
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Caligari Archivum
 
The Caligari Sector – a vast, ancient and forgotten region in the Segmentum Tempestus, filled with shadows that hide hundreds of tainted worlds. A Sector plagued by the mysterious Warpsurges, smaller, but highly unpredictable manifestations of the dreaded Warp Storms. Far from the guiding light of the Astronomican and torn apart by the foul tempests that can twist reality and cut off entire systems for centuries, leaving them ripe for Chaos infestation, the Caligari Sector is a haven for the heretic, the outlaw and the corrupted.
 

The Inquisitors of the Caligari Conclave are the fearless agents of the Imperium who don’t hesitate to enter the dark corners of the Sector to investigate mysteries and purge the unclean. The Caligari Archivum is a constantly expanding collection of their deeds. A series of stand-alone short stories and longer novellas in episodic format, written by various authors, all set in the Caligari Sector, the official sandbox world of the two Action-RPG videogames, Warhammer 40,000: Inquisitor – Martyr and Warhammer 40,000: Inquisitor – Prophecy.
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By his second attempt, Theodon Mercer was thoroughly annoyed. He had landed the flyer just outside the aerial exclusion zone, a few heartbeats away from being turned into a rapidly expanding cloud of vapour by the defence phalanx. 
A safe distance would have been klicks away. In fact, a truly safe distance would have been lightyears away, out of the accursed Caligari Sector. Still, here he was, under the towering walls of an Inquisition fortress, waving his rosette feebly at the sensor bank. The rain pattered incessantly on the hood of his mandatory quarantine suit while he waited. The green-hued, mechanical eyes stared unblinkingly at the symbol of his office.
‘Your clearance is recognised, Inquisitor,’ a modulated voice grated, the same way it had the day before. Even the wording was the same, to the last vowel and click. ‘However, I am not in a position to grant you access to the facility. Your request has been forwarded to the appropriate officials. Please return tomorrow for updates.’
‘The Emperor protects,’ Mercer intoned with a tired sigh, finding a good measure of irony in the holy words which were denying him his duty. The mechadendrite rewound into its receptacle on the otherwise impenetrable wall, its inner light dimming to nothing. Only the wind kept him company now.
He turned and began his long walk back to the flyer. There was no reason to stay on the desolate island. There was no vegetation, no sign of life, only the blinding bluish white lights which eliminated even the tiniest blotches of shadow. The polished surface of the runway, combined with generous douses of saltwater, made for a treacherous footing. If his suit were to rupture, he would be delayed for months, given the nature of this world. Its inhabitants were adamant about isolation procedures for offworlders.
Blinking away the afterimages of the floodlamps in the stark cabin of his flyer, Mercer felt a small measure of relief that he was out of the chilling wind. Even through the insulated layers of his suit, the relentless assaults of icy air had robbed his body of heat. He was not a step closer to his objective. It should have been so simple, he mused, as he fired up the engines. He had a uniquely dangerous specimen on his Warp-capable armed merchant vessel, which was currently in high orbit, secured for transportation. The Inquisition installation on Migolan Primaris had a suitable containment facility, cleared for almost any kind of xenos, manned by researchers who were fellow members of the Ordos Xenos. 
The facility was so secret that even with his rank the name of the Inquisitors involved had been hidden from his eyes, mandated by Inquisitor Braddeleigh himself, decades ago.
The venerable defence suite screamed at him as the anti-air batteries locked in on his flyer, warning him not to stray from the designated route.
It should have been straightforward.
 
The spires of the asylum hives gleamed in the sunlight, a rare sight in a galaxy ravaged by constant war. Thousands of klicks away from the classified position of the Inquisition laboratorium island, the external sensors showed favourable weather conditions, with excellent visibility. Mercer’s eyes widened in wonder. Insectoid, mechanical creatures scurried on the hive city walls, spraying disinfectant, using versatile toolkits to carry out maintenance work on the outermost layers. A heavily augmented Tech-Priest, showing nary a sign of his original flesh, was among the faithful flock of machines, reinforcing their holy work with the sacred rituals of the Machine God. Knowing the history of this world, such zeal was to be expected: only a few centuries earlier, it took an Astartes combat mission to break the pestilent stranglehold of Nurglites. The forces of Chaos had nearly claimed the world, but ultimately, the valiant sacrifice of the Imperium had managed to stem the tide. Celebratory banners still reminded the onlookers of the sacrifices made in the distant past – the luxuries of the present which had been paid for in blood.
The invasion that had nearly wiped out the entire world had begun as a seemingly manageable cult, popping up only to be quickly disposed of by the ever vigilant Adeptus Arbites. This had turned out to be a diversion, though. It had been much in the nature of the Fly Lord: as the pressure on his followers increased, so did their presence and influence. A series of surprisingly well orchestrated acts of sabotage had cut off several spires from the outside world. No matter how hard the survivors had tried to isolate themselves, the cultists, like a plague driven by malevolent winds, found their way in, pressing harder and harder. Having established a foothold, the pockets of cultists quickly bloomed into fully-fledged insurrections, helped by abominable rituals, hidden pockets of noxious spores, and the overly indulgent, libertine way of life of the otherwise Emperor-fearing citizenry – which became another victim of the war, along with the untold billions. 
Fear of an inevitable doom robbed all but the most stalwart survivors of their spines and their faith in the Emperor. Cleansing flames had shown the way to those whose loyalty had been found wanting. Cities had burnt for weeks, leaving only charred corpses behind. The refugees, along with the corrupt, ran afoul of hastily laid minefields. But the struggle degenerated into a stalemate, and one that bled out the resources of the Migolans. Answering the calls of the Planetary Governor, the converging fleet of the mighty Imperial Navy had pulverised the recidivists, along with the hive cities they inhabited. The landing Astartes, the God-Emperor’s Angels, defeated the mighty Daemons called forth by the rot of billions, severing their ties to the Warp. Yet, it was said, the gubernatorial capitol stood only because of an unnamed Inquisitor and his retinue, who had lit the thermonuclear pyres of Hive Downwind, purging the cultists and their victims alike. That had stopped the final push of the cultists in its tracks, thwarting their plan to force their way into the gubernatorial shuttle port. 
The past destruction was still clearly visible, despite centuries’ worth of diligent work by the grateful Migolan populace and the Adeptus Mechanicus. 
As Mercer followed the approach vector to the destroyed hive’s surviving twin, designated by the powerful cogitators of Hive Upwind’s air traffic control tower, he could still see the incandescence of the runaway reactors through the open ribcage of the cleansed city, a constant reminder of the price of heresy.
The vast, golden-plated incense burners on Hive City Upwind, celebrating the week of the anniversary were proof that the present Lord Governor considered these casualties a necessary sacrifice. 
And so he should, lest he repeat his predecessors’ mistakes, thought Mercer, as he followed the landing signals into the airlock of the hive city. 
 
After stepping out of the airlock, Mercer had to wait until the fine vapour of disinfectant stopped obscuring his vision. His environmental suit, for the exorbitant price he had had to pay, granted him relatively unhampered movement on the planet. It was of an advanced make, thin enough to accommodate the carapace armour he habitually wore. The seals of his suit were tamper-resistant, and bright, golden lights informed any onlookers that it was safe to approach the offworlder. Still, even the maintenance servitors kept their distance. On Migolan, everyone from outside was regarded as a potential source of infection. 
He walked at a steady pace to the tradesmen’s district. The best place to start searching for clues behind the laboratorium’s self-imposed isolation was an information broker. He had a bit of negotiating power in the form of money, and almost as much in threats.
The street food vendors on Migolan had been forced to become inventive with the planetwide advent of isolation suits. Beautiful colours blossomed on the paintings near the stalls, offering culinary delights really reasonable prices, in a disposable can equipped with a Migolan standard nutrisludge induction adapter.
Mercer found the Marchala’s Kitchen Multiherb Seasoned Grox quite tasty.
Wide corridors gleamed softly in the blinding arc lights whose glare was scarcely bearable through his variable polarity visors. He avoided looking at them directly. The visors took a few heartbeats to compensate for the changed lighting. 
It was then that he made out the figure of a retching Guardsman. Judging by his uniform, the fellow served in the regiment stationed on Migolan, Duke of Batwelis’ 551st. His outfit was modelled after the ubiquitous and highly successful armour of the Cadian shock troops. His pupils were dilated, and cold sweat clung to his temples. With a gurgling sound, he heaved another mouthful of half-digested nutripaste onto the corrugated floor, trying unsuccessfully to hide under a brightly lit arch. A painting of a rebreather-wearing cook stared down at him disapprovingly.
A few Migolans, along with their hired mercenaries, stopped to look. 
Disgusted, fearful voices rose.
Mercer found himself the closest to the culprit, an offworlder himself.
Removing one’s own rebreather was a punishable offence on this world. Contaminating a public area guaranteed the personal attention of one of their Sergeants, or even of a Commissar on a particularly bad day. If the poor sod even got that far. Captain Mercer would have walked on, trying to stay out of that kind of trouble, but Inquisitor Mercer took note that his portable Auspex did not show any sign of alcohol or any known intoxicants in the immediate vicinity. 
Not that the quickly forming mob would care about that particular detail.
The squadmates of the unfortunate Guardsman quickly formed up when they saw that their hard-earned downtime was suddenly turning into a potential brawl. Fresh-faced and lacking visible augmentics or scars, they were probably newly recruited, showing off their uniforms, posing as heroes, downing cheap drinks and making a nuisance of themselves. They looked pale, with an air of jittery determination. Around them, in a wide semi-circle, about thirty mercs were inspecting their autoguns and stubbers, with a studied calm that suggested overwhelming violence in the near future. Their handlers were shaking ring-adorned fists and yelling about the need to have somebody purged.
All in all, it was the perfect storm. Raw Guardsmen and armed mercs being ordered around by terrified Migolan well-to-dos. 
Belatedly, Mercer noticed that there was no cover to speak of nearby, and he would be right in the crossfire.
So much for walking, then. 
 
‘Get those grubby nosepickers off the triggers, you mud-trudging degenerates!’ he addressed the Guardsmen with his best drill sergeant imitation. It was the same deep-belly, reverberating shout he had heard his bosun use to reinforce his Authority among new crew members. ‘If anyone gets shot, I want it to be deliberate, not because some half-trained Ogryn snot pulls an accidental discharge on me!’
He unlimbered his ornate chainsword, powered it up and swung the weapon around in lazy, wide arcs. He took a few, theatrical steps, almost incidentally forcing the closest mercs to take back up. He rounded on them, jutting his faceguard forward. It had really been worth paying the Migolan trader to upgrade his voicebox.
Mercer checked the distances and the postures with cold calculation. The mercenaries were almost ready to take aim.
‘And you! Half of you mercenary scum will be used as target practice by the Guard once this blows over! For a bayonet charge! And your other body parts will watch it from a hundred steps away! Do these fine folks pay you well enough for that?’
The mercenary scum weighed their options, and, judging by their change of stance, they wanted to avoid that particular future. They were tough and dangerous in their own right, but they preferred getting paid without getting mutilated.
‘As for the you fine folks…’
Mercer bowed flamboyantly, pushing his sword backwards, giving the Guardsmen a start, which in turn, made everyone else step back. The Guard-issue lasguns packed quite a punch, and no one wanted to step in front of a las bolt. Suddenly nobody seemed to be eager to charge across the open space in the middle of the corridor, dominated by the finely dressed offworlder.
‘Allow me to introduce myself!’ 
‘My name is Captain Theodon Mercer, and I am, without a trace of doubt, the most faithful servant of the ever-living, Holy Emperor! Because, it is said by the Ministorum, the God-Emperor only places as much weight on His followers’ back as He expects us to bear! That must be why I am surrounded by you! It must be a trial to test my faith, to measure my determination! It must be my very destiny to try and avert your steps from the path of stupidity!’
There was a guttural growl among the converged crowd. Eyepieces flared, and smoke of cleansing incense billowed from the rebreather compartments. All in all, he’d got them nicely riled up with him. A corpulent fellow lunged forward, only to be greeted by the suddenly revving chainsword. The tradesman quickly reconsidered his options.
‘How many of you are trained in infectomancy? None! None, I say! I, on the other hand, have visited several worlds! I have a genuine Tech-Priest on board of my vessel, well versed in the arts of the human organs! And do you want to know what the first piece of wisdom this servant of the Omnissiah had to offer?’
He held his breath for a short pause. Everyone in the corridor was listening to him. The name of the Adeptus Mechanicus carried special weight here. 
‘You don’t kill the infected outright, not until they tell you where they have been, what they ate, what they drank, whom they met! You search for the source of the malady! Unless you do so, you’ll merely keep chasing the infection, instead of preventing it!’
That should be enough, he thought.
‘And let’s not forget about the most important thing to do, which is, by the way, your duty as Imperial citizens!’ He stabbed his left index finger at the merchant who had tried to goad his men into rushing him. ‘You! Report it! To the authorities!’
‘The first proper advice you have offered tonight, Captain,’ said a massively amplified female voice. Apparently, his retinue really knew how to catch the Adeptus Arbites’ attention. ‘This is your only warning, citizens.’
 
The Arbites suppression force really outdid themselves, moving in full of menace and righteousness. There had never been a chance of successful resistance. The mercenaries muttered something about needing to check something in their hab blocks, and ushered their charges to safety with professional nonchalance. Browbeating the Migolan police force might have been possible for the vigilantes, given how well-equipped and confident they were, but the Imperium-mandated Arbites were an entirely different matter. The three-strong Arbite team could have routed the entire mob within a minute, and hunted every single one of them down in five. 
 The leader of the Arbitrators was a tall, muscular woman, covered in heavy armour from head to toe. What was visible of her face, which was more handsome than pretty, was marred by several scars – at times, recidivists could take a while to understand that their fate had been sealed the moment an Arbitrator noticed their sins. She had the calculated moves that came with decades of experience, gained in the darkest corners of the Imperium. 
Mercer powered down his chainsword quickly, and sheathed it. He kept his hands far away from the grip, trying to appear as unthreatening as possible. The Arbitrator acknowledged this with a slight nod, but she still kept her distance anyway. She took no chances, not even with someone who had just stopped a shootout in her stead. Emperor knew, she might even have resented it.
The Arbitrator continued to scrutinize him. Mercer kept up his assumed persona to the last, unconscious reaction.  A warpship captain was an important person, wealthy and well-connected, but not somebody who could consider himself above Imperial law. If an Arbitrator decided that Captain Mercer had become a person of interest, he would be told to follow them to the Precinct. Once. If he balked, he would be frogmarched inside in chains. 
He felt those unblinking, cold-as-sapphire eyes noting every single detail about him, his expensive carapace armour, his unbroken environment seals, his long, flowing cape, his well-used chainsword, his masterwork laspistol, the insignia of his warpship, the ornate shoulder pads signifying his rank, even the sealant layer on his heavy boots. Every crease, stain and sign of repair was immediately catalogued and cross-referenced. But not even the Arbitrator’s trained eye could pierce the veil of his master-crafted illusion.
 
‘An upstanding citizen of the Imperium,’ the Arbitrator said, in a slightly sardonic voice. Its pitch was higher than he would have guessed. ‘A rare sight, indeed. Are you expecting a reward?’
Mercer quickly considered his options. The Inquisitor training, that finely-honed ability to analyse a personality, came up with an interesting reply, and, without thinking, he said it out loud.
‘Arbitrator, I’m afraid there is no right answer to that question.’
There was a slight pause, and a tightening on the grip of a shock maul.
‘Don’t you trust me, Captain?’ The Arbitrator’s voice became deceptively mild, which nearly made Mercer check the whereabouts of his rosette. 
 ‘I absolutely do, Arbitrator. You’ll carry out justice as it is your duty. Whether it involves a reward or an interrogation, it’s yours to decide, not mine.’
‘A good answer.’ Her armoured hand left the grip of her weapon for the first time, but her stance did not change. ‘My fellow Arbitrators will collect testimonies and evidence. Tell me your account of the events.’
Mercer did so, succinctly.
‘So there was no sign of infection?’ interrupted the Arbitrator. She sounded as if her previous suspicions had been confirmed.
‘This Migolan-made Auspex unit did not pick up anything.’ Mercer shrugged. ‘It’s supposed to be top of the line, but I wasn’t able to obtain independent verification of this claim.’
‘Circumspectly put.’
‘I try to discern facts from conjecture, Arbitrator.’
‘I’ll need that Auspex as evidence.’
‘Of course. I’ll put it on the ground, if it pleases you.’
‘You’re very familiar with Arbites protocol, Captain. Go ahead.’
Slowly, Mercer complied, and stepped back from the device. The Arbitrator did not move to collect it.
‘Where do you hail from again?’
‘A small agriworld in the Segmentum Pacificus, Arbitrator, but I have spent years near Andrukhov III as an independent trader. There, I had the chance to acquaint myself with the ways of the Adeptus Arbites. As the records will surely show, only as a witness.’
‘I’ll check up on that. Continue.’
Mercer finished his account without further interruptions. The Arbitrator seemed to be deep in thought.
‘Where is your retinue?’
‘In a rented hab resort on level one of the Cloudneedle Spire,’ Mercer answered without hesitation, and waited for the next question.
First rule of talking to Arbitrators: do not answer questions that have not been asked. The citizen should not take guesses at the line of inquiry.
‘How many?’
‘Four, Arbitrator.’
‘Why so few?’
‘Landing permissions, decontamination and isolation suits are costly. They are the personnel  I need to secure favourable deals on this world. The rest can be brought planetside at a day’s notice.’
The Arbitrator nodded.
‘Take my advice. Don’t.’
She marched over to her fellow Arbites, who were busy questioning the Guardsmen, one sweating recruit at a time. Since there were no swollen lips and none of them were bent double, they, had probably voxed to their headquarters and complied with the lawmen’s requests.
The Arbitrator’s departure probably meant that Mercer was, for the moment, free to go. As he turned to leave, he heard her amplified voice again, calling out to him.
‘I will have further questions. Make yourself available.’
‘Understood, Arbitrator.’
If this sudden interest was down to his retinue’s actions, he would have words with them. There was really hardly a point in maintaining a captain’s persona if he was forced to resort to his Inquisitor’s rosette on every planet. 
 
 
Donning the persona of Captain Theodon Mercer, captain of the free merchant vessel Stormskipper, came with certain restrictions. He was on the hunt for deeply embedded conspiracies, and he had a trail to follow. Proven true, it could implicate one of the mightiest trader houses in the Caligari sector. Powerful people like them could move successfully even against an Inquisitor. This kind of long con, as the criminal scum named it, took years of preparation and complete immersion. If he wanted to make money, he had to meet powerful people, and for that, in turn, he had to act the part. Any outside funding from the Inquisition, no matter how clandestinely organised, would have tripped an unknowable number of alarms, driving his potential quarries into hiding. Knowing the way Migolan Primaris’ commerce lords conducted business, he had to set up his planetside headquarters in the most luxurious accommodation resorts available, renting the top two floors of a kilometre-high tower in the Cloudneedle spire. His lodgings were a lot smaller than he had thought – they’d been advertised as cosy – and even more expensive. The price of a year’s worth of nutripaste would have covered the daily rate of the wardrobe. He actually had to bribe people with rare spices and precious gems even to allow him to rent it. He knew the Arbitrator would find out about this particular discrepancy, but the paperwork would check out. Bribery is, after all, against Imperial law, and no one on Migolan wanted to get caught.
The accommodation came with its own atmospheric filtration plant, a highly sophisticated laboratorium suite with its own dedicated servitor, and a complimentary bottle of the best amasec in the Caligari Sector. When not actively trying to kill him, the Migolans were quite generous hosts.
Mercer had tried at least half a dozen different vintages of the best amasec in the Caligari Sector, hailing from half a dozen different planets and moons, and rated this one a strong contender, but not top-tier. Three and a half out of five, at best. He had yet to taste one that scored five.
The runes on the glowing screen informed the Inquisitor that he was free to move within the confines of his quarters. He removed his rebreather gratefully.
‘This cannot be a coincidence,’ said Fredevan Stolde, as he saw Mercer.
The high ranking Administratum officer was the newest member of his retinue and much more of an asset than his unassuming looks would suggest. Over the months of voyaging through the Warp, his once overweight frame had shrunk into something more battle ready. His bones had been rendered somewhat brittle by what the Administratum – refuting the tasteless rumour that they had had their imagination surgically removed – had reclassified as nourishment. The Administrator was, in fact, convalescing from a series of complex operations in which his bones had been reinforced cybersurgically. He took it in his stride, dutifully took his supplements and pain suppressors and soldiered on. Still, compared with the rest of the team, he looked out of his element. But that was his default look.
‘The incident with the Astra Militarum, or the other one?’ asked the inquisitor, taking a seat at the oversized, lion-legged table. Most of its surface was strewn with weapon parts, printed vellums covered in Administratum cypher, and cans of foul-smelling, sweet recaff. There was a reason the retinue was not allowed to reach the first level, the one above them.
‘Neither. Both. I have sent out a few enquiries to my fellow Administratum officials. They were less than forthcoming – no wonder, since their schedule is already tightly packed without having to field my questions – so I had to step on a few toes and twist a few thumbs, so to speak. I am expecting the first results within the hour.’
‘Excellent. Warren, are we being monitored?’
The diminutive tech adept was busy replacing the plating on an ornate servoskull that came with the suite. Self-assured and following an irregular sleep cycle, he was the epitome of the type of adepts who would quickly fall under the watchful sensors of the Adeptus Mechanicus, and either be ordained into their ranks, or be disposed of as a dangerous tech heretic. As luck had had it, the Inquisition had found him first. Despite his tall claims, the adept was fully aware that he was never going to be as good at dealing with cogitators as a fully-fledged Tech-Priest. Still, his loyalty was exclusively to the Inquisition, and to Mercer, and that made up for his failings. Besides, he took every chance to learn. The Machine Spirits must have taken a liking to him, because he was extremely handy with anything human-readable or human-measurable. On the downside, he was absolutely rubbish at anything requiring the Holy Binary.
‘Just a basic setup, chief, more like a courtesy. Entry points surveillance, fire alarms and toxicity seals.’
A slight movement of his right hand showed that his words were not being toned down for an outside listener’s sake. 
‘Drop the curtain, anyway.’
‘Right away.’
At the push of a button, a Mechanicus-made distortion tool began muttering nonsense in binary, and emitting a high-frequency white noise that rendered all but the most sophisticated listening devices useless.
‘The air filters are taken away for testing at regular intervals,’ the tech adept added as an afterthought. ‘If we exhale something funny, they purge the habitat suite with plasma. I took a look at the circuits, but they’re quite intricate. And they will probably start the purging sequence if they fail unexpectedly.’
Stolde raised his eyebrows, but the rest of the retinue took the news with their usual stoicism: Rydia, the former guardswoman, kept tinkering with the scope of her long-las, while Angelika, the retinue’s psyker, appeared to be in a fugue state. It had become the new normal lately, and though she could still keep up when it counted, the thought of her turning into a liability disturbed him. Angelika was still one of the most powerful psykers out there, able to discern future timelines with great certainty, and with blessed few quirks.
‘Can you take care of it?’
Warren scoffed a little, as if the very thought of failure offended him. Most of the vellums were full of intricate drawings and a list of ingredients as long as an arm. The Machine Spirits inhabiting these kinds of devices were not terribly strong but had discerning taste.
‘I’ve got it covered, chief. Just say the word.’
Mercer shook his head.
‘Not yet. If they are as vigilant as I think them to be, they will know, and become suspicious of us.’
‘Sitting in the death trap, then. That I can do.’
 
Having told Rydia to upgrade the perimeter defences, Mercer returned to his own suite and tried to negotiate prices for his wares. With growing frustration, he had to concede that his previous contacts had suddenly given him the cold shoulder. Their answers ranged from the vaguely noncommittal to the outright rude. He had become a pariah. He could have done that without spending a fortune on looking sociable and wealthy. After half an hour, the Migolan trade syndicates ceased even to accept his calls. For a moment he considered turning to smugglers, but he had an unsettling feeling that the Adeptus Arbites would not take kindly to that notion. So he was stumped for both of his objectives. At least he could plant an encrypted query, disguised as static noise, to obtain information about the Arbitrator from the Inquisition data banks, relayed through the Stormskipper’s stalwart Astropath. The answer would take the better half of a night to be reassembled from the hidden packets of data. Fuming, he went down again to give that amasec another try.
He noticed that there was a lot less noise coming from the chamber that had been designated, by popular demand, as the retinue’s social venue. That probably meant that both Warren and Stolde had opted to get some sleep.
‘Apparently, that Arbitrator applied some pressure,’ he said as he entered the common room.
‘Apparently,’ answered the Arbitrator. 
She had taken the opportunity to remove her rebreather, and the sight nearly gave Mercer a start. Half of her face had been replaced by augmentics. She looked a lot less statuesque than her status implied, but wore a determined expression that brooked no resistance. An oversized handgun rested on the table, not quite aimed at Rydia. The Arbitrator probably did not want him to be forewarned of her presence.
‘I walked right into that one,’ said Mercer. He stepped to the table and poured himself a generous measure of Amasec. Seeing her face made his inquiries all but unnecessary, for he recognised the Arbitrator. Vasilisa Bonnel. She was known to the Inquisition. Not one to be deterred, utterly devoted to upholding the law, she was uncompromising and highly intelligent. And extremely patient. Along with two of her comrades she was listed in the inquisitorial records as a reliable source of information, with powerful allies among the Puritan Inquisitors. She had broken up smuggler gangs and heretic cults alike, finding and punishing lawbreakers at every social stratum. Even the highest-ranking nobles had reason to fear her if they strayed from the path of the righteous.
 
‘All right. Point taken. How can I aid your investigation?’
‘I cannot help but wonder how you are connected to my ongoing investigation.’
He motioned his retinue to leave the room. Their presence would force Bonnel to choose her words carefully.
‘No disrespect meant, but I hope that I’m not. I’m here to trade, refuel and restock, then, the Throne willing, I’ll be able to find a world where I can leave my crew to rest and recuperate without impoverishing me. If it is permitted by law, I’d need to know more about your case… unless you’ve got specific questions for me to answer, Arbitrator.’
‘I don’t habitually tell citizens about my work. Neither the Adeptus Mechanicus, nor the governor’s court has been able to give me an explanation for the recent sickness. The Sisters Hospitaller are doing what they can and raising stockpiles, but even they are baffled. This is the first time the situation has not quickly devolved into a bloodbath, contaminating the evidence. My fellow Arbitrators have taken the samples back to the precinct for analysis.’
Mercer waited patiently. Knowing Bonnel’s reputation he might have been the first outside the Arbites who had heard this much from her about a case.
‘This is what we know. The Guardsman was neither ill, nor poisoned, nor inebriated. His blood bore no trace of outside interference. As much as it pains me, despite the weeks we have spent investigating these incidents, we’re still no closer to an understanding of the situation.’ 
Mercer understood the implication and his eyebrows rose. It was well within the rights of an Arbitrator to request the help of a law-abiding citizen, but in practice, this right was rarely invoked. The strict adherence to the protocols stipulated by the Lex Imperialis – an absolute must for an Arbitrator – could not be reasonably expected of someone who had not spent their youth in the Schola Progenium, whose pupils were chosen for their abilities and selected for their progress. Involving an outsider, like a warpship captain, could jeopardise the entire investigation. And yet… 
‘I want you to practice what you’ve preached. I want you to be the one who follows in the footsteps of this Guardsman. And give me names.’
Mercer was conflicted. Bonnel’s previous dealings with the Inquisition could have meant that she had been sent as a spy by the mysterious inhabitants of the laboratorium island. It could have been a coincidence. It could have meant that he was still a suspect, seen as a member of a wide-spanning conspiracy, and his actions would be closely monitored for missteps or omissions.
Still, short of revealing himself or resorting to violence, there was really no way out. Arbitrators were hard-headed, but rarely dense. Should he try and involve Bonnel’s superiors, she would know, and she would investigate.
‘I will do my duty, Arbitrator. How many incidents have there been?’
She chose to interpret Mercer’s answer as a yes, and holstered her Ias automatic pistol.
‘Today alone there have been seven, in this hive. As far as we know. And their frequency is rising.’
A normal-sized hive numbered its population by hundreds of millions. 
‘Not a real pandemic yet, then. This requires subtlety. Something I would be more capable of, had you not pressured my prospective business partners to the point where I have become, essentially, damaged goods in their eyes.’
There was a snort of indignation.
‘I have done no such thing!’
‘No? Then who…?’ Realisation dawned in Mercer. He thumbed his commbead which connected him to his retinue. ‘People! Downtime is over! Pack up and prepare to relocate!’
Chairs clattered in the neighbouring room, and the stomps of eight heavy boots receded. They had trained for this occasion. They would be ready to leave in three minutes.
‘What are you doing, captain?’ The Arbitrator did not seem particularly alarmed.
‘These bouts of sickness are creating the perfect pretext for a quarantine. The question is how fast they can force their way through all the red tape. They can lock us all in here.’
‘That is a grave offense against Imperial Law,’ Bonnel growled. Mercer grinned to himself and finished the glass, fully aware that his enhancements would not let the alcohol enter his blood stream. ‘Why would they do that, and who are they?’
‘I don’t know and I don’t know. Which is extremely frustrating, believe me. What I know is that when something this worrying happens, there is somebody out there, eyeing a profit.’
Bonnel glared at him, her face full of suspicion, and rightly so. Mercer had to maintain momentum, because if she regained her bearing, his only way out would be to reveal his true identity, and he did not trust her enough to do so willingly.
‘We need to relocate to maintain our ability to investigate. I’ve sequestered a secondary site within the hive, since traffic between hives is heavily monitored. If I am wrong, I’ll pay for the tickets for the ride back. But I don’t think I’ll have to.’
Rydia entered the room without knocking, with Mercer’s emergency equipment in hand. He had had his kit ready since the day of his arrival, along with his retinue, when he had realised that there was only one real exit from the suite. He had wanted to compensate for sitting in a death trap by being able to leave it quickly. And he had not even known about the trick with the plasma charges.
The heavy backpack was bulging with water and rations, Caligari credits in cash, along with some smaller gems as financial backup. The rest of the space was taken up with medication, disinfectants and power packs for his trusty laspistol. With the bulk of the grav-chutes added – they would probably not be needed now, but he was not in the habit of leaving serviceable equipment behind – the retinue looked like an undermanned but well outfitted Guard squad ready for deep reconnaissance.
‘Warren says that outside comms have failed in this suite, captain,’ said Rydia. ‘Only the PDF and Guard lines are up, but we’re locked out.’
Mercer swung the bulky pack on. He looked at Bonnel who was trying to reach her comrades, without success.
‘It’s on. Arbitrator? Are you coming?’
 
They took the employee stairs, which were normally closed off to guests. Crossing the main hall in full battle readiness would have caused quite a stir. On Warren’s wheedling, the tiny electronic lock had quickly decided that it was best to let them past without raising the alarm.
The retinue had to weave their way through the bustling servitors and human servers. Not even the latter noticed their presence: the housekeepers in charge would have taken even the slightest deviation from the expected level of service as grounds for harsh punishment. Steam hissed and heavy steel doors swung open as they pushed past. The lighting was nowhere near the brightness of the guest quarters, but the staff knew their way around in the half-light. Angelika took lead, and, following her hand signals, they managed to cross the work area without causing the delicate clockwork of everyday operation to grind to a halt.
‘Captain, the secondary site may also be compromised,’ huffed Stolde. ‘Before the communication broke up, I have received a few answers.’
‘Short version, please.’
‘They’ll cordon off the entire hive and strike it off the records.’ 
Too much of Rydia’s Guard experience had rubbed off on the Administratum official – a mix dangerous for sanity, but there was no malevolence in Stolde’s literal interpretation. After all, he did tell Mercer his conclusion as instructed.
‘Slightly longer version, please.’
‘It has happened before, even to this very hive.’ Stolde took a deep breath and tried to expunge the words meant for Administratum use from his answer. ‘I detected discrepancies in the records and asked around. They seal off levels and claim they are lost to infection. Basically, an indefinite quarantine.’
They entered a narrow service corridor where in thigh-thick tubes, cylinders filled with non-breakables zipped up and down.
‘If the infection clears, they can, in principle, lift the isolation,’ Stolde continued, glancing at the psyker. Her visions into the future had saved his life once, so he tried to stay close to her. ‘If they succumb, a purge is an option. Usually, it is up for decision. In some cases, for decades. Even so, the world is within its expected output parameters, so it can be done if the reason is grave enough.’
‘Why do you figure the entire hive is affected?’
‘They number the levels top down. Citizens with access to better medicine have lower chance of being infected, thus they are more likely to remain unaffected.’
Stolde waved around uncertainly. They were in the supply hangar where servitors and heavy cranes were unloading the incoming tracked landbarges. The constant stream of perishables dwindled to a trickle, and the few humans present began to show signs of confusion. One fellow, a scrawny man in richly adorned clothes, took a hesitant step towards the retinue, but found quickly something else to do when he noticed the Arbitrator. If Stolde was right, the time would come when the grim figure of an Arbitrator would be a welcome sight, evidence that the Imperium did not forget its citizens.
‘We are at level one. Easy to cordon off.’
Bonnel stepped near, having finished her session with her portable vox device, which could tap into practically any official communication. She nodded toward Stolde, probably noticing his existence for the first time.
‘Your man is probably right. Local PDF channels indicate that there is a lockdown in progress. The hanging corridors have been blown up. There were citizens on them. Not everyone had time to vacate the corridors after the initial warning.’
There was a lengthy silence. Bonnel was, by definition, unrelenting when it came to the Lex Imperialis, but, apparently, she could not completely close off the mental image of an explosion blooming, then the long, cold rush of air. Mercer could, but only barely.
He had to look at the wider picture.
It had to be done, if an infection was ravaging the hive. On the other hand, if this was merely a false alarm, these would not be necessary sacrifices but callous murders. Many more would die in the isolated hive once the scum found out that its denizens were vulnerable and could not count on outside reinforcements. There would be looting and riots and fire. Corridors turned into killzones by overlapping stubber fire arcs where the wealthy lived. And the recidivists would have a field day. All these deaths would be laid directly at the feet of those who had given the order. 
Still, he could not allow himself to be roped into a mission that could take months or even years to complete.
He had to establish a connection to the Stormskipper, and secure a way out. Even with the ongoing events, his volatile and extremely valuable cargo had to be transported to a secure facility.
He turned to Bonnel before she could make up her mind.
‘Arbitrator, I believe this is the point where we part ways. The order in the hive hangs on a thread, and the Planetary Defence Force needs your expertise. Give us a mandate to hunt down the perpetrators, and I swear to the Throne that we will.’
There was an exchange of looks among his retinue. They were keenly aware of their priorities.
The hulking Arbitrator pondered this, then reached to her belt and handed a steel badge to Mercer.
‘Go with my authorisation. I expect a full report on everything that is pertinent to the case.’
She probably thought that she was being subtle, but Mercer did not hold it against her. 
 
It was absolutely astounding what that tiny steel badge could achieve. There was, yet, some honour among thieves, cleverly masquerading as survival instinct. It took half a day to visit those whom Mercer and Stolde had identified as likely usury lords. He was careful not to use the disparaging name in front of any of them – those without titles were usually disdainful of the fact. Gravia Bladefingers was certainly one of them. She was the last in line of those whom he had marked for a friendly chat. The usury lords, usury duchesses and their ilk, the shadowy moneylenders behind noble families, had a wide network of associates and a massive knowledge base, and they were quite forthcoming with their help once they had his promise that he would go away and leave them out of his reports. They had been quite understanding about the not-too-subtle enquiries earlier in the day. After all, they had said as they smiled those practiced smiles, it was only natural for an Arbitrator to ask around, before entrusting such an important task to someone. Mercer parried the implied questions with an equally instinctive smile of his own, and pointedly failed to mention the valour found in discretion.
After all, he suspected that the Inquisitor of the laboratorium island was behind that particular offensive, either as a warning or as an attempt to bog him down.
As Stolde verified during his parallel inquiries with the waremasters, none of the usury lords had what he had really been after – an illicit connection to the isolated levels. There were clues hinting at interplanetary smuggling, yes, but there was not enough money to be made from the walled off sections to risk death by torture.
Bladefingers had been cut from a different sheet of metal.
‘Why, yes, Captain… Captain, was it? It is an interesting proposition that you lay before me. Awfully close to blackmail, but who am I to call on the Lex Imperialis? Besides a law-abiding Imperial citizen, of course.’
They were sitting in a richly decorated dining room, spacious enough for at least fifty people and their hangers-on. With only half of the lamps lit, it was almost menacing. The alcoves could have hidden any number of assassins. 
It would have been, of course, more polite of Bladefingers to have him escorted into a more accommodating room, but that was probably too sophisticated for someone who let herself be called Bladefingers.
So far, the woman was absolutely worthy of her unsavoury reputation. She wore the powdered wig of those of rank, but her clothing was far more practical than one of a noble born. The price of the glittering, well-cut gems on its hem must have been exorbitant. Her pale complexion spoke of decades spent within the confines of the hive, the surgically concealed scars on her face betrayed a turbulent past. She was dissecting the artistically prepared cutlet in front of her without using utensils, almost contemptuous of the obvious gastronomical skill and care it represented. Mercer had received a different meal, a version of Migolan nutrisludge which gave off mouth-watering wafts of actual meat. He risked finally removing his rebreather mask.
‘A bold accusation. Dangerous, if proven true. Let me quote myself, verbatim. “Since the hive is now in dire of need of civic-minded individuals who would work to restore and maintain public order, if anyone could provide me with information where the Sisters Hospitallers could restock their inventories, I would be most grateful.” End quote. Now I would be very hard pressed to find any blackmail in that. Then again, I might be biased.’
‘And then someone might ask if this gratefulness also entails anonymity.’
‘Someone might. And to that I would answer that those of a noble soul would be right to step back from the jubilation of those whom they have saved.’
‘You must think of yourself as quite the jester.’
It slowly began to dawn on Mercer that he was being goaded, that there was a ruse behind the provocative words, that the posture of the usury duchess was directing his gaze, focusing his attention – probably away from something.
‘Someone must. My crew is always laughing, but they might fear that I will remember their faces if they don’t. I would be hard pressed to find an airlock here, so let us turn our attention away from my perceived comedic talents. Your answer, if you please.’ 
For the first time, she looked at him. There was cunning in her eyes, honed by year spent forging backroom deals, and she knew exactly when to present herself as a guttersnipe and when as a respectable woman of coin. But in her bones, she was still the underhive juve with a plan.
‘You will have to sweeten the deal, Captain. I’m not blind. This is a gamble.’ She lit a gold-plated pipe filled with fragrant leaves. Mercer, even though he had an extensive knowledge of controlled substances, did not recognise the smell. He found it quite pleasant. ‘If the PDF fails, I’ve wasted resources on goodwill that will mean nothing. If they don’t, there will be a lot of fools who will vie for the same goodwill.’ 
‘The Sisters Hospitaller are well connected.’
‘Also, they will be the first to fall once the mob finds out that they can’t help them all. People are like that. Make your offer. If you please.’
‘Noble-grade food in stasis containers and exquisite quality manufactorum goods. Oils and other necessities for the rituals, Mechanicum verified. Standard price.’ 
He handed over his dataslate, with numerals from the relevant trading manifests glowing on its screen. Bladefingers skimmed through them with a cursory glance.
‘You’ll need to do better, Captain Mercer.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘This is barely the fifth of what that lovely vessel can hold, and you don’t strike me as someone who cannot find cargo worth his time. I want first pick. Then we negotiate the price.’
It was not greed he saw in her amber-coloured eyes. It was a need to control, to subdue. 
Still, Mercer considered the demand. It did not add up. Normally, in a situation like this, offworld delicacies should be the ultimate offer – once the stores of the mighty who had been trapped in the hive ran dry, such wares would bring untold wealth. They would tame gang bosses and uppity nobles alike. Once the venerable systems of the immense hive fell into disrepair, maintaining the infrastructure would become paramount, and having spare parts lying around would mean the difference between life and death, quite literally.
Yet, Bladefingers did not care about the business opportunities he had offered.
Which meant that she was not interested in food, a resource that was becoming scarcer by the minute. She must have an alternate source, which was available despite all lines to the outside world having been severed.
He had found the one with the connection to the quarantine. He lifted his backup Auspex, the one he had brought from the Stormskipper, and which was, fortunately, not in the custody of the Arbites. The only problem was that he had handed over the original data, since he’d had no time to make a copy of it. 
There was a slight change of posture at the other end of the table. With a few quick turns of the rune-covered dials, he began the active analysis. The sensitive alchymical device sniffed the air for organic compounds and inorganic toxins alike, storing and evaluating everything it found.
‘You can be sure that I don’t poison my guests, even if they barge in uninvited.’
‘I prefer to call the process a pre-emptive self-invitation. Warren,’ he barked into his commbead, which was barely powerful enough to punch through the metal walls of the garish hab-palace, ‘can you give me outside comms?’
‘Aye, chief,’ the cogitator adept answered instantly.
‘Patch me through. I need to talk to Arbitrator Bonnel.’
‘Right away.’
 ‘Oh my,’ intoned Bladefingers in a mocking tone. ‘Am I in trouble?’ 
Mercer flashed a faux-smile at her, with more teeth than glee in it.
‘We’ll see. I’m still collecting evidence.’
‘Of what, pray tell?’
With a grunt, Mercer stood, nearly knocking his high-backed chair over. The auspex hit the table with a startlingly loud thud. He noticed the change in the background noise immediately: someone just drew a sudden breath and held it in for a better aim.
‘Why spoil the surprise?’ he asked. ‘Come if you please. Or don’t. Worst case, I get lost and begin asking questions.’

 
Bladefingers had to scurry after him to keep up with his long, purposeful strides. Mercer swallowed the scorn he instinctively felt. He was quite aware that the woman could have outpaced him – but she was masking her capabilities. She still thought that his visit was a problem she could make go away. The locator beacon in the retinue’s commbeads told him their directions and distance by humming into his earpiece, yet he turned around from time to time to check the route with Bladefingers.
There was no need for her to know that he had obtained the layout of her compound.
As he saw Stolde standing in the hallway – with all the signs of distress and worry etched on his corpulent figure, his fingers straining against each other, his pale face a mask of confusion – he gripped his chainsword. He spotted Rydia a moment later, half-hidden between the hip-high pots of decorative indoor shrubbery, lit by timer-controlled artificial lights. Her long-las scanned the corridor, but her stance communicated a warning, not a direct threat. Something had spooked them and driven them out of the spartan waiting room they had been offered.
She wanted the hallway section free of bumbling household staff – a pompously dressed servant took one look at her and chose a different route, proving her right. Meanwhile, Warren was frantically tapping away on his cogitator, which was connected to an exposed service panel via a thick strand of cables. His mobile shrine that had been grudgingly accepted by the ship’s Tech-Priest was billowing Migolan incense in an attempt to pacify the Machine Spirit of the building. Evidently, he still was busy attempting to gain access to the intrahive communication systems of the hab-palace, his own sturdy and powerful cogitator acting as an intermediary. With a tiny hand movement, Mercer ordered his retinue to enter a state of combat readiness. As per previous instruction, they gave no sign of acknowledgment, nor did they show their increased alertness.
There was a satisfied beep as the Machine Spirit acquiesced to Warren’s respectful pleas and opened up a communications channel to the PDF local garrison.
‘I’m in, chief. The line is open.’
‘Send through this data and ask if it matches the readings stored in the Auspex impounded as evidence.’
‘On it.’
The unmistakable report of a plasma gun made him jump for the measly cover offered by the flower pots. The discharge was followed by the floor-shaking explosion caused by the superheated gases. A chandelier swung gently in the hallway.
Mercer was not worried about Angelika: with her powers as a psyker, she could see the ever-changing branches of future. Her abilities made her an extremely capable asset on the battlefield. Her laspistol basically never missed, and her resilience, along with her faith in the Emperor had shielded her from the detrimental effects of the Empyrean. The Inquisitor knew – he checked for the signs regularly.
‘Captain, or Deputy Arbitrator, or whatever we’re going by these days, I might have stumbled into a massive breach of Imperial law here!’ Angelika yelled into her commbead gleefully, proving his suspicions. She was fully conscious of the fact that her voice would make all three of them yank their heads to the right. ‘How do we say it now? I’m requesting backup! The lawbreakers are getting antsy!’
In answer Mercer revved his chainsword and slashed it around him, even before he could turn his head. His decision was proven, in part, to be correct. As it turned out, he had been right to anticipate that Bladefingers would spring into action. He had also surmised correctly that her sophisticated melee augmentics would come into play. There was only a small miscalculation on his part: the usurer’s legs had also been reinforced by high-end augmentics, and now she was springing back right from the ceiling, her elongated, richly gilded mechanical talons spread wide. That fraction of a second caused the teeth of Mercer’s blade miss their target, his backstroke leaving his torso momentarily unprotected. With an adrenaline-fueled, desperate twist he managed to evade the first counterattack, but he was in close range now, closer than he liked to be, and certainly closer than the minimum effective range of his chainsword. Bladefingers, on the other hand, was exactly where she wanted to be, and the second strike was already coming in with lightning speed. Claws shrieked on his left vambrace, striking sparks. The high-quality carapace armour held, but barely, and he felt the impact in his bones. Had the armour not been in the way, the claw would have ruptured his environmental suit. The laspistol fell out of his hand, but Mercer only registered where it fell. He was vaguely aware that his retinue had opened up, but he was not in the position to worry about that. His arm was in front of his torso now, a talon firmly embedded into his vambrace. The strike that was supposed to slide off his armour, sliced off an inch, and a talon stuck in the plasteel. There was a heartbeat where neither of them moved, trying to make sense of the situation, but Mercer came to first. Instead of twisting and breaking off the blade, he began a twisting motion, forcing Bladefingers to move with him – there was, indeed, some kind of neural feedback from the combat prosthesis, probably to prevent her risking movements that would damage the costly augmentic. Using this momentum his right hand, still gripping his chainsword, came up behind the nape of her neck, found a hold, in an almost romantic pose. Then he stepped in close, and delivered a staggering head-butt right into her nose. As Bladefingers stumbled back, Mercer took yet another risk, and instead of cutting her down as she was, he aimed a boot heel at her knee, from the side. The kick was more like a stomp, and had a lifetime of training behind it. It sent her kneeling, but her enhanced reflexes saved her from torn ligaments.
The fact that she did not even grunt told Mercer that he had miscalculated. He could barely evade another melee attack, which was barely weaker than before. There was no chance that he could take Bladefingers alive as he had intended.
Somewhere along the line Bladefingers had injected so many combat stimms into her bloodstream that she could shrug off pain like water. Had she not been dealing with the short-term effects of the head butt – namely, the concussion – she would have opened up Mercer’s armour like a tin can. Also, the stimulants had rendered her unresponsive to conventional torturing techniques, and, depending on their quality, they had inflicted neural damage or ruptured her veins, maybe both. Still, she needed more. Either that, or she liked the feeling when the world slowed down and began tasting of live wire. 
‘I’m sure we could talk this through,’ said Mercer, but recovered his laspistol nevertheless. A las bolt barely missed him, but he trusted Rydia to take care of that particular problem. True enough, the sound of her long-las firing was followed by the crack of an impact and a gurgling death cry. 
The twitching was a new development. The impossibly wide half-smile, half-snarl was a worrisome development. Mercer knew that he could take her on, but not without bleeding for it, and he could not afford distractions. She was focussed on Mercer now, the stimm-induced hatred pushing her tactical awareness under. Her reaction time was now far better than Mercer’s, so she could have evaded a shot from his laspistol, no matter how quickly he could draw a bead on her. She had demonstrated her ability to traverse large distances, though with that damaged knee, that would be less of a problem. He raised his laspistol, but she was already jumping sideways, ready to swing around and closing in again. 
So Stolde shot her with his unassuming flechette pistol. The dry barking sound of the handgun broke the rhythm of the duel. The tiny, fin-stabilized darts lacked the armour penetration capabilities of a bolter or the reliability of a las weapon, but they did change the trajectory of the usury duchess just enough. Bladefingers landed in a heap on a richly gilded table, quickly followed by another flechette round and two las bolts from Mercer’s pistol. Once she hit the ground, the Administrator stepped closer, and with methodical precision, sent another two rounds into her mouth.
With her cerebellum gone, no amount of augmentics could keep her in the fight.
Mercer gave a start as Bladefingers, like a gelatinous puppet, shook with jaws rattling, as her overdriven nerves still fired up on their own volition. The talons of her hand clicked on each other with a disconcerting sound, reminding Mercer of a giant insect snapping its mandibles.
‘Good shooting,’ he remarked. The Administrator accepted the compliment with a nervous smile.
There was a short pause in the incoming fire, as the fall of Bladefingers was relayed to the armed members of her household. Mercer took the opportunity to squeeze himself behind the makeshift cover of a display case. Warren, who was generally useless in direct combat, merrily lifted his cogitator: using the hab palace security feed he had been wreaking havoc on the defenders’ logistics. Transmitting Mercer’s voice to the farthest ends of the hab palace was a twist of a dial for him.
‘Captain, there is a match.’
Mercer nodded with grim satisfaction.
‘Excellent. Patch me into the internal voxcaster. And tell Angelika to stop levelling the place.’
 
‘People of this household! I am a deputised Arbitrator! I demand that you cease hostilities, or face the consequences!’
A solitary las-bolt missed him by a hand’s width, and Rydia’s return shot made short work of the perpetrator. There were sounds of struggling and arguing at the other end of the corridor. Apparently, some underlings were less keen than others to die on a stake, with large drops of burning, purifying promethium dripping on them. With a good executioner, it could take days.
‘What do you want, Arbitrator?’
‘Someone with a brain and a sense of urgency. Vasilisa Bonnel is in vox connection with me and demanding an answer.’
It was, technically, true. The lawbreakers did not have to know that the Arbitrator was currently quite irate with him for not answering her reasonable enquiries.
They had heard the name, which was good. There was a shuffle and a short period of general uncertainty and not quite meeting eyes, but finally a short, grey woman was ushered forward. She looked dusty and unassuming, with augmentic eyes and a surprisingly youthful movement. It should have come as no surprise. After all, she was in an organisation that could afford the coin for a Juvenat treatment. She appeared to be more interested in the property damage than the number of dead. A bald enforcer twice her size bent down to whisper into her ear, and two others began loitering innocuously near her. 
‘Oh. I believe that negotiations are in order,’ she said, in the tones of a gentle surprise.
At Mercer’s motion, Warren disconnected the voxcaster, cutting yet another sharp question in half. If his estimations were correct, Bonnel would be up to her neck in problems, so she could hardly spare the resources to investigate the palace. For a while, anyway. After all, Bonnel had a reputation of making the time to follow up every lead, in the end.
They were escorted to the dining room where Mercer had met Bladefingers. Meanwhile, Mercer checked his environmental suit, but, thank the Emperor, every seal held tight. The carapace armour had withstood the one hit that had actually connected. Angelika, having disengaged from combat, was now securing the corridor with her laspistol further along. 
The secretary-like woman motioned them to sit with a calculated motion, then ushered her bodyguards out, and closed the door herself. Her eyes reminded Mercer of a predatory bird, hovering vigilantly, ready to strike at the tiniest sign of movement.
‘First things first, Arbitrator,’ she said, walking to the immense table and pouring herself brandy from a crystalline bottle, ‘there are no hard feelings about the demise of Bladefingers on our part. She had become twitchy lately, paranoid, and may have partaken in mind-altering substances more frequently than is healthy. The latter is only speculation, mind.’
‘I believe I just spared you a messy coup d’état.’
‘Believe what you must. Although it is somewhat unbecoming, I still must ask whether you will file charges for assaulting a duly authorised Arbitrator.’
Mercer made a show of considering the answer, but that was one of his main bargaining chips – so he did what a not exactly Rogue Trader captain was expected to do. He went for vague threats and quite specific demands.
‘There was only one instance of someone shooting at me after having been informed of my status, and that citizen was summarily shot in the face, so I believe there is no need for further repercussions. Also, there is no need to stay for a more… thorough investigation, either, provided that I get the answers I have come for. My assistant here, however, is Administratum trained, and I believe he would be quite delighted to collate data here.’
‘All right,’ she sighed. ‘What do I have to do so you will go away?’
‘I need the point of entry to your nutrient smuggling line, the codes, the contact, the people involved… the works. I want to see exactly how it operated, full records included. If it happens to implicate Bladefingers, and no one else… well. As long as the rest of the data is reliable, I will see it as a sign of honest co-operation. Also, this little side business stops immediately.’
‘Oh, don’t play with me, Captain. You’re not interested in the fate of the hive, that much is obvious. If you were, you would have brought PDF or guardsmen, not your trusted crew. Uniforms are, in your eyes, expendable. The fact that you did not want them here clearly means that you don’t want them hearing this conversation, nor this deviation from Arbites protocol.’
Mercer spread his arms, radiating absolute innocence.
‘I have been recently deputised. It must be the trader captain speaking with my mouth, a distrustful fellow who expects to be double-crossed the moment he leaves the premises. Somehow I lack the raw strength of personality one needs to properly instil the respect of the law into the wavering hearts of the citizens.’
There was a guffaw.
‘Bah! I don’t know what the Arbitrator saw in you but I am honest enough to be thankful for your different perspective. I don’t even hold it against you. This is not your fight, and the amount of coins to be gained is not commensurate with the danger.’ 
‘True enough. I’ve got my crew in high orbit, and all I want is to be on my merry way. This world brought me nothing but losses.’
All he really needed was a working vox connection to the Stormskipper so he could countermand the standing order and make an exception for one individual shuttle, and remove the incident from the logs. His inquisitorial clout would make it possible. But there was no reason for him to reveal that.
The secretary’s face gave away nothing, but she suddenly felt the need to check the level of brandy in her glass.
‘I believe that we can help you with your investigation, Arbitrator.’
He flashed his most infuriating half-smile across the table.
‘Before you think that something unexpected should befall me and my crew in the lost levels, I should mention that there is a logical bomb in your house cogitators that will send everything, and I mean really, really everything that we have recorded to Arbitrator Bonnel.’
The secretary’s nod revealed a measure of respect – this time, not for the badge but for the adversary.
‘I always find it easier to deal with a prepared officer of the law, Arbitrator. I see no reason why I would hamper your progress down there. After all, I had nothing to do with it.’
 
Mercer had just nearly collided with a console that was coming at him at the speed of an interhive monorail. A kilometre-long fall in a smuggler-dug tunnel was affording him plenty of time to admire the bravery of the Elysian Drop Troops. Grav-chutes were finicky devices, being notoriously easy to drive into a spin. 
‘I’m more worried about us having no idea what’s really awaiting us,’ he said through the vox, having corrected his suddenly wobbling trajectory.
The gutted remains of the sublevels sailed past them, then came the ones filled with concrete and steel. An occasional star-shaped charring or an indentation in the walls of the tunnel were mementos of the randomly hidden explosives within the seal. At times, their toxicity sensors screamed a warning at them about less conventional ordnance. During the entire descent, a crudely fashioned elevator, now dormant, showed them the way. The recently installed airlocks stood open, awaiting further shipments of neatly packaged food from the quarantined hive, with the counteroffer in the opposite direction. 
They landed in a court which had been a noble’s front yard, judging by the decrepit fountain and the long-dead trees. Hundreds of torches adorned the tarnished metal walls, their flickering, bluish flames fed by finger-thick tubes transporting oily-smelling gases. The shadows grew large and menacing in the ever-changing light. Once, the thirty-metre high ceiling had been adorned by pict projections of a clear blue sky, now blackened canvasses hung like flags of mourning. In the centre, a large mechanism loomed, kludged together from different parts, stabilised by cables. It had been powered by forced labourers, no doubt motivated by whips, threats and violence.  Huddling by the side of the courtyard and barracks hid the labourers. The machinery was relatively new, yet was adorned by the benedictions of the Machine God – which spoke of Tech-Priests who should not have been there. It stood silent for the moment, but it was clear that the illicit trade was operated from here. 
Their meteoric descent did not remain undetected. Sentries cried out. An old but serviceable floodlight came to life. Its deadly circle was searching for them on the corrugated metal plating, but there were enough crates and bogies around to hide them in that fleeting moment of surprise. They hit the ground and scampered behind a smaller mountain of plain cans, identical to the ones that Mercer had seen bearing enticing picts and descriptions, like Marchala’s Kitchen Multiherb Seasoned Grox. He felt his stomach trying for a somersault, and not least because he was likely to be shot at in the next few moments.
Rydia sent the first series of codes on her flashlight, a series of blinks, but all she got in return was an aimless hail of stub rounds impacting in her general vicinity.
Either the codes had been false, or word had come down that Mercer’s retinue were not exactly friendlies.
She was the first to react, and her hand signal directed the retinue toward a towering container which could serve as temporary cover. Mercer risked a peek and saw about a dozen people, armed with stub pistols and batons, moving down from above, abandoning their outward-looking defensive positions. Their advance was covered by a two-strong fire team with a heavy stubber. The guards were burly, muscular folk, covered in drab but well-tailored clothes, a sort of rudimentary uniform, reinforced by steel plates and rows of metal ringlets. Mercer expected tattoos and signs of self-mutilation, proudly advertising their allegiance to the Ruinous Powers, but the assailants could have easily passed as everyday security forces on any hive world. They were quite well trained, at that: following the orders of an ordinary looking fellow, they quickly ran to the metal stairs nearby, which gave them some cover while descending. The heavy stubber swung into a position where the fire team could oversee the loading area. 
That made them a priority.
Mercer ordered Rydia to take care of them, but to shoot to disable, not to kill. The former guardswoman took this without complaint, although it made her job significantly harder. She took her time aiming the long-las. The plastic boots could now be heard squeaking and stomping on the stairs.
The results were well worth the wait in Mercer’s eyes: a single bolt of coherent light hit the heavy weapon’s barrel, immediately heating the metal to its melting point and punching through. The cracking sound of the impact startled the stubber’s crew enough that they opened fire.
It turned out that shooting through a deformed barrel was, indeed, detrimental to the weapon’s combat capabilities. The first round got stuck, interrupting the fire cycle, winning Mercer’s retinue a few precious seconds even if the fire team had a backup barrel ready.
Strangely enough, there was no alert: not a klaxon, not a bell, not even a whistle sounded. Something did not add up to Mercer, but he had no time to contemplate the implications – the guards were nearly at the bottom of the stairs, and from then on, the assault would be impossible to stop. Some of them stood behind to give covering fire with the stub pistols, but those were nearly useless if the target was farther than fifteen metres away, so it was more like a courtesy. Most stub gun kills had been made in a range under ten. 
Angelika decided to also run interference. 
‘Grenade!’ she yelled, and threw a can right under the feet of the descending guards.
Had they looked, they could have easily discovered the ruse, but they chose expediency over certainty, an important survival trait among front line troops.
Astra Militarum-issue frag grenades were an excellent reason for a formation not to pile up, and in that sublime moment everyone on the stairs realised that. They also realised that they were not trained for that particular situation, so everyone in the approximated kill range made their own decision. Out of the eight people, two decided to jump over the railings. Following an ugly, cracking sound, they tried to crawl into cover, bones jutting through their drab uniforms. Three decided to jump behind the metal sheets fastened on the railings, hoping to evade most of the incoming shrapnel and getting away with a concussion. One succeeded; two collided mid-jump, and now they were hanging at a height of six metres with whitening fingers. The remainder, who simply made a run for it, lay in a pile nearby – one stumble had brought them all down. None of their pistols fired, a testament of good trigger discipline. The two women who had been aiming their pistols down on the courtyard were nervously blinking at each other: their comrades would probably be feeling somewhat angry about their injuries, caused by the inadequate covering fire.
The stubber crew went into hiding, hoping that they would not be the next target. 
Only one task remained: the debacle with the codes could not remain unpunished.
‘Warren, set off that logical bomb, then off we go!’
The cogitator adept had been keen to borrow the concept of redundant detonators from battle-hardened Rydia. After all, the Emperor did favour the prepared.
‘Sir, apparently they managed to remove my first data charge. The second one detonated immediately, and most of the data got out.’
 
 
The retinue sat in an inn, at a secluded table reserved for the wealthy or respected, busy analysing the secretary’s data trove – with the parts incriminating her thoughtfully redacted – and the picts they had taken during their arrival. Out of hearing distance, the malnourished and worm-pale inhabitants of the Upwind Hive’s forgotten levels milled and chattered. There were a lot more of them than Mercer would have thought, and their visible parts were free of pustules or other signs of illness. They cleaned their hands and faces with a fervour almost religious – containers adorned with Imperial regalia were everywhere, dispensing a simple yet effective detergent. People were going out of their way to make use of them. As a result, the place smelled like a street food vendor near a Hospitaller chapter house.
Once it had been established that Caligari Credits were still accepted, although at an exchange rate that would have put the Administratum into a collective apoplexy, Mercer settled for a pitcher of Grade Aleph Water (Drinking), and a platter of something which was fungal looking and grilled. 
‘Warren, can we call in a shuttle?’
The tech adept took one bite and wordlessly began rummaging in his backpack under the seat of his bench. He opened up one of his Limoniac nutrition bars – guaranteed to contain at least hundred and fifty percentile of a manufactorum worker’s daily minimum caloric intake, with a refreshing sour taste – and ate it. Mercer had always wondered where all that energy went, because the tech adept was slim as a stick, and he settled with the conclusion that it was used to overdrive his brain. 
They were staring at a crude map displayed on the screen of Warren’s portable cogitator. They had identified some of the landmarks: they had glimpsed one of the hooded statues of Inquisitor Braddeleigh that had fallen out of an Ecclesiarchical register around thirty-five years earlier. That placed the beginning of the first quarantine at around forty years, given the rate these registrars were updated.
‘The voxcasters of the hive have been severed, probably, along with the communication cables, to maintain public order in the unaffected hives, but if we can establish a direct line of sight, we can create…’
‘Let’s pretend I understood the technical details and that your answer is yes. A shuttle lands and picks us up. How do we ensure that the Imperial Navy don’t blow us out of the sky?
‘I don’t think they particularly care about departures…’ Stolde spoke up, then another thought occurred to him, and the rest of the sentence faded away. ‘Unless, of course, you think that the entire quarantine is a setup, which would make sense, given that seven infected out of hundreds of millions should not even register, much less elicit such an aggressive reaction, especially if the Adeptus Arbites did not even make an official recommendation…’
Now that Stolde had made the connection, there would be no walking away from it. 
‘I have a strong suspicion, Captain,’ muttered Angelika. The psyker seemed troubled. ‘I  sensed… outcomes… where my ingesting the food in Bladefingers’ domicile would have led to catastrophic consequences. I did not dare touch it.’
Mercer thought about that.
‘Warp-related consequences?’
‘My mind shied away from the implications… that timeline is a black hole. I do not know.’
‘That is another reason to investigate, if we ever needed one. So there you have it. We stick to our plan of exfiltration, but we need to know whether my orders can be matched… or overridden.’
‘But that would be…’
‘Heresy?’
The dreaded word sailed away completely unheeded in the surrounding din.
‘Why, yes, of course, no doubt,’ Mercer continued. ‘The entire ordeal reeks of it. It is an investigation that requires Ordo Hereticus expertise, but we’re here, so the duty befalls us. We must seek out whether there is a provable connection between the smuggled food and the incidents. We must access cogitator banks if such exist. If we can prove that link, we can have the quarantine lifted.’
And of course, he thought grimly, there would be a reckoning. Dabbling in practices that risked the lives of tens of millions and in the long term, the souls of even more, for their own unknowable purposes… indeed, there would be a reckoning. Of course, if they, whoever they were, had not stood in his way, that reckoning would visit them following his report and an inquisitorial follow-up.
‘Now, let’s speak to that innkeeper and secure ourselves some rooms. Preferably without plasma charges.’
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