Update 22 December

Shadowpoint 7.2
The Storm before the Apocalypse

Your arrogance is only equalled by your lack of imagination, parasite.
The moment you tried to lay down the foundations of your grand trap, you utterly failed to account for one possibility.
You thought I was willing to play by your rules once more.
I am not. Unlike you, I have learned the lessons of the past. This is one of the many, many differences between someone like me and a psychic mass of dark ambition like you.
You think you have won. I wonder how you can be so conceited to think this is true. Are you creating a new order for this galaxy? No. When your slaves drag a new world into the Warp, your talons and claws are capable of nothing but corruption and destruction.
You call yourself a God of Change, but that is a lie, like everything you are. You corrupt. You kill. You betray. You lie. You don’t provide any power or knowledge. You steal it and pray the robbery will not be discovered before you have the opportunity to sell it to a naive buyer.
You are a merciless abomination, the sins of the old stellar empires. You are everything I stand against. You are hypocrisy and lies. You are a cancer ruining the lives of trillions of souls.
I deny you.
You are not a God. Assuming such entities truly exist, you are not and never will be one. Unlike many beings in this galaxy, I am old enough to remember a time when you and your fellow Immaterium predators were Three, not Four.
I was there when the folly of the Aeldari gave birth to a construct of depravation, excess, self-indulgence and decadence.
I was there and I have not forgotten.
You think the scream of its birth scared me. You are completely wrong. It gave me hope.
You are not invincible. You are not omniscient. You are unable to give anything but poison for the bodies and the souls of the humans I reign over.
The nine plans you prepared for Pavia reeked of this arrogance and lack of innovation capability. You would try to destroy the invasion fleet by deceit, betrayal, sorcery methods, pushing unwilling and willing slaves on the battlefield to win a semi-victory. At the same time, you prepared reinforcement fleets, an ignorant pawn, and if all else failed, tearing apart the star and the surrounding area to let pass your hordes.
You may have noticed this is not going to happen like you wanted. The Serpent, with some prodding from my agents, has ruined a great part of your plans. Weaver has ruined many, many others. Your slaves have been massacred. Your altars are destroyed. Your secret bases are burned. Your prisoners have been freed or given the mercy of death at long last.
You can still raise the storm and breach the veil separating Materium and Immaterium, of course. But that would be dangerous for you, no? The Necron World-Engine has quite a few pylons to prevent exactly this sort of intervention, and overloading them would require so much energy it would leave you vulnerable to the other Three. 
And somehow, I don’t think the other parasites will congratulate you for placing them in this situation.
So hear me, abomination. The future is not written in advance. You and your fellow predators of the Empyrean have not won. You do not control Fate, Hope, or Destiny.
I am the Emperor of Mankind, and I deny you.
****
The Imperial Navy strategists believed it would take half a year to crack the outer defences of Pavia and teach these pirates the lesson they deserved.
Under the guidance of Lady Weaver, we have done it in fifty hours.
I don’t think there has been such a one-sided triumph in Ultima Segmentum in the last century. Our forces have smashed apart ten pirate fleets, convinced one to surrender with weapons and supplies, and one has run with its tails between its legs, as befits the Eldar.
The numbers are so huge I think the Munitorum and the Administratum are going to have fits of seizure when they will see the official communiqués. Four battleships, ten grand cruisers, seven battlecruisers, eleven heavy cruisers, one hundred and thirty cruisers and carriers, one hundred and thirty-five light cruisers, over six hundred and fifty frigates, corvettes and destroyers, and thirteen thousand-plus starfighters/bombers are the preliminary casualty pirate figures which are considered minimal by the Admirals.
And even they pale below the destruction and capture of thirty-five significant pirate bases, and the capture of two Malta Starforts. In fifty hours, we have destroyed the equivalent of several centuries of pirate infrastructure and made sure they will no longer have the means to threaten the worlds of the God-Emperor. I say they won’t have the means, but they won’t have the numbers either. The minimal estimates are that we killed seven million greenskins, one million Kroot, two million Sheed, thirty-two million traitors and heretics, one hundred thousand Eldar, and five million of diverse xenos species.
This is the kind of battles where legends are made, and the inner system is waiting for us. Already there are rumours the bonuses are going to be tripled provided we continue at our usual performance level. We are going to win, I know it...with these commanders nothing is impossible.
Extract of Fifth Lieutenant Derrick’s diary, officer serving on the Indomitable Resolution, published in 324M35.
****
Beyond the frontiers of the Imperium
Acacia Expanse
Pavia System
Battleship Enterprise
8.189.296M35
Thought for the day: It is not in my mind to ask questions that will not be answered. That is the soul standing upon the precipice of vacillation. You search for wisdom, but achieve only a stasis of will.
Captain-General Anubis Excelsor 

There were not that many beings in this galaxy who could hope to fight a Custodes and have a chance to prevail. This was not arrogance speaking, simply a fact. In experience alone, a member of the Ten Thousand had centuries of experience, implacable and ever-evolving training, and the best armament and equipment a warrior of the Imperium of Mankind could access to.
Anubis Excelsor had met some of them. Millennium-old Traitor Space Marines and aeons-ancient Aeldari were the most common opponents.
Of course, that they had a chance to prevail against a single Custodes did not mean the fiends and traitors would survive a Shield Company’s vengeful charge. Few armies and veterans were able to withstand the Watchers of the Throne’s assaults.
The young woman bowing in front of him undoubtedly belonged into this category. From the moment he had set a foot on this starship, the Captain-General of the Adeptus Custodes had counted no less than two hundred and fifty-three breeds of insects capable to kill him if he tried to neutralise the threat they posed.
Insects. He was going to have to organise a few Blood Games to simulate this new type of threat. The defences of the Imperial Palace were protected with the most potent wards, anti-empyrean shields and measures to prevent the plague-bearers of pestilence from coming through. But all of these protections were anti-daemonic in nature. Against a non-possessed human who controlled an unending swarm, nine out of ten protocols would be as good as useless.
“What is the Emperor’s Will?”
Yes, this woman was dangerous. And if Taylor Hebert had not been evidently touched by the hand of Anubis’ Master, the Custodes would have seriously begun to move up preparations for an assassination attempt. Zealots were particularly sorry examples how low humanity had fallen, but they could be of use. The swarm-controller’s eyes had no fanaticism, and no religious madness clouded them. The irises were cold and calculating, not of ambition like so many High Lords did, but on a ruthless calculus of gains and losses. This was a woman who had decided to support the Emperor because she had seen what the other side had to offer, and decided anything was preferable to the darkness.
“It is His Majesty’s Will that you will take command your forces and invade the Eldar Webway. You must strike a powerful blow against the enemies of the Imperium before they have time to increase the size of their forces.”
“I am...flattered by the high opinion His Majesty has of me. But unlike what some of my subordinates believe, I do not have the ability to grant miracles on demand. To begin with, I am not aware of any Webway Gates in the Pavia System...”
This objection was reasonable. One couldn’t invade what they couldn’t see. 
“Coordinates O-63JRTY, roughly fifty-seven thousand kilometres on a 15Y-axis away from Pavia Primus. You will need three keys to open the Eversprings Gate. One is in the possession of Sliscus the Serpent. The second is owned by Lox’ena the Siren. The third has been stolen by the Necron thief.”
The General of the Imperial Guard had stopped bowing and was looking at him with an expression that has still some respect in it...and also a great deal of stubbornness.
“I can take the keys from the two pirates, provided I know what I am looking for.” The black-gold haired woman told him bluntly. “But I have no way to force Trazyn the Infinite from releasing the key he owns by force. I will need something to bargain.”
“Asteroid GU-221Z in grid 55-Y. Several objects of Necron and Eldar origin have been stored there by the pirates.”
By this point, Anubis Excelsor had expected many possible reactions. An admission that perhaps, after all, the Emperor’s chosen could not deliver on several aspects of the plan. This had happened more times than he could count the moment he talked to officers of the Imperial Guard and Navy. The opposite type of reaction was the ‘boasting tirade’ where the interlocutor promised a pile of treasure and certain victory as long as reinforcements, material resources and political power were sent this way. 
“And then? According to the Inquisition, the Eldar Webway is a maze sprawling across the entire galaxy like an enormous complicated spider’s web. The forces which are participating in Operation Caribbean have no hope to provide any kind of offensive punch if they are dispersed across millions of kilometres.”
“His Majesty has assigned ten primary and thirty secondary objectives for this difficult mission. To start with...”
Even with no hesitation – his memory was as perfect as the day he had joined the Ten Thousand – and no elaborate explanations, it took him the better part of ten standard minutes to give the battleship’s mistress the essential information she required to accomplish her vital mission.
When he finished speaking, Anubis received a semi-stoic expression in return.
“Let none doubt that the Master of Mankind is lacking ambition when He is making His plans.”
The Captain-General didn’t answer. It was true, so why bother denying the point?
“Can you do it?”
The female General turned her sight towards the hololith, where two assault super-fortresses were moving to fight each other.
“I will need to add the Necron forces to my own to have any reasonable chances of success.”
“Define ‘reasonable’.”
“Above ten percent,” the insect-controller replied immediately. “The surprise will not last, and we will go inside the Webway with zero information and zero battlefield preparations. At Pavia the enemy regained its wits rather quickly, and we were fighting pirates. The enemy for this operation is far, far more dangerous than that.”
“It will be as divided as the pirates were.”
“I can’t count on that.” Anubis Excelsor in a more formal audience would have chastised her, but today he was on her flagship, and his arrival had been incredibly rushed, even by Custodes expeditionary forces’ standards. If he wasn’t a Custodes speaking with the authority of the Emperor, Taylor Hebert would be perfectly within her rights to declare this operation a waste of resources too risky to even be envisaged. The more unknown factors in a plan, the more it had chances to go wrong, the Captain-General wasn’t going to deny this.
“No, you can’t. How much time do you need to place your forces in position?”
For the first time, the gold aura became more perceptible and the dark eyes flashed in annoyance.
“Surely, you realise Lord Custodes that the Space Hulk and the Necron moon are between us and the Webway Gate. Since launching my squadrons in this kind of war zone would accomplish nothing but tripling the butcher bill, I will have to wait the outcome of this fight is decided, avoid the debris of the losing side and finish the Serpent if it’s the Empire of Sin who comes on top. And then I will have to reorganise my fleet and call all the transports, resupply the fleet...I think we will be lucky if we’re ready to attack in one hundred and sixty hours...”
Anubis didn’t even need to recall the plan to know it was too slow for the Emperor’s purpose. And he immediately told her so.
“The plan can’t wait that long. I am willing to grant you fifty hours.”
“Fifty hours?” The two words were not shouted loudly, but the protestation in them was unmistakeable. “But we will have barely the time to refuel and explain the directives to the troops!”
“Every hour from the moment I revealed His Majesty’s plans to you increase the risks of the Ruinous Powers intervening and striking pre-emptively to end your attack before it begins. Speed and decisiveness are now your best allies. Slow down and failure awaits you.”
There were numerous flashes of gold over the black hairs and for a second the Captain-General was afraid he would receive a negative answer.
“I will, of course, obey His Majesty’s orders to the letter or die trying.” It had been a long time since he had seen someone as unhappy as his interlocutor speaks these words. For the first time in sixty-plus standard years, Anubis Excelsor remarked to himself that maybe, just maybe, blind adoration was not all about problems when demanding to a loyal soldier a difficult endeavour. “I suppose I am not authorised to send general calls for reinforcements?”
“Not until the invasion is on its way,” by that point the veil of secrecy would have been shattered and the enemies of the Emperor were going to be fully aware of what was happening. 
“Awesome,” the tone used strongly implied it was anything but. Without the General coming anywhere near the hololith and the vox, the machines began to send messages by the hundreds. With a moment of delay, Anubis Excelsor realised he had missed a few hundred beetles standing dead immobile and now all these insects were rune-typing like expert operators. “Let’s just hope His Majesty won’t ask for something really complicated next time, eh?”
There were more and more insects entering the bridge second after second, and the Captain-General would lie if he said he was pleased by this. But as none came closer than three metres from it, he had no reason to complain.
“His Majesty will be extremely thankful if you succeed...and so will the Adeptus Custodes.”
His interlocutor smiled and for once there was genuine amusement.
“The diplomatic niceties, the rewards and the accolades will wait until the dust of the battlefield has settled.” The Captain-General wasn’t going to argue with that. “I assume you will serve as His Majesty’s eyes on the battlefield?”
“I will.”
The General nodded.
“My naval advisors are coming back, I’m going to give them the bad news...”

First Naval Secretary Wolfgang Bach

“Fifty hours? That’s not a lot...”
This wasn’t the most intelligent comment he had ever made in his life. That said, the scope of the orders he had just been given had caught him a bit cold.
“These are the orders of His Most Holy Majesty,” the Basileia of Nyx said in a low conversational tone. Wolfgang accepted the – very mild – rebuke.
To be honest, he had already guessed so. When a giant in golden armour who happened to be a member of the Adeptus Custodes invited himself to a private audience with your commanding officer and minutes after Lady Weaver wanted to change every plan which had been formulated in the last three years, the authority to do so had to be absolute. 
A Lord Militant would eventually be able to order the Lady Nyx around, but between the bureaucracy, the ongoing battles fought across Pavia and the particular protocols to change operational plans, one would need dozens of hours minimum, and that was if you had a Lord Militant’s rank. Lord General’s and below would have great difficulties diverting a Crusade from their current anti-pirate duties.
“If these are, then of course we will obey.” Wolfgang said. “Assuming the orders are given in the next minutes, it will take five hours for the rear-guard units and the supply fleet to reach us. I think three or four more hours to load every extra-pile of ammunition, deliver all orders to every officer of Colonel rank and above...”
It was a logistical nightmare of incredible proportions, and one glance at his benefactor was enough to confirm Lady Taylor Hebert was completely aware of it.
Fifty hours after a battle like this one were not enough for proper maintenance, resupply and reorganisation. Two hundred hours would have been more appropriate. And then there was the little issue this ‘Webway invasion’ had a naval and a ground part...
“Setting aside the logistical complications, I will need some Guard officers to create a War Plan for the regiments we are going to throw into the inferno.”
This wasn’t because he was unwilling to tackle the problem. He was. But he was no experience on Guard operations of this scale, and frankly there were not enough hours to work out a naval plan under these circumstances, never mind doing it both at once...
“And most of the Colonels and Brigadier-Generals have not the training for this kind of thing.” His superior grimaced and Dennis and himself winced. The fiasco of the Munitorum was now returning back with a vengeance. In this situation, it should have been the responsibility of the General Staff to handle this brutal change of overall strategy. The problem was the fact there was no General Staff. No, this was exact, there was one, but the two high-ranked officers in it were Lady Weaver and Lord Commissar Zuhev. The former was going to be too busy in the next hours to write an attack plan, and the latter was not a strategist at all.
All the mid-level officers were going to be too busy with their regiments and their brigades’ organisations. It just left the Major-Generals and above, and to say their career resumes didn’t inspire confidence was a polite way to describe the problem.
“We will have to use them, I am afraid,” the young woman commanding Operation Caribbean said after a few seconds, “For the Marshals, Groener and Moltke. For the Lieutenant-Generals, Hervey Cox and Marcus Hannover. The Major-Generals involved in the planning will be Leonard Wellington, Amanda Bolivar, Paul Dundee, Maverick Adler, Domenico Flabanico and Anita De Waal. I will place four Commissars and plenty of young officers to make sure they don’t screw up.”
It didn’t escape him that of the names cited, only two were Cadians, and none from the ‘unofficial military nobility’.
“I suppose we’d better speak of the Keys. May I presume you have a plan my Lady?”
“I’ve already cancelled the Heracles Wardens’ last orders and ordered them to participate on the Siren’s hunt.”
“I was not aware the Wardens were anti-psyker specialists.”
Then again, the more he learned about the ex-Alpha Legionnaires, the less there was surprise and the more there was resignation. Even the Iron Drakes and the Inquisition sometimes nodded and moved along after some ridiculous stunts they pulled. Overseers were needed to be sure they remained loyal, but their antics were something else.
“They have hunted their fair share of Sorcerers and psychic xenos species in the last centuries. I’ve asked the Angels Sanguine to provide half of their company with Librarian support just to be sure.”
This was probably the best move among all the possible options.
“I suppose all the others Astartes are going to be involved in the assault of the Empire of Sin?”
“Yes, they are,” was the short answer he received. “Unless you think there’s a possibility Sliscus has hidden his portal’s key somewhere else?”
“No, I don’t,” a Webway Gate’s key sounded like a precious and irreplaceable artefact. It was not something Wolfgang thought the pirate would give to one of his lieutenants or underlings. “I would advise you to reconsider your participation in the assault, my Lady.”
“We lack time.” This was not a motivated tirade, more like a resignation-mode reply. “The Empire of Sin, even with the damage it takes minute after minute, is too huge to conduct a proper search with just human resources. I could throw the entire Army Group in this Space Hulk and it’s likely the search would continue for the next decades. No, I will have to go. The Space Marines and the Fay 20th will protect me, and my swarm will find the key.”
Wolfgang gritted his teeth, but he couldn’t propose any alternative. The size of the mobile Space Hulk was indeed a problem only an army of auxiliaries and searchers would be able to resolve. And landing this army would not only be terribly risky, it would take days, maybe weeks. He didn’t know why the Custodes wanted them to attack their target so quickly, but assaulting the Empire of Sin via conventional means would delay the new invasion too much.
“And the third key?” asked Dennis. “Last time I checked, Trazyn the Infinite wasn’t exactly the most reliable xenos on our list of contacts.”
“I’m sure the thief is on the command bridge of the Necron assault moon at this very moment,” the insect–mistress answered coldly. “So I will just have to go asking for an audience once Sliscus has been killed and we have the two other keys...”

Phaerakh-Cryptek Neferten

“I salute you, ancient soulless abominations of the War in Heaven. I fully approve your splendid invasion of my realm, the Mon-keigh visitors and other lesser species were beginning to bore me.”
The crazy smile of the long-eared pirate was frightening by its intensity and its total absence of sanity.
“But I am the Serpent and you have, like hundreds of lesser fleets, dared challenging the might of the Sky Serpents in my realm. You are unwanted. You are trespassers! And you will be eliminated.”
Traevelliath Sliscus rose from his command throne.
“In one stellar cycle, your World-Engine will become my new flagship. Do not thank me for this incredible favour, slaves of the Yngir. Thank me however for the valuable lesson I’m about to impart to you: the galaxy belongs to the Aeldari, and you should have stayed asleep, waiting for the Harlequin and Corsair extermination parties to disable your reanimation mechanisms!”
The Admiral of the Sky Serpents laughed, or at least Neferten supposed he did. In her opinion, it sounded more like a hysterical shriek.
“I am going to kill you and melt your metallic carcasses, soulless abominations. You will rue...”
The Phaerakh cut the recording. There was obviously nothing worth learning listening to the delusions of this mad Aeldari. One might even call it a waste of time, and while Necrons were immortal, this did not mean the supreme ruler of the Nerushlatset Dynasty was willing to expend hers for nonsensical purposes.
“And to think I believed Trazyn was joking when he told me the state of the Aeldari civilisation...” Neferten said to her Grand Cryptek of the Chrono-Mysteries, Eternity-Overlord Qa’akhet.
“They have fallen low, Supreme Phaerakh,” slowly answered the third most powerful noble of her Dynasty. “In fact, can we really call them Aeldari anymore? We know from the various information networks we have been able to access since the end of the Great Sleep these degenerates have other names for their sub-factions. We might use those.”
“Asuryani for the Craftworld dwellers, Drukhari for the Webway vermin, Exahardhi for those willing to return to their natural primitive roots, and Harlequin...for the pet killers of Cegorach.” Of all the worshippers of the Aeldari Gods, of course it had to be Cegorach’s mad murderers who had survived to this day. “Yes, these new names should work fine. That way we will speak of Aeldari for the ancient civilisation which served our arch-foes and has been rendered extinct.”
Neferten wasn’t going to pretend she was going to regret the disappearance of the Aeldari civilisation. They had been enemies, and for an eternity, Necrons and Aeldari warriors had tried their utmost to wipe out each other on millions of battlefields.
But at least once the Old Ones had finished rewriting the Aeldari genome, they had been elite fighters and worthy opponents.
Their descendants were a caricature of the War in Heaven’s warriors, scavengers who used a variation of advanced and primitive technology without understanding how ridiculous they looked like.
If they were able to see this, the veterans Aeldari she had faced millions of solar cycles ago would cry and be disgusted. In honour of their bravery and their defiance, the Phaerakh-Cryptek was going to be merciful and annihilate this concentration of insane Drukhari.
“Glorious Phaerakh, the main cannon of the Eldar hulk is about to fire at us,” Destruction-Overlord Sitkah spoke. “Calculations are the output of this obsolete energy weapon will manage to decrease the power of the Starry Sky’s shields by 2.230000001%. Do you want me to prepare the counter-fire this vermin so richly deserve for its insults against your greatness?”
“No,” Neferten shook her head. “This ‘Sliscus’ swore to kill me. Let this particularly despicable specimen of Drukhari contemplate his pathetic inability to pierce the defences of an operational World-Engine. Once his main gun has finished shooting, let them despair for a hundred Aeldari heartbeats and then pierce this ridiculous dark shroud.”
“They will suffer as you decree, Phaerakh,” the female Destruction-Overlord who had also been her first student replied.  “Eldar energy weapon firing...now.”
For the second time this day – the massive gap in the asteroid-minefield barrier was not exactly hard to notice – the Space Hulk the Eldar used as their mobile base fired its major energy gun. 
Neferten wasn’t impressed. The Nerushlatset Dynasty, due to its relatively important numbers of Cryptek, had fought on many battlefields where the Aeldari had deployed Talismans of Vaul. Compared to these weapons, the Drukhari weapon was a permanent disappointment. 
The discharge of energy struck the Starry Sky’s shields, and as Sitkah had predicted, the only thing the enemy achieved was a small power decrease of the shield, and it would be more than compensated before the weapon had the time to fire a third shot.
“This is pathetic.” The foes they had fought during the War in Heaven would have analysed the shields with rapid ambushes and fast, lethal raids, before trying to mount a quick, effective sabotage operation. These depraved descendants of the Aeldari were behaving more like Krorks than their vicious ancestors. “Sitkah, disable the enemy’s main cannon with two asteroid teleportations. Once it is done, fire two gravity pulses to remove this weak ‘dark shroud’. It is more an illusion-displacement trick than a true shield, and the other races in this system deserve how easily we can beat the rude vermin known as ‘Sliscus the Serpent’.
“With pleasure, mighty Phaerakh,” there was no countermeasure from the Hulk, no ancient weapon was activated to prevent the teleportation beam from finding their marks.
In one instant, two rocks found themselves merging with the location occupied by the primary weapon of the object the Drukhari and the local dwellers had called the Empire of Sin in their frustratingly plebeian language. 
The explosions began to spread on the surface of the Hulk shortly after, and doubled when the dark shroud went down.
“If you allow me this remark, noble Phaerakh,” Eternity-Overlord Qa’akhet declared, “I was not expecting this Drukhari scrap-thing to be beaten so easily.”
“They are not completely beaten, with all respect, Eternity-Overlord,” Sitkah contradicted the Grand Cryptek. “The fleet they were keeping inside the Space Hulk is deploying as we speak. And the mass is accelerating towards the Starry Sky. I think they are intending to ram our shields in a suicidal attempt to overload them.”
Qa’akhet scratched his jade-coloured gown in a gesture he had repeated millions of times when he was experiencing a heavy feeling of contrariety.
“I thought we were fighting degenerate Aeldari, not Krork,” the Phaerakh-Cryptek muttered before speaking louder. “In this case, great Phaerakh, I recommend we answer this miserable attempt to hurt us with all the respect it deserves. Let all our weapons sing their agony to the stars.”
“Certainly not!” Had Neferten still possessed her soul and some emotions, she would have voiced many insults and probably sighed. At least the exquisite metal envelope who had replaced her mortal flesh was preventing her to feel too much irritation...emphasis on the ‘too much’.
“Trazyn.” Her former lover the Chief Archaeovist of Solemnace had indeed appeared in the command node, somehow managing to evade all the protections and guards supposed to prevent exactly that. “If you circumvent my protocols once again, I will personally find the deepest, darkest Vault the Dynasties have ever conceived, and threw you inside with a shard of the Deceiver until death or madness finishes you.”
“There’s no need to be so violent!” Sometimes, the Phaerakh-Cryptek thought the decision to place the Solemnace Overlord under the Deceiver’s command had been the greatest error of Szarekh. The other times she remembered how problematic Trazyn had been before biotransference. Maybe the Deceiver wasn’t responsible for her ex-lover’s mental problems. The War in Heaven had shattered the sanity of too many great commanders, and it had come after the horrible trial of the biotransference. “I just wanted to speak with you. I just received a message from my dear friend Weaver.”
Neferten wondered how much the human enjoyed behind Trazyn’s ‘dear friend’. ‘Not at all’, she suspected was the answer. In many ways, the ruler of the Nerushlatset Dynasty was the closest thing the Chief Archaeovist had to a friend, and she would lie to herself and the galaxy at large if she didn’t say the relationships had many problems, starting with the regular ‘visits’ to steal trinkets from her vaults.
“And what does the human commander has to say?” Neferten made an Orb filled with the power of a C’Tan flames appear before her before looking at the general situation. Interestingly, the vanguard of the human fleet which had been decreasing its acceleration and trying to avoid confrontation with Sliscus moments ago, was now changing course and increasing speed once more.
“She presents her respects, and requests you delay the disintegration of the Space Hulk the Empire of Sin for a few hours. Lady Weaver has information letting her believe Sliscus has acquired several precious artefacts that might be of interest for both our races.”
Neferten and her two senior Overlords in the grand command node looked at Trazyn with unhidden suspicion. No wonder the galactic-operating thief had used all his skills to infiltrate her bastion. The human had Trazyn body and mind on her side the moment she had sent the words ‘precious artefacts’.
“Glorious Phaerakh, I must object! This course of action is too...”
“Too what, Eternity-Overlord?” She asked Qa’akhet. “Risky? The main threat represented by this unsightly monstrosity the Drukhari chose to call the Empire of Sin now that we have reduced its main cannon to cinders is the ramming attempt. As long as we stay safely at gun range and cripple its engines and primary batteries, the risks to my World Engine are extremely close to zero.”
The Phaerakh-Cryptek returned her attention to Trazyn.
“Does Weaver demands my assistance or those of my legions?”
“No, only to refrain the destruction of the Space Hulk as long as her boarding teams are fighting inside...”
“Sitkah, your opinion?”
“Crippling their engines and reducing their three hundred-strong starships’ fleet into orbital debris will represent no great difficulty for the annihilation beams’ weapons. One might say it will represent a nice training session after the Great Sleep.”
“I approve,” Neferten clicked her fingers to teleport away the two orbs she had been studying. “Contact your ‘dear friend’ again and inform her the Nerushlatset Dynasty is willing to wait until her treasure-hunt is successful. But I want the privilege to watch these treasures with my own eyes...and I want the head of this insolent vermin of Sliscus.”
“I will relay the message. Until next time...” Trazyn began to run just as over two hundred of her Lychguards stormed the command node and began anew the pursuit.
“The Silent King’s killers will destroy him once they realise what he has done,” Qa’akhet managed to convey the tiniest shard of hope in his declaration.
“The Silent King has tried uncountable times to get rid of Trazyn. He is still there.” It was one of the thousands of clues available that their supreme tyrant’s omniscience was vastly exaggerated. “And unlike us, the Chief Archaeovist never endured the ravages of entropy linked to the Great Sleep. As a result, I think it’s fair to assume millions of different species have tried their chance killing him when he came to enlarge his collection...and they failed all the same. I have more important things to do than pursuing Trazyn across the galaxy.”
“Of course great Phaerakh.”
“Sitkah, release the Night Scythes. Sliscus has been educated that his greatest weapons have no chance against our defences, now it’s time to impress him on the obsolescence of his starfighters...”
 
Duke Traevelliath Sliscus

“Are you saying we have received no answer from the Yngir World-Engine? This is a disturbing lack of courtesy from our favourite soulless abominations!”
The leader of the Sky Serpents chuckled, but he had to make several threatening gestures for the audience to laugh with him.
“Perhaps they are like the Dynasts of Commorragh,” Kresthekia of the Stilled Heart suggested. “They don’t bother answering a call until you have drawn the blood of their troops.”
“Perhaps...” Traevelliath whispered. “It is true our assaults have for the moment failed to seriously inconvenience the shields of our second unwanted visitors.”
It was galling to recognise it, but the great spatial gun he had named after himself had been completely ineffective against the Yngir planetoid before being silenced for a duration which was no doubt going to exceed a hundred cycles.
“We should cut our losses and flee,” a blue-scaled reptile looking like a cousin of the green-scaled Sslyth proposed. “This killer-moon can destroy us at its leisure. The battle is lost. The fleet that sallied out of the Empire of Sin is in the process of being massacred. And if by an impossible turn of events the enemy moon exploded without warning, we would still have to deal with the Mon-keigh.”
Sliscus bared his teeth, and if the serpents of the galaxy watched, they’d better learn to imitate him.
“Are you saying my strategy was flawed, Captain?”
“Evidently,” the blue-scaled alien answered trying to grab his sidearm when he saw the glint in his eyes. Unfortunately for this upstart, Sliscus was a master at this game and his old sword was already separating the head of the reptile from the rest of its body by the time the weapon was in its scaly hand.
“My strategies are never flawed, Captain,” Sliscus replied in mock horror before the corpse of his ex-subordinate. Decidedly, this day was a marvellous opportunity to remove some incompetent treacherous subordinates. He should send his unwanted guests a new message of thanks before selling them a cargo of poisons and drugs. “They just need some re-evaluation now that we have all the facts known to us.”
In tactical terms, the situation was simple. The remnants of the fleet he had sent against the murderous crescent-shaped abominations and the big surviving guns of the Empire of Sin were pointed at the Yngir moon. The Space Hulk’s experimental engines were pushed to their maximum in order to reach the enemy planetoid and smash its shields by brutal force. The problem alas appeared to be that the soulless husks of the War in Heaven had understood his plan from the moment he had tried to put it in practise. And the World Engine was slightly faster the Empire of Sin. The Space Hulk had started the battle with a greater acceleration and initial speed, but malfunctions and battle-damage ensured this preliminary damage was not as consequent as it might be.
The situation wasn’t completely hopeless. Sliscus still had his five battleships to escape, and quantity of destroyer-sized meat shields to provide some distractions.
But the humans were gaining ground behind him too. Their top commander had for an incomprehensible reason let its vanguard continue in pursuit while the rest waited for the rear-guard and the supply ships. It could have afforded him a chance to turn his fleet against them and crush this smaller formation in isolation...except this ‘small formation’ had still four battleships to bleed him, and if he didn’t win in a single pass, it would be the turn of the silvery killer-automatons to strike him from behind. 
“Prepare the Incessant Agony for an imminent departure,” the Duke of Commorragh commanded to Plasekht, who had replaced the unlamented Tshaelgu. Seconds later, a new shock made one courtiers in three lose their equilibrium and plenty kissed the ground in particularly ridiculous manners. “You know what must be evacuated in priority.”
“What happened to ‘I will defend this fortress until my last breath’?” one of his informants from Pandaimon hissed in an acceptable Sslyth imitation. 
“I lied,” Traevelliath Sliscus admitted. “When its environment is getting too hot, a serpent must slough its old scales and move forwards new horizons.”
The Empire of Sin shook violently, and despite the distance the pirate commander was able to feel the terror and the pain of thousands workers inside the Space Hulk hurting and dying.
“Remind me to execute the artisans who worked on our rear protections excruciatingly slowly.” He told Khoryssa. “The first salvo of the first unwanted newcomers has damaged several energy conduits and five out of six batteries have been reduced to molten wrecks. The strain is also increased on the global structure.”
As he said the words, the crowd he kept around him was trying, without much success, to pretend they weren’t running away from his throne-command hall.
Needless to say, they didn’t go far. Anyone who hadn’t received the permission to leave his presence was instantly tracked by assassins, tracker-killer predators, mercenaries and several exotic pieces of weaponry he had acquired in many, many campaigns.
“Do we not lose an opportunity if we don’t leave now?” Ehlynna wondered.
“Not really, my dear. The soulless’ machines will be able to cripple our battleships too fast if we sally out now. No, we must wait until the humans try to board us, repel their assault, and then evacuate while the Yngir’s slaves are afraid to shoot their possible allies.”
Traevelliath had not really believed there was a minuscule possibility of this happening at first, but clearly he had been wrong. The moon was not firing at the fleet which had destroyed so many of the Pavia pirates.
“They will be led by their cursed Space Marines,” Kresthekia spat. “This isn’t going to be an easy fight.”
“No,” recognised the leader of the Sky Serpents. “But it isn’t going to be a boring battle and that’s the only thing that matters.”

