s records, he nonetheless found the techpriest’s appearance uncomfortable to look at. Most of the left arm, and both lower legs had been removed, and replaced with barely matching or suitable pieces from condemned prisoners in the Arbites’ cells. Under the metal-laced robes Roke knew that the torso was a patchwork of scars, deep abscesses lined with plas-flesh and lesions, where non-vital aurgans had been removed and vital ones replaced, again by Arbites-supplied donors. The scalp was the worst though, since most of the cerebral implants and skull-conduits had had to be ripped out with no possibility of replacements. Surprisingly, brain function was still at acceptable levels, and the application of thin layers of plas-flesh (usually used to treat plasma burn wounds) had covered up the actual brain tissue that remained, but the numerous large and small cavities in the skull, some big enough for Roke to fit his fist in, still left him feeling unsettled in the techpriest’s presence. He also wished he could have saved more of her face.

The techpriest, Querench was her name, Roke remembered, recognised the doctor, or at least so he thought. She could not talk any more, and simply bent to work, laying down her scroll-mat and setting the various holy bottles around it in preparation for the rituals.

Roke turned as one of the medics approached him. He was an old man by the name of Reitch with an unpleasantly lopsided sneer permanently fixed to his pocked and wrinkled face.

“So ah see you’ve met crazy Keir, then,” the man said, and then snorted what must have been his attempt at a laugh. He was rubbing his hands together too. He always did that, Roke had observed, when he talked to someone he wanted to ingratiate himself with.

Roke disliked the man on several levels, but could not really avoid talking to him now.

“You mean the Captain? You should be careful who you insult, medic, and whom you do it around.”

“Oh, sir, ah didn’t mean no insult by it,” the man tipped his head to one side and almost bowed to Keir as he did so, his fingers coiling around each other like snakes in heat. “All the medics call him crazy Keir, doctor sir.” Reitch tipped his head to the other side. “You want to know why?”

Roke just stared at him contemptously, as if trying to make him disappear by pure will alone. He had never been able to figure out if the repetition of “doctor sir” was a pathetic compliment or a subtle insult.

“C’mon, doctor sir, ah’ll show ya. S’over here, in the back of the regen ward.” The man walked off, beckoning Roke to follow him.

Roke’s curiosity got the better of his loathing for Reitch’s company. Reitch led him around the veiled bed-bays and towards the dimly-lit back of the adjoining ward. The man approached a large holy machine, its surface dark and mottled, but clean and well-kept with all the appropriate sacred seals in place, the front smooth and featureless. Cabling framed the man-sized face of the machine. Reitch keyed a sequence into the pict-panel at the side and a portion of the face of the machine recessed slightly and hissed downwards and out of sight, cold light spilling over the two men from within. The contents of the machine then hummed forward slightly until they were sitting just proud of the smooth face panel.

Roke was looking at a male child approximately four or five years old, festooned in cabling and suspended in thick, clear gel within a transparent pouch, curled up in a foetal position. He moved closer, and saw scars, fresh-looking, on the boy’s abdomen, chest and head. He looked at the display for a moment, thumbing his way through various data entries, and then something caught his eye. He leaned in closer to the child, staring at his face, and then turned sharply to Reitch, who was watching him with a very unpleasant look.

Reitch spoke. “It’s his son, that is. His dead son. Keeps him here, in sus-an, costs him a small bloody fortune right enough, but ah’ll take anyone’s money wants to keep a corpse in a freezer. Told you he was crazy,” he laughed again.

“Holy throne,” breathed Roke. He looked again at the display. The unit was not, despite the exaggerations of Reitch, a freezer. The child was held in suspended animation – stasis – his entire body caught rigid in a fractional slice of time, but Reitch was not entirely wrong. “His vital signs were collapsing just before he was put in,” said Roke, turning back to the medic. “This boy’s dead, or he will be if he’s taken out of this for more than a few seconds. There’s nothing to be done.”

“You and ah know that, don’t we doctor sir, but crazy Keir thinks he can still save him. Spends all his money – and more, from what ah hear around and about – on getting us to patch up the boy’s injuries and whatnot. He was down this mornin’ – talks to him, you know – got hisself some money so ah sold him some more tests.” Reitch was grinning now as he realised he had a captive audience in Roke. “Heh, money for nothing, ah say. We adjust the field and allow time to run – slowed right down, of course – do an operation here, repair an organ there, carry out a test or summat; costs the boy a fraction of a second – he’s dead, he don’t care – costs crazy Keir a fecking wad of cash.”

Reitch lowered his voice, and moved closer to Roke, almost touching him. “You might want to think as it were about getting in on this, you know, good doctor like you could think of a dozen – ah, procedures – the boy might need, make you and me a bit on the side, doctor sir.”

Roke moved his attention back to the dead child in the machine, mainly as a means of getting away from Reitch. “But why? Why do this, spend all this money – repair a body that’s as good as dead – these cerebral lesions are irreparable, even on Evidion for the love of the Throne – why?”

The question was not really directed at Reitch, but the medic answered anyway. “Ah, that is the, ah, nub of the matter, isn’t it? The boy had some kind of accident, see, nasty business ah heard it was, he was dyin’ fast and Keir has him put in stasis. Heard as he was waving his gun around and threatening to shoot the medics if they’d not do it. Says he’d find a way to save him, that the Immortal Emperor wouldn’t let him die, not his son. Crazy, doctor sir, like ah said. Crazy.”

Roke stared at the corpse. “What was the boy’s name?”

Reitch made a face. “Dunno.”

Roke sighed. “How long?”

“Fifteen years, give or take.”

 -oOo- 

Roke made his way back to the med-bay where he had left Keir, only to find that Keir had gone. As Roke stood there looking around as if expecting Keir to pop out from a locker a med-scribe approached him, his scalp and throat a mess of white scar tissue.

The med-scribe’s voice was rasping and hoarse, almost a whisper. “Captain Keir left a message saying that his arm and ribs felt fine, and that he must attend to the fitting-out of,” the man glanced at one of the tech-slates he was holding, “’a fecking big 80 dyne’, Doctor, whatever that means. There was not a moment to lose, apparently.” He passed the tech-slate with the message on it to Roke.

Roke put his hand out to take it, and then paused. “You mean crazy Keir, don’t you?”

“Don’t know about that, Doctor. Some say, is all.”

“You don’t think that a man who, say, puts the dead body of his child into suspended animation rather than arranging for a proper burial is not, perhaps, slightly unhinged?” asked Roke, taking the slate.

The technician looked at Roke for a moment before replying, “I wouldn’t believe everyone I talk to down here, Doctor. The boy has a spark of life in him still. Not much but it’s there. The captain believes what he believes. The Emperor protects, Doctor. And if he believes that, then I agree with him,” the man said, turning away, his scarred and bald head bending back to his bulky tech-slates.

Roke sat down heavily on the steel cot in the med-bay, and read the remainder of the message Keir had left with the med-scribe - the official offer of the post of surgeon on the Anteus . All it needed was his formal acceptance. He put the slate down on the cot next to him with the query pict still flashing and pulled some plastite tags out of his pocket. He looked at them for a while, turning them over and over in his long pale fingers as if examining them for some defect, lost in thought. After a minute or two of this he stopped, thumbed the appropriate pict on the tech-slate beside him and stood up. He moved over to the primitive cogitator in the corner and brought up the list of medicae supplies the Anteus had requested. The list was basic. He stood there, staring at the list for a moment or two and then, nodding silently to himself, began adding item after item. The Anteus was going to be in-system for about six months, and – as the new ship's surgeon - he would take whatever he could get. He smiled a thin smile as he eventually finished the now lengthy and expensive list and pushed Reitch’s ID tag into the credit slot at the side to confirm payment.

 -oOo- 

