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			Bitter Salvage

			Nick Kyme

			They stank, the greenskins, and their rancid corpses littered the main deck of the Byzantine. Formerly, it had been a battleship, a vast Castellan-class war cruiser that had dominated the stars. Now it was a wreck, part of a hulk and floating through space, infested with vermin.

			As battlefields went, it was hardly prestigious.

			Tiamed scowled as he withdrew his sword from the warlord’s bolt-ravaged torso, wiping off the blood and transferring the stink of it onto the ork’s crude armour.

			‘This is dirty work, brothers,’ he remarked to Vorda and Mageln. 

			‘Aye, the greenskin are noisome creatures,’ said Vorda, a brute of a Templar, as he redressed the broken oath-chain of his power axe.

			‘Foul indeed,’ said Mageln, though he saluted what he regarded as worthy foes.

			‘Not so vile as the stink of dishonour around your final deed, Tiamed,’ another voice put it.

			Three warriors, ramshackle in yellow and black armour, moved slowly into the light.

			‘What did you say?’ Tiamed bristled with anger as he turned to face his accuser. 

			Servos in the newcomers’ powered forms growled and whirred as they moved, but in a throaty, staccato fashion. As the speaker advanced a step, he turned a little. It made the winged lightning bolt on his left shoulder guard visible.

			‘Malevolents,’ sneered Mageln, unable to keep out the distaste in his voice. He finished off his own kill to stand alongside Tiamed. Gore-splattered from the blow, Mageln’s power maul dripped menacingly with greenskin blood.

			Vorda took up position on the opposite side, power axe unsheathed.

			Tiamed said nothing, but rose to his full height before scabbarding his own blade. Then he stooped and, taking a firm grip, wrenched one of the warlord’s tusks from its dead, drooling maw.

			‘What dishonour?’ he snapped, his open hand, low and by his side, the signal for his brothers to stand down. ‘Speak quickly, Ballak, before I misunderstand you and interpret your words as a challenge.’

			Black Templars were, by their nature, belligerent. So too were the Marines Malovelent, though the source of their fury came from a subtly different source. It didn’t provide much of an accord, this similarity. In fact, it promoted just the opposite.

			‘The beast was mine,’ he snarled, garnering grunts and nods of approval from his kin, ‘and so too the honour of the kill.’

			Tiamed went unhelmeted. A black cross adorned his face, painted over eyes and nose. It could not hide his anger or his incredulity.

			‘And yet my blade pierced its rugous hide and ended its miserable existence, as I will gladly end yours if you persist with this insult.’

			The leather cracking on the haft of Vorda’s axe was audible above the ship’s background hum as his fist clenched around it. 

			‘Those are my bolter wounds in its torso, Tiamed. I would not waste ammunition to merely stun the beast.’

			‘That much is true,’ whispered Mageln, but not so quietly as to be unheard. ‘These scavengers waste little and covet scraps. They are dogs.’

			Ballack stepped forward again.

			‘Dogs are we?’ he asked, taking the Templar’s bait. ‘Would you like to see us bite?’

			Relations between the Templars and the Malevolents had been less then cordial ever since they had discovered each other’s presence on board the hulk. They met with warm enough welcome but their war philosophy was at odds and now, it seemed, would come to blows.

			Ballak came to stand in the midst of the greenskin charnel house created by the six Space Marines squaring off on the Byzantine’s main deck. He thumbed the guard back on the serrated blade he wore at his hip. Two finger widths of adamantium shone dully in the ship’s half-light.

			Even obscured by the gloom of the capacious deck, swimming now in blood as well as filth, the gesture was obvious.

			Tiamed nodded, understanding. He tried to keep the smile from his lips, not that they would see it in the shadows. This was about honour, upholding the virtues of the Black Templars in the face of these… pirates who gave the Adeptus Astartes a bad reputation; it was not about personal satisfaction or settling the verbal slights that had issued from the Malevolents ever since they had boarded. Tiamed promised himself he would try not to enjoy this too much.

			‘Very well,’ he said, stony-faced.

			Vorda quickly came to Tiamed’s ear.

			‘What are you doing?’ he hissed. ‘Don’t lower yourself to their base level.’

			Mageln was of a different mind. ‘Kill him, brother. Then we vanquish the rest. They are barely Space Marines. We would be doing the Imperium a service by ridding it of them.’

			Ignoring his fellow Sword Brethren, Tiamed unclasped his cloak and took off his weapons belt.

			‘Name your challenge,’ he called to Ballack, whose own seconds had now come to his side.

			‘A trophy, if I win this duel,’ uttered Ballack, fully drawing his chain-blade and setting the weapon’s teeth burring. ‘Any of my choosing on this deck.’

			‘Agreed,’ answered Tiamed, and handed his red cloak to Vorda whose warning gaze through his war-helm did not dissuade the other Sword Brethren. 

			Ballack nodded slowly before removing his own belt. Blade versus blade, no secondaries. He turned for a moment, giving up his trappings to the waiting arms of Nathlec, who glared intently at Ballack through his vision slit.

			‘None of the rounds you fired would’ve killed that thing,’ he whispered.

			Ballack smiled. 

			‘I have a greater prize in mind.’

			He turned again, and the duel began.

			Tiamed went first, carving a brutal overhead that would have cleaved Ballack in two had he not thrown his body aside at the last moment.

			‘To the death then, is it?’ he roared at the Templar, coming up from a crouch, his face a mask of pure rage.

			‘Yours, yes!’ snapped Tiamed, and lunged.

			Ballack was taken off balance, his half-parry only partially blocking the attack and snarling in pain as the Templar’s blade cut into his forearm. The stench of rapidly cauterised flesh pricked at the Malevolent’s nostrils. 

			A flurry of fast and heavy blows from the Templar forced Ballack into a hasty defence. The last, the hardest, put him on one knee. Tiamed kicked out and sent the Malevolent sprawling. 

			Ballack almost lost his chainsword and as he was rising managed to lash out with an improvised swipe that Tiamed repelled easily, then backed up to get some distance between his vengeful opponent.

			‘More cowardice, Ballack?’ Tiamed growled, sensing victory but incensed at how low the Malevolents had stooped, at their patchwork armour and battered blades, at their mercenary sensibilities. 

			‘I did not kill an already half-dead ork and claim its head as my own, brother.’

			Tiamed, coming at Ballack with a deadly cross, was quick to bite back.

			‘I am not your, brother, you sc– hrrrkk!’

			The Templar stopped short, his charge arrested by the half metre of snarling chain-blade sticking out of his chest.

			In a display of consummate swordsmanship belied by his earlier missteps, Ballack had weaved around Tiamed’s anger-fuelled blow and pierced his unprotected flank. He gave a second thrust, silently enjoying the shock of the other Templars who had gone from anticipating their brother’s victory to witnessing him spitting up his own blood all over the deck.

			Tiamed jerked, mustering the last of his energy to turn and regard Ballack with an imperious, yet despairing, glance. 

			‘I may look ragged,’ Ballack told him before the Templar died, ‘but my blade craft is anything but.’ 

			As he tore out the chain-blade, noble Tiamed slumped first to his knees and then fell forwards. His sword, still chained to his wrist, slipped from his hand, as did the ork tusk.

			Ballack eyed the other two Templars, who looked ready to kill him but stalled when they saw the pair of bolters aimed at them by the Malevolent’s battle-brothers.

			‘Narlec and Sykar are both excellent marksmen,’ he said, kicking away the tusk from where it had rolled near to his boot.

			‘You refuse your trophy even now,’ snapped Vorda. ‘Is his blood not enough to slake your sense of dishonour?’

			‘I do not refuse it,’ said Ballack, sinking to one knee beside Tiamed’s slowly cooling body. He began to unstrap the armour. ‘I simply choose one that is of use on the battlefield and not a hollow chamber of honours. It is a pity I had to damage the breastplate, though. They are hard to find intact.’

			‘Whoresons!’ Mageln looked about ready to brave the bolter storm when Vorda stopped him, one arm across his chest. 

			‘No…’ he said. ‘No, brother!’ he hissed sharply when Mageln didn’t take the first hint. ‘We’ve lost enough to their perfidy already. Leave them to their scavenging.’

			Ballack stood, having removed Tiamed’s vambraces and greaves. He took both pauldrons too, handing off the pieces of armour to Narlec, whilst Sykar kept the other Templars in his sights.

			‘Know this,’ said Vorda. ‘When we meet again – and we will – there will be no duel, no quarter given.’

			‘If I were you, Vorda,’ said Ballack, looking up from the half-stripped corpse, ‘I would have shown no such restraint.’

			‘It is honour, for Tiamed, for his sacrifice that I do this. Restraint has no part in it.’

			Ballack shrugged. ‘Then I suspect you will die for it. The body will be waiting for you upon your return. Its intact trappings, including this magnificent sword,’ he held the blade up, one-handed, to the light, ‘will not.’

			The Templars went back the way they had come, back to their ship and the Apothecary that waited on board. 

			Alone, Sykar lowered his sights and Narlec spoke up.

			‘You planned this, didn’t you?’

			‘I said we do not waste our ammunition.’ He examined a vambrace, in pristine condition against his own battered armour. ‘I would say it was well spent, the rewards commensurate with the price paid.’

			‘Aye,’ said Narlec, admiring the armour pieces. ‘It is a fine reaping.’

			Ballack rose to his feet and smiled ruefully. Vorda did not lie. The Templars would want recompense in blood. Only their sense of honour had kept them acting on their instincts thus far. 

			‘No,’ said Ballack, his smile turning into a scowl. ‘It is bitter salvage, brother, and worth every drop of their ire.’ 
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