
        
            
                
            
        

     
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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There was a limit to what could be changed in forty years if the changes were resisted by Imperial building techniques, vast layers of permaton, and a general desire to stay alive by not disturbing the mile high-hive’s structural integrity.
There were not many locations on the original layout where a manufactorum of the necessary size could be placed.
As it turned out during the reconnaissance conducted by Rydia and Angelika – Mercer needed the opinion of crewmembers with some tactical sense and would not allow the rest to remain unattended – finding the facility itself was not particularly challenging. All they had to do was to map out the layout of the corridors that were wide enough to accommodate the freight-carrying autocarts. Once they factored in the vehicles’ height, only a few routes remained, and they all converged at a converted manufactorum. An immense one, at that. It spanned kilometres.
Supposedly, it had been stripped clean in the days of confusion – and before that, by the retreating Tech-Priests – yet, according to the scouting party, there were signs of operation. Active relays, freshly refurbished smoke exhausts, and most importantly, traps. Angelika nearly ran afoul of a cleverly disguised anti-personnel mine in a nearby air vent, and it took Rydia nearly an hour to reach her and disarm the device. 
They also reported that the autocarts were now taking a different route, one that led to a freshly repaired gravlift which had been used for transporting goods. 
In the meantime, Warren and Stolde scoured through the data trove handed over by Bladefingers’ secretary. Although some of the entries had been masked, it was clear that many of the upper hive’s traders were willing to overlook the undisclosed source of the nutrisludge. They bought it by the ton, and, according to Stolde, did unholy things to their bookkeeping in the process to conceal it. Yet, not even one Administratum official had raised any questions, as if everything had been in order. The portly Administrator fumed and had to be shushed more than once, such was his ire. He and Warren drank inordinate quantities of recaff, argued about chunks of data that refused to fit into the big picture and had to be rearranged carefully to reverse the effect of the culprits’ studious fudging. Over a six hour period Mercer could have strangled them both. The pair tested his patience in a manner no xenos ever had. They produced results, though. The case was looking more and more solid by the minute.
He needed to get out of that stuffy room, with its mould and oil, its pent-up anger and frustration.
That was why, having set the traps and the surveillance to keep his boffins in line and alive, he was downstairs when the innkeeper decided to go searching for him. He found Mercer in the most tactically sound position available, which gave him an overview of the place, a line of sight to the stairwell – and, more importantly, to the bar, should he find himself without drink.
The innkeeper was a stooped fellow in his late fifties, with broad shoulders and strong legs, his posture distorted enough that Mercer felt compelled to thoroughly check him for signs of mutation. Shuffling strangely, the pewter cups on his tray did not even rattle – whatever the reason behind his disfigurement was, he had had time to get used to it.
Mercer waited patiently as the innkeeper finished delivering his orders. The meagre inn, wedged between two burnt-out manufactorum buildings, was not profitable enough for him to hire help. Either that, or he liked his profit too much to share it with anyone.
Mercer’s hand wandered near the grip of his laspistol as the man approached.
By his estimate, the man was only a tad less shady than the food choices of his inn, and anyway non-mutant folks were as liable to shoot you for profit as mutants were for devotion to the Ruinous Powers.
‘How may I aid you?’ he asked.
‘Well,’ rasped the man. ‘I believe I can aid you. For a wee price, I can whisk the young lord away.’ 
Mercer’s face did not betray his confusion, then he realised what the situation must have had looked like: Warren, eating his pricey offworld delicacies openly in public, refusing local meals, being protected at all times by a dangerous looking fellow, while being tailed by a high ranking Administratum official, and fed intel by two heavily armed women. Also, his companions had spent money like there was no tomorrow. It made a certain sense. 
He pretended to study his surroundings, not quite meeting the innkeeper’s eyes, then he motioned the man to sit with him.
‘Why would you help me?’
‘Somebody whacked a son of my friend on the head with a thrown can instead of a grenade. Let’s call it a… tuition.’
Apparently, some good deeds did go unpunished in the underhive. Mercer stroked his moustache.
‘Hope he didn’t break anything that won’t set right. When will the attack commence?’
‘Ah, that’s a problem right there. I don’t know. My guess is they’re overhivers like you lot. Don’t rightly know how many there are, but they brought enough muscle to clean out everyone who would have stood against them.’
The innkeeper unceremoniously invited himself to a cup of Mercer’s water. 
‘Let me tell you a nice little fireside story. When your Friendly Neighbourhood Caterers arrived, we thought they had outgrown another district, maybe Caelestiis Hydroponics. So here they were, with good teeth and hair that doesn’t fall out, and they move like military, and they move like beasts… so no wonder the Purists wanted proof that they were not bringing in infection. Or worse. You don’t get that healthy, not down here, unless you give something in return.’
They must have been a washed-out gang, having picked up Ecclesiarchy teachings along with Hospitaller help and some common sense, providing moral guidance, for, say, a mere twenty percentile of your food allotment. A better alternative than a cabal of smiling, bloated folks who drone on about the benevolence of Grandfather.
‘Those Hospitallers we still had down here told us, in this district, they said there was no way anyone could end up here that healthy. So the Purists were in the right to ask.’ 
‘Long story short,’ the innkeeper continued, ‘these bastards set up a killzone, forced the cleaners back into a nice, defensible position… then hit it with flamethrowers until even the bulkheads melted. That got the message through.’
‘So they’re tough. Tell me something new.’
‘What I sell as grox, that is tough. These folks are different. There were people in the nearby habs. The Hospitallers, too. They all fried. They let them. They fried everyone else who went in to rescue the Sisters.’
The innkeeper took a swig out of his cup, his eyes cloudy.
‘Next thing you know, the overhivers start up the burnt-out manufactorum. Producing food, of all things. Neatly canned. We had no Hospitallers to tell whether it was edible, not anymore. They start hiring, paying with credits, so everyone in the district starts accepting credits again. They build that elevator, pay the labourers with their food and Credits. Receive medication and spare parts in return. No one wanted to touch them after that.’
Becoming indispensable was a good way to secure their operations, Mercer figured.
‘And why do you think that all this has got anything to do with Lord Warren?’ he asked.
‘It can’t be a coincidence that you people came down here. You either want in, or you want them out. Both of these options are good enough for us. Not everyone is happy with the current arrangement. There is more and better food since they have arrived, alright, but I don’t like it when powerful and ruthless people are charitable to my kind of folks.’
Mercer had to agree with that one.
‘Can you tell me a name?’
‘About who’s behind it? The head whipper?’
‘Among others. I’m suddenly becoming interested in yours.’
‘If you’re really interested, there’s a sign outside.’
Mercer snorted. Jared it was, then.
‘Let me show you a picture instead. Do you recognise her?’
The innkeeper glanced at the printed image, then, after a heartbeat, he nodded. 
‘She was the one who led them. Nerlissa Vega, she called herself.’
Mercer put the picture back into his pocket. At least he had a suspect now. A powerful suspect who had been able, without outside help, to break through a blockade, infiltrate Bladefingers’ household, and control both ends of the supply route, but a suspect all the same.
The one he had dubbed the secretary.
 
And so it happened that Warren and Stolde got sequestered by some quietly menacing figures, accompanied by a voxcaster, along with a hidden tracker that had served them well previously, and Rydia and Angelika posing as bodyguards. They were busy re-establishing communications with the upper levels, and under orders to contact Arbitrator Bonnel as soon as possible.
Mercer felt outmanoeuvred, outgunned and exhausted as he sat in the common room.
His dark mood was hardly improved by the fact that he had noticed some inconspicuous figures lurking nearby the inn. The observers were perfectly disguised as locals, assuming the tired shuffle of the underhivers with practiced ease, and they changed their outfits regularly. Still, two things revealed to Mercer that under the ever-changing garments the same few people occurred again and again. The first were their boots, well-worn, sturdy things – well worth a vibroknife between the ribs in the seedier alleys. The second were their plates – they barely touched their meals, even if they bought one. The nearby food vendors and innkeepers did not mind, serving them again without a second thought.
He decided against confronting the observers, since the innkeeper’s dupes and proxies could scout around more effectively now that he had the adversaries’ attention. 
Still, it was a surprise for him when their superior decided to pay him a visit.
Silence announced her arrival. The susurration of the always busy underhivers ground to a halt, the autocarts chose a different route, and the nearby markets’ stalls emptied in a matter of minutes. The oil canvas covers of the stalls, which protected the wares from the dripping tubes and conduits were furled. Dubious liquids pattered heavily on the metal surfaces.
He knew something was up, but he did not know what – all he could do was to wait.
As the woman in waterproof clothing and a wide brimmed hat entered the inn, Mercer felt that vague but familiar inclination to shoot her immediately in the neck. He decided against it, though, since he suspected Vega was protected against sudden attacks. She had had time to prepare for this visit, after all. She was shadowed by two nearly identical men, lithe and dark skinned. One was hefting his single-shot Perinetus Pattern boltgun with surprising ease. The other had an assault shotgun. Both looked ready to spring into action in a heartbeat. Their unwavering eyes and fixed smiles made the hairs on Mercer’s neck stand on end.
Vega walked around the bar room, which was empty save Mercer and the innkeeper. Jared quickly decided that he had forgotten something valuable in the back storeroom and shuffled hurriedly to retrieve it. Preferably at a later point in time.
‘Well, aren’t you a diligent one,’ said Vega, who now looked a lot more impressive in her urban combat armour, with her sheathed power sword and her bolt pistol. The unimposing slouch she had assumed in Bladefingers’ palace was long gone. She was a taskmaster now, someone with a timetable – and, judging by the strict lines at the edges of her mouth, her itinerary had suffered a mishap.
‘Entering my uplevel base of operations, then following me down here… what are you hoping to accomplish?’
Mercer kept his hands clearly visible on the table as he answered.
‘To send the Hive Fleets back wherever they came from, to drink an Ork under the table, and to understand an Eldar. Then, maybe a glass of Amasec.’
There was a pause. Fingers shifted on trigger guards.
‘Oh. You meant down here? I planned to find out where all that food comes from.’
‘I’m beginning to understand why Bladefingers wanted to carve out your intestines so desperately. Still, you are a fellow Inquisitor, so your rank, if nothing else, deserves a modicum of courtesy.’
Mercer sighed. So that was the reason he could not contact anyone with a rosette on the laboratorium island. The only Inquisitor with the proper authorisation to speak with him or invite him inside must have been Vega.
‘Rosettes don’t render people fireproof. Why not give me the Puritan treatment?’
‘Your disappearance would result in unwanted attention.’
‘Torture, then?’
‘By Uther, why are you so obstinate? No, no torture… although I cannot rule it out with absolute certainty.’
‘Good, otherwise I would ask whether I can go away now, and that never goes down well. Lead the way, if you please.’
 
The limousine Vega had arrived in was a wide-bodied, armoured vehicle, probably from a noble family’s garage. Originally, Hive Upwind had strictly enforced standards to ensure that enough space was left on the corridors for this obviously important vehicle to pass by. Morale had fallen since, so thick, angled bars had been fastened onto the front of the car to enforce compliance.
The unnerving fellow with the shotgun entered the vehicle having scanned it first for electronic listeners. The bolterman grabbed the steering wheel. Mercer took one glance at the valuable gemstones and precious wooden upholstery which was probably hiding an armoured understructure, then at the gun pointed not quite at him. He calculated the chances of a ricochet if any of the inquisitorial enforcers actually fired their weapon, and resigned himself to his fate. Overeager retinues like these were a leading cause of Inquisitor deaths. Vega did not seem to realise, nor did she seem to care.
‘To the manufactorum, I presume?’
‘Indeed. There are things you must see in order to understand.’
An attempt at subversion. It bought him time. Mercer would have been happier with the development if the limousine had not been equipped with a vox distortion device. He had lost the humming of the homing devices the second the thick doors had slid shut. Silence could be loud, indeed.
He deftly activated his voice recorder, just in case.
The limousine’s engine started with a low a rumble, which spoke of much cleaner promethium than most hivers had access to.
‘It was a test, you see,’ Vega said in a dreamy voice as the limousine began its way to the manufactorum. ‘I have tested many things, with the help of the Adeptus Mechanicus. How an Administrator could help me with the rigours of science. When this hive fails, new subjects will be needed.’
Mercer raised his hand apologetically. Not that it would stop Vega, not if she needed him badly enough, but courtesies had to be observed.
‘I’m sorry, but I need mine. But I’ll ask him if he can recommend anyone. So… the situation in Hive Upwind is untenable?’
‘Absolutely. This entire world relies on outside food supplies, and pays with alchymical wonders. Can you fathom what happens if a hive gets cut off from that source? 
‘Starvation, degradation, extinction… or, even worse, corruption. Not necessarily in that order. Was that the aim of your test?’
‘No, I made use of an already present opportunity. You’ll see the reason with your own eyes.’
That gave him about half an hour if he could dawdle long enough. By his estimates, his retinue and the eager, yet utterly unreliable local elements were engaged in an enlightening discussion about the purchasing power of Caligari Credits… provided that they gained access to Stormskipper’s cargo holds.
Still, even if he survived, he would need evidence of Vega’s crimes.
‘How hard was it to convince the governor to proclaim a quarantine?’
‘By the Throne! He did not even need encouragement! The governor had every report on the highest priority, right in front of him and his councillors!’
That was the point where Mercer knew, with chilling certainty, that the other Inquisitor would never allow him to leave the planet. She was as  aware of what this admission of culpability meant as he was. The happy little twinkle in her eye could have been genuine merriment. Either that, or she enjoyed watching him squirm. 
That could have been a good reason to start something. In the confined space, he could have made a move, and by the time Vega’s retinue could react, he would have taken out the two in the back, then made short work of the Inquisitor.
The scene played out in his mind’s eye, and most of time, he lived.
In the long run, though, he would either keep his mouth shut and destroy any evidence of ever having met the woman, or be tried as a heretic. A thought lacked appeal.
 ‘They demanded it – demanded! From me!’ Vega huffed indignantly. ‘They demanded that I commit resources to find out the reason behind the illness. Oh, how we laughed.’
She did not seem to include her retinue. Accomplices then, of equal rank? They had to be off-world or otherwise occupied, else they would have made the time to accommodate Mercer’s request for the specimen transfer and let him travel to his next destination without a hiccup.  
There was something on her face, something fervent and dedicated, when she mentioned them.
‘The governor gave the order after two hundred registered cases. Out of more than four hundred and twenty-eight million.’
Mercer did a quick, inaccurate exercise in arithmetic and came up with a number in the thousands. Screaming, falling numbers, some in pieces, some aflame. He decided not to think about the hive itself. There would be time enough for that if he failed.
‘He killed more than two hundred when the bridges exploded. Is it safe for you to talk about things like these in front of your retinue?’ he inquired.
‘Of course! Their long-term memory is impaired when I want it to be. And, right now, they are forgetting what they heard five minutes ago.’
‘But… here we are.’
The limousine hummed to a halt at the managers’ entrance: originally, it had had a small park, and some well-placed entrenchments to provide covering fire if the workers become difficult to handle. The razorwire had been replaced recently, and a few stolid servitors were standing guard. They were combat models, with a tracked undercarriage and twin-linked heavy bolters. They could turn the entire staging area into a killing field, and keep it up for at least ten minutes without rearming. Their chaperoning Tech-Priest could not have been too far away.
Upon seeing the rosette, held up by Vega, the servitors raised their weapons toward the sooty ceiling and a vox crackled a greeting.
Relatively fresh blood marks evidenced that there had been at least one unauthorised attempt to enter the manufactorum. Some were around a hundred metres from the freshly polished turnstiles, not nearly close enough to present a clear threat. Vega noticed him staring.
‘You are remarkably averse to the loss of life,’ she remarked.
‘Of course I am! I have no backup to draw on.’ Mercer decided to elaborate further. ‘I choose which hill is important enough to die on. Me, or the Emperor.’
‘Does that not make you a coward?’
Ever playing the fool, Mercer grinned insolently.
‘Only if I fail to die on the first truly important hill that comes along. So, if you wish to convince me that this one is not worth it, I’ll be more than happy to find a larger one. Preferably far away.’
‘Come along then, Inquisitor,’ she nearly spat the word in her disdain. ‘Let me show you why we don’t need to become enemies.’
‘But we are enemies, Inquisitor Vega’, Mercer thought with grim satisfaction, careful not to show even hint of his intentions.
 
The manufactorum had three separate levels: one for the labourers and the security teams, one for the supervisors and maintenance crews – including enginseers and full-fledged Tech-Priests – and one for the actual proprietors. The top level had been ransacked with a vengeance during the first quarantine. The second level now served no useful function, so they just made sure that the catwalk and its supports were structurally sound. They concentrated their efforts where the actual production took place.
Vega must have considerable clout with the servants of the Omnissiah: dozens of rust-coloured robes were fluttering on the lower levels, along with repair servitors. By entering via the shift watchers’ entrance, they skipped the huge warehouse used to store the canned product. The twisting, wide corridor was dominated by a massive conveyor belt, recently rewired and at least thrice blessed. Several Tech-Priests were busy screeching benedictions in their Holy Binary – clearly, the machine spirits which inhabited the cogitators and the conveyor belt itself, were still offended by the years of disuse.
‘Do they know what they are packaging?’
‘No, they don’t have to. Nor do they care, as long as I provide them with unique research opportunities.’
Mercer, reminiscing about his previous encounters with unscrupulous followers of the Machine God, found himself becoming more and more sympathetic toward the ones who unleashed Titans to purge technodeviants and tech-heretics.
‘What do they know about it?’
‘It’s reconstituted protein. It has been stored for a long time in the upper vaults, and it’s not edible by itself, but, as the lead Magos has informed me, the devices they installed remove every trace of possible taint. This way, if you please.’
The corridor widened to accommodate a massive device of steel and brass, with shiny gauges and fresh purity seals. It rose six stories high, guarded by four stern, ceramite statues of ancient Tech-Priests whose staves once again emitted harsh blue arc light, as they had once done before. Their mechadendrites lacked the serene quality of the statues, on the other hand, they looked fully functional.
The device responsible for the nutrisludge rationing served six rows of precisely aligned cans at the same time through its flexible nozzles. It emitted a queasily organic sound, as if something that was only half alive were searching for a way out of a glass container. The effect was hardly improved by the wear-resistant knives loudly hitting the sludge. 
The containers were being sealed by specialised servitors. 
The signal started at one lone Tech-Priestess, whose body mass was at least nine-tenths metal and who wore the remnants of her former body more like an indication of origin. From her on, it ran along the groups of scattered Mechanicus at the speed of light, eliciting reactions at various speeds, dependent on processing power. The Tech-Priests exchanged data in binary, as if to check whether they had received the message right. The enginseers turned their sensors studiously away from Mercer. Servitors froze where they were.
Vega's retinue must not have been trained in the fine art of reading the change in a mob's mood, especially not if the mob had been mechanised to some degree. Mercer, on the other hand, had taken it on himself to be able to gauge his crew's morale without the help of his officers. 
He perceived that the Mechanicus had received new, intriguing information either about Vega, or about him.
'It's called the Enzymatic Processing Unit,' Vega told him, unaware of the development, with pride in her voice. 'It's an absolute marvel. At its simplest, it is able to extract contaminants from water, rendering it drinkable. We offer it as a by-product to the underhivers.'
'I bet it's not operating in its simplest configuration.'
'No, of course not. Its abilities are being utilised to the fullest.’
Off one side of the corridor loomed a newly installed vault door. The insignia of the Inquisition had been laser-etched into the metal. The grunts secured the corridor, then Vega unlocked the sturdy door with a series of biometric scans, obscure passphrases, and her rosette. Then, patiently, she waited until the concealed openings, which could hide anything from nerve gas emitters to promethium nozzles, closed with a click. Only when the rolling door rumbled open did she enter.
The vault itself was immense, cylindrical, and deceptively clean. At least thirty metres across, in the middle of it was a well of unfathomable depth. The well was encircled by a flimsy-looking guardrail. Into the walls and the floor of the catwalk had been etched guarding runes and symbols. Recently installed floodlights pointed down the chasm, and thick tubes were snaking downwards, shaken by a slight vibration – huge, modified mechadendrites. In its centre was a massive, ancient looking cable, pulled taut by an immense weight.
Lazy, concentric waves moved a greasy-looking artificial foam, which overflowed at times atop the catwalk.
A mechadendrite rose from the filthy foam, long tendrils of preservative dripping from its flesh-ripping attachment. With a mechanical shudder, it vomited a tangled mass of ancient tendons into the well, then caught it again. This time it succeeded shredding the animal remains, and quickly dove back into the murky depths.
Mercer stepped sideways. Even his boots coming into contact with the burbling foam seemed unsavoury to him.
‘What is down there?’
‘One of the great counterweights that keep the hive standing. Also, it turned out that the proprietors had access to this chute and found it a lot easier to dispose of the offal here than through incineration. Measures have been take in order to contain the… emanations.’
Looking at the dimly luminescent runes, Mercer reckoned that she meant something else beside the smell. Given the reaction of Angelika to the nutripaste produced in this manufactorum, and the presence of ancient yet regularly maintained protective runes, it seemed to him that during the Nurgle incursion, a pocket had formed underneath the layer of sealant.
Not a warp gate, not an unholy site, but maybe a whiff of the Ruinous Power, a lingering afterthought drawn here by the numberless carcasses.
Vega must have found it and sought a… practical use for this unique resource.
Mercer felt the taste of grox on his tongue.
‘Why hasn’t it exploded yet?’
‘The flammable gases are diverted to the communal methane furnaces.’
‘How much is down there?’
 ‘The quantity is sufficient for now. The output is six tons a day,’ Vega said, with the pride of a craftswoman in her voice. ‘At this rate, we can feed over twenty thousand. The only problem is that we can’t maintain the supply indefinitely.’
‘Why the smuggling operation?’
‘Some subjects showed adverse reactions. These have been contained. New subjects had to be found.’
‘Any working theory?’
‘Psykers who were too weak to manifest their powers, probably. More extensive testing will be required once people stop killing everyone who vomits their last meal.’
It was not a stealthy infection that was behind the incidents – but the black market nutripaste, laden with a taint that did not register on an Auspex. And since on an Emperor-fearing planet like Migolan every true psyker was registered and processed, no one had to find out what would happen to them, but, judging from Angelika’s aversion, it was something disastrous, in all likelihood.
Outside, something shook ever so slightly, as if the entire hive had shifted its posture. 
 
The signs, symbols, and the otherworldly atmosphere of the vault suddenly gave Mercer an idea, one that, for the first time since he had landed on Migolan, filled him with dread.
There was a way for Vega to come out of this situation on top. By turning Mercer into a Daemonhost – a walking monstrosity which would retain his features and would glow only occasionally, yet would gain the ruinous powers of a full-fledged Warp entity. The strength and resilience of this organic memento of Mercer-that-was would be immense, and it would have access to powers incalculable through the Empyrean. It would furnish Vega with a powerful servant, forced into obedience by dark ritual. And one with the credentials of an inquisitor. 
A perfect solution, really.
The only drawback with this plan was that there would be no Mercer left in the picture – in the emptied halls of his mind, a twisted and hungry entity would wander, replacing him completely. Some Inquisitors were not above consorting with the forces of Chaos to obtain power, in order to better combat it. Mercer knew better. Destruction and corruption was the nature of Chaos, no matter whether its origin was seduction or violence, and the entity bound to his body would be no different. It would always find a way, through complacence or paranoia or chance. Holding an inquisitorial rosette, captaining an independent warpship, holding the trust of many high-ranking Inquisitors in the Ordos Xenos – once it broke free, as it inevitably would, it would wreak havoc in the sector.
Vega obviously did not care about the daemonspawn constantly plotting to take her down – and such creatures could afford to be patient –any more than she cared about the plan being heretical.
Mercer considered the idea of suicide, then discarded it.
 
His death would solve one problem, but there was a conspiracy afoot, one that could grow into a threat to the entire sector, not just one hive city on a manufactorum world. As much as he knew his retinue would remain faithful to the Emperor – and try to continue the mission – they did not command the admiration of the Stormskipper’s crew. In the crew members’ eyes, Mercer was a captain first, and there was a chain of command. By the time the news of his demise reached his superiors in the Inquisition, and a suitable substitute was found, the threat could have escalated further.
Besides, he believed he could still salvage the situation.
He felt the conversation lagging – apparently there was no reason to gloat if the victim seemed preoccupied. If he did not think of something to keep her talking, the situation would quickly devolve into a general grapple and armed mayhem.
The principal problem with being in an enclosed space with three enemy combatants was that they could co-ordinate their movement and tactics – covering each other, outflanking him – whereas all he could manage was a lively internal debate. Its main topic was whether he was being a colossal idiot for having ended up in the vault in the first place, or a calculating mastermind for manoeuvring his forces into a position where they could turn this thing around. Things were balanced by the fact that Vega's people could not afford to kill him, while he would have been happy to watch them bleed to death. His carapace armour offered good protection against a needle pistol, and his antitoxin implant would take care of most sedatives. On the other hand, Mercer did not know how close they could let him get to actually dying for their unholy process to work. As an outside chance, an aimed gut shot was not out of the question. He still had his weapons, which meant that they were planning an ambush to prevent him from using them, which would probably not come until the goons received the signal from Vega. 
'You've mentioned an Uther. Who's he?' he asked, remembering the context in which Vega had used the name as an exclamation. Only great heroes and powerful villains were referred to in such manner. He had heard the name – a controversial, legendary fellow in the distant past, saving or condemning worlds; at times both – but never from an Inquisitor. Even most provincial, backwater agriworlders, like the fellow Mercer used to be, had been quickly conditioned to know by heart that only the Emperor was worthy of an Inquisitor's devotion. No go-betweens, no matter how exalted this Uther was. 
'A heretic?' his socially aware self said.
His mind was frantically juggling with the possible outcomes. He did not draw on any psychic powers, only years' worth of experience with  his retinue, human greed, and the need for righteous vengeance. Following the limousine would not be hard for them, since Vega had done nothing to obscure their destination. Bribing or otherwise convincing their local guards to change their allegiance would not have been that difficult either. In all probability, they were already closing in on the manufactorum. If Mercer was lucky enough, they had had already infiltrated the installation.
When he heard the indignant sniff, and when he spotted that minuscule growth of tension in Vega's team, he knew he had bought himself a minute.
'Heretic? Only the short-sighted and the cowardly would brand an Inquisitor of his standing with such vile, unfounded accusations! What do you know about the true aim of the Holy Inquisition, you spineless thespian?'
Short-sightedness, ignorance and cowardice, check, check, check. That level of arrogance could, indeed, breed heresy. Calling him a fake was a good one, though, Mercer admitted. Too bad for her that he had been trained to deal with Eldar, who could out-manipulate anyone in the Galaxy – including themselves if they became overenthusiastic – so he knew a lot about his own failings and emotional soft spots. 
'Uther was the saviour of dozens of worlds! Hundreds!  He used any method necessary! He did not baulk, he did not try to hide behind the tattered remains of personal honour!'
An opportunistic, callous bastard then, Mercer translated, someone who had proved himself resourceful enough to be spared execution, or powerful enough to prevent a tribunal being summoned. He knew why Vega was moving away from him on the catwalk, as if trying to put the cables of the giant counterweight between them. Soon, sedative-filled needles would be flying, and she wanted to protect herself from his ire.
He heard a tiny clunk of metal hitting a thick, reinforced vault door, and his earpiece began transmitting the hum of his retinue, very close by.
'It is his teachings that will open the way to the Imperium's salvation! No longer will we merely hold the line, but we will advance into the very heart of darkness, and we will bring the cleansing light of the Emperor to the farthest corners of the Galaxy!'
Since he had heard no news of Imperial losses going down or the various fronts being pushed forward at the speed of warp engines, Mercer supposed that the ultimate plan was yet to come to fruition. He said so, just to rile the heretic a bit further. Other than time, he gained quite a bit of personal satisfaction from the way Vega's face became deathly pale.
'No Inquisitor in this wretched sector is his equal!' Vega snarled. Uther had clearly been accused of heresy, and his followers resented that fact. Of course, under different circumstances, not even Vega would have gone off the rails like that – she knew that Mercer would be devoured by the Warp entity, so she could indulge herself somewhat. The followers of Uther were, most likely, one those smaller cabals that were hunted relentlessly by the Ordo Hereticus.
The recorder had had heard enough: Mercer had more than enough evidence to back up the inevitability of what would come next. Provided that his tiny recorder had been able to do its job.
There was a loud hiss, like grease falling onto a searing hot pan, then a large, bubbling spot appeared on the vault door. The meltabomb, a rare and precious device, was powerful enough to create a shoulder-wide hole in the reinforced metal.
He turned, set his commbead to compensate, and opened his mouth. He managed to jump away, into the cover afforded by the colossal pendulum.
Vega and her armsmen tried to do the same, but the timing was too perfect: Mercer and his retinue had trained for this, along with other manoeuvres, to the point that it had become second nature. Two photongrenades flew into the vault through the freshly formed hole in the vault door. One careened into the bubbling carcass pit, raising a column of deathly smelling water and sealant. The other landed between Vega’s goons.
Mercer barely managed to look away, protecting his eyes. His rebreather would have preserved his sight, but he would have lost precious seconds.
The sun-bright flash blinded one of Vega’s men, and knocked the other off-balance. His eardrums ruptured, he should have been out of the fight, but it seemed that Vega had also put a lot of effort into training her men. He wore his bolter on a strap, and recovered it immediately as he fell. Mercer gave him no chance to use it: in three quick strides, he was right on top of him, and raised his laspistol to finish him off. The bolterman, disoriented as he was, sensed his impending doom, and managed to jerk his head away from the incoming blast. The beam of coherent light made a burnt spot on the steel of the walkway. With an irritated grunt, Mercer pulled the bead onto the man’s chest and fired again, twice. The fine mesh, intended to withstand bullets or blades, gave way. Mercer saw broken ribs through the cavity.
The shotgunner pumped shell after shell into the hole created by the meltabomb, and he hit five times, even blinded. Rydia yelled a warning, and the members of Mercer’s retinue began hugging the floor and counting shots.
The Inquisitor paid for the lost time with pain. Vega had used the opportunity to move into a position where she had a clear line of sight to shoot Mercer.
And shoot she did.
The first projectile hit him right in the breast plate. It was a slanted hit, luckily just glancing him, so it spun the Inquisitor around, instead of punching a neat hole into his plate and venting his intestines through it. It was nowhere near the stopping and penetrating power of an Astartes-grade bolter round, but Mercer was an unaugmented human in carapace armour.
The ground rose up and smacked him in the face, in time for the rest of the short burst to miss him. The pain of the landing drew a red-hot spider web of torment onto his skin. Still, he tried to crawl away. If he could reach his inoculator, and inject himself with a generous dose of combat stimms, he could still get back into the fight for a few minutes.
Vega knew exactly what he was planning, and had no intention of making her life harder than she absolutely had to. With the moves of a seasoned gunfighter, she stalked closer, supporting her weapon with both hands.
That was the moment when the shotgun ran out of ammunition. On one side of the hole, Angelika rose, with her laspistol in hand. The psyker was now in her most efficient state: her Warp-filled senses were now checking for acceptable outcomes. She fired her weapon from the hip. Her stance was shoddy, and she was shooting from the hip, yet the las-bolt connected, hitting the shotgunner right between his collarbones. The smoking corpse landed near Mercer, staring accusingly with its vacant, dead eyes. In the same instant, Rydia rose, aiming down the scope of her long-las. With unerring accuracy, she sent a las-blast straight at the hostile Inquisitor.
Vega was wearing carapace armour similar to Mercer’s. The thick plates offered some protection against las fire, but the markswoman’s abilities had been honed to the point where she could find the weak spot in a suit of armour from a klick away. Given a chance like this, Rydia had scored a perfect hit.
Too bad that Vega was also wearing a refractor shield. The invisible field overloaded with a brilliant flash, but in doing so, it also protected the heretic’s life. Vega immediately turned toward the new threat, realising that Mercer was still trying to get his bearings, thus he would not be able to benefit from the distraction. The bolt pistol barked as she let fly another short burst, barely missing Rydia. From the other side, the surprised yell of Warren indicated his presence and that he was still not a seasoned combatant. Angelika had jumped through the hole, her rifle whining hungrily as it heated the next batch of plasma.
Mercer’s pain-numbed fingers found the inoculator, and he jabbed himself in the neck with a potent mixture of stimms and suppressants. In a heartbeat, his peripheral vision receded into darkness along with the warning signals of his body. He was ready again.
He jumped to his feet. His laspistol had fallen from his hand – he made a mental note to start using a wrist strap if he lived to do so – so it was down to melee. 
His chainsword appeared in his grip.
Mercer’s adrenaline- and stimm-fueled body was now quicker and stronger than it had ever been, and his wrath provided all the focus he needed.
Vega was no fool, and her commbead had protected some of her hearing, so she knew Mercer was coming. Not bothering to holster her bolt pistol, she flicked the safety, and dropped the weapon on the floor. She had bared half of the blade of her power sword by the time Mercer fell on her.
Mercer slashed, slashed and swung, forcing Vega to take a step back each time, preventing her from unsheathing her sword, then the raging Inquisitor struck out with his armoured fist, hitting an eyebrow, drawing blood, limiting her vision. In that moment, he stepped forward, chainsword roaring, dangerously overextending, but the teeth of his weapon finally tore armour with a cacophony of shrieking metal, found flesh, chewed muscle and veins, passed through, returned triumphantly, followed by an arc of red. This time, not only the chainsword shrieked.
His rampage was interrupted when Rydia executed the renegade Inquisitor with a well-aimed shot to the head. Mercer spun around, prepared to demand what she was thinking, he had it under control, when his left leg gave away, and he fell on his knee. With a shaking finger, he switched off his chainsword.
‘Exemplary,’ he said, as the fleeting strength of the combat stimms left him. He drew a ragged breath, and stood up. Angelika only helped him a bit.
 
‘I must notify the Governor,’ the PDF guard sergeant protested, and got shockmauled for his trouble. Vasilisa Bonnel was in a forgiving mood, but had no patience for conflicting orders. Her authority was supreme, and that was the end of that.
The other guards recognised that the chain of command was in full effect and did their best to sidle away without actually leaving their posts. Attending to their wounded superior where he had fallen seemed as good a reason as any. Bonnel marched through, and Mercer followed her at a distance that would allow him to deny any culpability… but who would have dared question a member of the Adeptus Arbites? People carrying that badge could arrest planetary governors. Maybe as a deputy, he could still arrest someone.
They were at the entrance of the gubernatorial palace, in the Capital Hive, a stone’s throw from the still quarantined Hive Upwind. Their own Arbites shuttle, which had picked them up from atop the enormous incense holder of Inquisitor Braddeleigh’s statue, had been squawking its credentials all the way, and still got locked onto by several rangefinders from orbit. By the Emperor’s grace, no one on the Navy vessels had wanted to enter its destruction into their logbook.
They knew better than to stand between an Arbitrator and their quarry.
Her two comrades were busy commandeering another, orbit-capable shuttle. There would be a locking of horns between the planetary governor – or his successor – and the Arbites precinct. Mercer would have bet on the Arbitrators, but Bonnel might have wanted to clear orbit by the time the debris settled. High ranking Arbitrators were rarely glad if a formerly cooperative world’s high lords and ladies suddenly began clamouring for clarification.
Luckily for her, Mercer knew a warp-capable vessel that could whisk them away at an hour’s notice. He needed a reliable testimony when the matter of Vega came up within the Inquisition, after all. Of course, he was wise enough not to mention that until the high-profile policing mission came to its conclusion. If Bonnel wanted to follow up the clues Mercer had left in the expeditiously abandoned manufactorum, she would be rebuked for infringing on the Inquisition’s jurisdiction – which would mean that there would be less attention on Mercer.
Bonnel had the governor in her sights, and had ordered Mercer to assist her. The way Bonnel had requested Mercer to submit his report suggested that she had passed through to the other side of white-hot wrath, where the grey rage lived. No glands came into play, only the calculated precision of a woman who was entirely committed to making someone pay.
And Mercer would get to watch.
Petitioners milled and shoved near him, their environmental suits flashing gold and green status lights at him. Their paths were indicated by palace administrators and servoskulls carrying parchments. Caligari Credits changed hands, and in no meagre amounts at that: finding a sympathetic ear in this palace complex took a lot of wheedling, and every piece of information had a price.
While Bonnel had not exactly chosen the servants’ entrance, she entered the palace where the middling rank Migolans came to present their cases to their betters. Miraculously, Mercer’s environmental suit had survived the ordeal, so he had not been had to force a suit-tech to reseal and reactivate it. An offworlder in a damaged suit – in the current mood, the entire palace would have turned into one well-manned and enthusiastic vigilante mob.
Bonnel strode right through. The servoskulls, or rather, the Mechanicus who governed their actions, opened a path for her, diverting petitioners to open up a direct route to the wide alabaster stairs. It was a perfect place for an ambush, with good fire arcs, and adamantium-plated balustrades for cover. Rydia would have had a field day, but she, along with the rest of the retinue, had teamed up with the Arbitrators. 
At the top of the stairs, a finely dressed young lackey was waiting. Lords and ladies whispered expectantly as Bonnel marched up to him, jabbed an armoured finger at his chest, and demanded to be taken to the Governor without delay. If the courtier was surprised by her remarkable lack of finesse, he masked it well. Without a hint of hesitation, he instructed the court guards to make way for the representative of Imperial law. And for the other, scruffier representative of Imperial law, who was still dripping disinfectant onto the rich carpets.
They were silent in the gravlift that elevated them half a klick high, depositing them right in front of the Council Chamber, a serenely efficient meeting hall.
The governor’s Council was already – or still, depending on the exact time – in session when Bonnel shoved the ceramite doors aside. They were finely powdered, highborn nobles with a mandate, experience, and with an attitude to match.
The Grand Chancellor was presenting the latest figures of alchymical output. Graphs woven of light were twitching and shuddering on the expensive holographic projector.
‘Losing Upwind has not crippled production, but it has upset logistics,’ remarked Stolde. The Administrator had taken it on himself to watch Mercer’s pict feed and provide analyses whenever he felt it necessary. ‘They did manage to avoid a cascade effect. It took serious rerouting, though.’
Void traffic near an industry-heavy world was always a precarious business. Given the number of vessels and shuttles involved, the Migolan voidports were expected to operate every minute of every day, all day. Small delays tended to add up, and finally, carefully orchestrated loading operations could break down into disjointed, haphazard struggles, with an awful lot of blame to go around. Mercer remembered that during his stay on Andrukhov III, a series of nav beacon malfunctions had resulted in a five percentile of daily output loss, and subsequently, thirty percentiles of the maintenance crew ended up in a penal legion.
‘Any sign of them compensating for that?’
‘Not in the short term,’ said Stolde, and signed off.
The Council consisted of people whom he considered the wrong kind of Administratum types: folks who could accept all kinds of techno-heretical fiendishness as long as the figures looked good.
 ‘Arbitrator Bonnel, it is fortuitous to see you again,’ began the Lord Governor. He had about thirteen names, but Mercer could not be bothered to recall them all. Mercer took one look at Bonnel’s face and quickly reclassified the Lord Governor from suspect to accused. A sword-slender man, wearing black and silver, who looked the type who ate and drank only the best the sector could offer, and even that only in moderation. He showed no extravagant display of his immense family wealth, and also refrained from posing as an accomplished warrior, but surely he had digital weapons and life-support augmentics on his person. ‘You will undoubtedly be delighted to hear that the temporary quarantine has not hampered our output in the slightest. Due to our forethought and planning, our orbital delivery routes have successfully taken over the necessary workload.’
Mercer recognised the effort of the accused to alleviate suspicions – shutting off Hive Upwind, a major trade and elevator hub, could prove detrimental to the world’s ability to pay their tithes. And not paying tithes was something that the Imperium noticed immediately. 
The speech had been rehearsed as a precautionary measure, one to be taken if the Arbitrators began asking questions. The Council probably had their own playbook at the ready, and had chosen the necessary steps with the incoming reports taken into account. They had given it some thought, and went with it anyway, so in the eyes of an Arbitrator, that only increased their level of guilt. 
They had probably not seen an Arbitrator conducting her duties, having lived at the top echelons of Migolan government. Law was something that had applied only to others, so far: people this high born were infused by the family traditions of serving the Imperium faithfully, as a way of life, not as an externally enforced obligation. They were on a collision course with reality.
Bonnel used the dials of the projector deftly, with practiced ease. The precinct had immensely powerful cogitators to sniff out the tracks of the more sophisticated perpetrators. With the right magnification, the air traffic data of the hives was clear to see. 
The initial confusion had taken the greatest toll.
‘Judging by your calculations, Governor Ransom, there was a two hour drop in your upward traffic. Downward transit was halted in three neighbouring hives.’
‘Birthing pains, nothing more, but you are, of course, right to inquire. Our vassals will adapt to the strain. It may even build their character.’
Bonnel seemed to miss the note of condescension in the tone of the accused.
‘It is also worth noting,’ she said in that vague, nonthreatening, toneless Arbitrator voice Mercer himself had used during torture, ‘that the diverted throughput also resulted in smaller margins of error. The airspace had suddenly become a lot more dangerous for freighter shuttles.’
‘Are you suggesting that our ability to deliver what is the Emperor’s due was in jeopardy?’
‘It is what you are suggesting, but that is a question I must deliberate later. Why did you order the quarantine?’
‘There was an infection ravaging the hive!’
‘What was the morbidity and the mortality rate?’
‘It was growing exponentially!
‘If you point at the rate of growth, it means that the numbers themselves do not justify your actions. Next question. Could you ascertain the nature of the crisis?
By the time the Governor could formulate a seemingly non-incriminating answer, fast as he was, Bonnel continued with her series of questions.
‘What was the number of the affected Imperial citizens?
A slight pause, then she decided to go for the endgame, the last question to top all the others off.
‘What I require of you is an explanation as to why you have been impeding an investigation of the Adeptus Arbites.’
‘And this is when the coin drops,’ Mercer muttered to a suddenly apprehensive councilwoman. ‘The Arbitrator brings in the heavy charges, lays down a barrage as a diversion, and while you are distracted, she gets you with the small ones.’
He flipped his badge open, then closed it.
‘A classic, if ever I have seen one.’
‘See, knowingly interfering with an Arbites procedure is a crime in itself,’ he kept droning. ‘For a man of his rank, the punishment will probably be exile, along with being stripped of ranks and titles. He will be confined to small piece of land, perhaps, with a manor house and a few servants.’
Bonnel just glanced at him, but it stopped him in his tracks. But this was not the reprimand he had expected.
‘Anything to add, Deputy Arbitrator? This is the man who, at grave risk and against tall odds, obtained incontrovertible proof that the source of the sickness was not an infection, but a tainted manufactorum in the previously quarantined section of the hive. As such, he is the most qualified to formulate an opinion.’
All his anger about being held up, being distracted, while out there, somewhere in the sector, an immense threat was growing, while he was being confined by his chosen persona and its future uses – all of his wrath, his pent-up frustration fuelled his words as he started pacing around the ellipsoid table.
‘Oh, certainly!’ He nodded with genuine respect toward Bonnel, but when he turned to Lord Governor Ransom, his words were heavy with disdain.
‘This man is a coward, and to make matters worse, he is a coward who can rationalise his actions.’
‘Cowardice?!’ The governor was pale with indignation. The voidship captain Mercer posed as would not have been allowed near the gravlift that had brought him here, much less into the Council’s chamber.
‘Silence. My deputy is speaking.’
‘He condemned millions of people to the gentle care of heretics, denying these citizens the benevolent protection of the Emperor, because he couldn’t spare a few PDF regiments to do a sweep or wait until the Arbites investigation had run its course! It would have taken only a few treasonous cells to wreak havoc among the population! What message does that convey? Certainly, fighting within a hive is a nasty business, but I have never seen someone surrender their forces so readily and still be able to drink a glass of amasec two days later!’
He pointed at the refrigeration container, which contained several bottles of rare and precious spirits.
 ‘See, if the man were a Guardsman Lord General, he would have been used as target practice for shaky-handed Commissar Cadets.’
‘So you accuse Governor Ransom of dereliction of duty.’
‘I do so accuse him, Arbitrator.’
There was the barest hint of satisfaction in Bonnel’s eyes. Mercer had known all along that he had been used – now Bonnel could not be accused of either bias or favour. The fate of one single hive would not have given her a a strong enough case, and her being locked up in a quarantine would have weakened her perceived objectivity. Against a governor, she would need all the edge she could get, and using the testimony of an expendable Deputy was clearly not beyond her. It did not matter: justice would be done, and hopefully, he could continue his journey. 
‘I have registered the accusation. Your report will be used as evidence. It was most helpful. Hereby your duties end. The Adeptus Arbites will render their judgment in the precinct. Governor Ransom, you are expected to follow me there. Fail to do so, and I will be forced to place you under arrest.’
In other words, he would end up either in the interrogation room or the evidence room, Mercer mused. As for the rest of the Council, Stolde had dropped battleship-sized hints that the Administratum could squeeze out extra tithes if they could just take a closer look at their production redundancies. They would not be able to take the easy way out any longer.
The Governor was staring straight ahead, unable to formulate any protests. With his education and experience, he could foresee what was coming, but it contradicted everything he had held true. Then his battered mind came up with a solution to his predicament.
The Governor’s digital las-weapon flashed once, and he crumpled to the floor. The back of his head leaked slightly cooked brain matter.
Mercer lowered his laspistol, which he had unholstered with a flurry of motion, just in case the governor chose a different target. Bonnel had not moved a finger. She knew her accused.
The Inquisitor in him wanted to take the unassuming way out, to resume his original mission as quickly as possible. The subsequent investigation would, in all probability, divert the council members’ attention away from him.
Captain Theodon Mercer, on the other hand, had a reputation to uphold. Ruthless, cunning, focussed solely on profit and survival, and always, always striving to make an impression.
With slow, calculated steps, he went to the refrigeration locker, and took a long look at a plain, label-less bottle, taking it out to inspect it more closely. Warpship captains generally only transported this particular vintage, and could rarely afford it.
‘Well, this is the best amasec in the sector so far. Almost worth the visit. I might return to sample it someday.’
He gently put the bottle back in its climate-controlled container, and strode toward the exit. From the door, he turned around, and performed a mock bow, complete with a flourish. The thought of the Administratum descending on the room filled him with unsympathetic mirth.
‘My priorities now take me elsewhere. I take long routes, and I will accept offers from this Council for quite distant destinations. The fee, I will take up front. Please send your offers to the Stormskipper. But away I must be, still, I beg of you with tears in my eyes: try and behave.’
For the blink of an eye, his disgust got the better of him: he let the Council see his very core, the stern and unshakeable judge and executioner, the one who had measured them already, and found them wanting. Mercer could have sworn that he saw a shadow of a smile on the Arbitrator’s face, but it could not possibly be true. Only Bonnel could look Mercer in the eye until his expression was replaced by a lopsided grin, and the captain was back again. 
‘Otherwise I might return, for this lovely Amasec if nothing else. And look how this visit turned out.’ 

 
 

THE END
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