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Chapter four
H’tras stared, unseeing, down the length of his rail rifle. He was lain on a small rocky
outcrop jutting out from a hill in the forest. It was, for the most part, clear of trees, but he
was camouflaged well enough against the background. He knew perfectly well that there
were no y’he nearby; that was not the reason he was keeping watch. Carrying out
monotonous tasks like this prevented him from simply doing nothing, from staying on the
manta and relaxing. He could not do that anyway; not with the presence of the… new
arrivals in the tau camp.
At that point, he was listening in on a conversation going on between the Shas’o and the
gue’la. They were a considerable distance away, in a clearing at the foot of the hill on its
other side, but he was still able to hear them. His helmet communication systems had
been patched into those of the Shas’o’s XV8 suit, as had those of every tau present. It
was not a way of spying on the gue’la; it was a security measure. If this was an elaborate
ruse, an attempt to assassinate the Shas’o, then every member of the cadre would know
about it as soon as it became apparent, and the gue’la would find their task much, much
harder than they would have previously thought.
H’tras tapped the side of his helmet, increasing the volume of the conversation. The
inquisitor was speaking at the moment; this seemed to be the norm. Thus far, the
“Deathwatch” had remained silent, and Shas’o’aloh’shas’ka had said only a few words.
“…tyranids pose a greater threat than either us,” he was saying. The didactic memories
translated the words perfectly, and H’tras’ brow wrinkled as he thought about the
statement. It did not seem strictly true; there were at present in the galaxy, far more
gue’la than y’he, and thus far, the gue’la had proven themselves able to defeat the
extragalactic invaders. The tau, too, had had few problems in combat with them, although
it was true that the creatures themselves seemed to be extremely different from battle to
battle. H’tras shook his head and continued listening.
“These creatures are a splinter from the Leviathan Hive Fleet,” he said. “The Hive Tyrant
present here will soon generate powerful enough psychic signal to draw greater numbers
from the warp, and if - when - that happens, we are, quite simply, doomed. The tyranids
will have a foothold further out to the Eastern Fringe, where they can link up with the
splinter fleets of Kraken.”
“We have seen no proof of any of this,” replied the Shas’o. “Do you intend us to believe,
on your word alone, that these y’he alone will bring down upon us thousands more of
their number? The idea is absurd.”
H’tras heard what sounded like a snort, and then someone else spoke. The voice was
deeper than the Inquisitor’s had been, and he guessed it was one of the Deathwatch.
“Tell me, xeno, do you have any knowledge of the occurrences several hundred years ago
out on the eastern fringe, extremely near to your empire? No? Then I shall fill in the
details for you.” There was a pause, and the sound of soil shifting. H’tras assumed that
the speaker had moved forward, perhaps to intimidate the Shas’o. If this was what he was
attempting, then he would be sorely disappointed; Shas’o’aloh’shas’ka had faced down

hundreds like him and triumphed.
“On a world named Ichar V, the forward scouts of the Hive Fleets - genestealers - had
infiltrated the populace. They created a cult there, a cult of the tyranids. Each and every
member of the cult was infected with the stain of the xeno. These hybrids created a
psychic signal that, when extinguished - destroyed by members of my own chapter brought forth from the void the Hive Fleet whose splinters are still in your “Empire’s”
side,” he said, and H’tras could hear the scorn and derision thick in his voice. “Just one
single brood of genestealers did this. And you think that there is no danger here?” There
was another pause, and then the gue’la continued. “How anything of such stupidity as
yourself could possibly pose a threat to the Emperor’s forces is beyond me.”
H’tras grasped his rifle and turned, ready to run to a vantage point if he needed to. The
gue’la’s words were enough to cause bloodshed, but he could not help but feel that they
were true, and he hoped that the Shas’o would not rise to them.
The silence seemed to go on for an eternity, and H’tras thought he could hear the sounds
of metal against metal. They could be caused by anything, but the only example he could
bring to mind was the sound of gue’la drawing out their weapons. He glanced around, to
see the others in his cadre that were not on the manta making themselves ready for
combat.
Finally, the Shas’o spoke. “Your arrogance does not help your cause, gue’la. However,
you have, to some degree at least, convinced me. I will not deploy my cadre alongside
your forces, but I will instruct them not to attack you unless they themselves are attacked
first, and to hunt only for the y’he. These are the only measures I am willing to take.”
“That is… acceptable,” said another gue’la, and this time it sounded like the Inquisitor
again. “I had not expected you to wish to deploy alongside us, and I would not have done
so in any case. I ask only that you try not to interfere with our hunts.”
Silence again. Then: “If you will do the same for us.”
“In that case, then, we are agreed. There will be a… ceasefire… between us, on this
planet at least, for the duration of the emergency. I will take my leave,” said the
Inquisitor. The Shas’o did not reply, and after a few moments H’tras heard footsteps,
which faded soon.
He relaxed slightly. At least the gue’la had given their word - although he was unsure as
to how much that meant - that they would not attack the tau. H’tras himself had no
problem with not killing them, although he had a feeling that certain members of his
cadre would remember the casualties inflicted upon them by the gue’la, and would not be
so forgiving. He could only hope that they would follow the Shas’o’s orders.
A sound made him turn. The trees at the far edge of the forest were rustling; but even as
he was watching, they collapsed and the trees in front of them began to move as well. It
seemed as though there was some sort of wind blasting through the forest in a straight
line, but that was all but impossible. H’tras stared at the soil beneath the trees; it was
writhing like liquid, as though something huge was passing beneath it.
He tapped his helmet comm and spoke quickly. “Shas’o - something is approaching
through the forest forward of my position. Probable y’he presence. Request XV8
presence.”
“Request accepted, Shas’la,” replied the Shas’o. “XV8 team on approach.” The comm
crackled as the Shas’o switched his off, and H’tras heard the sounds of jetpacks behind
him. He turned to see three large, bulky shapes approaching swiftly over the crest of the

hill. He gestured toward the forest below, and turned to see the trees at the very bottom of
the hill collapsing. He readied his rail rifle, training it on the foot of the hill.
Raik’ors passed. Nothing happened. The XV8 suits touched down, each facing in a
different direction. Their weapons - burst cannons and missile pods - were covering every
possible point of entry for an enemy as they turned slowly.
Unfortunately for one of the Shas’ui, they had not been looking down.
The y’he creature burst out of the ground beneath them, colliding with one of the crisis
suits, talons slicing with blurring speed. The XV8 hit the ground, cut open in a dozen
places, before the creature leapt towards the next XV8.
The burst cannon mounted on its arm span with a high-pitched whirr, incandescent blue
bolts blasting into the creature. It screamed in pain, a sound that made H’tras clutch at his
helmet; it felt as though it were clawing into his brain. The thing leapt back into the hole
it had burst out of, disappearing from sight. Its snakelike tail was the last thing to vanish
into the dirt.
They looked around warily, shaken by the suddenness of the attack and the creature’s
disappearance. There was no sound; only the slightest rustle of the leaves in the trees
below as the wind caressed them. No sign remained that the creature had ever been there
except the corpse bleeding on the ground and the hole in the earth.
The thing burst out right under the other Shas’ui, talons clamping into the chest and back
of his suit before he was dragged down into the ground. The Shas’vre leapt forward,
digits unfolding to grasp at the XV8, but he was far too slow. The Shas’ui had
disappeared by the time he moved.
The Shas’vre barely had time to stand up before the thing struck again. It burst out of the
ground behind him and leapt straight forward with its talons and fangs extended.
It burst straight through the Shas’vre, leaving a bloody hole. The corpse collapsed, what
remained of the armour around the outside snapping as it hit the ground. The creature
completed its leap by burrowing into the ground, disappearing once again.
The slaughter of an XV8 team had taken far less than ten raik’ors.
H’tras felt panic rise in his mind. He stumbled backward, clutching his rail rifle to him,
the barrel pointing outward. That beast had just butchered some of the most veteran and
elite warriors in his cadre with ease. What possible chance did he have? It was faster than
him, stronger than him, and better armed. His rail rifle was of no use here.
Instinct took over as his mind was frozen by numbing fear. The creature reared up out of
the ground, and it was instinct that shoved the rail rifle into its mouth and obliterated the
back of its head, the dart not stopping as it flew through the carapace and chitin.
The creature collapsed noiselessly into a growing puddle of foul ichor. H’tras was dazed;
he couldn’t piece together what had just happened. Without thinking, he tapped his
helmet comm.
“Shas’o?” he said. “There has been a problem.”

