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			It is the 41st millennium. For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the master of mankind by the will of the gods, and master of a million worlds by the might of his inexhaustible armies. He is a rotting carcass writhing invisibly with power from the Dark Age of Technology. He is the Carrion Lord of the Imperium for whom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day, so that he may never truly die.

			Yet even in his deathless state, the Emperor continues his eternal vigilance. Mighty battlefleets cross the daemon-infested miasma of the warp, the only route between distant stars, their way lit by the Astronomican, the psychic manifestation of the Emperor’s will. Vast armies give battle in His name on uncounted worlds. Greatest amongst his soldiers are the Adeptus Astartes, the Space Marines, bio-engineered super-warriors. Their comrades in arms are legion: the Imperial Guard and countless planetary defence forces, the ever-vigilant Inquisition and the tech-priests of the Adeptus Mechanicus to name only a few. But for all their multitudes, they are barely enough to hold off the ever-present threat from aliens, heretics, mutants - and worse.

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruellest and most bloody regime imaginable. These are the tales of those times. Forget the power of technology and science, for so much has been forgotten, never to be re-learned. Forget the promise of progress and understanding, for in the grim dark future there is only war. There is no peace amongst the stars, only an eternity of carnage and slaughter, and the laughter of thirsting gods.
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			SCENE TWO - EXT. HIVE PRIMUS, AXONAR.

			ATMOS:  THE DISTANT SOUND OF BATTLE COMING FROM SOMEWHERE BELOW. THE FAINT HOWL OF THE WIND AT ALTITUDE. METAL ON METAL ‘HANDSTEPS’ OF THE MAG-GRABS.

			METRAEN: <<‘Confirm your position, Cardula.’>>

			The veteran Scout sergeant halted his ascent and looked up towards his objective, then back down to his starting point at the base of the hive. Relinquishing his grasp of one of his mag-grabs, electromagnetic crampons that enabled a man, or in this case a Space Marine, to scale sheer surfaces that would be otherwise impossible to traverse, he tapped his vox-bead.

			CARDULA: ‘Halfway there, by my estimate.’

			METRAEN:	<<‘Fourth Company will be in position in half a cycle. Maintain your current pace and call in once your mission is complete.’>>

			The old Scout shut off his vox-bead and continued his arduous climb. He and the four Scouts under his command had already been climbing for half a cycle - almost eight Terran hours - and were now under the cover of the cloud blanket that hung five kilometres or so above Axonar’s surface. The climb thus far would have been too much for a normal man, let alone the next five kilometres, but Cardula and his charges were no longer ‘normal’ men. Genetically enhanced with the gene-seed of their forebears, and implants that rendered them post-human, the Blood Angels Scouts were every inch a Space Marine, albeit at the dawn of their service. They were no longer ‘human’, but not yet fully fledged battle-brothers.

			They moved in near-silence, only the tapping of their mag-grabs punctuating the gentle breeze of the Axonar night. None of them showed any signs of fatigue, and even Tarphon, the newest member of their squad on only his second combat mission, looked as fresh as when they’d set out many hours earlier.

			Halting suddenly, Rampel, second only in seniority to Cardula and soon to take his place in one of the Blood Angels battle companies, signalled to the rest of the squad to do the same. He motioned to his sergeant and then pointed upwards. Directly above them, an open balcony jutted out from the hive into the night sky. A haphazard affair, it gave the impression that it was an unauthorised modification made by some aspirational mid-hiver in imitation of the baroque marvels that adorned the outer quarters of the spire. Being careful not to make any more noise than was absolutely necessary, Cardula ventured a little higher to get a better view.

			The scent of obscura, or a related narcotic, hit his nostrils before he caught sight of the balcony’s occupant and when the smoker did hove into view, Cardula saw it was a militiaman, lasrifle slung by his side. Releasing his grip on one of his mag-grabs, Cardula issued a complex hand signal with his right hand, the position of each finger - fully extended, bent at the knuckle or fully bent - signifying what each member of the squad was to do next. Tarphon let go of both mag-grabs and, unsheathing his combat knife and placing it between his teeth, free-climbed so that he was parallel with the balcony, though out of view of the militiaman. Rampel, Cardula and Kachiel took up position several metres below the outcrop in the hive wall, while the squad’s sniper, Sagon, navigated his way in a corkscrew motion around the cylindrical hive outer wall to take his place ten metres directly above the balcony.

			With an ease born from years of training and conditioning, what happened next was over in mere seconds. Using only one hand to cling to the side of the hive, Tarphon gripped the tip of his combat knife between the thumb and forefinger of his other hand and launched it spinning end over end towards the militiaman. Almost instantaneously, the blade lodged itself in the man’s throat and, unable to scream through ruined vocal chords, he pitched forwards over the lip of the balcony, where he was caught by Rampel and Kachiel. Cardula removed the young Scout’s knife from the man’s throat and used one of his mag-grabs to lock him in position against the metal wall of the hive, lest a corpse falling to the base of the spire alert the enemy to activity up above. The militiaman hung there, legs and arms spasming as the life drained from him, eyes bulging as his situation became apparent.

			Several minutes passed, during which the militiaman expired silently, though the Blood Angels Scouts, if they were even aware of his passing, gave no sign as they hung motionless like macabre red gargoyles. At a signal from Sagon, satisfied that nobody had witnessed their clandestine killing, the figures sprang into motion again. Tarphon retrieved his mag-grabs and, as he made to continue his ascent, Sergeant Cardula came alongside him and gave him back his combat knife with an appreciative nod.

			Silent as the grave, the five Scouts headed once more in the direction of their objective.
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