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			The Long and Hungry Road

			Adrian Tchaikovsky

			There is a scent, that’s all.

			Or not a scent, not in the killing void of space. And humans, that intrepid species, have set foot on worlds of lava, of ice, of poison, but of all murderous biomes, space is king. The antithesis of life. Unless it is surpassed by the rending horrors of the warp.

			A scent in the mind, save that which receives the scent has no mind as humans know it. Say rather that it has receptors. As insects spread fronded antennae to catch the pheromones of their mates, as a canine’s ears swivel to its master’s voice, so these nameless organs register a stimulus and discharge a cascade of biochemical instructions into the vast body of the whole. Here, says that signal. Here is sustenance. Here is the seed of all the generations to come.

			It voyages with its kin, in a loose coalition that exists in a state that is neither individuals nor pack. A self in which there is no I. Simultaneously vast and minuscule. Sky-blotting things larger than the greatest warships. And yet tiny, for space goes on forever, and even the grandest of living things cannot compare against that infinite canvas. 

			Not for them the vagaries of the warp. Instead, at the heart of the fleet, a fragile eggshell vessel reaches out with its delicate spines and detects the heavy hand of gravity. A star, worlds, the potential for life. Food. Like a spider within a universe-spanning web, it feels the promise of this place, the potential for beings that will cry out when the fleet defaces their sky. In worship or in fear. The fleet’s instinctive response to these delicate tremors is to reach out and pull, to haul itself hand over hand like a human with a rope. That one delicate sensory creature dragging the entire clutch of ravenous ships through the interstellar gulf at speeds beyond human understanding, sliding down the slope of gravity until they burst without warning into the star system.

			As they arrive, other parts of the fleet awaken. The star’s hand on the scales of gravity, its warmth, the buzz of mind and thought like vox static in which faint words can be heard. All these things trigger a thousand separate living processes within the hive ships. Juices flow, biochemical reactions seethe, organs ripen.

			Ahead of them, the origin of that non-scent whirls within the void, registered and analysed by their flowering arrays of sensory organs. The feelers and fronds and biological lenses that blossom and form in clusters and nests across their scarred shells. Sustenance, say those senses. And so often it isn’t so. Dead rocks and blasted worlds, the source of that signal already scoured away by the countless other skirmishes and strifes the dark universe is heir to. And they cannot know disappointment, but every failed voyage consumes their inner reserves. They hunger. But then they always hunger. It is what they’re made of.

			And, after false alarms and failures and meagre repasts that barely serve to replenish their strength, here is what they have been hungering for. One more ball of rock in the void, but carpeted with a lush skin of biological material, like fields awaiting the farmer’s scythe. Seas teeming with aquatic life, sprawling forests of a thousand interrelated ecosystems, cities dense with bodies and bustle and mind. The mind that calls out to them, Here, come here, for we are fruit ripe for the eating!

			The hive fleet propels itself towards that signal, that cluster of sensory overload that is a living world within the desert of the void. Feeling the subtle shift that is the shallow end of the planet’s gravity well tugging at it, triggering a sequence of neural nodes that has it altering its approach towards a stable orbit. The members of the pod follow in sequence, coordinating without ever quite being aware of one another’s existence, lost in a cloud of uncertainty between I and us.

			A feast, after so long and so far. Hope for the future. That they might continue their endless pilgrimage.

			To the Imperium, the world is Chertes, and twelve billion human subjects of the Emperor dwell there.

			Bartilam is the first to know. Before the Imperial Navy’s batteries of alarms burst into shrieking voice, before even the early-warning choir of the Adeptus Mechanicus sanctuary on the moon. He wakes in the sudden and complete knowledge that today is the day. 

			In the dense hive tenements where his people dwell, he sounds the call to prayer. The public information vox-boxes resound to a harsh, alien language – the one that crept into his mind as he grew up, that marked him as one of the chosen. All his life he has believed this duty would fall on his successor or some later scion, but he is the blessed one. He is the magus whose voice will herald the apocalypse and the ascension.

			Even as Bartilam knows a suddenly invigorated purpose, a wave of selective panic is spreading across Chertes. In Imperial service, licensed psykers wake suddenly, feeling as though they are blind and deaf, a whole sense severed from them. In cellars and tenements and asylums, those whose warped gifts have not yet been detected start screaming; in the cells, those waiting for the Black Ships to carry them away stop. A smothering blanket descends on the psychic life of the world, choking the powers of every psyker from the lowest gang runaway to the astropaths of the cruisers in orbit. None will ever hear the world’s death throes.

			Throughout the infested districts of the city, Bartilam’s people stir. They have been hiding for so long, gathering their strength, infiltrating the organs of power through the vast composite creature that is the city and, beyond it, the wider Imperial administration. Some have been fanatics and others have been revolutionaries; many are just uncertain, frightened. And why not? There’s a lot to be frightened of in the universe. And, though the Imperium preaches of Chaos and xenos, those are distant terrors. It’s the guns of the local enforcers, the empty belly from food shortages, the cruelty of your betters. The fears you meet every day cut deeper than a hundred admonitory sermons from the Ministorum. What do you have to bolster you against those everyday fears? Only the hope of ascension. And today, every one of Bartilam’s people is suddenly galvanised, as though a drug is fizzing through their systems. What was unthinkable yesterday is now inevitable. They take up their carefully hoarded firearms and explosives and go forth to strike down their oppressors. Death to the close-minded! Death to those who keep the chosen chained! And Bartilam prays, on his knees, his claw-hands clasped together. Prays and, through the psychic strings of the hive mind, assures the coming host that his people will make the world ready.

			Aboard the Emperor’s Avenging Blade, an Imperial cruiser in Chertes’ orbit, alarms shrill as the hive fleet triggers every deep-space sensor. Captain Joal, who’s only been on his rest cycle for two hours, is jolted awake by a combined shot of stimulants, administered by the antique mechanisms in his couch. For a moment he’s blind, his mechanical eyes grinding and clicking and giving him nothing. His heart races, part biological shock, part chemical overload. There are voices from the walls, twelve different subordinates competing for his attention.

			‘Lieutenant Staven, report.’ He picks one, his vox-officer.

			Moments later his eyes finally engage, and he understands the full gravity of what’s going on. He’s trained for this. They’ve run drills, moving through all the steps of how they’d defend Chertes from hostile assault. But not like this. Nobody ever thought it would end like this.

			There is a perilous moment when something in him teeters on the verge of failure. He could order the Blade into the warp. He could flee, and order the rest of the orbital vessels to save themselves. Abandon Chertes and all its billions of the Emperor’s faithful subjects. They’d excruciate him at the disciplinary tribunal, but some of his crew might live. The Blade would be preserved for further service. That would probably be the prudent decision, but Joal doesn’t make it. Instead, he orders full combat readiness, gives a heading, tells them to charge the big las-batteries and bring the whole fleet into the way of the oncoming horrors. He tells Vox to speak to the skitarii liaison because the moon, with its Mechanicus retreat, is going to be the first point of contact. He sends word down to his Astra Militarum counterparts on the ground.

			The Emperor would doubtless thank him for his valiant service, but, despite the icons on the wall and the words of his personal confessor, the Emperor isn’t here, and Joal feels terribly alone.

			The Adeptus Mechanicus established themselves on Chertes’ moon because being under the feet of billions of regular humans was tiresome. Because having the Emperor’s less enlightened servants constantly looking over their cybernetic shoulders was an inefficient use of resources. Because, occasionally, their rites of technological restoration resulted in something exploding, and being on the barren moon meant less collateral damage. 

			Right now, however, this location appears less than optimal. 

			The monastic adherents of the Mechanicus spare no time in delving into their records for all known lore concerning this threat. Not that their cold metal hearts really know much in the way of emotion, but the lore they upload into current-access data storage brings little joy. Of all threats that the Imperium has ever encountered, surely this is the most inhuman. Even the Ruinous Powers care deeply about humanity, if only to pervert, deceive and torment.

			Tech-Priest Ashblend draws a jack from under his tongue and connects it to the ancient batteries of information processors. Moments later he knows all that can be known about the threat and yet is little the wiser. Subordinates are trying to interest him in what the Naval fleet is doing, which of their ships are combat worthy, what word has come from the planet below. He calculates to within seven decimal places that none of it will matter. 

			He has a very busy day of ritual and reparatory devotions in his personal schedule. The details of it keep intruding, little reminders and alarms from his almanac systems telling him it’s time to visit this ancient engine, or to turn a particular wheel without which, doubtless, terrible things will happen. But terrible things are already happening.

			A skitarius alpha, Conn-Four, presents itself to him, showing a face that’s just an assemblage of lenses and hoses within a hood, a body of mechanical parts with some little appendix of flesh hidden within.

			<And your, hm, assessment of the tactical situation?> Ashblend asks. Around him the sanctuary shudders and hums as systems come online that have sat inert for a century. The auxiliary powercells, the heavy batteries of radium cannons. They might be a monastic retreat but that doesn’t mean they’re short of weaponry.

			<Odds of survival, nil,> Conn-Four confirms without any indication of what it thinks of the situation. <Coincidence of orbit means we are the first line of defence for the planet. We will cause what attrition we can. Report ends.>

			In the back of Ashblend’s augmented mind a hundred small tasks clamour to be done: prayers to be said, paths to be walked, levers and dials and meters that will go forever unattended. A whole round of traditions and devotions about to be utterly obliterated. He wants to mourn, but they removed that part of him an age ago.

			On Chertes, every reserve soldier is being called up. The local garrisons who’ve spent their careers backing up the Arbites when the gangs got leery, the parade ground-shiny honour guards and personal retinues, the rural patrols, everyone called to muster. Every major garrison on the planet sees an influx of confused, bleary soldiers coming to join the regular troops. Men and women half out of uniform, some without a lasgun, some with families in tow. Most thinking, at this point, that it’s just a drill. Until they arrive and see that everyone’s been called.

			And some garrisons go dark, at that moment. Some companies don’t report, although they still muster. Entire elements of the planetary defences cut themselves off: five, ten, fifteen per cent of the whole. Divisions of the Guard that have the blood of another species twisting through their genetic code. They are listening to a different voice, one that comes to them through the mind, not the ears. They kneel before altars where the Emperor’s image blesses them with many hands. Now is their time, and they cut ties to their former comrades and prepare themselves for the great moment, singing praises to the oncoming fleet of liberating angels.

			The song, scent, psychic wave of connection. No human words can describe what it is to be a tyranid hive ship, when the cult on the world below registers their presence and redoubles its prayers. The ecstatic, rapturous paeans to ascension rising from a hundred separate cells of hybrid humans giving themselves over entirely to the coming of the end. To each one of them, it is the apex of their existence, the single point in time they have yearned for every day of their lives, every day of their forebears’ lives, back to the single alien infiltrator that skulked its way onto Chertes who knows how long ago? 

			The hive ships receive all their fervent adulation and prayers. Just one more signal, a stimulus that triggers a new series of reactions within their colossal bodies. New biological pathways, like saliva at the presence of a meal. Within each ship, a thousand separate chambers engorge with fluid, turn from withered knots to functioning brood chambers. There is nothing in the fleet that can understand the level of resistance its fanatical cultists can deploy, but understanding is not required. The signal of their devotion prompts a flood of resources towards breeding and awakening fresh monsters, from elephantine tyrannofexes all the way down to broods of sleek, reptilian termagants hatched in their hundreds, tessellated together like the seeds of a fruit.

			Across the ship’s hull, vesicles open and bulge with ridged pods that are single-use space-to-ground landers, each a living thing with one purpose, mindless yet perfectly calibrated to perform its task.

			The impacts from the lunar batteries reach them, energy beams scrawling holy writ in black ash across the hive ships’ carapaces. In blind response, the first pods launch, knowing the enemy from where those blasts emanated from. Or else homing in towards any concentration of electromagnetic and psychic resonance.

			Others in the fleet are turning ponderously, whale-like in the airless sea of the void. Bristling protrusions bloat with spined ammunition, with hard-shelled pods of acid, with living missiles crammed with their own individual hungers. The Naval retaliation is incoming, triggering further cascades of autonomic response within the hive fleet. The first long-range shots are exchanged.

			The brief, one-sided battle for the skies over Chertes is joined.

			On the moon, the Mechanicus batteries have four clear shots, building-sized charge-cells drained to their utmost, before the assault is upon them. The satellite shudders to the impact of the pods, which split open and disgorge monsters. Horrors, things of hook and talon, beak and maw. A tide of obscenity, as though every bioscience lab in the whole of the Imperium has vomited out the worst dreams of its tech-priests. Except this is not the mad wildness of Chaos, liberated from the needs of physical viability. The Mechanicus priests analyse each new form, even as the beasts carve their way through walls and doors and the iron of the skitarii. They could write a treatise, in their last moments, on how the organic can evolve, through brute need and instinct, to match the finest mechanical components. How for every power fist and lasgun there is a monstrous analogue, a scything claw, a venom-spitter. A thousand mindless tools that echo and exceed all the complex dreams of humanity.

			Skitarius Alpha Conn-Four leads its troops against the latest incursion, fighting in the shadow of a behemoth whose exploded corpse half-blocks the hole it has made in their bulkhead. For a moment they hold, carbines bristling in the breach, augmented minds clicking with a sequence of prayers and stratagems to keep out the host. Then the next pressurised compartment is compromised, and then the one after. Four-armed, scuttling things with just too much of the human about them are within the sanctuary. They catch Conn-Four’s detachment in the flank. Claws and acid and jaws, and an utter heedlessness of death. Almost admirable is the last sequence of data in Conn-Four’s head before it’s ripped away.

			Tech-Priest Ashblend retreats to the inner sanctum, where the walls are lined with slowly grinding prayer wheels giving duly regulated thanks to the Omnissiah. He takes communion with his fellows as, chamber by chamber, their sense of the wider sanctuary winks out. 

			<We have done a good day’s work,> says a fellow priest. Her face shows no emotion, mostly because she had it removed years ago to make room for something more useful.

			<I declare the annals of our mission here at an end,> Ashblend agrees. <All in favour?>

			The others signal their assent one by one, each acquiescence a lamp flaring to life in his mind.

			<No other business exists on the agenda,> he states. <We are complete.>

			He kills his internal power as the doors buckle inwards under the weight of ravenous flesh. The others do likewise, the lamps going out. He does not know if he has enough biology left to scream, but none of them will give the invaders the satisfaction.

			‘Moon sanctuary’s down,’ reports Lieutenant Staven aboard the Emperor’s Avenging Blade. ‘All vox signals dead.’

			On the bridge, Captain Joal acknowledges the report. The mechanical abacus of his display spins and rattles through its tally of damage reports. The first breach pods of the enemy have impacted the Blade’s hull, but his Naval troopers have burned the filth from their vessel. Half his weapons batteries are still pounding away, filling the emptiness of the void with a blistering hail of shot and las-fire. In reply, the many mouths of the enemy spit at them. A hail of hundred-yard thorns erupting with venomous vines where they pierce the hull. Bio-canisters of acid that eats holes in his ship. Cocoons filled with monsters.

			‘The Magnificent Scourge reports…’ Staven’s voice stutters to a halt in his ear, then picks up, ‘It’s gone, sir. The Scourge just… They opened it up, sir. It’s gone.’ Shaking, an edge of hysteria in his subordinate’s tones.

			‘Steady,’ Joal tells him. He doesn’t feel steady. The space-going leviathan he’s exchanging shots with has a hundred ragged holes in it, but glue-like secretions well up from within to seal each one shut. He had an astropath who’d been trying to cry out into the deadened warp for aid, but she dropped dead ten minutes ago, overcome by some vast wave of psychic malice.

			‘More breach pods inbound,’ someone shouts. Half Joal’s display has locked, too much damage to know which parts of his ship still work. He gives the orders, spreading his crew increasingly thin, wishing he’d done the smart thing and just fled.

			The batteries of the Blade impact against the hive ship once more, flaying away the dense plates of its carapace, incinerating hatcheries, energy stores, neural nodes. It feels the pinpricks of their pain and repurposes this as targeting data, lashing back with no more thought than the barbs of a jellyfish lancing into flesh. 

			Despite the fight on the moon, despite the sterling resistance of the Imperial Navy, the hive fleet hasn’t even slowed.

			Any human can catch a ball without being able to explain the mathematics of trajectory and momentum. Just as mindlessly, the hive fleet slides into perfect orbit over Chertes. Even as subsidiary nodes of its compound organism strip the moon of resources, the body of the fleet prepares its cutlery for the main course. 

			The plates of each hive ship’s armour part along the underside. Scores of blisters bulge there, pregnant with possibility. They swell, strain, rupture in brief flowers of pain, their single purpose fulfilled, their individual moment of glory. Each one turns from womb to reaction chamber to propel a seed towards the world below. The invasion proper has begun.

			Captain Walsh tries to get some sense out of the vox. His detachment, sterling infantry of the Chertean Sixth, has been sent out here to hold this line of hills, except there’s nothing to hold against. Supposedly, enemy forces were landing out there on the flat ground, conveniently ready to walk into his artillery fire, but not a monster has been seen.

			At his back, the chaplain, Kirn, takes a nip from a decidedly non-regulation flask. ‘False alarm, do you think?’ 

			Walsh has got several hundred soldiers getting fractious at his back. The commissars are going down the line, beating anyone who starts speculating out of turn. Waiting is never good for morale.

			‘Well, that would indeed be the Emperor’s blessing,’ Walsh says. He pushes his helmet back to scratch at his hairline, his scalp swimming in sweat because the new-model helms are sweltering. And it’s been hours since they were scrambled out here, apparently for nothing.

			Then someone’s pushing their way through the ranks, dodging a commissar’s clutching fingers. A diminutive figure pelting up the hill, red in the face and their uniform spattered with something greenish.

			‘Report for the captain!’ A piping voice. ‘Urgent! Get off!’ Because the commissar has grabbed the little man by the collar. 

			A ratling, one of the scouts Walsh sent out. He barks for the man to be let down. ‘For the sake of the Emperor, give me something,’ he orders. ‘Sergeant Burrows, isn’t it? Where’s Lieutenant Kray? Where’re the rest of you?’ He doesn’t actually know every man in the Sixth, but he has a reputation for doing so and does his best to live up to it.

			Burrows salutes. He’s shaking slightly. ‘Just me, sir. Just me. The rest… Sir, the Fifth has gone.’

			The Fifth were holding a position over on Walsh’s left flank. 

			‘Gone…?’

			‘All gone, sir,’ Burrows gets out. ‘These things just came down on them, from the sky. Split open, and then there’s monsters everywhere. Like lizards and horses together, but with guns. Big sods, like artillery on legs, sir.’

			Walsh isn’t an ignorant man. He knows what that sounds like. He’s heard all sorts of stories and none of them with happy endings. But he keeps his calm, ready to rattle off a stream of orders at his subordinates, getting them to pivot the artillery towards where the Fifth was.

			Burrows isn’t done, though. ‘Sir, half the Fifth just… turned on the others. We saw it. Traitors, sir. Took the vox over, blew up the command tent. Right when the monsters were coming in, sir.’

			Walsh gives his orders. The small, sensible, tactical orders he can give, to shape the compound organism of the Sixth around him so it might meet this new threat. The higher centres of his brain are reeling with the news, the wider strategic impact of what’s just happened.

			He’s halfway through preparations to go take out these traitors and their allies before the rot can spread, when something appears in the sky above. His eyes process a ridged spindle that comes in swift as a meteorite. Then it’s a kite, membranous sails exploding from it to form air brakes so that, when it passes overhead, it’s almost sedate. His artillery even take some pot-shots at it, though they can’t winch the weapons round fast enough. 

			He feels the faintest shudder in the earth as it impacts, as though the planet itself trembles.

			‘That’s between us and the garrison,’ says Chaplain Kirn levelly, and takes another swig from his flask.

			Moments later his pickets report activity from the direction of the former Fifth. The vanguard of the enemy has come into sight, and some of it is still wearing army colours.

			From his chapel in the densest part of the low city, Magus Bartilam leads his congregation in prayer. The unearthly singing of the hive fleet fills his mind and all of their minds, firing the blood, giving them purpose, telling them, Yes, you have been right all this time. To them it is a communion with the divine, the voice of the true Emperor dispensing to each an individual validation and blessing. A biochemical tide of righteousness and certainty, so powerful that they explode out of every factory and slum. The neophytes who can still go amongst the regular run of citizens; their elders, who mix the human with the horror; their elders who have very little of the human about them at all. They have their targets picked out. They bomb government buildings, airfields and communication hubs. They spread panic and terror so that people stampede this way and that, clogging the roads and getting in the way of any coordinated response. They mob the Arbites in the streets.

			Out beyond the cities, the brood-brother detachments embedded within the army are responding to their heritage, casting off their former fellowship. There is only one true loyalty at the end of the world. They seize the tools of war from the fools who follow the false Emperor and turn the guns joyously on those they were marching alongside. When the monsters descend from on high, turncoats are recognised by the invaders as their allies. A psychic scent about them says Friend, and the hideous beasts from the stars fall into step with their near-human allies.

			Friend, for now, anyway.

			Magus Bartilam exults. The governor’s palace is ablaze. Cities are falling, first to disorder, then to the hosts of the star-born. There is a tear in his eye as the reports flood in. That I should live to see such great days!

			‘I still see bugs on the ground up between here and there,’ Captain Walsh notes.

			‘Yes, sir.’ Burrows has magnoculars to his eyes, huge in his small hands. He scans the makeshift fortifications about the vox-tower. ‘Scavenging for biomass, we think. But just that. The main force of monsters is moving on our fortifications at Zelanger. We’re at their back. We take that vox-tower, we can let everyone know we’re still here.’

			‘So who are these clowns at the barricades?’ Walsh wants to know.

			‘Heretics,’ says Chaplain Kirn from behind him. ‘Those who have fallen from the light of the Emperor’s benevolent gaze. Cultists, worshipping a false idol.’

			‘Don’t see how anyone could be mad enough to worship what’s coming at us today,’ Burrows mutters.

			‘There is no depth of depravity too great for those who turn their backs on the Emperor,’ the chaplain points out. ‘Even amongst those in whom He places His divine trust. Unless I am mistaken, that’s Fourth Company insignia up there on the hill. We’re facing more of our own.’

			The captain takes Burrows’ magnoculars and squints through them, the rim of his artificial eye clicking painfully against the lenses. Sure enough, a lot of the hardware up there looks like Militarum issue, and he can still see some squad and company badges that haven’t been defaced. Beyond the soldiers there’s a whole rabble, all kinds of idlers and vagabonds with a grab-bag of guns and improvised weapons. Actual dirt bikes and quads and earth-moving machinery with armour plates riveted all over.

			‘A shower,’ the chaplain says. ‘The false of heart cannot compare to those who fight within the Emperor’s light, is that not so?’

			Walsh draws in a long breath. ‘What I’d like to see in that light right now, Kirn, is a little armour, because otherwise it’s a long slog up that hill into their fire. Especially with those clawed sons of bitches harrying us all the way. Flamer cover only gets you so far.’

			Even as he says it, he feels a shudder to the ground. He turns instantly, shouting for sentry reports and defensive formations. What is grinding into view out of the cluttered terrain behind them isn’t a behemoth of spines and tentacles, though, but half a dozen Rogal Dorn battle tanks bearing the bright colours of the Fighting Ninth. And under any other circumstances he’d have bitten his own arm off rather than shake hands with those grandstanding bastards, but right now…

			The lid of the lead tank pops up and an officer levers himself head and shoulders out of it. ‘Look out below, footsloggers!’ he hollers. ‘Where in hell are we? Have you got vox contact?’

			The captain glances back at the tower, its defensive position suddenly seeming mighty flimsy.

			‘Not yet,’ he calls back. ‘But there might just be something you could help with, on that subject.’

			They come for the tower in a rush, armour to take and infantry to hold. The cultists and the turncoat Fourth fill the intervening ground with fire, and one of the Dorns slews sideways, tracks coming apart under lascannon barrage. The lid pops and soldiers try to evacuate, but there are hopping monsters everywhere, swift as rumour. Six armoured limbs and claws fit to tear open armour plate. Walsh sends squad after squad in to pin them, relying on sheer massed lasgun fire to whittle them down. Then his mortars are letting the enemy artillery know that it’s a bad day, and his vanguard are getting stuck in at the front. Fifteen minutes’ bloody fighting back and forth, while the speakers nailed to the vox-tower howl out some heretic creed prophesying the coming of an angelic host, foretelling the end of the world.

			In the void of space above, the hive fleet hangs like vast, disembodied claws.

			Against a hive ship’s flanks some trivial spark of pain flares and is gone. An Imperial Navy corvette with no more to contribute has rammed the armoured flanks of the beast. The hive ship feels a flicker of discomfort, and its inner workforce mobilises, shoring up its pocked and cratered hide, bracing and reinforcing against impact and fire. Out there in the freezing nothing, the Emperor’s Avenging Blade unleashes a broadside that scatters and dances off scales, each one the size of an Imperial Knight. In response, a thousand orifices gape and fill the space between with a withering host of organic particulates. Barbed shards spat at speeds fit to break open a warship. Living grub-missiles that gnaw and burrow mindlessly into whatever they contact. A cloud of chittering, clutching soldiers that will fight everything in the universe that is not Us. And most are wasted into the devouring void of space, but enough strafe across the cruiser’s hull that abruptly its crew have other priorities.

			The hive fleet’s psychic field trails tendrils across the planet below, a constant interplay of stimulus and response. This world is only a meal if the fleet can crack open its shell. The fleet reacts to where its invasion is rebuffed, advancing questing limbs composed of thousands of its children, from the minute fleas of genestealers to monsters greater than the largest war machines of the Imperium. Countless individual forms, but all are the ship, and all the ships are the fleet, one and the same. Some fragments of that host act as relays to govern the lesser brood and coordinate the horde as adeptly as any human tactician. Strategic thought is merely one potential attribute of its specialised mobile organs, the children it spawns in countless shapes. Leadership is a trait, like wings to fly or talons to rend. When a world is ice and snow, the fleet inures its spawn to cold. When a world shows determined resistance, it breeds generals to mastermind its assaults. These thinking tools will be broken down and reabsorbed as readily as the least menial soldier.

			The prayers of those who fondly imagine themselves to be its cultists pluck at the strings of the hive mind’s mental web. The fleet feels its scavengers gunned down, crushed beneath the treads of the tanks as the defenders counter-attack. It understands nothing of what a Rogal Dorn is, or a cultist, or an Imperium. It feels only a tiny spark of something like pain, no more than if Captain Walsh was bitten by a fly. And, as Walsh might crush the insect without thinking, so the hive fleet reacts. A shudder of need: protect itself, secure the harvest. Something ruptures within it and a new army slews out of the endless ranks of its birthing chambers, all instantly aware of what their lives are for. Their launch chamber pushes from between the segments of its hide and catapults them towards the planet.

			The Blade intercepts them, raking the ridged pod in its descent so that it hits the atmosphere at a crooked angle, burning even as it descends, resulting in the loss of hundreds of offspring. But it was one of three and the second is already underway, and the third… A new impulse grips the hive ship. A feeling that it must protect its spawn, which are simultaneously itself and biomass not to be wasted. The third pod launches for the cruiser itself.

			Elsewhere, a great Imperial fortress falls, and the hive ship feels positive reinforcement as the contents are collected and rendered down. Hunger roils, and soon the fleet will feed.

			Captain Walsh sits atop one of the Ninth’s tanks, leading the retreat. The audible backdrop is wet coughing from those soldiers whose respirator masks aren’t working properly. What remains of the Sixth and the Ninth are falling back towards Edrepolis, the local capital. They travel through a landscape turned to nightmare. The paddy fields on either side of the road are choked with mycelia, lumpy with fruiting bodies that swell and burst, releasing clouds of spores into the atmosphere. They sift through the air densely enough that noon has become twilight. Around them, as far as the eye can see, the world is softening around the edges. Alien mould furs abandoned buildings. Fronded and gilled growths erupt from the skylines of the empty towns they’ve travelled through. To them it feels like a new phase of invasion. They don’t understand that what they’re witnessing is nothing less than digestion, the enzymes of a world-devouring fleet beginning to deconstitute everything they’ve ever known.

			Everyone has their mask on. Voices are muffled and vision is smeared. The spores must constantly be wiped away or they settle and grow. Those soldiers who’ve inhaled them grow sick, and Walsh has left many behind. Morale is low and the commissars stalk the ranks to keep everyone moving.

			Burrows is on vox now. Walsh’s regular communications officer kept taking his mask off to talk, and then he died with his lungs turned to slime inside him. The ratling has been trying to get an idea of where resistance is strongest because, of all things right now, Walsh needs somewhere to regroup.

			From Burrows’ face, smudgy within his mask, it’s not good news.

			‘Kyvestia’s lost, sir.’

			‘Where in Kyvestia?’ Walsh demands.

			‘Just… Kyvestia. All of it. No resistance left at all.’

			‘Burrows, Kyvestia is the whole other continent. You don’t just lose a… lose a…’ Walsh has been awake for a day and a half, and fighting or on the move for most of that. He realises he’s lost all track of what can and can’t happen in war.

			‘Edrepolis is holding out still,’ Burrows adds, as though one city on this side of the sea makes up for absolutely everything on the other side falling to the enemy. ‘There’s elements of the Second and the Tenth digging in there.’

			‘Tell them we’re on our way.’ Walsh stares bleakly about him. The world, his world, the one he was born on and grew up in and had planned to retire on, it’s becoming an alien planet all around him. The air, the water, the land transformed, the familiar overgrown or melted away. If he stops marching and fighting he’ll just sit down and give up. ‘Kirn.’

			The chaplain starts awake from where he was leaning against the turret. ‘Captain?’

			‘Some words for the men. A sermon on the move. Something about the indomitability of the human spirit, the Emperor’s love for even the least of His servants.’

			‘Yes, of course.’ But Kirn just sits there. He has his book out, but his hands shake and he can’t turn the pages.

			Magus Bartilam has led his host of followers through three cities now. The particulate atmosphere does not choke him or his people. Rather, it invigorates them. The organic extrusions growing from every surface are like flags and banners. His people sing the songs of the worm and praise the glory of the Many-Handed Emperor. Their children ride atop the carapaces of plodding monsters and adorn them with bunting and crude pictures. They are advancing on the capital of Edrepolis now, one of the last holdouts of the old regime.

			Before him, the ragged shreds of the world’s defenders fall back, hiding behind cover that is even now eating itself and blooming into alien growth. They shoot and they flee, and Bartilam can only pity them in their ignorance. 

			Up above, he feels the presence of the fleet. No Ministorum priest ever had such communion with the Emperor. A bond, mind to mind, more intimate than love, more all-consuming than rapture. For this religious ecstasy do the Imperium’s fanatics scourge their own flesh, for this do devotees of the Ruinous Powers mutilate themselves or foam in frenzy, and none of them shall ever know the perfect union and bliss of Bartilam and his followers. Only true ascension can crown such a moment. To become one with the vast living engines, to be rewarded for generations of secret and persecuted devotion. Surely that must be the next stage, when they have triumphed over the last of the old world?

			The Emperor’s Avenging Blade is failing. Joal is almost alone on the bridge and contact with his crew is sporadic. His people are separated into small pockets holding out against the things that course through the corridors of his ship like an infection. The cruiser’s very physical frame is ruined, gashes and holes for half the hull, other parts eaten away into lace by acidic secretions. He orders them to ram the nearest hive ship, but either his words aren’t heard or the ship can no longer steer. 

			Something impacts against the sealed doors of the bridge, bowing them in. He hears a hissing and chittering from the far side. A second blow pierces through. An ebony claw-tip is inserted into the hole and starts peeling the inches-thick metal aside.

			Joal draws his pistol, takes up his power sword. From those parts of his crew still connected to him by vox, he hears terrified cries and the crackle of weapons fire.

			The thing that bursts through the doors is a maelstrom of scythe claws and thorn-tipped tentacles. He barely has a chance to scream.

			The hive ship lets itself be drawn into a lower orbit by the pull of the world below. It spreads vast wings in the thin upper atmosphere. The lines of mouths that open beneath them unleash a steady stream of pods that rain down on the world below. Those landmasses that have been cleansed of resistance and predigested by the spores are releasing a savoury, alluring aroma, and in response the ship sends down its harvesters and collectors. A whole new bestiary of non-combatant monsters devoted to gathering the biological wealth of the world and rendering it into a form more efficiently digestible. And although fighting still rages elsewhere on the world, it’s almost an irrelevance. An itch that can be scratched quite absently, while this, the all-important feeding, begins.

			Even as Walsh withdraws behind the defences of Edrepolis, even as Bartilam’s cult army advances on those same defences, even as the Blade drifts silent and dead in the void of space, the end has come for the world of Chertes.

			The city of Edrepolis is the last human holdout on the planet, defended by elements of half a dozen different Militarum units, and everyone else with courage and a gun. As the monstrous host outside overruns the emplacements and breaches the walls, a thousand small stories play out on the close-packed streets. Arbites wardens unlock the cells of prisons so that the inmates may at least die free. Street gangs stage brief riots with knives and pistols as the monsters devour all their little turfs and territories. A Ministorum vicar confronts an armoured behemoth, presenting the Emperor’s holy writ, attempting to drive the brute away with the fire of her faith. A cell of mad followers of the Lord of Change awaken to find their world has been overrun by the wrong apocalypse.

			In the last bunker, Walsh and Burrows and Kirn clasp hands. The chaplain passes round the last lees of his flask. From the next room they hear the barricades give, and monstrosity surge forth to wreak havoc. Curved claws in close quarters and it won’t take long. 

			Burrows scrambles up onto a mount of discarded packs, the uniforms never to be cleaned, the rations never to be eaten. Not by their original owners, anyway. He sights down his lasgun, huge in his small hands.

			‘At least we–’ Walsh starts, and then the monsters are scrabbling in. Burrows fires, one, two, three, charred holes punching into the carapace of the lead creature. It ploughs snout first into the plascrete floor, elbows loose but its hands still moulded to its gun. Walsh has himself a bolter, privileges of rank, and he empties the magazine into the swarm. Not shouting, not with the Emperor’s name on his lips, just firing because the army gave him this ammo and it’s not as though he was saving it for anything else.

			Kirn, the chaplain, has found succour in a flamer. With a bellow he rushes forwards and plays a curtain of bright fire over the next three beasts. Walsh sees them char black, sticky fluids sizzling and spitting in the sudden heat. Two go down but the third barrels blindly into the flames and claws into Kirn, tearing his armour apart. Walsh drags out his chainsword and fires the motor, plunging the weapon into the thing’s ridged back. He just about carves it in two, but it’s already too late for Kirn. He turns. An armoured thing spreads four scythed arms to tear him apart. He can’t bring the sword round fast enough.

			Burrows takes it, another three tight-grouped shots drilled into the long curve of the creature’s head. Behind it, a smaller monster brings up a long-barrelled weapon that is itself alive, tethered to the thing’s arm with intestinal ropes. Its answering shot is a hail of darts that splashes Burrows across the back wall. Walsh hacks into it grimly, cleaving its gun and seeing the truncated stock weep ichor. But there are more, and more, and all around him his people are fighting and falling. 

			A new monster forces its way into the bunker: tall, spindly, arms tipped with blades and a face of tentacles and mandibles. He hacks at it, but it’s impossibly swift, leaping aside from his strike too quickly to follow. He blunders around, his own breath loud in his ears, and something strikes him in the side. He barely feels it, save that he’s on the floor a moment later staring at where his hip and leg once were. The tall monster hunches over him. Alien eyes regard him, equally devoid of cruelty or mercy. He tries a last spasmodic lunge with the chainsword, the weapon’s teeth skittering off its armour. Then the scythes drop down on him, and Walsh’s command is over.

			In the streets above, Magus Bartilam plants the standard of the devouring worm in the ruins and lifts his face to the sky.

			‘We are ready!’ he cries to the dim shadows that pass back and forth above. ‘Lift us up, for we are your faithful.’

			The hive fleet does not care about faith. Its army has no concept of reward for loyal service. In that moment, some aspect of the psychic link between worshipper and god allows Bartilam this crucial understanding. That he is meat. That all his followers and his cause and everything he has ever believed or lived for is just a comforting lie he invented for himself, to account for the terrible directives that drove him. He has been nothing more than an organ of the hive fleet, a means to an end, and that end is now accomplished.

			A thing like an armoured worm with hooked claws erupts out of the ground before Bartilam and impales him. It lifts him up, flailing and screaming. He has one more service to provide, as do his followers. Everything must be rendered down, soaked and softened, mashed and pureed. The fleet is descending, extruding a thousand hungry mouths. And loyalty and resistance, cult devotion or faith in the human Imperium, courage, cowardice, hopes and dreams, it all tastes the same when it’s biomass.

			Twelve billion humans, countless other lives. A tragedy. A world lost, not only to the Imperium, but to all. No task force will retake Chertes and return it to the Emperor’s fold. No punitive force will come to exact revenge, for what is there but scoured rock where once a living world spun in space? Not a single iota of organic material remains. Every last drop of blood, every spore and bacterium has gone to feed the fleet.

			And there, in the cold vacuum, no eyes are left to witness the miracle.

			How many barren worlds, how many false scents, how many wasted journeys, as these hungry travellers hauled themselves from star to star? How they would rejoice, if they could rejoice, at finally finding somewhere that repays their constant questing. To the Imperium of Man, Chertes is a grievous loss. To the hive fleet, it is a brief paradise. A banquet. A flowering of contentment before the hunger can begin to gnaw again. In those moments of plenty, juvenile hive ships are gestated and birthed. Vessels split along seams and divide. A new generation is born, to continue their long and famished voyaging. For all living things seek to live, and make more of their kind.

			Already Chertes and its billions of curtailed futures are forgotten. There is no evolutionary benefit in remembering past victories. Already the specialised parts of the fleet are reaching out, feeling for the web of gravity and thought, tugging experimentally on this strand or that. Because they have arrived and triumphed and fed and bred, and now all of that is vanished into the oblivion of yesterday. And so the fleet casts itself into the emptiness of the universe, determined only that there will be more generations to come.
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			The tacticarium had been carved from burial chambers – chiselled from catacombs that snaked beneath the city. Auspex shrines and cogitators now obscured most of the walls, but in a few places fragments of sacred art were still visible. It mostly showed tree-roots, snaking down from the world’s surface and encasing its core, cradling it in a nest of tendrils. But the more recent additions depicted the Emperor, His sword trailing leaves rather than flames and His helmet sporting a crown of knotted branches. 

			The chamber, once a site of prayer and sacrifice, was now full of quiet industry and the cold flicker of viewscreens. Helots and comms officers were hunched over runeboards, dressed in smartly pressed uniforms rather than priestly robes. Mind-scrubbed servitors scuttled spider-like over logic engines, their faces grey and toothless and their limbs replaced with bionics. 

			Lieutenant Varus Castamon of the Ultramarines First Company was aware of the chamber’s history, but his attention was focused entirely on the present. He watched parchment spooling from one of the servitors, then carefully tore some off, processing the information with inhuman speed. The symbols conjured images of warships in his mind, behemoths knifing through the void towards the outermost reaches of the system, weapons batteries coming online. He thought of his brothers, tracing their fingers over strips of vellum fixed to their armour, reciting blood-sworn oaths. The thought quickened his pulse and he wished, more than anything, that he was with them on this mission.

			Across from him, Brother-Librarian Zuthis Abarim stood at the centre of the room, watching images projected from a domed holo-table, while a third Ultramarine, Brother-Sergeant Tanaro, was standing nearer to Castamon. Scattered around the rest of the room, dwarfed by the three Ultramarines, were dozens of humans – senior Militarum officers and their aides, all wearing starched regimental finery. Further back, scurrying through the shadows, making adjustments to the stacks of logic engines, were red-robed adepts of the Adeptus Mechanicus.

			‘How long?’ asked Castamon, dropping the parchment.

			‘The strike force is approaching the edge of the system now, my lord,’ said a helot, staring at a viewscreen. ‘The deep-void returns are faint, but we can just about place the ships.’ He pointed out a cluster of faint dots hanging over the holo-table. ‘They’ll shortly be passing the moons of Krassus.’

			Castamon gestured for the Militarum officers to come closer. They obeyed his silent command, some trying to catch his eye but most trying to avoid it. He tried to imagine how they saw him. As a monster, probably. He was huge, of course, like any Space Marine, three heads taller than a man. His skin was dark and weathered and his head was shaved, displaying three scars that raked down over his skull – fat, silvery gouges left by a predator’s claw. His blocky jaw was edged with a short silver beard, and his eyes were set deep under an anvil-hard brow. He did not seek to intimidate, but he was comfortable with the fact that he did. There were few who could hold his gaze for long. 

			He recognised all of the officers and they would have been surprised to know how well he knew the details of their military careers. Castamon was a warrior. He had no interest in politics, least of all the human variety. But he approached his posting on Regium with the same rationality and diligence he applied to everything else, remembering the words of his Lord Commander. Fortify your mind with study. Prepare for all outcomes. As he scrutinised the faces, he recalled facts gleaned from data crystals and genealogical tracts. Rather than soldiers he saw allegiances and rivalries, flaws and obsessions, debts and hopes – every shade of human frailty. They looked proud and determined, trying to hide how nervous they felt in his presence. They were good people. Whatever their failings, they had endured. They had survived long enough to see silver in their beards and feel aches in their bones. They were the exceptional few. 

			+The next couple of days will test them.+ 

			The words formed telepathically in Castamon’s mind. There was a time when he would have found the experience distasteful, repulsive even, but the voice was familiar now, the voice of a friend. He looked over at Abarim. The Librarian’s suit of battleplate was even larger and more impressive than Castamon’s. His head was buried in a thick ceramite cowl and his armour was intricately inscribed, covered with runes and horned-skull designs. He stood statuelike, towering over the humans. The lower half of his face was hidden behind a rebreather, but his eyes were visible and they shone fiercely as they focused on Castamon. He was gripping a force axe larger than any of the humans, a magnificent relic, worked with the same runic designs as his armour and shimmering with the same light that spilled from his eyes. Castamon noticed, with faint amusement, that none of the Militarum officers were standing near him. 

			This should not take days, he thought. The ships are closing in on Krassus. 

			+Tyrus has yet to locate his prey. And while he hunts, discontent spreads. You saw the crowds outside. They are scared. And scared people make dangerous decisions. Governor Seroc is too tolerant.+

			You know my thoughts on the matter. Seroc is a good man. These people can police their own homes. 

			+You confuse lambs with wolves. Seroc is not equal to the task. None of them are.+ 

			They need answers, that is all.

			+Answers only beg more questions.+

			Click here to buy Leviathan.
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