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			Tick, tick, tick.

			That was what woke him. The regular ticking of cooling, contracting plasteel.

			Tick, tick, tick.

			He’d heard that sound before, growing up, the son of a tanker. He’d heard the sound during his training, when the squadron pulled up for the night, the tanks parked in rows ready for a pre-dawn start, their engines cooling, the cylinder blocks ticking out the day’s accumulated heat. 

			Tick… tick… tick.

			The ticks were slowing down. The engine was near enough cold now. He could not remember command telling the squadron to make camp for the night.

			His mind was fogged, as dull as the dawn on…

			He could not remember where he was.

			He could not remember who he was.

			It did not seem to matter.

			He began to drift.

			It was the pain that dragged him back. As the tick of the cooling tank died away, it was replaced by a rhythmic pain, pulsing down from the front of his head. 

			He did not want to move but the pain forced his hand into motion. But as he tried to reach for his forehead, his hand stopped. There was something in the way. It felt firm but not metallic, with a lingering warmth. 

			He did not want to open his eyes to see what it was.

			Lucius Stilo.

			That was it. That was his name.

			Lucius Stilo. Loader. Leman Russ Sancta Fide. Third Squadron. Fifth Alphard Tank Regiment. 

			He knew who he was now, but he could not remember where he was.

			He still did not want to open his eyes.

			Lucius Stilo would have drifted away then, if he had been able to, but the pain would not let him. It throbbed through his head, an arrhythmic counterpoint to the cooling engine.

			The engine was quiet. Stilo knew that it shouldn’t be.

			He still did not want to open his eyes.

			But he knew he had to. It was his duty. He was a soldier of the Astra Militarum, a member of the Fifth Alphard Tank Regiment. Although his eyes were still closed, he could suddenly see his father leaning down to him, telling him, ‘Yes, it’s true, the Emperor protects, but first, the Emperor expects. Expects every man to do his duty.’

			Stilo opened his eyes.

			He opened his eyes to darkness. 

			But it was as if opening his eyes, even though they could see nothing, opened wide his other senses too. He could suddenly smell Leman Russ: the throat-clutching stink of human sweat, the acrid bite of the cannon propellant, the sulphur of the heavy bolter and, overlaying everything, the overwhelming smell of promethium. Although his lips were closed, he could taste it. Had the fuel tank ruptured?

			‘The Emperor protects, but first the Emperor expects.’

			The words sounded louder than memory, so loud that Stilo turned his head to see if there was someone speaking them in the tank. But the dark was Stygian: he could see nothing. 

			Without light, he could do nothing.

			Stilo began fumbling in the dark. He was searching for the emergency lumens. His fingers found things, but he could not relate what he found to his training – everything seemed wrong, twisted somehow. Then he realised the problem: every­thing was twisted because he was lying on his side. Stilo turned his mental map through ninety degrees and as he did so, things began to snap into place. There, the bin for the armour-piercing shells; here the bin for high-explosive shells in between the chute for spent shell casings; and on his left, the bank of kill switches. 

			Yes.

			And beneath the kill switches, another console for the backup systems.

			First, second, third along.

			Stilo pulled the switch.

			The emergency lumens came on, red, lurid, pulsing. He could see.

			What he saw was the face of his tank commander. 

			‘Captain Bartezko?’

			Bartezko made no answer. He was hanging above Stilo, dangling in his webbing, the standard position for a tank commander going visual. His power sword hung from his belt. Bartezko loved his sword. It had been a gift from the corps commander for his bravery in the Battle of the Machengo Rift.

			‘Captain?’ Stilo reached for Bartezko’s webbing and twisted it, so the tank commander’s face turned into view. What was left of it. The captain would not be giving any more orders.

			‘Emmet, Vanhof. Klee, van Thienen.’ Stilo called out the names of the rest of the tank crew. ‘Emperor, let them answer,’ he whispered. But the names fell into the thick air and were swallowed. No one spoke, no one answered. The body of Captain Bartezko hung limp in its webbing. Stilo frantically tried to remember what had happened. The captain announcing he was going visual, clipping on his webbing, standing up, reaching for the turret hatch… There. That was when his memory whited out. Air burst, maybe? An ork shell exploding above the tank just as the captain unsealed the hatch, the shock wave thrashing Bartezko against it, then slamming it shut, the pressure change in the confined volume of the tank incapacitating – killing – the crew. Except for him. 

			‘Come in, Third Squadron. Do you copy? Third Squadron, do you copy?’

			The voice, the first that he had heard since regaining consciousness, sounded thin and tinny and far away, but it was coming from the vox-panel. Turning from the corpse of his commander, Stilo twisted past scattered cases to the panel. 

			‘Third Squadron, receiving. Over.’

			‘About time, Third Squadron. We’ve been trying to raise you for the last hour. Report.’

			As the voice came through on the vox, Stilo fiddled with the controls, trying to turn it up so that he could hear better. Stilo touched his ear. His fingers came away wet and sticky. His ears were bleeding. The pressure shock of the air burst.

			‘This… this is Third Squadron, Sancta Fide, sir. Loader Lucius Stilo reporting, sir.’

			‘Put on Captain Bartezko.’

			‘I can’t, sir. He’s dead. They’re all dead, sir, I’m the only one left.’
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