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Chapter 1 - A Walk in the Garden

The Pathfinder's keen gaze swept through the circle
of the assembly hall. The IstuKarun! had arrived, out-
casts who, weary of the Paths, had abandoned their
Craftworld. Could any of them have dreamed of what
really awaited them out there, in the longed-for free-
dom of the vast sea of stars? After all, so far, they had
survived, and they had come back. This made them
the best among their peers. When ZarAsuryan called,
its Rangers returned home.

Several hundred sat on the steeply ascending steps
of the elliptical hall. The Council of Seers used to
gather here. Arguably only the First Farseer of ZarA-
suryan, Athldainn? Eathalvaén, had the authority —
and the impertinence — to claim this venerable place
for a gathering of the Outcasts.

Firondhir leaned back and tried to make out the
sweeping dome of the ceiling high above him in the
dim darkness. Like the filigree branches of a tree,
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winding wraithbone struts stood out. Between the
branches, light filtered through semi-transparent crys-
tal sheets in every imaginable shade of blue. The sight
filled him with due reverence, but even more with ad-
miration for the artistry of this building.

Very few of the other Rangers seemed to perceive
their surroundings in the same way. Firondhir could-
n't blame them. Every Aeldari had an innate sense for
the beauty of things. But when the Outcasts returned
home from their often long and lonely journeys, their
eyes were on other things. Some chatted or greeted
companions they hadn't seen for a long time. Cer-
tainly, some also bragged about their adventures. But
no story, no matter how imaginatively embellished,
could come close to the dangers that a wanderer actu-
ally encountered on the Path of the Outcast.

Firondhir and Illurayon had probably experienced
more than all the young Aeldari here combined. But
the journey that now lay ahead of them was to exceed
everything that had gone before. However, that's all
Firondhir knew. The Athldainn had made nothing
more than vague hints when he had invited them to
join him. The future of the Craftworld ZarAsuryan



would take a new turn, for better or for worse. That
would depend on them now.

But wasn't it always like that when the Farseers
called the Rangers home and summoned the Council
of War? However, Autarchs and Exarchs were not
present here and now. Nor was there any lingering
tension that permeated the consciousness of a Craft-
world when the avatar of Kaela Mensha Khaine? was
about to awaken. War was not imminent. Not for the
people of ZarAsuryan, not for the Aspect Warriors of
the Shrines of the Asurya. The IstuKarun had a task
ahead of them: a secret search, a silent hunt.

[llurayon was the more prescient of the two, and
more than that. Ever since they had known each
other, he had always taken on something of a leader-
ship role. That's probably why it was he whom the
Athldainn had invited to a personal conversation. But
his friend had never hidden anything from him.
Firondhir saw no reason to worry about the
measures.

3 Aeldari God of War



Eathalvaén wandered the winding paths of the
sprawling gardens in the Seers' Dome. The regular
light changes in the biodomes of the Craftworld had
just passed the halfway point of the dark phase. On a
planet, this time would probably have been called
midnight. The absence of daylight allowed a view of
the stars, whose gleaming white peaks of light pene-
trated the wafer-thin, clear crystal skin of the dome.
In the deep blue twilight, numerous night flowers
had opened their large, golden and crimson calyxes
and exuded a heavy, pleasant fragrance. Nocturnal
moths, velvety purple and as large as songbirds, flut-
tered from one flower to another. Crickets chirped
softly at their night concert.

Somewhere beyond this painting of the senses, a
spherical sound could be heard to the sensitive mind,
a silent, rising and falling melody like the sound of
the sea. A sea of stars that separated and connected
the far-flung islands of the Aeldari people. Nights in
the gardens of a Craftworld had their own magic.

Beside the Farseer walked in silence a figure, tall
even for an Aeldari, and wrapped in a long black
cloak. His movements were so deliberate and



controlled that he was only noticed at second glance
in the darkness.

"Do you hear the sound of the sea?" asked Eath-
alvaén.

"It's just the gentle waves that lap our coasts", re-
plied the wanderer. "The wild sea is elsewhere, and
may its waves never break against our walls. I haven't
gone this far in a long time."

"The Sea of Stars will not be your path and your
destination this time, [llurayon."

"You know, Eathalvaén, whatever path you ask me
to take, I will take it."

"This time I dare not ask you. Neither Firondhir.
None of you. I will reveal to you what the runes have
revealed to me, and then each one may decide for
himself whether he is willing to go to that place
where no being enters without having been dragged
there by its inhabitants."

Illurayon was silent for a moment. This enigmatic
way of speaking sometimes characterized Farseers,
may it be that they themselves had not been able to



elicit clearer concepts from the runes, or because they
did not dare to say what they had seen.

But [llurayon had known the First Farseer of ZarA-
suryan for half his life. Eathalvaén was used to speak
frankly, more frankly than the Counsel of Seers some-
times liked. If he used such phrases, it was not be-
cause he himself feared what he did not want to call
by its name. He feared for the one to whom he spoke.
A slight feeling of trepidation crept over the Path-
finder, for he knew well how to interpret the dark
speech.

"Eathalvaén, do not talk to me in riddles, especially
since | have already guessed part of it anyway."

The Farseer smiled.

"Little escapes your gift, Illurayon. That is why it is
even harder for me to send you out, because it is the
main reason you are the only one who can make this

mission a success."



"What I know and what I am capable of, you have
taught me, ArdIdainn?. You send us to the realm of
the Drukhari, to Commorragh."

The Farseer paused in his steps, turned to the Path-
finder, and looked at him. Illurayon recoiled at the
sight in his green-grey eyes. Nine millennia, which
otherwise Athldainn didn’t look, lay on his face. Out
of his gaze alone, without Eathalvaén having to say a
word, Illurayon knew what was weighing on his
mind:

"You will not return from there."

Illurayon's insides tightened. The life of a Path-
finder was never safe. He had chosen this the moment
he had left the Path of the Aeldari. But death was a
risk that could be avoided with skill and caution. And
Firondhir and him, they've been very good at it - so
far.

Eathalvaén raised his gaze to the stars. How many
times in the past centuries had he delivered this mes-
sage to the Young King. Rarely, compared to other
Craftworlds, and yet far too often. But Illurayon was

4 Ardidainn = Master Farseer (Personal salutation by a student)
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not an Exarch who lived to abandon himself in the
service of the God of War. He had opted for the free-
dom of the Sea of Stars. Blessed with extraordinary
psychic gifts, but only a few steps away from being
lost in eternal damnation, Eathalvaén had taken care
of him. He hadn't been able to keep him on the Path
of the Seer either, but he had taught him to keep his
gift under control. For what?

"You said you would not ask me," he heard the
Pathfinder say. His voice, as if coming from the other
side of the universe, was composed, but the fear in it
could not be concealed. "But there must be a reason
why of all you approached me."

Eathalvaén looked at him again.

"Without you, the journey will go wrong. No vision
I ever have had has been clearer, no matter what
strings of fate I have followed."

Illurayon took a deep breath.

"You do not want to ask me. But I do not have a
choice, anyway."

"You can go away," the Farseer replied. "As the
IstuKarun always do."

11



"And never return. Because there will be nothing to
return to. To wander the stars for an eternity without
a home to find peace in time. ArdIdainn, I know that
nothing matters more to you than the continued exist-
ence of ZarAsuryan."

Eathalvaén looked to the side for a split second.
"You are wrong about one thing."

For a while the two walked on in silence, until fi-
nally the huge dome of the Hall of Seers, shimmering
blue, rose up against the starry sky.

Before they entered, Eathalvaén stopped once
more.

"You are afraid, Illurayon. Of the decision, and of
the consequences it will entail, no matter what you
decide to do."

"There is truly no way to turn fate on a different
course?"

Eathalvaén laughed softly.

"T admit, even I am not omniscient and infallible.
And if even the slightest hope appears, seize it, and
hold fast to it. Maybe you will find a way I missed.
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But I beg you: When you pass through the gates of
the Great Hall, have your decision made."
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Chapter 2 - Choice

Firondhir looked up. A tall, narrow arch filled with
white light opened up as the vine-decorated doors of
the Great Hall slowly slid apart. Two dark figures
emerged from the brightness.

[llurayon entered, followed by the First Farseer of
ZarAsuryan. A strange feeling crept over Firondhir at
the sight of his friend, he couldn't put his finger on it.
There was something oppressive about him, about his
movements, even if his face was as calm and collected
as ever. He hardly noticed how it was getting quieter
around him every moment, and more and more pairs
of eyes were directed intently at those who entered.

Silently, Illurayon scurried through the dim dark-
ness to the circle and sat down beside Firondhir. He
looked at him expectantly, but Illurayon motioned for
him not to speak and pointed in the direction of the
Farseer.

Eathalvaén strode across the hall, tall and erect. His
slender left hand clasped his seer staff, resting, pow-
erful in spite of his advanced age, as if he were
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holding a weapon rather than a support. He stopped
in the golden beam of light in the middle of the hall.
The midnight blue seer cloak fell in heavy, velvety
folds from his shoulders to the mosaic floor. Silver
runes gleamed on the morning sky-blue lapels. His
silver-grey hair falling long and open down his back,
his fine, even features full of calm seriousness, he let
his gaze wander around the circle.

"IstuKarun," he began to speak. His bright, melodic
voice, though not overly loud, filled the entire hall.
"Arrived, returned home, followed the call from the
farthest reaches of the sea of stars. It was not without
reason that I let you come here."

He could feel the undivided attention of all his lis-
teners: curiosity, adventure, excitement, even worry
and uncertainty with some, all imaginable colours of
feelings of expectation. But a dark speck of ominous
certainty clouded the picture like the emptiness of a
black star. He was silent for a moment, trying to shut
his mind off from these sensations before he could
continue.

"Many times, you have done your part to deter
threats from ZarAsuryan. How many times have you
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deliberately put yourselves in the greatest danger to
avert a dark fate of ZarAsuryan?"

Even if Eathalvaén could hardly see it in the semi-
darkness of the hall, he felt that there was not a single
face that was not of the deepest earnestness, not a
soul that was not filled with the highest determina-

tion.

"With nothing less, I approach you at this hour. But
I cannot and will not oblige any of you to this task."

Astonished silence ensued. Usually, the Farseers
predetermined those who were sent out on a mission.
Mysteriously, they knew who it took for the venture
to succeed. Firondhir gave Illurayon a questioning
look. But his friend had only lowered his eyes and
was staring into the darkness.

Illurayon had already made up his mind when
Eathalvaén had submitted the assignment to him.
How could he have refused his help to his master,
whatever the price it demanded of him? He didn't
worry about himself. He was worried about his
friend. Just as the Athldainn had guided him on the
Path of the Seers, so he had long ago saved the inex-
perienced Pathfinder from being completely lost in
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the Path of the Outcasts. Since then, they have been
inseparable. Firondhir would not leave his side, no
matter what happened to them. But Illurayon could
not and would not allow him to share the fate that
awaited him.

"Nothing less," the Farseer continued, "but much
more. You have sought out the farthest places and
darkest corners of the galaxy. Chem-Pan-Sey> and
Orkead?, illMureead” and Necrons, you have defied
even the servants of the Great Enemy. But this time,
the path leads to where the place and its inhabitants
are equally dangerous in a variety of ways. It does not
lead out into the vastness of the galaxy, but deep into
the intricate labyrinths of SercamBelachs."

A murmur went through the ranks. The first of the
Rangers and Pathfinders began to understand what
the Farseer was talking about.

Eathalvaén nodded slowly, letting his gaze wander
over the group once more.

5 Humans
6 Orks
7 Tyranids
8 The Webway
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"The Dark City shall be your destination. And we
all know that those who live there, although of our
people, could not be more alien to us. What they can
do to a living being of any kind is inconceivable to us.
And while I know that each of you would be willing
to endure even the most severe trials, I also know that
this is not the true danger of the Dark City. Worse
than death is the eternal damnation that threatens our
souls there, and to which the weakness of our nature
is only too eager to surrender. We know, the one who
gets lost there, will never find the way back."

Throughout the hall, all speech had ceased. An op-
pressive silence filled the dome. The dim twilight con-
tracted into black, heavy darkness.

"Therefore, I cannot and will not appoint any of
you to undertake this journey. The runes have made
the decision: five IstuKarun will go to the Dark City
of their own free will. None anymore. None less."

There was a long pause, as if everyone expected
one or the other to say something, to make a start.

"l am already destined to go," a voice from the dark
was heard. One of the Pathfinders had risen to from
his seat and was looking around.
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Firondhir was startled and looked up at [llurayon.
Slowly, his friend walked down the steps and came to
stand beside the Farseers in the cone of light. He had
his hood back. The shock of almost white hair, which
ran lengthwise over the middle of the head in a tradi-
tional hairstyle and was tied in a high braid, shim-
mered in the white-gold light. His grave features
seemed even sharper, his dark blue eyes even deeper
than usual.

"Who is going with me?" he said to those present.

Before he knew what was happening to him,
Firondhir had jumped to his feet. For a long moment
he stood on the steps, undecided what he had wanted
to do. Then he realized that he had made a decision
that something inside him could not take back. Not
before the Athldainn, not before the assembled Istu-
Karun, and not before Illurayon. He could not let his
friend, to whom he owed his life, embark on this jour-
ney alone. Not after everything they had experienced
and survived since then, after everything that con-
nected them. With heavy steps he also descended and
stood beside Illurayon.
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Illurayon sighed barely audibly. As he had ex-
pected. The mere wish that Firondhir would let him
go alone for this only time would have been illusory.
He could clearly feel his friend's discomfort. And at
the same time his determination and trust. For all the
gloomy foreshadowing with which he had to embark
on this journey, Firondhir's loyalty was a spark of
confidence to him.

The beginning was made. A few moments later, the
next Ranger rose, then another, and two more.

Somewhere in the back rows, a young man, almost
more of a boy, with a narrow, pale face and almost
transparent eyes, stood up and prepared to descend
the steps. The person sitting next to him grabbed him
by his arm.

"Ydrir, what are you doing? This is not a task for
us!" he whispered vigorously.

The addressee turned to him and looked at him as
if he were looking through him.

" have to go too," he said in a tone as if this were
the most natural thing in the world.
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"Don't talk nonsense. This is a task for Pathfinders
who are far more experienced than we are."

"It is better you stay. But I am going," Ydrir replied,
breaking free and descending the steps.

"Like I am leaving you alone," the other hissed, fol-
lowing him.

In the end, a good dozen men and women stood in
the circle of the hall.

"Thank you all," Eathalvaén said to the group.
"None of those who are not standing here need be
ashamed. Only those who are willing to take a risk
can hope for success. If you are not, you will serve the
company all the more if you do not participate."

Then he turned to the volunteers.

"Five, no more, no less. Fate has already decided
two of them." He looked at Illurayon and Firondhir,
and Firondhir heard the words with unease. "The
other three will now have to be decided by the lot of
the runes."

The Farseer opened a white velvet pouch on his
belt and reached into it. When he opened his hand,

21



three delicately branched wraithbone runes rose from
it like fireflies. Emitting golden-yellow light, they cir-
cled over the group, eventually stopping one by one,
each hovering over one of the IstuKarun.

"The choice has been made."

"No!" interrupted one of the Rangers. Surprised,
partly indignant murmurs spread through the hall.

Eathalvaén remained calm and looked at the
speaker. It was a young man with hazel eyes and hair
that he had tied up in a ponytail. Close beside him
stood a second, somewhat thinner and more delicate
in figure, but with the same features, the chin-long
brown hair in a youthful hair style, with only the up-
per hair tied at the back of his head. One of the runes
hovered above him.

"Say your name," the Farseer demanded.

"Ydril, Areldainn?," replied the Ranger. And this is
my brother, Ydrir. He is going to make the journey,
but not without me."

The other looked down in embarrassment.

9 Areldainn = Honoured Farseer (formal salutation)
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"Ydril, your concern for your brother honours you.
But the runes have made the choice," Eathalvaén re-
plied.

"I withdraw voluntarily," another voice said.

The young Ranger flinched, as if he had feared that
someone would utter those words. They came from a
blond woman whose grey eyes spoke of the experi-
ence of many years on the Path of the Outcast. The
rune above her slid onto her palm and followed the
movement as she reached out her open hand to Ydril.

"Separating twins is a bad omen. I don't want my
thirst for action to be the reason this mission fails."

Ydril accepted the rune.

Eathalvaén seemed far away for a few moments.
Then he nodded.

"So be it. May your restraint not bring about what
you seek to avoid."

"Thank you," Ydril said, turning to the woman.

The fifth IstuKarun, who had been crouching on
the ground, now rose so quickly that the floating rune
almost caught in his shoulder-length blond curls.

23



"Excellent. Then the fun can begin."
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Chapter 3 - Quisar

A wide, but not very deep, gorge extended beneath
the cliff. At the bottom, a small river meandered lei-
surely and laid out its blue ribbons, lined with tropi-
cal plants: palm trees, orchid trees, giant ferns. They
alternated with patches of reeds and grass, in which
glittered ponds covered with lotus. Every now and
then the water accelerated as it jumped over some
stones, glittering silver. The opposite wall, made of
shimmering red rock, was just as layered and jagged
as the one on this side.

The rocky outcrops overflowed with bushes, ferns,
and vines. Hanging gardens, created by nature. Nar-
row waterfalls poured into the valley in long cas-
cades. Above it, the crowns of majestic giant trees
rose into the blue sky. Only to the west the gorge
opened up and revealed white sand, where the river
flowed into a shimmering turquoise bay. A warm
wind carried the scent of the flowering trees, the
sound of the water and the voices of a variety of ex-
otic animals and birds up the cliff.
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With an indifferent wave of his hand, Quisar loos-
ened his Agoniser from the creature's neck at his feet.
Humanoid, sort of. At least it had two arms and two
legs and a single head, albeit more like an amphibian.
Whatever it was, it wasn't good for hunting. Too little
defensiveness, not fast enough to run away, not even
for a decorative trophy this ugly thing was useful.
There was no joy in killing something like that. The
long staff and the jewellery of stones and feathers that
the creature wore had indicated some kind of tribal
leader. So be it. His Kabalites had certainly been able
to collect some specimens. They should be enough for
the opening act in the arena. Today he himself had
had little pleasure in hunting, but his animals would
have it. The disappointment was limited.

Quisar fastened his whip to the belt of his armour,
which shimmered like black insect shell, and began
his descent. Light-footed, he jumped from one ledge
to the next. The rock seemed to do him the favour of
forming a kind of natural staircase down into the ra-
vine. Only now and then did he have to bend down
under thick roots sticking out of the wall or bend
overhanging vegetation to the side. Even the jungle
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made it too easy for him. What did the Asuryani?
and the Sieri!! find in these effeminate worlds?

Once at the bottom, he followed the path between
man-sized ferns, dragon trees and spathe lilies back to
the landing zone, where his troops must already be
loading the prey of this hunting expedition. Rather
casually, he noticed a slight movement in the under-
growth, a short bobbing of some fern fronds. He
paused and listened. Nothing could be heard but the
sound of the jungle of insects, birds, and the wind in
the leaves.

Whatever had caused the movement had either
stopped, perhaps noticed him and was now lurking,
or it could move so silently that even his sensitive,
trained ear could no longer perceive it. Characteristics
that indicated a predator. His curiosity was piqued.
Whatever it was, it seemed worth pursuing. Maybe
there was still the opportunity for a satisfying hunting
experience. Quisar turned away from the path and
dived under the huge leaves. A few moments later he

10 Craftworld Aeldari
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had vanished without a trace, as had what he in-
tended to pursue.

In the thicket, the air became more humid. The
ground was thick and softly covered with fallen
leaves. Quisar put one foot in front of the other, glid-
ing smoothly between plank-like tree trunks, arm-
thick aerial roots, and curtains of climbing plants
without moving a leaf. He paused, closed his eyes,
and listened. The soft, sustained chorus of bird calls
and insect buzzing surrounded him, melting into a
monotonous rustle.

There! A single sound stood out from the tune. A
faint snarl, barely louder than the surroundings, but
clearly distinguishable for the fine ear of a Drukhari.
Quisar smiled expectantly, turned toward the sound,
and continued on his way.

Just a few steps away, a huge tree root, thickly cov-
ered with light green moss, wound across the path.
He stepped closer and examined the smooth, grey-
brown bark. Scratch marks were carved into the
wood.

“Four claws on the front legs, four on the hind legs.”
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Quisar ran over the notches with his long, slender
fingers. “Narrow, not deep. Toe-walker, medium height,
reasonably good climber. Cat-like, probably.”

A slight feeling of disappointment spreads. An or-
dinary predator. He had already killed hundreds, if
not thousands, of them. A simple pastime. He was
about to turn around to walk back down the path
when his gaze fell once more on the root. Halfway
under a piece of protruding bark, something was
stuck. He pulled it out.

“A feather?”

Deep dark blue, round and like a dragon's scale.
Which four-legged beast had such a strange plumage?

Now his curiosity was aroused again. With an ele-
gant leap, he pulled himself up the root and paused.
Directly below him was a cavity, well hidden under
broad leaves. Apparently, the animal had its lair here.
Gtill, it seemed to not have noticed...

With a shrill scream, the creature leaped down on
him. It must have been sitting in a tree opposite.
Quisar dodged and fell backwards from the root but
rolled elegantly and remained crouched with one
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knee on the ground, ready to jump. He looked up.
Above him on the root crouched the animal, ready to
attack.

It had a bird-like beak and piercing yellow eyes.
The head and neck were covered with dark blue,
overlapping scales, barely recognizable as feathers.
The body resembled that of a slender, high-legged cat
and was covered with a silver-grey shimmering,
smooth fur. The creature raised its neck feathers and
hissed menacingly.

“No teeth, but claws. The feather scales protect the head,
neck, and chest. Fast and agile.”

Quisar smiled contentedly. The hope for a chal-
lenging encounter seemed to be fulfilled after all.
Slowly, he straightened up, his eyes fixed on the crea-
ture, and released the Agoniser from his belt. The
creature seemed unsure of how to judge its counter-
part. It repeated its threat but did not come any
closer. Quisar gave a slight whiplash in the animal's
direction. With a soft crackle, the weapon cut through
the air. The creature paused, still undecided.

Then, faster than an ordinary eye could have fol-
lowed, it jumped over the intruder. But Quisar's
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reflexes were those of a Drukhari, fast by nature and
honed by centuries of training and combat. He
ducked, his weapon soaring into the air. The Agoniser
grazed the creature's hind legs. It screamed and
landed with difficulty on the low-hanging branch of a
nearby tree, dragging its paralyzed leg behind it.

“It doesn't attack; it doesn't flee. Why?”

A thought occurred to Quisar. Not taking his eyes
off the creature, he approached the root of the tree
walking backwards. The creature noticed his move-
ment and let out another warning. Was there a hint of
desperation in the scream this time? Quisar thought
he sensed it, and it filled him with malicious joy.

The creature became more and more restless, bob-
bing on the branch, but not daring to jump again with
its paralyzed leg. One or two more steps, and Quisar
was back to the root. Once again, he fixed his eyes on
the animal, as it could only scream after him in com-
plete helplessness. He turned, climbed the root with
one leap, and jumped down the other side with the
next.

Under the root, he found an excavated hollow,
padded with dry leaves and palm fronds. He began to
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push the plant material aside. Something round and
smooth came to sight. As he had suspected. The crea-
ture was protecting its nest.

Then the animal was back. Screeching, it jumped
down from the root, buckled on the injured leg, but
still whirled around and approached, limping. Quisar
turned slowly. His position was unfavourable, there
was not enough freedom of movement under the root
to use the Agoniser effectively. He hooked the whip
to his belt and slowly reached for his long hunting
knife.

“You won't take a leap here,” he said, with mali-
cious complacency. “We both know why.”

The creature bobbed up and down in front of him,
as if it had understood his words. Suddenly, the
Drukhari leaped forward, the knife in front of him.
The animal tried to dodge but stumbled with its
wounded leg. But immediately it was back on its feet
and went on the attack. Quisar jumped back and
swung the knife at the animal. While dodging, it
stumbled again. He repeated the game two or three
times, then he wanted to let it come down to it.
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The beast was about to pounce, and Quisar threw
himself at it. The two collided and landed on the thick
foliage of the forest floor. The creature was on top. It
managed to push the Drukhari into the ground with
it front paws. Quisar was half lying on his side. The
knife had slipped out of his hand and was lying be-
neath him. The full weight of the bird-cat rested on
his chest. Then the pointed hooked beak thrust down
toward his head. He raised his left arm and inter-
cepted the attack. The shiny black shell of his forearm
bracer cracked under the bite but held firm.

"You'll have to raise more," he sneered.

As if it had understood his words, the animal be-
gan to work on him with its front paws. Quisar threw
his head to the side so as not to leave an unwanted
scar on his face. The claws scraped over the black la-
mellae of his breastplate. The adrenaline in his blood
sends him into a state of exhilaration. But he had to
control himself. He loved the intoxication of battle, as
he had once done in his childhood, in the arena of his
mother's cult. But now he was a hunter wrestling
with a fierce predator. A moment of carelessness
could reverse the roles.
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“Well, enough of the gimmickry.”

With some effort, he pushed his opponent's head
back. At the same time, he kicked it in the hind legs.
Immediately, the creature bent to the side, dragging
Quisar with it, so that he was now on top of it. Before
it could get up again, the Drukhari was on his feet
and had the Agoniser in his hand. The bluish whip
whizzed down and wrapped itself around the feath-
ered neck. The animal shrieked deafeningly. The
streams of bioelectric energy made it bend its spine
almost to the point of breaking, all four legs convuls-
ing against the body at unnatural angles.

Quisar released the weapon. The prey was immobi-
lized but still screaming. Even with this unintelligent
creature, Quisar could feel the pain and despair in the
sounds. The feeling was nothing short of exhilarating.
In a way, these savage creatures had a much purer,
more primal essence than any sapient being. Only a
true descendant of Kurnous''2 could appreciate this.
He wanted to savour it for as long as possible.

He watched the animal for some time to make sure
that his Agoniser had successfully overloaded its

12 Hunting god of the Aeldari
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nervous system. Then he took a few steps, picked up
his knife without haste, and returned to his prey. By
now, the creature only let out a whimpering snarl.

He knelt down. Undisturbed by the frozen paws,
he applied the knife, made a cut along the inside of
the right front leg, and carefully peeled off the skin.
The animal screamed at the top of its lungs every time
he repeated the procedure on the other three limbs
and tail. It was only after the cut, with which he be-
gan to loosen the fur along the torso, that it fell silent.
The feathered head fell to the side lifeless.

With a slight disappointment, Quisar stood up and
looked at the half-skinned carcass. Now it annoyed
him that he hadn't let Sirqa give him a stimulant.
Maybe the animal would have lasted a little longer.

The eerie silence was abruptly interrupted by a
loud screech. Quisar turned. It wasn't one voice, it
was several. The next moment, four more of the bird-
cats burst out of the undergrowth, one much larger
than the dead animal, with flaming red neck feathers
and jet-black fur, the others a little smaller, each with
feathers and fur of a different colour.

“Pack hunters, then. Interesting.”
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He walked slowly backwards until his back hit the
root and he couldn't go any further. The animals did
not hesitate and immediately charged at the intruder.

Almost silently, a hailstorm of crystal splinter
shells rained down on the attackers. While still jump-
ing, they dug into the black fur of the largest animal
and let it fall to the ground with a dull thud. The
other three were hit in the middle of the run, stum-
bling, tripping over each other and lying motionless.
When the shelling subsided, Quisar approached the
bodies and poked his foot into the side of the black-
and-red. It didn't budge anymore. The poison of the
crystal projectiles, hundreds of which had pierced all
the organs of the animals, had worked almost instan-
taneously.

Ten of his Trueborns emerged from the thicket,
elite warriors of the Kabal, each dressed in the same,
if less ostentatious, gleaming black armour and armed
with a gold-studded splinter rifle. The Sybarite
handed Quisar his blue-violet silk cape.

As he put on the garment, a slender, tall woman
made her way through the undergrowth, vigorously
pushing the leaves aside. Her hair, as platinum blond
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as Quisar's, hung down to the floor in a long braid,
held in place by a multi-limbed, ornately crafted gold
clasp in the shape of a snake's head. She had some
trouble not getting caught with it in the low-hanging
branches. Yet her steps were elegant, almost floating,
surrounded by a skirt of the same colour as Quisar's
cape.

As she stood in front of him, Quisar felt as if he
were looking into a mirror that showed him his own
face as a female image: finely carved, high cheek-
bones, ivory-pale, dark purple eyes.

She glanced past him for a moment and smiled
coolly.

“You had your pleasure, I see.”

With long fingers, she plucked leaves from his hair.
His bun of hair had partially dissolved.

“Unfortunately, I did not have the means to extend
it,” he said.

She turned to him as she walked toward the dead
animals.

“You didn't want anything.”
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She crouched down and examined the bloody, half-
skinned carcass, plucked out one of the feather scales
and filled samples of the escaping body fluids into
glass tubes.

“How unfortunate. I would have been interested to
see how my creations work on such creatures.”

“I hope you can overlook the contempt for your
arts, dearest sister,” said Quisar.

Noting the sarcasm in his voice, she answered,
“Forbearance is not in my nature.”

“Neither in mine.”

He followed her to the half-skinned specimen,
picked up the knife again, and finished the work. At a
sign the Sybarite came up and took the peeled skin.
Then he plunged the blade into the carcass and
opened the torso.

“That's a female,” he said.

“What did you even want with it?” asked Sirqa, as
she used her own delicate scalpel to cut pieces out of
the organs and put them in more tubes. “They're not
particularly spectacular trophies. Unfortunately, the
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black coat is ruined. Mother would have liked it, es-
pecially with the red feathers.”

“The silver one goes well with dark purple. And
we should at least stand on ceremony and bring to
our father a piece of each for his coat. But look here."

He slid into the cave beneath the root and uncov-
ered what he had discovered. Six large, brightly mott-
led eggs appeared from under the foliage.

"They know how to defend themselves, especially
as a pack. It was as if Kurnous' hunting birds and
dogs had united in a single creature of great ferocity
and speed. The fitting companions for the heir of
DorchaKerun."

"The designated heir, as long as we make sure it
stays that way." Her gaze fell on the deep fissures in
his Armor. "And as long as you don't risk your flaw-
less skin for a few new pets."

A brief burst of anger boiled up in Quisar. But in
the end, Sirqa was the only living being who could
talk to him like that and hope to be still alive after-
wards. He handed her one of the eggs. She ran her
fingers over the smooth surface, drawing intricate
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lines in the mother's blood that clung to it from
Quisar's hands.

“ And who will take care of them?” she asked.

“I have got someone in mind,” he answered.
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Chapter 4 - Anathuriel

The amphitheatre of the House of DorchaKerun was
small, especially compared to the massive arenas of the
well-known Wych Cults. Small, even compared to the
theatre of the Cult of the Black Mother, but very exclu-
sive. Maintaining its own arena was unusual for a Ka-
bal anyway. But DorchaKerun was an old noble house
and even if that didn't mean much in today's Commor-
ragh, the High Archon Sanshérashk put great im-
portance on entertainment befitting his status. His
guests were not to associate themselves with the com-
mon rabble in the great temples of pleasure.

Comfortable lodges were incorporated into the fa-
cade of a side tower of the palace. They looked down
on the crescent-shaped stadium, interspersed with the
finest, white crystal sand. The scenery was formed by
the terraced grounds of the royal garden, each level
overflowing with exotic plants, which offered the spec-
tators the scene of a wild, sprawling jungle. All of this
overarched a transparent dome of energy that trans-
formed the dim twilight of Commorragh into a persis-
tent blue dusk — the perfect setting for a hunt.
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Only a handful of the lodges were occupied. Quisar
had invited a selection of his minions and allies, mostly
individuals whose presence his father did not appreci-
ate: leaders of Hellion gangs and Reaver bikers, alien
mercenaries, the Solarite of a swarm of Scourges. This
was calculated. His father was to see that he had no
qualms about crossing class boundaries when it came
to gaining power. Or at least that is how it was sup-
posed to look like. But whether they were first-class al-
lies or a means to an end: the rabble wanted to be kept

happy.

Suddenly, the stadium was bathed in a greenish
light, the light of the Hunter's Moon, the coat of arms
of the House of DorchaKerun. All the conversations
that had been going on among the guests until a mo-
ment ago fell silent and gave way to curious expecta-
tion.

A round opening in the floor pulled apart and a lift-
ing platform carried a massive figure upwards. Only
when it was completely in the green light it was recog-
nizable: a Mon-keigh!3 of enormous size and stature.
Round, metallic implants shone regularly spread over

13 Human (pejorative)
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the naked, muscular body. The fair skin was filthy with
dirt and dried blood, black in the green light. The long,
yellowish hair hung in matted strands over the coarse,
angular face. Short fangs flashed out of the cracked,
half-open lips. A shimmering stasis field held the crea-
ture in place.

Exclamations of delight could be heard from the
boxes. Losseainn!* were the mightiest warriors this
primitive people could muster. Even though he didn't
seem to be in the highest shape here, the guests could
look forward to a brutal fight. Satisfied, Quisar leaned
back in his chair in the prince's loge.

The stasis field was disabled. The warrior opened
his eyes, the iris stinging yellow like those of a beast of
prey, and looked around briefly. He let out a dark
growl], then turned around and ran towards the back
of the stadium, which was open to the garden, as if he
wanted to seek shelter in the rampant plants.

In a matter of seconds, an intricate hedge of thorns
made of black metal grew dozens of meters up and
turned the semicircle of the arena into a cage. The war-
rior slowed down but did not come to a stop in time

14 Space Marine, lit. Iron Warrior
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and crashed his side into the barrier, his arms raised
protectively in front of his face. The metal tendrils
grinded and creaked under his weight but withstood
the impact effortlessly. The finger-long, curved thorns
bored into the flesh of the Mon-keigh. It took him some
trouble to break lose, not without leaving pieces of his
skin in the hedge.

He stepped back, looked up the metal barrier and
roared loudly. Threads of blood ran out of the punc-
tures on his back and flank. Then he turned to the
boxes. His face resembled that of an angry predator.
With hateful grudges, he bared his fangs.

"You see, there's no way out here," Quisar's voice
echoed smugly across the square. "We would prefer an
open scene, so be so kind and don't try that again."

The audience rewarded his speech with scornful
laughter, knowing full well that the mindless creature
could not have understood a word.

The warrior stood irresolute. Behind him, the thorn
hedge retreated into the ground and again gave a view
of the waving vegetation of the terraces. Then a gate
opened in the facade below the boxes. A reddish glow
of light fell on the square.
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A shadow loomed in it, then two, then more. When
they had entered the arena, the spectators could also
recognize them: a slim, muscular woman in a blue-vi-
olet, tight-fitting suit that allowed a lot of view of her
ivory-coloured skin, only the left breast, shoulder,
forearm and left hem covered with light, shiny black
armour plates, at the edges of which the light refracted
in green and orange. A cape of blue, scale-shaped
feathers lay over her shoulders. An exquisitely crafted,
bird-like bronze mask hid the face. The hip-length hair
was plaited in a complex hairstyle, decorated with
long, blue feathers. In her right hand she held a spear
with a long, curved tip.

She was accompanied by six four-legged animals
with heads like birds of prey, scaly-feathered necks,
each in a different colour, and different fur patterns. A
murmur went through the spectators. A female Beast-
master was an unexpected sight, even more unex-
pected than the opponent whom she faced in this spec-
tacle.

The nomadic, semi-civilized clans of the wastelands
usually did not accept women in their ranks, let alone
allow a woman to successfully undergo the brutal

training, deprivation of life, and secret initiation rites
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of the Beastmasters. Even more extraordinary, how-
ever, was that she appeared here in the colours of the
Kabal, instead of those of a Wych Cult with which the
clans were usually allied.

The woman stopped, the animals with her. The light
changed. Patches of green and white light began to
dance across the arena, as if sunlight were breaking its
way through a dense, wind-swept canopy of leaves.
Whenever the white spots brushed against them, the
colours of the animals could be seen. Red and yellow,
blue, green, orange and purple were their neck feath-
ers, the skins in all shades from creamy white to blue-
black, spotted, striped or monochrome. Their mis-
tress's hair glowed crimson.

The Beastmaster activated her power spear and
pointed the tip shrouded in white-blue lightning at the
Mon-keigh. The animals followed her command and
attacked. The giant put his feet in the ground and
raised the army to defend himself. Without armour
and weapons, which his kind used to wear in battle, he
had only his muscle strength to oppose the attacking
hunting falcons.
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This, however, was considerably. He repelled the
first onslaught with ease. The first two falcons jumped
at him. With sweeping swings of his mitts, he knocked
them back as they jumped, as if he were driving away
annoying insects. The animals landed in the sand hiss-
ing but immediately picked themselves up again and
began to circle around their prey, growling. The Mon-
keigh answered in the same language and did not take
his eyes off his opponents, moved with them.

The Beastmaster stayed in the background, watch-
ing the action closely. The first attacks had been a test.
The falcons tested the defensiveness of their prey. But
that had not yet revealed its full strength.

"He waits; he does not take any unnecessary risks.”

She focused on his movements, on his facial expres-
sion, waited for a sign, waited for her intuition to find
the right moment...

"Arithav15, Toneshavl6, amA'ann aDarhathinl’," she
called loudly.

15 Arith: red; av: male = the red one
16 Tonesh: blue = the blue one
17 Am-: imperative prefix; A'ann: attack; a-: to, after; darhathin: the leg = at-
tacks the legs!
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The two largest animals, one with a blue neck and
black fur, the other sand-coloured with red feathers,
broke away from the pack and leaped between the
fighter's legs. He had wanted to charge forward, but
the Beastmaster had realized his intention before he
had even tensed the first muscle. The dull Mon-keigh
was an open book for her keen perception.

The two hunting falcons struck their pointed,
curved beaks into their opponent's heels, tugged at the
tendons for a moment, and immediately jumped out of
reach again. Still in the movement he had just begun,
he tried to change direction and get hold of the two but
lost his balance and had to catch himself on one knee.

The four other hawkhounds seized the opportunity,
jumped onto the giant's back and drove their beaks
and claws into his flesh. Roaring, he reared up and
reached behind him. He got hold of two of the animals,
tore them loose and threw them away - regardless of
the deep wounds that their fangs tore into his skin. The
red and the blue, however, took advantage of the mo-
ment and threw themselves against the exposed chest
of the opponent. Their claws drew bloody furrows.
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A well-choreographed round dance began. Always
two of the hunting falcons attacked and forced their
opponent to expose another part of his body to the
beaks and claws of their conspecifics when defending
himself. Over time, his skin on his legs and arms, chest
and back hung more and more in bloody shreds. Un-
derneath, a black, apparently artificial tissue was re-
vealed. The white crystal sand had long been soaked
in deep red in several places. But the warrior still held
out.

The Beastmaster walked around the battle, keeping
an eye on animals and prey. Behind her, high up in the
loges, the spectators howled with enthusiasm at every
piece of flesh that the hawkhounds tore from the gi-
ant's body.

But the applause only reached her at the margin.
Her attention was on the animals. Her consciousness
was so focused on them that she could literally feel
their sensations and excitement while hunting.
Through their eyes and ears, she perceived the subtlest
reactions of the prey, could almost predict its move-
ments and guided the animals precisely to the weak
points of the warrior.
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He was just about to shift his weight to his left leg,
while fibres of the calf muscle were already hanging
down from the right one. One thought was enough and
the next moment the green and yellow falcons shot up
and crashed into the left leg with full force. The Mon-
keigh tried to catch himself with the right one but
failed and landed on his back with a dull impact.

The Beastmaster smiled contentedly under her
mask. The animals had proven themselves, now they
should have their reward. She gave them the signal to
end the game. In a matter of seconds, the pack had
gathered and fell over its prey screaming,.

But the warrior had not missed what was going on.
And he was far from at the end of his strength. With
hands and feet, he fended off the predators, rolled
around and was back on his feet. Without paying any
further attention to the animals, he rushed towards the
Drukhari woman, roaring and baring his teeth, ready
to tear her to pieces.

Up in the royal lodge, Quisar looked at the scene with
slight irritation. He beckoned to the master of ceremo-
nies of the theatre.
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"Is that part of the programme?" he asked.
"No, Lord, not that I know of."

"Good." In eager anticipation, the prince leaned back
in his chair.

Surprised, the Beastmaster saw the massive creature
rushing towards her. The giant surpassed her by more
than half of her own height. She would not survive a
direct confrontation; the sheer mass of his body would
crush her under him. Just as the Mon-keigh had
reached her and was about to throw himself at her, she
sprang elegantly to the side and swung her spear for-
ward.

But despite his injuries, the warrior was more agile
than his massive figure suggested. His responsiveness
was almost equal to that of an Aeldari. He caught him-
self and took a step back, so that the speer thrust went
nowhere. A deep rumble left his throat as he made an-
other leap forward towards the Drukhari.

The Beastmaster backed away further and looked
around for the hawkhounds. Due to the unexpected
counterattack, she had lost contact with the animals.
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They were still in a hunting frenzy, but without her
guidance, they were not coordinated enough to bring
the prey back under control and keep it in check. They
could be of no help to her like that. She didn't know
what to do but continue to dodge and try to keep the
Mon-keigh at bay with spear thrusts. The sense of se-
curity that her natural superiority over inferior species
usually gave her was visibly fading.

The giant drove the Drukhari woman further ahead,
dodging her counterattacks and trying to get hold of
her. With every step, his self-confidence seemed to
grow. He was the warrior elite of his people. He was
like a wild, indomitable beast of prey. And he was fully
aware of it.

Without realizing it, the two opponents were getting
closer and closer to the edge of the arena. At the last
moment, the Beastmaster stopped before the spouting
thorn vines would have impaled her. Sounds of excite-
ment echoed from the lodges.

She was trapped. The hawkhounds rushed towards
her attacker but would not reach him in time to dis-
suade him from her. His huge paw wrapped itself
around her neck with a steel-hard grip and lifted her
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to press her into the thorns. Her throat was squeezed,
she could no longer breathe, feeling the blood building
up in her carotid arteries, becoming more and more
black in front of her eyes. The spear slipped from her
hands.

A desperate inspiration came to her mind. It worked
with the hawkhounds. It worked with other, larger
and wilder animals, then it must work with this beast
as well. With the greatest effort, she grabbed his wrist,
so thick that she could hardly grasp it with both hands
and concentrated with everything her fading con-
sciousness still allowed on the muscles and tendons
she felt under the skin.

Her hands became stiff and cold. The cold began to
creep up her arms, but she did not let go. She felt the
iron grip of the Mon-keigh loosen, getting a little more
air into her lungs.

At the same time, however, something began to
cramp in her chest, as if it was resisting being torn out
of her. A pain went into her head, as if someone had
rammed red-hot knives into her temples and wanted
to tear out every nerve fibre of her face individually.
Then the fist released her.
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She fell to the ground and gasped for air. The giant
staggered back and looked at her stunned with his yel-
low eyes.

"Xenos witch," he hissed and pounced on her again.

The Beastmaster had the presence of mind to grab
her spear, which lay at arm's length next to her, and
swung it upwards. Crunching, the tip penetrated the
warrior's bony chest. His muscular limbs twitched and
spasmed under the blade's bursts of energy. He let out
a shrill, pained roar, like a wounded animal.

His enormous weight and uncontrolled movements
tugged at the weapon. The bones in her arms seemed
to want to break under the weight, but she didn't let
up. If the spear were torn out of her hands, the giant
would inevitably fall down on her and crush her under
him.

With a loud cry she thrust again. With the last of her
strength, she managed to turn the javelin to the side.
The mighty body of the Mon-keigh slackened,
slumped, and remained a motionless mountain of
muscle beside her. Applause of boundless enthusiasm
flooded the arena.
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The Beastmaster sat down on her knees with diffi-
culty and breathed deeply in and out. The pain in her
head and chest slowly subsided, the warmth returned
to her arms and hands.

With difficulty she forced herself to stand up, one
foot, then the other, pulling the spear from the chest of
the fallen giant. Even as the winner, she was not al-
lowed to show any weakness. She paused for a mo-
ment after she had managed to stand upright. Then she
turned to the fallen warrior.

For a moment she looked at the Mon-keigh. She
couldn't deny that he had put up considerable re-
sistance. But in the end, he was nothing but another
wild animal. The Beastmaster thrust the tip of her
spear into a remaining patch of skin on his shoulder.
The gushing blood boiled away instantly as it came
into contact with the blade's energy field.

Accepting the disgusting stench, she cut the sign of
the Darkened Moon, symbol of House DorchaKerun,
deep into the flesh. Meanwhile, the hawkhounds gath-
ered around their mistress. Disciplined, they ignored
the loot. Without a command, she wouldn't touch it.
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Finally, the Beastmaster raised her weapon in greeting
in the direction of the royal lodge.

Only now did she perceive the applause that surged
towards her. But she was too exhausted to feel any joy
about it. She bowed briefly again and then, sur-
rounded by the pack, walked back to the exit.

In the red-lit preparation hall in the basement of the
theatre, she dropped onto a marble bench and took off
her mask. Her deep crimson hair hung tangled and
sweaty in her forehead. She put her hands to her face
and took a deep breath.

What had just happened?

She had always been able to make a connection with
simple animals. She was proud of this talent, even if
she couldn't explain where it came from and how it
worked. Most Beastmasters kept their animals under
control with violence and pheromones. She didn't need
to, she was better. But she never thought that this was
also possible with semi-intelligent creatures like a
Mon-keigh.
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She had taken control of his hand. Against his own
will. She had felt his resistance. In her head, as if she
had perceived his will, like she perceived a sound. She
had ordered the muscles to loosen, to let go.

It was scary. The pain, that what had caused them,
whatever it was, could have killed her —she had felt
that with every fibre of her body and mind. And even
now, after they had subsided, they left behind a kind
of echo, an inexplicable, deep-seated fear.

"Anathuriel, I will congratulate you. The perfor-

mance was outstandingly rousing. My guests were
thrilled."

She looked up. Quisar stood before her, in his shin-
ing black armour, the blue-violet shimmering coat
with the silver-grey fur trim over his shoulders. His
even, ivory face showed satisfaction and benevolence.
And the Prince of DorchaKerun was rarely satisfied
with anyone but himself.

"I thank you for the praise, my Prince," she replied
faintly.

"Why so formal?" He stepped closer and stretched
out his hand. Anathuriel hesitated for a moment before
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accepting it and rising from the bench. Quisar brushed
the tangled hair out of her face. The surprisingly confi-
dential gesture made her gasp for a moment.

"You are truly a Beastmaster, if you can bend even
the Losseainn of the Mon-keigh to your will. Everyone
wonders where this talent may come from. I couldn't
have entrusted my Felchu better to anyone else. You've
trained them perfectly."

Anathuriel preferred not to hear the question and re-
plied, "They are excellent animals, my Lord. They will
serve you well."

"l am convinced of that. Your performance today
gave me a good idea. An arena is an entertaining en-
tertainment, a Great Hunt a unique experience. This
Mon-keigh has turned out to be more robust than we
had expected. I want to see how he does in one of the
royal hunting grounds. You will train the pack for it.
Once they have tasted blood, they shall have it again."

"It will be a pleasure, my Prince," she answered.

"It will. I trust you will take care of it," Quisar
agreed. His deep purple eyes literally bored into hers,
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a gaze that carried a clear message: Failure I will not
tolerate. Then he turned and left.

Sirqa was waiting for him at the staircase. She stood
motionless on the lowest step, scarcely concealing her
abhorrence of taking the last step and treating on the
same ground as the Beastmaster. Quisar stepped be-
side her.

"She is beneath your dignity," she remarked dryly,
as they climbed back up to the lodges together.

"Everyone is, dearest sister," he replied. He paused,
took her face in his hands and kissed her. "Everyone,
except you."

Anathuriel was already lost in thought again. So she
hadn't killed the Mon-keigh. At least not so far that the
Haemonculi couldn't restore him. It seemed as if the

primitive had had an idea of what she had done to him.
What had he called her?

"Xenos witch."

What could that mean?
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Chapter 5 -The Bridge

Four shadowy figures crouched on an eaves of one of
the countless gigantic palace towers on the edge of the
inner core of Commorragh. If you didn't look closely,
you could have mistaken them for some kind of orna-
mental figures on the building. Below them spread one
of those cantilevered platforms in which several
bridges and walkways converged, connecting the indi-
vidual towers with each other like spider's webs
stretched between tree trunks. By all the standards of
reason, the construct should not have held at all. But
this was Commorragh. Reason was only valid to a lim-
ited extent here.

Opposite their location, the palace fortress of
DorchaKerun, the Kabal of the Darkened Moon, rose
against the dim twilight of the Black Suns. The massive
main tower resembled a petrified horsetail of dark
green marble, streaked with black veins, stretching its
rings of solidified, thread-like leaves at regular inter-
vals from the stem. The top was crowned by a cone-
like, matt gold dome. A number of smaller outbuild-
ings protruded like side shoots from the massive
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plinth, which was lost somewhere in the haze of the
street canyons far below them.

Margil had just returned from his exploration. Like
a cat, the Pathfinder wound his way up the ledges to
his comrades. When he arrived at them, he pulled back

the black hood and brushed his blond hair out of his
face.

"At the back, the surrounding buildings are closer,
but none so close that one could cross over from there.
There are only connections between the main tower
and the side towers, windows only at a height that we
cannot reach from here. The gate is the only entrance.
That is not how we can get in there."

"And you are really sure this is the right place?"
Ydril wanted to know from Illurayon.

"Yes," he answers. "The Tower of the Green Moon.
No other kabal in Commorragh has the symbol of Kur-
nous as a banner."

"And further down?" Firondhir turned to Margil.

He shrugged his shoulders.
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"You can get to the bottom. If you had heard half as
many stories as I have about what is going on there,
you would not ask the question."

Firondhir reacted slightly irritated.

"What you have only heard, I may have already
seen."

"We will look into it," Illurayon decided. "With luck,
we do not have to go all the way to the bottom at all.
But be careful. Margil is not entirely wrong. The
shadow, our ally in the outer world, can become our
deadly enemy here."

They started the descent. The building's facade,
overloaded with ornamental arches, bay windows and
overhanging roofs, made it easy for them. After a short
time, they had reached a ramp that spiralled down
from an arcade aisle onto the platform.

There was a lot of traffic on the jetties. The lower
rank-and-file of the Kabals went about their business:
Drukhari in thorny armour or flowing robes, other-
worldly mercenaries with animal-like faces covered in
scales or fur, and occasionally even Incubi in their im-
posing plate armour and high, horned helmets.
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Wherever they appeared, the other passers-by kept a
respectful distance. The five Rangers pulled on their
hoods and mingled with the crowd, each for himself.

The square did not reach the walls of the fortress
tower, a wide chasm separated it from the building. A
bridge as wide as a boulevard, lined with statues in
battle and victory poses, led towards the gate. At the
railing of the platform, a few dozen paces from the en-
trance, the companions met again and looked at the
scene.

The enormous dimensions of the palace only really
became clear here, at the height of the main gate. It had
the circumference of a small town, surrounded by sev-
eral rings of walls towering over the front ones, com-
posed of thousands and thousands of hexagonal nee-
dles made of steel-grey, metallic shimmering rock.
Several dozen kabalite warriors in shiny black armour,
golden ornamentation, with sky-blue silk sashes and
helmet bushes as if made of fine copper wire, patrolled
the crossing. In their hands they held black and gold
polished Splinter Rifles.

The gate had a slightly elliptical, tapered shape, a
height of several floors and was bordered by a frame
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of thorns of shiny black metal bent outwards. Carved
into the bronze gleaming gates wings were intricate
patterns of animals and Drukhari, wriggling around
each other in gruesome battles. Perched above all was
a distorted image of the Hunting God, with wild hair,
antler-wearing, wrapped in a harness made of raw
skins and bare bones. In his hands he held the crescent
moon as a bow, arbitrarily aiming at everything that
moved under his feet. The longer you looked, the more
details you discovered, the more gruesome the scenes
became.

"A clear message," Margil noted.

Firondhir snorted contemptuously. Kurnous was
the patron saint of ZarAsuryan's Pathfinders. Even
though the old gods were destroyed, their teachings
endured. This image of Kurnous was a mockery of the
noble hunter and divine father of all Aeldari.

Meanwhile, Ydril leaned over the railing and peered
into the depths.

"Look!" he exclaimed.

Several feet below them, but still well above the
greenish haze, a long bridge stretched through the
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void and ended on a balcony in front of a tall, double-
winged door in the base of the palace fortress. There
were no guards to be seen. Illurayon stepped up to his
side.

"Let us take a look at this," the Pathfinder said. With
a hand sign, he gestures to his companions to stand in
front of him to shield him from possible unwanted
glances from passers-by. An unnecessary precaution,
as no one cared about anything else but themselves.
While Margil, Firondhir, Ydril and Ydrir stood close
together as if they were talking about something, Illu-
rayon settled on his stomach and leaned over the edge.

The bridge was just wide enough for three, maybe
four Aeldari to walk side by side. It emerged from the
shadow between the foundations of two nearby build-
ings and wound in several bends towards the sub-
structure of the kabal fortress. Actually, it was more of
a floating road than a bridge, reinforced at the bottom
with transverse ribs that resembled the black-stoned
skeleton of a giant snake turned on its back. The ends
of the ribs formed a simple parapet without a handrail.
To lean on it was obviously not the purpose. The tread
consisted of individually attached, rectangular plates

on dark red slate. With criss-cross chains, the structure
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was fastened under the ramified supporting structure
of the large square, so that it hardly swayed noticeably.
Gaps between the floor slabs provided space for the
movements, but at the same time carried the risk of
stepping inside. After all, the distances were too nar-
row to fall through.

[llurayon straightened up again.

"We descend, one after the other. Margil, you are
first."

The blond Pathfinder made the start, while the oth-
ers covered his descent. A few moments later he was
followed by Ydril, who preceded his brother, then
Firondhir, who was also keeping an eye on the boy. II-
lurayon looked around again reassuringly — no one
seemed to have taken notice of what they were doing
— then he followed.

The Rangers glided over the edge of the platform,
swung into the supporting structure below and
climbed towards the hanging footbridge. They took up
position on the deepest of the curved girders. A light,
warm wind blew through the branches of stone and
metal, bringing with it a smell of rot. Except for a few
noises that came down from the square further up

66



here, it was eerily quiet. The green mist in the depths
wafted away like a sluggish stream.

[llurayon examined the surroundings. The bridge
was easy to reach when they let themselves down by
the chains. The chain links were wide enough to easily
support hands and feet, not much of a challenge for
any of them. And then what?

The lower gate was actually unguarded. But it was
locked. Tall, scarcely wider than the street, rectangular
and smooth, it lay in a broad crevice that gaped be-
tween the hexagonal stone columns. The columns
stood tight as if they had grown together. Here, too,
there was no way to get into the building except the
gate.

"This path is built of bone and blood."

Ydrir had spoken, and there was something unnat-
urally dark in his voice.

[llurayon looked again. Except for the skeleton
shape of its structure, which seemed to be made of
black metal, he couldn't see anything on the bridge that
Ydrir could have meant. But now he also felt a vague
horror that emanated from the sight. Like an echo that
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countless tormented souls had left behind here, and
that his psychically receptive spirit was now catching
on. Illurayon took a deep breath, letting the impres-
sions flow in and out of his consciousness. Terrible
events must have happened here. But it had happened.
A reality that cannot be changed. He couldn’t allow
himself to get out of composure.

Something was stirring. The door wings swung
open slowly. A faint, reddish glow of light emanated
from inside the kabal fortress. A troop of warriors in
shiny black plate armour came out, similar to the
guards at the main gate, but less ornamental. Illurayon
signalled to the others not to move.

From the other end of the suspension bridge, sup-
pressed voices came up to them, few exclamations, not
loud, but filled with fear, pain and despair. Between
the buildings on the other side, a few more kabalite
warriors appeared first, but in different colours. They
were followed by a group of various creatures: several
Aeldari, Exodites in appearance, but most of them
Chem-Pan-Sey, the rest members of all kinds of other
races of the galaxy. There must be a few hundred,
gaunt faces, sunken cheeks and dull eyes, bruised

limbs, wrapped in rags. Behind them walked more
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warriors, but no more than a dozen in total. The pris-
oners trot monotonously along the bridge. Apart from
the shuffling and tapping of bare feet, the creaking of
the rib construction and the gentle clinking of the sup-
porting chains, there was rarely more than a sup-
pressed whimper to be heard from the ghostly file.

After a few minutes, the entourage had reached the
gate, just at the moment when the wings were fully
open. The warriors of DorchaKerun received the pris-
oners. The foreign warriors stood guard with their
weapons raised, but none followed into the fortress.

Even before the last prisoner had disappeared in the
dull red, the door wings began to close again and fell
thunderously into the closure immediately after the
last one, so that the branches in which the Rangers
were sitting vibrated under their feet. The foreign war-
riors turned around and went back over the bridge.

The companions waited a few moments before stir-
ring again.

"Now I understand what you meant, Ydrir," Illu-
rayon said darkly.
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"Did you see their eyes?" Ydrir asked. "These crea-
tures were already dead."

His brother shook his head in disbelief. "They were
much more than their guards. And yet they did noth-
ing. What can take away the will of a living being with
consciousness so completely?"

"The Drukhari can do it," Margil answered, "and
how you do not want to know."

"They know a thousand ways," Firondhir added.
"Some of these slaves will be returned to their quarters
after service. Others never come out of this gate again.
It is said that some of the Drukhari lords are so old that
they lived to see the Fall. In order to prolong their lives
and protect themselves from She Who Thirsts, they
feed on the suffering and souls of other living beings,
by the hundreds, every day."

"There were Aeldari among the prisoners," Ydrir
stated in a faltering voice.

"They make no distinction between their own kind
and others," Firondhir answered.
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"And we shall persuade one of them to accompany
us to ZarAsuryan," Margil scoffed. "Once we manage
to get in there," he added to Illurayon.

Illurayon had been looking at the street, but when
Margil spoke to him, he looked up.

"That is indeed the way we get in. Firondhir is right.
There will be more slaves, soon, there is no doubt
about it. We hide under the jetty. When the file passes,
we dive into the crowd. Inside the fortress, there will
be opportunities to disappear. That is what we Istu-
Karun are masters at."

A moment of silence spread, as if everyone was
checking for themselves whether they could agree
with Illurayon.

"l do not think that is a good idea," Ydrir said qui-
etly, more as if he had spoken to himself.

"Neither do I," Margil agreed. "But do you have any
other suggestion?"

"No," he admitted. "But that is not what I mean. It
will not succeed, I know it."
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"And where do you get this knowledge from? I do
not see any seer runes on you," Margil replied.

Ydril came to his brother's aid. "You can trust Ydir's
intuition. It has never misled us so far."

[llurayon looked at the boy thoughtfully. There was
something about him that reminded him of himself. II-
lurayon had left the Path of the Seer long ago, but he
recognized a psychically gifted spirit, even if it was far
from its true potential. He caught himself thinking that
Ydrir might be the way out Eathalvaén had spoken of,
who somehow averted the dark fate that the Ar-
dIdainn had foretold for him. Illurayon restrained his
thoughts. This was not about his fate, but first and fore-
most about their mission. Still, there had to be a reason
that the runes had chosen Ydrir.

" trust you, Ydrir," he said soothingly. "But I do not
see any other way. Can you tell me anything that could
help us?"

Ydrir lowered his head in the negative.

"It is alright. But do not hesitate to speak if you per-
ceive something."
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Margil snorted contemptuously, but before he could
say anything, Firondhir looked at him sharply: "At
least he opened his mouth, before you."

"No disagreement now," Illurayon ordered. "We
cannot afford that. Let us go."

The five Rangers slung down the chains, climbed
under the walkway, settled on the rib-like arches and
waited.
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Chapter 6 - Crossfire

A few hours might have passed, but Firondhir had
dozed off slightly, when a shock startled him rudely.
The bridge vibrated beneath him. The other Rangers
were already on guard. Margil peered over the edge.
He just drew his head back again. With hand signals,
he signified what he had seen: a troop of slaves, similar
in size to the first, fewer guards. Behind them they
heard the creaking of the opening gates. They got into
position.

It took a few more minutes, then the vibrations of
the bridge indicated that the train was directly in front
of them. Illurayon raised his hand, waited - and gave
the signal. One by one, they pulled themself up the
edge of the walkway and glided like shadows between
the trotting slaves. Those hardly reacted, allowed
themselves to be pushed aside without resistance and
simply shuffled on. The Rangers lowered their heads
under their hoods and moved silently with the crowd.

Only now did the Aeldari become fully aware of the
fetters that actually held these unfortunate creatures.

Their apathy was almost palpable, like a dark, heavy
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cloth that lay over them and suffocated every free
movement of body or mind. In their existence, there
was no reason to do or even think anything other than
what they were commanded.

Ydrir was right, these were no longer living beings.
Firondhir had to summon up great willpower not to be
overwhelmed by the desolation that surrounded them
and to be dragged along. As is so often the case in such
situations, he concentrated on Illurayon. Even though
Firondhir didn't share his friend's pronounced psychic
talent, he had learned to make a passive, mental con-
nection with him over the centuries they had spent
traveling together. Like a searching outstretched hand,
Illurayon noticed his friend and reacted immediately.
Out of the murky mist-like mass of lost souls, his con-
sciousness shone like a guiding star.

But Ydir's feelings did not escape Illurayon either.
Where the others felt only trepidation and dismay, the
full depth of the suffering of those creatures penetrated
the sensitive mind of the young Ranger, almost as if he
were going through it himself. But he also had an an-
chor. The already naturally close connection between
the twins seemed to intensify with every moment, until
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their souls could only be distinguished by a closer
look.

Only Margil was alone.

Only a few dozen more steps, then they had reached
the gate. But suddenly the march came to a standstill.
The bodies crowded closer together, but neither made
a sound. The slaves at the top were about to disappear
into the building when they stopped. Energetic ex-
changes of words from just outside the entrance
reached the Rangers. Firondhir was the closest.

"We do not care what the High Archon says," a high-
pitched voice snarled. "We have an agreement with his
son, and we are here to collect our promised prize."

Firondhir could see the speaker. The sight was hor-
rible and magnificent at the same time. In front of the
kabalite warriors stood a creature in shining bronze ar-
mour, of Aeldari-like, female form, but bird-like fea-
tures and flowing, snow-white hair. She was barefoot,
her midfoot longer than usual, so that she stood on her
clawed tiptoes, her knees slightly bent. From her
shoulders sprang a pair of blue-black feathered wings,
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which she had half unfolded high above her head. In
her hand she held a long lance, around whose jagged
tip danced bright blue flashes of energy. Others of her
kind hung on the facade or crouched on the smallest
ledges, each armed with a short splinter carbine.

The Scourge straightened up to her full size and
spread her wings completely. She towered over the
Kabalites by more than an arm's length.

"We can take you with us as a replacement, we are
not picky," she hissed.

The others put on their weapons. The warrior took a
step back. He hesitated for a moment, then he made a
wave of his hand. The other Scourges glided up and
landed on the parapet. Like birds, they balanced on the
pointed ends of the rib arches, actually an impossibility
for their two-legged, upright bodies. Involuntarily, the
question passed through the mind of the Pathfinder,
what abominable interventions it took to make half an
animal out of an Aeldari.

Now there was movement in the crowd. Some of the
unfortunate ones seemed to possess a remnant of self-
preservation, which now stirred in the face of the
winged horror figures. They huddled together in small
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groups like a flock of sheep, as if they could ward off
the predatory Drukhari picking out a single one of
them.

Firondhir became nervous. Illurayon was only a few
steps behind him, the other three still a good distance
behind. He motioned for them not to get closer and be-
gan to slowly retreat himself, trying to approach the
edges of the bridge in order to disappear back into the
substructure.

Then the first Scourge pushed off with sweeping
wing beats, seized one of the slaves and rose into the
air with its prey. The others did the same. Panic broke
out. The different beings pushed in all directions, wail-
ing and screeching. A male human nudged Firondhir.
He wanted to catch himself but got into the gap be-
tween two slabs of the walkway with his right foot and
stumbled to the ground.

Further back, a scream was heard. One of the
Scourges had grabbed Ydrir and tried to pull him up
by one arm. The boy tried in vain with his free hand to
break free. Margil was immediately with him and held
him tight. Ydril, half a dozen paces away, pulled his
shuriken pistol out of its holster and fired at the

78



monster. The blade discs bounced off the bronze ar-
mour or got stuck in the plates. Uttering curses, he
pushed his way through the crowds, pushing slaves
aside, and clasped his brother's legs.

Margil pulled out a short throwing knife from under
his coat and rammed it between the Scourge's armour
plates on his thigh. The monster screamed like a bird
of prey, let go of his quarry and swung up into the air.
The three Aeldari fell to the ground. Ydril slid over the
edge. He landed on one of the ribs but slid through the
gap, holding onto the metal arch with both arms. Legs
free in the air, he hung over the bottomless abyss. The
Scourge, which in the meantime had regained his com-
posure, swooped down on him.

But he didn't get far. Without warning, a glistening
blade passed over his left wing and severed it cleanly
at the middle joint. Shrieking in anger and pain, the
Scourge fell and disappeared into the green haze.
Howling, a flyboard like a bat whizzed over the bridge.
The Aeldari on it howled, swung his two-ended glaive
triumphantly and held up his black-feathered trophy.

"Get down here!" shouted Margil, grabbed the
stunned Ydrir and worked his way through the
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panicked crowd to the edge. In doing so, he caught a
glimpse of the surroundings.

The airspace around the bridge had become a battle-
field. Several dozen Hellion gangers in tight, blue-
black leather gear and with wild wavy, colourfully
dyed hair raced around on their boards decorated with
garish patterns in breakneck manoeuvres and engaged
in wild chases with the Scourges. They defended them-
selves with their splinter carbines, whose hail of pro-
jectiles swept their opponents off their gliders. The
Hellions, on the other hand, randomly let their glaives
rain down on any target that came within their reach,
be it Scourges or the slaves on the bridge. They seemed
to have no other purpose than to cause panic and shed
as much blood as possible.

This, in turn, brought the guards to the scene, who
could not tolerate their master's property being de-
stroyed and plundered. They took the Hellions under
fire with their Splinter Rifles but had little chance of
hitting the speeding gangers at all. Slaves who were
not mutilated or cut to pieces by the combatants in the
riot were trampled down or fell between the ribs of the
parapet.
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Margil dragged Ydrir by his black coat to the edge
of the walkway. He managed to lower the boy down
and to hoist him to the middle strand below the bridge,
where the supporting ribs were lined up like a on
spine. Inside the carrying skeleton and hidden under
his coat, he was safe for the time being.

"Stay here and do not let go," he ordered the boy ur-
gently.

Then he worked his way from one rib to the next to
Ydril, who not far away had his arms wrapped around
one of the arches and was struggling to swing his legs
up to find support with his feet. Just an arm's length
and Margil would have reached him.

A Hellion came rushing up from somewhere, chased
over them with an almost vertically tilted board and
cut its glaive through the back of the helpless Ranger.
Ydril let out a muffled scream, more of surprise than
of pain. His arms lost their strength and detached
themselves from the arch. He fell over behind and dis-
appeared, fluttering around his black cloak, in the
green mist. Margil closed his eyes and lowered his
head in resignation. Nevertheless, he could still see
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Ydril's face in front of him, which strangely enough
shows complete calm.

A howl made him look up again. The Hellion had
turned and was rushing towards him. His green and
blue hair fluttered wildly behind him. The lower half
of the pale face was hidden behind a metal mask of
grinning, needle-pointed teeth. Anger and hatred
overwhelmed the Pathfinder. He drew his shuriken
pistol and fired a storm of blade discs at the Drukhari.
Some projectiles grazed the board, which was deco-
rated with blue patterns, and left bare scratches in the
metal. The Hellion fended off others with the broad,
curved blades at both ends of his glaive, which he let
rotate in front of him before striking again at his new
victim. His shrill laughter drowned out even the howl-
ing of the engines.

At the last moment Margil turned behind the but-
tress. The blade of the glaive screeched and sparkled
over the metal. The Hellion cursed and turned in a
breakneck sharp curve to avoid colliding with the scaf-
folding. Margil came out again, another throwing knife
in his hand. Breathing deeply, he curbed his excite-
ment, waited with concentration, let his opponent

come closer.
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The Hellion turned the glaive in his hands in chal-
lenging arrogance. He was almost back in range with
his long staff weapon and swung out to strike. That
was the moment the Ranger had been waiting for. He
let his knife fly. Unerringly, it drilled into the exposed
neck of its opponent. Bright red blood peeks out of the
injured vein. The glaive made a feeble downward arc
an arm's length in front of Margil's chest. The Hellion
lost control of the board, crashed into the support
arches and plunged into the depths.

Margil breathed a sigh of relief. In his mind, he re-
cited the ritual words with which the Aspect warriors
took off their armour in the shrines after battle. The ag-
gression left his spirit like a flame that retreated to the
smouldering wick of the candle after the bright blaze.
Then he climbed back to Ydrir and sat down next to
him, hoping that their cloaks would save them from
further discovery.

Meanwhile, up on the bridge, the fight subsided. The
Hellions seemed to have had enough and made off.
The Scourges were badly decimated. The presumptu-
ous Hellions would still be held accountable for this
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sacrilege. But for now, the leader had decided, there
was no point in pursuing them. So, the remaining ones
set about collecting their share again. The slaves were
still in great turmoil. Now the Kabalite warriors inter-
vened, shooting randomly into the crowd and distrib-
uting blows with the butts of their rifles, in an effort to
regain peace in the herd.

Firondhir had remained undetected on the ground.
A lucky coincidence had ensured that none of the
slaves had trampled over him in panic. But his ankle
hurt. Carefully he checked whether he could move it.
Yes, it was not broken.

The Pathfinder leaned on his arms and looked up
cautiously. He watched with horror as two or three
Kabalites attacked Illurayon, held him by the arms and
torso and dragged him away despite desperate re-
sistance. He wanted to jump up and rush to his friend's
aid, but something hard hit him on the head and his
senses faded.

With his head on his knees, Margil sat on one of the rib

arches under the walkway and waited. Ydrir crouched

next to him, almost as if he were sleeping. Since he'd
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left him there during the fight, he hadn't moved. He
must have been in deep shock. Margil wasn't sure how
much Ydrir had really noticed. Had he seen his brother
die? The Pathfinder was now all the more convinced
that the boy had no business being here from the be-
ginning. At least he had been right about one thing: Il-
lurayon's plan had failed. And Margil could blame nei-
ther Ydrir, nor Illurayon, or himself.

Above them it was now deathly quiet again, only the
weak wind whispered softly through the supporting
structure. Margil rose with a sigh and climbed onto the
walkway. Once at the top, he looked around. The floor
was smeared with blood, mixed with black feathers.
But the guards had already removed the corpses. He
did not want to imagine what might happen to them.
He found no trace of lllurayon and Firondhir.
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Chapter 7 - The Dungeon

[llurayon was sure to be awake again. Nevertheless, he
could not see anything. He was in complete darkness.
The first thing he noticed was a stabbing pain in his
neck. He dimly remembered being hit by something
that had drilled into his skin. Obviously, it hadn't been
a weapon, because then he wouldn't be here now —
wherever ‘here” was.

The Pathfinder wanted to reach out his hand to feel
for the injury but found that was not possible. Some-
thing was holding his arms so that he couldn't move
them a millimetre. The same was true of his legs. He
couldn't even turn his head. Only when the feeling
gradually returned to his body did he realize what it
was all about.

Thousands and thousands of tiny needles had been
pricked into his skin, literally on every square centime-
tre. He was enclosed in a net of hair-thin lace, not
metal, for they were not cold. Apparently, they were
holding him in an open space, because he couldn't feel
any ground under his feet. The needles had to be an-

chored in his skin with barbs or something similar,
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because every attempt to move resulted in almost un-
bearable pain.

At the same time, his eyesight returned. The light
was faint and reddish. But it was enough to realize that
he was actually in a cavity, egg-shaped, not much
larger than himself. Countless thin tentacles lined the
inner wall like a fur. His body was embedded in it and
firmly connected to the walls. Their pointed ends
seemed to have the sole purpose of preventing him
from moving around his prison - or causing him pain
in the attempt.

Fear urged to spread in his mind. [llurayon closed
his eyes and gathered his mind, as he had learned on
the Path of the Seer. Panicking would not help him and
would only cause further pain. First of all, he had to
get as much a picture of his situation as possible.

He couldn't remember exactly how he had gotten
here. But so far it was clear to him that the Drukhari
had captured him and imprisoned him here. He could
not find out more about it at the moment. But that was
not necessary for the time being.

Firondhir had been near him when the Kabal warri-
ors had attacked them. He had seen them knock him
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down before he had lost consciousness himself. He had
not noticed what had happened to Margil, Ydril and
Ydrir.

Firondhir! If he was here himself, then his friend had
to be in this gruesome prison, too. For a brief moment,
his emotions threatened to overwhelm him. Fear, guilt,
uncertainty. Illurayon focused on the here and now
and pushed them back. Overreactions did not help;
they only made the situation worse.

He needed a precise idea of the place where he was.
[llurayon knew the risk of what he was about to do. He
had the training of a seer, but he lacked the runes and
waystones to use his psycic talent safely.

But he had no choice. In his current situation,
trapped in this tiny cell, trapped by the countless nee-
dles, this was the only thing he could do.

[llurayon took a deep breath in and out. In order to
focus on something, he focused on his heartbeat. This
was more violent and swift than he was comfortable
with. He likened his breath to the rhythm in order to
reconcile the two and deliberately reduce the
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frequency. Then he opened his mind to the currents of
Quas!8 and channelled them to his surroundings.

Like an echo of psycic energy, structures emerged.
His first impression had not deceived him: he was in a
small chamber, like a bubble. And it wasn't the only
one. All around him, at even intervals, more of these
cells hung on thick strands, connected to a net. The
space filled by this construct seemed to be so large that
[llurayon could not grasp its boundaries.

Instead, he perceived something else. He was not
alone. There were more living beings in the bubbles
around him. He could not make out what kind of they
were. But he saw their souls shining out like lights of
varying strength, some glowing brightly, others faintly
glowing and about to be extinguished. But almost all
of them had one thing in common: they flickered.

[llurayon sensed what this meant. Each of these
souls suffered horrific pain, fear, and despair. And
there were many, hundreds, if not thousands. The
sheer amount made him doubt his senses. He had to

8 Quas = the Warp
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shield his mind so as not to be overwhelmed by this
mass of emotions und lose his mind.

And the Pathfinder became aware of something else.
This prison he and all the others were in was not made
of some lifeless substance —it was organic. Whether it
was a living being, let alone a sentient creature, he
could not determine. But this much was certain: the
cells were made of living tissue. And not only that.

Again and again, he saw traces of light from the bub-
bles running along the connecting strands and disap-
pearing into the darkness of the wide space. The psycic
energies, generated by the sensations of the tormented
inmates, were diverted in some way, wherever and for
whatever sinister purpose.

[llurayon became sick. The whole construct seemed
to him like a perverted image of Wraithbone, the crys-
tallized warp energy from which the Bonesingers with
their harmonies let grow the Craftworlds of the
Asuryani. This disgusting entity in which he found
himself, however, seemed to resist its own existence,
as if it were subject to an alien, malevolent will that
forced it into this form.
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A slight tingling sensation spreads through Illuray-
on's nerve pathways. He knew what this meant. The
unprotected use of his psycic powers began to affect
his body. He could no longer afford to maintain his
connection with the warp for long if he did not want to
attract the attention of the creatures of Sha'eil. He fo-
cused even more on his goal. With some effort, he man-
aged to block out the countless, suffering minds until
only one remained.

Firondhir's head ached. The blow the Kabal warrior
had dealt him had been hard, stronger than would
have been necessary to knock him unconscious. The
Pathfinder felt something warm running over his fore-
head and wanted to feel it with his hand. But at the
slightest attempt to move, hundreds of thousands of
sharp thorns drilled into his skin. He let out a dull cry
of pain.

He became aware that he was inside a narrow, com-
pletely enclosed room. Strangely enough, his sup-
pressed scream had made the walls of his cell shake
slightly, as if a shiver was running over the surface.
Anxiety spread through him and gave him an even
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stronger feeling of being constricted than the thorns
did. It must be some kind of Drukhari prison, he was
sure. And quite obviously it was made to inflict suffer-
ing and pain on the inmates on its own during their
captivity.

In his mind he went over the events of the past
hours, as far as he could still remember them. But no
matter how hard he tried, there was a dark hole in his
memory. He did not know what had happened to his
companions. Whether they, too, had been captured,
fallen from the bridge, or slaughtered by the Drukhari.
The thought of being the only one left of his group ter-
rified him. As long as he had no proof of this, however,
he refused to believe in it.

He had to do something. Even if he couldn't per-
ceive it, there had to be something outside this room.
Anything else would make no sense. And at some
point, a Drukhari would come and get him out. For
what purpose, Firondhir did not want to imagine. But
he would do everything he could to use this moment
to his advantage. He would wait that long; he had no
other choice.
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A familiar presence touched Firondhir's mind. He
gasped; his heart skipped a beat.

,Ilurayon?”

"l am here, not far away," the answer sounded in his
head. Firondhir breathed a sigh of relief. His friend
was alive and nearby.

"Where are we?"

[llurayon tried to give him a rough idea of what he
himself had perceived. Firondhir's breath caught in a
mixture of disgust and horror. He had heard much
about the corruption of the Drukhari. This place con-
firmed even the darkest stories.

"What shall we do?" Firondhir formed a question in
his mind.

[llurayon made no answer. As happy as he was that
they were both largely unharmed, he felt helpless now,
not only for his sake, but above all for Firondhir's. His
master had prophesied that he would meet his end in
Commorragh. He began to wonder if this was the place
where it should happen. For he saw no way out, no
possibility of freeing himself and his friend from their
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present situation. This disgusting, living prison kept
them completely motionless.

Still, he couldn't believe it. They had a mission, a
goal. And they were not a step closer to this than when
they arrived. All he knew was that they were to bring
a Drukhari from Commorragh to ZarAsuryan. They
had not yet found out who it was. The only thing Eath-
alvaén had revealed to them was that he or she would
reveal himself or herself to them. [llurayon trusted the
words of the Ardldainn unconditionally. It could not
end here, not yet. Something had to happen, even if he
could not see what.

Like the peel of a fruit, the wall of his cell broke open.
Firondhir's muscles tensed. He thought his chance had
come. But the sight that presented itself to him imme-
diately made his hope of escape sink again.

A monstrous figure, which seemed to consist only of
muscles, unfolded the fleshy leaves. The myriads of
needles painfully detached themselves from the skin of
the Pathfinder.
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The creature stretched out its arm to him, grabbed
him by the neck and pulled him out of the capsule.
Now Firondhir could see it completely. The creature's
head seems to be the only thing that was of natural
size. It almost disappeared between the massive shoul-
ders and high humps of fused muscle strands. The face
was hidden behind a shapeless mask of shiny black
metal, with slits more like the visor of a helmet.

From the sickly-pale skin that covered the arms and
bare upper body, tubes twisted like worms, through
which faintly greenish glowing fluids pulsed. The in-
fusions were fed from cylindrical vials that were stuck
in the shoulders, flanks and back of the creature.

Instead of hands, the arms ended in metal pliers,
which would have been too heavy even for the over-
sized limbs of this monster. But the creature moved
them effortlessly as it released the Aeldari from his
prison. The iron grip around his throat made Firondhir
gasp. A little tighter, and the monster could have bro-
ken his neck. Instead, it turned slowly, almost deliber-
ately.

A pair of violet eyes stared at Firondhir. They be-
longed to a face that was only a few centimetres in
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front of that of the Pathfinder. The features were gro-
tesquely noble and repulsive at the same time. The al-
most flawless, pale skin lay smoothly over the high
cheekbones, but only because it was fastened to the
forehead with silver clips. Long, white-blond hair fell
smoothly over the left side of the head while the right
had been bald. Black kajal accentuated the eyelids, the
lips were dark purple.

The creature smiled at the Pathfinder. Then it took a
few steps back. Or rather, it slid, because its bare feet
did not touch the ground. The slender body hung al-
most on a second spine, which sprang from the hump
between the shoulder blades, protruded over the hip
like a tail and wriggled across the floor like a snake.
Whether it was a natural part of the body, Firondhir
could not say. If so, the creature would have had this
disgusting appendage coated in shining bronze.

The being must have been an Aeldari once, no
doubt. But it was grotesquely disfigured not only by
the vertebral tail. Four arms protruded from its shoul-
ders, partly of flesh and bone, partly of shiny metal,
one of the hands equipped with gripping pincers.
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The upper body, as well as that of the monstrosity,
identified the Aeldari as clearly male. Only around his
abdomen he wore a shiny black bodice. Bronze rings
were drawn through the skin below the collarbones, to
which a long, purple cloak was attached, sewn to-
gether from dyed pieces of skin. On a ribbon around
his waist hung various fine knives over a brown,
leather apron.

The strange Aeldari looked at the Pathfinder scruti-
nizingly. Firondhir felt a chill run down his spine. He
knew enough about the Drukhari to realize that he was
looking at one of those who were sometimes called
ArdBennanHarail9 . If only half of what rumours and
legends told about these masters of torture was true...

Before he could finish his thought, the Haemonculus
grabbed the chin of the Pathfinder with his unusually
long and graceful fingers and turned his face to the
right and left. Although his arms and legs were com-
pletely free, as the monstrous servant of the torturer
only held him by the neck, Firondhir could not move a
limb to resist. He was paralyzed.

1% Ard = master, BennanHarai = harvester of the life force, euphemistic term
for a haemonculus
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"Very handsome, really, very pretty," said the
Haemonculus in a smooth, almost soft voice. Had he
not been in this desperate situation, Firondhir could al-
most have found it pleasant and reassuring. "Your face
would be useful for a lot, my friend. But that will come
later."

The Haemonculus gave the monstrosity an elegant
hand sign. The creature threw the immobilized body
of the Pathfinder over its misshapen hump and turned
around sedately.

The ArdBennanHarai was about to precede his serv-
ant when something caught his attention. One of the
capsules in the immediate vicinity had suddenly be-
gun to shake violently, so much so that it swayed no-
ticeably in its fleshy suspension. The pain impulses
that flowed through the biological pathways were al-
most palpable in the air, like the static charge before a
thunderstorm.

The Drukhari closed his eyes for a moment and let
the sensations flow over and through him. They left a
pleasant tingling sensation on his skin. The pain that
the thorny lining of the cell left in its occupant was in-
terspersed with a subtle touch of despair and fear. Fear
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of the most exquisite kind, for it was fear for a beloved
being.

The Haemonculus' grin grew even wider. With two
outstretched fingers, he pointed the creature to the
quivering capsule. The latter, without taking off the
Pathfinder, trotted over and broke open the fleshy
shell.

The moment the Drukhari prepared to take Firondhir
with him, Illurayon could no longer restrain his feel-
ings. Fear and helplessness broke through. For a brief
moment, he lost control of his psychic powers. A pow-
erful burst of psychic energy broke through and dis-
charged into the fabric of his living prison. Maybe his
subconscious had tried an instinctive act of release, he
didn't know.

The effect, however, was devastating, as if the fibres
were absorbing the energy and returning it directly to
his own body through the thousands and thousands of
fine needles. Illurayon cried out. Pain shot through his
body. But another pain also tore at his soul like the
teeth of a beast of prey. The walls of his cell shook as if
in ecstasy. His senses faded. Barely conscious, it
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seemed to him as if the shell opened and a strangely
distorted face smiled at him. An eerie, gentle voice
whispered: "The three of us will have a lot of fun to-
gether."
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Chapter 8 — The Fortress

Margil crouched in a niche between two anthracite-
black stone pillars near the mouth of a narrow side cor-
ridor. There were countless of them inside the Kabal
fortress. They did not form closed levels, no floors, but
a confusing network of halls, chambers, pavilions,
walkways, bridges, terraces and arcades. The interior
of the palace fortress hardly differed from the city out-
side in its almost arbitrary structure.

The whole tower, inside and out, was as if it had
grown from those octagonal stone columns, the texture
of which varied at will between dull granite, shining
obsidian, or black, green, or red marble, with veins
running through it. The rows were repeatedly inter-
rupted by individual needles of translucent crystal,
which glowed turquoise or purple from the inside out
and bathed the corridors in dim light.

However, individual passages were completely un-
lit. And Margil had retreated to one of them with Ydrir.
The Pathfinder had pulled the hood low over his face
and over his blond hair, pulled his legs up and lowered

his head to his knees. Under his black coat, he was
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literally invisible here. But even those who had discov-
ered him and considered him an unsuspecting target
would not have had the opportunity to repent of their
mistake. The Pathfinder listened to every sound. His
right hand rested on the hilt of his ritual blade as he
pondered their situation.

In the end, their original plan had worked out after all.
Probably several hours after the fateful attack, during
which they had remained in the supporting skeleton of
the bridge, the next slave troop crossed the bridge.
Margil had been determined to try his luck again. But
Ydrir still lay motionless on his rib-like arches as if in
delirium. Several times the Pathfinder had tried to tear
the boy out of his torpor, but he didn't react to any-
thing, not to good words, not to harsh attacks.

Margil saw no other way. If the stubborn child did
not move, he had to leave him here. But then, as the
slave train approached, life returned to him - or at least
it seemed so. When Margil looked into the boy's face,
he was almost startled. Ydir's gaze was completely
blank. It was as if a foreign power had ordered him to
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stand up. He moved like a doll being steered by some-
one else.

Fortunately, he reacted to the instructions of the
Pathfinder, and whatever controlled the boy, it ena-
bled him to mingle with the slaves together with Mar-
gil and finally get into the Kabal fortress unrecognized.

With thundering noise, the gates had closed behind
the two Rangers, blocking out the dim light of the
Black Suns. The despair and hopelessness of the slave
crowd surrounded the two Asuryani like a thick fog
that stupefied the senses. An oppressive feeling spread
through Margil that there was now no exit for his com-
panion and him - at least not one he could foresee at
the moment. However they should have completed
their mission, that would have been Illurayon's task.

As they drifted through the corridors in the midst of
the mindless crowd, Margil noticed that Ydrir, with
every step, was falling back more and more into his ap-
athy. At the first opportunity that presented itself,
Margil had broken away from the slave train and,
dragging the boy with him, had scurried into a dark
side passage at a crossroads. The gloomy procession,
meanwhile, continued along the main corridor until it
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disappeared into the lower levels of the Cabal fortress
in the distance. After a few moments, the shuffling of
battered feet and the occasional sobs and groans had
been swallowed up by the darkness.

Margil raised his head and looked at Ydrir. The young
Ranger lay hidden under his cloak in a wall niche on
the opposite side of the corridor. After they had re-
treated here, Ydrir had fallen back into an incapaci-
tated state. But this time it didn't seem to be a trance.
Rather, he had sunk into a restless, exhausted sleep.
Occasionally he let out a faint groan or unintelligible
murmured words. Margil could understand how the
boy must have felt after the experiences on the bridge.
Nevertheless, if he inadvertently attracted the atten-
tion of the Drukhari, he had to silence him.

What should happen now? Margil hadn't thought
for a second about giving up the mission when he'd
decided to enter the fortress. There were now two
ways to go: find Illurayon and Firondhir, or the myste-
rious Drukhari they were to persuade to accompany
them to ZarAsuryan.
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Both seemed equally hopeless here and now. The
Kabal fortress was as big as a town. Margil had not the
slightest clue who the person they were looking for
might be. Illurayon seemed to be the only one who had
a rough idea of it. They would recognize their goal
when they met them. Whatever that might mean. Mar-
gil found this information too vague.

So, the only thing left to do was to go in search of the
two prisoners - in the hope that they were still alive at
all. If Margil thought it through, the chances for that
were not bad at least. The Drukhari were not known
for bringing their prisoners, especially Aeldari, to a
quick end. Just to find them in the countless corridors
and chambers...

"To the top."

Margil looked up. Ydrir seemed to have calmed
down. His breathing was shallow and even. Again, he
murmured: "Upstairs... We find them... above... in the
tower."

Upstairs? That didn't make sense. The slaves had
been brought downstairs. So, Margil had to assume
that Illurayon and Firondhir were also there.
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There was no point in waiting any longer. The more
time passed, the longer their companions were in the
hands of the Drukhari, the less likely they were to find
them safe and sane. Margil stepped over to Ydrir and
shook his shoulder.

"Wake up!"

Ydrir raised his head and looked at Margil with his
pale, almost translucent eyes.

"We have to go up," the young Ranger repeated in a

toneless voice.
Margil grabbed the boy tighter by the shoulders.

"You are still dreaming, Ydrir. Come on, get up. We
have to look for the others. The slaves were taken to
the lower levels. We will follow them."

Ydrir sat up.

"They will not be there anymore when we get there,"
he said calmly, as if he had not the slightest doubt
about the correctness of his words.

"How do you know?" asked Margil, slightly irri-
tated.
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The young Ranger took a trembling breath, as if he
wanted to draw strength to express his thoughts.

"[... just know."
The Pathfinder began to grow impatient. He sighed.

"Ydrir, you mourn your brother. I feel for you. But
that must not tempt us to make rash decisions."

"Itis not," Ydrir replied in a firm voice. "Please, listen
p
to me."

"And where is this supposed to take us?" the Path-
finder snapped at the boy. “So far, you have been no
help in this. Have you ever been on such a mission be-
fore?"

Ydrir denied with a wordless gesture. "This was our
first major journey."

Margil groaned in exasperation.

"What were you thinking when you came along at
all. This is not a task for children on the Path of the
Outcast. You have brought nothing but misfortune."

The young Ranger sighed trembling, close to tears.
He remembered Ydril's words in the Hall of the Seer.

His brother had been right and had paid the price.
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Ydrir realized that, deep in his subconscious, he had
seen this coming. But he also knew that he had had no
other choice, even if he could not yet foresee the end.
Quietly he answered, "I had to come."

Margil shook his head uncomprehendingly. "You
had to come? What did you think..."

At that moment, Ydrir jumped up.
"Quiet!" he whispered.

Margil was silent for a moment, amazed. His pa-
tience with the boy was now finally coming to an end.
"What are you thin..."

Ydrir didn't know what to do but push Margil
against the wall and put his hand over his mouth.
Taken by surprise by the sudden action of the young
Ranger, he fell silent.

A few moments later, the shapes of three Aeldari be-
gan to appear in the farther opening of the small alley.
They stayed there for a moment, then took the path
through the narrow passage.

Margil squeezed deep into the gap between the
granite columns. Ydrir didn't have time to scurry back
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to his alcove on the opposite side and pressed himself
flat against the wall. The Pathfinder was amazed. From
one moment to the next, the boy was invisible. If Mar-
gil hadn't known that Ydrir was standing there, even
he wouldn't have spotted him.

The Drukhari continue on their way. Her black ar-
mour, covered with a green shimmer, made them rec-
ognizable as a warrior of the Kabal. Except for the
knives on their belts, they carried no weapons with
them, so they did not seem to expect any attackers.
Their light footsteps and the faint creaking of the plates
of their armour echoed through the corridor.

The next moment they passed the place where Ydrir
stood motionless against the wall. The boy had no
cover except the shadows of the alley and his black
cloak. Margil's hand wandered to his blade. In his
mind, he weighed whether he would stand a chance
against them if the Drukhari discovered Ydrir. Maybe,
if he could use the element of surprise.

The Kabal warriors walked by without taking notice
of the Asuryani. A few steps further, and they had also
passed Margil without noticing the hidden Pathfinder.
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When the three warriors had disappeared around
the corner at the other end of the passage, Margil came
out of his hiding place again. Ydrir turned to him.

"How did you know they were coming?" the Path-
finder asked, not without a trace of recognition in his
voice.

"] felt it. I can perceive the presence of others. Espe-
cially if they are a threat. Or if I feel connected to them."

Margil's eyes narrowed as he looked at the boy scru-
tinizingly. "And that also applies to our companions?"

Ydrir shrugged his shoulders uncertainly. "Maybe.
Until now, it was only like that with my brother."

The Pathfinder thought for a moment. The boy
might indeed have a certain talent for vision. And the
ability to become almost invisible often was acquired
by Aeldari on the path of the Striking Scorpion only
after decades of training.

"Well, Ydrir, I trust you. We will go the way you
suggest."
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Chapter 9 - The Great Hall

Two Kabal warriors in shiny black uniforms opened
the massive, bronze door wings to the Great Hall. Al-
most daily, Quisar organized feasts for his allies, una-
bashedly making use of the premises of his father, the
High Archon Sanshérashk, in the inner palace district
high at the top of the main tower of the Kabal fortress.

The oval room took up several floors. The high,
vaulted ceiling was supported by a large number of
plant-stem-like pillars. Between these columns, a net-
work of irregular hexagonal openings formed the
outer walls like the cell layers of a gigantic plant. The
cells were filled with wafer-thin, jade-green mem-
branes that let the pale twilight of the Stolen Suns into
the hall. The dying stars seemed almost within reach
up here. Curtains of midnight blue, almost transparent
gauze swayed slightly in the draught.

From a circumferential gallery, several levels of
black marble steps led down to the floor of the hall,
which was covered with animal mosaics. The hall re-
sembled less an even theatre round than a layering of

galleries of different heights and widths. Like the
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whole fortress tower, they were composed of those
hexagonal stone columns. In some cases, higher stelae
formed niches or low balustrades. All of them, how-
ever, were oriented towards the podium at the back of
the hall.

In smaller and larger groups, the guests laid on col-
oured carpets and large, round cushions and pursued
all imaginable pleasures. Miserable-looking slaves of
all kinds of races scurried about like shapeless ghosts
and served the guests, hardly noticed by them, with
food and drink. Crouched, they tried to attract as little
attention as possible.

This time, outsiders were sought in vain. All those
present were Aeldari, high-ranking Kabalites, merce-
nary leaders, Corsair Princes. Even when he showed
himself with lower creatures outside the palace, to re-
ceive them in these high halls, Quisar felt beneath his
dignity. He was the crown prince. Escapades, behind
which he concealed his true plans, were one thing.
However, representation that corresponded to his sta-
tus was no less important. The leaders of the Kabal and
its allies should realize that they were the privileged
ones when he was at the top.
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At the far end of the oval, opposite the entrance, rose
a multi-tiered podium on which, under a deep green,
tendril patterned canopy, the prince and heir to the
throne held court. The Archon's broad, upholstered
throne chair, more like a pedestal framed with low
armrests, was covered with several layers of midnight
blue velvet. Behind it, the coat of arms of the Green
Moon was emblazoned on a banner the size of a ship's
sail.

Around the prince gathered a retinue of a dozen
trueborn?0 Kabalites, men and women in the black-
green, gold-embellished pompous uniforms of the Ar-
chon's personal guard. Behind closed doors, disgrun-
tled voices spoke of Quisar's gang, opportunistic indi-
viduals who curried favour with him, put their special
talents and skills as warriors, spies and assassins at his
personal service and were only too happy to take ad-
vantage of the special luxury near the heir to the
throne.

20 Drukhari that were born naturally, instead of coming from the brood
chambers in the Haemonculi's laboratories, as most do.
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Anathuriel entered the hall and walked down the
wide staircase to the bottom of the oval. Her crimson
hair was braided into an elaborate, filigree hairstyle,
interspersed with blue feathers. Over her eyes she
wore a bronze, beak-shaped half mask. Her off-the-
shoulder, low-necked dress consisted of countless,
loosely falling layers of green, almost transparent silk
fabric. A wide, gold-embroidered sash of dark blue
velvet, wrapped around the waist almost to the chest,
held the panels of fabric together and emphasized their
body shapes. The uppermost layers of the skirt were
luxuriantly tied up around the hips and turned into a
short train. With each movement, the wrinkles took on
a different shimmer of green.

But it was not only her appearance that attracted a
lot of attention from the guests. In perfect triangle for-
mation, the six Felchu paraded behind her, the red-
feathered Arith proudly at the head with his head held
high. In front of the steps to Quisar's throne, the Beast-
master stopped and bowed respectfully on one knee.
The green panels of fabric spread out smoothly around
her over the mosaic floor. The hawkhounds lay down
as if on an inaudible command.
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Quisar straightened up slightly from the pedestal-
like throne chair, on which he was lying more than he
was sitting, and looked patronizingly at his animals
and their trainer. With an inviting wave of his hand, he
allowed her to come closer. Anathuriel stood up and
gave the Felchu a hand signal. Immediately the hawk-
hounds jumped up, climbed the stairs and gathered
around the prince. He gave each of them a few strokes
and pieces of meat from the lavishly laden food plate
and let them look for places on the wide steps as they
pleased.

Sirqa, who had spread out lasciviously next to her
brother on the padded platform, was only moderately
impressed by the presence of the animals. But even less
of the presence of the Beastmaster.

" Anathuriel, join us," Quisar said, pointing to an
empty seat one step below his chair. Sirqa grimaced in
disgust.

This was not an invitation, but an order. But at the
same time, it was also an appreciation that could
hardly be surpassed to be allowed to sit at the feet of
an Archon.
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Anathuriel bowed once more in gratitude and sat
down on the cushions. Her gaze wandered over the
other courtiers. Luxury, power and privilege, these
were the things that these individuals sought to gain
by being close to the prince of the Cabal - or perhaps
more. Those who joked confidentially with Quisar here
and now might try to get rid of him tomorrow.

DorchaKerun was an ancient noble house where the
traditions of the time before the Fall still lived on.
Quisar was not the first son of the lord of DorchaK-
erun. But he was the one who was the most adept at
making sure that his half-siblings disappeared before
they became a threat to him - and the mothers at the
same time. However, this did not stop many an ambi-
tious concubine of his father from contesting his title
for herself and her child, and also from using those
with whom Quisar surrounded himself.

Behind Quisar, in the half-shade between the cur-
tains, stood like statues heavily armoured Incubi of the
Order of the Horned Jade Viper, their long, obsidian-
black Klaivars, broad, single-edged swords with an-
gled ends, in front of them. In their plate armour like
shiny turquoise gemstone, coal-black masks and
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helmets crowned by bronze horns, the guards could
have been mistaken for richly decorated statues.

A mistake that anyone who dared to attack the
prince would quickly regret - even if only for a few
moments. Incubi were unconditionally loyal to their
employer as long as he paid them.

And let's not forget Quisar's twin sister. Rumours
circulated that the two had a particularly close rela-
tionship, closer than nature had intended for siblings.
In any case, it was not a rumour that she was one of the
most talented and ambitious Lhameas who had
emerged from the Sisterhood of Lhilitu in recent years.
Anyone who came too close to her brother should be
careful what he ate or even touched.

To Anathuriel, the power games of the court had lit-
tle meaning. Power and influence increased the
chances of survival in Commorragh, but too much of it
made you a target for the envious and parvenus. Her
own ambition, on the other hand, lay solely in her own
art.

Quisar knew and appreciated this. The Beastmaster
was no threat to him. And she knew that being close to
the future lord of the Kabal could only be an advantage
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for her. Her skills in his service gave her a safe life full
of comforts.

A slave handed Anathuriel a dark green crystal gob-
let with golden shimmering liquid. She took the vessel
without paying any further attention to the servant,
and with a smile lifted it to the young Archon. The lat-
ter answered with a short nod.

After finishing a conversation with some second-
rate Dracon, Quisar turned to Anathuriel. Meanwhile,
Ariothar, the hawkhound with the golden yellow
feathers and milk-white fur, had lain down at the side
of the Beastmaster and was dozing off.

"She seems to be more attached to you than to me,"
Quisar remarked.

'T didn't set out to do that, my prince," Anathuriel
answered. "Kurnous' hunting dogs have a strong will
and a mind of their own."

"Fortunately, not strong enough for yours," he re-
plied. "By the way."

He bent down slightly to her and lowered his voice.
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"I've been racking my brains about one thing for
days. The Chem-Pan-Sey. We obviously underesti-
mated him greatly. We thought he would be an easier
prey without his ridiculous armour and crude weap-
ons. But we seem to have caught a specimen of a par-
ticularly wild and strong breed. They may be primi-
tive, but still, you know as well as I do, that they are
more than ordinary animals. They have brains." Quisar
paused for a moment before he got to the point. "I still
wonder how you managed to get the Losseainn to let

you go."

Anathuriel was silent. Even if she had known an an-
swer, she wanted to forget the incident as much as pos-
sible and not be reminded of it. Because every time she

thought back to it, the oppressive reverberations of the
pain were back.

And that was not all. Shortly after that day, the
nightmares had begun. A formless terror haunted her,
again and again. It did not take shape. It existed only
as a feeling, but as one that was alive, that had a will of
its own. And that will attracted her, so irresistible that
she was on the verge of giving in to it every time she
woke up. As if whatever she had done that day had
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drawn the attention of that something to her. And now
it was lurking.

"l can't explain it, my prince," she answered eva-
sively. "At least not with anything I would have done.
Maybe the Chem-Pan-Sey had lost his nerve."

She was aware of how foolish that sounded. The
Losseainn were widely known, even in Commorragh,
for being the most enduring and strong-willed fighters
of their race, no comparison to their frail smaller coun-
terparts, who often broke down crying and fled in
panic at the mere sight of Drukhari warriors.

She could see in Quisar's disgruntled features that
he was about to say something in that direction, when
one of his hierarchs approached him from the other
side and whispered something in his ear.

Immediately his attention was elsewhere. Relieved,
Anathuriel exhaled, leaned back in the cushions and
reached for her cup. The shimmering drink had a calm-
ing and invigorating effect, as if it were numbing the
deep-seated fear that had been stirred up again. Casu-
ally, she began to stroke Ariothar's golden yellow neck
feathers. The hound snarled contentedly.
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Quisar rose from his chair and gave a hand signal to
the gate guards at the other end of the hall. They
opened the door wings.

"My friends," he proclaimed loudly into the hall, "I
have just been informed that two special guests want
to pay their respects to us."

The attention of most of those present was focused
on the opening gate. A small squad of Kabal warriors
entered the hall. In their midst they led two figures
who could be recognized as Aeldari as they ap-
proached. Their clothes had been torn from their bod-
ies, they looked battered and bruised. The long, black
hair of one of them was encrusted with blood at the
temples.

The other could hardly stand on his feet and was
dragged along by the guards. He looked almost like a
ghost with his pale skin and almost white hair falling
from the crown of his head. His eyes were bloodshot,
and his body covered with cuts and punctures, some
of them still running with blood. In front of the steps
to the throne, the two were thrown down on their
knees. The guards held their splinter rifles to their
necks.
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"Emissaries from our 'brothers' on the craftworlds
are visiting us," Quisar began to speak again. The first
mocking giggles could be heard from the ranks of the
guests.

"And as I have learned, they come to us with a re-
quest," he continued. "With an invitation."

Patronizingly, he looked down from his pedestal at
the Asuryani at his feet and turned to the dark-haired
man with a sweeping gesture.

"You have been so generous to inform my servants
of your request. Now I allow you to recite it to me and
my guests."

The addressed man lowered his head, with his long
hair falling over his face, and remained silent. The Ar-
chon descended a few steps from the platform and
bent towards the prisoner.

"Don't be so shy," he sneered, straightened up again
and turned to those present: "I'm afraid simple Istu-
Karun are just too intimidated by the splendour of our
illustrious party." More malicious laughter flew to him.
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"But still," he continued with a feigned serious tone
and theatrical gesticulating, "I do not want to withhold

from you such an important concern of our cousins."

He paused for a moment, as if he wanted to give the
Pathfinder a chance to speak in the end. Then he con-
tinued, "These two Asuryani have come to us to ask
one of us to accompany them to their craftworld."

He paused again to let the information sink in. The
first giggles could be heard.

"Is there anyone here who would like to accept this
invitation?"

His last sentence was drowned in roaring laughter
before he had finished it. Then Quisar raised his hand.
Instantly silence returned. His face became ice-cold
and distorted with disgust.

"IstuKarun!" he hissed at the two Pathfinders.
"Those who cowardly creep through the shadows do
not deserve to call themselves a hunter."

He snapped his fingers, turned around and climbed
back up to his throne chair. The guards dragged the
two Aeldari into the middle of the hall. Quisar sat
down and leaned back on the pillows.
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"AmArran?!," he ordered. The Felchu jumped up.

Firondhir was about to help Illurayon up when he
saw the six animals coming towards them. They trot-
ted up without haste, as if they knew that they did not
need to chase after this prey.

Firondhir stood in front of his friend and fixed his
eyes on the creatures. Each of them had the stature of
a large dog, but their claws were long and curved like
those of a cat, the beaks pointed and hooked like those
of a bird of prey. Strong muscles were visible under the
differently patterned skins. The animals looked at him
with clear, amber eyes. They were magnificent, noble
creatures, not evil by nature. They didn't fit in this
place.

The largest, with a flaming red mane of feathers
around its neck, stopped in front of him and snarled
threateningly, its ears covered. Firondhir breathed in
and out calmly to calm his racing heartbeat. It was not
allowed to notice that he was afraid. Slowly, he
straightened up to full height, trying to keep an eye on

21 Arran: to begin, to begin
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both the animals and Illurayon. Crouching helplessly
on the ground, he was an easy target. But the others
seemed to be waiting for the signal from their pack
leader. Firondhir could not let it come to that. Slowly
he raised a hand.

Without warning, the red-feathered male jumped at
him. Its claws drew eight bloody streaks across
Firondhir's chest. He suppressed a cry of pain. The
sudden attack pushed him back a few paces, but he
managed to keep himself on his feet. Immediately he
was back at his friend's side. The animal landed safely
on its paws a few steps away and turned back to its
opponent. The others still held back.

'That was a test,' Firondhir thought. The animal was
big and strong enough to knock him down with a
jump. Now he could not hesitate. He made a leap for-
ward. Surprised by the counterattack, the red male
tried to jump at him, but the distance was too small.
The two collided and fell to the ground.

Firondhir got hold of the hawkhound, put his arm
around his red-feathered neck and pressed it against
his chest. The animal flailed its paws and screamed un-
til it ran out of air. Firondhir then let go of it,
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straightened up heavily, and staggered back to Illuray-
on's side. The other hawkhounds did the same and
gathered around their pack leader, who picked himself
up and shook his feathers. Then he came one step
closer again.

Again, Firondhir raised his hands in reassurance.

"Eathan?2," he said. EaAinn®. I can hurt you, you
saw it, but I do not want to."

The Felchu raised his ears and put his head to one
side. His tail twitched nervously.

"Eathan," Firondhir repeated. To calm himself
down, he began to hum a simple tune.

Quisar had become increasingly impatient the
longer the spectacle lasted. He had not imagined it like
this, especially not after his grandiose speech. The
guests in the hall began to complain in disappoint-
ment. What had gotten into the animals? They had a
simple task to do. They had to obey his orders, and not

22 Eathan: Peace
23 Ea-: not; ainn: fight
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a dirty, runaway outcast from the craftworlds. The Ar-
chon scowled at the Beastmaster.

"Bring the beasts to their senses!" he snapped at her.

Anathuriel watched the scene in amazement. Sur-
prised, but - she had to admit to herself - also fasci-
nated. This Asuryani only held back the Felchu with
words, or so it seemed. But she could not tolerate this.
It was clear to her that at this moment more than just
her reputation was at stake.

"Arithav, amsoann?4!" she called to the leader.

The red one turned to her briefly, then turned back
to the Pathfinder and made another leap forward.
Firondhir resisted the reflex to back away and looked
the animal in the eye.

"Eathan," he said again, this time in a completely
calm voice. He looked up briefly, in the direction of the
podium. For a moment, his gaze met the Beastmaster’s
behind her bird-like mask. Her emerald green eyes
seemed to want to bore into his.

2 Am-: command form; soa-: immediately; a'ann: to attack
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Anathuriel rose, gathered her clothes, and de-
scended the steps of the gallery with determined steps.
The Asuryani wanted to challenge her? Well, he could
have that. She reached behind her back, pulled a short
black metal rod out of the sash and undid the ribbon at
the same time. The green webs of fabric slid to the
ground like a discarded snakeskin.

From one moment to the next, the Beastmaster ap-
peared in the skin-tight, blue-violet shimmering jersey
of her Hekatari armour. A swinging wave of the hand,
and the staff grew into an arm-long spear with a shiny
silver tip. She hit the ground with it briefly and imme-
diately the hawkhounds gathered around her.

About half a dozen paces the Beastmaster stopped
in front of Firondhir. He couldn't help but stare at her:
slender yet athletic, the immaculate ivory skin of the
curved shoulders, the narrow waist and the muscular
limbs that the recesses of the midnight blue suit re-
vealed. Long, shimmering braids of purple hair fell
over it.

From the golden bird's mask, the emerald green eyes
looked at him contemptuously. He had never seen
such eyes before. Neither with the Asuryani nor with
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the Drukhari. The hunting beasts danced around her.
She seemed to him more like a nymph from Kurnous'
retinue than like one of the lost ones. The heat rose to
Firondhir's face when he realized that he was facing
her unclothed.

Anathuriel nudged each individual Felchu with the
blunt end of the staff. Then she pointed the tip at the
dark-haired Asuryani. For a moment she looked at
him, his miserable, helpless figure.

"Pathetic.'
"AmsoaA'nn!" she ordered the Felchu.

The animals dived forward. But again, Arithav
stopped a few steps in front of the dark-haired Path-
finder. But not the yellow Ariothar. She discovered the
easier prey in the other Asuryani and attacked him.

Firondhir saw the danger and threw himself in be-
tween. Together with the hawkhound, he landed on
the marble floor. She was above him and unwilling to
give up her prey. The Pathfinder raised his arm in front
of his chest and face to protect himself from the ani-
mal's thrusting beak. Ariothar bit into the Pathfinder’s
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forearm and tugged at it. At the same time, she struck
his head with her paw.

An excited murmur went through the spectators. Fi-
nally, the spectacle began to become entertaining. Now
the hunting instinct of the other Felchu was awakened.
Next came Orkanar, the spotted female with the green
neck feathers.

But she did not reach her goal. Arithav stood in her
way, struck her with his paw and struck at her with his
beak. She let out an angry cry, but smaller and more
slender in stature, she did not dare to challenge the
pack leader. Arithav shrieked a warning in direction of
the other Felchu.

In the meantime, Firondhir had fended off his at-
tacker, pushed the animal away from him and got back
on its feet. Not only his chest, but also his arms and
shoulders were now marked by deep, bloody scratch
marks. He was breathing heavily.

For the Beastmaster, the game was now going too
far. Energetically she walked over to the pack leader
and gave him a blow with the stick. The red one hissed
at her and took a step back. With further blows she
drove the other hawkhounds in front of her in the
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direction of the Pathfinder. If necessary, she would kill
him herself, so that the animals could at least get his
companion.

Quisar seethed with rage. His hands clenched
around the armrests of the chair as he watched the em-
barrassing spectacle. He didn't know who his wrath
would hit first: the inept Beastmaster, the presumptu-
ous Asuryani, or the useless animals. A gentle hand
stroked his cheek. Immediately it became a little
calmer inside him.

Sirqa tenderly put her arms around her brother from
behind and whispered something in his ear. Quisar
nodded. His face brightened a little. As the Lhamea
walked down the steps, the young Archon rose and be-
gan a new speech.

"It seems that my Beastmaster is not able to please
us with her legendary talent today. Instead, my sister
will give us a sample of her art."

His words struck Anathuriel with a sting. Quisar
clapped his hands and waved her back. For a brief mo-
ment, she was tempted to defy his order and ram her
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spear into the Asuryani's chest. But it seemed wiser to
her not to stir up the prince's anger even further. She
snapped her fingers resignedly. Immediately, the
Felchu gathered around her and followed her back to
the gallery. Sirqa gave her a triumphant look as she
walked past her.

Firondhir sank to his knees in relief. For the mo-
ment, he had secured Illurayon and his survival. With
the immediate danger over, the pain of his wounds be-
gan to seep into his consciousness. But the moment did
not last long.

No sooner had the Beastmaster disappeared than
the woman who had been sitting at the Archon's side
until a moment ago stood in front of them: tall and
slender, in a dress of blue-violet shimmering velvet,
whose skin-tight sleeves covered the slender arms and
merged seamlessly into gloves. A bodice of shiny black
horn plates highlighted her voluptuous breasts, on
whose pale, almost violet shimmering skin a wide
neckline revealed a view. Over her noble, provoca-
tively made-up face, framed by a high, black stand-up
collar, she wore her long, white-blond hair braided
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into a strict braid. Something about her resembled a
black poison snake.

Despite her sinister appearance, despite his fatal sit-
uation, she radiated an attraction that he could hardly
escape. She pulled a long stiletto from her belt.
Firondhir tried to stand up and reach for her hand, not
knowing whether he wanted to ward her off or pull her
to him.

Sirqa pushed the battered IstuKarun away from her
with a sinister smile, so that he landed on his back with
a painful groan. Then she knelt down by his half-un-
conscious companion.

The Haemonculi had unfolded all their art on him.
The precise, meticulously sewn back cuts on the chest
and abdomen betrayed Tirtu-Ota's handwriting. How
unfortunate. He would not get his object of study back.
At least not in the condition in which he had handed it
over to them.

The Asuryani was more dead than alive, but still
alive enough to test one of her own creations on him.
Without haste, she took a narrow vial from the silver
chain around her waist, uncorked it, and dipped the
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tip of her stiletto in the purple liquid. Then she grabbed
his left arm. He did not put up any resistance.

Firondhir struggled to get back to his feet, filled with
the single, desperate thought of keeping the Drukhari
from Illurayon. But before he could intervene, she had
made a long cut on his friend's forearm. Then she let
go of him and took a step back.

"The Asuryani seems to have a special talent for
dealing with wild animals," she said to those present
in a bell-like voice that ran counter to her sinister na-
ture.

"We want to see if he can tame this one as well."

With rustling clothes, she returned to her seat next
to Quisar.

Firondhir had hardly noticed her words. He squat-
ted next to Illurayon, who leaned on his arms, breath-
ing heavily, and struggled to get up. He tried to help
him up, but as soon as he touched him, Illurayon
pushed him away roughly. Surprised, Firondhir stum-
bled back. Illurayon looked up at him. His face was
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horribly distorted, his eyes glassy, foam formed be-
tween his clenched teeth. Firondhir froze with horror.

Without warning, faster than was normal for even
an Aeldari, Illurayon lunged at Firondhir and threw
him to the ground. Firondhir cried out in surprise and
tried to fend off his friend with his arms raised. Some-
how, he managed to push him away and get back on
his feet, just before Illurayon attacked again.

The mood of the Drukhari in the hall rose again.
They shouted, applauded and sneered at the fighters.
Two friends, at least, almost everyone had noticed that
much. And no matter which one, one would kill the
other. That hit the general taste. Quisar smiled content-
edly, while Sirqa watched the unfolding effect of her
poison with growing joy and excitement.

Anathuriel was the only one in the hall who was not
delighted in some way. For one thing, she didn't have
much left for this kind of spectacle. She preferred the
unadulterated fight, in which only the skill and will of
the fighters mattered. On the other hand, the deep hu-
miliation that not only the Asuryani, but now also the
prince's sister inflicted on her, gnawed at her. If she
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could not somehow compensate for her failure, it
could seriously jeopardize her position at court.

The battle between the Asuryani became bloodier.
The two clung to each other in a wild struggle. The
dark-haired man tried again and again to get away
from his friend, dodged his punches and kicks as best
he could. The voices from the audience became louder,
mocking his restraint and cheering on his opponent.
The other did not let go of him and had already shred-
ded the skin on his back and bitten the left side of his
face bloody.

Firondhir desperately tried to keep Illurayon away
from himself. He hardly felt his own injuries.

"[Mlurayon, come to yourself!" he shouted at him im-

ploringly, for how many times, he didn't know him-
self.

But his friend no longer reacted to a spoken word.
With unnatural force, Illurayon wrested himself from
each of his grasps, only to immediately wrap his arms
around him again. He squeezed Firondhir's chest as if
he wanted to suffocate him like a giant snake. Two or
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three ribs gave way cracking. Then he sank his teeth
into his shoulder. Just because Firondhir managed to
turn his upper body to the side in terrible pain, it was-
n't his neck.

He felt his strength wane. There were no signs of this
at [llurayon. With difficulty, Firondhir was able to free
one arm and give Illurayon a blow to the temple with
his elbow. But that hardly seemed to matter to him.
Roaring, Illurayon lifted him and threw him on the
mosaic floor. Firondhir landed hard on his back and hit
the back of his head on the floor. Illurayon was on top
of him, put his hands around his neck and squeezed.

Firondhir's field of vision darkened increasingly. He
still held Illurayon's wrists in his hands, but he had no
more strength to defend himself. The whole room was
filled with the ecstatic screeching of the Drukhari.
Should they enjoy, they would all follow them to
Sai'lanthresh sooner or later. Everything had gone
wrong. He could not overcome his friend in this state.
And even if he did, what good was it? There was no
way out here. It was better that way.
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Illurayon was in the dark. He hardly noticed what
was happening around me. What had the Haemoncu-
lus done to him? He had cut open his body. He could
remember the pain. But he had done more. He had
taken something from him, he didn't know what. Since
then, everything had been as if in black fog. A distant,
pale light was the only thing that was constant.

Then she came into his consciousness. She outshone
everything, like a bright star on a clear winter's night.
[llurayon's mind had almost disintegrated, but at that
moment he knew they had found their target.

Then came the pain. It burned through his veins,
through every fibre of his nerves. All of a sudden, his
senses were clear and focused again. But what was left
of his mind was reduced to a single instinct: kill. He
was only vaguely aware of his surroundings. All his
perception was focused only on his goal, the only liv-
ing being that was near him at that moment: Firondhir.

Illurayon knew what he was doing when he
pounced on his friend. But he no longer had control
over his senses, his body, his mind. This was the end
that had been foretold to him. The poison still made
him stronger, more enduring, made him ignore the
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pain. But he felt it draining his body. If only Firondhir
held out long enough.

The star. It was still there. He attracted him. Illuray-
on's consciousness faded. Just a moment ago he was
aware of how he had put his hands around Firondhir's
neck and squeezed it. His friend no longer resisted.
That was not to be. Firondhir had to continue for him.
He had to lead the star out of the darkness. [llurayon
gathered the last remnants of his psychic powers and
directed them at his friend.

Something struck Firondhir's head as if in a bell. No
voice, no words, but a thought, a wish, a request. For
the sake of the unconditional trust that had always ex-
isted between them. There was still something of Illu-
rayon in this beast. Something that could not regain the
upper hand but still reached the mind of his friend.
Something that didn't want to hurt him. And that did-
n't want him to give up.

Firondhir's spirits had been revived. The grip on his
throat was no looser. Nevertheless, he threw himself
back and forth, kicked out with his legs until he hit II-
lurayon with a kick in the abdomen. It took three more
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before he was released. Firondhir jumped up and
limped down the hall to gain distance. With every step,
the broken ribs cut a little deeper into his chest. He
tasted blood in his mouth. The Drukhari acknowl-
edged his effort with laughter.

[llurayon pursued him undeterred. Firondhir
avoided him until he found what he was looking for.
Stumbling, he dived into the rows of spectators. Sev-
eral tables with food and drinks broke when he fell on
them. The contents of the plates and bowls were dis-
tributed among the guests. They were not very enthu-
siastic, lamented indignantly and drove the Asuryani

back to the middle of the hall with fists and kicks.

Firondhir landed on the ground and half straight-
ened up. The next moment, Illurayon was on top of
him again, ready to throw himself at him with his
whole body. Without a moment's hesitation, Firondhir
rammed the shard of a broken shell into his abdomen.
[llurayon staggered back. His face showed surprise.
Firondhir stabbed again. The sharp edges of the shard
cut deep into his fingers.

Illurayon fell to his knees and to the side. Firondhir
crept to him. His friend looked at him with half-closed
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eyes, the wildness had disappeared from his features.
A sense of calm and agreement flowed into Firondhir's
mind. And gratitude. He had understood what his
friend, his brother, wanted him to do, but he was not
able to do it. Finally, he thought he heard a voice in his
head, weak, pleading.

'Firondhir, please. Let it happen. It is right."

Tears ran uninhibited down Firondhir’s face. He
closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and thrust the
shard into Illurayon's chest.

'She is here. She finds you.'
Then the voice had faded away.

For a moment of shock, Firondhir knelt next to his
motionless friend and looked at his bloody hands.
Then he collapsed with a cry of the most pained des-
pair and sorrow.

The sound was drowned out in the frenzied cheer-
ing of enthusiasm. The guests applauded Quisar. He
had risen from his chair and taken Sirqa by the hand.
Together they accepted the reverence of those present.
No one paid any attention to Anathuriel, who sat on
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her cushion at the Archon's feet, staring in the direction
of the dead Asuryani as if in a trance.

It took a while for her thoughts to gather again. She
felt as if she was missing the last moments of the fight.
The dramatic climax, the traumatic emotions of the
surviving Asuryani, which the guests had enthusiasti-
cally absorbed, they had passed her by. As if she hadn't
been there. As if something else had filled her con-
sciousness at that moment, but that now had disap-
peared and left an empty space. Instead, anger against
the Archon's sister and her haughty behaviour glowed
in her again. She couldn't let the embarrassment she
had inflicted on her rest.

In the meantime, the guards were dragging away
the dead and the barely alive Pathfinder. A daring idea
came to her mind from somewhere. She looked up at
Quisar. With his chalice in his hand, he toasted the
courtiers near him. He was in high spirits, maybe she
was lucky. She rose from her seat and stepped in front
of the siblings.

"My Prince," she said to Quisar, "I demand this Istu-
Karun."
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Immediately, his face twisted into an expression that
was somewhere between indignation and amazement.

"A rather bold demand after your failure," he replied
sharply.

"If your sister had been able to be patient, it would
not have come to this," she replied.

Sirqa was speechless for a moment. "What do you
think, wretch," she hissed indignantly.

Anathuriel ignored the Lhamea.

"The Felchu just got back into the hunting mood and
would have killed both Asuryani if she had not inter-
fered. She cheated me and your animals out of their
price."

"Extremely clever how you twist the truth with
words," Sirqa sneered. "My art worked, yours failed."

"You did not give me a chance to bring it to comple-
tion," Anathuriel objected.

Quisar watched the two women with a mixture of
anger and amusement.

"Is that so, Beastmaster? Do not think you can fool

me. Everyone could see that the IstuKarun had more
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power over the Felchu than you did. You shall have
him. On the condition that you find out what he has
done with the animals. This disobedience will not re-
peat. When we schedule the next hunt, my dogs will
be useful again."

"So it will be, my Prince."

Anathuriel bowed briefly and then left the gallery.
Only when she turned away did she smile relieved and
satisfied. At least now she had achieved what she
wanted.
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Chapter 10 - Attempt

It took a few days for the Pathfinder to be in a state of
action again. The Haemonculi's abilities to restore a
body were unparalleled, but they were inevitably as-
sociated with unprecedented torment. Whether this
was really necessary or just for their pleasure, only the
Haemonculi themselves knew.

The height of their art was nevertheless reserved for
the elites of the Kabal, and Quisar did not want to see
it wasted on an inferior Asuryani. So Firondhir stood
in a doorway of the great dressage hall of the regal me-
nagerie, with only the bare necessities taken care of,
still painful, waiting impassively for what might come.

Whenever he had been able to think clearly during
the ordeal, what had happened had haunted him,
again and again. He had killed his friend with his own
hands, to whom he owed more than just his life, and
had been so sure at that moment that it had been his
wish.

But it didn't make sense. Bechareth, a spirit on the
wind. No soulgem had been there to capture his soul
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and hold it up to She, Who Thirsts. He had not only
killed his friend, but he had also left him to eternal tor-
ture, worse than anything the Drukhari would ever be
capable of. For nothing. The confidence that a way out
would somehow be found was gone. Probably he had
only succumbed to self-deception from the beginning
to a comforting wishful thinking. A lie.

"Come here!" the Beastmaster ordered.

Anathuriel stood in the middle of the oval room. The
ground was sprinkled with fine sand, or something
similar. Dark green marble columns stretched up-
wards like giant bamboo stalks and branched out into
a dark vaulted ceiling. On the upper floors, balconies
opened between the trunks. From the balustrades,
downwardly curved thorns protruded into the room,
preventing the creatures that were usually displayed
here from escaping. At the moment the boxes were
empty, they had no spectators.

The Pathfinder did not move.

"Did you not hear what she said?" one of the two Ka-
bal warriors who had brought him here barked at him.
They grabbed Firondhir by the arms and dragged him
into the middle of the hall. He tripped over his own
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feet, so that he fell down lengthwise when they let him
go. They brutally dragged him up again by the arms,
but as soon as they let him go, he sank back to his
knees. Head and shoulders drooping, he crouched on
the floor. Sand stuck to his face.

The Drukhari woman stood opposite him. Over her
blue jersey, she now wore breastplates, bracers and
greaves made of the same shiny black chitin plates as
the warriors’ suites. Her long, crimson hair was
braided into a simple, tight braid. In her hand she held
a spear with a long, leaf-shaped tip.

"Go!" she ordered the guards. They bowed briefly,
turned around and left the dressage hall through one
of the arched gates under the surrounding arcades.

Anathuriel approached the Asuryani and looked at
him from all sides, as if she were examining a delivered
commodity. A knee-length, worn shirt had been put on
him, which was fastened over the chest with a simple
cross-laced cord. His black hair hung loosely, tangled,
but at least clean. Actually, he had a very handsome
face, narrow, slightly angular, dark blue eyes. Only the
left side was swollen red and blue from the bite his
mate had inflicted on him.
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She bent down and undid the straps of his shirt. He
let it happen without resistance. The deep scratches on
his chest were pressed together with metal clamps.
They would leave clear scars. On his side, a black
bruise spread over the straightened ribs. The right
hand, with which he had held the shard of glass, was
the only one bandaged. Well, he wouldn't die here un-
expectedly. She couldn't expect more.

"Get up!" she ordered.

The Pathfinder did not move.

"Get! Up!" she repeated in an insistent tone.
Still no reaction

"If you like," she sighed.

She grasped her power lance with both hands and
leaned on the upright shaft. She looked thoughtfully at
the Asuryani. A thousand times she had gone through
her mind how to start. She didn't have a Mon-keigh or
some similar foolish creature in front of her. But also
not a Drukhari slave, where there was always a cun-
ning behind forced subservience. All the Asuryani she
had met so far had been warriors hidden behind
masks. She hadn't looked anyone in the face yet.

148



"What is your name?" That seemed to her a good
start.

The Pathfinder was silent.

"Maybe you do not realize this," she continued. "You
are only here and alive because I want to know some-
thing about you. What did you do with the Felchu?"

The Asuryani still did not react.

"l do not know what you are imagining," she
snapped at him, "but I can assure you of one thing;:
When they come and pick you up again, it does not
matter to anyone whether you live or die. I only have
questions, nothing more."

He raised his head and looked at her. Anathuriel
was startled. She had never seen such a look before.
She had seen every kind of fear, horror, panic and des-
pair. She had seen creatures that even seemed to enjoy
the prospect of death. She did not recognize any of that
in this Asuryani. Only emptiness, as if it were actually
as she had said: not important.

Well, it was easy to find out how serious he was
about it. She made a sign to one of the servant slaves,
who remained inconspicuously in the shadow of the
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pillars. He opened a lattice door at the head of the hall.
The six hawkhounds trotted out, stretched and shook
themselves, expecting a task.

Anathuriel walked over to the animals. Using her
spear as an indicator, she assigned each one a place and
had them sit in a row. Then she turned to the Path-
finder. She was about to give the Felchu the order to
attack, when another thought occurred to her. She
pointed the tip of her staff at the slave and said, "Am-
soaAnn."

Immediately, the animals jumped up and rushed to-
wards their target. The slave realized what was hap-
pening and panicked. He gave a hoarse cry and fled by
stumbling down the length of the hall.

The Beastmaster smiled contentedly. "Stop them,
IstuKarun, if you can."

Firondhir looked up, at the Felchu, at the unfortu-
nate creature, then at the Drukhari. What did she want
to achieve with this? Even if he could, what difference
would it make if he saved this slave now from a fate
that might instead overtake him in the next hour? A
quick death was a mercy in the Dark City.
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The six hawkhounds pursued their prey and fanned
out in a wide arc that left no way out, no matter which
direction their victim took. The orange-feathered fe-
male reached the slave first. With a single leap she
jumped into his back and threw him to the ground.

Anathuriel turned to the Pathfinder, waiting for a
reaction. But nothing happened. He just sat there im-
passively.

A sharp crack sounded as the hound's curved beak
slammed into the slave's skull. A few moments later,
the other animals had rushed over and began to tear
the prey to pieces. The Beastmaster gave them a few
more minutes, then she called them away. Obediently,
the hawkhounds trotted to her side and began to clean
their bloody beaks on their plumage.

Well, that wouldn't have helped. Anathuriel had no
choice but to go to the extreme - and hope that the
Asuryani still had a last remnant of self-preservation

instinct in him.

"AmA'ann."
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The hunting falcons followed the indicated direction
and rushed towards the one crouching on the ground.
The Pathfinder did not move. With every passing mo-
ment, the animals came closer. Their hunting instinct
was undimmed despite the prey they had just struck.
For them, it was a game they could play over and over
again.

Anathuriel became increasingly nervous. The
Asuryani still sat motionless, his head bowed, appar-
ently without taking any notice of the approaching an-
imals, without any attempt to ward them off or escape
from them. If the Felchu hunted him down now, she
would never know what she wanted to know. She was
about to call the hawkhounds back.

The red-feathered Arithav was the first to reach the
Pathfinder, jumped at him and threw him on his back.
The Aeldari offered no resistance. The hawkhound
held him to the ground with his front paws. Then he
paused, tilted his head from side to side and raised his
ears. He seemed to have recognized the Aeldari.
Arithav let out a short, whistling shriek, let go of him
and sat down on the ground in front of him. The other
animals did the same.
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Fascinated and annoyed at the same time,
Anathuriel had watched the scene. The Asuryani had
done nothing, absolutely nothing. And yet the Felchu
had once again refused her order.

Gradually, she came to the unsatisfactory realization
that she would not learn anything about the IstuKarun.
He seemed to have given up on himself and everything
around him. Well, his wish could be granted. She went
up to him and put the spearhead to his throat. The
Felchu moved aside.

"If you are so eager to die, Asuryani, I can grant you
that wish. Just tell me what I want to know. How do
you control these animals?"

Firondhir answers feebly: "Do what you want,
Drukhari. But I cannot explain to you what I do not
do."

For a moment, Anathuriel was speechless.

"Are you trying to fool me?" she hissed when she
had regained her composure. But the Pathfinder closed
his eyes and remained silent.

She was at her wit's end. Should she leave him to the
Haemonculi? But what good was that if his life was no
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longer worth anything to him? He could invent any
kind of story, and that wouldn't help her.

Then an idea came to her, another way to get to her
goal after all: to do with him the same thing she had
done with the Chem-Pan-Sey. If she could subject the
limbs of a living being to her will, then perhaps also
the mind. She was sure that the pain and panic would
come back, like the last time. But this was too im-
portant.

She took a few deep breaths in and out, waiting for
the right moment. The Asuryani lay there guilelessly.
In a lightning-like motion she dropped the spear,
pressed him with her knees into the sand, one hand on
his chest, the other on his face. Too surprised to react,
the Pathfinder remained motionless and stared at her
with wide-open eyes.

"Tell me what I want to know," Anathuriel ordered
in an insistent tone.

What happened next went far beyond what she
would have intended and even thought possible. She
had done little to even touch his mind. As if by itself,
images and feelings flooded into her head, so many
and so fast that she couldn't keep them apart.
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At the same time, the pulling in the chest and the
stabbing headache started again. And then one image
stood out from all the others: the other Asuryani, Illu-
rayon, stretched out on the ground, the shard of the
broken shell in his chest. And blood on hands that
were not hers.

Unfathomable pain descended on her. Anathuriel
screamed, with her own voice and with another. She
wanted to let go, just get away. But she did not suc-
ceed. Only when something seemed to give her a push
did the connection break off.

Dazed, the Beastmaster slid to the side and landed
on the cold ground next to the Asuryani. The pulling
in her chest and the headache gradually melted away.
Breathing heavily, she gasped for breath and sat up
again with difficulty until she was on her knees. What
had just happened?

Her foggy gaze fell on the IstuKarun. Suddenly she
became aware of what had happened to her. She had
seen his memories, through his eyes. So much, way too
much at once. Most of it was already fading again.
Somehow, she had pulled it out of his mind. Now that
the pain had subsided, the experience even left a
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strangely uplifting feeling. A new, different kind of
power, of control. Maybe that was the key to every-
thing. She had to try again, more carefully. But not
here.

Only now did Anathuriel notice that the Pathfinder
lay lifeless next to her. She was startled — and amazed
at the same moment when she realized that she was
worried about the life of another Aeldari. She was re-
lieved to find that he was breathing weakly. She shook
him and slapped him in the face with the flat of her
hand, but that didn't bring him back from his uncon-
sciousness.

Swaying, she rose. The Felchu still sat around her,
waiting. With a gesture, she sent the animals back to
their kennel. Now obedient again, the animals obeyed
and trotted away. Then she beckoned two slaves.

She couldn't send the Asuryani back to the Haemon-
culi, no one was allowed to know anything about what
she was planning. She could only hope that he would
recover on his own.

"Take him to my chambers," she ordered.
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Like two automatons waiting to receive orders, the
two slaves stepped up, picked up the unconscious
Pathfinder and put his arms over their shoulders to
drag him out of the hall.

Anathuriel picked up her power lance. She rubbed
her left temple with two fingers. A slight tingling sen-
sation remained.

'Quisar won't approve of me taking a slave on my
own,' she thought. But she didn't care about that now.
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Chapter 11 - Awakening

Firondhir could hardly remember the last time he had
sleptin a real bed. Life on the Path of the Outcast rarely
offered the opportunity to do so. He had been awake
for a few minutes, but he simply remained stretched
out and lying on the thick, soft mattress under the light
blanket with his eyes closed. It felt pleasant, carefree.
His body no longer hurt. For the first time in days, he
had been able to sleep again. For the first time since...

Piece by piece, picture by picture, the memory re-
turned. His throat tightened until he could hardly
breathe. Then came the tears. Silently, he let them run
until he had no more.

He lay still for quite a while. Even with his eyes
closed, he could see that it was pitch dark in the room.
Here, all sense of time was lost.

Then a sound reached his ear, a soft splashing as if
from water. Astonished, Firondhir sat up. Through a
gab in a side wall, a faint, pale golden glow of light
penetrated. It piqued his curiosity. He wiped his face
with one end of the blanket, got up and walked
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towards the light. When he touched the wall, a part slid
a little to the side like a curtain.

Adjacent was a bathroom, a hexagonal room, floor
and walls tiled with stylized tendril patterns made of
irregular mosaic stones. It had to be an outside room,
because two of the walls consisted of rows of narrow
window slits with climbing lattice patterns, in front of
which dark green curtains, also embroidered with ten-
drils, moved slightly in the air.

A large part of the room was taken up by a crescent-
shaped bathing pool. The glowing water got its almost
natural colour from tiles in various shades of blue,
green and turquoise. Small clouds of steam rose like
mist and spread a sweet, tart and at the same time re-
freshing scent. The air was warm and humid. On the
walls and on the dark blue ceiling glowed a multitude
of small, white lamps. The whole room seemed like an
attempt to imitate a nocturnal forest pond on a maiden
world and yet failed miserably in its artificiality.

However, the pond’s nymph was real.

With her back turned to him, the Drukhari glided
through the water. Her waist-length hair flowed after
her like crimson river grass. She reached the opposite
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end of the pool and turned around. Through the water,
Firondhir saw her well-formed body shimmering
brightly. With both hands she brushed the wet hair out
of her face. Now, without make-up and apparently de-
void of any malice, she was no different from the
women on the craftworlds.

Firondhir was fully aware of the impropriety of this
situation. Still, he couldn't take his eyes off her. The
sight of her created a pleasantly touching feeling deep
inside him, which he did not want to give up too
quickly.

Then the Drukhari opened her eyes and looked ex-

actly in his direction.

Anathuriel saw the Asuryani in the gap in the door.
Immediately, her face darkened, and she let out an an-
gry scream. Instantly, her servants hurried through a
door on the opposite side into the bathroom.

"Get out of here!" she hissed at the slaves. They
obeyed and disappeared as hastily as they had come.
The IstuKarun, however, was still there.

"You, too! Clear off! What do you allow yourself!"
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Her words seemed to have shaken him awake, and
he immediately withdrew into the next room.

"And put something on," she continued.

Firondhir stepped into the main room of the suite.
In his room he had found a plain blue linen jacket, trou-
sers and simple cloth shoes. The light, clean fabric lay
comfortably on the sore skin. Why did he get these
comforts now? What ulterior motives might the
Drukhari have?

The parlour was just as irregularly hexagonal as the
bathroom and seemed to have no windows to the out-
side. The ceiling was supported by black basalt col-
umns. The spaces between them were covered with
fabric similar to the windows in the bathroom. Along
the walls were terraced, raised garden beds with vari-
ous large-leaved plants and even a small fountain.

The middle was occupied by a flat pedestal covered
with carpets, on which various loungers, stools and
upholstery were arranged to form a seating arrange-
ment, supplemented by low tables. Everything in these
rooms wanted to imitate a garden. A faint reflection of
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the beauty of a real garden, such as was to be found on
the craftworlds or maiden worlds.

Bronze bowls on the tables were filled with exotic
fruits and nuts. Firondhir noticed that he was hungry.
Of what the Drukhari had given him as food in the last
few days, he had only been able to eat the bare mini-

mum.

Nevertheless, he held back as long as he didn't know
where he stood with his "hostess". He sat down on one
of the cushions, his arms on his knees, stared at the
bright spots and veins that wound over the dark green
marble floor, and thought about what had happened
to him.

A Drukhari and a Dainnar. Could that be possible?
For all he knew, the Lost Ones had long ago given up
the psychic abilities of their people. But there was no
doubt. She had forcibly gained access to his mind, seen
his memories, his thoughts and feelings. Among
Asuryani, this would have been an outrageous assault.
But compared to what the Drukhari had already done
to him in the short of time, this new act hardly seemed
worth mentioning.
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A shiver of horror ran through his body. He tried to
suppress the still fresh memories of the past days as
best he could and concentrate on the here and now.

The Drukhari had no real control over her abilities.
He had been able to feel it, the ominous pull on both
their souls. He knew so much about the powers of the
seers that therein lay the real danger. She could have
dragged them both into the abyss. What was so im-
portant to her that she took this risk?

Illurayon's last thoughts came back to his mind.
'She's here. She finds you.' It had sounded like a threat.
Now the words made a different sense.

The Beastmaster had to be the one they had come to
the Dark City for, it couldn't have been any other way.
[llurayon had recognized her. Was it that what the Far-
seer had foreseen? But if he had known all this before-
hand, how could he have allowed that...

"You know this is the belt?"

,What?” said Firondhir.
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He had not heard the Drukhari come in and jumped
up. She had wrapped an emerald-green silk kimono
around herself, under which the hem of a long, dark
blue nightgown fell down to her bare feet. The long,
still damp hair, combed back smoothly, hung open
over her shoulders. Involuntarily, at the sight of her,
Firondhir had to think of the dresses of the seers on the
craftworlds.

"The thin ribbon with which you tied up your hair.
That's the belt to the jacket."

"I know," he replied confused. "There was nothing
else. I don't like to wear my hair down."

"Then why do you have it long?" she asked.
Firondhir didn't know what to say at first.

She disappeared briefly into her dressing room and
came back with a black velvet headband. "Here."

Firondhir accepted it more involuntarily. His gaze
was on the Beastmaster, unable to think clearly.

"Thank you," he said and tied his hair into an open
braid as if automatically.
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"If you're hungry, help yourself," she said, pointing
to the bowls, seemingly oblivious to his confusion.

He hesitated. Yesterday - it had been yesterday - she
had been on the verge of killing him. Why did she treat
him like a guest now?

Whatever her reasons were, he felt it appropriate to
show her the same respect. He leaned forward, took a
small fruit with smooth, red and orange speckled skin,
turned it in his hands and looked at it. There didn't
seem to be anything unnatural about it.

Before he tasted it, he looked at the Drukhari and
said with a guilty expression, "I would like to ask your
forgiveness."

"Ask my forgiveness? For what?"

Firondhir was taken aback. "Because of what hap-
pened in the pool."

Anathuriel laughed loudly, so that Firondhir
started.

"As if you did not like what you saw."

He had to admit to himself that her assessment was
correct.

165



"You can tell you are no Drukhari. No one here
would apologize for taking something they want."

"You did not like it," he objected. "That is why..."

"You are a slave, Asuryani. If you are guilty of some-
thing, you will be punished."

Firondhir swallowed. Until just now, he had felt like
he was talking to his peers. But now the Drukhari, who
was strange in every respect, was back.

Anathuriel misinterpreted his emotion.

"Do not worry, such a trifle is not worth the trouble
to me. Besides," she sat down on the cushion, "it still
remains the same: you are only here and alive because
you have to explain something to me. How did you do
all that? How did you control the Felchu?"

Slowly, Firondhir dropped his hand with the fruit
without biting into it. A suspicion came to him. Despite
what she had done to him, she seemed to have no real
idea of what she was and what she might be capable
of.

If she were, she wouldn't have to ask this question.
She could let the animals do anything she wanted. And
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he wouldn't be here now. With these thoughts, the
memory of the evening in the great hall broke over him
like a flash flood. He began to tremble.

Anathuriel became impatient. The IstuKarun had
found his will to live again. The mind to preserve it,
apparently, not.

"You still do not seem to understand," she snapped
at him, "I am the Beastmaster of the Prince of DorchaK-
erun. No one can treat their animals like I do. Not even
himself. You have made me look incapable before my
master and the assembled court. And I cannot and will
not tolerate that. Answer me! What did you do?"

Firondhir started up.

"What I did, do you want to know?" he burst out. He
threw the fruit to the ground so that it burst open and
red juice and yellow flesh splashed over the ground.

"You have known it for a long time. You saw it! You
were there! I killed my friend, who meant more to me
than anyone else! I left his soul to Sai'lanthresh! And
all you think about are your abused creatures."

In tears, he fell back on the cushion and buried his
face in his hands. At that moment, he didn't care about
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anything anymore, least of all the Drukhari and their
egocentric problems.

Shocked, Anathuriel sat in her seat. Not because of
his outburst of pain and despair. She usually found the
suffering of others to be refreshing — like all Drukhari.

But to hear She, Who Thirsts called by her real name
terrified her. No one in Commorragh dared to do so,
and no one was foolish enough to even mention the
doom of the Aeldari and thereby attract their attention.
How deep the despair of this Asuryani must go.

When the word was spoken, she felt another stab in
her chest. But there was more, something different,
new and unexpected. She had experienced and en-
joyed the anger and despair of her opponents countless
times. But now she felt touched to the core, a feeling
she had never encountered before. She had a desire to
say something that expressed this feeling. But she did-
n't know the words for it.

"l beg your pardon." Repeating the words of the
Pathfinder was the only thing she could think of.

Firondhir looked at her with swollen eyes. He
laughed bitterly.
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"All that is good and beautiful, you take and destroy
it for your pleasure. And you think that with words
that mean nothing to you, you will undo it?"

She knew that he was speaking the truth, in every
way. And even if she didn't know why, this truth hurt.

"What else shall I do?" she replied, half helpless, half
angry at the rejection.

Following an intuition, Anathuriel reached out her
hand, not knowing exactly what she wanted to do. But
before she could touch him, Firondhir grabbed the
wrist of the Drukhari and held her tight. He was un-
willing to let her into his mind once again. Even if he
had nothing else left, his thoughts belonged only to
him.

But the touch was enough.

Somewhere in a dark corner of her mind, Anathuri-
el's consciousness had buried the foreign memories she
had received from the Pathfinder, covered up by her
own desires and goals. Now they broke out again.

The physical pain was absent this time, but inde-
scribable anguish, despair and grief flowed through
her insides, more than she would have believed a
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single living creature could bear. She would have
screamed loudly, but the emotions flooded over her
like a crashing wave and took her breath away.

Anathuriel slid off the seat in a daze, landed with
her knees on the floor and clung to the cushions. She
gasped. The images were gone, swept away by the
wave. But the feelings remained and reverberated like
an echo. Now, only now had she really understood.

Firondhir held her by the arm. He was also stunned
for a short time, but, being better prepared, found his
way back to himself more quickly. Something had
been different this time. He knew what she had seen.
And he had noticed her reaction to it. She had no idea
about it, but he knew what she had felt: compassion.
Firondhir bent down and helped her back to the seat.

"Anathuriel," he addressed her calmly. "Anathuriel,
come to yourself."

Anathuriel sat up clumsily. She brushed her hair out
of her face with both hands and pressed the heels of
her hands briefly against her temples. Then she looked
at the Pathfinder. His stern face showed a strange
calmness.
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"How do you know...?"

She knew the answer even before she had finished
the question.

"That goes both ways?" she asked in amazement.

"Yes," he answered. "But not to the same extent. It
depends on the talent. You are a Dainnar. Didn't you
know that?"

'Xenos Witch.! The words of the Chem-Pan-Sey
came back to her mind. This is what he must have
meant: the legendary abilities of the ancient Aeldari to
see into the mind of another with one touch, even to
control them. The only thing that was forbidden to do
in Commorragh. Why hadn't she thought of that her-
self?

"What else do you know about me?"

Firondhir's face became serious. "Nothing more than
your name. You are the seer. I can only see what you
leave open to me. But if you want to intrude on my
mind, I cannot stop you."

Anathuriel nods slowly. She began to understand
what she had done - and also what the Asuryani had
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felt about it. She had tried to get what she wanted by
force. Drukhari acted like that, no one would ever
question it.

But why then did such a strange feeling spread to
her? She knew that she had wronged him, but why did
this fact depress her? She quickly resumed the conver-
sation, so as not to have to expose herself to this sensa-
tion any longer.

"Did you also use these powers to protect yourself
from the Felchu?" she wanted to know.

"Not quite," he answered. "Each of our people is
quaarin to a certain extent, but your abilities go further
than mine. I only spoke to the animals, and they un-
derstood me. But it was up to them to decide how to
act. They are intelligent creatures, not wild beasts. You
have seen it yourself."

Anathuriel was silent, her gaze thoughtfully fixed
on the ground. He was right. She probably hadn't done
it anything else the whole time without noticing it her-
self. With one difference: she had never shown respect
for the animals. The Asuryani, on the other hand, had
gained her respect. The Felchu had never obeyed her,

172



they had only agreed to do what she had asked them
to do. And last time they hadn't.

"Your name is Firondhir," she said suddenly, look-
ing him straight in the face. "And his name... his name
was [llurayon."

It was strangely difficult for her to speak out the
name, as if all the horror and suffering of the past hours
weighed on it. "I'm infinitely sorry. L... Until now, I did-
n't understand what that meant. Now I do."

"And I believe you now," Firondhir replied. A sad
smile crossed his face. "And now everything makes
sense. We came here because of you. Your prince did
not lie when he said that we should bring someone
from Commorragh to our craftworld. We did not know
who, it should find by itself. Instead, you found me."

"That's what it looks like," Anathuriel replied feebly.
"And how should it go on now?"

Firondhir sighed deeply. "I don't know."
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Chapter 12 - Nightmare

Anathuriel lay on the lush, snug mattress of her bed.
The tall, oval cushion took up almost the entire space
of her bedroom and was covered with rich green vel-
vet. Half a dozen slender, black stone pillars sur-
rounded the sleeping area. Between them were loose
strips of green cloth embroidered with tendrils. Heavy,
deep green curtains blocked out the dim, never-extin-
guishing light of the stolen suns and immersed the
room in a protective, dim darkness. Just as the bath-
room was modelled on a forest pond, the bedroom
seemed to want to imitate a gazebo.

She didn't know why, but this design gave
Anathuriel a sense of security. She had rested her head
in the lush, satin-covered pillows, her arms stretched
out next to her and surrendered completely to the com-
forting feeling of silence.

She felt deeply exhausted. No strenuous hunting
with the Felchu, no training with dangerous animals,
no matter how demanding, had demanded as much
from her as the mental connection with the IstuKarun.

The Asuryani seemed to have had a similar experience.
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They hadn't spoken much, although she had many
questions. They would have to wait until tomorrow.

She looked up. Between the intersecting green fabric
panels, the dark blue-tinted ceiling shimmered like a
night sky - or at least as she imagined a night sky.
There was no such thing in Commorragh. The city lay
deep in the Webway. The dimension pocket was so
huge that its boundaries were never visible. They dis-
appeared in the pale green haze that further dispersed
and obscured the already pale light. In fact, Anathuriel
had already been to a world in real space one or two
times during a raid. But looking at the sky, that
thought had never occurred to her before.

Going away, on a craftworld - a strange idea. What
was she supposed to do there? What did she even
know about the Asuryani?

That they lived a bleak life full of compulsions, liv-
ing in constant fear of She, Who Thirsts and denying
themselves what was due to their kind from birth: the
fulfilment of every desire and need whenever they
came to one's mind.

This was the image of their cousins cultivated in
Commorragh. But if she thought about it properly, she
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was not free of constraints here either. She was in the
service of the Prince of the Kabal, and if she did not
meet his demands, the consequences could be fatal.

And joyful? At least that's what she had always
thought. She could do what she wanted: tame wild an-
imals and train them for hunting. This gave her joy and
gave her recognition and privileges at court. So, what
more could she ask for?

Dark memories sought their way into her conscious-
ness. Memories that she preferred to bury deep inside
herself. Getting to where she was now had been a
thorny road, with horrible experiences, from child-
hood on. But she had passed all the tests and overcome
all the obstacles that others had put in her way. Now
what she had learned brought her security.

Nevertheless, the pleasant life she led had a price:
dependence on her master. Just as she tamed her ani-
mals, so did the Kabal. The weaker ones were sub-
jected to the will of the strong. Safe were only those
who exerted all their abilities to ascend or to acquire -
and keep - the favour of those in higher ranks. That
was Commorragh. But before the IstuKarun had made
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her this offer, she had never thought about it. It was the
natural course of action.

An offer, however, that was not worth much. You
didn't just say goodbye to the service of an Archon, de-
parted from Commorragh and took a slave with you.
Apparently, the Asuryani could come and go as they
wished on their craftworlds at any time. In the Dark
City, the masters of the Kabals controlled everything.
A Kabal fortress could also be a prison for its inhabit-
ants, if the Archon wanted so.

But why would she want to leave at all? It was all
good. She would have restored Quisar's confidence in
her abilities in no time. She did not feel that being in an
obligation was a restriction. She could do what she
loved and get everything she wanted.

However, she would do her utmost to keep
Firondhir with her for the time being. He surely could
tell her more about her newfound talent. And she liked
him somehow.

Anathuriel turned on her side and pulled the purple
silk blanket over his shoulders. She felt the soothing
warmth and softness of the fine fabric on her skin. Her
body seemed to sink into the soft mattress and thick
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pillows. Her exhaustion caused her to slip into a deep
sleep within minutes.

It was dark and cold. Space seemed infinitely wide,
without beginning, without end, not even with a top
and a bottom. Still, Anathuriel didn't feel like she was
floating. She just stood there and looked around. The
emptiness felt familiar, as if she had been here before,
and for some reason she felt safe and secure.

A gleam of light came from somewhere, very faint
at first, so that she thought she had only imagined it.
But it grew stronger, so she could assign a colour to it:
a soft, warm pink. Was this what a sunrise looked like?
She was sure she had never seen one before.

Now she could make out an origin and she began,
without knowing why, to walk leisurely towards it.
The light didn't rise above the horizon, it just got
brighter and brighter, almost imperceptibly. At the
same time, she thought she heard soft music. Not a
melody in the true sense of the word. Rather, it was a
seemingly random sequence of tones, which together
nevertheless formed a kind of harmony. Next, she
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noticed a smell in the air, sweet and very pleasant, like
flowers and fruits.

And then she heard the voice. A soft, friendly voice.
At first it was more of a whisper, but soon she could
distinguish words. The voice called her by name. It
asked her to come to her.

Anathuriel followed it. With every step the sensa-
tion became stronger. The light, the sounds, the smells
flowed around her and filled her with a sense of well-
being such as she had never met before. The voice was
pleased at this, it promised more, as much as she
wanted, if she came to it.

The light now took up almost the entire, endless
space. The rosy sunrise began to split into myriads of
dancing colours. And in the midst of this whirlwind a
figure appeared. No looming shadow, but even more
light than the light itself, slender and tall, with long,
flowing hair. Not only the voice, but also the music and
the scent seemed to emanate from them. Invitingly, the
creature stretched out their slender arms towards her.

The greatest joy came over Anathuriel. She quick-
ened her steps, began to run. She wanted to get to this
being. Every fibre of her body, every spark of her mind
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was filled with the irrepressible desire to be sur-
rounded by these wonderful sensations for all time.
And the shining creature would give it to her gener-
ously.

Suddenly the pain started again, the tearing in the
chest, the stabbing in the head. Something was wrong.
A part of her felt the fear again, wanted to get away, to
withdraw from the being. The pain became more and
more intense until she thought she was going to be torn
in two. But the desire was more powerful, welcoming
the pain as part of the infinite sensual pleasures.

The creature seemed to have noticed her split and
was not pleased about it. The dancing, dazzling col-
ours solidified into dripping reddish violet, the music
merged into a screeching discord and the scent con-
tracted into a heavy, breath-taking haze.

The figure of light became dark and terrifying. They
stretched out their arms and reached for her with long
fingers. The realization came over Anathuriel like a
thunderclap: it was the horror of her nightmares that
had taken shape. She put all her will into escaping their
grasp, but her body would not obey her. It just kept
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moving, attracted by the sinister figure and their prom-
ises.

She screamed in panic and despair, screamed even
more, when a warm darkness completely enveloped
her, held her tight and did not give way, no matter how
much her limbs resisted. Colours, sounds, and smells
faded, as if all her senses had been numbed at once.
Deep peace spread through her.

Darkness surrounded Anathuriel. She was lying on her
back, or at least it seemed so. Her heart pounded
loudly, and she gasped for air. The pain continued to
throb in her chest and temples, and only gradually sub-
sided. She felt as if it was getting brighter around her.
She opened her eyes. Only a few steps away, a dark
figure stood out in a faint, reddish-golden glow. She
wanted to scream again, but her voice failed her.

Firondhir entered the room. Immediately he could
perceive the clammy cold and the heavy, sweet smell.
He shuddered to the core. SHE had been here. But now
SHE was gone. Anathuriel lay motionless on her bed,
her emerald eyes staring into the void.

181



Firondhir was startled. He hurried over and knelt
down beside the bed, touched her arms and stroked
her cheek. She was cold, her skin as if covered with a
thin layer of ice that broke under his touch and melted
back into the skin. She trembled all over. But she was
here.

Carefully he sat down on the edge of the bed. When
Anathuriel became aware of him, she started up. She
stared at him for a moment, then clung to him and
burst into tears. Firondhir put his arms around her and
held her tightly to him. Then he began to quietly hum
a calming melody.
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Chapter 13 - Audience

Anathuriel was standing in the antechamber of
Quisar's private apartments. With more makeup than
usual, she had tried to cover up the visible conse-
quences of the catastrophic night. But the heavy head,
the lack of concentration and the still not completely
resting pulse remained. She had not dared to take a
stimulant. Who knows what effects this could have on
her mind and then on other things.

Her thoughts circled around the night. She had
given up the initial attempt of convincing herself that
it had only been a nightmare. She knew exactly what
she had experienced. And through Firondhir, she
knew why.

Quaarin. Dainnar. Drukhari had no psychic powers,
Drukhari didn't need any, didn't use any. She had now
experienced why first-hand. All efforts of her people
were aimed at eluding the Great Enemy. Tonight, she
would have willingly done the opposite, if not... Yes,
what actually? What had held her back? She didn't
know. She was only sure that it hadn't been herself.

Her will had been too weak for that.
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The high door made of black metal opened.
Anathuriel collected her thoughts for a moment and
entered.

Quisar's salon was just as octagonal as the rooms in
her suite, but incomparably larger. Here, too, black
granite columns formed the supporting skeleton of the
room. Smooth, green-veined marble slabs filled the
gaps. Two walls pointed outwards. The high window
openings were filled with regular latticework of white-
gold metal. In front of it, translucent curtains of pale
green cloth hung down to the floor. In the centre of the
room, low, velvet-upholstered divans were grouped
around an oval table of dark stone and curved, matte-
brushed steel.

Shelves took up the four inner, doorless walls from
floor to ceiling. The compartments held a collection of
a wide variety of objects: jewellery and works of art
from foreign cultures, prepared body parts of various
species, weapons and objects whose purpose could not
even be guessed at. And in between, a considerable
number of books, maps and scrolls.

Anathuriel carefully approached the wall to her
right, letting her eyes wander over the collection. How
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much time must it have taken to put all this together?
And for what purpose? Trophies? Did Quisar know
the meaning of each individual object?

An object caught her attention. She came closer to
take a closer look at it. It was a small statuette, perhaps
an amulet, carved of bone or ivory, no larger than the
palm of her hand. Its shape was an elongated oval. In-
corporated into it was the shape of a reptile-like four-
legged, curled up, the long tail between the limbs, the
head resting on it, the large eyes closed.

Anathuriel looked at the image intently. Did it rep-
resent a young animal in the egg? Why did it seem so
strangely familiar to her? As if she had seen it before,
as if it must have a meaning for her. But she didn't
know where or why. Nevertheless... she stretched out
her hand for the egg.

"I suppose you would not have expected me to have
such a versatile interest."

Startled, she turned around and jerked her hand
back. Quisar had entered by the only other door from
the next room and sat down on one of the divans. It
was unlikely that he had not noticed her interest in his
property. But he saw no reason to go into it.
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"Sit down."

The young Archon pointed to the cushions with an
inviting gesture. Meanwhile, stocky, blue-skinned
slaves with noseless faces and almond-shaped white
eyes carried in trays of crystal glasses and a decanter
full of pale gold liquid and placed them on the table.

"Help yourself," Quisar said. "You seem to me like
you could use a refreshment."

"Thank you, my prince".

Anathuriel followed the request. She hoped that his
words were just a cliché, that her weakness wasn't too
obvious. After all, she was here to dispel any possible
doubt about her abilities.

She poured only a little into the glass and sipped it.
The invigorating effect of the soul essence set in at once
and Quisar was right. It noticeably alleviated the con-
sequences of her nightly trauma. And yet, for the first
time ever, she had an uneasy feeling about it.

"We can keep it less formal," Quisar replied. "We
have known each other long enough now and share a
passion. And speaking of which, have you learned an-
ything about the Asuryani?"
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"Not yet," she answered quickly. "He has proven to
be extremely stubborn. But I came across a lead."

"l am glad to hear that. Then you'll probably be
happy to hear that I'm planning to take the IstuKarun
with me on the next hunt. Basically, you were right.
Sirga has proven her artistry. Now I'm giving you the
opportunity for revenge. Make sure you're done with
him by then. I'll let you know in good time."

A second of terror passed through her. That wasn't
what she had in mind, not anymore. The idea of return-
ing Firondhir to the Archon was deeply repugnant to
her.

"l am indebted to you, my prince," she said.
"Very good. But now to my real concern."

Anathuriel was taken aback. She had thought that
the hunting falcons had been the real concern for her
audience.

"What you see here," Quisar pointed to the shelves,
"is my small collection. When I find the time, I study
the ancient traditions of the inferior species. It's amaz-
ing how many useful ideas some have left behind. And
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it is incomprehensible with how much ignorance this
is appreciated by our people."

He paused and looked at the Beastmaster with a
knowing expression before continuing;:

"A myth of the Chem-Pan-Sey tells of a king who be-
sieged a city with thousands of warriors for years. In
the meantime, his cousin seized the opportunity, se-
duced his queen and seized the kingdom with her
help. When the king finally returned home victorious
and guileless, the two murdered him treacherously."

Anathuriel was silent. She had not the slightest idea
what the Archon was getting at. Especially since this
story was not particularly extraordinary. Such things
happened daily in Commorragh.

Quisar continued: "It is these simple stories of the
lower peoples that so wonderfully show the essentials.
This king not only lacked the necessary mistrust. No,
he was even warned. For when he conquered the city,
he captured a priestess who was a seer. But the fool did
not believe her predictions."

A gloomy premonition germinated in Anathuriel.
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"As you may remember, I had asked you where your
talent came from. I think I have found an answer."

Her chest tightened as the Archon continued to talk.
Her hands clung to the cup. She forced herself to
breathe shallowly, evenly in order to keep calm out-
wardly and not let anything show. Tentatively, she
took another small sip. The calming effect was hardly
noticeable.

"Our ancestors had incredible mental powers. We
gave it up and today there is no one left who can use
this talent. At least that is what we believed until now.
But what if there was a Drukhari in whom this power
is revived? What if you were such a Drukhari?"

Anathuriel put the cup down seemingly casually be-
fore answering. She tried to sound non-committal.

"I do not think something like this is possible. And
even if it does, it is not allowed."

For a moment, anger boiled up in Quisar.

"Never tell me what is allowed, Beastmaster!" he
said sharply. Then he continued calmly. "Do not you
see the obvious? How else do you explain what you
did with the Losseainn? These Chem-Pan-Sey are
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powerful and merciless. He would have broken your
neck with one hand."

How close she had really been to it; she did not want
to be reminded.

"But even if," she conceded, "if any Drukhari had
these powers within them, how would he use them. It
is too dangerous."

Quisar laughed.

"Nothing is so dangerous that there is not a means
to control it. You should know that best yourself. Have
you ever shied away from any creature, no matter how
wild?"

She didn't. A long-suppressed memory stirred. But
even this experience, which she had thought was the
worst thing that could have happened to her so far,
had been nothing compared to...

"And we have known the remedy for a long time."

Quisar pointed to the carafe on the table. Anathuriel
looked at the liquid in her glass in amazement.

"Soul essence of psykers," Quisar smiled. "Only
Chem-Pan-Sey and a few other susceptible species. But
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imagine if we had the essence of Asuryani seers. It
would protect our own and we could use their power."

He leaned over to Anathuriel and looked her
straight in the eye.

"And you could be the first," he whispered.

Anathuriel gasped. She couldn't believe what she
had just heard. Quisar must have lost his mind.

"l know the idea is breathtaking." His voice carried
excitement, almost enthusiasm. "You have to develop
your gift. And I am not a fool like that king of the
Chem-Pan-Sey. I want to help you with that. You can
have anything you want. The only reward is that you
will use your skills to help me become the High Ar-
chon of the Kabal."

Anathuriel had struggled to keep her composure as
she listened to his increasingly heated speech. With
seemingly casual relaxation, she slowly leaned back to
gain time, to fully grasp what she had heard, and not
to lose control of her body, which was trembling with
tension.

Thoughts were running fast in her head. Neverthe-
less, she had to give an answer quickly, and one that
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satisfied Quisar as much as possible. She slowly took a
deep breath as she reached for her glass again and
sipped the soul essence. The liquid was bland. She
looked at Quisar over the edge.

"Only High Archon of this Kabal?" she asked.

Quisar smiled. "I see we understand each other."

When the door to the salon closed behind her,
Anathuriel leaned against one of the walls of the ante-
room, clasped her hands in front of her face and took a
deep breath. She was still trying to realize what had
just happened.

The worst thing was that everything was completely
logical. Quisar was highly intelligent, and for all he
could know about the psychic abilities of their people,
his idea was more than obvious.

He had no idea of what she had experienced last
night, what had happened every time she had con-
sciously used these abilities. All the soul essence of the
galaxy would not be able to prevent this.
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Quisar was Drukhari through and through. The idea
of not using all his abilities to gain more power was
completely alien to him. The idea of not exploiting the
abilities of others for one's own goals, even more alien.
The consequences did not matter, especially if others
had to bear them. What he expected of her would kill
her. If she refused, the result could be the same.

"Beastmaster!"

Anathuriel whirled around. Quisar's sister stood be-
fore her. She had not heard her coming. Her scowling
face and the sparkle in her violet eyes did not bode
well.

"Mistress," Anathuriel replied and bowed.

Sirqa took another step closer, so that they stood face
to face. Anathuriel could smell her floral perfume. She
had the feeling that she was facing an upright cobra
that could bite at any moment.

"Or should I say 'seer'?" Sirqa whispered in a mock-
ing undertone, so quiet that only the two of them could
hear it.
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Anathuriel was silent. The Archon's sister did not
appreciate her previous abilities. She did not expect
this to be any different with her new ones.

"There are many things that are said about the abili-
ties of our ancestors," Sirqa continued. Her voice grew
cold. "I warn you only once and consider this my spe-
cial favour for your past services. My brother puts a lot
of emphasis on these arcane arts. Do not you dare to
use them against our goals.

Denial was useless if not only Quisar was convinced
of her abilities, but Sirqa also knew about it. All
Anathuriel could do was limit the damage.

"I do not intend to do so, Mistress."

"Stick to it. Otherwise, with no bite you take, with
any breath you take, you will not be able to be sure
whether this one or the next one has killed you. Then
we will see if the gifts of the seers are equal to the arts
of Shaimesh."

Without waiting for another word or reply, Sirqa
turned and glided away as noiselessly as she had

come.
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Anathuriel felt nauseous. She just wanted to get
away, back to her suite. Something gave her the im-
pression that she was safe there - at least for the time
being. She wanted to go back to Firondhir. Yesterday
she had considered his proposal to leave Commorragh
absurd. Now she would have rather found a way to
achieve that today than tomorrow. She couldn't stay
here.

She hurried through the dim, winding corridors.
The palace tower was a city in itself, on countless lev-
els, connected by galleries and staircases, none of
which were in the same place as those above. Due to
the polygonal rooms of the residential units, no two
corridors were alike. They bent at different angles, ran
sometimes narrower, sometimes farther, branched
apart and opened up into asymmetrical squares - a lab-
yrinth in which every stranger inevitably had to get
lost.

The further Anathuriel moved away from the stately
rooms, the further she descended into the lower floors
of the living quarters, the more she calmed down.

She was just passing the junction of a narrow corri-
dor when suddenly a towering, shapeless shadow

195



stood in her way. Instinctively, she went into a defen-
sive stance and reached for the long, curved Hekatari
blade she always carried with her.

But as soon as she had brought her hand to her back,
someone grabbed her from behind, held her arm in a
painful bend and put the other hand over her mouth.
She was dragged into the alley. The shadow followed.

In the alley, the second stranger let go of her arm and
suddenly stood in front of her in a smooth turning mo-
tion. As if out of nowhere, he had an elongated trian-
gular blade in his hand and held it to her neck.

"Not a sound," he hissed.
Anathuriel nodded.

The stranger stretched out his hand. She handed
him her knife. He passed it on to his companion. Then
he pulled off the hood of his long, black coat.

He was an Aeldari, with an angular face, water-blue
eyes and long blond hair that hung in strands on his
forehead and even covered his pointed ears. His com-
panion now also revealed himself. His face was pale
and young, almost a boy, with large, almost transpar-
ent eyes, in which there was a deep sadness. He wore

196



only the upper of his chin-length, nut-brown hair as a
short braid. Anathuriel relaxed. Something told her
that she was dealing with friends.

The blond seemed to have noticed the change in her
posture, for he took the blade from her throat and let it
disappear into his wide sleeve.

"Where are our companions?" he asked.
"You are friends of Firondhir," she replied.

The blond looked at her in surprise. His gaze dark-
ened. "What did you tell your people about us?"

"Nothing," Anathuriel answered. "Until just now, 1
did not know anything about you. But Firondhir is
with me. You are Asuryani, like him."

The younger had stared at her with wide eyes the
whole time. Now he went up to his companion and
laid his hand on his arm. Without taking his eyes off
Anathuriel, he whispered to him: "Margil, it is her."

The person addressed was taken aback. "How do
you come up with that now?"

"Look, can you not see it?"
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"I see a Drukhari, Ydrir. A Drukhari who seems to
know more about us than we do about her."

"] will take you to him," Anathuriel interjected.

"You can trust her," Ydrir assured. "She is the one we
are looking for." He looked at Anathuriel insistently.
"And she knows that too."

"Your young friend is telling the truth. But this is not
the place to talk about it any further. I had enough of it
today anyway. Follow me."
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Chapter 14 - Encounters

When the door to the drawing room closed behind her,
Anathuriel leaned against one of the walls of the ante-
chamber, clasped her hands in front of his face and
took a deep breath. She was still trying to realize what
had just happened.

The worst thing was that everything was completely
logical. Quisar was highly intelligent, and for all he
could know about those psychic abilities of their peo-
ple, his idea was more than obvious.

He had no idea of what she had experienced last
night, what had happened every time she had inten-
tionally used these abilities. All the soul essence of the
galaxy would not be able to prevent this.

Quisar was Drukhari through and through. The idea
of not using all his abilities to gain more power was
completely alien to him. The idea of not exploiting the
abilities of others for one's own goals, even more. The
consequences did not matter, especially if others had
to bear them. What he expected of her would kill her.
If she refused, the result could be the same.
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"Beastmaster!"

Anathuriel whirled around. Quisar's sister stood be-
fore her. She had not heard her coming. Her scowling
face and the sparkle in her violet eyes did not bode
well.

"Mistress," Anathuriel replied and bowed.

Sirqga took another step closer, so that they stood face
to face. Anathuriel could smell her floral perfume. She
had the feeling that she was facing an upright cobra
that could bite at any moment.

"Or should I say 'seer'?" Sirqa murmured in a mock-
ing undertone, so quiet that only the two of them could
hear it.

Anathuriel was silent. The Archon's sister did not
appreciate her previous talents. She did not expect this
to be any different with her new ones.

"There are many things that are said about the abili-
ties of our ancestors," Sirqa continued. Her voice grew
cold. "I warn you only once and consider this my spe-
cial favour for your past services. My brother puts a lot
of emphasis on these arcane arts. Don't you dare to use
them against our goals.
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Denial was useless if not only Quisar was convinced
of her abilities, but Sirqa also knew about it. All
Anathuriel could do was limit the damage.

"I don't intend to do that, Mistress."

"Stick to it. Otherwise, with no bite you take, with
any breath you take, you will not be able to be sure
whether this one or the next one has killed you. Then
we will see if the gifts of the seers are equal to the arts
of Shaimesh."

Without waiting for another word or answer, Sirqa
turned and glided away as noiselessly as she had
come.

Anathuriel felt nauseous. She just wanted to get
away, back to her suite. Something gave her the im-
pression that she was safe there - at least for the time
being. She wanted to go back to Firondhir. Yesterday
she had considered his proposal to leave Commorragh
absurd. Now she would have found a way to achieve
that sooner rather than later. She couldn't stay here.

She hurried through the dim, winding corridors.
The palace tower was a city in itself, on countless lev-
els, connected by galleries and staircases, none of
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which were in the same place as those above. Due to
the polygonal rooms of the residential units, no two
corridors were alike. They bent at different angles, ran
sometimes narrower, sometimes farther, branched
apart and opened up into asymmetrical places - a lab-
yrinth in which every stranger inevitably had to get
lost.

The further Anathuriel moved away from the stately
rooms, the further she descended into the lower floors
of the living quarters, the more she calmed down.

She was just passing the junction of a narrow corri-
dor when suddenly a towering, shapeless shadow
stood in her way. Instinctively, she went into a defen-
sive posture and reached for the long, curved Hekatari
blade she always carried with her.

But as soon as she had brought her hand to her back,
someone grabbed her from behind, held her arm in a
painful bend and put the other hand over her mouth.
She was dragged into the alley. The shadow followed.

In the alley, the second stranger let go of her arm and
suddenly stood in front of her in a smooth turning mo-
tion. As if out of nowhere, he had an elongated trian-
gular blade in his hand and held it to her neck.
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"Not a sound," he hissed.
Anathuriel nodded.

The stranger stretched out his hand. She handed
him her knife. He passed it on to his companion. Then
he pulled off the hood of his long, black coat.

He was an Aeldari, with an angular face, water-blue
eyes and long blond hair that hung in strands on his
forehead and even covered his pointed ears. His com-
panion now also revealed himself. His face was pale
and young, almost a boy, with large, almost transpar-
ent eyes, in which there was a deep sadness. He wore
only the upper of his chin-length, nut-brown hair as a
short braid. Anathuriel relaxed. Something told her
that she was dealing with friends.

The blond seemed to have noticed the change in her
posture, for he took the blade from her throat and let it
disappear into his wide sleeve.

"Where are our companions?" he asked.
"You are friends of Firondhir," she replied.

The blond looked at her in surprise. His gaze dark-
ened. "What did you tell your people about us?"
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"Nothing," Anathuriel answered. "Until just now, I
did not know anything about you. But Firondhir is
with me. You are Asuryani, like him."

The younger had stared at her with wide eyes the
whole time. Now he went up to his companion and
laid his hand on his arm. Without taking his eyes off
Anathuriel, he whispered to him: "Margil, it is her."

The person addressed was taken aback. "How do
you come up with that now?"

"Look, can you not see it?"

"I see a Drukhari, Ydrir. A Drukhari who seems to
know more about us than we do about her."

"I will take you to him," Anathuriel interjected.

"You can trust her," Ydrir assured. "She is the one we
are looking for." He looked at Anathuriel insistently.
"And she knows that too."

"Your young friend is telling the truth. But this is not
the place to talk about it any further.  had enough of it
today anyway. Follow me."

204



Chapter 15 - Reunion

On the way to her suite, Anathuriel felt like she was
accompanied by living shadows. She went a step
ahead of the two IstuKarun. Repeatedly, she encoun-
tered Kabal warriors or other rank and file. At first, she
got a little nervous each time. But it was always as if
the two Asuryani had simply disappeared. Could they
read her mind? In any case, she herself did nothing of
the kind. They rightly bore the name "Secret Hunters".
Their ability to move invisibly could compete with that
of the Mandraceilan. And those were out of this world.

Firondhir sat at the table in the middle of the drawing
room, facing away from the front door of the suite, hid-
den behind a plant island. He preferred not to be seen
immediately. The soft creaking with which the door
slats pushed open made him look around. It was not
Anathuriel who entered. For a moment, Firondhir was
frozen in surprise. Then he sprang up and hurried to
meet his travelling companions with long strides.
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Anathuriel entered behind the two IstuKarun. She
made sure that no one had seen her and locked the
door by running her hand over the slats. The elements
joined together to form a flat surface.

She watched the reunion of the three Asuryani. They
shook hands. Firondhir laid his hand on young Ydir's
shoulder. The two looked at each other for a moment
without words. But their gazes and their postures re-
flected the painful sense of loss that both had recently
suffered. Anathuriel felt strangely touched by what
she saw. After a few moments she spoke.

"We have a lot to discuss, I think. Come, let us sit
down."

The two Rangers put down their coats and bags. To-
gether they took a seat around the table. Anathuriel
placed a carafe of dark red liquid, glasses, and a bowl
with almost white, fibrous stripes on the table. Calling
for one of her slaves to be served hadn't even occurred
to her at that moment.

Ydrir looked suspiciously at what was put on the ta-
ble.

"What is that?" he asked.
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"Meat cooked in hot oil," Anathuriel answered.
The young Ranger grimaced slightly in disgust.
Irritated, she asked, "Do the Asuryani not eat meat?"

"Rarely," Firondhir answered for him. "The craft-
worlds have limited resources and use them wisely.
The effort to keep a large number of large animals that
serve as food usually exceeds the benefit."

In a strange way, this seemed plausible to
Anathuriel. A thought that no one in Commorragh
would ever come up with.

"This is from large rodents that occur in abundance
on a swamp world. Nothing special. We keep some in
the menagerie, as an occupation for the prince's hunt-
ing birds. You can eat it without hesitation."

"At least you do not kill the animals completely
senselessly," Firondhir remarked.

He was not entirely wrong, she had to admit.

"He who touches the food of the Drukhari can never
leave the Dark City," Ydrir said, more to himself than
to the others.
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"What?" Anathuriel exclaimed with incomprehen-
sion.

"That is superstitious nonsense," Margil scolded and
poured herself a glass.

"I do not know what stories you have heard, but we
are flesh-and-blood beings like you. We also eat nor-
mal food," Anathuriel added calmly.

"Please forgive me," Ydrir said bashfully. "Margil is
probably right."

Nevertheless, he left his glass untouched.

Anathuriel sat down thoughtfully. There may even
be some truth to the superstition. What might an
Asuryani accustomed to renunciation feel when he ex-
perienced the unlimited pleasures of the Dark City?
How could soul essence affect them, as they were
much more psionically receptive?

Meanwhile, Margil looked Firondhir up and down.
In the meantime, Anathuriel had gotten him better
clothes: a waist-length, wrapped shirt with a wide belt,
a short-sleeved jacket with filigree silver ribbons, half-
length trousers, stockings and cloth shoes. He had tied
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his dark hair in a bun. There was still a large bruise left
of the bite wound on his cheek.

"It could have been worse for you," Margil remarked
dryly.

"You have no idea," Firondhir replied gloomily. The
memories of the past days flitted through his mind. In-
voluntarily, his face twisted, and his posture stiffened.

"A little bit. We have picked up a lot in the last few
days," replied the blond Pathfinder. Firondhir's gaze
was enough for him.

"How did you get in here in the first place?" asked
Firondhir, also to quickly change the subject.

"Just as it was originally planned. We waited more
than a day for the next train of slaves to come. It was
simply the wrong time at the first attempt."

Ydrir was shaken by a deep shiver. Firondhir hadn't
seen exactly what had happened to his brother, but he
could imagine it. Sympathetically, he put a hand on the
boy's shoulder.

Margil hurried to continue.
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"After that, we hid in this so-called Kabal palace and
worked our way up floor by floor. Our Ydrir here has
a pronounced talent for avoiding danger. At some
point we heard about some IstuKarun, who were cap-
tured and presented to the son of the Archon. I wish
we had learned about you sooner."

Silence set in. Anathuriel could feel the bitterness of
loss and grief. That was unusual. Drukhari delighted
in the suffering of others, they lived for it and from it.
But the emotions that were released were usually more
extreme, more intoxicating. Now it was different.

To break the uncomfortable silence, she asked,
"How did you do it? The palace is a labyrinth."

Margil laughed.

"A labyrinth does not stop a Pathfinder; it takes
them to their destination."

"The question is: Will it bring them back?" Firondhir
remarked, "for our search was successful."

"l know," Margil replied. "Or rather, Ydrir knew,
hardly that he had seen her."
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"If you are interested," she interjected, slightly irri-
tated, "my name is Anathuriel, Beastmaster of the
Prince of DorchaKerun."

Margil was silent for a moment. Only now did he
realize that they hadn't even introduced themselves to
each other.

"You are right, of course. Please forgive me."

He rose and indicated a short bow. The blonde
strands fell into his face.

"Anathuriel, Beastmaster, I am Margil, Pathfinder,
and this is Ydrir, Ranger of the Craftworld ZarAsu-
ryan. We would like to invite you in the name of the
First Farseer Areldainn Eathalvaén and ask you to ac-
company us on the craftworld."

He sat down again and brushed his hair back.

Anathuriel looked at him for a moment, puzzled.
She wasn't quite sure if the IstuKarun had meant this
gesture seriously or was making fun of her. At least
there was something mocking in his tone.

"Uh, thank you?" she stammered.
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"Ydrir has seen correctly," Firondhir took the floor to
give the conversation the appropriate seriousness
again. "Anathuriel is a Dainnar. I have experienced it
myself. And," he lowered his voice, "it has not gone un-
noticed by the Great Enemy."

Anathuriel shivered. She rubbed her temples with
her fingertips. Margil and Ydrir stared at her.

"You used psychic powers? Here, in Commorragh?
Without instructions? Without protection?" Ydrir
asked incredulously.

"Yes. I did not know what it was. And I do not in-
tend to do it again," she replied. "And that is exactly
the problem. And not the only one."

Anathuriel briefly reported on her audience with
Quisar that morning. After that, there was a dismayed
silence.

"He has no idea what he is up to," Ydrir exclaimed,
horrified. "He is not only putting you and himself in
danger, but the whole city. If he forces you to connect
to the Warp, he will hand over every single soul here
to She Who Thirsts."
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"The other Kabals and the Supreme Overlord will
not allow this," Anathuriel agreed. "They are more
likely to destroy DorchaKerun with combined forces
when they learn of it. If his own father does not beat
them to it and have him eliminated - and me. But
Quisar is not so naive. He will look for opportunities
outside the city and the Webway. The High Archon
holds several worlds as his property, 'Kurnou's gar-
dens', his hunting grounds."

"Then Quisar will certainly set off for one of these
worlds sooner or later," Firondhir said. "We cannot get
out of Commorragh on our own, not now. But if we are
on a world outside where there is a gateway to Sercam-
Belach..."

"Sooner than later," Anathuriel confirmed. "I train
his Felchu for hunting. This is a courtly custom with
which the lords of DorchaKerun demonstrate their de-
scent from Kurnous."

"They think they are demigods?" Ydrir exclaimed.
"Asuryan's wisdom!"

"They do not seem to have much of that," Margil re-
marked.
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"Do you know when the time comes?" asked
Firondhir.

"No," Anathuriel answered. "But I will find out in
time. And before that, they will come for you."

Firondhir hesitated for a moment. The prospect of
falling back into the power of the Drukhari made him
shudder.

"I will take that upon myself," he said resolutely, but
with a slight tremor in his voice. "But for Margil and
Ydrir, we have to find a way to sneak into the hunting

party."

"Can we not just get on the ship like we got into the
palace?" Ydrir suggested.

"The hunts are not raids like other Kabals do,"
Anathuriel explained. "Quisar uses a yacht and only
invites selected guests. The crew consists of his per-
sonal guard. You could mingle with ordinary Kabal
warriors, but not with his Trueborns."

"No one knows about Ydrir and me but you," Margil
interjected. "Why should we not succeed in eliminating
two of these Trueborn and taking their places?"
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"Believe me, you are imagining it too easy. They are
the elite of the Kabal. As warriors, only the Incubi are
superior to them. Quisar chose each and every one of
his entourage himself. And they treat everyone else
with this self-image."

"You underestimate the abilities of an IstuKarun,
Anathuriel. But how else do you think we should pro-
ceed? Do you have an idea?"

"Not for all three of you, no."

"Then, I suggest, let us follow Margil's plan and
hope that a better opportunity arises in the meantime,"
Firondhir said. "Ydrir?"

"I can neither agree nor disagree," he answered.
Margil sighed.

"Our boy talks like a Farseer."
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Chapter 16 - Getting Closer

In the following days, Margil and Ydrir roamed the
palace fortress, trying to find out as much as possible
about the operations and activities of Quisar's elite
troops. Their quarters, as much as Anathuriel could tell
them, were on the floors immediately below the
princely rooms in the spire. Here they also had their
armouries, training halls and pleasure rooms. Only the
High Archon and his family had more luxury at their
disposal than the Trueborn. And only the rooms of the
High Archon were better guarded.

Firondhir, however, was condemned to inactivity.
Like Margil, like Illarayon, he was a Pathfinder, caught
in the Path of the Outcasts. Having to stay in one place
for a long time, not being able to go his own self-chosen
path, makes him uneasy.

Worse. In the hours he spent alone in Anathuriel's
rooms, the memories returned and seemed to become
more vivid than ever. Not only the recent memories of
Illarayon's death at his hands, which made him start
up whenever he tried to find some rest. Even those

more previous, of his youth on the craftworld, the
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events that had driven him to the Path of the Outcasts,
the road to damnation on which he had been, before
Illdarayon had met him and saved him.

To distract himself, Firondhir tried to make the ac-
quaintance of Anathuriel's house slaves, two young
Aeldari, but no Asuryani. Sieri, he suspected. There
was something naive about them, not the underlying
cunning that surrounded even the lowest Drukhari.
But even though he hadn't witnessed their mistress
abusing them, they were silent and reserved. He could-
n't blame them.

Meanwhile, Anathuriel had not failed to notice that
Firondhir was becoming more restless and
heavyhearted from day to day. When Ydrir and Margil
returned after often several days of exploration, their
reports only worsened his condition. While his friends
slept in the second room, he sat alone in the salon for
hours.

Only when they were gone did he lie down. She
doubted that he was sleeping, even though he lay mo-
tionless and silent. When she looked at him, she
thought she saw him fading away more and more. It
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hurt her, even if she wasn't sure why. And it drove her
to want to do something for him.

The next morning, she took her time to prepare for
working with the animals. When she finally stepped
out of her room, the Pathfinder was already sitting
brooding on the upholstered bench again. She stood in
front of him and held out the tattered shirt to him. He
looked up at her in surprise.

"Put that on!" she said. "Slaves don't walk around
here so well dressed. That would be too conspicuous."

Still confused, he grabbed the garment and slipped
it on.

"Walk in front of me, small steps, bent posture. Then
no one will pay attention to you."

She went to the exit and brushed the door slats
aside.

"And now come with me!"

Anathuriel and Firondhir stood at the edge of the dres-
sage hall. Why he had followed her without contradic-
tion, without asking questions, was not quite clear to
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Firondhir himself. Maybe it was just the instinct to
leave his comfortable prison, no matter where. Now
the six hawk hounds gathered around her, dancing
and snarling excitedly.

"And now?" the Pathfinder wanted to know. Now
discomfort came over him. This was not a place of
edification. At least not for him.

"You need some variety, it seems to me," the Beast-
master answered. She placed her spear on the floor,
stepped to a control panel on the wall in the shadow of
the alcoves, and activated some luminous runes.

A humming sounded, then a cracking and groaning,.
The floor of the oval shook, the grains of sand began to
dance and flow. Forms of black stone rose from the sur-
face: columns, arches, ramps, blocks stacked on top of
each other. By the time they came to rest, the hall had
turned into a rugged, cliff-like landscape.

Firondhir had watched the trial in amazement.

"Will you find your way through before the Felchu
catch up with you?" asked Anathuriel.

The Asuryani looked at her suspiciously.
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She laughed: "Do not worry. I have deactivated the
deadly traps. And we have already found out that the
animals are fond of you, no matter what orders I give
them."

He still remained silent, unsure what to make of it.

"See it as training, as a game. Something like this
should suit your skills, IstuKarun."

As if to support her words, Arithav nudged the
Pathfinder with his head.

Firondhir forced a smile from his face. She seemed
serious about doing him a favour. And actually, she
was right. This seemed like an appropriate challenge.

"Very well," he agreed, turning to an opening be-
tween the structures.

"We will give you a head start of one hundred heart-
beats," Anathuriel said. "I will be waiting for you on
the other end."

Firondhir nodded and dove into the maze.

She hadn't promised too much. The stone landscape
was a challenge. The elements lay on top of each other
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so arbitrarily and improbably as if a child had poured
out a box of building blocks.

Firondhir sought his way through the narrowest cre-
vasses, over steep ramps and narrow footbridges.
Whenever he could, he climbed elevated points and
looked around so as not to lose direction. Once the
Felchu were on his heels, he could no longer do so
without running the risk of betraying his position, for
these animals hunted with their eyes and ears. But they
could not move silently. He did.

After a short time, he forgot everything else, his con-
sciousness was completely absorbed in the allure of the
task, concentrated completely on the path and destina-
tion. He could hear the claws of his pursuers scraping
on the stone, their muffled sounds with which they
communicated.

He always knew where they were, avoiding them,
hiding in niches and behind corners, lingering and
scurrying silently past the searching hawk hounds.
The further he penetrated the maze, the more his mood
lifted in the thrill of the cat-and-mouse game.

Finally, Firondhir slipped under a mighty, trans-
verse pillar and saw the other end of the hall in front
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of him between two towering blocks. He looked
around and listened. The Felchu were still some dis-
tance away. He straightened up and walked out
through the gate.

The next moment a black shadow fell on him, fell on
his back and threw him to the ground with its full
weight. He uttered a cry of surprise.

A pair of heavy paws pressed him down, he felt the
tips of the claws through the cloth on his skin. The light
blue feathered head of the Felchu lowered down to his
face turned to the side. A round, golden-yellow eye
stared at him. Fear came over the Pathfinder, doubt.
How sure could he be that the animal did not give in
to his predatory instincts after all?

A loud whistle sounded. The hunting falcon let go
of him and sat on his hind legs. Firondhir straightened
up. A groan escaped him as pain ran into his ribs. A
slim, strong arm in a blue-violet shimmering jersey
stretched out towards him. He grabbed it and pulled
himself up.

Anathuriel stood opposite him, the bronze bird
mask pushed back over her forehead, the spear in her
other hand. Her emerald-green eyes shone. Single
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strands of loosely braided, purple hair curled around
her narrow face. For a moment, Firondhir was en-
chanted by the sight. If she had wings, she would have
resembled a humanoid incarnation of Faolchd.

"An unusual gesture from a Drukhari," he remarked
kindly.

She hesitated briefly, then let go of his arm. Sud-
denly the touch seemed strange to her.

"You are right," she admitted and smiled.

Meanwhile, the other hunting falcons came out of
the maze at different points and joined their conspe-
cific.

"Did you like it?" the Beastmaster wanted to know.

"l did, indeed. Except for the ending."

He rubbed his ribs.

Anathuriel laughed.

"Toneshav is like you, IstuKarun. He sneaks up si-
lently and strikes before his prey has noticed him."

She stroked the hawk hound's blue-black shiny fur.
The animal snarled contentedly.
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"Do they not all hunt like that?"

"No, every Felchu is different. Erathar?> pursues her
goal unseen for a long time. Eikalar?¢ also sneaks up
but then charges forward with great force. Orkanar?’
chases her prey, but she never lasts long. Arithav and
Ariothar lead the pack and coordinate their siblings.
But they are always a bit of competitors.

"Why do you only name them by their appearance,
when they have such different qualities?"

Anathuriel thought for a moment.

"[t is easier, I think. Do the Asuryani do it any differ-
ently?"

"Everyone has a family name. Some are given cog-
nomens according to their abilities or qualities with
which they have distinguished themselves."

"Do you have such a name?" she wanted to know.
Firondhir was silent and looked aside, embarrassed.

"No, it has not happened yet," he said finally.

25 The Purple
%6 The orange
27 The Greens
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She perceived a certain bitterness in his answer. It
seemed better to her not to ask any further. A cheerful
mood had just arisen around them, and she did not
want to disturb it again immediately.

"You need to tell me more about the Asuryani,
Firondhir."

He nodded in agreement.

Then he asked, "Tell me one thing, Anathuriel.
Where was the joy for you today?"

She looked at him in amazement.

"Is it not that what you Drukhari are always after?"
he insisted without any hint of malice.

She thought about it for a while. The joy of hunting
with the animals, that would have been her usual an-
swer. But now she realized that there was more. To see
Firondhir in a better mood also pleased her.

"Then let us play again," he suggested before she
could answer. "But this time you are playing along.
And everyone goes with three of the Felchu."
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As if they had understood his words, the hunting
falcons gathered around the two Aeldari and wagged
their tails expectantly.

"All right," the Beastmaster smiled.

Later that day, Anathuriel and Firondhir sat together
in the suite's drawing room. The Beastmaster had had
drinks and fruit brought. Now she listened with inter-
est to the words of the Pathfinder. He reported on the
splendour of the craftworlds, the beauty of their archi-
tecture and garden art, the Paths of the Asuryani, the
guidance of the Seers and Autarchs.

"That means," she asked, reaching for a black-violet
berry, "when an Asuryani walks a Path, do they do
only this and nothing else?"

"That is what it means," Firondhir confirmed. "He
who walks the Path of the Artist or Poet dedicates him-
self entirely to this one activity until he has mastered it
to the best of his abilities."

"And that does not get them bored at some point?
Do you never yearn for variety?"
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"We dedicate ourselves to this one activity with all
our consciousness. It fulfills us completely. Volatility
would lead to excessiveness and repeat the mistakes of
our ancestors."

Anathuriel tried to understand his explanations.

"So, Asuryani take pleasure in their Path, in what
they do?"

"Usually it is like that."
"It is hard to imagine."

"Are you not doing only one activity here and enjoy-
ing it?"

She considered for a moment.

"Basically, you are right. I never felt the need to do
anything else."

She was silent for a moment.

"And your Path, the Path of the Wanderer? Does it
make you happy?" she wanted to know.

Suddenly, Firondhir fell silent. Hesitantly,
Anathuriel looked at him. Had she said something
wrong? Then it came to her mind.
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"Sorry. I had completely forgotten that you..., that
your friend..."

"It is not," Firondhir interrupted toneless. "The Path
of the Outcast is not a path in the proper sense. Out-
casts are those who have left the Paths of the Aeldari."

Anathuriel's eyes widened with surprise.

"You have left your Path? That is possible? Why?
What Path have you followed?"

Firondhir became evasive. She had addressed a sore
point.

"l was on the Path of the Musician." He paused. "It
is a shame not to live up to the Path you have chosen.
At least on the craftworld on which I was born. ZarA-
suryan is more generous in this regard."

Anathuriel didn't know exactly how to understand
this answer. Nevertheless, she tried to say something
encouraging.

"Then you have fared well to be at home on ZarAsu-
ryan now."

Firondhir nodded thoughtfully. She was probably
right. One thing was certain: he owed this good fortune
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to [llarayon. Deep sadness spread through him. Com-
fortingly, Anathuriel laid her hand on his. She didn't
know what made her make this gesture, but it seemed
to her to be the right one at that moment.
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Chapter 17 - Found

A few days later, Margil returned from a scouting trip
and brought Firondhir's clothes and gear. He had
found them in a storage room near the dungeons be-
neath the amphitheatre. Firondhir spread his black
coat on the cushioned bench and examined the con-
tents of his travel bags. Everything was there, only his
shuriken pistol was missing. He tried to remember if
he had pulled it out during the fight on the bridge and
lost it there, but he couldn't remember.

Then he placed an elongated case made of the same
black material as his coat in front of him, opened the
silver clasps and unfolded the fabric. The curved,
ivory-coloured stock of a rifle was revealed. By touch-
ing it with his palm, the butt slid out. Then he tapped
the conical muzzle with two fingers, whereupon the
dark grey barrel grew to its full length like a reed. He
took a scope from an inside pocket of the case and
placed it on the system. Finally, he adjusted the gyro
stabilizer under the shaft. He took the weapon in his
hand and put it on in a standing position.

"You do not use optics?" Margil asked in surprise.
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"No," Firondhir answered. "Just the sights and my
eyes."

He put the rifle back on the bench. Anathuriel
looked at the weapon with interest.

"It takes a long time to get it ready to fire," she noted.

"That is right. But the path to the best shooting posi-
tion is often lengthy and arduous. In full size, the hunt-
ing rifle would be a hindrance and could be damaged."

He pushed the gun back together, packed it up and
closed the case.

Then Margil pulled something out of his pocket.
"I found this one too."

He held an oval, smoothly polished gemstone the
size of a chicken egg in his open hand. The stone was
reddish-orange in colour, but dull and dark.

Slowly, Firondhir stretched out his hand and took it.
Hard, cold as ice, and heavy as lead, it seemed to him.
He sat down a little apart on the bench, bent down, his
arms on his knees, the stone clasped in both hands.
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Anathuriel looked at him with surprise and
thoughtfulness, with compassion, if she had known
that word.

"What is that?" she asked Margil softly. He turned
away and did not answer.

"[lldrayon's Soulgem," Ydrir answered in his place.

"Ydrir! What do you think you are doing!" Margil
hissed at the young Ranger.

"What do you want? She belongs to us. We can trust
her," he replied.

Anathuriel looked at him questioningly.

"We do not talk about it to outsiders, especially not
to the Drukhari. Even if we have to fear that some of
you already know about it," Ydrir began to explain.
"Each of us has our own CarrecEnad?8. It receives our
soul when we die. This is how we protect ourselves
from She, Who Thirsts. It is the most precious thing
that each of us possesses." He paused briefly and
meaningfully. "But this soulgem is empty."

2 Soulgem
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Anathuriel understood. She had heard of the soul
stones, but didn't know what their meaning was. Ex-
cept that they were among the most coveted trophies
to be captured from the Asuryani. Now it was clear to
her why.

She thought back to the evening in Quisar's banquet-
ing hall. And of her first conversation with Firondhir.
That's what he meant when he said he had left [llaray-
on's soul to HER. A shiver rand down her spine. What
did the Drukhari do to avoid this fate? They tried to
escape death by taking the lives of others. They revived
their own fading souls with those of others. And what
could be more valuable than the captured soul of an
Aeldari?

To do so was an inescapable necessity and the natu-
ral right of their people. The superior retained and en-
joyed themselves at the expense of the weak and infe-
rior creatures of the galaxy. So far, she had seen no rea-
son to question this, let alone want to change anything.
Hitherto.

Late in the evening, Anathuriel sat on her bed and
combed her long, crimson hair. All of a sudden, she
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thought she heard a soft melody. She paused. She felt
as if she had heard it before. She sat there and listened
until the music was over. Then she put down the comb,
got up, and went out into the drawing-room.

Firondhir sat on the cushioned bench, bent over, his
elbows resting on his knees. In his hands he held a
short, metal flute. Thoughtfully, he turned it back and
forth between his fingers. Anathuriel sat down next to
him. He looked up.

"l hope I did not wake you up," he said. His voice
sounded strangely soft.

"No," she answered. "Was that you?"

He showed her the flute. It was barely thicker than
a finger, shiny silver and had six holes in the lower
half. Anathuriel looked at the instrument with interest.

"You mentioned that you once walked the Path of
the Musician."

"I never got far there," he answered. "You can learn
anything you want on the Paths of the Asuryani. But
that does not mean you are successful with it."

234



'Tliked it," Anathuriel replied, "Maybe you see your-
self worse than you really are."

He smiled faintly.

"l had not touched the flute since we left ZarAsu-
ryan. After everything that happened, I did not think I
wanted to play again. You made me do it again."

She smiled happily.

"l have never heard anything like this. It was beau-
tiful."

Firondhir looked at her in amazement.
"Nobody makes music here?"

"Not like that. There are drums, cymbals and gongs,
sometimes horns or trumpets, in arena fights and
dance performances. But they are beaten by slaves.
Please play again."

Firondhir complied with her request and put the
flute to his lips. With playful precision, his long fingers
danced over the holes. The melody was short and con-
sisted of a simple up and down of the notes and a few,
slow jumps. It seemed to Anathuriel that they were
telling a story.
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"Does it mean anything?"

"Only what you hear in it."

Both were silent for a short moment.
"Was that you, in... the nightmare?"
"What do you mean?"

"The first night you were here. When..."

She faltered. The memory of the horror choked her
throat, as if she would burst into tears again.

"That is when I hummed this melody. It calms me
down. You must have heard it, too."

Anathuriel took a deep breath.

"Yes. But that is not what I mean. There was some-
one there. A shadow. He held me back. I wanted to go
to HER. I could not help it,  wanted to. But he held me
back."

She clapped her hands in front of her face. Her
whole body trembled. Hesitantly, Firondhir put an
arm around her shoulders. She leaned against his.
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"When I arrived, SHE was already gone. I cannot tell
you what it was. Except that it was not me. But we can
be grateful that you had a guardian spirit."

Firondhir's gaze fell on the crown of her head. At the
hairline, a maroon stripe appeared under the purple
red.

"So that is your real hair colour," he remarked in a
soft tone.

Anathuriel gratefully accepted the change of subject.
She wiped her face with a corner of her long, dark blue
nightgown.

"I do not remember exactly. I have been dyeing my
hair for as long as I can remember. But in the last few
days I must have forgotten the dye."

"Why are you doing this at all? The natural colour is
much nicer."

She smiled.

"Purple hair is a tradition in the Cult. Only the
Daughters of the Great Mother, the entourage of the
First Succubus, wear blood-red stripes in their hair. It
is a sign of belonging. Although as a Beastmaster you
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are not really part of the Cult. And as a woman, not of
the Beastmaster clans."

Firondhir nodded in understanding. In a way, she
was like him: an Outcast. But one who followed her
self-chosen path.

"Then what are you part of?"
"Of the house DorchaKerun."

But the moment she said it, she realized that this
wasn't true. Firondhir looked at her scrutinizingly.

"Owned by house DorchaKerun is more likely to be
true," she sighed.

Again, they were silent for a while.
"May I see the Soulgem ?" asked Anathuriel.

Firondhir put the flute aside. He pulled out of his
shirt a small linen bag that he wore around his neck on
a ribbon and took out the stone. On the open palm of
his hand, he held it out to Anathuriel.

She reached for it but stopped and looked at
Firondhir questioningly. He nodded in agreement. As
her fingertips touched the polished surface, orange
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sparks flared up for a moment. Startled, she withdrew
her hand.

"What did I do?" she asked.

"I do not know." Firondhir was no less astonished
than she was. "Soulgems are only attuned to the spirit
of their wearer. An inhabited stone might react to the
touch of a Dainnar, but this one..." A shaky sigh es-
caped him.

He closed his hand and let the stone slide back into
the bag.

"Mldrayon and you,” Anathuriel asked quietly,
“were you... were you a couple?"

Firondhir laughed softly.

"We knew each other for a very long time. I was an
Eshairr?, lost, with no ties to a craftworld. Illdrayon
found me. Through him, ZarAsuryan accepted me. I
owe him everything. We were close friends, but not in
the way you mean it."

"Good," she whispered with a hint of relief, more to
herself than to Firondhir.

2 the outcast; Aeldari without a bond to a craftworld (Grave Insult)
239



Then she put her arms around his neck, pulled him
towards her and kissed him. Firondhir froze in sur-
prise for a brief moment when he felt her lips on his.
But he did not think for a moment of rejecting her.

"You take what you want," he smiled after she let go
of him.

"I am a Drukhari," Anathuriel replied gently. "I al-
ways take what I want."

"Have you never thought that all you have to do is
ask? It could be given to you as a gift."

Firondhir took her face in both hands and returned
the kiss.
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Chapter 18 - Failure

When Margil entered the salon early the next morning,
he found only the jacket that Firondhir had worn the
previous day lying on the upholstered bench. He
picked up the garment and looked at it suspiciously.
The filigree ribbons had been carefully opened, no sign
that it had been torn off by force.

After Firondhir had not slept in the guest room
again, he had suspected that after bringing him Illaray-
on's Soulgem, he would rather be alone. Apparently,
the opposite was the case. Margil felt a slight sting in
his stomach, without really being able to place what
was bothering him about it.

"l hope you know what you are doing," he said to
himself. "And I hope this does not bring us any more
difficulties."

Dainnar or not, this woman remained a Drukhari,
whatever Ydrir might say. And even if it was, now was

the wrong time for romantic adventures.

"Where is Firondhir?"
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Ydrir had stepped out of the guest room.

"I will explain that to you when you are older," Mar-
gil replied irritably.

Ydrir looked at him uncomprehendingly.
"How old do you think I am?"

Margil snorted: "Come on boy, we have work. And
it looks like we will have to do it on our own."

The lowest level of the elite Kabal Warriors' living
quarters opened to a sweeping arcade that looked
down on the arena garden. From the lower-lying quar-
ters of the commoners, it could be reached by a daring
climb along balconies, bay windows and ledges.

Margil had been meticulously testing the way in the
past few days, always on the lookout for harpies, hel-
lions or other rabble that populated the airspace of
Commorragh, which hardly deserved the name sky.
But they didn't seem to be in this area. So, he reached
the arcade unmolested.

Before he swung over the railing, Margil made sure
that there were no Kabal warriors around. Half a
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dozen open corridors led into the gallery, but nothing
stirred in any of them.

The Pathfinder took a small, shiny metallic grey
spindle from his belt, which had unrolled into a rope
on the way up and attached the end to the balustrade.
Ydrir, who was a less skilled climber, followed a few
moments later, holding on to the harnessed help.

After Margil pulled him onto the walkway, Ydrir
untied the rope from his belt and handed Margil the
end. With a loose movement of his hand, he made it
roll up again on its own until the spindle was a smooth
body again. Margil stowed it in a bag.

"And what happens now?" asked Ydrir.

"We are looking for an armoury, get two pieces of
Kabal armour, and walk out the front door."

"That sounds too simple to work."
"That is why I trust in your intuition."

The two sneaked through the winding corridors and
alleys. More often than they would have liked, they
had to avoid the inhabitants, retreat into niches and
cul-de-sacs or take other branches and detours.

243



Margil hadn't boasted when he'd talked about laby-
rinths. His sense of direction always brought them
back to their original path. In the meantime, in the
mind of the Pathfinder, an ever more accurate picture
of the complex emerged, which extended over dozens
of levels, but did not form closed floors, instead con-
necting the rooms through crossways running bridges,
balconies and galleries.

The structures soon put Margil on the right track. A
large, multi-storey complex turned out to be a training
hall. A doorway led them to a gallery that ran around
the high, hexagonal hall on four sides and then led
down spiral staircases at the head to the tiled arena.

Hidden behind the angular, smoothly polished col-
umns, the two IstuKarun watched a whole troop of Ka-
bal warriors fighting each other with long, curved
combat knives. Everyone seemed to be fighting every-
one else at the same time.

Fascinated, Ydrir followed the action. The warriors
were moving so fast that he could barely follow with
his eyes, but not fast enough for their respective oppo-
nents to be unable to parry the attacks. It looked so el-
egant, every movement precise and flawless.
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Sky-blue sashes and helmet bushes as if made of
copper wire waved around the Drukhari with every
movement as if they were dancing. At the edges of the
black armour plates, the sparse light refracted into
green and orange, blurring the figures into iridescent
silhouettes. At the same time, however, there was
something dark about them, an ominous aura that he
could feel more than see and that kept his senses cap-
tivated.

"Impressive," he whispered. "Are our Aspect Warri-
ors as skilled, too?"

"Go to a shrine of Asurmen and find out for your-
self," Margil answered, slightly irritated. "Come on, we
have other things to do. Let's see where they keep the
armour."

But Ydrir couldn't tear himself away from the sight.
Margil had to grab him by the arm and pull him along.
They circled the hall on the gallery. They were just
about to enter an adjoining room at the other end
through another archway when, without warning,
they came face to face with a Kabal warrior who had
just come up the spiral staircase.
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For a moment, all three were frozen in surprise.
Then, without a word, the Drukhari raised his splinter
rifle and aimed at the intruders. But he didn't get to
shoot anymore. Before he could release, two throwing
blades hit him in the gap between the helmet and the
breastplate. Gasping, he fell to the ground, fell back-
wards down the stairs and hit the tiled floor. Ydrir

looked at Margil in surprise.

"EsikCaman?®)," he said curtly. “I said, go to a
shrine."

He pushed Ydrir behind a pillar and pressed himself
into the recess of the archway, keeping an eye on what
was happening below them.

Down in the hall, the tumult began. The Kabalites
abandoned their exercises, ran to their fallen comrade,
and turned their attention to the gallery. One of them
pointed with an exclamation in the direction of the
Asuryani.

"Get out of here!" shouted Margil.

30 Asuryan's Avengers; tactically flexible Aspect Warrior for melee and
ranged combat.
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The two ran off, reached the passage again and came
to an arched bridge that spanned across a light shaft
several stories high between the training hall and the
neighbouring buildings. They had almost arrived at
the other side when three more Kabal warriors ap-
peared there and fired at them without warning.

The two fugitives threw themselves to the ground.
A few splinter projectiles got caught in the wide folds
of their coats or grazed the plates of their suits. But
even if they hardened themselves with each hit and in-
tercepted the projectiles, they were not made to with-
stand such a fire for long. For now, the warriors from
the training hall approached from the other side.

While the crystal shards hissed over his head, Mar-
gil looked over the edge of the bridge. About one and
a half levels below, an open roof terrace protruded
from a neighbouring facade. Margil nudged Ydrir and
pointed to his discovery. Ydrir nodded. They waited a
moment, then they dived over the railing and landed
more poorly than well on the terrace.

Fortunately, the door to the adjoining apartment
was open. They hurried through the room without
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taking notice of the surprised resident. Another open
door led the Rangers back to an enclosed corridor.

"Where now?" Ydrir asked out of breath.
Margil paused briefly to orient herself.
"This way," he said.

They rushed through the corridors. Some alarm
must have been triggered, because shouts and hurried
footsteps could be heard from all directions. Margil
turned into random corridors seemingly arbitrary, so
that Ydrir had completely lost his direction after a
short time. But at least they managed to avoid the
Kabalites. Nevertheless, the young Ranger could feel
that they were getting closer and closer and encircling
them.

All of a sudden, the outer gallery opened again in
front of them. There was no way forward here.

"And now?" Ydrir asked nervously and hurriedly.

At the same moment, splinter projectiles hit the wall
next to them. Margil felt his suit harden on his left
shoulder.
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"Now we will diasappear," he said, climbing onto
the balustrade.

A few seconds later, Kabal warriors stormed onto the
balcony from three corridors. There was no trace of the
intruders. Three or four of the Drukhari leaned over
the railing, rifles at the ready, scanning the facade be-
side and below them, and peering down into the gar-
den. Nothing was to be seen.

A Sybarite joined them. Her tall, copper-coloured
helmet bush bobbed with her energetic step. In one
hand she held a crackling power sabre, in the other a
splinter pistol. The Kabal warriors took a stance in
front of her.

"Nothing," one of the warriors reported, his voice
distorted by his helmet.

"They must still be inside somewhere," replied the
squad leader. "Two men as guards."

Then she disappeared with the other Kabalites back
inside the tower.
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Margil and Ydrir lay on their stomachs on the narrow
canopy of the balcony. With some effort, they managed
to support themselves on the wavy, slightly curved
eaves so as not to slide down the sloping roof. They
had buttoned their coats up to their collars and pulled
their hoods deep over their faces so as not to be discov-
ered from the air in this vulnerable position.

Slowly, so as to avoide a noise, Ydrir changed his
position to peer over the edge of the roof. With his fin-
gers he signalled to Margil the number of guards left
behind. He nodded and signed him to come back with
a gesture of the hand.

Annoyed, the Pathfinder gritted his teeth. Here was
a chance, with the surprise and attack from above on
their side, to seize two pieces of Kabal armour and
make the owners disappear. But that was no longer an
option. His left shoulder burned like fire and his arm
began to go numb.

The tall, bronze door to the vestibule of the princely

apartments opened a crack, just wide enough for the

Sybarite to enter. The Kabal warrior walked across the

room and stopped in the middle of the hexagonal hall.
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Except for two Incubi, who stood like statues next to
the gate, no one was present.

She looked around. The hall was high, empty and
unadorned, except for the banner of the House of
DorchaKerun, which was draped over the wall oppo-
site the entrance. Obviously, the room was not in-
tended to make visitors comfortable.

Below the banner, a black metal door opened. The
Sybarite took off her tall helmet, decorated with a cop-
per-red bush, and knelt down.

The young Archon entered the room. His sister fol-
lowed directly behind him. With energetic steps he ap-
proached the Kabalite. With a wave of his hand he mo-
tioned for her to rise. She followed the invitation im-
mediately.

Quisar looked at the warrior. Her hair was dyed
dark red and tied up in a bun, her pale, sharp-edged
face was excessively heavily made-up. Why did so
many Drukhari women, the higher their position, had
a habit of deliberately disfiguring themselves? They
could be the most attractive creatures in the universe if
they only wanted to. The pride in her look was the only
charming thing about her.
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"Well?" he said.

"We suspect that the intruders were two other
Asuryani," she reported. "We followed them all the
way to the outer gallery. There we lost their trace. The
residential floors of the Trueborn were cordoned off
and searched. But every further search in the upper
levels was unsuccessful. The strangers have disap-
peared."

,IstuKarun?”

"So it seems, my prince. There is no other way to ex-
plain their disappearance."

The Archon was silent. The Sybarite’s facial features
hardened into even more arrogance so as not to let
their insecurity shine through. As the leader of the
guard on duty, it would have been her responsibility
to get hold of the intruders. Failure was not tolerated,
and she had not succeeded in quickly shifting the
blame onto one of her subordinates.

"Can Asuryani fly?" Quisar asked in a patronizing
tone.

"My prince?" the Sybarite asked, irritated.
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"You heard my question." His voice lowered.
"Of course not," came her answer.

"So how can they disappear when the entrances
were sealed?" He gave the answer himself. "There is
only one explanation: they are still here."

"l will immediately order the further search," the
Sybarite hastened to assure. "The Asuryani will not es-
cape us."

"They will not," the Archon confirmed with a smile.

The Kabalite woman bowed again, turned around
and hurried towards the exit, surprised and relieved to
have escaped unharmed.

Quisar took Sirqa's hand when he noticed that she
was preparing to follow the warrior. She looked at
him. He raised her hand to his lips and breathed a kiss
on the back of her hand.

"Dearest sister, if you give free rein to your gratui-
tous jealousy every time, I will soon have to choose the

sybarites not according to ability, but according to gen-
der."
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She hissed contemptuously: "Jealousy has nothing
to do with it. You are too careless with your subordi-

nates."

"Everything in its time. First of all, I want to find out
what these intruders are all about. If it truly were Istu-
Karun, they could be useful to us. They probably know
more about psychic powers than anyone else in the
city."

"So, you believe in the abilities of the Beastmaster?"
"Of course. Or do you think it is a coincidence that

Asuryani are showing up here right now and looking
for someone without knowing whom?"

"That is what this Eshairr claimed," Sirqa interjected.

"After everything we have done with his friend, I do
not think he had enough willpower left to hide any-
thing from us," Quisar replied. "They are so weak; it is
hard to believe that they belong to the same people as
us."

"You know what I think of these occult practices.
Our people did well to renounce it."
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"There she is again, my jealous sister," Quisar smiled
and stroked her cheek. "Do not worry, your arts are
above everything for me."

"Then why take the risk?"
"We have the benefit; she bears the risk."
"Unless she uses her abilities to betray us."

"According to everything we know, this is hardly
possible. Not within the city and not without protec-
tion. Only we can offer her that."

"Or the Asuryani," Sirqa objected. "Not that these
street cats will manage to get away with our rare little
bird in the end."

Quisar smiled amused at her comparison.

"I think you are overestimating these Eshairr, but
you are right. Vigilance can never hurt. Another good
reason to find them quickly."

Sirqa put her slender arms around his neck and
came so close that their faces almost touched.

"And what is your plan now, dearest brother?" she
breathed.
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Quisar put his hands on her hips.

"Would you enjoy a Game of Feathers?"
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Chapter 19 - Test

A floor hatch in the middle of the garden amphitheatre
brought to light a creature that resembled a child-
sized, but furless and tailless jerboa. Confused and
frightened, the creature looked around. Its short
whiskers twitched, its ears turned in all directions.
Then it became aware of the black, bird-headed preda-
tor that was rushing towards it. The creature let out a
panicked squeal and fled hopping towards the ter-
raced gardens.

The Felchu needed only a few moments to reach it.
He jumped into the creature's back and threw it to the
ground. Squealing pitifully, it tried to put its short
arms protectively over its head. But the hawk hound
hewed his pointed hooked beak into the base of its
skull and the creature lay still. Black-green blood be-
gan to spread on the fine, white gravel. It added an-
other shade of colour to the already existing floor
painting.

"AmUisar®!," Quisar ordered.

31 Uisar: withdraw
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Immediately the hunting falcon let go of his prey
and returned to his master. He re-leashed the bird and
stepped back to the edge of the field, where Sirqa and
Anathuriel were waiting with the other five animals.

"Seventeen," Quisar said triumphantly to his sister.
"And faster than any before."

Sirqa smiled mockingly: "Is it a coincidence that you
always get the most defenceless targets?"

She turned to the Beastmaster. She handed her the
leash of the green-feathered Felchu. Sirqa entered the
field and gave the order to release the next target.

It was a sinewy, olive-skinned biped, with a beak-
like, protruding lower jaw, long limbs, and bird-like
claws. Unlike the previous victim, he seemed less im-
pressed by the predator. In any case, he made no at-
tempt to flee. He uttered a hoarse croak and menac-
ingly raised the long horn-spikes on the crown of his
head.

The hawk hound was not deterred from her attack,
however. She rushed toward the creature like a storm
wind, intending to tear it down while running past.
But she had to realize that her preferred hunting
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method did not work with this prey. As she pounced,
the biped threw himself at her and struck her with his
clawed hand.

The hunting falcon fell to the ground, rolled over
and stood on her feet again. She prepared to attack
again, but Sirqa ordered her back. For a moment the
animal seemed undecided, turned its head back and
forth between the prey and its mistress, but then
obeyed the command.

Quisar looked at his sister in surprise. The target
was still very much alive in the middle of the amphi-
theatre. The Felchu hadn't given him more than a
scratch on his thigh. The creature croaked menacingly
again and pranced from one leg to the other, its head
tilted to the side, as if it were assessing its chances of
attacking the three Drukhari.

For a moment, the thought went through Quisar's
mind to have the creature shot by his Kabal warriors in
an instant. But before he could say anything, the crea-
ture began to screech loudly and collapsed as if in slow
motion. Convulsions ran through the sinewy body.
The creature rolled on the ground, kicked and
thrashed around. His agony poured over the Drukhari
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like a sudden warm summer rain. Quisar eagerly
soaked up every drop. Endless minutes passed before
the sounds died and the creature stopped moving.

"Eighteen," Sirqa said smugly.

Quisar looked at her half disapprovingly, half ap-
preciatively.

"That was against the rules."

"You make your rules, I make mine," she replied.

Her brother bent down and examined the hawk
hound.

"I hope your poison does not harm the animals."

"No, do not worry. I have tuned it exactly so that
their body does not absorb it. And neither will mine
and yours, of course. For other Aeldari," she added,
glancing sideways at Anathuriel, "I cannot guarantee
that."

"Speaking of other Aeldari. Anathuriel, what about
the Asuryani?" Quisar changed the subject.

She had partly hoped that he had forgotten about
Firondhir because of his new interest in her abilities.

However, she knew the Archon well enough to know
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that he rarely missed anything. He quickly discovered
clumsy deceptions, and this was not a game in which
she was very good. Therefore, it seemed more promis-
ing to her to tell the truth. At least part of it.

"A new idea has come to me," she said. "We still
know too little about my abilities. The Asuryani know
more. Perhaps he can be useful to us in this."

Quisar smiled. She repeated his own words, as if she
knew what he wanted to hear.

"That was exactly my thought," he replied. "You can
use him for as long as you think itis necessary."

Anathuriel indicated a bow.
"With pleasure, my prince."

"l suppose you have heard of the intruders in the
precinct of the Trueborn?" he continued casually.

"Who would not have heard of it? Something like
this does not happen every day. The incompetent
guard has certainly already received their deserved
punishment," she replied in a conversational tone, as if
it were the latest gossip. She tried to steer the conver-
sation away from the Asuryani.
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But Quisar did not go into further detail about her
banal statements.

"Our two IstuKarun do not seem to have been the
only ones. They probably had companions who are
now looking for them. That is why I do not think the
foreigners have left the fortress yet."

"Maybe I can find out something about the
Asuryani," Anathuriel suggested.

The chances were slim that she could dissuade
Quisar from looking for them. But perhaps she could
at least keep him from thinking of looking for them
with her.

"Oh, you can do more than that. Do you remember
the statement the IstuKarun made in the Great Hall? I
firmly expect that his companions will seek you out
sooner or later. And when that happens, you will hand
over the Asuryani to my warriors."

With every word his voice grew harder until it was
as cutting as glass. Anathuriel's heart was beating up
to her throat. She tried hard not to let it show and be-
gan to scratch the yellow-feathered hawk hound at her
side behind the ears.
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"But let us stop talking." All of a sudden, Quisar's
tone was cheerful again. "After all, we are here to have
a good time. Anathuriel, the next target is for you.
Choose one of the Felchu."

With pounding heart, she grabbed Ariothar's leash,
stepped forward and took the starting place. Sirqa
looked at the Beastmaster with disapproval, but she
knew that there was no point in starting a debate with
Quisar about class boundaries now.

Thoughts swirled through Anathuriel's head. Sud-
denly she was reluctant to take part in this game. Why?
She had set wild animals on prey creatures countless
times and had never felt anything else than to share the
tension and passion of the hunters. The joy was gone.

Now the target appeared in the arena, two-legged,
slender and tall. An Aeldari. Anathuriel let go of the
falcon dog and the next moment wished she hadn't.

It was a woman. She wore nothing more than a
knee-length, dirty shirt. Her dark red hair was cut off
frayed. Both were a sign of disgrace and humiliation.
Her hands and feet were tied together with short
chains.
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Anathuriel didn't know her. She felt the gaze of the
Kabalite bore into her chest full of contempt.
Anathuriel was perfectly clear: she herself could stand
in the place of this woman. And she would stand in her
place if she gave Quisar even the slightest cause for
doubt. Every single one of the endless seconds that

Ariothar chased towards her prey urged her to call the
hound back. She didn't.

The warrior's resistance lasted only moments. With
impetuous force the female falcon threw her down.
Without weapons and armour and with bound hands,
even a trained Drukhari was no match for the animal.
Ariothar drove her beak into the throat of her prey and
tore her throat.

Anathuriel gave the falcon the command to let go.
The female obeyed and strutted back to the Beastmas-
ter with her head held high. Anathuriel felt miserable
as she rewarded the Felchu with cuddles. Quisar, on
the other hand, clapped his hands contentedly. Sirqa
looked at him in surprise.

"The leader of the guard?"

Anathuriel's heart skipped a beat. Her casually spo-
ken words shot through her head:
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"The incompetent guard has certainly already received
their deserved punishment.'

Sirqa glided close to her brother.
"You had said: 'Everything in its time."
Quisar took her hands with a smile.

"I thought now was the right time."

'All that is good and beautiful, you take and destroy it for
your pleasure.'

Firondhir's words had suddenly come back to
Anathuriel's mind. And now they had settled down as
she wandered through the labyrinthine stairs, bridges,
and corridors back to her residential floor.

How right he was. The Felchu were remarkable
creatures, born hunters. They had always been. She
had been interested in perfection. The perfection of
controlling and leading the animals. She had always
been aware that she was pursuing a different ethos
than most Beastmasters. Those suppressed their ani-
mals, they took pleasure in breaking their will, as well
as in the suffering of their prey.
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She had always thought of her work as something
beautiful. But these atrocities had nothing to do with
the consummate art of hunting that this self-pro-
claimed descendant of Kurnous claimed for himself.
Nothing to do with what was in the nature of these an-
imals.

But she had to admit to herself that this was only
half the truth. She was a Drukhari, she couldn't deny
that. She had always been indifferent to who or what
the prey was. Only the challenge counted. And the in-
vigorating exhilaration when the prey was killed.

She still felt so. But in the meantime, it was deeply
repugnant to her. And not only that. The Sybarite’s
face, distorted by hatred, was something she could not
shake from her mind. Anathuriel knew that her disgust
was directed at her, at Quisar, at everything and eve-
ryone. And she herself would have had no reason to
feel anything different towards her.

But it not so. Instead of finding satisfaction in the
fact that she was not in her place, that her end ensured
that she could consolidate her position in the Archon's
favour, she had —yes, what? Anathuriel couldn't give
a name to the feeling, she had no word for it.
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She couldn't explain how it had come to this, and she
would never have dreamed of ever coming to such a
change of heart. Now even more than ever, there was
only one thing left: she had to get away from here, as
quickly as possible.
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Chapter 20 - Healing

Margil could hardly walk when the two Rangers fi-
nally reached Anathuriel's suite. The paralysis had
spread from his shoulder to his left arm and was now
beginning to crawl down his leg. He found it difficult
to breathe and the pain in his muscles was almost un-
bearable.

Ydrir supported him as best he could. He himself
did not know how they had managed to get down
from the roof and back into the palace tower, let alone
back to the apartment. It wasn’t just the living quarters
of the Trueborn that were in a state of high excitement.
Almost the entire tower resembled a churning hornet's
nest.

Firondhir jumped up as soon as the door opened
and hurried to meet them. Together they helped Mar-
gil onto the upholstered bench. Even when sitting, he
could hardly keep himself upright.

"What happened?" asked Firondhir.

Ydrir gave a brief report of their failed venture in a
few words.
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"Why," Margil groaned, "do you not admit that it
was your fault?"

Firondhir looked questioningly from one to the
other. Ydrir looked down in shame.

"Our great seer," Margil continued, "was so enrap-
tured to watch the Drukhari warriors dance that he
had eyes and ears for nothing else."

"[.." Ydrir began, but Margil immediately inter-
rupted him again.

"One could almost think that you feel so comfortable
with the Drukhari that you would rather stay with
those who killed your brother."

A tremor came over the boy, he was on the verge of
bursting into tears. Firondhir stood protectively in
front of him and laid his hand on his arm.

"Margil is rambling, do not take it to heart,"
Firondhir tried to calm him down.

"I am rambling?" he replied hoarsely, trying to sit
up. "This child, who thinks he is an IstuKarun, puts us
all in danger. And so are you." He coughed and gasped
for air.
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"Margil, I beg you..."

"And so do you," he added. His voice came only in
bursts. But he was so enraged that he couldn't contain
himself. "Who, instead of trying to find a way out, pre-
fers to go to bed with his Drukhari witch."

Without warning, Firondhir struck him in the face
with his clenched fist. Margil was thrown onto the
cushion surface. With a face contorted with rage,
Firondhir swung for a second blow. Ydrir intervened
and grabbed his arm with both hands.

"Stop it!" he cried imploringly. "Firondhir."

But Firondhir broke free with a violent movement
and pushed the young Aeldari to the ground. Blind
with rage, he started to attack him instead of Margil.
Ydrir tried to protect himself by raising his arms in
front of his face.

Out of nowhere, Anathuriel was there. She stood be-
fore Firondhir and placed her left hand on his chest
and the right hand on his cheek.

"Stop it," she said in a firm but calm tone.
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Ydrir could distinctly feel that there was more to her
command than just the spoken word. He himself be-
lieved for a moment that he had to follow the instruc-
tion, although he wasn’t doing anything that he could
have stopped.

And then there was something else. As Anathuriel
spoke, it seemed to him that a pale golden veil of light
fell around her. But the next moment, the shimmer was
gone, and he was no longer sure if it had been a decep-
tion.

For a moment, Firondhir stared at her, still undis-
guised anger in his eyes. Then he felt the soothing
warmth emanating from her hands. His clenched fists
opened. His tense body loosened. He closed his eyes
and breathed deeply in and out as he leaned his head
against Anathuriel's hand.

When he opened his eyes again. He felt as if he were
waking up from a trance. Anathuriel took a step back.
Firondhir looked from one to the other in confusion.
His gaze remained fixed on Margil. The blond Path-
finder lay motionless on the upholstered bench. Blood
ran from his mouth and nose.
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Fear and shame came over Firondhir when he saw
and understood what he had done in his rage. He
wanted to go to him, but Anathuriel held him back
with his palm stretched out.

"Take care of Ydrir."

Firondhir paused for a moment, then followed her
orders. With a posture that expressed remorse and a
plea for forgiveness, he bent down to the young
Ranger and offered him his arm.

Ydrir looked up at him with his almost translucent
eyes. His gaze was calm and composed as always, not
a trace of reproach. He took the hand of the Pathfinder
and let him help him up.

"Forgive me, Ydrir," Firondhir said quietly, with his
head bowed.

Ydrir nodded: "It is all right."

Meanwhile, Anathuriel knelt next to the bench and
shook Margil's left shoulder. The fabric of his coat was
damp. When she withdrew her hand, blood remained
on her fingers. She put her hand on his forehead. His
head was burning with fever.
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"What happened," she asked the other two.
"..." Firondhir began embarrassed.
"No, before that," she interrupted him.

"We had to flee from Kabal warriors. I think he was
shot," Ydrir explained in a trembling voice.

Anathuriel placed her hand over her eyes, not notic-
ing that Margil's blood left a stain on her forehead.
Then she fingered a tiny vial of purple liquid out of her
Hekatari armour she was still wearing. She pulled
down Margil's coat and examined the ultramarine blue
armoured suit.

"How do you open that?"

Ydrir came over, unfastened the clasp under the
chin and pulled down the clothing at the shoulder.
Anathuriel gently leaned him forward, the blond Path-
finder groaning weakly.

The skin on Margil's back was fiery red, swollen and
feverishly hot, extending up to the spine. At the entry
point on the left shoulder blade, the pale green crystal-
line splinter projectile was still stuck. Anathuriel
pulled it out and emptied the vial into the wound. The
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effect snatched Margil out of unconsciousness in-
stantly. Groaning, he straightened up and leaned
against the backrest.

"What are you doing, woman?" he groaned.
"Saving your life," she replied frankly. "Hopefully."

The other two Rangers looked at her worriedly and
questioningly.

"The splinter weapons of the Kabal warriors are poi-
soned. Did you not know that?" she explained, without
turning away from Margil. "As a Beastmaster, you are
well advised to always have a universal antidote at
hand. Let us hope that the mixture also contains some-
thing against the poison of the weapon."

"Very reassuring," Margil whispered weakly.
Anathuriel sighed slightly annoyed.

"To bed with him. Maybe then he will keep his
tongue in check."

Anathuriel disappeared into the bathroom and
washed her face. As she looked in the mirror above the

expansive, dark green marble basin, she run her hands
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over her temples. A warm tingling sensation ran
through her facial nerves and just flowed away.

She was certain she had used her psychic powers,
unintentionally, when she had calmed down
Firondhir. But the pain had been absent this time.
Maybe it had been too short or too weak. Still, she had
to pay more attention to her actions.

A short time later, Anathuriel, Firondhir and Ydrir
were sitting together around the table in the drawing
room. The two Rangers had helped Margil into the
guest room, laid him on the bed. Following Anathuri-
el's instructions, they had given him another vial of the
antidote and wrapped him warmly in the blankets.
Now they could only wait.

Meanwhile, Anathuriel had gotten rid of her ar-
mour, which had become spoiled to her, and slipped
into her long blue silk gown. She had loosened the
tightly braided plait. Only a single ribbon held her hair
together, so that the long strands flowed freely over
her back and shoulders.

Ydrir had calmed down in the meantime, although
the memories Margil had stirred up still hurt.

275



"Ydrir, forgive my lack of self-control," Firondhir
apologized again, bowing slightly, both hands on his
chest.

The young Ranger shook his head.

"There is nothing to forgive. You were not yourself,
and neither was Margil. You have been through more
and lost no less than I have."

The Pathfinder smiled gratefully and benevolently.
The boy's tolerance and sensitivity were remarkable.
Anathuriel couldn't help but be impressed by this atti-
tude, which had been foreign to her so far. A moment
of silence set in before she spoke.

"And now tell me, what happened?"
Ydrir reported on their search and the fatal outcome.

"This door is now closed," Anathuriel stated. "And
that is why you are all fighting each other? You are
well on your way to becoming true Drukhari."

Ydir's pale eyes widened. His face changed from in-
sight to horror.

"It is true, she is right," he whispered. "We are start-
ing to lose ourselves."
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"What do you mean by that?" Firondhir wanted to
know.

"Look, just look." Ydrir stared at Anathuriel as if
hypnotized. "Do you not see the inside face? Like a re-
flection above the exterior. What the Drukhari show to
the outside world is a mask. No matter how beautiful
they look, the truth is that they are withered and de-
pleted. They indulge in their desires, without restraint,
without consideration. It consumes their souls. And
we will be the same for us if we stay here any longer."

Anathuriel couldn't see it, but she knew what Ydrir
meant. She felt it in her innermost being, although
most of the time she tried to cover it up and suppress
it. He spoke the truth. Commorragh destroyed its in-
habitants. No one who spent a long time here could es-
cape it. They had to get away from here.

"In two days, Quisar intends to go hunting. On a
world of the Sieri, which the Chem-Pan-Sey depopu-
lated a long time ago. He released animals there. And
one more thing. He knows about you."

She looked at Ydrir.
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"He is having you searched for. And he expects you
to come to me and expects me to hand you over to him.
We cannot wait any longer."

Firondhir sat bent over, his head resting on his
folded hands, and pondered. He also did not share
Ydir's special perceptive ability. But he was clearly
aware of how he had lost control of himself. He still
bore a deep wound that made him vulnerable. And he
couldn't be certain that he would not go even further
next time.

"We are not a step closer to a way to get on his ship,"
he said. "It does not help. Sneaking in disguised will
not succeed. So, there is nothing left but to try our
usual way. Ydrir, tomorrow you and I will scout the
docks. We will find a way."

"Do you think it was a mistake what we did?"

Firondhir sat with Anathuriel on the bed in her
room. He leaned his back against her chest, and she
had her arms around him.

"No, how do you come to that?" she replied.
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"It is about what Margil said," he began.

"I heard what Margil said. He was not himself, that
is all."

Firondhir was silent for a moment.
"I was not aware that you had noticed."

"And if so. What is the big deal? Do the Aeldari not
sleep with each other on the craftworlds?" she asked,
slightly amused.

Firondhir had to laugh briefly.

"Yes, yes. But it is dangerous." His tone became seri-
ous again. "Never do we come closer to She, Who
Thirsts, than in this moment. Therefore, it must not be
done for the sake of pleasure, but out of devotion of
two who are connected to each other."

"You Asuryani are so completely different,"
Anathuriel said thoughtfully as she rested her chin on
his shoulder. "We Drukhari simply do what we like
and with whom we like it. But it makes sense."

Her mind wandered back to the occasions when she
had been intimate with her peers. She had enjoyed the
encounters, no doubt. But afterwards, when the
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delight had passed, she had only felt empty and aban-
doned. With Firondhir it was different, wonderfully
different. It wasn’t like anything had been taken from
her, but something had been given. She wanted to feel
that way again.

"That means we are connected to each other?" she
asked.

Firondhir hesitated. The First Farseer had not told
them who exactly to look for in Commorragh. He had
not expected what he himself was to lose here. And
even less what he would find here. Involuntarily, he
pressed her hands tighter to him.

Anathuriel was a Dainnar, and that marked her Path
on the craftworld. She would embark on the Path of the
Seer. And all too often this was accompanied by a com-
plete withdrawal from the world.

And his own was that of the Pathfinder. It would
keep taking him out into the sea of stars again and
again. He couldn’t let go of it any more than an Exarch
of Path of the Warrior - or a Farseer of the Path of the
Seer. All this seemed like it was here, in the Dark City,
in an infinitely far distance. And yet the dim
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premonition remained that there was no shared future
for them.

"I do not know," he sighed.

Anathuriel sensed his doubt. She gently pressed him
into the pillows and bent over him.

"Then let us find out," she whispered.

She untied the strings of his shirt. The traces of the
Felchus’ claws were still visible as thin, light pink
stripes on Firondhir's chest. Anathuriel ran her finger-
tips over them. She noticed that he was trembling. She
paused, puzzled.

"Is something wrong?" she asked softly, placing her
palm on Firondhir's cheek.

Firondhir did not answer. He wrestled with his feel-
ings. Nothing he desired more in this moment than to
come as close to Anathuriel as he did the first time. But
he had already been close, too close to lose himself in
her charms. The unbridled nature of the Drukhari was
both enticing —and devastating.

"You are afraid," she said.
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In a strange way, Anathuriel could feel what was
moving Firondhir. She sensed his insecurity and felt a
deep desire to do something about it.

"How can I help you? I want you to feel safe with

me."

Firondhir laid his hand on hers. Her touch took
some of his tension off him. He took a deep breath.

"There is a ritual among the Asuryani. The partners
unite with their souls before they do it physically."

Anathuriel almost laughed spontaneously. But she
understood how serious Firondhir was about the mat-
ter. She took a strand of hair that had fallen over his
forehead, pinched it between her fingers, and pushed
it back behind his ear.

"I thought we had already done that," she said with
a smile. "But show me how it is done."

Firondhir straightened up and sat down opposite
her.

"It is a kind of meditation. I have not done it very
often," he said almost apologetically.
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He took her right hand and put it on his chest. Then
he did the same to her.

Anathuriel felt Firondhir's heartbeat and deep
breaths under her palm. At first still fast and violent, it
became calmer from time to time. She closed her eyes.
Almost involuntarily, she adjusted the rhythm of her
own body to his. After a few moments, she could
hardly make out a difference, they were in complete
harmony.

And then she felt that something else was happen-
ing. Their thoughts and feelings flowed into each other
like two drops of water, without images, without
words. Without the torrent of emotions she had felt on
their first night together. But she did not miss them.

She would never have believed that it was possible
to feel this way. Time seemed to stand still, and the en-
tire existence consisted of only the two of them. They
belonged together, they were one, and nothing else
had more room.
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Chapter 21 - Dainnar

Anathuriel sat on the bed in the darkness of her room,
her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around her
legs. She had closed her eyes and laid her head on her
knees. Her open, crimson-red hair fell over her face. All
preparations for their escape from Commorragh had
been made. They had expected Kabal warriors to show
up at their doorstep at any moment. But Quisar had
left them unmolested so far. Or so they thought.

Firondhir and Ydrir were certain they had found a way
to sneak onto Quisar's yacht. The harbour of the Kabal
Fortress was a sprawling, multi-level ring of sweeping
jetties and docking bays, situated between the palace
and the uppermost residential levels.

Ydrir had regained his talent for sensing the prox-
imity of threats. Now, fully aware of his weakness, he
no longer allowed himself to be drawn to the dark
presence of the Drukhari.

The two had managed to bypass the numerous
guards and get directly in front of the ship's dock. Now
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they would only have to wait for a convenient oppor-
tunity to steal on board. The fact that the yacht had an
open front deck seemed to work in their favour. And
IstuKarun were practiced in patience.

Margil had recovered so far. The antidote had
worked, and the inflammation had subsided. But his
left arm would shake if he used it for too long.

"One of you will have to hold the rifle for me if I am
to hit something," he had said.

Without hesitation, he had accepted Firondhir's
apology. When they shook hands, a hint of embarrass-
ment seemed to show Margil's posture for a moment.
But he quickly overplayed it with his emphasized non-
chalance.

Then they had gone over the plan again. Margil and
Ydrir would sneak onto the yacht the evening before
departure. Firondhir, as Quisar had intended, was to
be brought there as a prisoner. Anathuriel accompa-
nied the Prince as his Beastmaster.

As soon as they reached their destination and most
of the Kabalites were engaged in hunting, they would
seize the opportunity to leave the ship. On the planet's
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surface, they would meet with Firondhir and
Anathuriel and try to reach the Webway gate. With
luck, they were able to do so before the Drukhari even
noticed anything.

Anathuriel still had doubts.

"Your Prince believes to be the heir of the Great
Hunter," Firondhir tried to reassure her. "He will real-
ize that we IstuKarun also learned from Kurnous."

"In the shadows, under the eyes of their enemies,
and yet invisible. This is where the IstuKarun walks
the safest," Margil added.

Then he and Ydrir had said goodbye to them. Every
hour they stayed longer with Anathuriel increased the
risk of being discovered there.

A little later, Anathuriel and Firondhir had gone to
the dressage hall. She wanted to make sure once again
that the Felchu wouldn’t ruin their plans.

But her concerns were unfounded. It was as
Firondhir had said. The animals had chosen to whom
they gave their trust and obedience. With raised ears
and wagging tail, Arithav greeted the Pathfinder. He
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nudged him with his head and demanded petting,
which Firondhir generously granted him.

It was a pleasure for Anathuriel to see him so famil-
iar with the animals. Would it be possible to take them
as well? Could such large predators even be kept on a
craftworld? Anyway, she would miss the Felchu.

Then she escorted Firondhir back to the cell area be-
low the Garden Arena. It displeased Anathuriel to
leave him in the hands of Quisar's henchmen. It felt like
a valuable possession was being taken away from her.
But Firondhir stuck to his word. He still belonged to
the prince of DorchaKerun, and they still had to pre-
tend.

Low-ranking Kabal warriors took the slave and led
him away. With a last, furtive glances, Anathuriel had
caught Firondhir's thoughts: "I trust you, Dainnar, un-
conditionally. Everything will go well."

It was early evening now. Anathuriel had stayed be-
hind in her suite alone. Never before had her rooms
seemed so empty, had she felt so abandoned. She
would board the ship tomorrow morning together
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with the other hunting participants. She had tried to
find rest, maybe to get some sleep, and stretched out
on her bed.

It had come over her out of the blue, she had neither
seen it coming nor conjured it up, it just happened. A
deluge of images flooded her mind, in such a multi-
tude that she couldn't recognize what they were show-
ing. The impressions overlapped a hundred and thou-
sand times. Their sheer force had caused her body to
tense up and took her breath away. It was only after
agonizingly long minutes that she had regained con-
sciousness and remained laying on her back ex-
hausted.

In her right hand, Anathuriel turned the Soul Stone.
Firondhir had entrusted it to her before they had left
for the dressage hall. The surface felt hard and flaw-
lessly smooth, yet strangely pleasantly warm, not like
an ordinary stone that would draw heat from the hand.

An inner voice told her that she couldn't ignore what
had just happened to her. She closed her eyes and fo-
cused only on the feeling of the stone in her hand. The
images had engraved themselves into her memory.
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The more she let her mind roam, the clearer the mem-
ories became.

Many were similar. It took some time for Anathuriel
to realize what they were showing. She saw in her
mind's eye what Firondhir had reported, how the Path-
finders approached the Archon's ship and sought an
entrance. But it was not Firondhir who crept through
the corridors with Ydrir. It was Margil.

That couldn't be! This was not what had already
happened, what might have formed into images in her
mind or what she might have read from the memories
of the IstuKarun. She saw something that was happen-
ing right now —or perhaps would happen in the next
few hours.

Anathuriel gasped. Was that possible? Was this the
mysterious ability of the Asuryani seers she had heard
about? The ability to see into the future? She started
up. No! Under no circumstances was she to continue.
She had no idea what she was doing, how she was do-
ing it. She had no control over her abilities. She must
not be tempted to take this risk again.

But then she began to have doubts. What if some-
thing went wrong? She could know in advance and
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perhaps intervene. Wasn't that what the seers were do-
ing?

She listened to her body, paid attention to its signals.
A slight tingling in her temples, that was all she felt.
And her faster heartbeat. However, in her mind there

was a deep-seated urge to explore the pictures further,
to recognize what they were telling.

Anathuriel took a deep breath, lay down on the bed
again and tried to relax, the soul stone clasped on his
chest with both hands. She felt the stone getting

warmer.

The images returned, this time as if through a thin
veil of mist, but coherent and in motion. Two furtive
shadows that moved through the port facilities, dodg-
ing the black-armoured figures that patrolled there.

But something didn't fit. Again and again, there
were sequences that could not be placed into any
meaningful order. Anathuriel felt the tingling grow
stronger.

Then it dawned to her. It wasn't just one story. There
were several. The pictures did not show her what was
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happening, or what would happen, but what different
directions the events could take.

Her heartbeat quickened. A strange excitement
welled up in her, similar to the passion she felt while
hunting, and yet different. She had to see all the possi-
bilities. Maybe there was one where everything went
as planned. And if there was, she had to know what
had to happen to make it a reality.

But there were many, too many. The visions rushed
through her mind in a torrent of impressions, faster
and faster, so that she could hardly grasp them. The
tingling in her temple turned into a pulling sensation.
The warmth of the stone began to become unpleasant.

And yet she couldn't let go. It wasn't just the neces-
sity. The overwhelming multitude of possibilities, the
realization of their connections, put her in a state of eu-
phoria that she could not explain to herself - but from
which she did not want to let go. Just one more mo-
ment, and another, and —

Anathuriel jumped up and gasped for air. The pain
in her temple was on the verge of becoming unbeara-
ble. Now it slowly subsided.
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The palm of her hand, which was holding the Soul
Stone, burned as if she had been holding a vessel of hot
water. But she didn't dare to let him go yet.

She pulled her legs up, wrapped her arms around
her thighs and let her head sink onto her knees. A deep
sob shook her. Anathuriel wasn't sure if she had seen
all the versions. But one thing was certain: all she had
seen ended up the same way. In none of them did the
IstuKarun get on the ship.

In the corridors of the port district, on the quays, on
the jetty, no matter where: Kabal warriors caught
them, dragged them out of their hiding place, encircled
them, took them under fire or attacked them with their
blades. Resistance or surrender, it doesn't matter, in
the end Margil and Ydrir lay dead on the black marble
floor.

The image burned itself painfully into Anathuriel's
mind and soul. She had not been able to discern any-
thing that could avert this course. A true seer might
have succeeded in doing so. A true seer would have
resisted the effort and the pain, would have been able
to look deeper. But she was not one of them.
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At that moment, it seemed certain to her: what she
had seen had to happen and would happen. Nothing
could prevent it.

She took a deep breath and wiped her face with her
hands. It was damp. She couldn't remember ever cry-
ing for another living being. Now she did. Tears
flowed out of her, along with tension and desperation
- a soothing effect that had been unknown to her be-
fore. Soon her breathing became calm again and her
head clear.

The visions had shown her no way out. But did that
necessarily mean that there was none? Did the
Asuryani seers rely only on what they were shown?

She was certainly no seer. Maybe she would be one
someday, but now she had to get by without all-en-
compassing foresight. Only one thing was certain:
Ydrir and Margil would not make it on board on their
own. So, she had to arrange for them to get there. She
had made a promise to Quisar. Now it was time to ful-
fil it.

Anathuriel got up and went to the bathroom. She
washed herself and braided her long, purple hair into
a simple, long braid. She carefully put on the skin-tight
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suit made of deep purple shimmering silk and fas-
tened the silver clasps on her chest, arms and thighs.

Then she attached the shiny black breastplate, leg
and bracer of the Hekatari armour and inserted her
curved blade into the red, gold-decorated scabbard on
her belt. Finally, she draped the blue feather stole over
her shoulders and put on her feather-adorned, bronze
bird mask.

Looking in the mirror, a stranger stared back at her.
But she had to play this role once more. As Anathuriel
stood in the entrance door, she turned around again.
No matter how the next day ended, she would not
come back here.
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Chapter 22 - Infiltration

It never got dark in Commorragh. The stolen suns held
the city captive in a perpetual gloomy twilight. But it
was night, or at least something that could be com-
pared to it.

At that time, large parts of the population of the up-
per cities gathered in the arenas of the Hekatari cults
to entertain themselves with bloody gladiator fights.
Those from the rank and file who had been set up for
guard duty remained behind. And so were several Ka-
bal warriors on the upper landing stages, which lay
like a ring of thorns around the tower of DorchaKerun
directly below the top of the palace.

A ring of arcades, which extended deep into the
outer facade of the tower and was supported by rows
of bundles of columns, formed the entrance to the
quays. Each jetty was an extension of a semi-circular,
covered balcony emerging from the building. Margil
and Ydrir had made their way through the labyrinth of
corridors and stairs to this point unmolested.
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The yacht of the Archon anchored at the far end of
the nearest pier. It was a sleek ship, higher at the stern
than at the bow, with sweeping, spiked solar sails that
had already been set for tomorrow's departure. The
coat of arms of DorchaKerun, the green crescent moon
and the golden shining rune of Kurnous, adorned the
sails. Like a menacing bird of prey, the ship sat on the
side of the palace tower. Its silhouette stood out black
against the palely lit sky.

The Pathfinder and the Ranger nestled in the niches
of the segmented buttresses. The twilight out here
made the shadows even darker, and shadows were the
allies of the IstuKarun. They scurried quickly from one
pillar to the next until Ydrir raised his hand. His sixth
sense had alerted him.

He closed his eyes and exhaled calmly. In his mind,
the surroundings were depicted as if formed from
white mist. And something was moving in the cloud.
Dark forms, like wraiths, and a horrible feeling of be-
ing lost when he focused his attention on them. They
were getting closer.

He opened his eyes again, looked at his companion
and pointed in the direction in which he had perceived
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the approaching Drukhari. Margil signalled under-
standing. The two stepped to the sides of the inner col-
umns facing away from the corridor. The colour of
their long coats only had to adjust slightly to make
them invisible in the shadows.

Two Kabal warriors came around the bend of the ar-
cade. They advanced without haste, their gleaming
gold splinter rifles across their breasts. The tall, shiny
black helmets occasionally turned to the left or right.
In the dark visors purple eyes glowed menacingly.

The guards passed the entrance to the jetty without
taking any notice of the Rangers. They had almost out
of sight around the opposite bend when a barking
command rang out from inside the tower. The two
stopped.

In one exit, a Sybarite appeared with two other Ka-
bal warriors in their wake. Surprised, the two Asuryani
looked around. Margil was also out of sight for the
newcomers. But Ydrir stood half facing them on his
side of the pillar. The troop approached with creaking
steps.

Ydir's first thought was to hide, to round the pillar
carefully, step by step, and disappear from the
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Drukharis’ field of vision. But his hands and feet did
not obey him. Something stopped him from moving.
Was it fear that paralyzed him?

No, he was completely at ease. An instinct kept him
from moving. Ydrir focused on his breath, synchroniz-
ing it with his heartbeat until he leaned against the pil-
lar, completely still and motionless, nestling even fur-
ther into the gap, as if he wanted to merge with the
black stone. He closed his eyes.

The footsteps were now right next to him - and fell
silent. His spirit sight showed him that the Kabal war-
riors had stopped right next to him, dark shadows in
the pale mist. The emptiness of their souls was a strain
on his nerves.

The other two warriors came to meet their com-
rades.

"New orders," Ydrir heard the Sybarite say.

Then the commander appeared to make a directing
arm movement. The other two bowed briefly as a sign
of obedience, then the troop, now numbering four
heads, moved off in the direction of the jetty. The Syb-
arite remained standing in place and looked around in
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all directions. For a few moments, his crimson glowing
eyes were fixed on Ydrir. Then he turned away and fol-
lowed the warriors.

When they were gone, Ydrir took a deep breath and
took a step backwards from the pillar. Margil hurried
to him.

"That was awesome." The Pathfinder laid his hand
on his shoulder in praise. "You were truly invisible to
the Drukhari."

Ydrir smiled sheepishly.

"You would do my shrine of the MeanTokath great
honour," Margil added.

"Striking Scorpions?" Ydrir asked in surprise. "Did
you not say you were a Dire Avenger?"

"That too."

The two waited a few more minutes until they ven-
tured out of the shadow of the pillars onto the entrance
to the pier. The long jetty at the end of which the yacht
lay was a covered walkway, supported by slender col-
umns and lined with rows of spikes that seemed to

299



serve no other purpose than to please the martial aes-
thetic sense of the Drukhari.

The IstuKarun climbed up the pillars and crouched
along the roof of the walkway. After a short time, they
had approached the ship by a few meters. They
paused. Margil looked at Ydrir questioningly. He con-
templated for a moment, then nodded. The way was
clear.

The walkway ended directly in front of the gate-
sized access hatch in the middle of the ship’s hull. The
hull here consisted of the bare structures of the nine
decks stacked on top of each other. Above it, the dome
of the bridge towered. The bow and stern areas, on the
other hand, were clad with concave, smooth and shiny
black panels, which arched aft to form a convex roof,
but ended in an open upper deck at the front.

The two Aeldari began climbing up the ship's side.
The horizontal beams, interspersed with vertical or di-
agonal elements, made it easier for them to climb. Un-
noticed and after a short time they had reached the up-
per deck. Ydrir helped Margil over the railing, whose
still battered left arm had lost strength in the last few
meters.
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The upper deck was covered with marble slabs.
Thorn-like posts protruded from the railing at regular
intervals and arched slightly curved over the surface.
Cables were stretched between them, to which rolls of
dark blue canvas were securely festened. During plan-
etary stays, they might be taken off as sun protection.

Flat marble blocks were spread over the deck. The
curved tops made them recognizable as pedestals for
seat cushions, loungers and armchairs. They were ar-
ranged in a semicircle around an oval depression in the
middle of the deck, in the bottom of which was a hex-
agonal, barred hatch. Whatever purpose it served, it of-
fered a convenient opportunity for the Rangers to try
to get into the ship.

Margil knelt down and examined the latticework
made of a regular pattern of thorn vines, peered
through the gaps and listened. There lower deck was
dark, and no sounds that would indicate the presence
of living beings came up. He beckoned Ydrir to him.
The young Ranger lay flat on his stomach and peered
down. Then he straightened up again and shook his
head. He too could perceive nothing.
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Margil took out of one of his pockets an elongated
hexagonal prism of clear crystal and a silver spindle.
He detached the beginning of a thin, solid rope from
the spindle and attached the crystal to it.

"Las32," he whispered, barely audible. But it was
enough for the crystal to light up and continuously
emit a faint, golden-yellow glow. Margil let it down
through the grating.

The space below them was not deep, no more than
the height of a ceiling. There were no objects to be seen
that indicated any special function.

Margil retrieved the light and extinguished it with
the word Ifiath33. Then he reached into the grid and
pulled it carefully. To his surprise, he found that it was
heavy, but not locked. Ydrir joined in. Together, the
two managed to push the grid under the deck floor
against the resistance of the bearing so far that a gap
was free, large enough to slip through. Silently, the
Rangers dropped one after the other into the lower
deck. Finally, Margil stretched himself and gave the

32 slowing
33 Darkness
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grid a push. It slid back noiselessly to its original posi-
tion.

The two looked around. They stood on another lat-
tice plate, the dimensions of which corresponded to the
upper one, but consisted only of less ornate, straight,
intersecting rods. The space around them was only a
little larger. It seemed to be a shaft into which three
open doors opened on this level.

"What now?" whispered Ydrir.

Margil thought for a moment. Anathuriel had given
them a rough description of the interior of the yacht, as
far as she knew it. According to this, the galley and
storage rooms were to be located on the levels below
the upper deck, and the brig, where slaves and prison-
ers were kept, was even lower in the hull. That’s where
they would find Firondhir. Before a real space raid, the
cells were otherwise empty, and so there was no rea-
son to guard them. The ideal hideaway.

Margil examined the grating beneath his feet. It was
firmly seated in the ground. Then he discovered a con-
trol panel on the wall. The faint green glowing runes
indicated that the portcullis was secured from the level
below.
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"We have to find another way down," he said.

"There will be stairs or elevators in the middle of the
ship," Ydrir replied. "But also more guards, for certain.
And if we try to manipulate the controls?"

"That could be noticed," Margil pointed out.
Ydrir was silent for a moment.

"The corridors here are more cramped than in the
Kabal fortress," he said. "If guards approach, we may
not have the opportunity to avoid them."

"If we trigger an alarm, it will take a few minutes for
the warriors to get here. Enough time to find a hiding
place further down below," Margil added to the con-
sideration.

"Then we will do it this way," Ydrir agreed.

Margil tried a few key combinations, but without
success. Ydrir then handed him a semi-circular gem-
stone set in silver. With the flat underside, he placed
the device on the keypad. The control runes broke and
distorted in the domed, transparent crystal. Margil
moved the stone from one rune to the next. It took a
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few minutes, then the keys changed colours. He
pressed a rune.

With a soft hiss, the floor grating slid to the side. At
the same time, a faint green light lit up in the shaft, just
bright enough to recognize that the platform of the el-
evator was at the bottom of the cargo hold below them,
which was at least three decks high.

Margil didn’t dare to use the ship's technology any
further. He pulled out his wire reel and fastened the
end to the edge of the shaft with a clip. One by one, the
Rangers lowered themselves down to the lower deck.

Judging by the vastness of the space, it mast have
taken up the entire lower deck of the forecastle. Boxes
and barrels were stacked at the bottom of the cargo
hold. Above them, in the dim light, wide galleries on
both sides of the fuselage were visible over two levels.
The gap between the walkways, only a few metres
wide, was bridged at regular intervals by footbridges.
Along the sloping side walls narrow, dark alcoves
were lined up, set between the bare rafters.

Margil pulled the rope briefly. The clasp opened and
the cable slid silently down. As he rolled it up into a
spindle again, Ydrir searches the walkways. He found
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Firondhir in no time. The Pathfinder sat on the floor of
a cell on the lower level, his arms wrapped around his
pulled up legs and his head on his knees. The entrance
seemed to be sealed with a kind of shimmering, trans-
parent membrane.

"Firondhir," whispered the young Ranger.

The Pathfinder raised his head. His face was pale,
his eyes ringed with dark circles. His sensitive senses
allowed Ydrir a glimpse of the gloomy sensations that
this place had stirred up in Firondhir.

"How are you?" asked Ydrir.

"As can be expected under the circumstances," an-
swers the Pathfinder. "Is Margil with you?"

Ydrir pointed to the lower deck.

"We also have your equipment with us. Shall I get
you out?" he asked.

"Not yet! Find a hiding place. Without suspicion, no
one will be looking for you. Wait for Anathuriel."

Ydrir nodded.

"We are with you," he said reassuringly.
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Meanwhile, Margil had found a suitable place. Near
a staircase, several cargo containers formed a comfort-
able niche that was not visible from either side of the
deck and offered enough room for both of them. Ydrir
joined him, not a moment too soon.

From the far end of the cargo hold a gleam of light
shone in. The main hatch to the nave opened, a small
squad of three Kabal warriors entered. Instantly the
lighting became brighter.

Margil had been right; his manipulation of the ele-
vator control had not gone undetected. One of the war-
riors walked over to a control panel, checked the set-
tings, and pressed a few buttons. He looked up scruti-
nizingly. A soft hiss was heard, followed by a crack.
The grating of the elevator shaft must have closed and
secured itself again.

Then the Kabalites dispersed, spread out through
the cargo hold and walked the galleries. One checked
on the prisoner. Firondhir remained motionless, his
head bowed, not reacting to the Drukhari as he passed
him. The warrior glanced briefly at the Asuryani at his
feet, then walked on.
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The the guards’ footsteps echoed metallically on the
grates of the walkways. They turned their heads, cov-
ered by high helmets, to the right and left, searching.
Their eyes glowed in menacing crimson. On the shiny
black armour plates of their suits, the light refracted in
green and orange. They kept the splinter rifles ready to
fire.

Almost directly above Ydrir and Margil, one of the
warriors stopped. The two pulled the hoods of their
black coats low over their faces and retreated far into
the shadows between the rafters of the ship's side.

A sheer endlessness, the Drukhari did not move
from the spot. Margil slowly reached for one of his
blades. Ydrir sensed his intention. He sent a thought
into his mind, as if he were placing a calming hand on
his arm. Margil relaxed and abandoned his plan. A few

moments later, the warrior continued on her way.

After a few minutes, the three Kabalites had finished
their inspection and met again in the middle of the
room. They nodded to each other, signalling that noth-
ing conspicuous hand been found, and left the cargo

deck. The hatch closed behind them and the light
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dimmed again to the dark green emergency lighting.
Deep silence returned.

Margil and Ydrir emerged from hiding place. As
best they could, they made themselves comfortable in
the niche between the containers.

"That is done," said Margil. "I would say we make a
pretty good team."

He patted Ydrir on the shoulder appreciatively.

"Now we just have to wait for our friend to pick us
up.

"We should still be on our guard," Firondhir said

quietly from above. "At the very least, we should ex-
pect someone to come down from time to time to get
some of the cargo. We do not know how long the jour-
ney to this planet will take."

"Undoubtedly," Margil agreed. "But I now have full
confidence in our young seer by now."

Ydrir smiled. "At the moment, there is actually no
danger. At least no immediate one that I can perceive.

For now, we can rest."
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"Then we should use this time," Firondhir said, lean-
ing against the wall of his cell. Now that his compan-
ions had joined him, much of his tension fell away
from him. Everything would go well.

A few hours had passed when a deep, vibrating
hum, followed by a short tremor, ran through the ship.
The drive was ramped up. The yacht set off and made
its way into the Webway.
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Chapter 23 - Betrayal

Margil and Ydrir had wrapped themselves in their
cloaks and were sleeping on the floor. While Margil
was like a stone, Ydrir kept twitching and mumbling
incomprehensible words.

Firondhir against the wall of the alcove with his
back, his legs drawn up and his arms loosely resting
on his knees. His thoughts were with the boy. He won-
dered if his dreams were a manifestation of his talent,
or if the memories of all the horrors of the past days
and weeks caught up with him in his sleep.

Ydrir had been through no less than he himself, and
yet he endured it all with a tolerance that Firondhir al-
most envied. In addition, he retained his gentleness
and empathy. The boy had proven his worth as a
Ranger more than once.

But this was a path that could all too easily destroy
these outstanding traits. He himself had never owned
them, not in this extend. And the little he had, he al-
most lost. [llarayon could not have done more for him.
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But he wanted to do more for Ydrir. For him, there had
to be other paths than that of the outcast.

And his own? It was not the first time, Firondhir had
indulged in these thoughts lately. So much had
changed in such a short time.

Illarayon was gone, forever. They had spent half
their lives together, more like brothers than friends.
But in the meantime, Firondhir had come to terms with
what had happened. It had been predestined.
[llarayon had known it when he had accepted the
Areldainn’s mission, and he had known it the moment
the destiny was fulfilled.

And that what had happened afterwards? That had
been his own decision. By now, Anathuriel meant
more to him than anything else, even more than
Illarayon had ever meant to him. When this realization
had come upon him, it had frightened him. But even
that was now gone.

But what should happen next? They had managed
to escape the Dark City. It wouldn't be long before they
would have returned to ZarAsuryan, as their mission
was. And no matter what Path Anathuriel was to take,
Firondhir was determined to stay by her side.
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A short vibration went through the ship's hull, accom-
panied by a persistent, dull noise that made the ship's
sides tremble. Margil and Ydprir stirred.

"What was that," Ydrir asked.

"The ship has left the Webway and is now flying in
the atmosphere of our target," Margil answered.

"We should be ready, it cannot be long now,"
Firondhir whispered from above.

A few moments later, Margil appeared in front of his
cell. He examined the sealing membrane.

"What in the world are the Drukhari using?" he mut-
tered.

"Something half-alive," Firondhir answered. A
shiver ran down his spine as the memory of the organic
prison capsules in the dungeon of the Haemonculus
came back.

Margil couldn't find a locking mechanism. It seemed
as if the membrane was growing right out of the metal
of the frame. When he touched it, a shock went
through his nerves, despite his glove. The blond
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Pathfinder let out a suppressed cry of pain and moved
his tingling, stiff fingers.

"That is unnatural!" hissed Margil. "But effective."
"What are you up to anyway?"
"Get you out, what else."

Margil set about drawing his short sword to cut
open the shiny skin.

"No, let it be!" Firondhir objected. "This will arouse
suspicion. They will take me to the planet one way or
another, and then everything will take its course. Trust
in Anathuriel."

Margil paused, then he put his blade back.
"As you wish."

The blond Pathfinder looked at Firondhir for a mo-
ment with a strangely reluctant expression. He still
didn't fully trust the Beastmaster. Or at least her ability
to deceive her master about their true intentions. Mar-
gil was reluctant to be dependent on others in his ac-
tions.

But there was something else. Leaving Firondhir in

this situation left an unpleasant feeling. He couldn't
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even say why. Nevertheless, he turned away and re-
turned to Ydorir.

A little later, another tremor ran through the hull, then
the engines shut down after a brief roar. A silence un-
derpinned by an almost inaudible, low-frequency
humming spread out. The yacht must have docked
somewhere.

Shortly afterwards, the hatch to the cargo hold
opened. Margil peered around the edge of a container.
Some Kabal warriors tampered with part of the cargo.
He signalled Ydrir to stay in cover. They had to be pa-
tient a little longer.

Without warning, the sides of her hiding place were
pulled apart. Margil, who had been leaning against
one of the boxes, fell flat on the hard metal floor. Ydrir
looked up in fright.

The two Asuryani found themselves surrounded by
half a dozen Kabal warriors. More were further back in
the room, approaching at measured pace with splinter
rifles at then ready.
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As quickly as he had fallen, Margil was back on his
feet and pulled his short sword out of the folds of his
cloak. Two warriors were already on the spot. With a
kick to the head, one of the two knocked Ydrir uncon-
scious to the ground, while his comrade attacked the
blonde Pathfinder with the blade of his splinter rifle.

The scuffle lasted only a few moments. For a short
time, Margil was able to hold his own against his two
opponents in close combat, deflecting the blows of
their weapons with quick turns and cutting one of
them in the abdomen. But the warrior's armour with-
stood the hit.

When a third Kabalite joined them, Margil had to
admit defeat. The warrior struck the stock of his splin-
ter rifle into his back. Margil staggered; he was left
breathless. Another grabbed his sword arm and wres-
tled the blade out of his hand. The Kabalites forcibly
bent his arms behind his back, held him tight and
pushed him into the middle of the cargo hold.

Firondhir had jumped up in his cell. From his posi-
tion, he couldn't see what was going on below him. He
could make out nothing but silhouettes and rapid
movements through the bars of the walkways. But the
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noises that reached him were enough to indicate what
was happening. Helpless and desperate, he stood be-
hind the barrier, unable to help his friends.

Suddenly, a Kabal warrior stood in front of him. He
pulled out his curved combat knife and thrust it into
the membrane. From top to bottom, he slits open the
shimmering barrier. Then he grabbed the Pathfinder
and dragged him out.

As the membrane brushes against his skin, painful
shocks ran through all the nerves of his body, as if the
nettle threads of a jellyfish had wrapped around him.
Firondhir groaned. His limbs became numb, he was
paralyzed. Without regard for this, the Drukhari
dragged him further down the walkways and stairs.

Ydrir had regained consciousness in the meantime.
A Drukhari grabbed him by the arm and dragged the
defenceless boy beside his companion, who was kneel-
ing on the ground in the middle of the cargo hold.

A few moments later, Firondhir was also dragged
up and, still half stunned, was thrown on the ground
beside his companions. With difficulty he straightened
up until he was also on his knees. The warriors stood
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in a semicircle around them, holding their prisoners at
bay with the blades of their rifles on their shoulders.

Meanwhile, the second squad had reached the
scene, Trueborn, elite warriors in richly decorated ar-
mour. They stopped immediately in front of the
Asuryani and parted.

A tall Drukhari with aristocratic features and white-
blond hair pinned up in a bun strode towards the pris-
oners. A shimmering midnight blue cloak swayed
around his elegant figure, clad in shining black ar-
mour. Silver-grey fur covered his shoulders, from
which high curves thorns protruded, making his ap-
pearance even larger and more menacing,.

Firondhir recognized him immediately. A mixture
of fear and hatred came over him. If the Kabal warriors
hadn't held him back, he would have jumped up and
grabbed the Archon's throat with his bare hands.

Quisar stopped in front of the IstuKarun for a mo-
ment and looked at them disdainfully.

"I think I owe you a debt of gratitude," he began to
speak with an ironic undertone. "Usually, slaves do not
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usuakky do us the favour of boarding voluntarily. You
saved us work."

He bent down to Firondhir, grabbed his chin, and
pressed his face to the side to examine his left cheek.
The bite wound had closed by now, but had left a visi-
ble scar and faint traces of a bruise.

The Archon straightened up again and shook his
head: "I would be ashamed to walk around like that."

None of the Rangers answered.

"But do not expect praise for this achievement,"
Quisar continued. "At least we have cleared the way
for you."

A woman had entered the cargo hold and ap-
proached with measured steps. She wore a deep pur-
ple silk suit that generously left her décolleté, stomach
and hips exposed. Black shiny armour plates covered
her left breast, arm and thigh. The long, crimson hair
was braided into a simple hairstyle, the face hidden be-
hind a bronze bird mask decorated with blue feathers.

She stopped for a moment and looked at the scene
as if she were weighing her next step. Then she stepped
next to the Archon. Firondhir stared at her in disbelief.
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He didn't want to believe it, but he saw her eyes behind
the mask like two shining emeralds.

"Ah, my esteemed Seer joins us," Quisar greeted her.
"I knew I could count on you when I asked you to bring
the Asuryani to me. You succeeded where all my war-
riors failed."

He took her hand and kissed the back of her hand.

At that moment, something broke in Firondhir that
had only recently had begun to heal. Every feeling in
him extinguished like a flame that had been covered
with a black cloth. Not even hatred remained.

Anathuriel bowed her head reverently before the
Archon. She was grateful that she wore the mask. She
couldn't have been sure she had enough control over
her expression not to give herself away. When
Firondhir looked at her, it was as if he were dragging
her into a bottomless, black hole. She had to take a deep
breath to endure the pain.

Quisar hadn't missed the reaction of the Pathfinder.
Laughing, he shook his head.

"What did you expect, Asuryani? That your tragic
fate would promt your mistress to follow you on your
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craftworld? So much foolishness almost deserves
recognition again."

Firondhir did not react. Collapsed, he cowered at the
feet of the two Drukhari, no longer accessible to any-
thing. Ydrir, however, had fully regained conscious-
ness. His large, glassy eyes rested on Anathuriel as if
he were looking into her.

"These IstuKarun obviously imagined it too easy,"
she said.

She looked Margil directly in the face.

For a split second, his sinister gaze seemed to
brighten. He furtively glanced over at Ydrir. He had
lowered his head, but he nodded barely noticeably.
Then Margil also turned his eyes to the ground.

"How unfortunate that they are useless for our pro-
ject," she added. "We will have to try to get hold of a
real Seer in due time."

"They will be enough for good entertainment."
Quisar waved his hand. "Get them off the ship."
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The Kabal warriors pulled the three Rangers to their
feet and pushed them in front of them towards the
hatch.
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Chapter 24 - Discovery

The open foredeck of the yacht was prepared for the
hunting party. The awning was deployed, cushions lay
on the loungers and benches and small tables were
scattered everywhere with cups, carafes, and platters
and plates laden with delicacies.

Anathuriel stood at the railing. The ship hovered
only a few dozen meters above the ground. Below it,
three shallow craters spread out in a narrow arc. Two
were close together, the third, the smallest, a little to
the side. The depressions were covered with a mosaic
of woods, grassy areas and swampy siltation zones. In
the middle one, a dark lake spread almost to the crater
walls. A warm wind swept over the edges.

Anathuriel looked at the palm trees, conifers and
primeval deciduous trees swaying in the breeze. So,
this was the arena for the last act. She tried to remem-
ber her last visit. There was an ancient Webway Gates,
built by the Exodites who colonized the world long
ago.
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The Kabal did not use it, they preferred portal foci,
which could tear an opening in the net anytime and
anywhere. Maybe her friends had even found the gate
already. When she herself was down with the Felchu,
she would let the animals run and disappear along
with Firondhir, Margil and Ydrir.

Footsteps echoed behind her. She turned around.
Quisar stood beside her on the railing.

"An delightful hunting ground," he said. "In a way,
a wild variant of our garden at home. Varied, a mixture
of cover and open spaces and easy to overlook. You
had a great idea, Anathuriel. The simple animal hunts
at home lose their appeal over time. Here, these Istu-
Karun can prove whether they have earned their name.
And we will not miss any detail."

He leaned over the railing and looked towards the
midships. Some Raiders had moored to the hull and
were ready to bring the audience closer to the action if
necessary.

With an undertone of approval in her voice,
Anathuriel replied, "Mean slaves know they do not
stand a chance when they face our beasts. Even those
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who fight know it. I think these Asuryani are different.
They have a will to survive that is not unlike ours."

"That is how it seems to me, too. This will not change
the outcome, but it will certainly make the journey
more entertaining and stimulating."

"The Felchu are ready and eager to go hunting. In
the wild, they can fully develop their abilities. It will
be a great pleasure for me to guide the animals."

"l believe you. But now is not the time. I released
some interesting creatures into these craters months
ago. Some of them might even be new to you. And now
I want to see what they can do."

If Anathuriel hadn't still been wearing her mask, her
frightened face would have betrayed her. She hadn't
expected that, the foresight hadn't shown her. Or had
she just not recognized it? Until now, she believed she
had the situation under control. Now it threatened to
slip away from her.

"But do not worry," Quisar continued, "my hounds
will get their due. After the hunt, the hunter becomes
the next prey. That is the way of Kurnous."
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He walked to one of the tables and poured himself a
goblet of a deep red beverage. Anathuriel seemed safer
not to stand with her back to him, especially at the rail-
ing. She turned to him, but did not move. Her thoughts
were racing. She had to find a way to get Quisar to let
her off the ship, as quickly as possible.

"I want to tell you an ancient story," Quisar began to
speak again, as he returned to his Beastmaster with the
glass in his hand. "The Story of a woman. She served
her king as a priestess. One day, two strangers came to
the country. And as was the custom there, the king or-
dered her to sacrifice the strangers to her goddess. But
she betrayed him and tried to escape together with the
strangers and also steal a valuable artifact from him."

Anathuriel took a deep breath before she replied.
She tried to sound casually interested.

"How does the story end?"

Quisar threw the cup to the ground. The glass shat-
tered into a thousand pieces. The liquid sprayed out at
her feet. He grabbed her face and tore off the bird
mask. It landed clattering among the shards.
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"Not in the way you and your Asuryani friends hope
for, I assure you!"

His face hardened into an ivory mask of rage. He
snapped his finger. Sirqa glided towards them with
flowing steps. She smiled with spiteful satisfaction. In
the end, she was proven right.

Two Kabal warriors followed her, dragging with
them a battered, miserable-looking figure. Dismayed,
Anathuriel recognized one of her domestic servant
slaves. Only now did she consciously realize that he
was a young Aeldari, his head shaved, his eyes dark
green. At that moment, she felt more related to the
strange boy than to any Drukhari on board. He looked
at her in panic and despair.

"Mistress, forgive me," he pleaded hoarsely.

The slaves. She had completely forgotten them.
Anathuriel suddenly realized the extent of her over-
sight. Sirqa giggled as if she had read her mind. It
sounded like the hissing of a snake.

"You presume to be able to deceive me, are also
gifted with foresight, and then make such a mistake?
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To make your slaves accomplices? Slaves give up eve-
rything if you use the right means."

Quisar burst into shrill laughter. His voice was cold
as ice. Then he pulled his hunting knife from the gold-
decorated scabbard at his belt and handed it to
Anathuriel. The Kabal warriors held the slave by his
arms and forced him to his knees, his upper body
straight. She understood what Quisar expected of her.
But she did not move. Not this time.

The Archon snorted with contempt. He approached
the Slave. The unfortunate boy tried to break free, but
the warriors held him in place with an iron grip. Quisar
looked him in the face. Pure fear of death shone from
the green eyes, but even that could not please the
Drukhari prince now.

Anathuriel closed his eyes for a moment. Her
thoughts turned to the young Aeldari: "No, forgive
me."

Astonishment echoed back to her like a distant echo.
And then only unbearable pain.

Quisar applied the long, curved blade and thrust it
slowly and carefully between the boy's ribs several
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times. The guards let go. The slave gave a horrible rat-
tle as he slowly slumped down and lay at the Archon's
feet. Dark blood oozed from his wounds and mingled
with the spilled drink on the black marble deck.

Anathuriel saw a shimmering silver mist rising from
the dying body. With a deep breath, Quisar sucked it
in. The sight made the blood freeze in her veins. The
Archon put the knife away and turned to her.

"That is what you should have done before you
came here."

His violet eyes almost glowed as he approached
with slow steps.

"l do not know what repulses me more about you:
your arrogance, your incompetence, or your weak-
ness."

Not an arm's length away, he stopped in front of her.

"Sirqa warned me. But I was not willing to believe
that you would reject everything we have achieved to-
gether, that we could still achieve. I am starting to won-
der if you are a Drukhari at all."
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Anathuriel could not have put into words how dis-
gusted she was. No more adjustments, the game was
over. She looked into Quisar's face with determination.

"No!" she said firmly. "No, I am not a Drukhari. No
more! You think you are superior to everyone, and yet,
in truth, you are only slaves to your own fear. Fear of
the end, and of what lies in wait for you there. I have
seen it. I saw HER. Keep on lying to yourself that you
can escape HER with your cruelty. Enjoy it while you
can! For me, that is over, here and now. And now do
what you like! As you always do."

Quisar's right hand reflexively touched his belt and
clutched the handle of his knife. Her words had left
him speechless. The anger choked his breath, so that he
could only catch his breath in bursts. He stared at
Anathuriel with narrowed eyes.

Unmoved, she returned his gaze, without fear or re-
gret. He realized that she had told the truth. She had
met She Who Thirsts. And she had resisted, for how
else could she be here? For a moment, Quisar doubted
whether he could harm her at all. He took a deep
breath, relaxed, and restrained his anger.
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"If that is the way it is, Asuryani," he hissed, empha-
sizing the last word with undisguised contempt, "then
I allow you to share the fate of your new friends —if
they still consider you a friend after you have betrayed
them."

In the meantime, Sirqa had stepped to her brother's
side and put her arms around his shoulders.

"Whose art was the superior, Beastmaster?" she
hissed smugly.

At a wave of the Archon's hand, the Kabal warriors
grabbed Anathuriel and led her towards the hatch to
the midship.

"Tust in case you do not remember," the Lhamea
called after her with a smug smile.

The warriors stopped and turned their prisoner to-
wards the siblings.

"The Webway portal you are here for is over there."

She pointed to a dilapidated stone circle on a hill
above the opposite slope of the middle crater. She
laughed spitefully.

"Good luck."
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Chapter 25 - Losseainn

Anathuriel lay on her back in the tall grass and looked
up at the blue sky. White patches of clouds drifted
slowly by. Sunlight warmed her face as she felt the
coolness of the earth beneath her. The scent of the grass
enveloped her. She could not remember ever being so
aware of the sensory impressions of a real space
world’s nature. It felt wonderful.

She had remained lying just as her guards had
pushed her off the Raider. Menawhile, they had left,
returned to the ship, the eerie howling of the engines
had long since faded. What remained was the rustling
of the wind in the treetops of the nearby woodland and
the sounds of the animals that lived there, a chorus of
whistles, buzzes, cooing and chirping.

Anathuriel listened to them and felt the tension flow
out of her as if the earth was absorbing it like overflow-
ing water. She had made her final move and had noth-
ing to rely on but reckless luck. And Quisar's sense of
drama. She had succeeded, she was here. The relief she
felt was only surpassed by another: in the end, she had
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broken free from everything that had made up her ex-
istence as a Drukhari.

What lay ahead of her now was much more difficult
than she had originally planned. How she would have
liked to just lie here and surrender to the harmony of
the place.

She rested her arms on the ground and lifted herself
into a sitting position. Before her eyes, the crater basin
spread out with its reed-lined pond, which shimmered
in the sun like liquid silver. The warm wind caressed
her face. Only without her mask could she feel the gen-
tle touch. This place was beautiful and peaceful. She
had never paid attention to this before. Another omis-
sion of the past.

But that was only one side of the coin. Not for a mo-
ment, she could forget the unknown beasts that must
be roaming through the grass and underbush some-
where. The valley was not large enough to allow her to
avoid hunting predators for long. In case of doubt,
Quisar would help them track their trail.

Anathuriel turned her head slightly to the right.
Above the rim of the crater the yacht hovered like a
lurking bird of prey. The first thing she had to do was
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to find her companions as quickly as possible. The
Felchu would have been a great help, which was no
longer available to her. But she had another idea.

She got up, looked around briefly and listened. Ex-
cept for the wind and the insects, there was nothing to
be heard. At least nothing that could be caused by a
larger animal. Briskly, but not running so as not to at-
tract attention, she walked towards a nearby group of
trees. For the time being, she needed a relatively safe
place, because with what she was trying to do, she
couldn't focus on her surroundings at the same time.

She quickly found what she was looking for: a tall,
sprawling tree with a mighty trunk, from which
strong, almost horizontal branches sprouted just a
body's length above the ground. With one jump she
was able to reach one of the lower ones. The deeply
furrowed bark made the climb easier. When she
thought she was high enough not to be immediately
noticed from the forest floor, she settled on a branch
and leaned against the still thick trunk. The fan-
shaped, finely ribbed leaves rustled softly. Green-
golden sunspots danced in the canopy.
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Anathuriel breathed in and out calmly and closed
his eyes. In her mind's eye, the image of the three cra-
ters appeared as she had seen them from the ship’s up-
per deck. The next moment, it contracted to the place
where she was now. So far so good. She paused. The
soul stone on her chest, where she had hidden it in the
top of her armour, emitted an even, pleasant warmth.
It worked. How exactly, she didn't know, not yet. But
like the last time, the gem helped her to remain calm
and focused and not to let her powers overwhelm her.
She sent out her spirit.

Once again, the landscape around her contracted
until another place appeared in her inner eye. Immedi-
ately, she had a notion of direction and distance. She
reached out for a familiar spirit. But a dark barrier vio-
lently pushed her back. It felt as if someone had
punched her in the abdomen, taking her breath away
and bringing tears to her eyes. Firondhir. His mind
was shrouded in a cloak of anger and bitterness and
refused to open up to her. What had she done to him?

While she was still struggling to keep her concentra-
tion, a familiar voice sounded in her mind:
"Anathuriel. I see you."
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"Ydrir!"
He was very close.
"Ydrir, I am coming to you."

She was just about to return to the physical world
when she became aware of a shadow. It moved
quickly, but unsteadily, as if it were looking for some-
thing. She tried to make contact with it, but was met
with nothing but raw ignorance. It had to be an animal,
some wild creature. It was hunting.

"Ydrir. Be on your guard."

A series of hard blows shook the tree. Wood and
bark sprang away in all directions. The force of the im-
pacts snapped Anathuriel out of her trance and
knocked her off the branch. A few lower-lying
branches slowed down her fall, but she did not succeed
in holding on again. She hit the forest floor on her back.
Thick cushions of moss and dead leaves cushioned the
impact, but she still lay there half dazed for a short mo-
ment.

As if through a fog, she saw a gigantic figure coming
towards her. It was a gigantic warrior in a massive,
blue-grey armour. The mighty, arched shoulder pads
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showed two yellow lines on red on the side of his
sword hand, which converged to form an arrowhead,
on the other side a black wolf's head on a yellow back-
ground. On his chest were golden eagle wings, in the
middle of which sat a wolf's skull. The red eyes of his
helmet glowed menacingly.

A single thought dominated Anathuriel's mind: Get
up! With all her strength, she obeyed the order and got
to her feet seconds before the giant was above her. The
screeching teeth of his chainsword dug into the forest
floor where she had just lain. Moss and earth splashed
in all directions.

The Space Marine pointed his chunky bolt pistol at
the fleeing Aeldari. Staggering, she dived behind the
tree trunk. The projectiles exploded in the soft wood.

"Save your ammunition. You will need it for other
opponents," Anathuriel called out.

She had little hope that the Mon-Keigh would un-
derstand her words, let alone be influenced by them.
Stamping footsteps indicated that he was following
her. Instinctively, she reached for her knife.
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She was relieved to find that Quisar had left her the
Hekatari blade. Nevertheless, she would not be able to
do much against the armoured warrior. She was a
Beastmaster, she lacked the skills of the arena fighters.
The only way out was to go up again.

Anathuriel climbed up into the tree’s canopy. At a
height where she still trusted the branches to carry her
weight, she paused.

'"The Losseainn', she thought. A clever move. An or-
dinary animal she easily could have subjugated to her
will.

And they had given him back his armour and weap-
ons. Quisar wanted to make sure. So she couldn't re-
peat what she had done with him in the garden. How-
ever, this Mon-Keigh seemed to be semi-intelligent,
perhaps even open to reason. A slim chance, but she
had to take it.

The tree trembled. Anathuriel looked down. The
sight made her shudder. The giant actually tried to fol-
low her. With superhuman strength, but less swift and
agile than she was, he pulled himself up from one
branch to the next. The wood creaked under his
weight. Whatever was in the way of his massive figure,
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he simply bent to the side or broke it out. Again, he
shot and blew away a branch as thick as an arm, which
crashed through the undergrowth with a crash and hit
the ground in a shower of leaves.

"Do not be a fool," Anathuriel called down to him.
"You are too heavy, the branches will not carry you."

"Hush, Xenos witch!" the Space Marine barked. His
voice sounded strangely hollow through the metal
grille of his helmet. Undeterred, he climbed on. "I slay
my enemies wherever I find them."

Xenos witch. By now she knew what the Mon-Keigh
had meant by that. Before anyone else, he had recog-
nized what she was. Whether the wild warrior had un-
derstood her, Anathuriel still wasn't sure, but she un-
derstood him in some way.

"Your enemies are the same as mine. And they are
there." She pointed in the direction of the Drukhari
ship. "What did he promise you? That he will let you
go if you kill us? Do you believe him?"

The Space Marine growled, "It doesn't matter. I have
taken the oath of the lone wolf."

So he understood her after all.
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'T do not know what that means," Anathuriel re-
plied, "but if you want to get away from here, you do
not have to do anything but follow us."

The answer followed immediately and unmistaka-
ble. The Space Wolf hewed his chainsword into the
side branch, on the branches of which the Aeldari sat a
few meters above him. The teeth tore through the
wood with a ripping sound.

The branch began to sway menacingly under
Anathuriel's feet. The smell of heated wood chips
spread. She briefly assessed a nearby branch and then
jumped over with an elegant leap. The Losseainn
stopped for a moment, then he too crossed to the other
side of the tree and climbed after her. He wasn't so stu-
pid as to use the branch that he had sawn himself.

Anathuriel hadn't reckoned with how far the tree
could carry the giant. She looked up into the canopy.
The branches above her were not much thicker than
her arms. Then she looked around. She had already
reached a height that was on a par with the tops of the
surrounding trees. If she didn't want to be trapped, she
had to take a risk now.
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She climbed even higher. The branches bounced un-
der her footsteps. A glance down told her that the Los-
seainn still hadn't given up. But he was moving slower,
he had trouble finding branches that were strong
enough. Putting one foot in front of the other, she bal-
anced along the branch, holding on to any overhang-
ing branches she could reach, and moved farther and
farther away from the trunk.

In the meantime, the Space Marine had come less
than a body length from his target. The branch he was
standing on creaked and bent under his weight. But
the Aeldari was just within his reach. Again, he swung
his sword.

Anathuriel had reached the end of the branch. Here
it only divided into thin twigs. She took a deep breath.
Without looking back for her pursuer, she pushed her-
self off for a daring leap. Elegantly, she dove into the
crown of the neighbouring tree, fell a few meters and
brushed against the upper branches until she got hold
of one of them. For a moment she clung to the branch,
holding on with both arms.

At the same moment, she heard the sound of burst-
ing wood from the giant tree, followed by the rustling
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and cracking of breaking branches and torn leaves. A
wild roar followed. She turned her gaze downward.

Apparently, the branch had given way. The Los-
seainn fell from the crown like an overripe fruit and hit
the ground with a dull thud. A hail of wood pieces fol-
lowed and fell on him. The Space Marine remained
motionless on his belly. Only after a few seconds did
he move his arms and legs again.

Anathuriel was partly relieved that the Losseainn
had apparently survived the fall. But that didn't help
her, on the contrary. They could continue to play this
game until they ran out of trees. But she had more ur-
gent things to do. At the moment, her opponent was
still dazed, but that could change quickly.

Her first instinct was to take advantage of his help-
lessness and a weak spot in his armour to finish him
off for good. But that was her old self. On the other
hand, even if she withdrew now, the Mon-Keigh was
still here. And he behaved no differently than any
other predator that had picked up a scent. She might
be able to talk to him, but he wasn't open to reason.

She had made her decision. She quickly pulled up
the branch and climbed down the tree like a cat. She
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dropped to the ground from a low branch, landed ele-
gantly on her feet, and hurried over to the fallen giant.

The oversized back module of his armour seemed to
push him even deeper into the ground. His helmeted
head almost disappeared under it. Compared to the
massive body, it seemed almost tiny. Anathuriel had
hoped to find a weak spot on his neck, but the enor-
mous shoulder plates and a high neck ridge covered
the area. And there was no thought of turning the Los-
seainn around.

Her gaze fell on the hollows of his knees. They were
unarmoured and covered only with what appeared to
be a soft, ribbed material. Very good. Presumably, the
Mon-Keigh had tendons there, like any other biped.
Cutting through them might not kill him, but it would
certainly immobilize him. And Quisar could collect his
toy at some point if he liked. She stepped up and drew
the knife.

Without any prior indication, the Losseainn pushed
himself up and threw himself around. Immediately,
Anathuriel sprang up again and remained on one
knee, ready to jump, with the knife in her hand. She
looked up.
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The Mon-Keigh crouched opposite her, on all fours
like a wild animal. His expressionless helmet mask
stared at her. Even in this stance, he towered over
Anathuriel. The warrior thrust forward, faster than his
colossal form would have suggested. The massive ar-
mour didn't seem to hinder his movements in the
slightest.

His mighty hand rushed forward and tried to grab
the Aeldari. At the same time, he reached with the
other for his chainsword, which had fallen to the
ground a few paces next to him when he fell from the
treetop.

With the rapid reflexes of her species, the Xeno
jumped back. But the Space Marine had taken her by
surprise. He got hold of the end of her long braid and
pulled her to the ground. She cried out in pain. The
Space Wolf stood up, took a huge step towards his
sword, dragging his prey with him.

Anathuriel believed that her hair and skin were be-
ing torn off her head. She struggled to get on her feet,
or at least on all fours - in vain. She had only seconds
before the Mon-Keigh would hold his weapon in his
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hands again. And if she was still within his reach, he
would cut her to pieces.

In desperation, she put her Hekatari blade to the
crown of her head and pulled it up. The sudden jerk of
the pull on her hair threw her lengthwise to the
ground. She was left breathless for a moment, but im-
mediately she was back on her feet, grabbed her knife
and ran.

The Space Marine stood for a moment, puzzled, the
severed braid in his hand. Then, roaring, he hurled the
crimson plait to the ground, bent down for his
chainsword, and pursued the Aeldari.
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Chapter 26 - Taming

Anathuriel slipped through the bushes that sur-
rounded the edge of the grove and ran out onto the
wide, grassy shore of the crater lake —and suddenly
came face to face with four colossal creatures.

They were four-legged and as large as bulls, with
elongated bodies and thin tails, their short fur rusty red
with white stripes and spots. The short, sturdy legs
ended in paws, each with four toes that had hooves in-
stead of claws.

The skulls of these beasts were vaguely resembled
pigs, but also dogs. They were disproportionately
large compared to their bodies, the muzzles elongated.
Short, dagger-like canines protruded from the lower
jaws. The lead animal opened its long mouth into a
hoarse roar. The jaws gaped almost at right angle and
were equipped with a strong predator's teeth.

Behind Anathuriel, the underbrush cracked. She
turned around. The Losseainn broke through the
bushes. He had taken off his helmet. She recognized
his face, young and wild, his straw-blonde hair long
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and shaggy. A beard was beginning to form around his
angular chin. Roaring, he answered the animal's chal-
lenge and charged at the pack. He took no further no-
tice of the Aeldari.

Three of the creatures attacked the Space Marine,
their hooves tearing tufts of grass out of the ground.
The warrior brought down the first attacker with a
blow of his chainsword to the long skull. The other two
simply ran over him and trampled over him. But he
was back on his feet right away. The fourth animal,
however, seemed to hold back from fight. It trotted
around the scene, lurking, but at a safe distance, and
repeatedly let out short, howling sounds.

Anathuriel stayed aside and remained quiet. She fol-
lowed the course of the fight attentively. She was in her
element. She had never seen such animals before, but
she understood their anatomy and recognized their be-
havioural patterns. They hunted as a group, but not as
a pack; their attacks were not coordinated like those of
the Felchu. With their sturdy bodies and broad hooves,
they relied on strength, but not on agility. Their jaws
had to be able to bite through any bone.
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The single animal was a little larger than the others,
but it did not attack itself. It rather seemed to assess
whether it would be necessary to interfere. It must
have decided against it, because now it turned to the
Aeldari and charged at her.

The animal tried to knock her down as well, but
Anathuriel nimbly jumped to the side. She glanced
over briefly at the Losseainn. He seemed to be fully oc-
cupied with his own opponents and to get along. He
had dropped the chainsword and was rolling over the
grass with the two beasts in a wild wrestling match, as
if he were one of their own. Was that common among
the warriors of the Mon-Keigh?

Again, the animal charged at Anathuriel and again
she dodged it. She noticed that it took a few moments
each time to stop and turn on the spot. It pawed its
hooves and hesitated for a moment, as if it were think-
ing about whether its attacking technique would get it
any further. The Beastmaster took the decision away
from it and sprinted towards it.

The beast, in turn, set itself in motion. Just before the
collision, Anathuriel turned to the side and ran to-
wards the reed belt of the nearby pool. The animal
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could not keep up with the quick change of direction.
It had to slow down and turn around, only to find that
its prey had escaped. It let out an angry growl and fol-
lowed her.

Her manoeuvre had given Anathuriel some dis-
tance, but now she felt the ground shake under the
hooves of the approaching beast. It was faster than its
massive shape suggested. Anathuriel dived into the
thicket of reeds. The stalks towered over her almost en-
tirely, but that was not what she was after. She kept
running until she was knee-deep in the water. Then
she stopped and turned around. With her heart pound-
ing, she forced herself to wait and flee no further.

With full force, the animal broke into the reeds and
flattened the plants. The greenish-brown water
splashed in all directions. As a precaution, Anathuriel
took a few more steps back until the water reached her
waist. She didn't want to go any further, it would re-
strict her mobility too much.

The animal tried to follow her, but a few moments
later it sank down to its shoulders. The marshy ground
couldn’t support its weight, it was stuck. At the same
time, the tall reeds blocked its view of the shore. It
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didn't know which way it would have to turn to get
out of the swamp.

In panic, it threw its heavy head back to keep its nos-
trils above wather. Anathuriel stood a few steps away
and watched the creature. The animal howled and
churned up water, mud and plants while still trying to
reach the Aeldari, but was barely moving forward.

Anathuriel drew her knife and cut off a long, thumb-
thick reed. With the switch in her hand, she ap-
proached the animal slowly but firmly, carefully mak-
ing sure to convey self-confidence with her entire pos-
ture. She had put the predator in an inferior situation.
Now she had to make her dominance clear to it. She
stopped in front of it at a safe distance and looked it
firmly in the eyes. The animal tried to avoid her gaze,
but could barely turn its head away if it didn’t want to
dip it into the water.

Probing, Anathuriel held out her staff for it. Imme-
diately, the creature snapped and bit down on the stalk
until it splintered between its teeth. The beast’s will
was unbroken, despite its precarious situation.

Anathuriel pulled back the staff, broke off the frayed
end and cut the tip back to size. She walked slowly
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around the animal, keeping her distance again. It tried
to follow her, not to turn its back on her. It waded and
pushed through the mud and plant stems, but was
barely able to lift its feet. Again and again, Anathuriel
stopped and waited until the animal had turned to her
and approached her before she changed direction
again.

After some time, the creature began to snort and was
clearly struggling to keep its head above water.
Anathuriel held out the staff to it again. But this time
the animal made no attempt to bite. The Beastmaster
could feel its will change. It had realized that it was
trapped, unable to free itself, nor to defend itself
against the supposed opponent, let alone to strike them
down as prey. Giving up seemed to be his only option.

Now it was time to change the strategy. The Beast-
master trudged purposefully towards the shore. After
a few steps, she turned around. The animal stood still
and stared at her.

Anathuriel fixed her gaze on it. It was almost as if
she were seeing into the animal's mind through the yel-
low predatory eyes. She had probably always done it
this way, unconsciously making contact with the
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beasts, subjecting their will to her superior intellect
and thus making them do what she wanted.

"You underestimated your prey. Now you are prey your-
self.'

The creature, as if in a last attempt to resist, threw its
head up in the air and put its ears back. It squealed
heartbreakingly. Her thoughts seemed to have reached
its rudimentary mind.

'l do mean you no harm. Be peaceful and I will lead you
out.'

The animal snorted a few times and became calmer.
Its ears sank to the side. The Beastmaster paused for a
few moments, then took a step toward the beast. It
looked at her expectantly, but did not move.

Anathuriel felt the connection she had built up with
it, as she had done so many times before. But by now
she was fully aware of what she was doing. It was not
in her mind to submit the creature to her will. Not this
time. She wanted to gain its trust. The Beastmaster
stretched out her arm and held out the blunt end of her
staff to the animal. Then, walking backwards, she took
a few steps towards the shore.
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The animal followed ponderously. She walked on,
one step, then the next. The animal followed. Finally,
she dared to turn her back on the creature. The Beast-
master heard the snorting behind her as it fought its
way through the thick mud and dense reeds.

Anathuriel had taken on the role of the leader who
brought her pack member to safety. She could not al-
low herself to show her tension, her willingness to de-
fend herself, should the animal decide otherwise. But
she couldn't perceive any aggressiveness from it, in-
stead a kind of relief that increased with every step.

Finally, they had solid ground under their feet
again. With a few heavy steps, the animal heaved itself
ashore, then slumped exhausted and lay on its side,
panting. Anathuriel gently nudged it with his staff. It
only rumbled weakly and offered no resistance. A feel-
ing of gratitude resonated in the sound., The Beastmas-
ter had to smile involuntarily.

When she turned around, the Losseainn was stand-
ing in front of her. She held her breath as the giant in
his massive, grey-blue armour towered right in front
of her and looked down at her.
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The weather-beaten face of the Mon-Keigh showed
nothing but astonishment. The battered, blood-stained
armour and the scraps of fur on the teeth of his
chainsword showed that he, too, had been successful
with his opponents —in his own way.

" Pt hefur tamio vargur. Hvernig?" he asked.

Anathuriel didn't understand a word, but she recog-
nized the recognition and wonder that lay in the
words. Obviously, at least the Losseainn was no longer
out to kill her.

"Dreptu dyr," he said, pointing at the creature with
his sword.

This time, Anathuriel thought she understood what
he was saying. Not the words, but the meaning,.

"Dreptu dyr,"34 he repeated.

"That is not necessary," she replied and demonstra-
tively stood between the animal and the warrior, the
staff vertically in front of her. "She is no longer a dan-
ger and will not be for us."

"How can you be sure, Eldar woman?"

34 Kill the animal.
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The words were still those of his own language.
Nevertheless, she understood him now, as before, on
the tree. Anathuriel realized that he had been wearing
his helmet before. It must have had some kind of trans-
lation technique built in. The Drukhari used similar
ones, no one bothered to speak the languages of the
lower races. Without the helmet, the Beastmaster
couldn't understand his words at first. Why now?

She realized that even now she had unconsciously
used her psychic abilities. Fortunately, however, this
was no effort, the language and mind of the Losseainn
were an open book, only slightly more complex than
that of the animal. She just had to listen and speak con-
sciously.

"Taming animals is what I do—or had done," she an-
swered, her mind focused on the Mon-Keigh's.

He did not seem to perceive the effect of her powers
on him. At least, he did not show a defensive reaction,
as he did in the Garden Arena. It seemed as if he
thought he understood her actual spoken words.

The Space Marine nodded appreciatively.
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"On Fenris, warriors kill the wolves, but the heroes
tame them, and they accompany them into battle."

"Fenris, is this your home? Do you want to go back
there?"

"I want to return to the fight. I will slay the enemies
of the Allfather and thus honour the fallen brothers of
my pack."

Inwardly, she shook her head at his stubbornness.
But as long as he didn't count her among these enemies
for the time being, she let it go.

"I can help you get out of here," she repeated her of-
fer.

"l don't need your help. I can stay here until my
brothers find me and get me. And I advise you, Xenos,
not to run into us then."

With that he put his helmet back on, hooked his
sword to his belt, turned around and stomped away.
Anathuriel sighed. They might have been able to speak
to each other, but apparently not to talk with each
other.
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She turned back to the animal. Vargur the Mon-
Keigh had called it. It was probably just a name for an-
other, similar creature he knew from his home world.

Firmly, the Beastmaster poked its shoulder with her
staff. The animal struggled to get back on its feet.
Anathuriel slowly moved closer, one step at a time,
maintaining eye contact. She didn't want to appear as
a threat. The Vargur stood still grumbling, but made
no further attempts to attack her.

The splashing of water and the rustling and break-
ing of reeds could suddenly be heard from the thicket
behind them. The animal turned around, put its little
ears down and growled menacingly.

A tall, dark figure appeared between the stalks.
Anathuriel had the presence of mind to grab the
Vargur by the lips and pulled its heavy head down.

"AmEathan!" she commanded calmly and deci-
sively.

It howled in protest but obeyed. She let go, but for
safety, she held its head down with her staff. Then she
turned to the newcomer.

"Ydrir!" Anathuriel exclaimed.
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The young Ranger waded out of the reeds. His coat
and boots were covered with water and mud almost to
his knees. The sharp leaves of the reeds had left some
welts on his face. Holding the Vargur at a distance with
the staff, she approached him and held out her arm to
him. Ydrir took her hand.

"Are you all right?" she asked after he stood on firm,
dry ground.

Ydrir looked suspiciously at the huge animal, which
had sat down in the meantime and watched the two
Aeldari with interest with its head tilted to the side.

"They were on my trail," he answered, pointing to
the Vargur. "That is why I hid in the reeds. I thought
such large animals could not move well there. But
there were four."

"Quisar's toys," Anathuriel replied with a bitter un-
dertone. "The other three were killed by the Los-

seainn."

"A Losseainn of the Mon-Keigh? I perceived a hos-
tile, alien spirit, but I did not know what it was. Where
is he?"
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"He preferred to roam around here alone. I think we
have nothing to fear from him for the time being. I
think he was pretty impressed with how I tamed her
here."

With these words, Anathuriel tapped the Vargur on
the flank.

"What are you going to do with the animal now?"

"I let her go. She is now probably the only one of her
kind on this planet. That is sad enough."

Ydrir smiled. "Does a Drukhari talk like that?"

"No," Anathuriel replied with a smile as well. After
a short pause, she continued in a restrained voice: "I
think I owe you more than just an explanation."

"Not me. I knew from the first moment that we
could trust you. Nothing has changed in this respect.
And Margil understood your hint. He did not trust you
yet, but he trusts me. But Firondhir..."

Anathuriel sighed deeply. "Yes, I know."
She turned to the Vargur.

"AmUiaddra," she said calmly and gave it a gentle

push against the hind leg with the staff.
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The animal looked at her briefly, snorted and trotted
away. It stopped at the edge of the grove and examined
the bodies of its dead conspecifics. Anathuriel turned
away. The sight unexpectedly touched her.

"What happens now?" asked Ydrir.

"We are going to the gate. Firondhir and Margil will
certainly come there too. And we have to be careful.
The Losseainn and the Vargur were probably not the
only things Quisar set free here."

"They are not," Ydrir agreed, shuddering.
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Chapter 27 - Margil

Margil stood up from the ground and rubbed the back
of his head. For some reason, the guards seemed to
have deemed it necessary to knock him down after
they had dropped him off here and before they had re-
moved his handcuffs. As if he could have taken on two
armed Kabal warriors on his own.

The blond Pathfinder grinned. He would have. With
luck even successfully, at least if they hadn’t expected
resistance. But apparently, he had already made a com-
pelling impression on the Drukhari.

He searched the hidden inside pockets of his coat.
Good, his knives were still there, as was the ritual
blade of the Dire Avengers. The hunting rifle, wrapped
into its cloth cover, lay beside him. Margil picked it up
and strapped the bundle back onto his back.

Whatever must have motivated the Drukhari to let
him have this weapon, it was likely that it could only
be used as a club in hand-to-hand combat with what-
ever creatures.
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The Pathfinder stood in the middle of an almost cir-
cular grassy area. The rich green stalks and pale flower
spikes reached up to his shoulders. The wind swept
through it, driving rippling waves through the
meadow like on an ocean. The grassy lake was sur-
rounded by steep slopes overgrown with dense
bushes.

Margil recalled the geography of the landscape as he
had seen it from above, when the Drukhari had
brought it down from the ship on a Raider: a green
hilly country of meadows and forests and small rivers,
overlooked by single, low, cone-shaped mountains.

Three flat, round basins lined up in a narrow arc, as
if the peaks of the hills had collapsed long ago and then
been reclaimed by nature.

He himself was in the smallest one, which was a lit-
tle off to the side. In the northern crater, he had seen a
small pond, extensive reed beds, and scattered groups
of trees. The middle and largest one was almost com-
pletely occupied by what appeared to be shallow lake
with a narrow grassy edge.

The two depressions were so close to each other that
only a shallow earth wall separated them and
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prevented the water from flowing inti the silting up
pond. On a hilltop above the larger lake, he had no-
ticed half-ruined columns made of ivory-coloured
stone. This had to be the gate to the Webway.

Margil had been deposed first, alone. He could only
guess that Firondhir and Ydrir were in the other cra-
ters. Probably the Archon had also added one of his
toys to each of them. Whatever it was here, it couldn't
be overly large, or he would have noticed it long ago.
There was no cover here except the tall grass, and he
could see over that.

The Pathfinder set of towards the crater rim, in the
direction of the gate. He was sure that the other three
were trying to do the same. That was the next logical
step.

This was not how their escape had been planned.
But Anathuriel's unexpected appearance in the yacht's
cargo hold could only mean that she had been ulti-
mately right in the end: they wouldn't have gotten this
far on their own. Now all that remained was to hope
that she also had succeeded in deceiving the Archon.
But no matter what, there was no turning back now.
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A disturbing thought flashed into Margil's head. He
had understood her intentions. And Ydrir could look
into the minds of others. But Firondhir?

From the moment he had recognized Anathuriel
next to Quisar, it was as if his soul had been shattered.
For the short time they had been together afterwards,
he had shown himself completely without a will, com-
pletely indifferent to everything that happened to
them. You didn't have to be a seer to guess what was
going on inside him.

Margil had only known him since that trip, but he
had already painfully experienced what could happen
if he lost control of himself. And if he wasn't in a state
of emotional exception right now, when was he? Either
he had already given up on himself or —

A peculiarity at the edge of his field of vision caught
Margil's attention. Something was wrong with the
movement of the grass. At one point, not far from him,
it seemed to surge more than in the surrounding area,
and without a specific direction, regardless of the
wind. Immediately, the Pathfinder crouched down
and dived into the stalks. His right hand went under
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his coat and reached for one of the hidden throwing
knives.

A huge bird shot out of the tall grass. It must have
been sitting on the ground, because now that he was
standing, the blades of grass reached only up to his
chest. The grey-brown, spotted plumage resembled a
shaggy fur, and the wings were tiny. A long, strong
neck supported a head with small, yellow eyes and a
massive beak with a hooked tip, tall and narrow like
an axe blade.

The bird jerked its head to the side, let out a dull
buzz and stared in the direction of the Pathfinder. It
was almost impossible that he hadn't seen the Aeldari
from its elevated position. Margil kept his eyes on the
animal and didn’t move. Maybe it was just reacting to
movements.

This hope was shattered the next moment when the
bird made a huge leap to stomp its prey into the
ground. Margil recognized its intention. Instead of
fleeing, he dove towards it and let himself fall flat on
the ground.

Grotesquely fluttering its stubby wings, the bird
swept over the Pathfinder. The long, clawed toes dug
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into the earth. The bird screeched angrily and turned
awkwardly on the spot.

In the meantime, Margil had jumped up and started
running. The animal stood between him and the pas-
sageway to the neighbouring crater. It forced him to
flee in the opposite direction - but there was little room
for escape in the narrow basin anyway. And he quickly
realized that he wouldn't get far. The bird chased after
him. And it was much faster on his two muscular legs.

At the last moment, before his pursuer reached him,
Margil made a sharp turn. Fortunately, the bird was
unable to follow the sudden change in direction of its
prey. It ran a good distance further before it swung
back in a tight arc to the fleeing Aeldari and began a
new onslaught.

Margil saw the bird approaching from the side and
changed direction again. He wouldn’t be able to keep
up the pace for long. The tall grass did the rest. Making
his way through the dense stalks drained a lot of his
strength. He had to reach the crater rim, hoping that
the dense undergrowth there would slow down the an-
imal.
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But the bird seemed more cunning than its primitive
appearance suggested. With new sprints, it drove the
Aeldari forward and held him fast in the open grassy
area. At the same time, it never gave him a moment’s
peace to use his weapons.

The Pathfinder's legs began to ache, and his lungs
burned. Running away was pointless. Soon his
strength would have diminished to such an extent that
the animal caught up with him despite his hooks. He
had to equalize the conditions.

He had just managed to put some distance between
himself and his pursuer again. Gasping for breath, he
stopped and wiped his sweat-damp blonde hair out of
his face with his arm. Then he took out two of his
larger, heavy throwing blades.

The bird had swung back at him again. Margil's
mind, his instinct, everything in him simultaneously
urged him to flee from the oncoming predator or to
throw his knives at once. He fought against it and re-
membered his training in the Aspect Shrine.

"The Dire Avenger recognizes the right moment. He does
not use his weapon too early and not too late.'

367



He raised both arms into position, a knife in each
hand, and counted his breaths as the bird rushed to-
wards him. Then he released the blades.

One of the knifes penetrated the animal's broad
chest, the other into the left thigh. The bird screeched
angrily, stumbled and buckled briefly with its left side,
but immediately straightened up again.

The throwing knives had done less damage than
Margil had hoped. Part of the momentum was likely
absorbed by the dense plumage. The animal shook it-
self and poked around in its feathers with its beak. It
managed to pull out the blades. The feathers began to
redden only slowly at the impact points.

The bird's head jerked forward again. It stared at the
Aeldari and opened its beak into a loud, hoarse
screech. The long plume on the crown of its head stood
up. Then the animal launched another attack, slightly
limping, but all the more angry. For now, it was no
longer chasing a supposedly helpless prey but fighting
a defensive enemy.

For a few seconds, Margil considered throwing
more blades. But if they had the same effect as the pre-
vious ones, he would run out of knives before he could
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incapacitate the running bird. He had no choice but to
flee again.

He had taken too much time. The bird had caught
up with him. Margil tried to dodge again, but the ani-
mal gave him a hard kick that hit him on the hip. Roll-
ing over, the Pathfinder was hurled through the grass
for meters.

Dazed, he struggled to get up again. All his bones
hurt from the impact, but he was able to move. The
dense vegetation and his armour had prevented the
worst. But now his pursuer was above him. The
clawed foot came down for another kick.

Margil rolled to the side and tried to back away on
his back. The bird changed its weapon and let its mas-
sive beak drop down on the Aeldari like a hammer.
Margil pushed himself further back and pulled his legs
in. The beak rammed into the ground where his feet
had been just a moment ago. He wanted to get up, but
with another leap the bird was back in striking dis-
tance and attacked again. In last desperation, Margil
kicked out with his right leg and hit the bird's head on
the side at the moment it darted down.
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The effect was completely unexpected. Not only did
the head swing far to the side like a pendulum, but the
whole body of the animal began to tumble, so that it
had to catch itself by moving its feet. Apparently, the
neck was not made to withstand forces from the side.
And the wide beak was an ideal target for it.

Margil seized the moment and loosened the clasp
that held the holster on his back. Dodging the next
strike from the bird, he rolled to the side and picked up
the bundle. Again, the animal pulled its neck back.
Margil crouched down on the ground and tensed his
muscles.

At the moment when the head rushed down, he
jumped up and struck the rifle butt with all his
strength against the right side of the huge beak. The
bird screeched and slumped to the ground with its
strained left leg.

Not hesitating for a second, Margil threw herself
with his full weight on the animal's neck and pressed
it completely to the ground. Lying on its side, it kicked
around, but its adversary had slid over its neck to its
back and was out of reach.
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The animal screamed with anger and helplessness.
It desperately tried to raise its head, to break free. The
Pathfinder resisted with all his might, no matter how
violently the creature reared up against the grip of his
still aching limbs.

His plans worked. Without the rotation of the neck,
the bird was not able to get its legs back under its body
and stand up. Perhaps it was only a matter of time be-
fore the animal was so exhausted that it would no
longer be a danger.

But Margil didn't have the time and the strength to

hold on to it for so long. He had no choice, even if he
didn't like it.

Careful not to let up in his grip, he pulled his short
sword out of the scabbard on his thigh, put the tip to
the bird's throat and thrust it into the skull with a jerky
movement through the lower jaw. Instantly the head
fell to the ground. The animal lay still. Dark red blood
seeped into the rumpled carpet of grass.

The Pathfinder awkwardly squatted on his knees.
He took a relieved breath. Every breath hurt. He held
the lifeless head of the bird and released his weapon
from the beak bone.
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For a moment he looked reverently at the bright sil-
ver-glinting, slightly curved blade, from which the
bird's blood flowed away almost completely on its
own in thin rivulets: no longer than his forearm, single-
edged, with a bevelled tip and ribbon-wrapped handle
- the rune-adorned ritual blade of a Dire Avenger. He
had carried it with him all these years, but on this jour-
ney he had used it against enemies for the first time
since his time as an Aspect Warrior.

He wiped the cutting edge clean with a cloth and
stowed both away again. Then he picked up the case
and examined the stock of the hunting rifle. Damage
was not visible at first glance; wraithbone was more re-
sistant than almost any other material. Nevertheless,
he no longer wanted to rely on the accuracy.

The Pathfinder swung the bundle over his back
again and swayed to his feet. He looked down at the
dead bird once more. The animal was not an opponent,
it was a victim, controlled by instincts. He had not mas-
tered the Paths of the Warrior for that. They were an
art, meant for enemies of his people. Mindless slaugh-
ter was repugnant to him. And entertaining decadent
Drukhari with it, even more so.
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He turned away from the slain animal and hurried
as fast as his aching legs would allow him towards the
crater rim. He climbed the embankment and worked
his way through the undergrowth of thorny vines and
gorse bushes.

Once on the ridge, the Pathfinder stopped as if
rooted to the ground. Four Raiders, the hulls shining
black and studded with thorns and blades, hovered
just above the ground and blocked his way. On the un-
folded sails and fluttering banners was emblazoned
the sign of the green crescent moon.

The warriors and gunners pointed their weapons at
him. Margil remained motionless and let his arms
stand out slightly from his body, the palm of his hand
outwards to show that he was unarmed and not look-
ing for a fight.

"I congratulate you, IstuKarun." The blond Archon
appeared at the railing of the barge to his left. "You
were the first of you to make your hunter your prey."

" hope the performance was to Your Highness's sat-
isfaction," Margil replied full of sarcasm. In his mind
he wondered what the words of the Drukhari could
mean for his companions.
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Quisar laughed. "We will see. This was only the first
act."

The Raiders swung to the side. The high, concave
sides formed a corridor lined with thorns. Determined,
without paying any further attention to the laughing
Drukhari, Margil hurried along the path. He did not
want to give the smug prince and his entourage any
more satisfaction by showing concern. The predeter-
mined path led exactly where he wanted to go anyway,
and there was no question that the Archon had an-
other, probably even deadlier challenge in store for
them there.

"Oh, IstuKarun," Quisar called after him. The blonde
Pathfinder looked around again. "You should hurry.
One of your friends has apparently decided to hunt
something other than wild animals."

Margil began to run. The Archon's words fuelled
his worst fears.
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Chapter 28 - Darkness

Firondhir hardly noticed anything of his surround-
ings. Everything was shrouded in a black mist that suf-
focated every feeling and perception. He knelt on the
bare shore of the crater lake and stared at the water
with his head bowed. What color it was did not get
through to him. He saw only the sluggish, endlessly
repeating rise and fall, without meaning and without
purpose. The Kabal warriors had dropped him off
here, and he had just stayed put. Whatever might hap-
pen, whether it met him here or elsewhere, it didn't
matter.

He should have known better. A Drukhari, as false
and devious as all of her corrupt, lost people. How
could he have trusted her?

Firondhir knew the answer: his desire to find some-
thing that would heal the deep wound that had been
torn into his soul.

He had been certain he had found it. As certain as
nothing else in his life so far. In truth, she had taken
advantage of his injury and he had succumbed to her
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vile spell. He had let himself be deceived because he
wanted it that way.

Now he paid the price. There was nothing left but
emptiness and darkness. He deserved it. Margil and
Ydrir didn't. Margil had tried to warn him. He had re-
fused to listen. With his misguided trust in the
Drukhari, he had dragged his companions with him to
his doom.

The extent of his failure for ZarAsuryan, he could
not even fathom. And Illdrayon had died in vain. Was
there anything else left but to follow him?

Firondhir's mind darkened to the deepest blackness.
Yes, there was still one thing to do. She was here. He
had felt her when she had reached out for them with
her psychic powers. And he wouldn't let her get away
with what she had done.

He stood up. A narrow strip of dry land bordered
the lake before the crater rim rose up as a steep,
sparsely overgrown slope against the pale sky. Indi-
vidual, broken out boulders were scattered along the
shore. He had already noticed the low, sunken em-
bankment on the other side of the lake during their ap-
proach. The echo of her mind pointed in this direction.
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If she was here, she had to come to him through this
passage. There he would wait for her.

Firondhir circled the water. When he arrived at his
destination, he studied the surroundings. On the right
flank of the passageway, the cuboid tuff fragments
formed an irregular staircase. He climbed the col-
lapsed rock wall and searched for a suitable position
between the gray stones, hidden, but with a view over
the narrow way.

He quickly found what he was looking for. He
placed his rifle case on a flat rock and carefully un-
wrapped the pushed-together hunting rifle. With rou-
tine hand movements, he extended the weapon to its
full length and attached the scope. There was no room
to lie down for the shot, but kneeling should suffice.
The distance was not long, and he did not have to flee
quickly or avoid detection.

The Pathfinder took his position. He cautiously
aimed his rifle. Looking through the scope, he let his
gaze wander through the narrow way between the two
craters. Nothing obscured the line of fire. Then he put
the rifle down again, remained kneeling, and waited.
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Margil stumbled down the steep slope of the crater.
The vegetation was less dense here, but the rock was
looser. Again and again, large chunks broke off be-
neath his feet and slid downhill. Halfway up, so that
he could be sure that he no longer had the Drukhari
directly behind him, he paused.

With a movement of the flat of his hand, he slit the
target optics of his helmet collar over his left eye. He
searched the depression attentively. The water surface
extended almost to the crater rims and rippled only
slightly. The sparse tufts of reeds, which found enough
ground on the shallow, rocky shore to take root,
swayed lightly in the wind. The landscape seemed to
be in tense calm.

With a thought, Margil changed the focal length of
the blue crystal lens. The field of vision narrowed, the
image moved closer. Nothing was visible even from
close-up. Here and there, large, red or blue gleaming
dragonflies between the stems. Strangely enough, no
birds, neither his reeds nor on the water. There was no
trace of Firondhir, Anathuriel or Ydrir.

Margil retracted the target optics and let his gaze
wander through the crater once more. He thought for
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a moment. If Firondhir really intended to do what he
feared, there was only one place where he would find
him - because he himself would choose it in the same
way. He hurriedly continued his descent.

Firondhir had not had to wait long. The echo of
crunching footsteps on the gravel bounced between
the boulders. An unaccustomed tension seized him. He
couldn't explain where it came from. After all, he had
ambushed a target dozens of times. Why should it be
any different now?

He took up the hunting rifle and lowered his right
eye to the scope. His gaze wandered through the hol-
low road.

Then he saw her. With each fluid movement, the
black plates of her suit glistened in the slanting sun,
refracting the light on the edges and curvatures in
green and orange - just like the armor of the Kabal
warriors did. She walked forward deliberately, turning
her head left and right as if she were looking for some-
thing. In her hand she held a long staff made of reeds.
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Firondhir could see her false features, as if carved
from pale bones. She had taken off her mask, as if she
could thereby get rid of her corruption. Like an Aspect
Warrior who discards their warrior self with their hel-
met and becomes an ordinary Asuryani - but this was
not befitting for a Drukhari.

But something else was different. Her hair. The ex-
cessively long braids were gone. As if arbitrarily cut
off, strands of various lengths hung from the crown of
her head. The obscene, purplish color had almost com-
pletely disappeared, only a remnant at the ends. In-
stead, her head shimmered in a warm, rich chestnut
brown.

'Why are you doing this at all? The natural color is much
nicer.'

His own words flashed through his head as if they
wanted to remind him of something, to dissuade him
from what he was doing. Firondhir pushed them aside.
He put his finger on the trigger.

Anathuriel looked back. Behind her, at the edge of
his field of vision, a shadow moved. Firondhir swung
the rifle slightly in the direction and reduced the mag-
nification to have a wider field of view.
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A second person emerged from the ground wave at
the apex of the passageway. Anathuriel turned around
and walked the few steps back. She held out a hand to
the figure. It was Ydrir. He grabbed her arm and she
helped him over. Then they continued their way side
by side.

This gullible child still allowed himself to be fooled
by her. He was acting like a seer the whole time and
had even managed to make his companions believe
that. By now, Firondhir knew better. And Ydrir would
soon realize his mistake.

The Pathfinder set his sights on his target again, in-
creasing the magnification until he only had the face of
the Drukhari in his field of vision. Her lips moved, she
seemed to be telling the young Ranger something. Her
turquoise eyes shone treacherously.

The circular mark in the lens of the scope lay exactly
above them on her pale forehead. Firondhir's right
hand gripped the handle of the rifle, his index finger
resting on the psy-responsive trigger sensor. A move-
ment was not necessary; one thought was enough to
trigger the shot.
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But he could not grasp it. Something was blocking
his mind. Was it her? No, that would not have escaped
him. He took aim again, exhaled and held his breath.
Everything except the target disappeared from his per-
ception.

But again, he failed in firing the shot. He kept hold-
ing on and on, until the rifle began to sway and he ran
out of air. His heart was pounding in his throat; he had
breath deeply several times. His hands were clammy.
The target had continued carefree and had now almost
reached the exit of the narrow way.

Firondhir straightened up. He had recognized his
mistake. The ethos of the Pathfinder was the clean shot,
unseen. The target never knew who had hit it. He had
tried, as was his habit. But it was not what he wanted.
He wanted her to see him before he fired. The rifle
firmly in his left hand, he hurried down the slope.

Anathuriel and Ydrir had just reached the rim of the
crater lake when Firondhir stepped in their way.

Anathuriel's face brightened with relief and joy as
the Pathfinder approached her. How she would have
loved to fall into his arms, but she knew that after eve-
rything that had happened, she had to be more careful.
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She handed Ydrir her staff and took a step towards the
Pathfinder.

Firondhir raised his hunting rifle and aimed at her
chest. Startled, she stopped.

"Firondhir, what are you doing!" Ydrir exclaimed in
dismay.

Firondhir did not answer. He waited for a reaction
from Anathuriel, something that would make him re-
alize that now was the time to pull the trigger. He had
expected her to try to explain herself with some kind
of lie, that she was trying to influence his mind. But she
did nothing. She just stood there and looked at him,
not frightened, but sorrowful.

Instead, Ydrir acted and stepped in between the two,
directly into his line of fire.

"Firondhir, it is not what you think. Everything that
has happened has its own truth," he tried to appease
the Pathfinder.

"She still has you under her spell," he replied heat-
edly. "Do you not see that? You want to be a Spirit
Seer."
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"I see it clearly, Firondhir. She is what she always
had been. She is the one we are here for. She has never
deceived us, none of us, in anything. Without her, we
would not even have gotten onto the ship alive."

"Get out of the way, you fool!" Firondhir barked at
him.

But even though his deeply wounded inner self still
resisted, his mind now began to doubt whether he was
really in the right.

"No," Ydrir objected calmly. "Do what you think you
have to do."

Now Anathuriel also found her voice again. She
placed her hand on the young Ranger’s shoulder and
walked past him.

"Ydrir, please step aside. I do not want anything to
happen to you."

Anathuriel stood calmly facing Firondhir, her arms
slightly raised in an open stance, signaling that she had
nothing to hide from him.

384



"Firondhir, he is telling the truth. Please forgive me.
Let me come to you, I will show everything to you.
And then decide what you want to do."

She held out her hand to the Pathfinder.

Deep down, Firondhir wished he could believe her,
only for the blink of an eye. Then anger regained the
upper hand again. That was the moment he had been
waiting for. And if this stupid child did not want to get
out of the way, so be it. His finger settled on the trigger.

Something pushed him to the side with force,
grabbed the gun and pulled the barrel upwards. The
rifle fell out of his hand as he went to the ground with
his attacker. He broke free and got back on his feet.

Margil needed a few moments longer to get up
again. Blindly furious, Firondhir seized the oppor-
tunity and threw himself on the blond Pathfinder. The
two stumbled to the shore of the lake and landed in the
shallow water, wrestling with each other. Margil once
again proved to be the better melee fighter. With prac-
ticed grips, he managed to grab the raging man by the
arms and push him to his knees.
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"Think again, Firondhir," he said in a commanding
tone. "We have a mission to fulfil. You are obliged to
ZarAsuryan, and Illarayon."

But Firondhir did not think of it. He squirmed in his
grip. Despite all his anger, he had not forgotten that
Margil's left arm was injured and directed all his re-
sistance against this weak point.

Margil noticed it. He clenched his teeth and held on.
For a moment he considered drawing his short sword
to force Firondhir to surrender. But for that he would
have required him to let go with his right hand, of all
things. And whether Firondhir would be impressed by
the weapon in his madness was another question. Mar-
gil did not want to go to the end.

But now Anathuriel and Ydrir were with them. The
young Ranger jumped to Margil's side and grabbed
their companion's left arm, while Margil held the right.
Anathuriel wrapped her hands around Firondhir's
face and pressed her palms against his temples.

This time it was more difficult. The Pathfinder re-
sisted violently, threw his head to the side to escape
her grip and tried to seal his mind.
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Anathuriel felt a slight tension in her temple. Fi-
nally, she found an opening. No weakness in his de-
fences, but a tiny spark of trust that was willing to open
up to her once more. To her? She was not sure, but it
seemed to her as if there was something else, some
kind of echo, she did not know what, that his subcon-
scious was reacting to and letting her in.

Firondhir gave up the fight. For a moment,
Anathuriel held him, then she had shown him every-
thing and seen everything he was willing to show.
Slowly she let her hands dropp her hands, her stomach
began to cramp.

Firondhir breathed calmly and deeply. Margil and
Ydrir let go of him and stepped back. The Pathfinder
sat up sluggishly. He looked at Anathuriel. His face
was no longer angry, but gloomy, sad and withdrawn.

The sight made Anathuriel's throat tighten. She felt
miserable and helpless. Nothing could have even come
close to describing her shame and regret. Deception
had been the only way to bring them here together and
alive, and Firondhir now shared this knowledge with
her. And yet it could not take away the painful feeling
of how deeply she had hurt him.
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Only now had she fully understood what she really
meant to him, what she had actually put at risk. More,
much more than just the pleasant togetherness of the
last few weeks. She wanted nothing more than for him
to say something, to show understanding for every-
thing she had done, and to tell her what she had to so
that he would forgive her. But nothing happened. They
stood facing each other in silence.

Meanwhile, Ydir's gaze wandered nervously back
and forth. Something was making him increasingly
restless. Suddenly panic seized him.

"Away from the water!" he shouted. "Away from the
water! Run! Between the rocks!"

The next moment the crater lake reared up in a mas-
sive fountain.
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Chapter 29 - CaurNaranKuras

The water poured over the narrow strip of shore, foam-
ing. A monstrous creature threw itself ashore in the
tidal wave. It resembled vaguely a gigantic centipede.
The thick, long body was divided into many dozens of
segments, each with a shiny green-black backplate and
a pair of strong, five-segmented legs.

On the front of the abdomen, the plates were fused
into a short, curved dorsal shield, like that of a crayfish,
covered lengthwise with spiny ridges. Each of the ten
legs under the shell ended in a double claw.

The animal had no recognizable head. On the sides
of the blunt front end of the shield, a pair of large,
round compound eyes protruded on short, thick
stems, each as large as the head of an Aeldari. Right in
between, it had a pair of segmented gripper arms that
it had rolled up under its torso.

"What, by all Gods, is that?" Margil exclaimed in
horror.

"A CaurNaranKuras!" cried Anathuriel. "Do as Ydrir
said! Run!"
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The four ran towards the passageway. They climbed
the shattered crater wall and squeezed between the
boulders.

The arthropod swung its long body in their direction
and followed them. When they had hoped that its size
would make it slow and clumsy, they were proven
wrong.

The countless legs swayed up and down in waves
and pushed it forward at breakneck speed. Only sec-
onds after the Aeldari, it had also reached the cut in the
crater wall. Its huge body almost completely filled the
hollow road. The front body swung back and forth in
search.

Then it straightened up and climbed the rock wall.
The massive basalt blocks were so close together that
the beast couldn’t between them. She unfurled its ten-
tacles. Each one was almost as long as the body of an
Aeldari and had short, thick spines on the inside.

The four threw themselves flat on the rocky ground.
On the underside of the creature's front body, they
could now see the circular mouth opening, surrounded
by flat chitin plates like an iris. The tentacles groped
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wildly for them, brushed them with their tips, but
couldn’t get hold of the prey.

Firondhir squeezed himself in a crack between two
boulders. The animal was directly above him and pre-
sented its belly. But the Pathfinder's hunting rifle lay
somewhere in the mud of the rumpled shore.

Margil realized what he wanted to try, released his
weapon from his back and pushed it over to Firondhir.
He grabbed it and aimed at the creature, unerringly
hitting the gap between two body segments. The worm
reared up and hissed angrily. But even at close range,
the rifle's energy beam didn't appear to have caused
any effective damage.

Firondhir fired another shot and hit one of the legs.
The worm flexed it in, turned the hit side of its body
away and let itself fall back into the depression. That
seemed to be a weak point. But he had dozens of them.

"That does not make sense. This is a CaurNaranKu-
ras," Anathuriel shouted. " DorchaKerun makes the ar-
mour of their warriors and the armour of their barges
from its shell."
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"How do they kill such monsters," Firondhir asked
incredulously.

"With Dark Lances."

Firondhir lowered his rifle. These weapons of the
Drukhari were capable of blasting the powerful
tracked vehicles of the Losseainn to pieces. If it took
them to kill this creature, they were powerless.

Meanwhile, the centipede wriggled over the boul-
ders, searching for access to its prey. It would probably
have been able to simply break open their hiding place.
But its mind was not enough to recognize this.

"Can we get into the other crater to climb out there?"
asked Margil.

"That will not help us," Anathuriel answered. "The
reeds and the shrubs there are no obstacle for a
CaurNaranKuras. And Quisar will not allow that.
There is only one way out. That is part of his game."

"So, we have to go through this crater to reach the
gate. Otherwise, we will be fighting not only this
worm, but also the warriors of the Kabal," Ydrir added.
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"No," said Firondhir gravely. "Anathuriel must
reach the gate. One of us is enough to guide her
through the Webway to ZarAsuryan."

Dismayed silence fell.

"No! That is out of the question!" Anathuriel pro-
tested. "I have not abandoned you until now. And I
will not begin it now. I am not willing to leave even of
you here."

"It is not up to you to decide!" Firondhir snapped
sharply. "Our mission is to take you to ZarAsuryan.
That is why we are here. Everything else does not
count."

Anathuriel took a deep breath. The thought of run-
ning away without doing anything while her compan-
ions put themselves in mortal danger was deeply re-
pugnant to her.

"Do you want to ask your former friends for a Dark
Lance?" Margil interjected, pointing to the sky.

They both knew that the Drukhari in their Raiders
were revelling in their desperate situation at this very
moment.
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"Firondhir is right. In the end, you are the only thing
that matters. Not only for the Craftworld, but also for
Ydrir and me."

He gave Firondhir a requesting glance, but the latter
was intently watching the worm's movements down in
the ravine.

"You did what it took to get us here,” Margil contin-
ued. “Now we are doing what it takes to get you away
from here."

"And you cannot control this animal as well, like the
Vargur?" Ydrir asked almost pleadingly.

He, too, recognized the inevitable. But he hadn't
been on the Path of the Outcast long enough to accept
the twists of fate as calmly as the two Pathfinders did.

Resigned, Anathuriel shook her head.

"They have only instinct, no mind. Everything that
moves is prey for them."

"And your psychic powers?"

"Do not you dare!" Firondhir interrupted them
harshly. Then he turned back to Anathuriel: "You
mean they react to movement?"
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"Yes. What does not move, they ignore. But with
their stalk eyes, they see everything around them. And
they feel vibrations with their legs."

"That could improve our prospects somewhat,"
Firondhir said.

He peered between the rocks down into the narrow
way. The worm had calmed down. It meandered back
and forth between the rock walls without haste, prob-
ing the ground with its tentacles as if looking for some-
thing at random. There sight was almost cute.

"Could it be that it has forgotten us again?" he asked.
"That is not unlikely," Anathuriel answered.

The Pathfinder thought for a moment.

"Ydrir, get your weapon ready," he ordered.

The young Ranger obeyed and took his case from his
back. Firondhir handed Margil his hunting rifle. He
waved it off.

"You are the better shooter, even if my arm were un-
hurt."

Firondhir nodded.

395



"I will lure the worm from up here to the end of the
narrow way. It will need a few moments to turn
around in there. Anathuriel, you run first, straight up
the slope to the gate. Do not stop and do not turn
around. Margil, Ydrir, spread out in the crater, and 1
will join you. We direct the worm towards us when-
ever it turns to Anathuriel. If it gets too close to you,
remain motionless. It is unusual, but from its eyes we
are hidden even in the open as long as we do not
move."

"And what about the Drukhari?" Ydrir wanted to
know.

"Before they can get to us, they too have to deal with
the worm," Firondhir answers.

"To be rescued by the Drukhari. What a prospect,"
Margil scoffed.

"Do not worry. They will not intervene," Anathuriel
added. "Not as long as we offer them exactly the enter-
tainment they want. Quisar does not expect us to be
successful anyway."

"Neither do I," said the blond Pathfinder frankly.

All four were silent for a sombre moment.
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"What other choice do we have?" replied Firondhir
firmly.

He hung the long rifle over his shoulder. Before he
left the others, he turned to Ydrir once more. He put
his hand on the young Ranger’s shoulder.

"Do you dare to find your way through the Webway
on your own?"

"Yes," he answered. "But Margil knows more about
direction than I do."

The Pathfinders exchanged a glance briefly. Margil
nodded.

"That is true," said Firondhir. "But all paths are still
open to you, not to us. You are capable of more than
living the life of an IstuKarun. If only one of us is des-
tined to return to the Craftworld, then it shall be you.
Stay close to Anathuriel and try to reach the gate."

Ydrir looked at the Pathfinder with his head held
high, full of respect and gratitude. And confidence, as
if he already knew that their venture would end well.
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"Do not make yourself less than you are, Firondhir.
Angaur b'fheidir harakh iem liram".3>

The Pathfinder nodded at the boy. Then he turned
around and disappeared into the shadow of the rocks.

Anathuriel sat there and looked after Firondhir. She
was in doubt whether she should have done or said
anything else. But there was nothing left that he did
not know about her. With a heavy heart, she had to ad-
mit that she could only wait and see how he dealt with
this knowledge and what decision he made for him-
self. And they hope that they would have another op-
portunity to talk to each other later.

Margil grabbed Anathuriel by the arm.

"Come, Beastmaster. Let us give our audience a per-
formance they will not soon forget."

35 May destiny lead us home.
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Chapter 30 - Hunting

Cautious not to cause any vibration, Firondhir crept
along the ravine. Wherever possible, he avoided the
ground, but time and again he had to leave the cover
of the rocks, where they did not allow him to get
through. Carefully, he put one foot in front of the other,
paused, took the next step, reassuring himself again
and again that he didn’t draw the worm's attention to
himself prematurely.

The path required all his attention. Still, Firondhir
could not prevent his thoughts from wandering.

Everything that had happened on the ship had been
brought about by Anathuriel so that their escape
would not fail before they even had a chance to leave
the Dark City. He had long since understood that, and
the look into her mind had dispelled the last doubts.
He cursed himself for his aberration and his lack of
trust. And he was grateful to Margil and Ydrir from the
bottom of his heart for stopping him. Especially Mar-

gil.
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But Anathuriel had also been aware of what she
would do to him with that. He had seen that in her
mind too. Firondhir knew that she had had no choice
but to take this into account. And no opportunity to
warn him. Also, because he himself had already closed
himself off to her in the only moment when this would
have still been possible.

And he had seen the remorse and deep regret she
felt about it. Not for her sake, for what she herself had
risked losing, but for his sake, the pain she had in-
flicted on him.

She was no longer a Drukhari, for no Drukhari
would ever feel that way. And yet, something inside
him still refused to forgive her. Whether he would ever
be able to feel for Anathuriel again as he did before -
he did not know.

But if he did not succeed in getting them all away
from here, it did not matter anymore anyway. He took
a deep breath and pushed these thoughts aside.

A few steps before the opening of the defile into the
neighbouring crater, Firondhir crouched down be-
tween the basalt blocks.
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The arthropod was still a good distance away. It
seemed undecided whether it should continue on its
way. Its front legs probed the ground, its head swing-
ing back and forth in search. A gift from fate if it de-
cided to look for other prey over there.

But in the next moment, the Pathfinder noticed what
was holding the beast back. Three Raiders circled
above the undulating grass and reed fields, just high
enough not to touch the treetops. Slow as hunting
birds of prey, they seemed to be looking for something.
The dark hum of their anti-grav engines also seemed
to be perceived as a threat by the worm. It was already
preparing to turn back.

Firondhir climbed the highest boulder nearby, mak-
ing sure the worm could see him. Then he looked
down the ravine and raised his hand. The three others
got ready.

It only took fractions of a second for the animal to
notice him. The Pathfinder had considered drawing its
attention to himself with shots, but that proved unnec-
essary. The small movement had been enough, and the
worm shot in his direction at lightning speed.
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Not a moment too soon, Firondhir dropped again
between the stones. The monster was above him,
struggling to reach its hidden prey with its tentacles.
But after just a few minutes, its interest waned again.
It lifted its abdomen and began to turn its long body.
Something else had caught its attention.

"Too early', Firondhir thought.

He half-raised himself, jumped up, and got hold of
two of the legs at the back half of the beast’s body, each
half as long as himself. He clutched the limbs and held
on to them like a branch.

The worm hissed angrily and tried to get rid of the
unwanted burden with wavy movements of its legs.
But the Pathfinder remained persistent. Only when his
opponent started to pull him out his hiding he let go.

When they saw Firondhir standing on the rock, Margil,
Ydrir and Anathuriel ran out to the opening of the de-
file on this side. To their left, the hill with the stone cir-
cle rose above the rim of the crater. As agreed,
Anathuriel and Ydrir took this path. They had to circle
the crater lake by almost a third.

402



Margil ran in the opposite direction. A few moments
later, the arthropod shot out of the opening and
headed for the nearest target without hesitation —the
two fleeing Aeldari. Margil gave a warning call.

Immediately, Ydrir drew Anathuriel close to him.
Together they squatted on the ground, which was cov-
ered with coarse rock splinters. The young Ranger
threw his wide cloak around her. Instantly, the black
fabric took on the basalt-grey colour of the rock. But
the bare shore offered no cover, and they stood in
broad daylight.

The worm approached. It slowed down, its head
moving back and forth in search, and began to walk in
serpentine pattern. Ydrir exhaled, held his breath and
closed his eyes. He could feel that Anathuriel was do-
ing the same. Suddenly he realized that he had never
been so close to her before. His heart began to beat
faster, his cheeks grew warmer.

Anathuriel felt Ydir's shame and embarrassment.
She sent calming thoughts into his mind.

'Everything is fine, do not worry.'
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The cracking of the armoured limbs was now di-
rectly behind them. Their hunter had lost track of its
prey, it could no longer see them. But as long as the
worm was nearby, they could not move from the spot.
And if it bumped into them, it would realize what it
had in front of it.

But the next moment, the beast turned away. It had
spotted Margil walking along the shore on the other
side of the crater. The animal immediately threw itself
into the water and circled the lake in no time. For Mar-
gil, it took long enough. He crouched on the ground
and did not move, like a boulder on the shore. The
creature went ashore, paused, and staggered around in
confusion. Anathuriel and Ydrir jumped up and hast-
ily continued on their way. Her plan seemed to work.

The worm was not far away from bumping into
Margil when something hit its sensitive legs. Hissing,
it turned around. Firondhir stood at the exit of the nar-
row way, his long rifle still at the ready. Immediately,
the animal rushed in his direction. He didn't have
enough time to run away. Instead, he slipped back be-
tween the tuff chunks.
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Margil stood there for a moment, undecided. He no
longer had a rifle to draw the worm's attention to him-
self from a safe distance and the range of the shuriken
pistol was too short. Firondhir was stuck. Margil
looked around for Ydrir and Anathuriel. The two had
just reached the crater slope below the hill and were
starting to climb. If the worm gave up searching for
Firondhir, they would be its next target.

Without thinking any further, he ran towards the ar-
thropod. The animal reacted quickly, turned around
and rushed towards him. As soon as he had put the
beast on his trail, the blond Pathfinder stopped, turned
around on the spot and fled.

Using the time, Firondhir jumped out of his hiding
place and hurried along the shore after Anathuriel and
Ydorir.

Meanwhile, Margil reached a group of low, scat-
tered boulders that must have broken off from the wall
at some point and rolled into the basin. He threw him-
self behind the sparse cover, not even big enough to
hide completely behind, and did not move. But it was
enough. The worm hurried between the rocks and past
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him, slowed down and began again to search confused
for the prey that had just been there.

Up to this point, their plan had worked. But now
Margil was trapped. The animal was right behind him.
If he moved, he had no chance of escaping it. Firondhir
had meanwhile arrived at the slope below the gate,
stopped there and looked for Margil.

He immediately recognized his fatal situation. But
luring the worm to himself now was too risky. He
would draw its attention to Anathuriel and Ydrir at the
same time. The Pathfinder looked up the embankment.
The two had completed less than half the climb. When
they were in the stone circle, they would be out of
sight. But that took time. And Margil might not have
that time. The only option was to move himself away
from the saving goal. Firondhir hesitated. He had to
admit to himself that he lacked Margil's boldness.

The arthropod made the decision for him. It briefly
stopped, then it started moving at lightning speed and
scurried past Margil in his direction. But Firondhir,
still crouching at the foot of the slope, was not its tar-
get. The creature headed for the exit of the narrow
pass.
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A massive figure stepped out of the shadow of the
passageway. He wore grey-blue armour with huge,
yellow and red shining shoulder plates. When he saw
the huge monster rushing towards him, the warrior
put his helmet on his blond-haired head. He roared a
rough battle cry at his opponent, distorted by the vox
grid, raised his mighty chainsword and charged. The
ground shook under his footsteps.

With full force, the Losseainn brought his weapon
crashing down on the beast's head. The chain links tore
through the shell screaming but could not penetrate it.
His opponent responded with a sideways thrust of his
armoured front body, with which it hurled the Space
Marine through the air.

The warrior landed with a crash in the mud of the
lakeshore. He got back up immediately. In a split sec-
ond, the arthropod was on him and raised its front
body as if it wanted to pounce at its prey. The Space
Wolf turned to the side, parried the attack and severed
one of the long front legs. Twitching, the limb fell into
the mud. Ink-blue body fluid gushed out of the stump.

The monster hissed in anger and stomped to the side
but then attacked even more furiously. It quickly
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circled the Space Wolf with its long, powerful body.
The warrior was undeterred and focused on the beast's
head. In a new advance, he slashed at the tentacles and
cut off the lowest segments of one of the two. At the
same moment, the creature lifted the end of its tail,
grabbed its opponent with its back legs, and pushed
him to the ground.

The Space Marine tried to break free, but the multi-
tude of limbs held him in an iron grip. The creature
swung its head around. The tentacles wrapped around
the warrior like vines. The arthropod lifted its front
body and pushed its catch into the circular opening of
its mouth.

The ring of flat teeth closed with a grinding sound,
trying to break the thick ceramite plates of the power
armour as if it were the shell of a crustacean. But it did-
n't work, the Space Marine armour held up. Individual
teeth splintered and broke cracking from the round
jaw.

However, this did not cause the monster let go of its
prey. It swung its head wildly up and down. A few
moments later, it had swallowed the Space Marine
whole.
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Chapter 31 - Ydrir

The Aeldari had watched the brief fight in shock.
Anathuriel was the first to regain her composure.

"Run!" she screamed.

Her words echoed more powerfully in the minds of
her companions than her voice alone could have.

"Run while the CaurNaranKuras is preoccupied!"

The two Pathfinders ran. Firondhir hurriedly began
to climb the slope. Margil decided to take the shortest
route and ran into the water. He had to realize that he
had been deceived by the dark shimmering surface. A
few steps from the shore, the lake bottom dropped
steeply into the depths. Margil began to swim.

The doom of the Losseainn had bought them less
time than they had hoped. The hope that the creature
had had enough with this catch was also dashed. As
soon as it had devoured its prey, the CaurNaranKuras
set off on the hunt again. Its head swung back and forth
searchingly. The long front feet probed the ground.
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Anathuriel and Ydrir hurried up the embankment, try-
ing to reach the stone circle. Firondhir was a little fur-
ther down. Margil was floating in the deep water. With
an impulse of thought he let the silver helmet of his suit
close around his head like a flower bud.

Then he dived below the surface of the water to get
out of the beast's sight. He fought against the buoyancy
that his wide, waterproof coat forced on him. Through
the golden lenses of the black helmet visor, he could
see that the lake was in the shape of a funnel, falling
steeply towards the middle, so deep that he could not
make out the bottom.

While the Pathfinder was heading for the opposite
shore, the worm slid into the lake. With meandering
movements, it was no less fast than on land, as if the
water were his second home. But it avoided the deep
areas and kept close to the shore.

Margil didn't look around. With unyielding exer-
tion, he kept the direction. But his left arm began to fail
him. With each stroke the pain increased. And it didn't
stop there. The chase with the running bird, the flight
from the CaurNaranKuras - exhaustion spread
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through him. Despite the air supply of his suit, he
could hardly breathe.

Struggling, he reached the shore. On his knees he
crawled into the shallow water, opened his helmet and
gasped for air. His first glance was for his companions.
Anathuriel and Ydrir had almost reached the ridge.
Firondhir was just behind them. Then he looked
around for his pursuer. The arthropod circled the fun-
nel of the lake. Margil remained motionless. Neverthe-
less, the monster was heading straight for him.

'The water!' the devastating realization struck the
blond globetrotter.

The waves that the floating monster drove ahead of
it crashed against his body and were thrown back like
an echo that his pursuer could perceive. The CaurNa-
ranKuras knew where he was.

And to escape, his strength was no longer enough.
Fate had decided. It was up to him to stay behind and
ensure that his companions could escape. Margil
reached for the ritual blade he wore on his thigh.
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Anathuriel and Ydrir reached the crest of the crater
rim. In front of them a grassy hill country opened up.
Only a few dozen paces away, a low elevation rose up.
On its round peak, the stone circle of the gate stretched
into the blue sky.

The two looked back at the same moment as Margil
reached the shore. The centipede was not far away. But
the blonde Pathfinder crouched in the shallow water
and did not move. The worm was heading straight for
him.

"Keep running!" Firondhir's voice came up to them.
"Keep running!"

"Margil!" cried Anathuriel. "The CaurNaranKuras is
still on his trail."

Firondhir took no notice of it.
"Keep running!" he ordered.

But Anathuriel remained where she stood. For the
first time, she did not know why, her gaze wandered
to the sky. Only a few lengths higher than herself, three
Raiders hovered above the crater.
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Could she see Quisar in one of the vehicles? Or was
it just an imagination? What she clearly perceived,
however, was the ghastly delight of their spectators.
Disgust and anger rose within her. She had to do some-
thing. If not for Margil, then against the Drukhari. If he
now met his end through the beast, then at least she
would take away their enjoyment of it. Her heart was
pounding. Her fingertips began to tingle, as if her pow-
ers were gathering there.

She felt Ydir's hand on her arm. It seemed to her as
if energy flowed to her from him.

"Do not do it."

She heard his voice like a distant whisper. Then he
let go of her and was gone. Anathuriel startled as if
from deep thought. Ydrir had taken his rifle off his
back and slid down the slope with a wave of loose tuff
stone.

"Ydrir, no, stay here!" she screamed and chased after
him.

But the next moment, Firondhir was with her and
held her back. Then he also drew his rifle.
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Margil clutched the hilt of his short sword. He was
ready to thrust it into his attacker's throat as soon as he
was close enough. With almost peaceful serenity he
awaited his doom, which was sure to come upon him
in the next moment.

Unexpectedly, the energy beam of a long rifle
whizzed past him. It hit the right stalk eye of the beast.
The eyes were also protected by transparent chitin
plates, but the hit distracted the arthropod from its
prey. The next shot followed immediately and grazed
several of the running legs.

Margil looked up. Ydrir knelt on the lower third of
the slope, rifle at the ready, and now aimed at the beast
for the third time.

"What are you doing, you fool?" Margil snapped at
the young Ranger.

"What you did on the bridge," Ydrir replied.

The worm changed direction. Margil got back on his
feet with difficulty and stumbled out of the water. But
after a few steps, his knees gave way again. Ydrir
dropped the long rifle and hurried off, away from Mar-
gil, away from the slope.
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Again, shots hissed through the air. Firondhir stood
further up the slope next to Anathuriel and fired. With
the precision that was his own, he hit the monster's
legs. But now it could no longer be deterred from its
sure prey.

Ydrir had been too close to the CaurNaranKuras
when he had fled. After a brief pursuit, the beast had
caught up with him. It wrapped his tentacles around
the boy and pulled him up.

The short horn spikes bored into his armour. They
were not able to penetrate the fabric, but it hardened
into a solid ring under the multitude of single impres-
sions. Ydir's chest was constricted, he could barely
breathe. Panic gripped the young Ranger.

Then he saw the circle of broken teeth in front of him
and in its centre the black maw of the beast. With one
last thought, he closed his helmet before darkness sur-
rounded him.

Filled with rage and horror, Anathuriel screamed.
Rage at her own inability to act. And rage at the
Drukhari who were responsible for this.
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Firondhir wanted to hold her back, to prevent her
from doing something disastrous, but the psychic echo
of her emotional outburst pushed him back. She
wrenched herself free from his grasp and stumbled
down the slope. But in the next moment he had caught
up with her again and took her tightly in his arms, not
knowing for sure whether he wanted to hold her back

or whether he was seeking support with her for him-
self.

"It is over," he said in a choked voice.

He had wanted to protect the boy, but once again he
had failed, as with Illarayon. Now there was only one
thing left.

"You cannot do anything anymore. We have to get
out of here, or the same will befall us. Come with me!"

Anathuriel was still trying to break away from him.
At least the Drukhari should pay for this, even if it was
the last thing she did.

"Come with me!" Firondhir's voice sounded as if
from far away. There was something pleading in her.
"I do not want to lose you, not to the CaurNaranKuras
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and not to She Who Thirsts. You are the only thing left
to me."

The words struck Anathuriel deep within her, unex-
pectedly, putting a spark of joy in her anger against all
the horror that was unfolding right before her eyes. She
gave up her resistance and took Firondhir's hands. But
she could not bring herself to turn her back on Margil,
who was still fighting for his life.

Margil staggered towards the slope, although he knew
that he would not be able to climb again. Exhausted,
he turned to face the beast, which, obviously still not
sated, had now turned back to its original prey. Soon
he would keep Ydrir company.

He sank to his knees and waited, the ritual blade
firmly in his hand. A fraction of a blink, a thought
flashed through Margil's mind. He was a Striking Scor-
pion. He knew where a blade had to enter to cause a
fatal wound immediately. Whatever was lay ahead of
him with the monster, he had a way to escape it.

High above him, he thought he heard the enthusias-
tic howling of the Drukhari. But they no longer
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bothered him. If fate so willed, Ydrir’s and his soulgem
would eventually find their way to ZarAsuryan and
their souls would find rest in the Infinity Circuit of the
craftworld. For those up there, only Sai'lanthresh was
waiting.

The CaurNaranKuras was only a few steps away.
Margil turned the blade of the sword towards his body
and grasped it with the other hand. Now would be the
right moment.

He paused.

No! He was a warrior until the very end. And the
creature would feel this.

Amidst the onslaught, a twitch ran through the
monster's long body, the heaving legs came out of
rhythm. In the next moment, the animal had its limbs
under control again. But another seizure followed im-
mediately and with even greater intensity. The worm
hissed loudly, writhed and stretched as if in convul-
sions, threw itself on its side and landed in the shallow
water. Its uncontrolled twists and wriggling legs
churned up the shore. The muddy water splashed up
just as it had done when the creature first appeared.
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The beast reared up violently once more and turned
over its back once. Then its front body sank into the
deeper water, and it lay still.
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Chapter 32 - Confrontation

Speechless, Margil stared at the motionless creature. It
took endless seconds for him to understand what had
just happened.

The monster was dead.

He had no explanation for that. The water, which
had been churned up just moments before, calmed
down, only splashing against the black gleaming shell.
Deep silence reigned, in which not even the wind
could be heard.

While Margil still sat frozen, a deep blue liquid like
ink spread around the carcass. Then a body broke
through the surface. It drifted motionless in the shal-
low water, surrounded by torn black fabric. Margil in-
stantly jumped up and stumbled into the water.

"Come here, help!" he shouted to his friends.

Firondhir and Anathuriel, who had been watching
the events unfold with disbelief, ran, slid down the
slope and were at his side only moments later.
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Firondhir helped Margil to the shore and made him
sit down. Then he followed Anathuriel, who was al-
ready knee-deep in the bloodstained water. Together,
they pulled the lifeless body ashore and laid him on the
gravel. A though, bluish film of mucus enveloped him
like a cocoon. Anathuriel freed him from it, dragging
down the torn cloak in the process. Firondhir touched
a bulge on the side of the silver helmet, which then un-
folded and wrapped around the neck like a collar.

Ydrir's face was pale and expressionless, his eyes
closed. Firondhir bent over him. His gaze fell on the
gold-framed Way stone on the chest of the young
Ranger. The gem shimmered dull in dark orange. Ydrir
was breathing weakly, but each breath became deeper.
Finally, he opened his eyes. He looked at his friends
and smiled faintly.

Anathuriel clapped her hands over her face and let
out a muffled cry of joy. She would have liked to em-
brace him, but she knew that confinement was the last
thing he could bear now. Margil, sitting beside him,
laid a hand on his shoulder. He was still speechless,
but his face showed a grateful, silent laugh.

422



Ydrir tried to sit up with difficulty. A violent tremor
came over him. He began to gasp for air as if in panic.
Firondhir supported him. The boy clung to his arms
for support and leaned against his chest.

"It is over, you survived, Ydrir," Firondhir said
soothingly. "Are you in pain? Are you hurt?" he asked,
as he felt the boy's chest, back, and limbs.

Ydrir shook his head. Meanwhile, Margil regained
his voice.

"How did you manage to do that, boy?" he ex-
claimed.

Ydrir coughed before he could answer in a hoarse
voice, "Not me. The Losseainn."

The three Aeldari fell silent in amazement.
Anathuriel was the first to understand. She jumped up
and hurried to the carcass of the CaurNaranKuras,
which was already half submerged in the deeper wa-
ter.

Between two limbs of the long abdomen there was a
deep gap. Ink-blue bodily fluid gushed out of it. The
opening was just large enough to release an Aeldari.
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But in the next moment, the shell broke open, the body
of the dead beast was almost torn in two.

In a gush of blue slime, the Losseainn rolled out of
the remains. He struggled to stand up. Deep notches
were carved into the grey-blue plates of his armour.
The winged golden skull on his chest was barely rec-
ognizable as such. The vox grille of his helmet dripped
with slime, so he took it off. He shook his head like a
dog, his stringy, blond hair flying in all directions and
then standing up in a messy tangle.

Then his attention turned to the Eldar woman. His
predator-like yellow eyes glared at the Xeno. Only an
arm's length away she stood opposite him, dainty and
fragile like a doll made of ivory and obsidian. He tow-
ered over her by several heads. In one hand he still
held his long, broad combat knife. With a single move-
ment, he could kill her.

Firondhir stood up and reached for his rifle, but
Anathuriel held him back with a gesture. She looked
the warrior straight in the face. Words formed in her
mind, whether from the memory of the Losseainn or
from elsewhere, she could not say.
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", Takk fyrir hjalpina, jorn bardagamodur3¢", she pro-
nounced them.

The Space Marine raised his eyebrows, surprised
that the Eldar woman thanked him in the language of
his home world.

Acknowledging the gesture, he replied, "When you
talk about my deeds, Wolf Tamer, mention my name."

"Tell me, and I will do so," Anathuriel replied.
He hesitated for a moment. "Bjarne."

"Bjarne, TillAthNaranKuras3’. Without your help, my
friends would have died. Thank you from the bottom of my
heart."

The Space Wolf nodded with a short, deep growl.
Then he put the knife away and looked around briefly.
He reached into the water and brought up his
chainsword. In the teeth hung shreds of innards and
pieces of shell of the centipede. But the chain had
snapped and hung uselessly out of the case. Without a

36 Thank you for your help, Iron Warrior.
37 Who slew the AthNaranKuras.
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word, he hooked the weapon to his belt. Then he
turned back to the Eldar.

"You said you know a way away from here?"

Anathuriel nodded.

"Then lead me there."

As fast as they could, the five climbed the crater slope.
Despite what he had been through, Ydrir was able to
walk. Nevertheless, Anathuriel remained by his side.
But Margil was still so exhausted that he could hardly
keep up. Firondhir had to help him up several times -
until Bjarne lost patience. Without further ado, he
tucked the blond Aeldari under his arm, despite his
protests.

Again and again, Anathuriel turned around and
looked at the sky. The Raiders had disappeared. There
was nothing to be seen or heard of the Kabal, except
for the yacht, which stood threateningly but motion-
less in the air on the opposite side of the crater chain.

Gtill, she could not believe that Quisar would let her
go just like that. She was relieved that in the end she
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had succeeded in making the Losseainn their ally.
They would still need his fierce determination and co-
lossal fighting power.

She was to be right. The small group reached the rim
of the crater slope and crossed the narrow strip of grass
between the depression and the hill. When they en-
tered the stone circle, they were already expected.

Two dozen or more Kabal warriors stepped out
from behind the stelae. Their armour shimmered in the
late afternoon sunlight in green and orange, deep blue
and purple, like the carapace and blood of the CaurNa-
ranKuras. In the visors of their high helmets glowed
crimson eyes. The warriors pointed their gleaming
gold splinter rifles at the fugitives and closed a circle
around them as they approached without haste.

The Asuryani and the Space Marine huddled back-
to-back. Firondhir took up his long rifle, Margil and
Ydrir still had their shuriken pistols. Anathuriel
reached for the Hekatari blade. But each and every one
of them was aware that they had nothing to counter
this large number of opponents. Silent agreement
reigned among them. Without resistance, the Drukhari
would no longer be able to get hold of them.
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The Kabal warriors stopped, but did nothing. End-
less moments of tense silence followed, until Bjarne
could not and did not want to hold on to himself any-
more. He pulled his combat knife from its brown
leather scabbard, let out a wild howl, and charged at
the nearest Drukhari.

Two of the warriors were trampled into the ground
by the mere onslaught of the mighty Space Marine. He
impaled a third with the knife, lifted him up the height,
and threw the limp body at his comrade. The other
Kabalites were not so reckless as to immediately risk a
direct confrontation with the Losseainn; they jumped
at a distance and opened fire with their splinter rifles.

A hailstorm of poisoned shards rained down on the
Space Wolf. Most of the projectiles bounced off his
ceramit armour or got stuck in the plates. But some hit
his face like the stings of a swarm of hornets. In the im-
petuous belligerence of a Blood Claw, Bjarne had made
the mistake of not putting on his helmet in time.

He cursed his recklessness. The poison from the
Xenos weapons was already taking effect, causing
burning pain and beginning to paralyze his entire
body. The Space Wolf could have put himself into
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unconsciousness to immediately detoxify his blood.
But in the middle of the fight, he couldn't afford that.
Bjarne had no choice but to interrupt his attack and put
on his helmet so that no more of the toxic substances
would enter his organism.

As he had expected, his opponents immediately
took advantage of his weakness. With the unnatural
speed of their corrupted species, the Drukhari rushed
in. Only a few seconds, then he had put on the helmet
and locked it, but it was enough for one of the Xenos
to thrust his knife into his groin through the un-
armoured hip joint of his right leg. The wound would
close on its own in a short time, but until then he was
limited in his movement.

The Space Wolf roared angrily. He grabbed the at-
tacker by the neck and pulled him up. The Xenos' spine
cracked and burst as Bjarne closed his fist. He dropped
the lifeless body. But the next ones were already ap-
proaching and attacked the gigantic warrior like a pack
of dogs on a bear hunt.

The almost insurmountable resistance of the Space
Marine drew the fighting power of most Kabal
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warriors. Nevertheless, the Asuryani could hardly de-
fend themselves against their attackers.

Firondhir had already given up using the rifle, the
opponents were too close and too many. Margil had
pressed his pistol into his hand and drawn his ritual
blade. He and Anathuriel fended off the Kabalites in
hand-to-hand combat as best they could. In terms of
skill, the blonde Pathfinder was clearly superior to the
Beastmaster. In a moment's speed he paraded the
thrusting blades of the Kabalites with almost beguiling
elegance. But the brief respite before had given him lit-
tle recovery and his counterattacks became increas-
ingly weaker.

Firondhir and Ydrir stood back-to-back in the mid-
dle of the stone circle. Like a quick, trance-like dance,
they turned with the utmost precision towards any at-
tacker who came within firing range from any direc-
tion. Quite a few of the wafer-thin projectile discs from
their shuriken pistols found their targets in the weak
points on the joints and between the plates of the Kabal
armour. Some even penetrated the shiny chitin. Most,
however, bounced off or got stuck, driving the attack-
ers back a few steps but not stopping them. The next
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moment, the Kabal warriors were even closer than be-
fore.

Despite all their skills, the two Pathfinder had to real-
ize that the firing frequency of their weapons was
simply too low. They didn't do enough damage. So far,
they hadn't been able to take out more than three or
four warriors in this way. And the magazines would
not last forever.

None of the Kabal warriors, however, fired a single
shot at the Asuryani. The four knew what this meant.
Quisar did not want to see them dead, not yet. All the
more bitter and desperate they defended themselves.
But their hopeless inferiority became apparent after a
short time.

In a free moment, Anathuriel looked around for
Bjarne. Even the mighty Space Wolf seemed to have
trouble mastering his attackers. And it did not seem
like the Archon placed much value on his life. Then she
looked one by one into the friends’ faces and read their
minds.

Margil was exhausted, but unyielding. Ydrir was no
less, but she could clearly feel his fear. Firondhir, how-
ever, was surrounded by a terrifying, sinister aura of
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rage, lust for murder and a longing for death. Every
single Drukhari he shot down, he made pay for what
they had done to them. And he was determined not to
pause until he himself should be brought down by
them. Anathuriel shuddered deep to her very soul.

Suddenly she knew what she had to do. The inspi-
ration came from somewhere, maybe from her subcon-
scious, she could not say. But she knew it would work.
It had to.

She lowered her blade, closed her eyes, and
breathed deeply in and out. Before her inner eyes a pic-
ture of the surroundings emerged, silvery and blurred,
as if formed from fog. She saw her friends like radiant,
white flames, even Bjarne, albeit less bright. She saw
the opening to SercamBelach, an amber glowing
sphere in the middle of the stone circle. And she saw
the Drukhari. Their souls smouldered in black empti-
ness. The sight terrified her.

A slight tingling sensation coursed up Anathuriel’s
temple. Her heartbeat grew stronger. The shadows
flowed closely around her. The white flames flickered
as if they were resisting being suffocated by the black-
ness. But she found herself wrapped in a protective,
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golden cloak of light. Nothing could harm her. If there
had been fear of what she was going to do just a mo-
ment ago, it was gone now, as if it had never existed.
She felt as if she were floating in the golden light.

Anathuriel directed her mind to the dark spectres.
Somewhere in the distance, she heard a fearful voice
calling her name. She believed it was Firondhir and
looked around for him. Another voice, wordless, deep
within her, encouraged her not to let go. Then she felt
a familiar touch, as she had felt before, not too long
ago, which made strength flow to her. Everything was
right. Everything would tourn out well. Then she let
her mind go free.

Half a dozen Kabal warriors had wrestled Bjarne
down. They tore the helmet off his head. Their Sybarite
dramatically swung his power sword to claim the
pleasure of delivering the fatal blow to the Losseainn.
The remaining Kabalites closed their circle around the
Asuryani. Margil had to hold his blade with both
hands to deflect a Drukhari’s blow. Still, the warrior
forced him to one knee. Two seized Firondhir and
wrestled the pistol from his hand.
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Then he and Ydrir became aware of the change that
had taken place in Anathuriel. As if in a trance, she
stood in the middle of the fight, unmoved by every-
thing that was going on around her. At the same mo-
ment, the Ranger and the Pathfinder realized what she
was about to do. Firondhir fought madly against his
opponents, tried to break free, to get to her, to stop her.
He yelled at her, but she did not react. Ydrir, on the
other hand, who was standing right next to her, took
her hand.

A wave of psychic energy flooded over the hilltop,
invisible and silent, yet everyone, even the Space Ma-
rine, could feel it. It surrounded the Asuryani like a
cool, refreshing breeze on a sultry summer's day.

The Drukhari, however, dropped their weapons and
grabbed their heads with shrill cries of pain. Those
who had gone into battle without helmets distorted
their faces into gruesome grimaces. Dark blood flowed
from the corners of their eyes, nostrils and ears.

The three IstuKarun held their breath. Around
them, the Kabal warriors collapsed one by one. Some
stirred for a few moments or rolled on the ground
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groaning, while others lay rigidly at their feet with hor-
ribly wide eyes and mouths.

Bjarne rose. His conquerors slipped away from him
like scraps of clothing. Only the Sybarite was still stir-
ring, but the Space Marine put an end to him with a
contemptuous kick on the skull.

Margil stood up heavily, Firondhir helped him. The
two turned to Anathuriel. She stood tall with her head
held high and her arms slightly spread out in the midst
of the fallen Kabalites. Her cut-off, half-chestnut, half-
crimson hair seemed to move as if in a light breeze.
Ydrir was beside her, her head bowed as if in deep rev-
erence, and her right hand clasped in his.

Then, without warning, the Beastmaster sank down
unconscious. Ydrir caught her.
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Chapter 33 - Firondhir

A desperate cry escaped Firondhir. He rushed over to
the two and fell to his knees next to Anathuriel. Her
head rested on Ydir's lap. The young Ranger held it be-
tween his hands.

Her eyes were closed, her features were strangely
calm and expressionless. Firondhir ran his fingers over
her face. The skin was pale and as if covered with a thin
layer of ice. She seemed like a lifeless doll made of
ivory.

Then he noticed a reddish glow under her bodice.
Carefully he pulled the fabric apart. On her chest lay
Illdarayon's waystone. It pulsed in an even, reddish-or-
ange light like a heartbeat. Surprised, Firondhir
reached out for it, but Ydrir held him back.

"Do not touch it," he said hastily.

"What is happening to her?" Firondhir exclaimed in
a stifled voice.

"l cannot say," Ydrir answered calmly. "But it is all
right. Let it happen."
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Firondhir froze. A painful memory flashed through
him. These had been the last words Illarayon had spo-
ken to him.

"You have the spirit sight. Tell me what is happen-
ing to her!" he snapped at the boy with a bitter mixture
of anger and despair. Margil stepped behind him. He
placed a calming hand on his shoulders. Firondhir
sobbed and let his head sink to his knees.

A bright, icy laugh rang out. It made Firondhir's
blood run cold in his veins before he even turned
around to look at the on responsible.

Behind a stele of the stone circle a few dozen paces
away, the young prince of DorchaKerun stepped out.
The pack of Felchu danced excitedly around him. In
the distance on the plateau, more Kabal warriors were
gathering. Raiders hovered just above the ground to
drop off their passengers.

The whole time, Bjarne had stood aside and watched
the scene, undecided whether and how he should re-
act. The Eldar women'’s witchcraft was hated with pas-
sion to him. Nevertheless, he had to admit to himself

437



that she had not only saved her companions, but also
him. And he was reluctant to owe anything. The ap-
pearance of the Drukhari leader brought him back into
his conditioned behaviour. He raised his combat knife
and charged at the Xenos.

Quisar smiled amused when he saw the coarse Mon-
Keigh trampling through the corpses of the Kabal war-
riors towards him. He calmly stopped and snapped his
fingers.

The Felchu had only been waiting for the command.
They charged. Moments later, they had reached their
prey and fell upon the Space Marine. The sheer force
of their attack caused the battered warrior to stumble.
Roaring, he grabbed one of the animals after the other
by the scruff of the neck, tore them away from him and
threw them to the ground.

But the hawkhounds knew their business. As before,
they picked themselves up again and again and at-
tacked repeatedly. Their beaks and claws targeted the
hollows of the knees, elbows, and groin, as if they
knew which parts of their opponent's heavy armour
were the weakest. They skilfully dodged the grasps of
his broad hands and the blows of his knife.

438



Quisar watched the game for a while, then it started
to bore him. After all, he was not here for the Mon-
Keigh. While the Losseainn was still wrestling with the
hawkhounds, Quisar swung his whip and hit the
Space Marine's head. The weapon wrapped around his
neck.

Reflexively, Bjarne grabbed it and tried to remove
the band. But the Agonizer unfolded its effect and sent
bioelectric impulses into his nervous system. Unimag-
inable pain, unbearable even for a Space Marine,
flooded his body. He lost control of his power armour,
so that it could no longer hold him upright. As if in
slow motion, the armoured giant collapsed.

Then Quisar turned to the Asuryani. Smiling con-
tentedly, he looked at the scene: the fallen Beastmaster,
the sorrowful faces of her friends, a pleasantly bitter
bouquet of grief and despair.

"' made a promise to your friend," he began to speak
smugly. "It was an urgent wish to her that my Felchu,
whom she loved so much, would not be left out of the
hunt. And I intend to keep this promise now. How un-
fortunate that she can no longer live to see it."
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He gave the sign to the animals. But what he had in
mind did not happen.

The red-feathered leader titled his head to the side.
A few times Arithav looked back and forth between
the Archon and the IstuKarun. Then, with a guttural
cry, he gathered his pack around him, and with
springy steps they trotted over to the Asuryani.

Margil and Firondhir had already prepared to use
their last strength to defend themselves against the
hawkhounds. But the animals remained standing in a
semicircle in front of them with their ears perked up
vigilantly.

Stunned, Quisar stood alone, alone in the midst of
his fallen warriors. He yelled orders to the Felchu, but
the animals did not respond to his words. The red-
feathered Arithav looked at Firondhir with his head
tilted, then past him to Anathuriel, then back to the
Pathfinder.

Calmly, Firondhir looked the hunting bird in the
eye, raised his hand in reassurance, and said, "AmUi-
addra."
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The Felchu winked briefly with his large, golden-
yellow eyes. Then he turned away and jumped off. The
others followed him. A few moments later, the animals
had disappeared into the tall grass of the hills.

Quisar's bewilderment turned into anger and ha-
tred.

"Pathetic Asuryani, what do you think you are do-
ing!" he shrieked. "You will not get out of here alive,
even if [ have to kill each and every one of you with my
own hands."

He let the Agonizer crackle through the air and
launched an attack.

Firondhir saw Quisar, saw the arrogant, anger-dis-
torted face of the blond Drukhari prince. The darkness
that Anathuriel had previously sensed in his mind
now broke through. Unarmed as he was, he charged at
the Archon.

Margil cried out in fright: "You fool, what are you
doing!"

He turned hastily to Ydrir. "Get her to safety," he or-
dered, looking at Anathuriel.
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The young Ranger nodded. He carefully picked up
the unconscious woman, making sure not to lose the
still pulsating soul stone. He looked around. A few
steps away, he saw a round stone slab in the ground.
He stepped onto the flat step and read the rune that
was engraved in the ground: SercamBelach, the Web-
way.

His thought alone was enough. The tops of the steles
glowed. Streaks of golden light flowed down the stone
pillars and toward the centre of the circle like the
spokes of a wheel. They all reached the stone slab at
the same time. The rune lit up and the next moment a
ball of amber light enveloped the Ranger. He looked
round for his companions once more. As if through
golden glass, he saw Margil rush after Firondhir with
the sword in his hand, uttering a shrill, marrow-pierc-
ing battle-cry.

Quisar laughed infernally when he saw the black-
haired Asuryani charging towards him with his coat
waving. He took a swing with the Agonizer and let the
crackling whip describe a wide arc. But it missed its
target. Firondhir still had enough presence of mind to
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dodge his opponent's weapon. With the next steps he
had reached the Drukhari and jumped at him to go to
his throat with his bare hands.

The Prince's battle-hardened reflexes, however,
were superior to the furious onslaught of the Path-
finder. With condescending ease, the Archon slid to
the side, allowing his opponent's attack to go wide.

Firondhir stumbled among the corpses of the Kabal
warriors. Before he could catch himself, Quisar let the
Agonizer deliver another blow to his back. His suit
only absorbed part of the impact. A sharp pain shot
through Firondhir's spine, knocking him completely to
the ground and echoing through his spinal cord. He
remained lying stunned.

Quisar hauled in the whip and fastened it to his belt.
Then he pulled his knife. He approached the Asuryani,
grabbed his long, black hair and yanked his head up.

"You are not worth the trouble, Eshairr," he whis-
pered in Firondhir's ear. "Be grateful, because you and
your beloved may face She, Who Thirsts together."

A shrill cry that pierced through his very bone made
Quisar start. His weapon almost slipped from him.
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With a flowing blonde mane, the other Asuryani
sprinted towards him, a curved, ornated short sword
in his hand. He had discarded the black cloak of the
IstuKarun. In his ultramarine-blue armoured suit, he
appeared like an actual Aspect Warrior.

Quisar let go of the Pathfinder’s head. Full of expec-
tation, the Drukhari prince straightened up and held
out his blade to the attacker as if in response to his chal-
lenge. He skilfully parried the first three blows with
which his opponent attacked. Then he jumped back a
step and remained in a defensive posture.

"The ritual blade of a Dire Avenger," Quisar noted
with amusement. "I think I will have a dozen full with
this one."

The blonde Pathfinder abstained from replying. He
let the short sword circle in his hand and attentively
watched every movement of his opponent. Now it was
the Drukhari who carried out the attack. With light-
ning speed, the two exchanged Aeldari blow after
blow.

Margil began to feel the weakness of his left arm
again. He knew his own abilities very well, and they
were no match for those of an Archon. The fact that he
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was still standing at all could only be explained by one
thing: the Drukhari played with him. Should he. The
longer he did, the more time he bought his friends.

But Quisar's interest was already beginning to wane.
He was all too familiar with the martial arts of the As-
pect Warriors, and this one had probably left the path
behind him for a long time. He and Sirga, on the other
hand, had mastered the art of the blade as children,
taught by their mother when she had been a simple
Syren in the Cult of the Dark Mother.

"You disappoint me, EsikCaman," the Archon said.
"l had hoped for more pleasure from you."

The insulting words did not miss their mark. For a
moment, Margil felt anger welling up in him. But he
remembered the virtues of the Dire Avengers and
cleared his mind. He did not fight out of pride and joy
like the arrogant prince; he had a mission to fulfil. The
Drukhari was to get what he wanted. As if he had been
provoked by his words, Margil launched another at-
tack, wilder than before.

Quisar smiled contentedly. The Asuryani lost his
composure. He only needed wait for a mistake that
would allow him to demonstrate his superiority to the
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would-be warrior by wresting his ritual blade from
him and plunging into his heart - just deep enough that
he still could watch him peel off his friend's hated face
and slit his throat, before he bled to death.

But he was mistaken. Every strike of his opponent,
attacks as well as parries, was of the highest precision.
The Pathfinder offered the young Archon no oppor-
tunity. His speed, however, was beginning to wane.
Apparently, the Asuryani was reaching the end of his
strength.

The two fighters stood close to each other with
crossed blades when Quisar snatched his free hand for-
ward. Margil didn't react quickly enough to escape his
grip. The Archon got hold of the wrist of his sword
hand and pressed his arm outwards with all his might.
The Pathfinder reached out with his left, but could do
nothing with it. Grinning arrogantly, Quisar looked
the IstuKarun in the face.

At the same moment, two explosions shook the air
like distant thunder. Surprised, Quisar looked around
briefly, but without loosening his iron grip.

Beyond the crater chain, the yacht tilted. Flames
burst out of the ship's side in several places. A squared,
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bulky warship with a huge gun barrel on its humped
stern turned away from the wrecked Drukhari ship.
The armour of the box-shaped fuselage was painted
blue-grey, and the hatches and the high stern were em-
blazoned with the emblem of the black wolf's head.

The roar and howl of its engines as it slowed down
reached the two Aeldari. From the short wings and
gun turrets on the bow, a hail of projectiles rained
down on the Kabal warriors on the plateau. Explosions
hurled grass, earth and bodies alike into the air.

Immediately after the bombardment, the hatches of
the ship opened. Nearly three dozen warriors in mas-
sive, blue-grey armour jumped from a low height and
immediately began to rampage under the surprised
Drukhari with explosive firearms and whirring
chainswords.

The fires on the drifting yacht spread across all
decks. The magnificent ship took on more and more of
a list, approached the ground and finally, as if in slow
motion, bored bursting into the green hills.

At the sight, Quisar let out a cry that carried so much
pain and despair that Margil would never have
thought possible in a Drukhari. Whatever moves the

447



Archon at the moment, it had to be more than the ma-
terial loss of his pleasure cruiser.

"Sirqa," the toneless words formed on the Prince's
lips.

With a jerky movement of his head, Quisar turned
back to the Asuryani. His violet eyes burned with ha-
tred. If he had not known better, Margil might have
imagined that he saw tears in them. Like a vice, Quisar
clenched his opponent's wrist so that he opened his
hand with a groan of pain and dropped his sword. In
a sudden movement, both hands of the Archon ad-
vanced and closed around the neck of the Pathfinder.

A hard thunderclap brought Firondhir back to con-
sciousness. For a moment, he did not know what had
happened to him. The last thing he remembered was
the unbearable pain in his spinal cord, the whispering
voice of the Drukhari prince —and the image of an on-
rushing Aspect warrior with flowing blonde hair. Mar-
gil?

He lifted his face, smeared with earth and blood,
from the ground. Immediately he recognized the two
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fighters, who had moved away from him in their strug-
gle with each other. Margil was in grave danger.
Firondhir grabbed his head. What had gotten into him
to attack an Archon of the Drukhari?

Another explosion shook the ground. The Path-
finder half straightened up. Every single muscle fibre
hurt. He looked around and saw the new battlefield
opening up. Then he looked over at Margil again, saw
Quisar take his weapon out of his hand. If he didn't act
quickly, he was done.

Firondhir looked around frantically. A few steps
away, the long rifle lay between the corpses of the Ka-
bal warriors. He crawled over, ignoring the pain that
still run through his back, grabbed the weapon and
went into the kneeling stance. His gaze lowered
through the scope.

He saw Quisar's face, burning with hatred, and his
hands around Margil's neck. All other sensory percep-
tion disappeared. Firondhir's hand wrapped itself
around the handle, his finger on the trigger sensor.

'Do not hurry," he thought. 'Hasty shots miss.'
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He closed his eyes. He breathed in and out deeply,
held his breath, opened his eyes - and fired.

A blinding pulse of light whizzed past Margil Kopf
and burned itself into the Archon's face. The grip on
his neck loosened, the hands slid down powerlessly,
while the black-armoured body sank to the ground.

Margil gasped. In the corner of his eye, he saw
Firondhir rising heavily from his knees, the long rifle
in his hand, and looking at him with a calm face. Then
he looked again at the Drukhari prince who lay at his
feet. A hole smouldered in his left cheek, revealing the
shattered jaw. The ivory-pale skin was black and dark
red at the edges of the wound from charred tissue and
boiled blood. The smell of burnt flesh and bones rose
from him.

When the Pathfinder raised his head again, he saw
the Space Wolf standing at the edge of the stone circle.
Down in the plain, his brothers had apparently slaugh-
tered all the Drukhari. Now they approached the hill.
Margil hastily picked up his ritual blade.
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"Lattu pig hverfa, alfur seggur!®" growled the
blonde warrior and pointed to the still glowing portal.

Even without being able to understand his lan-
guage, Margil knew what the Losseainn meant. He
hesitated for a moment, then nodded respectfully to
the warrior. Bjarne returned the greeting, turned
around and trudged towards his comrades.

Firondhir had shouldered the rifle and was waiting
for Margil a few paces from the gate. It was high time
to disappear.

"This was the second time today that I saved you
from a stupidity," Margil grinned and took another
deep breath.

Firondhir smiled: "I cannot thank you enough."

"Why did you not aim at his forehead?" Margil
wanted to know.

"l did. Your rifle pulls down," Firondhir answers
curtly.

In truth, he had long since realized how he had to
compensate for the deviation of the weapon in order to

38 Get out, Eldar warrior.
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hit his target. But he had not forgotten Quisar's words
on the lower deck of the yacht. The narcissistic
Drukhari prince would remember them every time he
looked in a mirror.

As they climbed onto the platform, Firondhir stum-
bled. His legs still didn't obey him completely. Margil
caught him. For a moment, they looked at each other,
their faces inches apart. Once again, the blonde Path-
finder felt his heart beating faster. Then he wrapped
his arm around his companion and helped him up the
step. When they reached the top, he let him go and
quickly turned to the portal. Unconsciously, a hint of
embarrassment flowed into his posture.

Firondhir did not miss this. And he believed he re-
membered that it was not the first time.

"Tell me, what was that just now?" he asked without
any accusation.

"SuinMure," Margil replied with a jovial tone, to de-
flect from the actual question —for he did not know the
answer himself.
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This was not what Firondhir had asked for. How-
ever, the counter-response amazed him so much that
he did not pursue his original thought.

"Howling Banshees? How many more aspect paths
have you walked? You should have been an Autarch
by now!"

Margil was already standing in front of the glowing
ball and turned around again.

"I could, maybe. But I do not like to tell others what
to do. And now come. Our friends are waiting."

With that he walked through the portal. Firondhir
followed him. Behind them, the golden light went out.

The two Pathfinders had not long passed the gate
when a small squad of Space Wolves entered the stone
circle. With their bolters ready to fire, they looked
around and kicked some of the fallen Xenos with their
feet. There was obviously nothing more to do here.
They turned around again and returned to the Thun-
derhawk, which had landed on the plain, to resume the
rescue party.
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It was only when they were out of reach that a hand-
ful of Kabal warriors, Trueborn with tall, ornate hel-
mets, came up the hill from the other side. Between
them walked a slender, tall woman in a long, midnight
blue dress. Filled with concern, her gaze wandered
over the battlefield until it finally rested on the lifeless
body of the Prince.

Sirqa let out a desperate cry and rushed to her
brother. She knelt down beside him and touched his
cruelly disfigured face. Quisar let out a faint groan. His
hand twitched as if he wanted to take hers, but he
lacked the strength.

Burning hatred rose in Sirqa. This was the work of
the cursed Beastmaster and her vile Asuryani friends.
For the time being they might have escaped. But at
some point, they would pay for it.

"Pick him up!" she ordered the warriors.

Two bent down to the young Archon. At the same
moment, a third grabbed Sirqa from behind and tried
to twist her arms behind her back. But he had underes-
timated the Lhamea. Before he could get hold of her,
she wriggled free from his grip like a snake, drew her

454



knife in the same turn and plunged the narrow blade
briefly into his torso.

Without pausing for a moment, she continued her
dance and slid between the warriors and her brother.
One had already placed his knife on Quisar's neck
when her blade pierced his, next to find its target in the
third's groin. Then the Princess straightened herself to
her full height in the midst of them, smiled lustfully at
the warriors and let the knife slide into the scabbard.

Puzzled, the Kabalites initially stood still, as if the
Lhamea had not inflicted a serious injury on them. But
the next moment, the three began to writhe with
screams. Their bodies convulsed, the limbs bending in
the most impossible directions until the bones cracked
under her own movements.

The two others watched the death throes of their
comrades unmoved. Sirqa audibly sucked in the air,
indulging in the effects of her poisoned blade. Then she
looked at the remaining Kabalites.

"Are there any other objections?" she asked hissing.
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No one answered. The two remaining Trueborn
were either intimidated enough or loyal out of some
self-interest.

Sirqa turned back to her brother. She loosened a
small vial of crimson liquid from her girdle and
dripped a few drops on his wound. Instantly, his bat-
tered features relaxed, as if he were slipping into a
deep sleep.

Without a word, one of the Trueborn picked up the
Archon. Sirqa walked over to the portal. She had to
pronounce the rune on the platform a few times aloud
and with different variations of emphasis before she
managed to activate the gate. The rest of the hunting
party entered the Webway and hurriedly took the road
to Commorragh.
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Chapter 34 - Bechareth

Anathuriel was as if she were floating. There was no
up or down, no direction. She was not even sure if she
still had a body. When she tried to raise her hands in
front of her face, all she saw was a silvery shimmer.

Strangely enough, this state did not worry her, on
the contrary. She was completely calm and at peace
with herself. She was neither warm nor cold. She
floated in a blue twilight, the light of dusk between
sleeping and waking. And if she wanted to, she would
return, as if from a dream just before waking. But she
did not want to yet. There was still something she had
to find out. And she knew she would learn it here.

She had been successful, that she knew. They had
left the Exodite world through the portal. And the
Drukhari were no longer there.

Anathuriel understood what she had done, but not
how. The abilities of the Aeldari Seers were incredibly
powerful, and she had only touched a shadow of them.
Even now, it seemed to her that she could see every
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place and every spirit in the universe if she just looked
closely enough.

The feeling was indescribable, uplifting, but also
deeply awe-inspiring. She still felt herself far from re-
ally mastering these skills. It was better if she did not
even think about trying again - for now.

For the knowledge of it, it was now clear to her, had
not come from herself.

The moment she had gained this insight, she felt a
second consciousness join her, both foreign and famil-
iar, as if it had been connected to her until just now and
had now broken free. She looked around for him.

A white flame hovered beside her. It resembled the
forms in which she had seen her friends, but the glow
was faint and flickered like a dying candle. At first, she
thought it was Firondhir or Ydrir. How she wished she
could get that close to Firondhir again. But it was not
him. Nor was it Ydrir.

A suspicion arose in her.

"Are you Areldainn Eathalvaén?"' she whispered
reverently.
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The light trembled. It seemed to her as if the figure
was giggling.

Suddenly, memories flashed in her mind, images
from the night in Quisar's hall. Images of the Felchu, of
Sirqa and of Firondhir, how he thrust the shard into his

friend’s the chest. The moment when she had been
struck like blow. She gasped for air.

"Mldrayon!" she exclaimed.

The upper part of the flame shortened for a moment,
as if the apparition was nodding. Anathuriel began to
understand. That night, [lldrayon’s soul, or a part of it,
had fled to her. He had recognized her as Ydrir had
recognized her, first of them all.

"You have been with me all the time, since that
night," she whispered. "The shadow that drew me
away from HER was not Firondhir, that was you."

A thought flashed through her mind. Had Illarayon
always been with her, with both of them? Every time?
Had he experienced everything, really everything?
Deep shame came over her. And doubts. What she felt
for Firondhir, did it come from herself, or through him
in the end?
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She listened to her inner self and tried to make it
clear to herself. Time and time again in the past days
and weeks, she had felt that an inner voice had given
her thoughts. It had been him. Illdrayon had guided
and protected her whenever she had used her powers,
she knew that now.

And it was he who had made Firondhir open him-
self to her once more, at the shore of the crater lake,
without any of them being aware of it. Illtrayon had
brought them together. Before, she had not been able
to, could not even have imagined feeling so deeply
connected to another Aeldari. She did not want to lose
this at any cost. But would it remain so if Illarayon left
her? And if it was not real without him, what was it
worth then?

While she was pondering, the apparition had moved
away from her, as if to leave room for her thoughts.
Now he slowly came closer again. Anathuriel consid-
ered asking him. But so far, Illtrayon had only re-
sponded in gestures. It dawned on her that perhaps his
mind was already too weak to form words. She had to
find out for herself when they were back.
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"Thank you for everything you have done for us,
Illarayon," she said. "And I ask your forgiveness for
everything that has been done to you. Let us go home
now, together."

The apparition moved as if he was shaking his head.

"No? What do you mean by that?" she asked with
surprise and dismay.

Only now did she realize that their surroundings
had changed while they had spoken. The blue twilight
had given way to a dripping crimson. Anathuriel rec-
ognized what was going on, she had experienced it be-
fore. They had to get out of here, and fast.

She ordered herself to wake up immediately. Noth-
ing happened. She tried again, concentrated harder,
strained her mind, but to no avail.

Panic spread through her. She looked at Illarayon
for help. His figure flickered even stronger, like a flame
in the wind about to go out. She realized with horror
that she had been wrong. She was not able to get away
from here on her own. It was beyond their abilities.

A stabbing, tearing pain went into her chest, made
her moan and curl up. Then the voice was back, that
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sweet, whispering, seductive voice she had heard be-
fore. A repulsively beautiful figure shone out of the
whirlpool of colours that enveloped them both, half
male, half female, half animal, half Aeldari, with long,
flowing hair and slender, grasping limbs. Invitingly,
she held out both hands to the Aeldari.

Like a flood, the desire broke over Anathuriel,
stronger than ever before. It pushed aside every fear,
every thought, every other wish, no matter how strong
it might have been just a moment ago. Everything in
her longed to become one with HER, to partake of HER
boundless pleasure for just a fraction of a moment,
even at the cost of eternal torments —if they were not
part of the pleasure. This time she did not resist.

Illarayon stepped between her and the being. For a
moment, Anathuriel thought she could see his true
form in the white flame: slender and tall, a narrow face,
serious and friendly, his head bald except for a full
streak of hair on the crown of his head, which was tied
into a high ponytail. He looked at her with eyes that
radiated nothing but peace and tranquillity.

Then she heard his voice, faint and as if from far
away: "This is my task, for which I came here."
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Anathuriel felt a gentle touch on her forehead, and
then a pressure against her chest, as if he had pushed
her away with his hands. A wall of orange-red light
glowed between them. Instantly, the suction and pain
subsided immediately. Her mind cleared, her will and
her mind regained control. She slapped her palms
against the barrier, but it was hard and impenetrable
like glass, but warm like summer wind.

Full of horror, unable to intervene, she watched
what was happening beyond. It was not possible to see
whether SHE was approaching or Illarayon was
drawn to HER. HER all-outshining glow encompassed
his form like the embrace of a lover and the coils of a
giant serpent.

Anathuriel screamed his name, but her voice pro-
duced no sound that could have pierced the wall of
light. The dull, white flame reared up briefly, then was
consumed by the many-coloured light.

Deeply shaken, Anathuriel staggered back. All the
brightness around her faded within seconds, until only
the orange-red glow enveloped her. Wherever she
turned, nothing changed. Grief and horror were all
that remained.
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The whole time Illarayon had been with her. All the
time she had carried his waystone, he could have
saved himself there. But now he was gone, as Firondhir
had said, and she was here, as if enclosed in a bubble.

Safe, but completely alone, abandoned and unable
to do anything, she drifted in the void. All sense of time
was lost. Whether hours, days or just minutes passed,
she could not say. Then she became aware of a new
presence. One that was dear and familiar to her by now
and filled her with joy and confidence. She turned to
him.

Ydrir took her by the hands and said kindly, "Come
home."

Somewhere in the distance a simple, graceful flute
melody sounded.

Anathuriel felt warm wind on her skin and heard its
rustling in the tall grass. The flute still played clear,
slowly rising and falling tones. Its calm sound was ac-
companied by the uniform chirping of insects and the
rhythmic, whistling call of a night bird. She breathed
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deeply in and out. The air smelled of grass, earth and
wildflowers. Then she opened her eyes.

A magnificent starry sky stretched above her. With-
out any disturbing, foreign light, she looked into the
infinity of the universe. The number of stars in the vel-
vety black depth was overwhelmingly large and in-
creased the longer she looked. She lay still for a short
while, absorbed in the wonderful sight. It almost
seemed to her as if she could hear the spherical sound
of the universe behind the concert of nocturnal crea-
tures.

Then she turned her head in the direction from
which the flute had come. Ydrir released his hands
from her temples and helped her sit up. Her gaze fell
on Firondhir, who was sitting beside her on his knees,
the black cloak over his shoulders and the small silver
flute in his hands.

The Pathfinder had pulled back his hood. Strands of
his long, black hair had come loose from his ponytail
and, shimmering in the blue starlight, hung over his
face with the scar on his left cheek. Anathuriel looked
at him and smiled. The question she had asked herself
before was answered.
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She held out her hand to him. Firondhir grabbed it
with both hands. Then he leaned over to Anathuriel
and clasped her tightly in his arms. His face against
hers was moist. When he let go of her, she wiped his
cheeks with her hands, laughing silently, while tears
ran down her face. Firondhir took her face in his hands
and kissed her. In this moment, he did not care if this
gesture was too intimate and inappropriate even in
front of their closest friends.

"You are back," he said. "What happened?"

Anathuriel pulled the waystone out of her bodice. It
lay in the palm of her hand, red-orange and dull shim-
mering.

"[llarayon was with me, but now he is gone. He has
fulfilled the task for which he was sent."

Her voice broke in a sob. Firondhir understood. He
took her in his arms and stroked her tousled brown
hair tenderly.

"Come on, you two," Margil said softly. "There is still
enough time at home."

He and Firondhir helped Anathuriel up.
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"Are we not there yet?" she asked.

"No," Margil answered. "The Craftworld no longer
has its own Webway gate. We are waiting here for a
ferry to take us up."

Anathuriel looked around. They stood in wide, hilly
grassland, right next to a small pond in which the star-
filled sky reflected. Water lilies floated on the smooth,
dark surface, in whose wide-open, white calyxes
danced tiny, golden dots.

On the horizon, above the black treetops, rose the
huge semicircle of a gas giant, whose atmosphere of
rust-red and golden-yellow bands and vortices rotated
leisurely. In front of its shimmering form passed more
than a dozen tiny, dark dots.

One of these moons, however, was different from
the others. Its shape did not seem to be round and it
emitted light irregularly. Individual areas shone
brighter than the stars, others sank into the shadow, as
if the surface were raised here, deeply incised there. Its
gleam was blue and silver. It was only when she took
a closer look that Anathuriel realized that this could
not be a natural celestial body.
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"What is that strange moon?" she asked.

Firondhir took her by the hand, Margil and Ydrir
stood next to her.

"This is not a moon," Firondhir answered. "This is
Zar-Asuryan."
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Epilogue

With his head bowed, Quisar knelt before the steps at
the head of the Great Hall. A bandage of silver-grey
fabric covered the left half of his face below the cheek-
bone. He remained in this humiliating and uncomfort-
able posture for several minutes and waited.

Perched atop the dais, the High Archon of DorchaK-
erun sat on the green marble chair. Behind him, the
Lord’s monumental banner spanned almost the entire
wall: the green crescent moon as a bow in the hands of
Kurnous, the hunting god, with an antler crown,
dressed in midnight blue robes that merged him with
the night sky.

Lord Sanshérashk leaned back in the throne chair
and rested his arms on the backrests. A tall, white-
blond hair knot rose from his almost bald head, which
a golden crescent moon was braided into it. The high
pale forehead, adorned with violet gemstones set into
the skin, was furrowed in displeasure as he looked at
his son.
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The silence continued. Quisar's knee joints and back
began to hurt. Two steps behind him stood Sirqa, her
slender hands clasped together in front of her, her head
slightly bowed, yet she did not lose sight of either her
father or her brother.

After seemingly endless minutes, the Archon rose
from his seat. A cloak made from the hides of various
creatures fell from the shoulders of his black, green,
and orange-shimmering armour: feathers, scales, furs,
skin, the facial features of a Mon-Keigh, eyes and
mouth openings sewn together.

He descended the stairs with elegant steps but
stopped one step above Quisar. A large, curved sword
that appeared to be made entirely of bone hung from a
leather loop at the archon's waist. Quisar knew the
Dust Blade, his father's weapon of choice, the thrust of
which absorbed all the fluids in the body of its victims,
literally turning them into dust.

Sanshérashk put his hand on the spine-shaped hilt
of the sword. Quisar did not dare to look up.

"Who do you think you are?" asked the Lord in a
deep, supple voice.
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Quisar did not know what to answer at first.

"Who do you think you are?" his father repeated the
question.

"I am Prince Quisar, heir to House DorchaKerun,"
Quisar answered, without looking up, but with defi-
ance and pride.

"And the Prince of DorchaKerun is not capable of
facing his Lord and father eye to eye?"

Immediately Quisar sprang to his feet. He raised his
head and looked at his father. Sanshérashk turned
slightly to the side and examined the bandaged injury
on his son's cheek.

"Do not expect this to vanish without a trace," the
Archon said coldly. "The Haemonculi have been in-
structed."

Quisar felt anger and indignation rising in him but
tried not to let it show. Anger led to weakness.

The High Archon continued, still calm and icy.

"You deserve it. One ship destroyed, dozens of True-
born elite warriors lost. The internal struggles for
power that this will cause will lead to further losses
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and instability in the hierarchies that I now have to re-
establish. And on top of that, a full-grown CaurNa-
ranKuras. You know how long it takes and how much
it costs to raise them. And all of this because you let
yourself been fooled by a renegade Beastmaster and
Asuryani slaves."

"The Losseainn outnumbered us," Quisar replied.

His voice sounded muffled. With every word, the
burned, swollen tissue of his cheek hurt.

"Was this a Losseainn?" his father asked sharply,
pointing to the injury.

Quisar was silent.

"Or have Losseainn been fighting with Asuryani
long rifles lately?"

After a brief pause, Sanshérashk continued, "Su-
premacy is our birthright, son. But you weaken your
own superiority through arrogance. Has it never oc-
curred to you that deathly dangers can turn even the
worst enemies into temporary allies? That by joining
forces, they can be able to defy the greatest threats. This
is the only obstacle that the lower races can give us.
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And you made the mistake of allowing that to hap-
pen."

"It will not happen again, my Lord."

"In your own good, son. You should be aware that
the status of Crown Prince is nothing more than a for-
mal title that I hold on to by tradition. And because the
rivalries of my children entertain me. It neither pro-
tects you, nor grants you special favour with me. The
times when a ruler needed an heir are long past, and I
have no intention to relinquish my throne anytime
soon. Your only value to me is your ability as a strate-
gist and leader. And in that, you have failed miserably.
You will have to prove yourself to me again."

Without another word, Sanshérashk turned away
and climbed the steps again. Quisar bowed briefly,
turned around and walked away towards the entrance
gate. Sirqa walked close to his side.

"He will vacate the throne sooner than he expects,"
she whispered to her brother.

Quisar nodded in agreement. "It is about time."

As they left the throne room through the high en-
trance gate, a figure emerged from the shadow
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between the hexagonal granite columns. They were
gaunt and pale, wearing a brown leather apron and
bodice made of the same shiny black material as the
armour of the Kabalites. Over his shoulders hung a
cloak sewn together of purple-coloured skins. Its up-
per ends were attached to gold rings that had been
pulled through the skin over his bare collarbones.

Slowly, the figure glided up, on a brass-coated spine
that emerged from the hump on their back and writhed
like a snake. The four arms, partly mechanical and
equipped with surgical tools, laid over each other in a
gesture of passivity. Nevertheless, the male, heavily
made-up face expressed the same arrogance as those
of the twins.

"Tirtu-Ota," Quisar greeted him. "What brings you
up here?"

As if in response, the Haemonculus opened his
hands. In one of them, he held a purple, pyramid-
shaped crystal. A white light flickered inside.

A sly smile appeared on his dark purple lips.

"Something the Asuryani left behind. And could be
useful to us in our plans."
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Bjarne sat on an examination table in the Infirmary of
the battlecruiser. Floki, the Wolf Priest in black armour
adorned with numerous talismans, stood opposite him
and studied the green glowing data tablet in his hand.
Then he approached the Bloodclaw and once again su-
perficially examined the arms, legs and upper body,
which were only covered with a coarse linen tunic.

"You made it through your adventure well, brother
Bjarne. Your body is in the best condition it can be,
from what you've reported."

Bjarne thought about the words for a moment.

"You were only talking about my body, brother Wolf
Priest. Does that have a deeper meaning?" he asked.

"Tell me," replied the Wolf Priest. "You're not the
first Bloodclaw to lose his entire pack in his first battle.
But you're, at least as far as I know, the first to return
from the city of the Dark Eldar. What you have sur-
vived, even the most battle-hardened Wolf Guards
have not been experienced."

Bjarne was silent for some time.
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"I trusted in my strength and in the blessing of the
All-Father," he finally said. "What you have taught us."

Floki nodded thoughtfully.

"In any case, you have written a great first chapter
of your saga that the skalds will continue to recite for
along time to come. Your name and those of your pack
brothers will be remembered for a long time, Bjarne
Ormur-Sigurvergari3?."

"If the All-Father wills, I will add more, Brother
Floki," Bjarne replied. "But I only partially deserve this
victory. I didn't slay the Xenos warriors."

Floki raised his eyebrows.
"Who then?"
Bjarne shrugged his shoulders.

"Their fellows, probably. Who understands the
Xenos."

"Don't even try, young wolf. They have nothing in
common with us."

He nodded submissively.

39 Who defeated the worm.
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"l have one more question, brother Wolf Priest. The
drive from Fenris to this segmentum takes weeks. I
was only able to send my distress signal a day ago.
How could you reach me so quickly?"

"Shortly after your squad was lost, we received a
message of your whereabouts."

"A message? By whom."

"The astropathic coding identified the Ordo Malleus
as the sender."

The Bloodclaw let out a disgruntled rumble.
"How could they have known about it?"

"Sometimes the Emperor's servants don't under-
stand each other much more than the Xenos," Floki
said. "I share your dislike of the Inquisition, young
wolf. But the Emperor's servants must stand together
against their enemies. We can't trust anyone else in this
galaxy."

Bjarne was silent. He was no longer so sure about
this point.
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