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			Ghosts and Bad Shadows

			Dan Abnett

			Aigor 991, twenty-one days out from Salvation’s Reach, 782.M41 
(the 27th year of the Sabbat Worlds Crusade)

			I

			For the second time that day, they were making a hole in the forests.

			The first hole had been made just before dawn. The Highness Ser Armaduke, once a proud Tempest-class frigate, now an old workhorse saved from the breaker’s yard for one last, suicidal run, had dropped out of the warp six hours earlier. The ship had limped into a low orbit above Aigor 991, and hung there for a while, nose down, while the Officer of Detection mapped the northern landmass, compared the geophysical profile to Battlefleet charts, and then plotted the target resolution. As the first rays of the rising sun began to hardlight the warship’s battered starboard side, the Armaduke fired its principal batteries at the surface. 

			The strike – from the Armaduke’s perspective just a brief flash of light on the nightside below – annihilated six acres of rainforest, and left a smoking patch of earth that was geologically stable and operationally close enough to the destination. Then the Armaduke launched six drop-ships: four long-pattern Arvus landers, and two Falco boats.

			Aigor 991, a small, uninhabited world, was almost entirely swathed in dense rainforest across the northern continent. The forestation grew very rapidly, so any sections cleared or burned back did not stay clear for long. Aigor 991 had last been visited by a Battlefleet supply tender twenty-one months earlier. No sign of that mission’s landing clearance remained.

			In the pale, rising light, the six landers had thundered in over the forest canopy and made landfall on the steaming, scorched turf the Armaduke had opened for them.

			II

			Through the trees, Gol Kolea could hear the rasp of flamers and the whicker of industrial blades. He could smell hot smoke, which had an acid bite to it, and a reek of sap so sharp that it smelled like disinfectant.

			He turned, eyeing the dense forest around him. Slivers of sunlight, slender as las-beams, speared down through the canopy. Everything else was a deep emerald gloom. He was standing in shadow.

			The shadow of trees. Gol didn’t know much about trees, as he had not been closely acquainted with them in the rockcrete halls of Vervunhive. Ironic that he, a Verghastite, and Baskevyl, a Belladon, had been chosen to head up the surface detail; any Tanith would have loved it. Maybe that’s why Gaunt had made the selection. Probably didn’t want some Tanith officer getting all misty-eyed and nostalgic about forests instead of keeping his mind on the job.

			‘We’re in the right zone?’ he asked Fapes, Baskevyl’s adjutant. 

			‘Yes, sir,’ Fapes replied. ‘And that’s the third time you’ve asked.’

			‘We’re here for a resupply,’ Gol snapped back. ‘Promethium and munitions. Seeing as we’ve precious little of either, it would be a feth-fool waste to use up tanks of prom clearing the wrong zone.’

			‘Definitely would, sir,’ Fapes replied. He raised his auspex and squinted. ‘I’ve got a hard bounce off stone in there, and the coordinates are matched and confirmed. It’s the silo.’ 

			Remote Depot Aigor 991. Secret. Hidden. An emergency cache that the Navy kept stocked and supplied to provide for out-haul missions beyond the range of secure Navy bases and planetary yards.

			The mission profile was twofold. Burn off a landing strip from orbit, and then, from there, move in to manually clear the silo location proper with flamers and servitor teams. It was too dicey to try to clear the silo location directly from orbit: a slight miscalculation could risk vaporising the cache, even given the surgical precision of Shipmaster Spika’s gunnery officers. Once the silo was opened up, freight landers could come in and start loading.

			‘This is the zone, right?’ asked Major Baskevyl, approaching them through the green shadows.

			‘He just asked that,’ said Fapes.

			‘I just asked that,’ said Kolea.

			‘Because it would be a feth-fool waste of prom if we were clearing in the wrong place,’ said Baskevyl.

			‘A point already well noted,’ said Fapes.

			They had six platoons between them, essentially composed of three from Kolea’s C Company, and three from Baskevyl’s D. The rest of the surface team was made up of worker servitors from the ship’s engineering and cargo divisions, plus a few Battlefleet officers as supervisors. 

			A squad of men from one of Baskevyl’s platoons struggled past through the undergrowth, carrying fresh promethium tanks up from the landing strip. A Navy officer, impeccable in his dark blue uniform with its silver brocade, walked with them. He was carrying precisely nothing at all, probably because he had urgent dabbing-his-brow-with-a-silk-handkerchief and smoking-a-lho-stick duties to perform. Kolea didn’t know the man’s name.

			‘Guard gets to do all the hard work,’ said Baskevyl.

			‘That, my friend, is the entire story of the galaxy,’ replied Gol.

			‘At least we get to breathe some fresh air,’ Baskevyl shrugged.

			‘This is fresh?’ asked Kolea, wrinkling his nose.

			‘Well, not now we’re torching the place, no,’ said Baskevyl. ‘Still, better than ship air. That’s like living in an armpit.’

			‘Or a sock that someone’s still wearing,’ said Fapes. They gazed at him.

			‘I’ll carry on with the… checking things, sirs,’ Fapes said.

			Bask’s micro-bead beeped. He exchanged a few words, then looked back at Kolea.

			‘Maggs says he’s found the silo,’ he said.

			‘Let’s go take a look,’ said Kolea.

			III

			They walked through the trees together. The occasional spears of sunlight made the green shadow all the more oppressive. Insects hummed. There had been birdsong earlier, but the roar of the flamers and the chatter of blades had sent them bursting from the canopy in startled flocks.

			‘It has two moons,’ said Baskevyl.

			‘What does?’

			‘Aigor 991. Two moons.’

			‘How do you know that?’ asked Kolea.

			‘Because I read the briefing packet.’

			‘Why are you telling me this?’ 

			‘Because you didn’t read the briefing packet?’

			‘I read the bits that Hark highlighted,’ said Kolea. ‘It was forty gakking pages long. I don’t need to know about annual rainfall, highest elevation and the lesser-spotted wood-gargler.’

			‘The real reason is you can’t read long words, isn’t it, Gol?’

			Kolea glared at him, then saw Baskevyl’s grin.

			‘Funny man,’ said Gol.

			‘So, anyway, it has two moons–’

			‘Why? Why are you telling me this?’

			‘Because you can’t read.’

			‘Bask–’ Gol growled.

			‘Because we’re getting a day out, that’s why,’ replied Baskevyl, ‘and I want you to enjoy the sights and natural wonders of the world, and I want to be able to explain them to you in painstaking detail.’

			‘Couldn’t you just club me to death with a log?’

			‘Two moons. I want you to appreciate the sights.’

			Kolea halted and stared up at the sky. Baskevyl did the same. All they could see were soaring tree trunks, coils of creepers, and a sea of green leaves, all locked in shadow.

			‘Sights?’ Kolea said. ‘It’s not going to really fething matter if there are two moons, is it?’

			IV

			The stink of smoke and promethium grew stronger. Kolea felt the wet of sap vapour in the air. 

			The work teams had cleared a decent stretch. Kolea saw Lyse and Zered moving into the dense undergrowth, hosing curls of yellow flame from their burner units. The noise of other flamers roared from nearby. Servitors hacked into foliage with whirring cutting blades or raked away cut or burned greenery.

			Kolea’s adjutant Rerval was waiting for them at the edge of the clearance area, with Luffrey, the sergeant in charge of Baskevyl’s second platoon, and Caober, Kolea’s chief scout.

			Rerval flipped out a data-slate, slapped it to stabilise the flickering screen, and then scrolled open a schematic. In the shadow, the screen underlit his face.

			‘Definitely the right zone, sirs,’ he said.

			‘Fapes will be delighted,’ said Kolea.

			‘Beg pardon, major?’ asked Rerval.

			‘Go on,’ said Kolea with a ‘never mind’ gesture.

			‘The silo is here,’ said Luffrey, leaning in to point to the slate. ‘Large structure. Out front is a broad rockcrete apron, the landing platform. That’s what we’re clearing now.’

			‘Estimates?’ asked Baskevyl.

			‘Providing we don’t hit any snags,’ said Caober, ‘and the tanks don’t run out, I think we’ll have it open by nightfall.’ 

			‘You’ll get to see the moons after all,’ Baskevyl said to Kolea.

			‘Moons?’ asked Luffrey.

			‘There are two–’ began Baskevyl.

			‘Don’t get him started again,’ warned Kolea. He looked at Caober. ‘Let’s get a look at this silo.’

			‘Maggs is waiting for you,’ said Caober.

			‘Luff,’ said Baskevyl, ‘lead us over. Caober, go find the senior Navy man and bring him to join us at the silo. He’s got the access codes.’

			‘Which one is the senior Navy man?’ asked Caober.

			‘Tall,’ said Kolea. ‘Dark blue tunic, silver brocade, walks like he’s got an RPG lodged in his rectum.’

			‘Pretty much describes them all,’ said Caober.

			‘Well, he probably isn’t doing very much except standing around,’ said Kolea.

			‘Still much of a muchness,’ said Caober.

			‘Then use your improbably acute Tanith scouting skills and locate him,’ said Kolea.

			‘On it,’ said Caober.
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