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			Crimson light bathed Lothar Redfang as the drop pod plummeted through Atrophon’s atmosphere. He grinned fiercely around at the rest of the Deathwatch kill team as their craft juddered and shook.

			‘The fires out there would roast us in a heartbeat, eh? We’re in the hands of the Allfather now!’

			The Ultramarine, Sergeant Cantos, didn’t respond. Sor’khal, the White Scar, scowled.

			‘We trust our lives to a damned machine, Fenris. That’s all.’ 

			Lothar’s reply was overridden by the grinding voice of the Iron Hand, Brother Gorrvan. 

			‘I have advised on seven previous occasions, Brother Sor’khal. Statistical chance of drop pod mechanical failure is less than zero seven two. You have virtually no cause for concern.’

			Sor’khal snorted. 

			‘Virtually, he says.’

			Oblivious to the irony, Gorrvan continued.

			‘Brother Redfang, this vehicle is a device of the Omnissiah. If you fear for your safety, pray not to your Allfather but to Him.’ 

			‘A Space Wolf fears nothing!’ barked Lothar. ‘Hot Fenrisian blood in these veins! Not like that sump-oil you got in you!’ The Space Wolf’s brash laugh faltered as he realised none of his brothers were joining in. Gorrvan stared blankly, and Sor’khal’s scowl deepened. Brother Kordus, of the Raven Guard, merely tilted his head slightly and regarded Lothar askance.

			‘What?’ muttered Lothar. ‘None of you got a sense of humour?’ 

			‘Battle is no laughing matter, Brother Redfang,’ declared Sergeant Cantos, ‘and before us lies a fierce one. Brothers, three minutes to impact. Make ready.’

			Immediately, the kill team began checking equipment while muttering benedictions to the machine-spirits. Helms were locked in place. Sor’khal’s narthecium clicked and whirred as he tested its functionality. Kordus reached across to where his jump pack was mag-locked to the drop pod’s central column, fingers dancing over the pack’s activation runes. As they worked, Cantos ran through a final brief, reiterating the key points of his squad’s strategos briefing with the typical thoroughness of a veteran Ultramarine. 

			‘As you know, the orks of Waaagh! Dregsmasha invaded Atrophon eighteen months ago. Atrophon militia were reinforced by the Catachan Jungle Fighters. However, extreme wintry conditions on the planet have worked against them.’

			‘Worse,’ he continued, ‘the orks have deployed a string of super-weapons, to their great advantage. They carried Frostclaw Ridge with volleys of gravity bombs, deployed super-heavy war effigies in the fight for Honorium, and undermined the Ironfields with tunnelling machines.’

			‘Strategos link these inventions to an ork mechanic named Badklaw,’ put in Gorrvan. ‘Their augur-skull probes have ascertained his location amid the factorums of the Strakendorf Peninsula.’ 

			‘However,’ continued Cantos, ‘that information is useless to the Astra Militarum. Eighteen hours ago, the greenskins staged a push on the Strakendorf front. The Catachans and Atrophons fell back over the River Strakk, demolishing its primary bridges behind them. This has bought the defenders time to marshal their forces. However, it has cut them off from the orks.’

			‘Cowards,’ grunted Sor’khal. 

			‘Just men,’ offered Brother Kordus quietly, ‘but not us.’

			Sergeant Cantos nodded. ‘Correct. The Emperor has blessed us with the ability to take the fight to our foe. Judging by pattern matching of rising energy signatures within the ork’s factorum stronghold, it has been estimated we have approximately six hours until Badklaw’s latest device reaches completion. Then our target likely moves up to join the attack on the Strakendorf front.’ 

			‘Then we kill him first, eh?’ 

			Sor’khal shot Lothar a humourless grin. 

			‘First sensible thing I’ve heard you say, Fenris.’ 

			Lothar grinned back, baring his canines. 

			The next moment, the drop pod’s electrosconces pulsed and an urgent chime rang from its vox-casters.

			‘Collision warning!’ barked Cantos.

			‘Not buildings,’ gritted Sor’khal as he gripped his restraint harness, ‘we’re still in clear sky!’

			‘Then what…?’

			Lothar never finished his question as, with a sudden, shocking bang of metal on metal, the pod was slammed sideways. The lights went out, and Lothar felt gravity crush him back into his harness as the drop pod spun wildly. Alarm tones pinged and whooped, and Lothar let out a groan of effort as he braced against the forces clamping him like a vice.

			There was a thunderous impact and everything went black. 

			Lothar’s vision swam as it returned, light and shadow churning in a sluggish, nauseating ballet. Pain pulsed in his skull. For several heartbeats, disorientation tried to drag him back down into unconsciousness. With a defiant growl, Lothar forced his eyes to focus. The Space Wolf’s helmet chron told him he had only been unconscious for a handful of minutes. The fact that he was still breathing told him that, whatever else had happened, he was still alive. 

			Lothar sat up, grimacing, and realised he’d been staring up into a thick snowstorm. Sor’khal was crouched next to him, checking readings on his narthecium. 

			‘Ah! Fenris lives.’ The White Scar stood, extending a gauntlet to help Lothar up. As Sor’khal hauled him to his feet, the Space Wolf took in his surroundings. The two of them stood shin deep in a snowdrift, engulfed by the shadow of a ruined hab-block. Snow fell thickly, dragged this way and that by gusting winds that Lothar’s auto-senses warned were well below freezing. Through the murk, the Space Wolf could see more skeletal ruins all around. Blasted habs loomed over the snowy streets like ghosts. 

			‘The crash landing knocked you senseless,’ said Sor’khal. ‘Our pod came down in this ruin and we dragged you clear. Damn machine managed to fire its retros just in time to stop us being smashed to bits. By the Emperor’s grace we all came away in one piece, more or less.’

			‘Was it the Iron Hand’s impossible failure?’ 

			Brother Sor’khal shook his head and turned away, jogging off through the snow with his bolter ready. Lothar followed, drawing his own weapons as he went. 

			‘No failure,’ said the White Scar over his shoulder, ‘Gorrvan was right about that. Something hit us, ork aircraft most likely. Emperor knows no Imperial pilot would be aloft in this mess.’ They crunched across a road junction, picking their way around the half-buried wreckage of a Chimera and its slain occupants.

			‘Mess?’ scoffed Lothar. ‘On Fenris we’d spar in this without armour!’ 

			Sor’khal glanced back at him. ‘In that case, on Fenris you must all be deficient.’ 

			Lothar’s booming laugh was swallowed by the muffling shroud of snow. 

			‘Hah, remind me to bash your teeth in for that sometime, eh?’ 

			‘You’re welcome to try, Fenris. If Laedas couldn’t take me, you don’t stand a chance.’

			‘Laedas?’

			‘Our former squad mate. The Imperial Fist who got torn apart by genestealers just so we could enjoy your sorry company. I liked that big bastard– we all did. And he was twice the warrior you are.’ 

			Lothar’s rejoinder was drowned out by the howl of a jump pack as Brother Kordus dropped from the sky in front of them. 

			‘The sergeant is in the cathedrum up ahead. Problem.’

			Sor’khal gestured around. 

			‘You mean, besides being stuck in a snowstorm on the wrong side of an uncrossable river?’ 

			Kordus paused for a moment. 

			‘Yes.’ 

			With that, he turned, fired his pack, and soared away into the falling snow. 

			‘All talk, that one,’ grumbled Sor’khal as they pressed on. Lothar chuckled, then pulled up short. 

			‘Wait. Wrong side of the river?’ 

			‘Did I not mention that? Vox is shot to hell with all this stuff in the air– we can barely reach each other, let alone anyone useful. Come on, Fenris, the sergeant will have a plan.’
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