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			Hive ship. Bio-wreckage. Ruined mother of monsters, and the twitching birth-sac of insidious, alien horror.

			#70443 Heloth was all of these things, and more besides.

			The stench of her burning choked the jungle – flakes of sticky ash drifted in a nauseating rain, settling amidst the mud and gore slicks of the area around the crash site. Slain out in the void, she had come tumbling like a clutch of falling stars to smite Miral Prime with her immense, smouldering bulk, spread now across an area the size of a small city. Little of the original landscape remained beneath her, and the fire was still spreading.

			Even in death, it seemed that the hive ships of the tyranids might visit destruction upon their prey-worlds.

			Thus had Veteran-Brother Menele’s thoughts been darkened as Second Company pulled back to their Rhino transports. With the horrendous losses they had suffered, it had not been an orderly withdrawal so much as a rout, though his admittedly wounded pride in the Chapter would never allow him to admit it.

			On the bouncing, shuddering floor of the Rhino’s troop compartment, Captain Agaitas was dying. His armoured midriff had been torn open, the blood loss catastrophic. Attended by the Apothecary, he writhed and groaned in agony, cursing the xenos and rolling his blinded eyes in a face raw with fresh burns.

			‘They… have us…’ he gurgled. ‘The Coffin… will… fall…’

			Menele looked to the Apothecary, who shook his head grimly. He was not a member of Agaitas’s command squad, and so Menele couldn’t recall his name. It hardly seemed to matter, now.

			Brother Vasilis crouched against the far wall, clutching the ragged company standard tightly in his gauntlets. The fabric still steamed where it had been splattered with bio-acid from the attack that had killed Kostis and Gallagar, and Agaitas’s last command had been for Vasilis to raise it up again from the mud. ‘The noble horsemen of Sotha do not lie at the feet of abominations,’ the captain had said, right before one such abomination ended him. It was Menele who had ordered the retreat.

			Like all of his company-brethren, he knew every stitch of the banner as though it were his own flesh: Conabos, the dark horse, rampant upon a chequered mosaic field and overlaid with the golden scythe of Second Company. None of them would see it lost to the tyranid onslaught, here on this unworthy and barbaric world. The Scythes of the Emperor had already lost too much.

			The Rhino’s internal comm-link chimed. ‘Two more large hostiles, coming around to outflank us from the south-east. Moving to evade.’

			Menele glanced back through the transport’s viewing aperture. Their driver was pushing the engine to its maximum load, the blazing trees and undergrowth rendered as a fiery blur surrounding the column as they sped from the crash site. Behind them, Third Squad’s Rhino was aflame, the hull’s gold and sable Chapter livery blistering away in the heat, and their driver was struggling to keep pace.

			Further back still, the Scythes’ pursuer was gaining.

			It towered over the jungle, its great forelimbs thundering through the burning trees with each heavy step, toppling and shattering their trunks in cascades of bright embers. The titanic beast let out a roar loud enough to rattle the troop compartment around Menele even over the shriek of the protesting engines, before spraying another wild flurry of bio-plasma bolts into the Rhino convoy.

			Each impact was a burst of green-white fire that flashed like summer lightning. Most tore harmlessly into the ground, showering scorched earth and sickly glowing fragments of wood, but he saw one strike another transport in the left frontal track housing. It was only a glancing hit, but something sheared off within the mechanism and sent the vehicle slewing madly to crash into a protruding spar of bio-debris from the fallen Heloth, some five metres thick. The Rhino’s momentum lifted its rear end clear off the ground before hammering back down, the engine stalled out.

			Menele cursed, and slammed the aperture slot closed before turning back to his brothers. ‘That’s Ninth Squad. They struck out hard.’

			He looked down at Agaitas, whose delirious curses had given way to what looked like murmured prayers – his slack, bloody lips were moving, though barely any sound seemed to escape them.
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