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Legacy 13.2
Legacy of Decay

Decay.
It is such a simple word, isn’t it?
It doesn’t sound very dangerous.
And yet it is one of the Ruinous Powers, a nightmarish parasite born of ancient sins.
Its slaves give him many names, most of them which are too disturbing to be spoken aloud.
No matter. It is still Decay.
It is the taint which brings more dangerous diseases and will transform insignificant sneezes into terrible pandemics.
It is the disintegration of Order.
It is the maw which does its utmost to rot the foundations of civilisation.
It feeds itself of our denials, our insecurities, and of course our fear of death.
Some of my advisors and friends once remarked that by that logic, the Orks are perhaps the only species to be immune to its corrupting influence.
But is it really the case?
The greenskins, for all the murderous danger they represent, have decayed too.
The Krorks are gone, and the twin brutes created to shape the sum of knowledge and skills of the warmongering race have decayed as a consequence.
Or perhaps you want to speak of the Necrons?
Their bodies are built in a metal which resists corrosion and rust very well, I will freely admit that.
But the technology supposed to protect what is left of their minds is not so perfect.
The Imperial commanders who fought at Mandragora and on the Ymga Monolith acknowledged this point and exploited it mercilessly.
Should we speak of the Eldar?
The majority of the Craftworlds and the planets they have left are pale shadows of their ancient Empire. During the late thirtieth millennium, the evidence of their ancient civilisation was more often than not presented to my eyes in the form of ruins and crumbling psychic archeotech.
Excess was the death of the depraved Empire, but Decay made sure the burial was long and agonising.
And of course, there is the Imperium.
My creation.
My greatest failure.
It was supposed to be a magnificent light banishing the darkness.
Look at what it has become.
It is the rotting carcass of hope. It is the ugly bastard child of necessity, arrogance, and fear.
It was never supposed to be like this.
I can sense my sons’ dismay, no matter how far I am from them.
It is unsurprising. In many ways, they never truly faced Decay where it is strongest.
Oh, they have fought the Hordes of Pestilence and Plagues.
They have seen what happened to the Death Guard.
They have seen how resentment and anger can poison you and fester, until you are nothing more than a puppet for the vile parasite waiting at heart of the Decay Garden.
But they have not fought Decay like I did.
They have not waged a secret war in the shadows to push for new inventions, to convince human minds that setbacks are not a permanent defeat. Technology and knowledge can be lost momentarily, but our species is curious and tenacious.
They have not walked knee-deep into the ashes of the Federation’s capital, and cried the death of trillions, while the laughter of the pestilence parasite echoed across the Warp.
This was a terrible defeat humanity has suffered. The catastrophic daemonic onslaughts and the rampages of the Lost and the Damned ended with the damnation of uncountable souls.
But the most grievous calamity was the rotting of the ideals. The rotting of my ideals. The perversion of the dream we could be one day be free.
It is still no reason to succumb to despair.
The damage done by four thousand years of delusion is enormous, but it can be reversed.
Chaos can be defeated. 
And if Slaanesh could be killed, then it just means that there is a way to kill Nurgle too. I just have to find it.
In the mean time, I will just have to settle to listen to its shrieks of fury when it will discover how badly he underestimated Taylor Hebert.

Ultima Segmentum
Nyx Sector
Nyx System
Nyx
Somewhere in the south of the Dolos Continent
Somewhere well below the surface 
The Hope Beacon – in construction
2.912.312M35
Thought for the day: I was here the day the Emperor killed Horus.
Liandra of Caledor

On the surface, the sight had been less than impressive. There had been a few Domes, some troop barracks, and a few installations to make sure the local soldiers didn’t get too bored.
This changed once you used the secret lifts, and they were so well hidden Liandra had missed them at first.
There was no indication how deep the lift had descended into the entrails of the planet, but it couldn’t be a small distance; otherwise the psychic emissions would have betrayed them, Moths or not.
Once there, the spectacle was worth the time she had spent waiting for most of two days.
It wasn’t the size of a Webway City.
But it wasn’t for lack of trying.
Liandra was no poet, except when it came to warfare and duelling; she had no lyrics to describe it in eloquent Aeldari terms.
So in blunter words, it was like watching an anthill being built before your eyes.
With the additional point in favour of that being that there had to be millions of ants of all sizes here.
It was likely an underestimation.
There were insects arriving and leaving every instant through Titan-sized tunnels, and the construction site was half-hidden by pillars which looked like they had been carved from the bones of the planets by the will of a God.
It was a cavern whose construction had begun very recently, and yet, Liandra was sure that few races would have been able to accomplish a building effort of that magnitude in one century or two.
To accomplish that, the construction force was not limited to ants. There were quantities of insects, ranging from the tiny beetles to the more respectable tunnel-diggers the Imperium called ‘Ambulls’, and then there were more gigantic assets, up to the Titan-Moths purifying regularly the cavern.
Between the clouds and columns of arachnids and other coordinators, there were the metallic humans covered in red robes, but they remained a small number, surrounded by the relentless Swarm.
“I’m impressed, my Empress. I didn’t think you would be able to keep something of that magnitude a secret from everyone.”
“Oh, there are many souls outside who have been informed,” the reply came after two heartbeats, “they may not know of certain details, however.”
“Preparations to build a new site if there is a problem with this one?”
“Yes, though the factor I had to find a way to transport all the food here to feed my Swarm played a more important role at the beginning. We planted some mega-cacti, but for a project of that size, Catachan-ants and the Ambulls would rapidly starve if they had only a diet of cactus juice to replenish their strength.”
“Hmm...a good point, my Empress. Logistics, I must admit, were never my strongest area of interest.”
For this admission, she received a snort.
“Why I am not surprised? Artemis, we are going to the Resonatum Ring.”
“Yes, Webmistress! The Custodes just departed-“
“It is fine. This is more inspection and...preparatory work today.”
“As you say, Webmistress! Hestia is on her way...but you already know that.”
If the security measures had been high before, they paled to those waiting for them now. The tunnel they walked into was big enough to tolerate the presence of a few human-made giant walkers, and the red-robed auxiliaries had done exactly that, deploying two of their ‘Knights’, in addition as usual to the tens of thousands of battle-insects obeying the will of Empress Weaver.
Then there were the adamantium doors. 
Liandra felt respect for the insects. Bring here the gates had to be a tremendous chore by itself.
There was a long list of protections, most of them conceived to make sure no one among their group, be it Liandra or any of the Space Marines, was an impostor.
And at last they were introduced to the ‘Ring’.
The name was appropriate, in a way.
The large tunnel, once ‘poked’ via a psychic probe, would indeed form a magnificent ring into the depths of the planet once it was complete.
It was not the case now.
Though to be fair to the big golden spider and her large swarm being busy shaping, re-shaping, and polishing stone after stone, the precision required was astronomically high.
Without the Empress, all of it would have had to be done by other means, and Liandra knew it would have taken far, far longer to deliver a fraction of the performance.
As for the purpose of the whole project?
It was not that difficult to have a guess the moment she saw the three large Aethergold Pylons already emplaced inside the incomplete ‘Ring’.
“You are building an Aetheric Engine.”
“Indeed.” Her Empress saw clearly no reason to obfuscate the truth.
“Your Empire has already a lighthouse.”
“One,” the ruler of Nyx agreed, “and it was not built recently. It is a dangerous weakness.”
On that point, Liandra nodded.
The pretense was discarded, and the former Blood Muse watched the ‘Ring’ with determined eyes. 
Evidently, not all the Pylons which would end up in this ‘Resonatum Ring’ were here today. It was likely they would end up with ten or twelve, and that was assuming there weren’t more which would be stored as potential replacement parts.
It was hardly surprising, given how recent the humans had started to recognise the sheer potential of Noctilith use for their grand projects.
No, there was something else-
Ah.
“You need Wraithbone to ‘connect’ the different Pylons.” She didn’t even pretend it was a question.
“I do.” The golden wings were unfurled and grew larger, and the Pylons seemed to react to it as a consequence.
For anyone else, Liandra would already have told them that this seer power wasn’t meant to be replicated very often. Assuredly, her Empress would be able to build more than one, unlike the Beacon of Pain the Human Emperor was trapped and bounded to.
But it would still be a limited number, and consequences to build too many of them wouldn’t be pleasant. The Warp was more than the realm of Chaos, in the end. It was a realm where your soul was reflected, and there was only so much light you could use as illumination.
“In that case, there may be a problem.” The former High Priestess of Khaine admitted reluctantly.
“I was under the impression the Queen of Blades taught you the art of the Bonesingers.”
“She did.” Liandra said defensively. “And I have to say, without modesty, that I am very good at it.”
“What is the problem, then?” At least the Angel of Sacrifice was smirking...
“I am capable to create high-quality Wraithbone, as I said.” The former Apprentice to Aenaria Eldanesh spoke. “But I am not working fast. While the ‘Ring’ is still incomplete, I have a good idea how wide and long it is going to be in the end. If you want a flawless work of ten connections between two Pylons, I think I can do it in twelve to fourteen of your ‘Terran years’.”
Since there were more than two Pylons to connect by Sacrifice-imbued Wraithbone, clearly, the final time to complete this resonance chamber would be multiplied by ten easily. 
The other parts of the Aetheric Engine were clearly less complicated and would largely be ready in time by then.
“This is, naturally, assuming you work alone.”
“Yes, my Empress. But you kind of need me if you want Sacrifice-imbued Wraithbone at the end of the process.” Liandra was not going to say she knew her Empress perfectly, because it would have been ridiculous and untrue. But the alternative was using the Eldaneshi children, for they were protected by Sacrifice, and that she was sure the Queen of the Swarm would never do.
“True. That said, would it possible for you to act as a...relay for different Bonesingers? They would create the Wraithbone to your specifications, and you would coordinate and imbue the Wraithbone. In a way, you would be the equivalent of one of my Adjutant-Spiders, except for threads of Wraithbone, not of silk.”
Liandra blinked and considered the matter for a long period of time.
“This...this could work, my Empress.” She answered at last. “I will need some highly-skilled Bonesingers to perfect the process, however. The average Crafter who has been trained for a hundred cycles won’t be enough for this kind of task. I will need some real ‘artists of the Wraithbone’.”
It was a silent question which was asked: did the Destroyer of Commorragh want to reveal the existence of this underground facility to more Eldaneshi, given how many obfuscation efforts had been done to keep it a secret?
“Speak with Aurelia Malys, please. Ask her...ask her hypothetically, how much it would cost me to find and hire ten highly-skilled Bonesingers for the better part of a year.”
“Yes, my Empress. And if I am forced to give a name?”
“My spiders have started to call it the ‘Hope Beacon’. I think you can mention it to the Herald of Atharti...but only to her.”
“By your will, it shall be done,” Liandra replied earnestly.

 Basileia Taylor Hebert 

In the end, Taylor was rather satisfied with her not-so-surprise inspection. True, there were a lot of things that had suffered a delay or would have to be changed in the days to come.
But when you built something as unprecedented as an insect-adapted copy of the Dark Age’s Choral Engine, problems were inevitable.
And so far, everything could be solved, provided enough resources and assets were committed to it.
She could only pray it wasn’t going to change.
Giving a last glance to the structure where the first Fusion Reactor was being assembled, the Basileia of Nyx turned again to face the blood-haired Muse.
“I have another problem I want to use your expertise for.”
“I’m all ears, my Empress.”
The words would have been innocent enough for anyone not verse in the Aeldari language. Unfortunately, what should have been unnoticed by many human eyes, in this case the movement of the ears and the body, Taylor couldn’t miss it. And the moment she deciphered it, the moment she acknowledged the...carnal nuances.
The Angel of Sacrifice sighed internally.
“I want to know how early in your Empire’s history the creation of Planet World Spirits started. The memories I own did not have an answer to that.”
“Why would you-“ For a short moment, Liandra of Caledor gave her a very human expression of surprise. “No. Forgive me, my Empress. To answer your question...we who obeyed the Phoenix Throne did not create the ‘World Spirits’. The Old Ones gave us the knowledge, and depending on the era, Maiden Worlds were seeded all across the galaxy with the potential for many to have a World Spirit.”
The next facial expression was definitely smug.
“Did you find one? If so, you are very lucky, my Empress.” If the long-ear had not decided to take a suggestive pose here and now, it wouldn’t have been so bad...
“Luck has nothing to do with it.” Taylor drew a data-slate from her pocket and activated it before handing it to her. Immediately the seemingly benevolent orb of green and blue appeared. “Catachan. A planet where everything wants to kill you, down to the toads, the flowers, and the mushrooms.”
The Muse did not take long before her lecture to reach the ‘interesting’ points.
“The agents of the Hungering Maw are here. Lovely.”
“Yes.” Most of the Generals anywhere near Nyx reacted rather more forcefully when they watched the holo-vids of the Tyranids’ presence, but then Liandra wasn’t human.
The Shield of the Angels waited for ten seconds, and then continued.
“The first time I was given the knowledge a Tyranid was hiding somewhere under this planet’s surface, I didn’t recognise the significance, of course. There was no pattern to be analysed and understood. But this changed with Operation Stalingrad. We had uncountable witnesses who confirmed Behemoth rose from the oceanic depths of Fenris. Everyone, including the few Traitor prisoners and all the Loyalist witnesses, confirmed the krakens were the spawns of this ‘hyper-psychic Hive Ship’. And Fenris has a World Spirit.”
When you had dismissed the improbable factors, all it remained was the truth, no matter how painful.
“Your guess, my Empress, is that the scout organisms of the Hungering Maw are targeting planets with World Spirits. And then once they have landed, they are...infiltrating them, making sure the whole fauna and flora are rising to ever-greater levels of evolutionary violence?”
“Yes.” Taylor said curtly. “Is it possible?”
The answer came just as fast.
“Yes. It is not only possible, it is highly likely that it is what happened in the case of the two planets you mentioned. In both cases, the invading organisms acted psychically much as a virus would. They infect the World Spirit, and thus transform the planet with a minimum of effort. This is really brilliant, actually. One planet with millions or billions of the ‘Tyranids’ would alarm plenty of species, including my own. But by adopting that approach, you obtain a realm of evolution and death where the species are not Tyranids.”
And it could have continued like this for thousands of years until the arrival of the first Tyranid fleet.
It was...bloody terrifying.
Minor piece of good news, it explained why ‘Nova Fenrisia’, according to Guilliman’s latest courier ship, was settling into a cold but far less dangerous planet than Fenris had been. The ‘infection’ of the Tyranids was purged. The World Spirit was free to diminish its levels of aggression. Yes, it was a theory which fit the facts at hand. She would inform the two Primarchs of this as soon as possible.
Of course, all the good news didn’t compare to the bad. The Aeldari Empire had been known as the ‘Empire of a Billion Moons’ for a good reason. And before them, the Old Ones had ruled over a fairly large part of the galaxy too. That was a lot of potential worlds who could host World Spirits, even if some of them had been destroyed across the ages.
“I suppose, my Empress, that the elimination of the infection has been decided?”
“It is.” There was no purpose to turn around the problem, after all. “This is the only lead we have so far to eliminate the Tyranid vanguard scouts so far.”
“In that case, I have both bad news and good news.”
“Bad news first.”
“I don’t know if the elimination of the Hungering Maw’s infection will change much in the next thousands of cycles,” the Aeldari sworn to Sacrifice told her unflinchingly. “Judging by the results, this infestation began long before the one Behemoth was responsible for. No matter how much you restore a World Spirit, the fauna and the flora are what they are. It will take a long time for the environment to look like the paradise it was supposed to be.”
“This,” Taylor grimaced inwardly, “will not be a problem.”
The Guard and other organisations had been very worried that she would damage the supply of Jungle Fighter Regiments. At least now she could honestly reassure these parties nothing of the sort would happen.
“Cold, my Empress.”
“And the good news?”
Liandra bared her teeth.
“To exert such an influence over the World Spirit, the Tyranid organism is necessarily close to it, and I mean both psychically and physically.”
This time, Taylor returned the smile.
“I think it’s a very good thing I sent one of my loyal Adjutants ahead to lay the groundwork for the military operation...”

Catachan System
Catachan
The Stark Redoubt
5.913.312M35
General Vincent Sharp 

Vincent Sharp had seen many men and women trying to pretend they were Adepts of the Adeptus Administratum, but none of them had ever been so ridiculously funny.
“I am Adept Kali, and this is a surprise inspection!”
General Vincent Sharp snorted very loudly.
Once this whole affair was over, he would recount the entire joke to his children.
The idea of a tank-sized spider hired by the Adeptus Administratum was the kind of tales that would be a legend on Catachan for decades.
“There is no need to continue this charade, Adjutant-Captain Kali. We’re alone...and your Lady General informed me you were coming.”
“Oh,” the enormous arachnid seemed for a moment to lose her composure...before raising an accusatory leg. “In that case, let me assure you, General, that the hospitality of the Catachan warriors is really lacking! I had to kill five Black Vipers on my way here! One of them almost dropped on top of me from an aeration conduit!”
Vincent Sharp grimaced. He really would have to tell his men to stop the usual hazing. It was fine when it was the usual flunkies of the Adeptus Administratum. It was unacceptable when it was the emissary of a Living Saint who had destroyed an entire Legion of Traitor Astartes.
“This is just scandalous!”
“I assure you, the culprits will be found and punished.” Sergeant Ripper would benefit from a small adventure outside of the Redoubt anyway. The youngster was getting too arrogant. Maybe a few days evading the Swamp Mambas and the Devils would teach him a lesson or two. Or maybe not, but one could always hope.
Still, better to put an end to the hazing before it grew uncontrollable.
The armoured spider grumbled, and then plunged into another subject that all Catachan Generals tried to avoid.
“I couldn’t help but notice, General, that for a population which is supposed to be close to twelve million men, women, and children, your effectives are impressive!”
And that was why in general quite a few Adepts had tragic accidents before they could send back uncomplimentary reports to their superiors.
Vincent Sharp cleared his throat.
“Ah, you noticed, Adjutant-Captain?”
The sound which came out of the metallic voice was particularly disdainful. 
“General, I am a servant of the Webmistress! I have the will of Administration burning within my me, praise the Webmistress! In addition to that, I happen to have eight eyes. I can count the twelve major Redoubts of Catachan and the other minor ones who were built in the last millennia! Even by the most considerable estimates, I arrive to a population count of twelve billion, not twelve million! How should explain to the Webmistress this incredible number discrepancy?”
Somehow, the old pun of ‘we Jungle Fighters are really bad at maths’ wasn’t going to work this time.
No, it was better to go with the truth.
“It is a defensive measure against the rapacity of the Munitorum,” the thirty-five years-old General replied truthfully. “I really know when it all began, but according to the cogboys we have working in our ammunition production facilities in orbit, by mid-M32, the Munitorum dictated us we were to form our entire population into regiments and send them to the frontlines within ten standard years.”
Sharp didn’t know if his predecessors had gotten the bureaucrats behind this stupid idea in the end. It wouldn’t surprise him if they had succeeded, though. They were from Catachan, and the level of stupidity had to be punished, somehow.
“We weren’t willing to abandon, our home, though. So the Governor sent the message the population levels had regressed to the numbers we had when the Emperor discovered us. Twelve million.”
“And the Administratum continues to send you request after request to commit your entire population every ten years?” Kali the spider was aghast listening to his explanation, and Sharp couldn’t really blame her. “Are they stupid?”
“We have done our best to be models when it comes to tithe-delivery,” the old joke was as good as it had been one thousand years ago.
“Unbelievable,” the Adjutant-Captain shook her enormous head. “Anyway. If the Administratum is willing to be fooled by something so clumsy, they deserve to be tricked. I serve the Webmistress and the Emperor, not the Administratum.”
“Indeed,” Sharp grinned. He was really beginning to like the arachnid. “The first messages hinted your Lady General Militant requested a large deployment of Jungle Fighters.”
“Oh, yes! With the Guard recruitment levels increasing everywhere in the Nyx Sector, the Webmistress has generously been willing to commit a surplus of one hundred fifty thousand men and women, fully equipped. The Swarm spared no effort to train them!”
Knowing General ‘Death’ Schwarz, Sharp didn’t know if he was to be proud of the soldiers who faced this training, or pity them. Maybe, he decided after a few seconds, it was a bit of both.
“So one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers, all up to Jungle Fighter standards. Any particular preferences?”
“The Webmistress leaves you the choice of the regiments,” Adjutant-Captain Kali replied quickly. “I will only insist that we are facing an enemy which will likely turn fauna and flora alike against your troops and the force the Webmistress commits!”
“Duly noted. I will begin the selection process immediately.”
There wouldn’t be a shortage of volunteers, it went without saying. There had been no invasion of their home in the last millennium; no one had been that stupid, lately. As such, a campaign, and with an ambitious goal like this one, was the dream of every self-respectable Catachan Jungle Fighter.
Oh, no, the problem was going to limit the number of volunteers to something approaching one hundred and fifty thousand warriors.
“I would appreciate, however, that the secrets of Catachan remain...err...rather between you and the Lady General Militant.”
“I am rather willing to transmit these tolerable terms to the Webmistress! As long as you avoid placing these dangerous snakes close to me!” Sharp grimaced. “As for the Administratum and the Munitorum, their lack of competence is getting even more irritating day after day! I can’t wait for the day the Webmistress orders us to replace the vellum-worshippers!”
Laughing at that moment would be completely unprofessional.
General Vincent Sharp did it anyway.

Segmentum Solar
Sol System
High Orbit over Holy Terra
Imperial Navy Orbital Station Triumph of Loyalty
0.919.312M35
Solar Guardian of Records Nicephorus Vandire

In hindsight, the shivering which had gone through his body for no reason upon entering the meeting room at all had not been a good sign.
Not that Nicephorus was a superstitious man, far from it.
But the displeased expression of Lord Admiral Rudolf von Goldenbaum, recently promoted to the rank of Third Space Lord, had nothing to do with superstition and more with the highly sensitive message Xerxes had commanded him to play messenger for.
Nicephorus really wished his brother stopped giving him such unpleasant duties, and not just because he understood literally nothing to the Imperial Navy and void-related things. The only starship he was using regularly was the yacht he was owed due to his exalted rank – the Solar Guardian of Records had to travel often across the Sol System, or so went the reasoning.
“Unacceptable,” Goldenbaum uttered, the word being uttered like a poorly-cooked meal had been presented in front of him.
“In which way, Lord Admiral?”
“All of it!” The eyes shone with anger, but the lapse of control disappeared as fast as it had appeared. “I asked for a very specific list of warships! Your brother, the esteemed High Lord of the Administratum, thinks clearly he knows better than me, and felt good to replace my list with an entirely different one.”
There was nothing complimentary in the way the word ‘esteemed’ and the others which followed had been spoken, it must be said.
“I’m sure my brother has excellent reasons.”
“Oh yes,” the voice of Rudolf von Goldenbaum could have dried a few mega-cisterns of Holy Terra. “I’m sure the generous concession he is ready to give by building many brand-new Zion-class Battleships is excellent! Why, it is not like if the Zion Sector has the only shipyards which keep building the hulls!”
Damn it, Xerxes. 
Nicephorus, as he had said before, didn’t know much about the Imperial Navy. But he knew that yes, the Vandire-controlled Sectors controlled the specialised infrastructure to build up the class of Battleships bearing the name of the Vandire’s jewel and first seat of power.
He also knew – because Xerxes had complained and bickered loudly about it several times when he was hearing range – that the list of orders had abruptly collapsed after Commorragh, and the trend had accelerated after the conclusion of the Black Crusade. If nothing was done, the production lines involved into making the parts of these great and mighty capital ships were going to have to be closed and maybe dismantled. When no one wanted to buy a starship, you couldn’t pay the hundreds of millions of plebeians involved into the military program.
“I won’t deny there are modest industrial factors at stake, Lord Admiral,” Nicephorus tried diplomatically. “But I assure you that the shipyards we have can indeed build the Zion-class Battleships in great numbers and for a price cheaper than any hull from the Ring of Iron!”
Rudolf von Goldenbaum watched him like he had thrown mud on his pristine uniform of Battlefleet Solar.
“Yes, but you appear to miss a point. The Martian ships can be deployed in time and hour for the campaign they are assigned to! Something your Zion-class Battleships can hardly boast of. Despite our best efforts, the Saint Hyacinth is still in repairs, like it has been for the last three years. The First Space Lord had to abandon the idea of deploying the San Joaquin and the Conquistador to the Cadian Sector because of their recurring engineering problems!”
The far younger man shook his head.
“I am willing to listen to certain industrial priorities, Lord Vandire. But I am not willing to close my eyes when the problems of a Battleship class. I want to win void battles with that Battleship. As it stands, I would rather choose to build Von Kisher’s Combustibles again.”
“Err...weren’t the combustibles...err...the Battleships which exploded after a few shots during the Battle of Commorragh?”
“Yes,” Rudolf von Goldenbaum replied brutally. “But at least those ships reached the battlefield in time to do some good. Whereas I am absolutely certain that with Zion-class Battleships, the hulls will be waiting in the docks when the call to arms will come!”
Xerxes was not going to like that at all.
Nicephorus had not many certainties in his life, but he was sure of this ‘minor fact’. It would be best to make sure he was far away from anything valuable and expensive when he gave them the news.
He had to insist. Otherwise the rest of the Clan was going to complain he wasn’t defending enough their interests...
“Still, the construction of a few Zion-class Battleships is not going to be too problematic for the Navy-“
“Your brother don’t want a few,” Goldenbaum interrupted very rudely, “he wants forty of them to be built in the next thirty years!”
Forty? Even for Xerxes, that seemed a bit...excessive.
“This would already be bad enough, but he also wants two hundred Hammer-class Cruisers!” The Lord Admiral looked at his message again. “Whatever a Hammer-class Cruiser is. I’ve never heard of the class before today.”
“It might be one of the new brand-new innovative designs of the Zion shipyards,” Nicephorus, trying not to show how much in the dark he was about it. 
Rudolf’s face was a clear and non-ambiguous sign that it was not going to convince the Admirals of Solar. Not when the Zion-class Battleships had not earned the most glorious of reputations in the last decade.
“I am not going to go to war in an untested class, which, for all we know might be worse than the combustibles of Von Kisher.” Nowhere, the name of Weaver was mentioned, but Nicephorus heard it loud and clear. “I am going to give you again a list of the ships I want. This time, High Lord Vandire is going to accept it and release the first payment of Thrones before year’s end.”
Nicephorus took the message. A rapid reading was enough to confirm it was nearly identical to the first message of Goldenbaum which he had played messenger for several weeks ago.
Yes, paying messenger between those two was really a duty he was beginning to hate.
“I will deliver the message, Lord Admiral.”
And he really hopes his expression conveyed accurately how well it was going to be received by Xerxes.

Holy Terra
Merica
Mega-Hive Cajun
De facto Primary Headquarters of the Adeptus Almitas
0.921.312M35
Adept-Primus Joost Harpagon

There were days when Joost was very relived to be alive. Let it not to be said that the Living Saint wasn’t respecting her promises.
Of course, all the invitations for any prestigious conference and other important events suddenly seemed to have mysteriously disappeared.
Joost had not known what he had really expected from Xerxes Vandire, but somehow, this felt incredibly petty of the High Lord of the Administratum.
But there were more important preoccupations.
For if the assassins of Clan Vandire weren’t visiting, the Inquisitors, on the other hand, were becoming more and more a frequent sight in the upper levels of the Mega-Hive.
One had always to see the positive side of the Auramite chip: Joost was still alive.
Since he firmly intended to stay that way for as long as possible, however, this implied certain sacrifices. He certainly didn’t remember working as hard since the official admission ceremony which recognised him as a full-fledged Adept.
“Please explain in concise words why you felt this amended List of Most Wanted Beings must be acknowledged as final.”
Joost Harpagon swallowed nervously. He had always thought that black-cloaked individuals were too dramatic, but one had to admit, it was scary and effective when an Inquisitor did it.
No name had been given, and Joost hadn’t asked for one. But the Rosette and the codes it carried came straight from the Imperial Palace. In times like that, you complied. The alternative wasn’t worth thinking about.
“Obviously, the elimination of so many Traitor Warlords during the Battle of Macragge and before forced the Adeptus Almitas to compile many, many vaults and erase a non-negligible number of enemies of the Imperium. Per the orders of the Holy Ordos and the Adeptus Custodes, no bounty will be assigned if the being can’t be killed in a permanent manner with a significant chance of success.”
And wasn’t it a terrifying thought? There were beings in this galaxy that even the Ten Thousand admitted neither a Living Saint nor Primarchs had good odds to put down forever.
“Based on the testimony of Her Celestial Highness the Countess of York,” Joost continued, “we saw no reason to chance the two beings at the top of the list. The Despoiler stays the most wanted being of the Imperium.”
Though Joost had to admit he had his doubts if really someone could kill this monster. In four thousand years, no one since the Emperor’s Champion himself had come close.
“The number two is of course the Traitor Fabricator-General, Kelbor-Hal himself.” There was just enough indirect evidence someone with the traitor’s name still lived. Joost wouldn’t gamble on this thing being a mortal, but duty was duty. “The third of course is the entity calling itself Nagash.”
Somehow, the syllabuses felt...uncomfortable. Strange. Alien. It was like you couldn’t feel any kind of positive feeling speaking the name.
“Per the will of His Most Holy Majesty and the current Fabricator-General, it has been decided number four will go to the construct called the ‘Chaos Android Command Core’. This device, while not seen by any loyal soul, had its existence confirmed by redemption-seeking Astartes and esoteric forms of divination. Its destruction is an absolute priority.”
And for good reason, for the moment it was destroyed, the Lord of Iron – the name that was given as the architect of the heretekal machines – would feel the wrath of his own creations.
“Number Five and Number Six stay the same. We don’t have the faintest idea where Kel Sidonius, the Alpha Head, has been doing in the last centuries, but no Imperial citizen has ever come forwards to claim his bounty. As for the abominable Primogenitor, his presence on multiple theatres of war is well-attested, alas. But for all the clones which have been eliminated, the prime body, assuming there is one, has never been discovered. The Seventh...”
“The Seventh is Gluthor Skurvithrax the Ferryman, yes.”
Joost nodded quickly. Generally speaking, everyone agreed that the Fifth Black Crusade had seen tremendous victories for the Imperium and that the losses endured had been more than compensated by the sheer scale of the gains. Primarchs had returned. A Traitor Legion had been annihilated. Many priceless pieces of archeotech had been recovered. Even the destruction of Fenris, homeworld of the Space Wolves, had been compensated for in the end.
But there had been some defeats too.
And one of them had been delivered by the fleet of Gluthor Skurvithrax.
The Plague Marine had profited from the confused situation around the Eye and the Calyx Hell Stars to launch a raid on a cluster of recently-recognised Civilised Worlds, and the Imperium’s reinforcements had arrived too late to stop him. 
The seven words had not really been that productive, but now they were barren, for the Imperium had to torch them from orbit. Millions of souls had been enslaved and kidnapped by the fiend. The others had been contaminated with such horrible pandemics that the death the Purgation Fleets had given them must have felt like a mercy in the end.
The Herald of Pestilence, the dreaded Traveller, had been removed from the list. But another Plague Marine was ready to take its place.
“As the reports of his demise were apparently largely exaggerated, it has been decided unanimously among the Adeptus Almitas that the infamous Sevatar, also known as the Prince of Crows, will be Number Eight.” Joost shivered. He had looked at the ancient holo-vid where the face of the monster was shown, and he wished he hadn’t. 
“Ah. The Ninth is the Destiny Unwritten, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Inquisitor. We had planned to add her rival the ‘Cambion of Blood’ too, but it was recently confirmed by various sources that the likelihood of removing permanently this abomination may be beyond conventional means. Thus we gave the Warlord who was fighting in the Calyx Hell Stars the Number Nine. After that, well, the Queen of Blades had to remain Number Ten.”
The rest of the list was significantly less dangerous. And no, the Adept-Primus didn’t mean ‘not dangerous’. Everything, being a filthy Traitor, a xenos, or something else was extremely dangerous by virtue of being on this list. These were the great enemies of the Imperium, the fiends which could give nightmares to the majority of the Space Marine Chapter Masters and other stalwart defenders of the Imperium.
But there was no denying that when you saw the description of Kossolax the Foresworn and Arch-Heretek Sota-Nul, respectively Number Eleven and Twelve, there were an order of magnitude below the ten great threats. 
“Very well,” the Inquisitor turned around and began to walk away. “This list is endorsed, Adept-Primus. You have done good work. Make sure it continues.”
Well, as far as encouragements went, it was a powerful one!


