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			Taking his magnoculars, Kiefer took in a 360-degree sweep of the surrounding area. The once-lush fields that stretched for kilometres across the surface of Grendl’s World were now but dust and sand. Slender twisters made their way across migrating dunes, while swarms of off-world vermin jumped and flew alongside the Inquisitorial column in great buzzing clouds. With nothing left to eat, the alien scourge that the Alpha Legion, led by the Traitor Sisyphon Vail, had introduced to this planet had resorted to feasting on each other, turning Grendl’s World into an infested dustball, trapped in a grotesque cycle of rampant reproduction and cannibalism. Kiefer pulled his headscarf across his mouth as the Salamander laboured up a dune and through a cloud of chittering insects. 

			‘I have a return, interrogator,’ Ipluvian~461 told Kiefer, his modulated voice rising above the Salamander’s gunning engine. The calculus logi was interfaced with the vehicle’s multi-spectral surveyor station, which dominated one side of the command bay. ‘Long-range augurs show a large structure, four degrees south-south-east.’

			‘Confessor,’ Kiefer said into his vox-bead. ‘Can you confirm?’

			‘Stand by,’ the priest returned, his voice a warping crackle over the channel. High above the column, Kiefer had given orders for the Internecia to hold station and provide support with the cruiser’s instrumentation. ‘Shipmaster Fairuza tells me orbital pict captures confirm the structure as a freighter.’

			The interrogator leant across the twin-linked heavy bolters of the Salamander’s turret and banged his fist on the top of the driver’s compartment. Hatches popped and Kiefer found himself looking down at the Salamander’s driver and gunner. Sitting in the nest of levers was a goggled Guardsman, Khoga – one of Captain Sartak’s Attilans. Next to him, his shoulder nestled against the stock of the forward heavy bolter, was Kiefer’s servant, Fenk. 

			‘Four degrees south-south-east,’ Kiefer called above the Salamander’s roaring power plant. He gestured with a flattened palm. As Khoga hauled at the levers, the vehicle’s tracks churned in the sand. The Salamander turned on the top of a dune, before bouncing down the slope. Within moments, Captain Sartak’s barked orders had his Rough Riders and the Molidor Ogryn Auxilia changing direction to follow the command vehicle. 

			As the Salamander chewed its way through the wasteland, Kiefer peered through his magnoculars. Before long, blinking through the haze of dust and swarms of alien vermin, Kiefer saw the half-buried outline of a vessel.

			‘All stop,’ the interrogator said, banging on top of the driver’s compartment once more. As the Salamander jerked to a stop, the Attilans formed a column of horsemen behind. The ogryns, barely breaking a sweat, ran up beside them – the abhuman warriors were taller than the Rough Riders on their steeds. 

			‘Can you identify it?’ Kiefer asked Ipluvian~461. ‘What do the auspex scans say?’

			Interfaced with the surveyor station, the construct didn’t immediately respond as it concentrated on processing the incoming data.

			‘Come on, hurry it up,’ said the interrogator.

			‘A small system ship,’ the calculus logi said finally. ‘A pocket freighter.’

			‘Crashed?’

			‘Landed,’ Ipluvian~461 reported. ‘No doubt abandoned after the infestation took. It appears to be nothing more than a derelict.’

			‘Entrances?’ Kiefer asked.

			‘The ship has been mostly buried in the migrating dunes. The main cargo hold, however, is open to the elements. Might I suggest that to be the easiest way in?’

			Kiefer bit at his lip in thought. They were hunting for the Alpha Legion. His old master, Godefroy Pyramus, had been drawn into an ambush and killed, and the darkness of the open hold screamed trap at the interrogator.

			‘Easy isn’t always easy,’ he told the construct.

			‘Indeed, my lord,’ Ipluvian~461 said. Kiefer didn’t have to explain his caution to the construct. 

			‘I need two riders,’ Kiefer called across to Captain Sartak, who drew up on his steed. ‘For a circle of the structure.’

			Sartak gestured in mock confusion at the interrogator. The captain could understand Imperial Gothic perfectly well, but liked to make a show for his men. Similarly, the Guardsmen also pretended not to speak any language other their own. The Attilans’ pride in their culture ran deep. Kiefer made several circular gestures with his arm then stabbed a finger towards the downed freighter. Ipluvian~461 translated the order into the Attilan dialect. 

			As two of Sartak’s best riders trotted off, creating separate dust trails, Kiefer launched Xerxes into the air. The interrogator had had Ipluvian~461 attach a vid-caster and a small auspex array to the bird’s body. Kiefer needed eyes on the top of the half-buried crashed freighter. As the Rough Riders circled the derelict ship in opposite directions, the psyber-eagle soared overhead. Kiefer listened for the bird’s call – any indication of movement or a living presence among the crumbling architecture of the ship. He heard nothing, however.
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