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			Green and Grey

			Edoardo Albert

			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.’

			The vox went silent for a moment. Stilo heard the vox-operator whispering to someone. 

			‘The corps commander wants to speak to you, Loader Stilo.’

			A different voice came through: warm and generous, the voice of a kindly, rich uncle.

			‘Loader Stilo?’

			‘Y-yes. Er, sir.’

			‘I need you to call up the auspexes and give me a report.’

			‘The auspexes are all dead, sir. Everything’s dead. The fuel tank’s ruptured. I’m standing up to my ankles in promethium. I don’t know what to do. You’ve got to get me out of here.’

			‘Stilo.’

			The name dropped into the loader’s increasing panic and stilled it, like oil on water.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘The vox is working. Try to raise the auspex. You’re a tanker, Stilo. Act like one.’

			‘I-I will.’

			Stilo reached for the auspex panel. It was unresponsive. All its screens were blank. He banged on it in frustration.

			‘Machine-spirits are temperamental creatures – hitting one rarely works. Try restarting it, tanker.’

			Stilo stared at the panel in front of him.

			‘I-I can’t remember what to do, sir.’

			‘Remember your training, tanker.’

			Stilo knuckled his forehead. ‘I-I can’t, sir.’

			‘This is your first combat patrol, isn’t it, Lucius?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘No one wanted for it to go like this, but you’re still there, still alive. The Emperor protected you. Now the Emperor expects.’

			Hearing the litany coming through on the vox, remembrance settled upon Lucius Stilo. His training took over, moving his hands over the panel, keying the relaunch sequence. The screens flickered into life.

			‘They’re coming online, sir.’

			‘Good, good.’

			‘Frek! They’re all showing static.’

			‘The sensor array must be damaged. Loader Stilo, I’m going to have to ask you to make a visual report.’

			‘L-let me try again, sir.’ Stilo began keying the cut-out sequence.

			‘No time for that. I must have a report. Now, tanker. Remember, the Emperor expects.’

			‘Y-yes.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Sorry, sir. Yes, sir.’

			Stilo looked at the body of Captain Bartezko, dangling in his harness, his face a livid red wound scored through with white lines of exposed bone, his power sword hanging uselessly by his side. The loader felt the physical revulsion of the living at the prospect of touching the dead. He was going to have to release the captain from the webbing so that he could get to the hatch. 

			‘Sorry, sir.’ 

			Stilo unclipped the webbing. Bartezko’s corpse fell forwards, wrapping its arms around Stilo in the embrace of the dead. 

			The vox-channel was open. Stilo just about suppressed a scream and pushed the body aside so it flopped against the breech of the cannon, sprawling over it like a dead fish. Bartezko’s slack body slumped, slowly, before dropping down off the turret cradle into the pool of blood and promethium at the base of the tank. 

			The way clear, Stilo scrambled up to the turret hatch.

			Skratch, skkkratch.

			The noise came from outside, from the other side of the hatch. 

			Stilo’s hands froze in the act of opening the hatch.

			Skkkkratch, skkkkkratch.

			Something was outside.

			It was the sound of nails on glass, of a knife scraping over plasteel.

			Of claws scratching up the hull.

			Stilo pushed the turret lock shut.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			The impacts were so loud that Stilo’s teeth rang in his skull. But this was not the sound of rounds bouncing off the hull of the tank.

			Bang. Bang, bang.

			Something was hitting it. Hitting it with a hammer or a rock.

			‘Lucius, what’s happening? Report, Lucius.’

			Stilo dived to the panel and turned down the gain.

			‘S-something’s outside,’ he whispered. ‘It’s hitting the tank. You’ve got to get me out of here.’

			‘Don’t worry, Stilo. Just hold on.’ The voice of the corps commander was barely audible over the sounds coming from outside the tank. ‘Try the auspex again.’

			‘I-I don’t want to see what’s out there.’

			Bang, bang, bang.

			‘Try the auspex, tanker!’

			Stilo mumbled a brief prayer to Sancta Fide’s machine-spirit as he keyed the restart again. It had been more hurt than him. As the screens lit up, the banging intensified, coming now from at least two different places on the hull: one set echoed down the battle cannon while the other was coming from the port sponson.

			Despite the damage, the pict-feed from the outside red-lit, steadied, flickered, then the pixels slowly began to come together.

			Bang, bang. Bang.

			The screen cleared. Outside, Stilo could see a vast, dusty plain. Calleva. He remembered, now. That was the name of this Emperor-forsaken planet. The smoking shells of two other Leman Russ tanks told him that none of the squadron had made it to the extraction zone. The ground around them was gouged with craters; for once, the orks had managed to range their artillery. Far off, he saw the curving arch of the Infinity Bridge spanning the continental abyss, its curve as elegant as the drop-off to the shifting magma sea was sudden. 

			Even as he saw it, Stilo knew that was wrong. The bridge should have been blown by now. His squadron had been detailed to delay the enemy while demolition charges were set, then head to the extraction zone. Either the charges had failed, or the engineers had not made it to the bridge. 

			But that was for the brass to worry about.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			He still couldn’t see what was making the noise. Stilo tried tracking the pict-feed around, but it did not move. Whatever had killed Sancta Fide had broken the motors. It was only by the Emperor’s grace that he could see anything at all out there.

			‘Report, Stilo.’

			‘I-I can’t see…’

			A face appeared in the screen, staring at Stilo. It opened its mouth. Its tusks and tongue were the only things that weren’t a livid, fungoid green. Then, it bit down. The sensor went dark.

			Lucius jerked back from the screen.

			‘Orks.’ He leaned over the vox, whispering into it. ‘Orks, outside Sancta Fide. They’re what’s banging and biting it.’

			‘Orks loot as readily as they kill,’ said the corps commander. 

			‘I’ve got Sancta Fide locked down, sir. They won’t get in here.’

			‘That’s good, tanker. What else did you see?’

			‘What? Oh, yes. I’ll try to get another pict-feed running. But the plain looks clear, sir. Only ork I saw was the one trying to get in here. Surprised they’re not heading for the bridge.’

			‘What? What did you say, Stilo?’

			‘I’m trying to get another pict-feed up.’

			‘No, no. The bridge. It’s still up?’

			‘Yes, sir. It’s still up.’

			‘Hold there, tanker.’

			The vox went quiet. But outside the tank, Stilo could hear movement. Lots of movement. He fiddled with the auspex, switching to another sensor array, and the screens gradually cleared.

			‘There’s… there’s dozens of them around me,’ he whispered into the vox. ‘Hundreds. If I keep quiet, maybe they’ll go away.’

			‘Confirm, the bridge is not down.’

			‘What?’

			‘Loader Stilo, get visual on the bridge. Is it down?’

			Bang, bang, bang.

			Stilo started as the banging began again, flinching from the port sponson.

			‘Stilo, confirm.’

			‘Confirmed, sir. The bridge is still standing.’

			There was silence on the other end of the vox, then Stilo heard the corps commander talking urgently to someone else.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			‘Throne, they’re trying to get in, sir. What should I do?’

			‘Stilo, listen to me. Are any orks closing on the bridge?’

			Bang, bang, bang.

			They were hammering at the starboard sponson now. Creaking, groaning noises came from the plasteel, as if someone were trying to peel it off, layer by layer.

			Stilo glanced at the pict-feed. The long plain that led to the Infinity Bridge lay there, dusty, bare and empty. ‘No, sir.’ 

			‘Copy that.’

			Bang, bang, bang.

			‘They’re trying to get in, sir. What do I do? Tell me what to do, please.’

			‘Remember your training. There’s a flight of Valkyries on its way, tanker. The Emperor protects.’

			Bang, bang, bang.

			‘How long before they get here?’

			Stilo was staring, with horrified fascination, at the port sponson. The plasteel there was bending and flexing, like a sheet of paper held in the breeze. ‘I don’t know how long before they split Sancta Fide open.’

			‘Are there others, tanker? Are they all focused on you?’

			Stilo could not move. The heavy bolter in the port sponson was banging backwards and forwards like an engine piston.

			‘Lucius!’

			Stilo dragged his gaze away from the heavy bolter to the screens. On them, he could see the greenskins getting on their warbikes and warbuggies, the engines belching smoke. Even through the layers of plasteel that separated him from them, he could hear the roar of the engines firing up.

			‘They’re leaving, sir, they’re leaving!’ Stilo remembered his training. ‘Heading two-six-five.’ They were making for the bridge. That was the big prize that opened up the rest of this world to them. 

			That was for command to worry about. He wasn’t going to die after all. 

			‘Loader Stilo, open fire.’

			Stilo stared at the vox. He made no answer.

			‘Stilo, do you copy? Open fire.’

			He looked at the pict-feed from outside. The first of the warbikes were already accelerating away. 

			‘Stilo, this is an order. Open fire.’

			‘B-but I want them to go away, sir.’

			‘Open fire, Stilo! The Valkyries are on their way, they’re nearly there, but they won’t be able to find you unless you start shooting.’

			‘They’re leaving, sir. I don’t want to attract their attention.’

			‘Don’t you think there will be more? Shoot them, now, while they’ve got their backs to you. The Valkyries will finish off the rest and extract you. They’re nearly there.’

			‘ETA, sir?’

			‘Ten minutes, tanker. You’ve just got to hold out for ten minutes. Now, open fire. Use high-explosive shells on them – warbikes are soft targets.’

			Stilo stared after the departing cloud of dust that told of the rapid progress of the ork vanguard across the plain. It was true what the corps commander said: out on that dust plain, riding warbikes and wartrikes and warbuggies, the orks had no cover. They were ripe for the killing.

			But the basic animal desire to survive, to hunker down and play dead stopped Stilo’s hands from moving.

			‘That’s an order, Stilo.’

			The words activated something even deeper in Lucius than his instincts: they fired up his training. The hours, days and weeks spent running through the same sequence of actions over and over and over again. He could no more switch off that sequence, once activated, than he could stop his heart beating.

			‘Loading main cannon, sir.’

			‘Good, lad. Good.’

			‘Th-thank you.’

			‘By the book, son. Do it by the book.’

			Stilo opened the high-explosive ammunition bin, manhandled out a round, slid the door to the bin shut and pushed the round into the breech of the cannon. He was trained as a loader, so this was what he knew to do: during training he’d got his time to load a round down from nine seconds to four point five.

			But that was the problem. He’d done almost all his training as a loader; the cross-training as a gunner and a driver had only lasted for an afternoon.

			‘You’ll have to track the cannon manually, tanker.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Stilo took a quick look through the sights. The cannon was thirty degrees off. Grabbing the handle, Stilo began to crank the turret round.

			The turret groaned as it moved.

			‘Three turns for one degree of rotation, three turns for one degree of rotation,’ Stilo muttered, sweat breaking from his skin as he hauled the crank round. 

			Slowly, the turret turned.

			Stilo checked through the sights. Nearly there. The orks were a moving dust cloud, heading west across the plain towards the bridge. Another five degrees. Fifteen turns.

			He counted them off.

			‘…four, three, two, one.’

			Stilo jumped to the sight. The reticule was lined up with the heart of the dust cloud. He set the auspex to heat. The dust cloud lit up red. 

			‘Elevation, elevation,’ he muttered, checking the vertical calibration. ‘Up, two degrees.’

			Stilo grabbed the cannon elevation crank and turned it, counting off six revolutions before checking the sights again. 

			The crosshair was aligned in the deepest red of the heat source.

			Stilo pushed the ignition lever.

			‘Fire.’

			The battle cannon jerked backwards. Propellant fumes, thick and throat-clutching, swirled into the main turret. 

			Stilo’s training took over once more. He pulled open the breech block, released the spent high-explosive shell, letting it fall into the cartridge bin, then slid the ammunition bin door open, hauled out another high-explosive shell and shoved it into the breech.

			Stilo took another quick look at the sights. 

			The dust cloud had stopped moving but its heart still glowed red and the crosshair sat in the centre of it.

			‘Fire,’ he muttered, not even realising he was talking to himself.

			He hardly heard the sound. 

			Round after round. Without thinking, his body running through its training.

			Load, aim, fire. Load, aim, fire.

			Load, aim, fire.

			Stilo paused.

			The vox was crackling but he ignored it. He checked the auspex. It was all red – but then he had just fired Emperor knew how many high-explosive shells into the dust cloud. He switched to motion sensor. There were no movement traces.

			The vox was squawking.

			‘Stilo. Report.’

			‘Can’t see, sir. Flare out on the auspex – heat from the shells.’

			‘You’ll have to go visual, Lucius.’

			‘Unlock? Now?’

			‘It’s the only way to tell if you’ve got them all. Besides, you’ll have to unlock when the Valkyries arrive.’

			‘What’s their ETA, sir?’

			‘Sub-ten. They’re on their way, tanker. Now get me that visual.’

			‘Sir.’

			Stilo pushed up into the turret again and began to unlock the hatch. But then he stopped. He dropped back and cycled through the remaining sensor arrays, checking the area around Sancta Fide was clear of greenskins. With nothing showing on the auspexes, Stilo checked his rebreather, then finished unlocking the hatch and, slowly, began to lift it. 

			The first crack to the outside world opened and the ochre-yellow light of Calleva flooded into the tank. Stilo’s goggles blacked, then adjusted. 

			He peered ahead, eyes squinting against the glare, searching into the dust cloud. There was no sign of any of the ork vehicles. He turned his head slightly to try to hear. Nothing, apart from the dull ringing that was the aural aftermath of firing shell after shell of high-explosive. In the thin air of Calleva, the dust cloud thrown up by the barrage was already beginning to settle. Stilo pushed the hatch further open so that he could see better.

			As the dust drifted down out of the sky, he saw the mangled remains of the ork patrol scattered over the plain: ripped-up warbikes, warbuggies blown into pieces and eviscerated greenskins, some of their severed body parts still flopping with the reflex to war, but no longer able to do anything apart from scrabble in the dust.

			He had killed them all.

			He, Lucius Stilo, loader, Third Squadron, Fifth Alphard Tank Regiment – on his first combat patrol, with all the rest of the crew of Sancta Fide dead – had done this. He was blooded. He was a proper soldier, a proper tanker now. Like his father.

			Lucius Stilo threw back his head and roared his triumph at the yellow sun that hung, fat and bloated, in the thin, dark atmosphere of Calleva.

			By the Emperor, and through His Grace, he had done it.

			Stilo slapped the slide of the battle cannon, the plasteel still hot. 

			‘We did it,’ he said. ‘We did it.’

			Down in the crew compartment, Stilo could hear the vox squawking but, for the moment, he ignored it, taking in the sight of his first battle. But as the dust settled further and the distance came into view, he saw emerging from the cloud the arch of the Infinity Bridge. 

			It was still standing.

			Even as he watched, he saw distant flares light up on it – light up and die away. Darting round it, reduced to little more than mayflies by the distance, were the silver shapes of ­Imperial aircraft. Stilo squinted: Marauders, maybe Thunder­bolts or Valkyries. Those could be for him, dropping engineers at the bridge before coming to evac. The bridge shivered, moving like a giant snake, but then it settled. Stilo could see parts of the bridge falling into the continental abyss that it spanned, but still it stood.

			He’d heard rumours that the Infinity Bridge was xenos built; if they were true, it might explain why it was proving so difficult to bring the structure down.

			The distant reports of explosions reached him, echoing past into the vastness of the continental plain. Then, coming through the receding rumble of the explosions, he heard the sound of engines behind him. Lots of engines.

			He froze. 

			Stilo knew he had to turn and look, but his muscles would not obey. They had locked in place, keeping him staring ahead, ensuring his eyes stayed firmly to the front. 

			This was Lucius Stilo’s first combat patrol. He had thought the greenskins who had surrounded Sancta Fide constituted an ork warband. He had thought he had saved himself when he saw their corpses littering the plain. He had thought the thirty or so bikes and buggies were all the orks were sending his way.

			Stilo forced himself to turn around. Now, looking back over the plain, he saw what an ork warband really looked like.

			Clanking, smoking, rattling towards him was a tide of scrap metal pockmarked with green, tusked faces, screaming and laughing and yelling.

			Stilo could hear the war cries of the greenskins even above the clank and rattle of the Battlewagons and wartrukks, as harsh and guttural as barking dogs.

			He dropped back into the tank, frantically locking the hatch behind him, before seizing the vox mic.

			‘Where the frek are those Valkyries? There’s thousands of them.’

			‘Report, tanker, report.’ The voice on the other end of the vox remained as calm and implacable and unhurried as ever. It made Stilo want to reach through the mic and throttle the commander. But, instead, he made his report.

			‘Ork patrol destroyed. Ork warband approaching, ETA about two minutes.’

			‘The bridge. What about the bridge?’

			‘Still standing, sir.’

			There was a moment’s silence at the other end of the vox.

			‘What’s the ETA on the evac, sir?’

			‘The Valkyries will be there in three minutes, tanker.’

			‘The warband will get here before that, sir.’

			‘Then you’ll just have to hold them off until the Valkyries arrive.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Stilo dropped the vox and began frantically turning the crank to rotate the turret. As he did so, he could hear, even through the plasteel, the whoops and howls of the approaching orks.

			Using the crank, the turret rotation speed was one hundred and eighty degrees in fifty seconds. Stilo began counting, under his breath, turning the crank handle while watching the desperately slow rotation of the turret.

			‘…thirty-nine thousand and one, forty thousand and one, forty-one thousand and one.’

			Without even checking the auspex, Stilo dragged open the ammo bin and loaded a high-explosive shell into the battle cannon. 

			Then he checked the auspex.

			The greenskins were nearly on him.

			Stilo frantically turned the elevation crank, bringing down the barrel of the cannon, until it was pointing at the ground just in front of the oncoming horde of revving, racing trukks, wagons and trikes.

			‘Fire.’

			Recoil, clear, reload, fire. Recoil, clear, reload, fire. 

			Recoil, clear, reload, fire.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			It was coming from the starboard sponson.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			From the port sponson.

			Stilo looked up.

			They were on the turret.

			The greenskins were trying to peel Sancta Fide open.

			Stilo wasn’t thinking now. He was doing. 

			The hull rang with the reverberations of orks bashing at the hull with hammers and axes and clubs. Even as he watched, he saw the plasteel bulge inwards.

			This was close range now.

			Stilo grabbed the port heavy bolter and started firing. He didn’t even need to aim, he just sprayed bolts; it was like hitting locusts. Spent cartridges clattered round his feet. Greenskins appeared in his sights and were splattered. It was like driving at speed at night on a bug-ridden road.

			The sound of greenskin bodies exploding under the impact of a heavy bolter fired at point-blank range echoed over the concussive blasts of the bolter itself.

			Stilo kept pressing the trigger, turning the bolter this way and that, but it was for nothing. Through the sights, he saw the orks gather themselves, kick aside the body parts that were in the way, and come running back at him. 

			‘Out!’ he yelled, as he’d been trained, just as the wave of orks reached Sancta Fide, hitting it like a green tidal wave. The tank rocked under the impact of a hundred ork fists and axes. The plasteel squealed and screeched. The tank began to rock, back and forth, back and forth. 

			They were trying to tip the tank over, to get at its belly.

			‘They’re all over me!’ Stilo yelled towards the vox, throwing himself at the starboard bolter. ‘I can’t hold much longer.’

			Stilo sprayed bolter rounds from the sponson. The rapid click of the spent shell cases falling onto the hull around his feet triggered a fleeting sound memory: the tick of the cooling engine block when he had first woken into darkness.

			There weren’t so many greenskins on the starboard side of Sancta Fide. After Stilo had traversed the bolter, there were even fewer.

			But the orks came. At the sound of bolter fire, at the smell of seared flesh, they came, swarming over and around the stricken tank.

			One of the orks grabbed the barrel of the bolter in its hands. Smoke rose from its fingers. But still it began pushing the barrel up, away from its fellows.

			Stilo yelled out and, unholstering his laspistol, he took aim through the viewport of the bolter and put a round between the ork’s eyes. Then another, when the ork didn’t seem to register the first. The third did the trick. The ork went cross-eyed, as if trying to figure out why a hole had suddenly appeared above its nose, then began to sink down. It didn’t get far. Another ork slammed it out of the way.

			Stilo grabbed the heavy bolter again, squeezed the trigger.

			That ork evaporated into a mist of green slime as it took three heavy bolter rounds at point-blank range; its teeth drummed into the side of the tank like ivory knives.

			The roar of the bolter ran underneath the sound of Stilo’s screams of rage and triumph as he killed greenskins at zero range, vaporising the ork vermin in the hail of bolter fire.

			But even as he killed orks on one side of the tank, it started bouncing on the other side, rocking left to right like a ship in a storm.

			The warboss was here and he was directing the show now.

			The tank began to rock, higher and higher on each bounce. 

			With every upward motion, more orks got a handhold, pushing the tank higher each time. Inside, Stilo grabbed tight, trying to stop himself being thrown around helplessly.

			‘Where are the frekking Valkyries?’ he screamed into the vox. ‘They’re going to turn me over.’

			‘Hang in there, son,’ said the colonel. ‘The Emperor protects.’

			With a final heave, the orks pushed Sancta Fide over onto its side. Stilo crashed down against the starboard sponson. Under the weight of the tank, the sponson housing cracked open. The smell of propellant mixed with spilled promethium.

			One auspex was still working, flickering grey and red. On it, Stilo saw the ork warboss click its massive neck, flex its huge fingers, then stride up to the tank.

			The warboss grabbed the turret hatch. With the tank on its side, the massive ork could reach it easily.

			‘It’s trying to get in,’ Stilo whispered into the vox.

			The hatch creaked, the lock straining. 

			It held.

			The warboss backed off. 

			Suddenly aware it was being watched, it turned and stared into the sensor array. 

			Stilo saw the guile in its eyes. 

			The warboss reached out, grabbed an ork and held the struggling greenskin in its hands. 

			Without warning, the warboss pulled its head off. The greenskin’s body collapsed to the ground. 

			The warboss held the dripping ork head up in front of the sensors.

			Then it turned back to the hatch and grabbed hold again.

			The warboss was trying to tear the head off Sancta Fide.

			Stilo heard the tank. It was dying. Its machine-spirit moaned and whispered as it leaked away.

			He turned to the vox.

			‘There never were any Valkyries, were there?’

			The vox was silent.

			‘Y-you don’t need to sugar-coat it. I’m going to be dead soon.’

			The voice, when it came through, was thick, heavy with an emotion that could not be spoken.

			‘The Emperor is sending His very own Valkyries, son. They’ll bring you to His side.’

			‘Tell the Emperor I’ll bring Him a present.’

			While he spoke, Stilo was busy jamming open the remaining ammunition bins for the battle cannon. The armour-piercing rounds were still in there, as well as a handful of high-explosive shells. So long as the bins were locked shut, even if they were pierced and detonated by enemy ordnance, the machine-spirit of the tank would ensure that most of the blast was drawn outwards through explosion vents. But with the bin doors open, the destructive force of all the remaining ammunition would be channelled up and out through the turret. 

			The hatch was bulging outwards.

			The locking mechanism was creaking, creaking. Cracking.

			Stilo checked his laspistol.

			It was on ten per cent charge. He might as well throw it at the warboss.

			He needed a weapon. Stilo looked round frantically. There were a few flares, for signalling if the vox failed, but they wouldn’t even make the warboss blink.

			Then, in the depths of the rocking tank, Captain Bartezko’s body shifted and turned. In the dull red of the lumens, Stilo saw the hilt of the captain’s power sword. He scrabbled for it, desperately pushing tank debris out of the way.

			The hatch broke open.

			The warboss shoved its huge head into Sancta Fide.

			Stilo thumbed the activation on the power sword. The ancient blade hummed its eagerness and, turning, Stilo thrust the sword into the middle of the ork’s forehead. The weapon, hungry for greenskin flesh, bit deep, burrowing into the ork’s skull. The warboss screamed – a surprisingly high-pitched sound, Stilo noted, as thought fragments spilled through his mind – and fell back out of the tank.

			Outside, through the circle of the open hatch, Lucius Stilo saw the warboss staggering, then falling to its knees as it pawed at the sword sticking out of its skull.

			But the warboss did not fall. On its knees, it managed to find the hilt of the sword with both hands. Slowly, it pulled the weapon out of its skull.

			Stilo could see right through the hole.

			The warboss sniffed the blade, licked it, then looked up. It looked into the tank. It looked at Stilo.

			Slowly, it got back up onto its feet. For a moment it staggered, then the warboss steadied itself. It looked at Stilo again. It bared its teeth.

			Stilo realised the ork was smiling.

			The warboss tossed the power sword aside and began walking back towards Sancta Fide. Behind him, the other orks followed, gibbering in fear and excitement. 

			Stilo shrank back into the depths of the tank.

			‘Are the Valkyries on their way?’ 

			‘They are with you now.’

			Stilo nodded.

			‘I know.’

			This time the warboss reached in through the hatch, its fingers grabbing for Stilo. Lucius pulled back, out of reach.

			‘Come and get me,’ he yelled, taking a flare from the rack.

			The warboss pulled its arm out and looked into the tank, green blood running down into its red eyes.

			From where he sat, scrunched up as far from the hatch as possible, Lucius Stilo, loader, Third Squadron, Fifth Alphard Tank Regiment, pointed the flare at the pool of promethium, and the armour-piercing rounds and high-explosive shells piled in the bottom of Sancta Fide. He fired it.

			For a moment it flared brighter than anything Lucius Stilo had ever seen. Then it shone out even brighter.

			He never heard the sound.

			Sancta Fide’s turret exploded outwards. From out of the belly of the tank flared a jet of purifying, white fire that scoured the surface of the plain, charring to blackened stumps the warboss and the orks clustered round it before igniting the engines and ordnance of the idling trukks and wagons, the explosions leaping from vehicle to vehicle as if blown by the spirit of a young tanker on his first, and final, patrol.

			In the HQ of the Fourth Armoured Corps, the general staff were silent.

			The vox had gone dead. Before it cut out, they had heard a sound unmistakeable to all tankers: the gushing whoosh of a Leman Russ brewing up.

			Colonel Markus Stilo, commanding officer, Fourth Armoured Corps, stared at the silent vox. Then he turned to another of the vox-stations. 

			‘Report.’

			‘The Valkyries have landed the demolition charges on the bridge. Engineers laying them now.’

			‘Tell them to remain on station to evac the engineers when the bridge is down.’

			The comms officer turned back to his vox, passing on the order.

			Colonel Markus Stilo stood up slowly.

			The general staff looked upon their commanding officer in silence.

			‘Our mission was to destroy the bridge. To achieve victory, it is sometimes necessary to sacrifice that which we hold dearest. The Emperor calls upon us to make that sacrifice – so long as we are willing do so, the Imperium of Man shall never be defeated.’

			The colonel turned slowly, looking around the room, but his eyes were blank.

			‘My son always dreamed of being a tanker. He died one.’

			The colonel reached out a hand, steadied himself, then turned to leave.

			‘Sir, do you want me to send a Valkyrie to collect… to collect your son’s body?’

			Colonel Stilo did not look round.

			‘The Valkyries will carry out their orders. Inform me when the bridge is down. Carry on.’
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			Mars Triumphant sat upon a darkened plain, engines quiet, drawn up in readiness for the coming battle. For nearly two years it had lain in its cradle within the depths of a transport barge; tomorrow it would assail the orks of Kalidar.

			The tank rocked in time with the barrage; shells flung by artillery batteries ten kilometres behind the tank’s position, falling onto the ork army still kilometres ahead. Honoured Lieutenant Cortein felt rather than heard the distant thunder through the Baneblade’s armour as a steady metronome of destruction. Fine veils of Kalidar’s ever-present dust sifted down from the tank’s ceiling with every explosion.

			Three days on Kalidar, and already Mars Triumphant was being asked to fight.

			Cortein was unconcerned by the speed of their deployment, he understood this as his duty. If the tank had been asked, and could have replied, Cortein was sure it would hold similar sentiments. But the new regiments, raised on Cortein’s home world of Paragon, trained as they made their slow, dangerous way through the warp to Kalidar… He was not so sure he could say the same of them. Instinct told him that they needed more time, that this rush to smash the ork force besieging the mine complex of Urta was unwise. 

			There was little he could do about that. Tomorrow, the 7th Paragonian Super-heavy Tank Company would form the lynchpin of one of two large arrow-headed tank formations, the remainder of them made up of Leman Russ squadrons and mechanised infantry, the two formations part of a large action involving men from three worlds. A hundred tanks, four regiments of infantry, a surprise for the orks besieging Urta at the heart of the lorelei-rich Kostoval Flats.

			That was the idea. Cortein was suspicious of ideas like this. Perhaps the thick armour of Mars Triumphant had made him cautious, inclined to sit things out, he thought, behind the fortress-like walls of the Baneblade. Maybe, but as they said at home, one does not weather a storm by casting oneself into the sea.

			Cortein stood before Mars Triumphant’s dimly lit wall of honour, near the reactor, the plant at the heart of the Baneblade. Names on brass plaques filled the wall almost entirely, a proud list ending with his own. The green and red glows emitted by Mars Triumphant’s dim lights struck strange reflections from the metal, alternately revealing and obscuring the heroisms of the tank’s long past.

			The first plaque was worn smooth by time to leave but traces of archaic battle honours and the curve of what might have been an S or a G. Perhaps, thought Cortein, other commanders of Mars Triumphant had stood here like he did before every engagement, their fingers tracing out the names of those who had come before them. How many times had he stood there? He did not know, the battles and campaigns of thirty years blurring into one endless war, a lifetime of conflict. Such was the sacrifice the Emperor had demanded of him. It was a sacrifice Cortein bore gladly. He’d give his life over again, and again a score of times, having seen what he had seen. Humanity was besieged as surely as the orks out there in the desert besieged the lorelei mine complex. If it were not for the sacrifice of men like him…

			But there were men like him, many men, the passing of some remembered on this wall, and so the Imperium would stand. He had faith in the Emperor and His servants. 

			Still he felt fear at his own end, its edge dull and worn by experience and hard-won courage; present nevertheless.

			He heard a faint scuff behind him and glanced back. Crimson robes moved in the shadows, deeper shadows within the hood.

			‘Enginseer Adept Brasslock,’ Cortein said. He returned his attention to the wall.

			‘Honoured Lieutenant Cortein,’ said the other. He whispered as a priest does in a cathedral, his low voice hard to make out over the hiss of artificial lungs.

			‘I saw your bodyguard outside and assumed you were within. But I did not hear you approach. In this machine you are as quiet as a monk in a cloister.’

			The enginseer gave forth the mechanical cough that passed for his laugh. ‘And that I am, in here, within Mars Triumphant. Any of the adepts of Mars are but supplicants before such a machine. You hold your vigil?’

			Cortein nodded distractedly. ‘As always. It calms me.’

			‘After all these years, you need calming?’ Brasslock’s voice held the smile his face could no longer show. ‘You and I are old men, Cortein. Surely the battle fear has left you now?’

			‘Never,’ said Cortein. ‘If it ever does, then I shall be dead. No man can ever conquer the fear of battle, and it is not wise to try. Standing here helps hold it at bay, turn it outwards, use it.’

			‘To know the Machine-God and the Emperor watch over you, that is what calms you, and it should,’ said the other, certain in his pronouncement. ‘Many of your predecessors, the ones that I have known, have felt the same.’

			‘No, it is not that.’ Cortein shook his head, checked himself, not wishing this one night to offend the seer, whose faith was somewhat stronger and deeper than his own. ‘Not entirely.’ He turned to the enginseer. 

			Brasslock stood easily within the narrow confines of the main gangway leading from the gunnery deck. Cortein had no idea how old he was. Despite his stealth he suspected Brasslock was ancient, as the followers of the Omnissiah often were. His flesh hand, the left, was wizened as centuried leather, blotched with spots and scars. It was impossible to tell what colour the man’s skin had originally been. Brasslock rested this hand on the open bulkhead door, idly stroking plasteel as a mother might soothe her child. Metal glinted in the hood where his mouth should be. A thin, articulated tendril snuck out from under his robes from time to time, tasted the air and wicked back within. His right arm ended in a heavy metal stump, a broad socket ready to accept tools, for the moment empty. To a normal man’s eyes he was a grotesque, but Cortein had long ceased to find Enginseer Brasslock disturbing.

			‘What then do you find here in the heart of Mars Triumphant?’ said the enginseer.

			‘Watching the march of the names through time makes me… confident. Near a thousand years of battle, and this machine still fights. So many battles, tomorrow is merely one more. That is why it calms me.’

			‘The spirit of Mars Triumphant is strong,’ agreed the enginseer. They both fell silent, the close silence of the tank disturbed by the distant bombardment and the hiss-whirr of Brasslock’s mechanical lungs, the two sounding in time, a pair of impacts for every breath.

			‘I wonder,’ said Cortein eventually. ‘I wonder who he was.’ He nodded at the first plaque, the brass shiny where it had been rubbed away, the edges deepened to a lustre richer than gold. Verdigris scaled the base of the rivets. ‘Who was this first man to stand here? Did he come to look at his own name affixed to this wall as I do now and wonder at those who would follow?’

			‘I do not know,’ said Brasslock. ‘Men have forgotten as this metal has forgotten.’ He pointed with a skeletal finger. ‘But the Machine-God does not forget. The flesh is weak, the Omnissiah is not. He knows all.’

			Cortein smiled tiredly. ‘Perhaps you can ask him for me some time, I would like to know.’

			Brasslock took Cortein’s blasphemy with good grace. ‘Alas it is not my place to do so, Honoured Lieutenant Cortein, but the data is kept by crystal, pen and chisel in Mars’s archives. You can be assured that the Omnissiah remembers all the men who serve Him, as He will remember you.’

			‘That is not as comforting as you might think it sounds.’

			‘I did not mean it for comfort, honoured lieutenant.’

			From deep within Mars Triumphant some subsystem or other grumbled, a pulsing thrum of interrupted energy flow, three beats in contretemps to the barrage outside.

			‘Ah, see? She agrees.’

			‘Mars Triumphant is inactive.’

			‘They dream when they sleep, honoured lieutenant, as men do. Listen!’

			The artificial thunder had ceased. The ground shuddered hard, once, as if in pain. The charms Brasslock and generations of enginseers before him had affixed to the Wall of Honour jangled in reply, a final shower of dust pattered onto the pitted floor of the tank, then the world became still.

			‘The barrage, it is done.’ The enginseer’s shadowy face looked up within his hood, rheumy eyes glinting. ‘I must rouse the spirit of Mars Triumphant; the other machines of the company must also be propitiated,’ said the enginseer. ‘I have much work to do to ensure optimum functionality of all systems for the morrow.’

			‘Of course.’

			The enginseer inclined his head in a bow and departed, vanishing into the gloom to the aft of the tank.

			Cortein reached out to the plaques on the wall and reverently touched the oldest as was his habit, wearing it away atoms at a time, an erosion born of respect. He put on his cap, lifted the mask of his rebreather from the case hanging on his front, a necessary evil. He didn’t want to end his career coughing up his own lungs thanks to the dust. He buckled the foul thing about his face and went up onto the command deck, up again into the turret, and then out into the freezing desert dawn.
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