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			Atrophy

			C Z Dunn

			The screams of the dying are matched only by my cries of ecstasy as I carve through the feeble ranks of Imperial Guard. Blood coats the length of my blade, its vital warmth spilling down to the hilt and flowing in torrents to the dusty ground below. Human wreckage tumbles after it, this nameless desert world now their grave.

			Behind them, others see me and halt, fear writ in every inch of flesh and muscle. Have they heard of me, these wretched slaves of the Corpse-Emperor? Has my reputation spread this far into the fringes of the Imperium? Have they heard the tales of Kerbalkalyth, ravager of the Floradine Cluster, slayer of the Running Wolf, chosen of She Who Thirsts and pride of the warband of Eusebius the Proud, oathed these ten millennia to the Emperor’s Children? Or do they simply recognise majesty and power when it reveals itself before them in those final moments before they die?

			They do not even die well. There is no sport to be taken from their end, and the slaughter is over in a matter of seconds. A few, those with faculty enough to at least raise their weapons in some semblance of resistance, I kill cleanly, heads removed or hearts pierced. Those too cowardly, unworthy of the mercy of quick death, are left to a painful, lingering demise, their guts spilled on the sand, flesh torn open to the mercy of the punishing sun. Their wails for clemency and a swift death sound like music to me, an atonal and discordant opera that fuels my master’s pleasure.

			They are just reaching the aria when a new sound joins their chorus. Overhead, two Thunderhawks of crimson and ivory swoop low, disgorging their occupants into the heart of the massacre. The tinny whine of Imperial Guard las-weaponry is augmented by the staccato boom of bolter fire and a newfound vigour envelops me at the promise of a true challenge.

			Emboldened by their transhuman reinforcements, the common soldiery of the Imperium renew their assault. Many of their shots go awry, the awe I have instilled in them yet to fully dissipate, but those that do find their mark are simply deflected or absorbed. I grant them all instant death, as much from my desire to move on to more worthy foes as a reward for their willingness to fight back.

			The first of the Space Marines tears his way through a phalanx of cultists to reach me, his chainsword revving in protest as it bisects meat and bone. The white pauldrons stain the same crimson as the rest of his armour, obscuring a Chapter icon that I do not recognise. As he gets close, he launches himself from the ground, raising the chain weapon above his head to bring it down in a crude killing stroke. My blade meets his and teeth burr and shear off as Techmarine-crafted weaponry meets warpforged alloy. The weapon chokes as its buckled chain edge clogs the mechanism. The blocks he musters for the next trio of strokes aimed at him are hurried and improvised as he struggles to get his weapon functioning again. Undeterred, he comes back with three strokes of his own, entirely artless and lacking in grace. I allow him a fourth attack, one final chance to demonstrate that he is a foe worthy of my attention, but all he can muster is a club-like flail of the stricken weapon.

			Before he can react, I pierce the seal where helm meets armour, my blade passing clean through his throat and out of the other side. As I withdraw, I adjust my angle slightly to destroy the progenoids and when his body crashes face forward onto the sand, I run him through the chest, depriving his Chapter of their genetic inheritance.

			Cries of defiance ring out from his comrades, the still-twitching corpse a focus for their rage and grief. They channel their anger, their shots and sword blows no less controlled or accurate but with a newfound sense of hatred driving them on.

			Good. I was beginning to get bored.

			One of them, a Scout, calls out a challenge. It goes unacknowledged, naturally. Who is a mere Space Marine Scout to challenge one of the galaxy’s finest and most ancient warriors? Pthoric, a recent addition to Eusebius’s warband, having turned his back on his former Chapter some four centuries past, moves to intercept the impertinent whelp.

			A consummate swordsman in his own right, it takes less than three seconds and only half a dozen blows before Pthoric becomes just another corpse soon to be buried by the desert winds.

			Piqued, I look on as Barbaratharon moves to intercept the Scout. The duel is not as swift as the first, and the Emperor’s Children legionary at least draws blood with his first blow – a nick across the meat of the bicep – but the flurry of blows in riposte ends with Barbaratharon’s head and sword arm being removed from his body.

			Qlymachs, one of the Legion’s true sons and rumoured to have spent time in the duelling cages with Lucius himself, is the next to engage him. The Scout ducks under the first stroke and, as he brings his power sword up to meet Qlymachs’s blade, wrenches the ancient blade from Barbaratharon’s dead grip and swings it with his off-hand.

			Qlymachs feints to avoid the blow, the monomolecular edge gouging deep into his plastron, and he breaks his blade-lock with the Scout, using his superior strength to push the dual-wielding Space Marine back.

			This is no neophyte, I realise. This warrior bears all the hallmarks of training and combat experience and the way he brings the fight to his enemy is redolent of one disposed to leadership. Is he their sergeant? Their captain even? It matters not. Qlymachs is the second best swordsman in the warband. The Scout’s temerity will soon be punished.

			Fending off swipes from both weapons, Qlymachs aims a killing blow at the Scout’s chest only to find the progress of his glaive impeded by crossed blades. The Scout swiftly withdraws both swords, attempting to overbalance his opponent, but Qlymachs is too wily and seasoned to fall for it, instead forcefully flicking the blade with his wrist in an attempt to split open the Scout’s skull.

			All that splits open is the torso of the Emperor’s Children warrior.

			Anticipating the nature of the counterattack, the Scout drops low, allowing the flicked stroke to pass overhead while he lunges forwards with both blades, impaling Qlymachs before drawing the blades, and his midriff, apart.

			Not even granting his dying opponent the mercy of death, the Scout leaves Qlymachs to bleed out while he advances upon the true focus of his wrath.

			Such skill. Such finesse. Such cunning. Such hatred. Such potential.

			His previous three kills were merely a prelude and he charges in a blur of steel and coruscating energy. Each blow met by my blade, every stroke parried and returned in kind. The most equally matched foe I have faced in millennia, the duel raises me to heightened levels of pleasure long since denied to me.

			Obviously well-practised in swordplay, he throws feints that I have not seen since the days of the Legion and employs defensive strokes and ripostes the origins of which lay with races long since extinguished or fled from the galaxy. Twice he almost lands killing strokes, turned away at the last with desperate, almost instinctual, blocks.

			If this is how good it feels to fight against him, just imagine the ecstasy to be experienced by being wielded by him.

			With the third killing stroke ready to slice down, I draw upon the power of the warp to temporarily rewrite the laws of physics, increasing my mass a hundredfold in Eusebius the Proud’s sword hand.

			Anzo Riegler raised the power sword above his head one final time before slashing down with it while simultaneously bring his looted blade around in a chopping stroke. Amazingly, the traitor did not raise his own weapon in defence and both swords drove cleanly home, the two halves of the traitor’s head dropping wetly to the shifting ground underfoot.

			Still alert to any danger, the Crimson Sabres Scout-sergeant raised both blades and circled around, ready to face the next foe, but he found none. Another nine pink-clad traitors, in addition to the four he had slain himself, lay dead in the desert sands while the remaining members of the warband were in rout along with their cultist cohort. Already, the Thunderhawks were circling back, ready to pick up the five squads of Second Company along with Riegler’s single squad from the Tenth. Within minutes they would be airborne again, ready to bolster the Imperial Guard forces pursuing the fleeing traitors.

			Dropping the looted sword, Riegler shut off and sheathed his own weapon. He knelt down over the headless corpse of the final traitor he had slain and prised open the dead fingers of the sword hand. He pulled the dark-bladed sword free and gripped it by the ornate, pearlescent pommel. In contradiction of how much trouble his foe had in lifting the blade to mount a final defence, the sword felt light in his hands and he swung it experimentally. It felt like an extension of his own being, so much so that the sword’s temperature was exactly that of the blood now coursing a little faster through his veins.

			Every day for over six decades, Anzo Riegler had practised his skills for hours on end in the training cages of his Chapter’s fortress-monastery and ships of the fleet, honing his skills with the blade until it was near unrivalled among his peers. In all those years of training, in all the volumes on weaponry and swordcraft he had pored over in that time, never had anything come close to the perfection of the weapon he held balanced in his hand.

			‘Really, Anzo?’ said a voice from behind him. Riegler turned around to find Captain Kranon striding up the sand dune towards him. The air was in tumult from the Thunderhawks coming in to land, whipping sand up from the desert floor and creating the illusion of mist. ‘You’re actually going to take that thing as a trophy?’

			‘It is a fine blade, Sevarion. Finer even than the one your brother wields so well.’ The two Crimson Sabres had been squadmates when they were first inducted into the Scout Company and although Sevarion had eclipsed Anzo by rising to the captaincy of Second Company, Sevarion’s brother Sevastus had outdone them both by ascending to the mantle of Chapter Master.

			‘It is a tainted thing. Throw it away and be done with it.’ Sevarion removed his helm revealing his shock of jet-black hair. He fixed the Scout-sergeant with his intense sapphire eyes.

			‘It belonged to Kyal’s killer.’ Both men looked back to where two of Kranon’s company were preparing to take their fallen brother’s corpse aboard one of the waiting Thunderhawks. ‘I claim it as my own, as is my right.’

			In recent centuries, the Crimson Sabres relations with other Chapters and branches of the Imperium had become strained and some of their ways had deviated significantly from the strictures laid down in the Codex Astartes. While trophy taking – skulls, ornamentation, scraps of armour – was common amongst some Adeptus Astartes brotherhoods, the taking of weapons from a fallen foe was still considered abstruse. In spite of their tolerance for the practice, it was still forbidden to actually carry those weapons into battle.

			Kranon sighed. Anzo removed the scabbard from the Emperor’s Children corpse and sheathed the sword.

			‘Besides, brother, what is there to worry about with you constantly around to keep watch upon my immortal soul?’ Anzo said, heading off in the direction of an impatiently idling Thunderhawk. ‘Come now, or do you think the archenemy will wait for us?’

			Shaking his head, Sevarion Kranon followed his brother, for better or for worse.
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Excommunicated, hated and hunted, the Crimson Slaughter turned from the
Emperor’s Light and have since carved a bloody trail through the Imperium.
But before they betrayed their oaths and tured to the worship of the.
Dark Gods, they were the Crimson Sabres, stalwart and loyal.

“This s the story of ther fall.
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