Decision 5.4
Shadow of Legion

There is a master-thief at work in this galaxy and his name is Trazyn the Infinite.
According to the very discourse this Necron spoke in the entrails of Wuhan, his titles are Victorious Hero of Txalataq, Strategist of Firan, Survivor of Hierek, Chief Archaeovist and Supreme Overlord of Solemnace.
It would be extremely easy to say this ‘abomination against the Will of the Omnissiah’ – Lankovar’s words, not mine – is a metallic clown who forgot he wasn’t funny a few thousand years ago.
On the other hand, clowns, whether they are of flesh and blood or created in regenerating alloys, are usually not able to command tens of thousands troops, go through walls like they don’t exist, generate illusions able to fool the sensors of the Mechanicus and demonstrate technologic skills able to disable and capture eldritch entities like the one we met under Hive Asao...
Insane individuals are not known to succeed for long in their endeavours. Yes, a mad thief would succeed by sheer audacity for a few years, but sooner or later his chance would run out and the authorities capture or kill him.
And crazy or not, there are few people in this galaxy who are able to say they own a twenty kilometres long battleship.
All of this to say Trazyn the Infinite, by all rights, is a statistical impossibility, as several Archmagi informed me. Logically, either his own race should have put an end to his thieving ways, or other races like the eldar should have terminated him the moment they had the chance. Since he is still alive after all this time, it is evident they have all failed.
And to my greatest regret, I am no closer to discover how to disable his silver metallic carcass.
There are anti-teleportation jammers on every floor of Hive Athena’s Spire, but this thief doesn’t seem to be even slightly inconvenienced by them.
It is a meagre compensation, but he appears to be well-intentioned when he is in my presence. I say ‘meagre’, because it is not enough to convince him to stop his thieving ways a single second. While he appears to have seriously acknowledge my threat on the fate he would receive should one of the Astartes I am allied with ‘mysteriously’ disappear, carpets, paintings, vases, golden forks, silver spoons and a long list of priceless items too long to proper list in a life are not and will never be on the ‘not-stealing list’.
And if someone read these lines, for the love of the Emperor, never accept one of his gifts. The Nebula’s Shard is one of the most lethal blades in this galaxy, but having it gave me the eternal enmity of hundreds of thousands eldar. I’m not sure if it honestly slipped his mind, or if it was a ‘detail’ he judged without importance, but the fact remains he didn’t warn me and used this ‘coincidence’ to capture an entire eldar fleet at the Battle of the Death Star.
I have no doubt Trazyn the Infinite is stealing something as I write these words. I just hope it’s not something too important...
Extract from Archive A-2350-T-100, secured in the Fafnir-Library Complex. This archive is one of several which were written by Lady Taylor Hebert between 294M35 and 296M35. The necessary level of accreditation to read them is sapphire-black. 
****
“Armies of the Phoenix King, my brothers and sisters of the Flame Host! Take up your arms for the situation is desperate. Our outpost at Caliidarion has fallen to the slaves of the Yngir, but before its complete destruction, our valiant defenders had the time to send us a lone messenger and we know at present that Trazyn himself is leading the charge.
Yes, the Infinite Thief himself has come to our redoubt. We all know what his goal is. We all know what this malevolent creature wants. It is our great duty as Aeldari and as the greatest warriors of the Old Ones to ensure he never grabs it! Seal all our vaults and increase all defensive measures to their utmost capacities! Raise our armies and prepare our allies with the firm order to kill everything looking like a Necron in disguise! The Thief wants our jewels, our art-lore, and our very lives to fill his damned collection! Swear on the name of Khaine he will not have them!” final war-speech of King’s Spear Faenarion before the Fall of Nandriel, a very infamous battle fought during the War in Heaven.
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Thought for the day: Knowledge is half the battle. 
Lord Inquisitor Odysseus Tor

“Oops. It is exactly what it looks like?”
Odysseus was not an Inquisitor belonging to the Ordo Xenos, but he could recognise a dangerous xenos when he saw one. Anyone who owned a technological device to present a human appearance when the one hiding behind it was nothing of the sort would be targeted by the Mechanicus as soon as it came to their attention. Combine this to an energy shielding able to stop bolter shells and laser fire, and you had the making of a grave threat. He had read the reports on the Battle of the Death Star and the Inquisitorial disaster at Wuhan. It didn’t take much brainpower to realise it had to be the same creature.
Before he had the time to deliver a warning, the Chapter Master of the Iron Drakes roared and drew a knife that for non-transhumans would have served as an average sword while charging at the xenos.
The next seconds were painful to watch.
The green armoured Astartes ran towards the creature, but like they were in one of these cheap fight vid-casts, the action seemed to slow until stopping completely. Pontiac Dupleix was struggling and losing against thin air...and then his opponent decided the fight had lasted long enough.
The sceptre struck the Astartes with an implacable swing, and the Space Marine was thrown aside like he was made of foam and not clad in heavy power armour. When he missed the wall by less than a metre and crashed on the ground, it was loud and destructive. Seeing no trace of heavy damage on the armour, the Lord Inquisitor was expecting the Chapter Master to stand in the next seconds, but while Dupleix twitched and tried evidently to return to a less humiliating position, it was clear he wasn’t successful.
The small green sparkles coursing from his helmet to his armoured feet were undoubtedly responsible for this predicament.
The one-sided beating the Iron Drake had suffered had not been in vain, however. No matter how the xenos had successfully deceived the security teams of Nyx, the ruckus was not someone could ignore unless they were deaf. As the green armoured Astartes struggled against the dangerous skills of the creature, over a dozen Astartes stormed the throne room, followed by at least fifty or sixty guardsmen and PDF troopers.
“Don’t move, xenos!”
Astartes being Astartes, the order was preceded by several bolters and plasma guns firing. They met the same amount of success Dupleix had, which was to say none. Odysseus had his weapons in hand, but didn’t fire. The insects massing in the room had not yet attacked, and the Dawnbreaker Guard was not firing...
“Why?” the xenos asked in a voice that could be described as amused. “Because I am easier to admire at this distance?”
The remark could have been hilarious, if the speaker had not profited from the total inability of the Space Marines and the rest of the shooters to throw a silver device like a grenade.
But it was not a grenade. There was no explosion. Instead, everything just...paused. Half of the throne room, the one where thankfully he wasn’t waiting, was completely silent and immobile.
This had not been a grenade. It was a stasis device of a prodigious size, and judging by the sinister green colour and the dimensions of the newly created time-stopped field, it was not something the Inquisition had in its vaults.
Odysseus stared for a second or two. The first devices could have been passed as flukes, but with this last demonstration, it was obvious the creature had access to a technology far superior to what the Imperium had ever taken for granted.
“I hope for your sake no one is dead, Trazyn. I am rather fond of the Astartes and men protecting my life every day.”
The swarm had grown to a stupendous size in mere seconds, and now had several massive centipedes, spiders and other insects he had no interest in learning the names of. And the annoyance in the Basileia-Saint’s voice was not feigned at all.
“Had it been anyone else, my dear friend, I would be almost insulted!” The silver metallic xenos raised his sceptre-weapon in a dramatic movement, before interrupting it as a few thousands flies, beetles and hornets buzzed and shrieked. “But your fear for your peons has no grounds to be. They will all be released when this audience is over...I promise it on my honour of Collector!”
“And why do you want with this...audience?” Lady Weaver didn’t even bother to take the ‘honour promise’ seriously. By the Golden throne of Terra, Odysseus wasn’t taking it seriously either. “Besides trying to steal more things for your personal collection, of course.”
This time, the creature – which apparently was called Trazyn and believed itself to be of the ‘Necron race’ – tried to stand right and agitate his violet cloak like he was an important dignitary. If the intention was indeed to look like an important political herald, it was clearly missed by a few light-years.
“I was sent by Phaerakh-Cryptek Neferten of the Nerushlatset Dynasty, who has heard of your exploits against the perfidious Aeldari.”
“Eldar you failed to mention in your previous message, Trazyn,” if some words could freeze water, the remark of the woman who had defeated the Angel’s Bane would have frozen the Dark Ocean of Nyx.
“Oh, you aren’t going to say I am responsible for what these long-eared pests do?” By the expression on the face of every human and Astartes not in the stasis field, the answer was not polite to express in public. 
“Tell me the message, Trazyn,” the Lady Nyx said, evidently struggling not to release her gigantic swarm in one terrible attack.
“As you wish, as you wish. The noble Phaerakh is aware you search for the ancient system of Terrathens, where ancient technology of humanity’s past may have survived.”
“You hacked into the Mechanicus’ Archmagi system...”
“I prefer to call it...overseeing the progress of their Quest for Knowledge,” the infuriating Trazyn corrected with a smile even the most stupid Governors he had ever met in his long life would have mistaken for something good. “But it is a happy coincidence, no?”
Once more, nobody answered. Personally, Odysseus knew that every word which came out of his mouth would be a variation of ‘Die, xenos!’ and unfortunately recent events had proven the firepower present in this room may not be enough to disable the metallic construct this creature used for a body.
“Anyway. If you are interested, Phaerakh Neferten will await you in a system on the borders of your Imperium,” an ancient scroll in a yellow-green colour was thrown in the direction of the throne and Seraph Gamaliel intercepted it before it reached his charge. “The coordinates are on this hyperscroll. The date of the meeting has been fixed in seven of your standard years.”
His interlocutor wasn’t impressed and particularly willing to cooperate with the crazy xenos. Which was good. Odysseus had no particular wish to see if the contingencies to remove a Living Saint from this reality worked.
“Why should I trust...this Phaerakh Neferten?” The name was literally butchered in her voice, the language evidently not made for a mouth used to Low or High Gothic. “You will excuse me if I am not willing to run straight to a Battle-Barge in orbit and sail immediately to these coordinates.”
“You are entirely forgiven,” replied the xenos, which had somehow not noticed the irony in the Basileia-Saint’s voice. “But to answer your first question, the honour of Phaerakh Neferten is great, as befits her mighty titles and achievements. For as long as the War in Heaven raged, her word was stronger than any metal and her vows absolute. As long as you respect the conditions of safe-conduct on the hyperscroll, Phaerakh Neferten will respect hers. To do anything else would be deeply dishonourable and un-Necrontyr.”
This sounded far too convenient. Nobody, not even some prideful Knight riders of the Imperium, held their vows and oaths in a so stringent manner.
“And aside from this, there is absolutely no catch.”
“No...well, the system has a few pirates, but I’m sure it will be no problem for someone of your strength! My dear friend the Hammer-Primarch with his salamander armour had no problems with them the last time he was here!”
Did...did the xenos had just called the Primarch Vulkan ‘Hammer-Primarch with his salamander armour’? That was it. Odysseus was not one of the Inquisitors who though it was necessary to kneel every time a Primarch statue was gazed at, but this disrespect and these lies couldn’t be tolerated.
“Really,” The swarm shrieked and buzzed, ready to strike the moment the silent order was given. “We are speaking of a few pirates, and a system on the frontier of the Imperium. Trazyn, whether your ‘Phaerakh Neferten is honourable or not, sending fleets outside the Sector cost a lot of resources, and I am not going to waste my time for a meeting which may, for all I know, be targeted by a new fleet of bloodthirsty eldar.”
 “Ah yes, I can see the cost-effectiveness would be...problematic.” From nowhere a sort of black cube appeared in the metallic hands of Trazyn and the xenos began to speak to himself. “No...no...not this collection...no, not the Calth one...this one is priceless and it would be the crown of my presentation...ah, this one could work.”
The green eyes were artificial, but there was emotion behind them. A word was uttered, the cube flashed in green light, and suddenly a canister appeared by the side of the annoying xenos.
It was a large canister, and it was human-made. If the aquila painted in purple wasn’t sufficient proof, there were serial numbers on the lower section which looked like the real deal. And the technology shown from the outside was unmistakably human.
“Are these?” One of the Dawnbreaker guards asked.
“There is one progenoid an Apothecary needs to create a Space Marine in this box.” The smug tone was impossible to miss. “Meet Phaerakh Neferten at the agreed date, my dear Lady Weaver, and I will consider selling you the others.”
The cube disappeared from the metallic hands and the creature turned his head to watch the still-struggling Chapter Master Dupleix.
“Unless you want to exchange it against an Iron Drake, I think I have not added one of these brutes to my collection for the last couple of centuries...”
“Trazyn, if you try to acquire Space Marines allied to me, I will find your collections and I will drown them in a swarm so massive it will darken the sun!”
One spider jumped in front of the Necron and agitated threateningly its claw-like extremities.
“I was just making an honest proposal...” Trazyn sighed theatrically. “But there is no prohibition for the five Menelaus antique vases and the three tapestries I found on Floor 31?”
“FIRE!” The bolters of the Blood Angels’ descendants went into action and the swarm was unleashed.
But when the time-stopping field dissipated seconds later and the Astartes and the guardsmen shouted in anger, there were no metallic debris or anything proving the infiltrator had been destroyed.
The thief known as Trazyn the Infinite had escaped. And much as Odysseus wished it not be so, he had a feeling he would see the silver creature again.

Sergeant Gavreel Forcas

The construction of the great gene-labs in the depths of Hive Athena had only begun ten days ago, but Gavreel was impressed by what his Mechanicus escort was allowed to watch.
A maze of extremely elaborated defences was now operational, and the reason of this fast building was thanks to the endless columns of red robes of the Mechanicus speaking in their secretive language everywhere his transhuman eyes turned to. Moreover, the construction was not just fast; it was also an event where quality was the order of the day. The walls were in some alloy of adamantium, the number of layers was properly amazing. There were massive protections for the outposts of guardsmen and Skitarii, and their bunkers were five metres-deep in plasteel and ferrocrete. The armament of the turrets was plasma more than lasers, and the main batteries had been delivered by several Archmagi of key Forge Worlds. 
All in all, at the first warning of attack, Archmagos Biologis Rob-Eta-Leo Osier of Megyre could ask and receive over a million troops to defend it, and this didn’t count the sheer number of tanks, fortifications, nuclear mines and the like that could be used to blast their enemies apart. It was rumoured the Archmagos kept over a hundred Thanatar-class Siege-Automata, but for the time being Gavreel had not seen the first shadow of them. But this was his second visit to the gene-labs, and he had never asked for a full tour.
One thing was sure: when the first gene-lab was going to be completed, it was going to be almost as impressive as the gene-facilities at Caliban. It was a fact which should have filled his chest with pride, but since eight hours ago, it was a reminder how everything he held for granted could crumble in an instant.
This was all Trazyn’s fault. This awful creature had the gall to invade Hive Athena, and thousands of Tech-Priests were working at this very moment to discover how he had managed to break through the defences. Yes, the Spire of a Planetary Governor was built to make sure the billions of workers trimming in the manufactorums remembered who was their master, not to stop a xenos incursion, but since the election the Astartes, Magi, and workers had spent countless hours to make sure a siege would be required if any enemy wanted to threaten the life of their oath-mistress.
The fact Trazyn the Thief had strolled around, stole several thousand years-old artworks, and entered the throne room like a trusted advisor was so bad the words failed to describe the situation. And after the end of the confrontation, Lady Taylor Hebert had not been shy to let them know how unimpressed she was by their contribution.
Kratos had described it as ‘Volcanic Tearer Rage’. Thank the stars and the nebulas the insect-mistress was not in the habit of shooting anyone when they failed in their duties.
Just for this humiliation, Gavreel burned to take a hammer and pulverise the face of Trazyn until the Necron was nothing but a silver metallic platter. This xenos was nothing but trouble, and the evidence the thief had technology the human defences had no parade against was one more point to hate him.
After Wuhan, the former Dark Angel had hoped to never meet this miserable silver abomination again, but evidently this was all for naught.
“Too bad we don’t have any phosphex around...” The Sergeant grumbled before enduring a new succession of tests including blood-scanning and complicated passwords. Yes, the Heracles Wardens Apothecaries were heavily involved in the gene-labs project.
“Tell me you have good news, Galen,” Gavreel said after ten more minutes of security measures, walls and checkpoints, as he entered the waiting rooms of the gene-lab proper, avoiding more and more red-robed Tech-Priests running everywhere. “Our Lady was not happy at all, and I think we will need good news when she wakes up if we do not want to clean the gargoyles of the main cathedral for the rest of the week.” 
The Red Seraph Space Marine chuckled, and his smile lightened what was seconds ago a pretty dour face. Unlike the majority of the Blood, the Seraphs did not keep the angelic looks of their gene-line every time. Oh, about one third of the Astartes of this Chapter that Gavreel had seen following the Battle of the Death Star had blonde hairs or blue eyes, but the two traits rarely appeared together, and in general their skin was a deep brown, indicating their homeworld may turn around a star giving above average levels of radiation.
But while Gaven did not look like a Blood Angel with his red hairs and dark eyes, he was of pleasant company and he and Gavreel often sparred together when he wasn’t teaching swordsmanship to Taylor Hebert. He was also the senior Sanguinary Priest – the name the Blood Angels’ descendants gave to their Apothecaries – among the Dawnbreaker Guard.
“I have good news and bad news, Gavreel.”
“Why am I not surprised?” The black-armoured Space Marine demanded rhetorically. “I prefer to have the good news first. After seeing this Necron-thief again, I need something to cheer me up.”
“The most important thing is that no one has been seriously harmed...if one does not count the ego of Chapter Master Dupleix.” The two Astartes sniggered. “We have been given a warning not to let our guard down, and I think the price we paid for this warning is rather cheap.”
“It may be. I would have preferred to learn it in a different manner,” and he wasn’t going to admit in front of a crowd.
“As do we all,” Gaven shrugged. “The security problems are not my area of expertise, so I will leave the issue of how the intrusion was done to the Techmarines and the Magi. The canister, on the other hand, is my responsibility. And I can tell you the progenoid inside the container is of premium quality. If we wanted to implant it into one teenager having already received the first seventeen implants, we could begin at once.”
“That is...raising interesting questions.” The Space Marine replied to his cousin. “I had thought at first this was a diversionary tactic used by the Necron to diminish our vigilance in the throne room. But if he really has gene-seed stocks to sell...”
Both Astartes exchanged a long moment of silence as Tech-Priests directed servitors pushing large nutrient baths and large cargo-haulers full of expensive medical equipment.
In a galaxy where too often rare objects and technology could be acquired if one was ready to pay the price or muster a sufficient amount of resources and firepower, the Progenoid Glands of the Adeptus Astartes, more commonly known as the gene-seed, were worth more than entire Sectors.
During the Great Crusade, gene-seed had been worth far less. The Primarchs were alive, and with one litre of Primarch blood, the Genetors and the Gene-Masters of the Emperor could create entire Chapters in less than one year. There were even rumours that during this time, the Emperor and his closest advisors had imagined tech-methods to create Space Marines without access to one of the Primarch’s blood or flesh.
But rumours or not, this Age was gone. Terra had been transformed into a slaughterhouse by the Siege, the Emperor was sitting on the Golden Throne, and the Primarchs were gone, unable to deliver more of their genetic legacy. If someone had managed to copy the work of the Emperor after the Heresy, he or she had never shared this knowledge. The only method to create a Space Marine was by cultivating the existing Progenoid Glands, whether by creating more Space Marines or using advancing Biologis secrets in a gene-lab.
“Assuming the thief did not present us the sole canister he has in his possession...how many Progenoid Glands are we speaking about?”
“A lot. This is a canister which was returning to Terra aboard a Legion warship, Gavreel. We don’t have the figures anymore, I suspect it was an incident covered up or deliberately erased from the archives, but the lowest estimate is about three thousand canisters like this one.”
The former Dark Angel whistled between his teeth.
“With this kind of resource...one could rebuild entire Chapters. Or create the embers of a new Legion.”
It was like the STC all over again. It was a prize worth killing a few planets as long as you got what you wanted in the end.
“What Legion did the gene-seed belong to?”
“And here comes the bad news. After two hours of testing, we have a 99.2% percent certainty that what the gene-seed Lady Weaver was ‘gifted’ is from the Third Legion.”
Gavreel cursed Trazyn loudly and vocally for several minutes.
“This damn xenos gave us a prize the Emperor’s Children are ready to murder the galaxy for...”

Basileia Taylor Hebert

Sometimes, she regretted abolishing the Menelaus laws. The previous dynasty had its share of idiots, but they had passed numerous edicts forbidding their subordinates to tell them bad news until they had finished their breakfast.
It was tempting to reinstate it. It would be horribly short-sighted. Bad news were rarely considerate enough to wait after breakfast to manifest themselves.
“Let me sum-up the situation,” Taylor said as Gavreel finished his explanations. “Trazyn used a combination of advanced teleportation in the Lower Hive and some dimensional-time phasing to bypass our defences. Once on Floor 54, he proceeded to steal about half of a collection from the Menelaus dynasty I had displaced in favour of nicer artwork. Then he disguised himself as a Guild Leader, stunned a Magos, stole his identification codes, managed to convince the machine-spirits somehow he had an audience with me at the end of the day and arrived in the throne room without anybody raising the alarm. He did this by creating a sort of vid-cast loop for a good third of our monitoring system. And last but not least, the thief has probably enough gene-seed to build an entire Astartes Legion in his possession.”
She had known there were problems in this galaxy, but...what had she thought it was a good idea to take this job?
“I will finish my breakfast, first. Then I will go to the strategium and see what we can do. My usual is schedule is ruined for today. Captain Arav will reschedule all my appointments and audiences next week. Any questions?”
“One, my Lady.” Gamaliel stood up. “If the Inquisitors demand entrance in the next twenty minutes, what are your orders?”
Taylor winced and in the privacy of her thoughts cursed Trazyn twenty times. Maybe if the damn thief-collector had done his intervention in front of a minor noble or two, she could have kept it quiet. But no, he had to arrive when she was meeting a Lord Inquisitor and a Chapter Master of the Adeptus Astartes.
“Escort them to the Great Strategium. I don’t like it, but they have a right to know.” Trazyn was definitely the kind of threat which could be fatal for your long-term health, and even knowing about him had proved to be insufficient yesterday.
 In the next fifteen minutes, she tried to eat a normal breakfast, but her appetite failed her today. Five minutes of conversation with the cooks and her employees, and she descended thirteen levels from the breakfast hall to the place the Archmagi in her service had named the Great Strategium.
It was a pompous term to say this was the level where they had installed for her ten massive hololithic devices, hundreds of screens showing twenty-five hours a day endless data on the military, political, social and economic state of the Nyx system, and plenty of technological devices Dragon had been close to kiss when they had been presented to her.
The herald announced a few of her titles, two of the Astartes who had preceded her opened the doors, and Taylor entered the principal node of the strategium. And already, the differences from a normal day jumped to the eye. The Great Strategium was never empty during a normal day; this section was the size of a great amphitheatre. No, it would be more correct to say it was an amphitheatre, with the seats and the elevation, only the gigantic hololith reserved for her personal use was where the scene and the actors should be, and in the ranks of spectators there were plenty of tank-sized screens and uncountable Mechanicus control stations.
It had been three days ago when she had visited the Great Strategium, and that time there had been maybe five thousand officers, administrators, Tech-Priests, Ecclesiarchy representatives, advisors, and emissaries of the Merchants Guilds. It had been far from empty, but the amphitheatre-strategium had definitely sounded empty.
Today, it was not the case. Every seat was occupied, and this didn’t count the hundreds of PDF troops and the dozens of Astartes standing guard near every exit and forming neat lines against the walls. And they weren’t the only forces to be present. In a few seconds she had noticed close to forty Frateris Templars elite troopers, and thirty of black-armoured men and women and whose single identification symbol was the stylised ‘I’ of the Inquisition.
Maybe this great session should have been opened with a long discourse and lot of ceremonies, but frankly after the mess Trazyn had created, there was too much to do.
“This emergency council is now in session,” she said crisply, after everyone had bowed and saluted, and she had ordered those who had prostrated themselves to return to their seats. “Seraph Gamaliel, please recount the details of the intrusion we faced yesterday.”
And for the next hour, the Blood Angel spoke. Much of it was about the flaws which had been exploited in the security by the collector-thief. The golden-armoured Astartes was good and far more charismatic than she would ever be: by the end of the discussion, despite having glossed over many of the most disturbing ‘talents’ of the Necron, all the audience, the Tech-Priests especially, were ready to rush out and hunt the self-proclaimed ‘Infinite Collector’ wherever he hid his treasures.
New security procedures were put in place. New equipment was going to be brought from the warships in orbit to make things more difficult for any second intrusion. The Heracles Wardens and the Magi were going to devise new stratagems. Nyx was not going to forget any time soon the ‘visit’ of Trazyn the Infinite.
Finally, the Blood Angel announced to the audience.
“The next session is opened to persons having a level of authorisation of Crimson and above.”
Instantly, the amphitheatre emptied itself. Most of the non-transhuman soldiers left too, the exception being the Fay 20th and some Nyx troopers who had been involved yesterday. Due to the fact Crimson accreditation was not handed before you were a top commander, the average amount of deeds per heroic head had to be truly spectacular. The three Space Marine Chapter Masters were here, with Chapter Master Dupleix flanking like a dark shadow Lord Inquisitor Odysseus Tor and Lady Inquisitor Rafaela Harper. The Ecclesiarchy had Cardinal Lumen Prescott and Abbess-Crusader Theodora Gaius. The Administratum had Tithe-Master Carl Blum and his second. The System Defence Fleet had Admiral Genseric Florentine and the Navy had Lord Admiral Danvers Alexandros. For the Imperial Guard, there was Lord General Militant Klaus Bach and Lord General Philip Ziegler. Arbitrator-Judge Joseph Anderson had come himself for the Adeptus Arbites. The Adeptus Astra Telepathica had an eminent figure in the person of Choir-Master Largo Assyrian a blind and bald man like many Astropaths.  
The Planetary Defence Forces had their three top post-purge commanders in the strategium: General Jonas Maniakes, General Leo Argyros, and Strategos Alexi Komnenos, the latter serving more or less as her chief of staff where the Nyx PDF was concerned. And of course there was the Mechanicus and her government. For the former, Archmagos Desmerius Lankovar was unquestionably the best choice, since he had already met Trazyn, and Archmagos Prime Arithmancia Sultan was the other red-robed leader. For the latter, Vista, Dragon, Clockblocker and a few of her ministers had been summoned to attend.
This was a lot of people...and this was the absolute minimum she could talk to without angering one of the powerful factions existing inside the Imperium.
“Sergeant Forcas, give everyone the full report of the events having unfolded on Wuhan and Nyx where Trazyn the Thief is concerned,” Taylor commanded once the non-accredited spectators had left the Strategium and those who remained took their seats around the hololith. And yes, she was aware there was a certain amount of risk coming with it. Many people in this room were at best allies of circumstances.
“Yes, my Lady. It began...”
The next best thing to one hour was spent explaining the past events of yesterday and their little excursion at Wuhan where they had fought Iash’uddra. It was exasperating to see her subordinates at the end of it had adoration in their eyes wherever they looked at her. So much for giving them the opinion she was not a Saint-Angel or whatever they believed in. The closest she got from a compliment was Clockblocker saying ‘it was arch-typical for her to humiliate a huge eldritch entity’. And yes, these were his exact words. It was also followed by Vista giving him a slap.  At least it lightened the atmosphere after a lot of bad news.
“Thank you Sergeant for these extensive revelations,” Lady Inquisitor Rafaela Harper was the first to speak when Gavreel concluded the facts and the suppositions they had found concerning the annoying Necron. Inquisitors didn’t sigh or manifest any expressions of lassitude, but there were hints the old steel-faced Lady was not far from this hypothetical point. “We are going to take this xenos very seriously and we are going to search our oldest libraries for more evidence of his stealing.”
“Assuming he didn’t steal the books too,” Chapter Master Dupleix commented bitterly, towering over the audience like a giant as he had refused to take one of the seats built for the Space Marines.
“Yes, assuming that,” the Inquisitor woman agreed. “The most urgent preoccupation is the subject of the gene-seed I’m afraid. Now I am Ordo Xenos, I am not one of the Inquisitors who investigate Astartes Chapters or their secrets, but it looks to me this discovery is absolutely capital.”
“It is, Lady Inquisitor,” Jeremiah Isley of the Heracles Wardens replied. “Any stock of Astartes gene-seed is a magnificent prize for loyal Space Marines and those of our cousins who have broken their oaths to the Emperor. Since this is pure gene-seed, fresh from either the Terran or the Luna gene-labs, the value of this stock is priceless. The reason the Third Legion was so small during most of the Great Crusade was a combination of a genetic sabotage and losing the ship transporting their stocks to Terra. If Trazyn really found the hulk or stole it himself in the first place, he has the gene-seed reserves of an entire Legion in his possession.”
“Your estimates of these reserves?” Lord Inquisitor Odysseus Tor asked, his stern face giving the impression he had aged a couple of years since the disastrous ‘audience’.
“I don’t think His Majesty would have settled for a gene-seed reserve of less than five thousand progenoids, Lord Inquisitor,” the former Harrowmaster said. “At the same time, the Emperor’s Children gene-seed was far less compatible than the Ultramarines...I don’t think there would be more than forty thousand canisters in one hull.”
Still, it was a sobering affirmation. Assuming there was a quarter of the maximum proposed – ten thousand progenoids – this was the equivalent of ten full Codex-compliant Chapters. It was not the end of things, because said Astartes would have to be armoured, given proper weapons and endure long years of training, but once unleashed a force of ten thousand Astartes was something that would make entire Sectors burn.
“If Trazyn is ready to sell them to you, Lady Nyx,” Rafaela Harper affirmed in a tone that tolerated no debate, “we have to buy the gene-seed. At all costs. I don’t trust the motives of that thief. If bribed with enough ‘collector items’, the danger is high Trazyn would sell it directly to the slaves of the Ruinous Powers.”
“Then let’s muster our forces and attack his homeworld,” Pontiac Dupleix thundered. “This abomination will be killed and we will recover every object and man this vile creature stole to Mankind!”
“While your doctrinal position is worthy of respect, Chapter Master,” Desmerius Lankovar began, “I have met the infantry Trazyn the Infinite commands and it is a fearsome force. The cannons we designated as ‘Gauss weaponry’ will disintegrate and flay any armour in our possession, save maybe the new model of Angel’s Tear. Mark VII power armour will not resist more than five shots of this abominable xenos technology. Sending anything less than a Crusade Fleet would result in a short and one-sided defeat. And we haven’t the first clue where the Necron thief has built his collection-base.
“And we don’t know how many of his species are in the vicinity to give him assistance,” Lord General Militant Klaus Bach intervened, projecting an aura of competence and indomitability forged by decades after decades of war. “Assuming his words have any value, the xenos was the emissary of one of his kind yesterday. It is entirely possible an attack against one of them will be interpreted as an attack of against all of them.”
“We don’t know how many heavy battleships these abominations have waiting in their secret shipyards,” Lord Admiral Alexandros said after drinking a glass filled what looked to be powerful liquor.  “Kar Duniash will not deploy a Battlefleet if the chances of victory are inexistent. This monstrous battleship dominated and wiped out many eldar ships with frightening ease and while our ships are superior in armour to the long-ears, our battleships are slower and less manoeuvrable. Any engagement with a Necron fleet has to end with our victory, because their agility and their firepower guarantees we will not be able to break engagement close to a planet.”
Everyone who listened to the Admiral knew this admission had cost him a lot. The Imperial Navy loved to repeat that its domination of the galaxy was unassailable. True, the eldar were threats, but too often it was their speed and their psyker powers which guaranteed the human warships could never catch them. The battleship Trazyn had used was a completely different thing. It was something that could match the biggest warships of the Nyx Sector and destroy them without suffering crippling damage in return. If this ‘Phaerakh Neferten’ had more battleships, they could crush squadrons after squadrons every Monday and there would be nothing they could do. There would be nothing she could do. Her insects were bigger, but against a battleship of this size, it was the same situation faced in all the Endbringer battles.
“The position of the Inquisition has always been that xenos species are better dead than conspiring against the Imperium,” Rafaela Harper said bluntly, “but in this case, my colleagues and I will not pronounce judgement for the time being. The loss of gene-seed could be tolerated, but we don’t know how many worlds are in Wuhan’s situation. For all we know, there are thousands of these underground fortress dispersed across the galaxy, waiting for one signal to wake up. These ‘Trazyn’ and ‘Neferten’ could have the means to convince them to rise up and provoke a series of planetary massacres.”
“In this case...there is another problem, Lady Inquisitor.” And it was her voice who had spoken. “The star map, Gamaliel.”
The hololith stopped giving the images of Trazyn and his ‘exploits’, and was replaced by a map detailing the part of the galaxy the Imperium had named Ultima Segmentum. First it focused on Nyx, before moving westwards and nearly touching the imaginary point where the border of Ultima Segmentum joined the eastwards frontier of Segmentum Tempestus.
Archmagos Lankovar taped a series of instructions in binaric and the brilliant display zoomed before shifted a few light-years south-west outside the area of space humanity controlled.
A new zoom and all the military commanders and representatives could look at the image of a giant blue star. 
“The spatial coordinates given by Trazyn are proposing the Pavia system for the meeting with this ‘Phaerakh Neferten’.”
“What do we know about this system?” Choir-Master Largo Assyrian, the blind Astropath of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica, asked.
“A lot of things, none of them very rejoicing,” Gamaliel answered, his angelic face presenting none of his usual benevolent nature. “The system was found close to the end of the Great Crusade by the Eighteenth Legion and their Primarch. They named it Argo. It was a battlefield during the Heresy, and forgotten for several centuries before being colonised once more in early M32. The system became known as Pavia and its planet as Pavia Primus, designation Civilised World. The system was lost during the great ork incursions of mid-M32, reconquered and purged of xenos infestation in M33, before being lost again in early M34 when the Planetary Governor declared secession from the Imperium. The forces gathered to reconquer Pavia Primus fought a two hundred-years long war before being withdrawn to other fronts. Mechanicus and Astartes reports of a millennium ago noted the heavy support of xenos in favour of the traitors. The Imperial Navy moved several Starforts and squadrons in the region, but never managed to go again on the offensive. Today, Pavia is a pirate haven and a refuge for all the outlaws who have refused to recognise the authority of the Emperor.”
“We fought a campaign forty years ago some one hundred light-years away from this vermin’s nest,” Agiel Izaz commented with a disgusted expression, answering her silent question how the Astartes had managed to find the information in less than twelve hours. “Due to our depleted fleet and the lack of cooperation from a Vice-Admiral,” Lord Admiral Alexandros almost jumped in indignation at this, “attacking Pavia was never seriously entertained. We know for sure there are human and eldar capital ships using whatever shipyards the pirates managed to keep in one piece. The enemy numbers are highly speculative, but several naval commanders believed that two Cruisers and three Light Cruisers or their xenos equivalents could be taken for granted.”
And as it became evident as everyone around the table began to give her or his point of view, Nyx had not the surplus forces to send so far away to eliminate pirates in their lair. 
“There is still a Martian fleet on the way,” Dragon proposed after an argument between Tithe-Master Blum and Lord General Ziegler.
“Indeed,” Arithmancia Sultan agitated all her mechadendrites at once, “and they are certainly not going to demand a light percentage of the possible gains if their fleet forms the core of the expedition.”
“You don’t know this for sure,” argued Abbess-Crusader Theodora Gaius.
“We have a working STC database and a possible clue to find more,” retorted the Archmagos of Ryza. “If they refuse to send less than ten ships to the pirate’s lair, we will have to be worried about them being imposters...”

****
The victory of His Most Holy Majesty forces at the Battle of the Death Star unquestionably gave the rest of the Nyx Sector an overwhelming military advantage. In less than a week, the greenskins lost their Warboss, the near-totality of the ork sub-commanders involved in the carnage, millions of troops, their great forge-planetoid and an unlimited source of fuel, ammunition. The coordination the loathsome xenos had used for the better part of the war was now gone.
The war was not yet over, but the valiant guardsmen and garrison forces could feel the outcome had been decided in their favour. Colonel Clayton of the Megaran 6th Rifles, somewhat euphoric after the final extermination of the orks at Harbin, did not hesitate to proclaim this war would be won by the Sanguinala.
Unfortunately, this timetable was too optimistic. Over five planets were still the scenes of violent battles against the orks, and the final victory was not proclaimed until 7.095.290M35 and the destruction of an ork raider destroyed by a frigate squadron fleeing the Fagus System. Thus it was not the Sanguinala, but the holy day of the Emperor’s Ascension which marked the end of this brutal but defining conflict for the Sector.
There were many notable battles during these last months. The Battle of Kalavgrad in the Torch System is one of them. Aside from involving the Astartes of the Iron Drakes Chapter, this brutal engagement saw the first deployment of the Nyx Penal Legions. The order of battle also included several Mechanicus formations and Fay regiments... 
By retired General Tereyev, The Ocean of War, 510M35
Ultima Segmentum
Nyx Sector
Neptunia Reach Sub-Sector
Torch System
Lusitania 
7.837.289M35
Chapter Master Pontiac Dupleix
The orks, thought the Chapter Master of the Iron Drakes, were truly something abominable for this galaxy. By all rights, no species which couldn’t count to twenty – and most orks were lucky if they understand the concept of the number five – was supposed to be able to reach the stars.
But the orks were there. They were stupider than a noble who had spent a century of life abusing forbidden stimulants. They were incapable of understanding the concept of peace. But their method of reproduction – spores infecting the soil of the planets they were landing upon – made sure every war against the green tide was never the last one.
As the world of Lusitania, Administratum Designation Torch Secundus, had learned in pain and death the brutality of the greenskins in the last years.
Every Admiral or General should have ignored the sole inhabitable world of the system. Lusitania was for the scribes of the Adeptus Terra a Feral World, and the majority of its population outside the Imperium chief city had just begun to experience with gunpowder thirty years ago. The space assets consisted of a few metrological satellites and whatever transports chose to leave the Warp here for trade or the Imperial tithe. 
And these tithes were anything but vital for the survival of humanity. Before the greenskins chose to show their ugly heads, the population of the petty kingdoms in this jungle-covered planet was about forty million, dispersed on five continents. The city where the Planetary Governor – a useless idiot chosen by the Lord Nyx some fifty years ago – ruled was a fortified settlement of fifty thousand souls. Tithe-Master Carl Blum had compiled the data, and by all evidence the Munitorum, may, accent on the ‘may’, have levied a regiment from them some one thousand and three hundred years ago. Whatever their performance had been, it had clearly been not sufficient for the bureaucrats to think tithing soldiers here a second time was a good idea.
On a day per day basis, the overwhelming majority of the Lusitania tithe consisted in wood. To be precise, wood of the bluish-green tree the locals called the orphidax. The scent and the colour of this wood were appreciated by the Nyx nobility and it seemingly sold at a fair price in the spaceports of the Sector. 
This was certainly the only reason why Menelaus had agreed with the Imperial Guard commanders and sent over three million soldiers in ten years to ensure the orks weren’t impossible to eradicate. Casualties had been heavy, both for the Guard and the local population. A single continent had been the theatre of war, but a particularly aggressive Wuhanese General had not hesitated drafting the local in his regiments to compensate his losses. By now, the population had to be under five million, and of course the capital of Kalavgrad had been taken by the xenos in the first year of war.
“It is time to finish this,” Dupleix said to the two Captains watching with him Lusitania from the bridge of the Honourable Shield, one of the three Battle-Barges his Chapter had maintained over the centuries. “The Imperial Guard has repulsed the orks towards the walls of Kalavgrad, and now it’s time for the decisive strike. Wenceslas, your drop assault will land south-west of the city and deprive the beasts of their artillery train. Mons, you and your tanks will crush the tanks of the northern approaches with our Rhinos, Predators, and Land Raiders. I will personally coordinate the first engagements from the Thunderhawks before reinforcing the position most advantageous to destroy the walls.”
Some people might think him eager to throw himself into battle after the damn xenos-thief had humiliated him days ago. They were perfectly right, but the crowd of the green vermin didn’t interest him. The head of the Warboss, on the other hand...
“We will need something to attract the attention of the ork infantry,” Captain James Mons of the 1st Company stated. 
Captain Ernest Wenceslas of the Iron Drakes 3rd Company smiled next to him.
“Something...or someone. Lord Dupleix, would I be correct to assume the large transports that accompanied us to Torch will solve our tactical dilemma?”
“Yes, they will.” Dupleix confirmed with a nod. “In fact, the large transports contain the 3rd and 4th Nyx Pureblood Penal Legions and five newly-inducted Guard regiments from Nyx. The former and the latter were noted for their loyalty to the old regime, I’m told.”
There were a few chuckles among the serfs and the Space Marines dutifully fulfilling their duties and the battle-preparations on the bridge. No one had been particularly impressed by the methods and the strategies that the various nobility classes had tried to adopt to fight the enemies of the Imperium. A lot of times, they had been saved by the reality the orks were about as intelligent as them.
“Lady Weaver and General Argyros insisted these former ‘Noble Guards’...and the Penal Legions, of course...are in dire need of redemption. They can win an amnesty should they survive long enough, but they will have to win them. And we will offer it to them. A nice charge on open terrain for four hundred thousand men against another infantry force does not need a lot of tactical intelligence to execute. Commissar Hodrik has received his instructions and has assured me he will...motivate properly the Penal Nobles. Any questions?”
“Just one,” Captain Wenceslas smiled so widely that his mangled dentition was impossible to miss. “We left Nyx without much warning, my Lord. Does that mean?”
Pontiac Dupleix cursed the curiosity of his subordinate. Sometimes, the Captain of the 3rd Company was really too smart for his own good.
“Yes, Lady Weaver has promised that a rapid victory in this system would give us rights of recruitment for Lusitania as well as her official benediction to build a Fortress-monastery. Eight million colonists from diverse sources have been promised to repopulate the planet, and the Mechanicus has agreed to give an assistance of no less than five thousand Tech-Priests. We will not be able to organise the recruitment operations our cousins the Brothers of the Red have in mind for Nyx, and we will have no say on the Imperial rule, but this world could be a new base for our Chapter if we triumph here.”
“We will not fail, my Lord,” Mons promised with fervour shining in his eyes. It didn’t surprise Dupleix. The Captain of the 1st Company had been one of the officers which had been the most frustrated to abandon their recruitment planets in Segmentum Solar as the Administratum began to visit month after month and demand explanations for minor or inexistent faults. “For the Emperor and the Saint!”
And he was also one of the Space Marines who had no doubt about the new Lady Nyx’s holy status. As long as he kept the worship in private and continued to perform superbly, the Chapter Master of the Iron Drakes would not tell him to stop.
Besides, maybe she was a real Saint...
“For the Emperor,” he answered. “Death to His enemies!”

Lord General Militant Klaus Bach

Kalavgrad had been many things in the past decade. Before this war began, it had been the chief city and capital of Lusitania. It had been where the tithe of the Imperium was gathered by the aristocrats House Menelaus trusted. It had been the only gateway to the stars, with a small spaceport. More recently, it had been used by the orks as their stronghold. 
Now it was an utter ruin, and the atmosphere was one of destruction and death. Corpses were everywhere; despite the efforts of the cleaning-up columns and their Flamers Mark III ‘Heretic’ Pattern, there were tens of thousands of dead greenskins, and perhaps as many humans. When the time came to assault the walls, the Space Marines had done the most difficult work, but even two hundred and fifty Space Marines could not be everywhere. And the orks had surged forwards to kill the non-Astartes, perhaps figuring in their empty skulls they had more chance fighting the Imperial Guard than the elite of the Adeptus Astartes.
Klaus Bach grimaced as the odour of death came unbearable and placed again his rebreather mask on his face. Decades ago, such a spectacle would have filled him with a sense of satisfaction. Now? He would not admit it to his men, but he was tired and not just physically. It was more than his back killing him. The visages of his friends pursued him every night. The bodies of these guardsmen and guardswomen from Harbin, Atlas, Fay, Megara, and Nyx became when he let his thoughts wander the lifeless husks of the proud Leuthen veterans. The more years passed, the more he was convinced reaching the rank of Lord General Militant was no benediction. The privileges were nice. The pay was nice. And the faces of these pompous aristocrats with lineages going as far as the Great Crusade when were forced to bow properly and congratulate him when he won a campaign...this was beyond good. 
The hab-blocks were utterly trashed and despite the filter between his mouth and the air, there still was the smell of blood mixed with promethium and even more nauseating substances. The warehouses and the barracks were riddled by so many holes the Enginseers were going to raze the entire thing and call it a day.
“Colonel Tereyev, the status of the Nyx Penal Legions, if you please,” Klaus ordered to the commanding officer of the Fay 5th Armoured. The man’s grey-black uniformed looked like he had bathed in blood, but the Lord General Militant was not going to reprimand him: a Colonel with blood on his uniform was someone who fought with his men. Above Colonel, fighting on the front lines was the sign someone had gone dreadfully wrong. Below this rank, and against the ork, every lasgun counted and the Imperial Guard was not the greatest army of the galaxy because all his officers remained safely in orbit.
“Lord Militant Bach, the Nyx 4th Pureblood Penal Legion is destroyed. The Commissar leading them reported eighty-four percent casualties before his vox went-down. The Nyx 3rd Pureblood Penal Legion has only suffered fifty-two percent of casualties, but they didn’t take the brunt of the ork assault and the Commissars were forced to detonate a few explosive collars to convince them to advance.”
“In this case, it is clear they do not deserve second chances. See that they are in the first place for extraction, Colonel. They are plenty of ork battlefronts in the nearby Sectors, and I think a lot of Generals will thank us when we provide them cannon fodder.”
“At once, Lord Militant Bach!”
“How fared the brand-new Nyx regiments?”
“They were tenacious, but their inexperience cost them. One was completely wiped out, and the other is effectively crippled.”
“Regroup the survivors in the other PDF regiments. I will assign a few experienced adjutants to prepare them for their next enemies. Maybe they will learn the tricks to survive the next battlefields.”
The opposite was also possible. Lady Weaver had not sent these men directly into the furnace of war because they were good soldiers. These men had bled and died today because they had sold their allegiance to Nostradamus Vandire or another blue-blooded master.
“This should give a casualty list of two hundred and forty thousand men overall.” This was more than fifty percent of the initial contingent which had left Nyx a few days ago. But the result was worth it, and something like one hundred and sixty thousand had been Penal troops. A lot of aristocratic useless mouths had been silenced...and Nyx could always find more of them.
“Yes, Lord Militant...or should I say Lord Hill-Knight Klaus Bach, Governor of the Torch System?”
Klaus could not help but grin. At every epoch, even the promises spoken at the top of a Hive-Spire spread faster than light-speed.
“Lady Nyx has not yet confirmed it...and I am just three months away from retiring. So let’s go for Lord Militant for now, Colonel.”
Klaus was tired. But hopefully, duty would not be the burden it was for much longer. He was old, and it was up to the new generation to rise. It was up to the young now to win the war left by their parents.

Ultima Segmentum
Nyx Sector
Neptunia Reach Sub-Sector
Nyx System 
Nyx III
7.871.289M35
Sergeant Wei Cao

Nearly every time, when their commander received one of her fellow parahumans in her office, she was receiving him or her alone. Not exactly alone, because since they had arrived at Nyx the Basileia was accompanied everywhere by at least a couple of Astartes, but overall the audience was reduced to the strict minimum.
Most of the time, the rest of the staff and she had little idea what exactly was talked about. They had a good idea of the consequences, of course – edicts concerning the Mechanicus and the industrial sector were almost decided after a visit of Magos Dragon Richter, for example. But in general, the discussions remained secret.
There was, however, a notable exception.
Every time the parahuman known as Leet came for one of his appointments, the debate was...lively.
“IS IT TOO MUCH TO ASK TO YOU NOT TO BLOW ANYTHING UP FOR TWENTY-FIVE HOURS?”
“Just so you know, Wei,” Valeriya Petrov said, “we absolutely blame you for bringing this vox-magnifier insect to our Lady.”
“Don’t worry,” she replied with her hands desperately searching the earmuffs. “I already blame myself.”
Nine times out of ten, the effects of the insect-mistress was really good for those around of them if you could ignore the disturbing appearance of the spiders, centipedes and hundreds of other species.
But in some cases, it definitely was a lot of thing, but good was not one among the qualities they heard.
“YOU ARE SUPPOSED TO LEARN FROM THE ENGINSEERS, NOT BLOW THEM UP! I DON’T CARE WHAT YOU THINK ABOUT MACHINE-SPIRITS, I DON’T CARE THEY DON’T HAVE ANY PARAHUMAN ABILITIES! I WANT TINKERS AND TECH-PRIESTS TO BUILD THINGS USEFUL!”
“She’s in top form, today,” Corporal Alex Dev managed to articulate between two outbursts. “I didn’t see her scream like this since this delegation of nobles arrived ten days ago.”
The men and the women of the Basileia’s staff – a staff which never seemed to stop growing, given that they were now close to two hundred and fifty guardsmen in half-pay and civilians of various branches – nodded or manifested their agreement in several manners.
Now that had been an explosion. Many of the aristocrats had taken rather badly the fact the 80 hours-working week was now law, and they had been even more horrified at the idea of giving a free day per week to their perpetually exhausted workers. A column of men and women had thus arrived in the throne room to give Lady Weaver a pre-warning of what they thought what going to happen.
They had been able to give their first ‘reform’ before Taylor Hebert exploded. Apparently, the nobles had considered that, since these lazy wretches toiling and dying in their manufactorums had a free day, it was their duty to report the hours not worked from dawn to dusk on the rest of the week. In effect, it increased the average day of a lowborn worker from twelve hours to thirteen hours and twenty minutes.
There had also been some hints that, should the Basileia prove difficult, certain support would be withdrawn.
Most of these nobles and the cartel leaders who had the stupidity to tell the victor of the Death Star that to her face were now part of the 10th Penal Legion. Or the 11th Penal Legion. These two formations had been filled so fast Wei had difficulties to remember where all these imbeciles had ended up.
“It had positive effects,” every eye in the room turned to Captain Vladisluvius Arav, who had the arduous task to be Weaver’s chief of staff where the Fay 20th and a lot of the day-per-day topics were concerned. “I liked a lot the first try of our Lady, but there’s no shame to admit the first law was incredibly flawed. At least with this noble delegation trying to exploit many issues, we could correct it before it was fully implemented in every Hive and industrial sprawl of Nyx.”
And the Basileia of Nyx had seen no reason to coddle the nobles anymore, Wei thought. To cut the oncoming debate before it had the opportunity to unravel out of control, the working week had decreased from 80 hours to 72 hours. The support of the lower and middle classes had been...she hesitated between the words ‘euphoric’, ‘triumphant’ and many others. The new laws, this time formulated by expert lawyers and Administratum-recruited officials was in the process of curtailing the nobility ‘rewards’, diminishing the scandalously high unemployment rates and increasing the formation of untrained manpower.
Add the creation of several ‘Weaverian’ orphanages and hospitals, and the PDF soldiers who presented their findings to them at the end of every day were sure that the rate of approval for their Governor was above ninety-nine percent...with the nobility included.
Some people continued to manifest doubts Lady Weaver was not a Saint. The Nyxians didn’t share this opinion at all.  For them, the new Lady Nyx was the best thing to happen to their world since the Great Crusade had reunified the Sector with Terra.
“YOU WILL KEEP YOU HEAD DOWN AND YOU WILL STOP INSULTING THE NICE TECH-PRIESTS! AM I UNDERSTOOD?”
All of this to explain Leet was spending a very bad moment in the Governor’s office.
“Maybe someone should go and save the poor man,” Egor Artyomiv suggested. Too predictably, not a single person stood to accomplish what he had just told them.
“FOR THE NEXT WEEK, YOU WILL WORK IN THE CACTUS FIELDS! I DON’T CARE IF YOU BUILD MACHINES IN YOUR SPARE TIME! FOR ONE WEEK, I DON’T WANT TO HEAR AN IMPERIAL ORGANISATION COMPLAIN ABOUT YOU!”
“It’s the Officio Agricultae who supervises the cactus plantations,” said Matthew Reiner, one of the rare Ulm veterans to have accepted a support position. His two legs had been lost in a furious melee against the Arch-Enemy aboard the Magos Laurentis, but the Tech-Priests had managed to stabilise fast enough and to evacuate him before he perished. And like every survivors, his medical bills and his two bionic legs had been paid from Lady Weaver’s pocket. “Should I warn them a storm is coming their way?”
“I think they will like the warning, if nothing else,” replied Captain Arav with a smirk.
“AND I HAVE ALREADY FOUND A NAME FOR THE BATTLESHIP! I DON’T WANT YOUR SUGGESTIONS!”
And on this words, the door opened with one of the massive Dreadnought-beetles ‘escorting’ Leet out. In case anyone had missed the loud conversation in the office, the fact the Tinker-parahuman was held by the neck by the massive black insect for the half-minute it took to cross their work place was a good indicator of their employer’s mood.
“Help me!” Leet tried piteously. “I’m sure she is going to throw me to her PDF minions or some of the Tech-Priests from the Magisterium! Help me!”
Unfortunately, all the men and women present were too busy chuckling at his predicament to come to his rescue. Plus it was a Dreadnought-beetle. Every person in Weaver’s staff had a lasgun and a melee weapon she or he could reach in the next couple of seconds, but forcing the armoured insect wasn’t something you did in one shot. These things were tough, and under their Lady’s control, they could take a huge amount of punishment before dying.
“Sergeant Cao, your presence is required,” one of the Dawnbreaker Astartes passed the door to make the announcement.
“Someone is in trouble,” sang Valeriya to her right. 
“I will tell the Brothers of the Red you have stolen their sweet stocks,” Wei retorted with a vicious smile.
“Low blow, Wei, low blow...just that you know the bets are saying you won’t be able to do it...”
The Sergeant stood, took her principal data-slate and walked towards the Basileia’s office. Or to be accurate, one of her offices: given the size of her possessions and the Spire, there had been several work places like just this one created in the last month or so.
As she approached the desk, Wei remarked there were a few chairs today. She took it as a good sign; the informal saying which had spread beyond Nyx was that Lady Nyx didn’t offer a seat to someone she intended to remove from her office in the next minutes.
Today Taylor Hebert was wearing one of the green dresses she and a few cloth-artisans had imagined. It was good...and not just because the price for similar dresses was going to go through the Spire. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, the heroine had the body to wear very nice things, with her long legs and her height.
“I think everyone on this floor has heard your melodious voice,” she teased, “just to warn you.”
The insect-mistress huffed in exasperation.
“I should not have screamed like this,” the Basileia of Nyx admitted, “but Leet...he exasperates me. Whether I speak with Dragon, Vista or Clockblocker, this is in good fun...but with him, I become angry too easily.”
It was true. And it had not escaped the inhabitants of the Upper Hive that of all the parahumans, Leet was the next best thing to an outsider. It was not because his powers were useless; to the contrary, from the partial knowledge she had, Wei knew Leet had probably a power-skill as useful as the one Dragon had. Vista and Clockblocker’s powers were impressive visually, but they could not be used in the construction of a hab-block or the development of new tanks.
The problem was the man’s personality. Leet, to say it in a polite manner, was not a pleasant individual to live with. Wei did not like him, the rest of the men and women did not like him, the Tech-Priests, the Magi, the Archmagi did not like him, the PDF troopers did not like him, the Guard officers did not like him...the list could go on and on. But when Dragon and Vista, two very nice persons, were caught insulting Leet in private, force was to admit the man was a problem.
“But my problems with Leet can wait he has found some humility in the cactus fields.” Her superior continued. “If he manages to make a mess here, there will be simply no hope for him. If I called you, it is because I want to speak about the negotiations with Quayran, the next strategy of the nobles, and the income generated by the insects.”
Wei nodded and read the latest news on her data-slate before answering.
“The offers to Magos-Adept Makagourza-something,” no way she was able to utter the full name of this member of the Adeptus Mechanicus, “have been accepted after their fourth revision. It was not without a certain sense of irritation from Ryza and Stygies VIII, I was told.”
“What did you expect?” was the philosophical answer she received. “The Archmagi and Magi were so sure the Quayran shipyards were going to jump on the possibility of obtaining a STC template-copy that they never truly contemplated that what the Magos-Adept wanted above all was a semi-independence from the great Forge-Worlds.”
It was an uncomfortable reality. The construction of the battleship they were interested in and the disinterest of the Martian Archmagos in the aftermath would not have been possible at Metalica. Quayran – or at least the Fabricator behind the negotiations – wanted to spread its production wings, so to speak. And he was going to obtain it, as his plasteel-like refusal to bulge had granted him what he wanted.
“Ah...yes, the Magi involved were a bit more vocal in their denunciations. Still, Quayran has accepted the ship’s name you put forwards. They did not take much convincing. It sounds better than ‘Hull Alpha-1-Alpha-1-Alpha-something’.”
The conventions of the Mechanicus were sometimes worse than those employed by the Adeptus Administratum. And no, it wasn’t an exaggeration.
“The insect business is booming,” she continued as Taylor Hebert didn’t object or demanded further information on the subject. The meat of the super-lobsters has become a highly-demanded delicacy in the best culinary establishment centres of Nyx, despite its ridiculous price. I think we will able to rotate in two to three months to another type of sea food, maybe one of these blue crabs...that way we will have ‘food seasons’ and people will have novelty in their plates. The honey of the Lightning-bee also sells like the rice soups at the end of work’s day in the low markets. There was a medium purchase of Weevil’s ivory yesterday from a visiting Pontifex worth one hundred and twenty million. And of course, the spider silk may not be useful to resist the fire of plasma weapons, but the Mechanicus finds the substance fascinating for reasons they have not shared with me...and the cloth-makers all demand some to make new designs.”
“They really want me to have full wardrobes, don’t they?”
Wei rolled her shoulders.
“I know you don’t want to particularly hear it, but for a lot of master cloth-artisans right now, you wearing one of their creations is the difference between fame and obscurity.”
Between the...decimation of the nobility and the old lines, Nyx clothing market was changing, and it was changing fast. In this storm of silk, cotton and synthetic fabrics, it was not blasphemous to say that for certain shops, the Basileia shone like the light of the Astronomican Itself. 
“Thank you for the pressure,” Weaver retorted in her best imperious tone as one Astartes snorted loudly. “I noticed you didn’t give me a fifth type of insect to use on...money purposes.”
“I needed a few days to search,” she defended herself. “I continue compiling the list of insects which come on my desk...and I know we are just seeing the first waves. The Magos-Explorators really want to send you a lot of their best specimens. The receptions are not limited to the thirty-fives species of spider you use for your silk...”
“I know.”
Wei smiled. 
“The lobsters and the bees have generated enough interest for the food sales. The silk will be our greatest argument for the luxury clothing market. Ivory will be of use in many decorations and ornaments. I wanted something...different for the fifth type of insect.
“And you found it?”
“Yes, I believe I did.” She pressed a combination and showed the image she had prepared. 
Her interlocutor slightly inclined her head on the left in answer.
“This looks like an ant, Sergeant Cao.”
“It is because it is one, Major-General Basileia-Saint Weaver,” she replied cheekily, using a few of the ‘official’ titles of the Lady Nyx.
“I suppose you have good reasons to present me this insect. What is its name?” And here the real problem began.
“It is the Catachan yellow ant.”
It took five seconds for Weaver to remember the planet’s name.
“No, absolutely not,” the reply was immediate. “Throne and lasers, Wei, there’s always a risk the insects I control escape my power if I am unconscious or otherwise indisposed. That’s why the Mechanicus has put servo-controls over all the big assets I have in the Hive. That way if something turns wrong, the Magi will be able to stop the swarm from getting out control without a bloodbath. We can’t do that with ants. And this isn’t even considering the name. Damn it, it’s Catachan! This is one of the ‘unholy thirteen’, the most dangerous thirteen Death Worlds discovered in this galaxy! Everything on this world wants is lethal to one degree or another and would be the supreme predator on another world. They don’t have any Planetary Defence Force because they don’t need one! The last time orks tried to invade, they got wiped out before seeing a human and even their spores were devoured in mere minutes. When the Guard arrives to recruit Guard regiments, they are forced to put the new guardsmen and guardswomen through kilometres-long decontamination chambers!”
The Basileia placed her head between her hands and suddenly Wei was very aware three Space Marines were glaring at her.
“All right,” the Lady Nyx breathed out loudly and resumed her normal position on her seat. “I suppose you have at least a good reason to make this proposal.”
“Yes, basically the yellow ant can generate two substances. One is the venom it injects with its bites; lethal, like everything on its Death World. But once they have managed to acquire some food, they transport it back to their...hive, I suppose, and give part of it to the Queen. And the Queen generates some kind of golden fluid. And this fluid it has...incredible regeneration properties.”
“Do I want to know how the Explorator team which discovered these ants made the observation?”
“No,” Wei replied, “you do not.”
“I was afraid of that,” the Basileia confessed before taking her data-slate and watching the images and vid-casts of ants bleeding and missing limbs suddenly healing and recovering when fatal wounds disappeared from their chitin. “You forgot to mention the ‘ants’ can reach the size of a horse from Ulm.”
“Only the Queens of the colonies,” she corrected. “The workers and the warriors are half the Queen’s size maximum.” 
“That doesn’t reassure me at all.” But this time there was a thin smile as Weaver continued reading. “Does the Magos who made this discovery is here?”
“Ah...no. He was caught in the explosion of a Catachan Barking Toad before completing his escape. And his assistants were devoured by the ants aboard their spaceship. The Ryza team had to open the spaceship to the void to recapture the Ant Queen and place her into an advanced stasis-vault. Alas, their experiments were formal: yes, this substance works on humans, but the Ant Queen refuses to deliver it to anything which is not a wounded ant. As a result, they were only able to obtain tiny quantities of the substance, and its real potential remains in great part unknown.”
Wei swallowed, but frankly she didn’t like Leet.
“The parahuman you have escorted out of this office suggested the name ‘bacta’. I’m afraid I don’t understand the reference.”
“Don’t bother...Leet isn’t as funny as he thinks he is.” The insect-mistress massaged her forehead for long seconds before opening her mouth again. “Fine, we will test it just to be sure. In orbit. And with a lot of security precautions. And I won’t go anywhere near this Catachan species. Extreme limit fo my range, I think. Contact Archmagos Sultan to make the arrangements.”
The data-slate was given back and the Dawnbreaker Guards gave her even more expressions promising eternal torment. 
“As for the nobles unsatisfied with your rule, several think a good way to neutralise you would be to propose a marriage.”
“Marriage?” This time, the word had been shouted, no doubt it. 
“Marriage or betrothal, they are not too picky about it...”
“The stars will die before I say ‘yes’ to one of these imbeciles in front of an altar!” The poor desk was slammed violently by a fist-shaped swarm of insects. “Wei...what are you doing?”
“I am adjusting my uniform,” she was also giving her superior an excellent view of her cleavage. By the way Weaver’s visage was getting redder, the view was not leaving her indifferent. “You were saying something about marriage?”
“Get out...” the grumble was not very convincing. So she decided to push her luck. The Sergeant stood from her chair before getting around the desk and giving a deep kiss on the lips of the bewildered Basileia-Saint.
Who, for the record, did not appear to fight the kiss for a good ten seconds.
“Your technique is getting better. For the third, I will demand you use the tongue.”
The dark eyes were instantly filled with adamantium-like determination and the golden aura returned with a vengeance.
“GET OUT!”
Wei laughed and danced towards the door. The Space Marines were too busy laughing or snickering to stop her.
“If you feel the need to release some stress, I’m up to...”
“GET OUT OR I CALL THE INQUISITION!”

Second Naval Secretary Wolfgang Bach

Wolfgang would have dearly loved to know what had happened in the office of the Lady Nyx minutes ago, because all the staff had been whispering and murmuring like the juiciest piece of gossip had fallen on their laps.
But they hadn’t been able to learn the latest news. When Lady Weaver called, you didn’t make her wait. A considerable number of nobles who had believed the contrary were right now experiencing an illumination clearing the sewers of the Underhive. There were many things you could say about the new Lady Nyx, but efficiency was one of her top priorities. It was certainly why so many Tech-Priests were often caught praying in front of an altar representing her. Not that she knew it. 
“You want to do what?”
“We want to change the order of precedence in the naval administration hierarchy,” Dennis told the Saint, who had raised both eyebrows and looked rather...flustered. “I propose Wolfgang takes my place as First Naval Secretary and I take his.”
“If I remember correctly, one of the reasons I accepted was the fact you were proponents of this idea,” the insect-mistress commented, giving a pile of official documents to her chief of staff before dismissing him. “Wolfgang wants to be the first to depart aboard a Rogue Trader ship into the unknown, and Dennis still has a lot of to learn about space knowledge.”
Sometimes, the young woman before them was too much like his father. Like him, they rarely forgot the arguments and the information explained beforehand, no matter how much time had passed between conversations.
“Unfortunately, we are facing...political problems in our duties,” Dennis admitted. “Your SDF officers are accepting us as a duo, there’s no real issue from them. But the Imperial navy is not as cooperative.”
“Admiral Alexandros does not seem to me a man to hold petty grudges,” the Major-General in half-pay spoke neutrally.
“He’s not,” Wolfgang intervened for the first time. “But he and Vice-Admiral Max von Schafer are busy dealing with the last skirmishes and the overall command of Battlefleet Nyx. Most of the time, it’s with their Rear-Admirals and Senior Captains we have to speak to and convince.”
And those were frankly arrogant blue-uniformed cretins delighting in the feeling of superiority their rank gave them. Wolfgang was reasonably sure at least a good third had passed the final exam at Kar Duniash by virtue of their family paying the examiner officers.
“They are trying – and most of the time succeeding – to make sure most of the things we propose go nowhere. With me, their main argument is I am not the First naval Secretary; with Dennis, they lose him in long and technical explanations and he is forced to wait for the end of the conference and seek my help.”
It was easy to guess why none of these spoiled idiots were anywhere near the Battle of the Death Star. Their courage was in the bureaucratic sphere, not in the military one.
“I will warn you, Dennis, Wolfgang, I have neither the time nor the motivation to begin a political battle with the Imperial Navy command.” Weaver sighed. “And even if I did, the Imperial Navy is an independent organisation. The best I can do is to divert the newly built warships to other Sectors or order the construction of monitors. And given the state of the Sector’s defences, this is something we would likely pay in the next years.”
“The situation is going to improve,” the blonde-haired young man told her. “The navy has been forced to hire a lot of unqualified personnel recently across the Sector, and a large majority of these men and women love you.” In fact, a lot of them worshipped the Basileia, sometimes literally. “I think that by the eternal arithmetic of battle-losses and retirements, in twenty to thirty years we will see the first Nyxians of this generation reach the rank of Lieutenant.”
“It will depend on how much Kar Duniash wants to reinforce this Sector,” replied in an unconvinced tone the insect-mistress. 
Wolfgang shrugged.
“Segmentum Command will want to appoint its own creatures for anything involving a Light Cruiser’s command and higher. But as long as there’s peace and the performance of the crews are satisfying, they will likely ignore this theatre. There are other conflicts to wage, and quite frankly this Sector’s importance doesn’t warrant the attention of Lord High Admiral Lohengramm or one of his senior Lord Admirals.”
“It makes sense, though I note there’s a heavy dose of suppositions in what you said,” Weaver wrote something on a data-slate before her. “All right, I accept your proposal. From this moment Wolfgang, you are officially First Naval Secretary and Dennis, you are Second Naval Secretary. Congratulations, and all of that. You will have all the bureaucratic nonsense on your desks by this afternoon.”
“That’s evil,” Dennis said in a false-hurt tone.
 “That’s your fault,” declared in a completely unrepentant tone the Planetary Governor. “I am already fighting to erase some nonsensical bureaucratic decrees and supporting administrative reforms, I am not going to do your paperwork. Now I want us to speak of the orders of the day.”
“Of course,” he handed her a chip which was immediately introduced in a large black box, and two seconds later a large blue-coloured screen flickered into existence. Wolfgang had written it himself, so he knew the name of the warship classes which were written on it.
Battlecruiser: Overlord
Heavy Cruiser: Hecate, Crius, Perseus  
Cruiser: Lunar, Gothic, Dominator
Carrier: Saturn 
Light Cruiser: Dauntless, Endeavour, Endurance, Defiant, Defender
Heavy Frigate: Medusa, Griffin 
Frigate: Sword, Firestorm, Bolo, Talwar, Rapier
Corvette: Gauntlet, Claymore, Shamshir 
Destroyer: Cobra, Viper, Adder, Boa, Mamba, Python 
“These are all the classes of Warp-capable warships we have the plans, the infrastructure and the licenses to produce here at Nyx. To this list, we can add the starfighters; the shipyards produce hundreds of Faustus Interceptors, Fury Interceptors, Starhawk Bombers, and Shark Assault Boats every year. With your permission, I want to include a few other classes schematics to be included in the STC negotiations.”
“What sort of classes?” Dark eyes fixed his, and Wolfgang swore that he was never going to flirt with this girl no matter the temptation. Sleeping with the twin daughters of the Lord High Admiral had been dangerous. It was nothing compared to the nova of destruction the Basileia-Saint could unleash. One word, and they could definitely be removed from existence, and no one in the Imperium would ever care they had existed.
“The first is the Hoplite-class Destroyer, produced by the Estaban Forge-Worlds. It is relatively brand-new, but I have already heard a lot of good things from my time at the Academy and my sources. It was specifically built to decimate huge numbers of light attack craft...in particular those of the eldar.”
The vicious smile he received in return told him he had pressed the correct button this time.
“Consider the proposal agreed and sent to the Mechanicus. Any other interesting classes?”
“Yes,” Dennis continued after a brief nod. “Assuming you manage to not add any Space Marine Chapters to the impressive number you already have...”
“It is not my fault,” replied grumpily the Basileia, ignoring that at the very same moment her Astartes were raising their eyes to the ceiling.
“Yes, well...assuming you don’t have more Astartes reinforcements, the current Chapters have still a massive deficit of lighter warships. The Heracles Wardens are not trusted enough to have them for now, but the Brothers of the Red have only one Battle-Barge and two Strike Cruisers to deploy. The Iron Drakes are better on this aspect, they have three Battle-Barges and six Strike Cruisers, but they will at some point need to consolidate, and Torch will not have any industrial dockyards this century.”
“I hope you don’t want the plans of a Battle-Barge class.”
“This would not be advisable,” Wolfgang answered. “What would do with it anyway for the moment? We have not the dry docks, the licenses and the Navy support to build Battleships, and Battle-Barges are generating more political infighting than an Emperor-class Battleship does. No, we want the plans of the Maximus-class Strike Cruiser and the Gladius-class Frigate. I don’t think we will able to lay down one Maximus before twenty years, but the Gladius is within our means and will provide an excellent warship if the Space Marines want to mobilise a half-company or something smaller for a military operation.”
Lady Weaver gave a last glance at the list of classes before making it disappear.
“Consider these proposals accepted too. Now I want to hear about the naval construction program.”
“There have been a lot of preliminary plans proposed from different sources,” Dennis explained while handing her a dozen of data-chips. “After removing those too unrealistic and unbalanced, these are the ones we selected.”
“You won’t tell me who wrote the plans?”
“Better to judge the construction programs on their own merits,” they had already enough accusations of bias, nepotism and partiality coming from the Navy morons. That they were practising the very problems they were accusing them to practise was a bit rich, but it was better to avoid giving them ammunition.
“Hmm...” the insect-mistress was a fast reader, but even with her skills to do several activities at once, the sum-up of the plans they had delivered had a copious amount of pages and it took her a good twenty minutes to read everything.
“Many men and women who have written these plans need to have their ears checked,” the Planetary Governor said when at last she let the last chip fall on her desk. “I decreased the price of construction on average by three percent and told them the price might be adjusted by a few thousand Throne Gelts. Thousands, not millions.”
“I think this is what they call bargaining,” Dennis commented.
“This is not ‘bargaining’,” the icy voice which signalled the insect-mistress wasn’t happy at all had returned. “Asking someone to decrease a price by fifty percent when you know the livelihoods of tens of thousands souls are stake in these shipyards is high-way robbery and sheer stupidity. Where will they buy their warships when the Nyx shipyards close? Wuhan has not the quarter of the infrastructure to support the Battlefleet.”
Dennis gave him a crisped grimace. They both knew the reason several high-placed officers wanted these cheap prices, of course. A lot of intermediaries had been caught in the last months diverting considerable sums for their own purposes, and were now either dead or serving a well-deserved sentence in the Penal Legions. But the graft they had been taken for granted could not have continued for decades if the officers of the Imperial navy weren’t finding it their benefits too. Some of the men and women wearing the blue had undoubtedly more problems to pay all their expenses by month’s end than they had been used to when a Menelaus was in power.
“It goes without saying that Plans Gloriana, Resolution, Centurion, Jupiter, Illustrious, and Dominion are totally unacceptable. Whatever their merits on the paper, I won’t ruin Nyx because a few armchair strategists think it’s a good idea to demand the impossible.”
A good half of the chips were instantly thrown into the dustbin. 
“Plan Saturn is an all-carrier construction plan. We don’t half of the licenses and resources it requires.”
The chip followed the others on a path that would eventually lead it to the data-erasers.
“Plan Exploration has merits, but gives far too much importance to the Frigates and other escorts.”
This was Archmagos Lankovar’s plan, if he remembered well.
“Plan Ruby is at least equilibrated, but we will have a lack of Light Cruisers if we try to implement it. And it is incredibly complex. We will lay down the warships in six waves, not counting the freighters and other support vessels we want to build.”
Dennis mouthed silently ‘told you so’ and Wolfgang rolled his eyes. 
“Plan Sapphire will see the Navy take up arms because they will think we build an armada to protect this system,” it was the turn of Dennis to be crestfallen. “Plan Revelation sounds like someone abused Lho-sticks recently. Plan Traveller...I have nothing against being paid more for the warships we build, but we already agreed that for the next years, the priority was to rebuild Battlefleet Nyx, not sell our hulls to Samarkand. 
“That leaves Plan Star. Unlike the others, it respects the costs barriers, takes into account the numbers of Tech-priests we have at our disposal...” which wasn’t surprising since the author was Archmagos Arithmancia Sultan, “the complexity is tolerable, and it allows for some flexibility in our construction plans.”
“Yes, though you will have to order monitors from shipyards outside Nyx if you want to reinforce the SDF,” Dennis pointed out. It was the main flaw in the Archmagos’ plan, after all.
“Between ships which can only be deployed at Nyx, and ships which can be deployed across the entire Sector, I will choose the latter...even if I have to sell them to the Imperial Navy. And one week ago, I remember a certain Naval Secretary telling me we had not the manpower to crew monitors until the training programs began to churn out voidsmen...” 
Yes, his superior had obviously an excellent memory.
Okay, it was not totally a disappointment. Plan Star had been conceived by the new Mistress of Ships of the Adeptus Mechanicus, and the Ryza Forge-World was famous for keeping its production lines incredibly efficient. In the grand lines, it consisted in building:
Construction Start 970.289M35
Heavy Cruiser: 1 Hecate-class 
Cruiser: 1 Lunar-class; 1 Dominator-class; 1 Gothic-class
Light Cruiser: 1 Endeavour-class; 1 Defiant-class
Frigate: 3 Sword-class
Construction Start 130.290M35
Cruiser: 1 Lunar-class
Carrier: 1 Saturn-class
Light Cruiser: 5 Dauntless-class; 1 Endurance-class; 2 Defender-class; 1 Endeavour-class
Frigate: 4 Sword-class, 5 Firestorm-class, 3 Bolo-class, 3 Talwar-class
Corvette: 1 Gauntlet-class, 1 Claymore-class, 1 Shamshir-class
Destroyer: 7 Cobra-class; 7 Boa-class
Construction Start 150.290M35:
3 Mars-type dry docks specifically for the Arsenal-class Star-Forge Galleons 
“Are there more subjects I must be informed today?”
“Yes, there are,” he pretended to not have heard the curse, or seen the expression of disappointment. “If Nyx is to become an important naval node, we need to expand. It’s not too urgent, but...”
“But the longer we wait,” finished the Basileia, “the longer it will take to begin and eventually complete them. I understand. What are the proposals?”
“For the moment, most are in the preliminary stage, but several Archmagi have confided to me it would be better to go big from the start and build an orbital ring.”
He had the pleasure to see that at least once today, he had managed to astonish his boss, who had left her mouth open for several seconds before momentarily closing her eyes.
“I’m sorry; I think I heard you saying it was necessary to build an orbital ring around my planet. A Ring of Iron-type orbital ring like the one Mars is famous for.” She said as she reopened her eyes.
“Well, it would be a far smaller one than the one Mars boasts,” Dennis told her. “And at first it would only be long to encircle a third of the planet. But yes, it would be a huge industrial effort.”
The Lady Nyx snorted, evidently having noticed his euphemism. It was more than that, and they both knew it. An orbital ring would certainly be the greatest undertaking of the Mechanicus in the Nyx Sector.
“How much time would it take?” the question was asked in the end.
“Archmagos Sultan calculated one hundred and seventy-five years; most of the other Magi and Archmagi think two hundred years is more realistic.”
“And here I thought the Hagia Sanguinala was going to be a big affair,” he managed to hear the whisper before her voice returned to its normal volume. “Tell the Archmagos to continue their preliminary plans and industrial projections. It doesn’t cost too much to make long-term projects.”
She had not asked for a price, and so he won’t give it to her. But he had to say, it was a lot of zeros. 
“Next issue, please.”
“The Navigator contract signed by the former Sector Lord ends in 314M35. I want to know if we prepare to negotiate a continuation of the current arrangements or if we search other Houses to guide the local ships through the Warp... “

Magos-Draco Dragon Richter

The first Imperium, also known as the Roman Empire, had a saying which had become rather infamous: panem et circenses. ‘Bread and circuses’ in the language of Latin which thirty-five millennia later had become distorted and modified until it became High Gothic. 
Politically, it was a means to generate public approval. The leaders of a nation satisfied the basest requirements the populace – food and entertainment – and in exchange the ambitious men were given power when and where they wanted.
It was not a philosophy many nobles of the M35 Imperium had used a lot these last centuries. Obviously, when you were a noble of a line having ruled a planet for the last thousand years, there was really no need to think about the opinion of your subjects. The Prince and Princess-Magisters had not cared at all that while they ate in porcelain plates delicious meals, the manufactorum workers were lucky if they could eat a third ruby potato with their bowl of crude soup after a long and arduous day.
So the ‘food’ part was clearly not true. And neither was the ‘entertainment’ one. The gladiatorial games and the military parades were for the Governor’s ego and ensure his populace remained sufficiently cowed. When you knew it could be you next time butchered on the sand of the arena, you felt terror, not amusement.
No, the inbred and haughty nobles did not remember the old saying. If their rule was to be explained in a few words, it would be more like ‘fear, labour, misery and faith’.
Timorem, laborem, miseriam, fidei.
It didn’t sound right, but then it wasn’t supposed to. Dragon was a heroine. When she was forced to concede that villains like Accord would have probably done a better job than the nobles ruling this Hive World before their arrival, the conclusion was inescapable: the Imperium system sucked and she was sure plenty of rebellions had begun because the imbecile in charge had pushed for a last measure which convinced the harassed and tormented population there was no way their life could possibly be worse if they rebelled.
If this was allowed to continue, at Nyx or across the wider Imperium, life would become more and more unbearable. And the number of rebellions and wars would skyrocket. Ignorance, already at worrying levels, would increase to monstrous standards. No Imperial organisation would be spared.
A new way was needed.
Aqua et Espes
These were the massive words carved in gold in front of the throne-platform they used for the moment. In Latin or High Gothic, it translated as ‘water and hope’. 
It was maybe not the most marketable policy ever developed, but it was appropriately placed in the core of the first Amphitrite hydro-plant. The sick society House Menelaus had largely contributed to create in the last centuries had used several pillars to justify its rule. One of it had been the naked threat of military intervention, and by now it had largely been dismantled. But one, more pernicious, had been the water distribution system.
Put it simply, the aristocrats at the top had not thought a single second about sharing the precious, pure water they drank or used in their weekly activities. Nowhere had it been more evident when Taylor had invited her on Floor 10 of Hive Athena. What was officially the ‘Governor’s baths’ were in reality a small aquatic park with water slides, M35-type Roman baths, Jacuzzi, and plenty of things she was sure the parahuman currently saluting the crowd below had not yet her tested in her free time.
As a consequence, the further you descended in the depths of Hive Athena, the worst the quality of water it became – although she spoke of Hive Athena, but it was roughly the same for every Hive of Nyx. The nobles had water they loved to present as ‘Aqua Vitae’; the wealthy merchants, the lower nobility and the high-ranked soldiers had something a Canadian would have considered ‘acceptable water’, and one floor at a time, the quality dropped. It was not because the canalisations were poorly maintained or deficient. The workers and every person unfortunate to not have been born with an Argentamite spoon in their mouth were just in last position on the list of priorities and condemned to drink water used and recycled a few thousand times before it went near their mouths.
Dragon and the other parahumans in the know knew they had to be patient with the reforms, but water distribution was not something they had been keep to wait for a few decades. Every hour, people died in their miserable hab-blocks because the water they drank was an invitation for a cancer or another nasty life-killer to develop in your body.
“You can proceed, High Magos.”
The red-robed Mechanicus Adept on Taylor’s left bowed.
“By your command, Chosen of the Omnissiah,” High Magos-Enginseer Cathar-4-Fredrick answered. With his pincers, cogs, hammers and screws, the Metalica Magos looked like a tinkerer who had decided his body and his tools were best kept together in a single figure.
 A wing of servo-owls was released, and the crowd of hundreds of thousands people gathered here today began to applause as the song of the Tech-Priests started. Nobody with a musical ear would have considered that music, of course, but there was a certain majesty to it...even if these were ‘1’ and ‘0’ in binaric. Twenty seconds later, they were joined by a choir the Ecclesiarchy. The prayer-song was more pleasant, though her position in the Mechanicus forbid her to say so in public.
Cant-algorithms were proclaimed. Rune-buttons were pushed one by one.
And from the great maw of the hydro-plant, a cascade burst into reality. A cascade of colourless water, distilled and purified by the science of the ancient technology found in the STC database.
The crowd burst into frenetic applause and the screams of approval were undoubtedly heard hundreds of kilometres away. Flags danced, some with the insignia of the Mechanicus, but far more with the double-headed aquila or the beetle, the golden flame, and the sword which had become by default Weaver’s banner.
“I think they like the spectacle,” the Governor smiled as the cascade pumped and pumped, and the cascade doubled in size. And the most impressive fact was that it was just a third of the job the Amphitrite Triumphant was built to do. It was going to receive a few hundred kilometres north the putrid fluids coming out of Hive Doris. It was going to begin the decontamination of the Dark Ocean and assist in the recovery of several abandoned reservoirs in obsolete industrial sprawls. “Everything is proceeding to your satisfaction, High Magos?”
“It does,” despite the metallic voice, it would have taken someone deaf not to hear the smugness of the elder Enginseer. “The machine-spirits are singing beautifully, and operational capacity is at thirty-one. In fifty hours, we will progressively increase it to seventy percent. The pipelines are handling the pressure according to the projections. Hive Doris will have access to this water in sixteen point four standard minutes.”
There had been a lot of pressure for the Hive-Capital to be linked to Amphitrite Triumphant first, be it by the high or middle classes. But in this case, both logic and political imperatives had stopped that idea before it had time to gain strength. First, a lot of components had been built in the forges the Mechanicus warships took for granted. Nyx industry wasn’t – yet – capable enough to produce a lot of the extremely advanced cogitators, the molicircs, and the Primaris-grade alloys among many other things. This had the consequence of the great hydro-centre to be on the small side of what was technically possible according to the Amphitrite template. Since Hive Athena was the biggest Hive of Nyx, it would require two or three Amphitrite Triumphant to not meet any problems, and alas for all the considerable efficiency of High Magos-Enginseer Cathar-4-Fredrick, a hydro-installation of that size wasn’t built in a day or a week. Not to mention it had to be guarded due to the priceless value of the water – bunkers and murder-walls were in construction outside – and thousands of Tech-Priests were in training to maintain this facility and prepare the buildings of larger variants.
Politically...Hive Athena, for several reasons, was the core of the political life at Nyx. The presence of the Basileia was not helping things. But it was in the middle of the Hive-Continent, and there had been insistent murmurs Hive Athena was always served first, whether it was in bountiful reforms, security increases, nobility purges, and industrial contracts. Hive Doris being granted the first super hydro-station would go a long way removing this source of opposition. And it was logistically easier to build pipelines for a Hive in the south-east of Moira a mere eighty kilometres away from the polluted cesspit the Nyxians called an ocean.
“Congratulations,” the parahuman continued, “as promised per our accord, you are granted the title of Master of Enginseers and a place upon the Mechanicus Council of Nyx.”
“Thank you, Chosen of the Omnissiah. On the Holy Cog, you will never have cause to regret it.”
The discussion next was more about production of machine-tools, deploying factories in orbit and development of geothermal plants for the next months. Meanwhile the cascade continued to amaze the public, and it was good Vista had mustered a large force of Arbites, because some people looked like they wanted to throw themselves in the reservoir of the Class-5 hydro-centre several metres below. The Metalica High Magos was also convinced he could build another Amphitrite station of the same capacities before the end of the year with the same specifications and quality-work. In all likelihood, it would be Hive Euboea on the Dolos Hive-Continent. 
High Magos-Enginseer Cathar-4-Fredrick soon descended the steps of the platform to join his peers – and no doubt receive their congratulations. 
“You have made a happy High Magos, today. Any chance I can convince you to fill the rest of the seats of the Council?”
“Perhaps,” Taylor replied. “The Amphitrite Triumphant is coming online exactly on schedule, we successfully negotiated the sales for this very template, and I’m feeling generous. And I trust you to have verified they respect the criteria.”
Dragon nodded silently. Obviously, a seat in the highest council of the Adeptus Mechanicus gathered at Nyx was a prize most Tech-Priests were ready to kill for. While the influence was not as strong as it could have been, she had no doubts eventually Nyx was going to technologically and industrially dominate without trying the rest of the Sector. Removing all the graft and the nobility arrangements alone was giving an enormous boost to the efficiency and the productivity of the Hive World. 
But there was also a prime-copy of a STC database which could be studied, and naturally the Mechanicus Council had privileged access to it, only second to the Governor and she.
So it was not a surprise that tens of thousands Tech-Priests had volunteered for the titles and responsibilities. There were in fact so much of them they had been forced to put in place guidelines. The Mechanicus Adepts had to be of at least Magos rank or a near-equivalent – something the byzantine hierarchy of the red robes did not make easy. Their Forge-World had to be involved in the negotiations. They had to prove competent and efficient. They had not a past where they had antagonised several other Imperial organisations. And they had to work well with others.
Even if she had not insisted on this point, Lankovar would have. The new Archmagos had dozens of examples to give to her when the Quest for Knowledge or the creation of Mechanicus enclaves and outposts had turned to disaster because the leaders were far more willing to backstab each other’s efforts than accomplish their initial objectives.
“In this case, at the risk of insisting, I really think we need two or three more councillors for the next days. I can handle the coordination for the moment, but it is best I have a few figures to direct the efforts and the construction of critical infrastructure or its renovation than a thousand. Technology is always simpler when there’s a clear hierarchy in place.”
“You have made your point,” the young woman said, drinking a glass of pure water Gamaliel had brought to her. “Tell me the names.”
“You need a Master Logis. Or a Master of Logistics, depending on how you want to call it. I know you have Captain Rhodes of the Knights Hospitallers to serve as your personal Logistician for the moment, but the paperwork never stops coming, and you need a specialised department. I think it will particularly decrease the charge of work you impose to yourself every day, and you will be far happier. For this position, the best candidate in my opinion is Lexico Arcanus Fowl Opt-6A2-Tertius of Triplex Phall.”
“I could use someone to take care of a lot of the analyses, figures and statistics which come to my office every day. A few dozen Logistician Tech-Priests in my staff and more outside...yes, I could use them.” Taylor admitted. “But Triplex Phall is committed with its Ramilies Starfort and everything they have promised...are their doctrines acceptable?”
“I will be trying very hard to break their hoarding tendencies,” the Tinker-AI said. “But they are far more...adaptable in their opinions than many Forge-Worlds. Living on the frontier has taught them harsh lessons about the dangers of this galaxy.”
“I won’t disagree with that. Can you tell me where is he in the crowd of red robes? I’m afraid we have not been presented...”
“He is the Tech-Priest with six mechadendrites attached to several data-banks.” There was a proverb that you shouldn’t do two things at once if you wanted to do them in an optimal manner. The Lexico Arcanus clearly disagreed; by the massive amount of data he emitted every second, Dragon was sure his implants were sending and receiving over a hundred problems and solving them before dealing with other issues.
“He’s looking like an hourglass with mechadendrites and electronic data-screens. I’m sure Dennis is going to have fun describing him.” Taylor returned her attention to the cascade and the cheers of the Nyxians for a few minutes before giving her answer. “I will announce my decision tomorrow. This day belongs to the High Magos, we aren’t going to ask him to share the light of this day. Any other outstanding candidates?”
“I have two. The first is heavily tied with the STC negotiations we have at the moment for the Angel’s Tear Power Armour.”
A large black spider jumped on the left side of the Basileia, and the insect-mistress caressed it without even looking at it once.
“The situation is complicated.”
It was a nice description of the entire atmosphere, yes. In the last days, several template-copies had been decided. After the Hebe Template was no longer available, the Forge-Worlds which had not yet a copy to impress their neighbours increased their efforts, motivated by the fact the stream of delegates never stopped climbing and climbing every month.
The servo-owl template-copies were the first to go. The Adeptus Administratum and the Adeptus Arbites had been the first to buy it in exchange of major concessions on the Lady Nyx’s economic, justice, and industrial authority over the planets of her domain. The Forge World of Gantz was going to deliver one hundred thousand Tech-Priests, twenty thousand Skitarii, and a dozen minor templates on surveillance systems. Solemnium had delivered less Tech-Priests and more Skitarii, eighty thousand, but they had promised twelve of the ‘Baneblade-lite’ super-heavy tanks they had re-discovered in M34, the Cataphract, and its data-construction methods. Venatoria and Helios had been more classic, promising data-feeds on their servo-skulls productions, as well as thousands upon thousands of Skitarii and Tech-Priests. 
Overall, the servo-owl template had allowed them to recruit approximately two hundred and twenty thousand Tech-Priests and two hundred thousand Skitarii. And they had now a super-heavy tank in their arsenal. Granted, it was inferior in every aspect to the legendary Baneblade, but when you were forced to import at ruinous prices your few super-heavy mammoths, any super-heavy machine was better than no heavy tank.
The Mongoose Analyser had been the next to be decided, in a litany of accusations, mechadendrites and expressions it was best to banish from memory if you don’t want to stay traumatised for the next decade. The Imperial Navy, perhaps concerned it was not going to have access to future templates if it continued to act in a peeved fashion, had gritted its teeth and made an exception to its stringent rule. Taylor was authorised to own one Warp-capable starship, and the identification codes had to be transmitted to Kar Duniash six months in advance of every departure. The Officio Medicae had given the formal rights to the ‘Saint’ to build hospitals and clinics where she wanted in the Nyx Sector. Triplex Phall and Estaban had given out minor antidote-production templates, in addition to Skitarii and Tech-Priests. Straxos had been more original: they had agreed to transfer an Oath of Assistance from House Raven, a Knight House allied to the Adeptus Mechanicus. 
 Should Nyx come under attack, or an ‘honourable campaign’ begins, House Raven would send twelve Knights under one of their Barons to battle. The Forge World of Samech had exchanged trade and exploration rights, plus information about their electric/energy production resources. And the Imperial Guard – or was it the Departmento Munitorum? – had at last understood it may be smart to figure if the troops you sent to retake a rebellious planet were going to fight and not drop dead because they had eaten the wrong food or sneezed under the wrong tree. Nyx was able to keep for training purposes all over the Sector fifty experimented regiments for training purposes and the next decade. The regular formation of Penal Legions these last months had proven a selling argument in that regard, ironically. And between all the Forge Worlds, there were one hundred and forty thousand Tech-Priests of ninety different specialties to complete the deal, protected by one hundred and twenty thousand Skitarii. 
And by a strange coincidence, the Amphitrite negotiations were concluded this morning. The Officio Agricultae had promised a large delivery of various seeds and gene-data for the Nyx Agri-World of Ruby’s Harvest. Palatine III had promised Logisticians and several data-templates of artillery batteries. Glasgow IV had signed for thousands of Electro-Priests and a dozen armoured protection templates. Gryphonne IV...they had just purchased it with Skitarii. A lot of Skitarii. Anvillus wanted it, and was prepared to pay several decontamination and air-purifier technology. And the Imperial Guard had agreed that wherever Taylor-Hebert went in her persona of Major-General, she could build Amphitrite hydro-plants wherever she wanted, and these aqua-centres would belong to her personally. There were also the usual sixty thousand Tech-Priests and three hundred thousand Skitarii – two hundred and fifty thousand of the latter came from Gryphonne IV. 
And this brought her to the negotiations of the Angel’s tear template, which had become in the last months some sort of Holy Grail for the Mechanicus...especially they had see the sort of acrobatics and sprints the first model could do without reaching its limits.
“Artisan Magos Cybersmith Lydia-Beta Rosamund proposed...”
“Ah yes, your girlfriend,” the other parahuman interrupted.
Dragon spluttered out in indignation.
“Excuse me? Lydia-Beta Rosamund is not my girlfriend!”
“Really?” The expression of Taylor Hebert was too innocent to be honest. “But I have hundreds of witnesses which confirm you spend twice the number of hours you spend with any of the senior Archmagi...”
“I fail to see how this makes her my girlfriend,” Dragon sniffed as guardsmen and Space Marines chuckled behind her. A second later, the reason of this remark became clear. “This is vengeance for the compromising photos of you and Sergeant Cao, isn’t it?”
“I have no idea what you’re speaking about, Dragon. Surely, I, the great Basileia of Nyx, am above this sort of petty revenge.”
The smile was so large the insect-mistress was about to burst into laughter at any moment.
“I’m sure you are. And to repeat, she is not my girlfriend.”
“Too bad...the evidence seemed so convincing...”
The Magos-Draco – who also happened to be Minister of Industry and Public Works - was liking less and less where this conversation was going.
“You used Morkys and Lankovar to spread rumours in the Noosphere data-banks, didn’t you?”
It was going to take her days to find and erase the pict-casts...assuming it had not gone viral. Which it certainly had. The Tech-Priests could present a facade of inhumanity, but at their worst they could be the worst gossips of this galaxy if it concerned information they found interesting.
“I have no implants to access the noosphere,” this unconvincing protest just meant that indeed, one Tech-Priest nearby had been used for this crime.
“Of course,” Dragon sighed theatrically. “Are you interested in what I have to say or must I leave you to propagate rumours about your exciting liaison with a former Wuhanese noble?”
“Go ahead,” the former supervillain said after a minor blush.
“Thank you. As I told you before, the Angel’s Tear armour is extremely coveted. It’s not like Mars will sell it to any Forge World who makes the demand for a cheap price. And given the complexity of the armour, it won’t be as easy to reverse-engineer as a lasgun. And there will be millions of Larkine lasguns in the hands of the soldiers of the Imperial Guard in a decade. I very much doubt there will be one million power armours operational in the same amount of time. As a consequence, a lot of Forge Worlds are making alliances. Tigrus and Artisan Magos Cybersmith Lydia-Beta Rosamund are leading one of these factions.”
“Really? As I understood it, she’s rather junior and young compared to hundreds of the Archmagi and Magi currently present at Nyx.”
“Talent does not wait old age,” she replied. Taylor chuckled.
“I’m not going to argue with that. So which Forge Worlds are we talking about, and what sort of prices are they willing to pay?”
“The Forge Worlds of this coalition are mainly situated in the Gothic Sector. Mezoa, Vindalex, Mpandex, Goth, and the Gothic capital Port Maw, Tigrus of course and they have added the recently-arrived Tech-Priests of Lucius. As for what they propose...three Explorator fleets, to begin with. The warships, infrastructure and headquarters would be moved to Nyx, and swear their allegiance to you.”
“I am interested. More Tech-Priests and Skitarii, I suppose?”
“More Tech-Priests and Skitarii,” the Tinker confirmed. One hundred thousand of each, if one wanted to know the details. “Also included in the bargain are orbital habitation and farm modules, magma extractors and forge-fanes, orbital transit tethers, several minor healthcare and industrial templates, mining extractors...plus the very good stuff.”
“That was not the very good stuff?” The insect-mistress asked seriously. “Because it seems to me that with this amount of resources anywhere in the galaxy, you can transform a backwater colony into an industrial titan.”
The surprise effect should be in force, then.
“The ‘Gothic’ alliance is willing to build a Ceramite Forge at Nyx,” not sharing the design, unfortunately, but she would take what was offered, “and between them they will send one thousand and two hundred renowned Artisans if you accept.”
Taylor was a redoubtably intelligent young woman. She understood in less than five seconds where the suggestion went.
“We would be able to build Astartes Power Armour.”
“I have taken the liberty to add the Mark VII Aquila Power Armour schematics on the list, just in case. Besides, they were all ready to agree to a minimum quota of two thousand armours of the Angel’s Sword, the inferior variant of the Angel’s Tear, and one hundred and fifty Mark VII Astartes Power Armour, per year.
“And I suppose there are no other alliances which are able to put this on the table.” This was more an affirmation than a question, in Weaver’s voice.
“No, and there is no one else who wants – or has the industrials skills to – produce twelve super-heavy Fellblade tanks.”
“All right, all right,” Taylor smirked. “I will accept the deal, although I will give a look or two to the other alliances’ proposals this evening. And assuming you’re right, I will name your girlfriend as Master of the Artisans.”
Lydia-Beta Rosamund was not her girlfriend. And her vengeance for this insinuation and this rumour-mongering was going to be terrible.
“Who is the next potential candidate for the Mechanicus Council?”
“You see the three-meter tall Skitarii with white robes? This is Alpha-Archmagos Epsilon-10 Blue-Crimson of Gryphonne IV, and his skills would be very much appreciated to coordinate, command and garrison the thousands of Skitarii we see arriving every day...”

