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1. Southward Bound

The wind, sighing off the vast, restless expanse of the Inland Sea, carried a fading tang of salt and
distance, a memory already receding northward with every league the tireless hopper bore them
south. Behind them, the hazy blue shimmer of the great freshwater ocean dissolved into the curve
of the earth; ahead lay the unknown continent, the fractured kingdom of D’alwah, and the
culmination of a mission twisted into unforeseen, perilous shapes. Segi, the giant mutated
marsupial, covered the ground in great, space-eating bounds, his powerful hind legs thudding
rhythmically on the dry coastal turf, the high-cantled saddle rocking gently between his massive
shoulders.

Days ago, on that same shore where desperate battle had been joined and a strange alliance
forged, they had parted ways. Brother Aldo, the ancient Elevener sage, his wisdom a deep,
comforting pool, had turned his dark face north. With him went Captain Gimp, the squat, profane,
yet utterly reliable freshwater mariner, and his polyglot crew, their salvaged Metz steamship laden
with hope and the potential key to survival - the three volumes detailing the Principles of a Basic
Computer. Gorm, too, the young bear whose mind held the cool depths of forest pools and the
nascent strength of mountains, had gone with them, a furry ambassador carrying word of the
unfolding crisis back to the hidden Wise Ones of his own secretive folk. And Klootz... Hiero’s heart
gave a familiar pang. Klootz, the great morse, his brother since childhood, had also vanished into
the northern territories, dispatched by Aldo on some vital errand Hiero could only guess at,
carrying the precious books towards the distant Abbeys of the Kandan Confederacy. The separation
felt like a physical wound, a missing limb.

Now, only two riders shared the hopper’s broad back. Hiero sat behind Luchare, his arms loosely
encircling her waist, the familiar weight of his weapons - the ancient sword-knife heavy across his
shoulders, the long poniard snug at his belt, the crossbow resting before him - a scant comfort
against the gnawing uncertainty that chewed at the edges of his thoughts. His mental powers, the
core of his identity as Killman and Priest, felt... different. Alien. The encounter with Solitaire, the
ancient, godlike entity dwelling in its hidden lake, had been transformative, restorative, yet
altering. The Unclean drug, Joseato’s poison, had wrought damage perhaps irreparable; the sharp,
deadly edge of offensive mental compulsion, the power to seize and command another’s will, was
gone, blunted beyond recovery. Yet, in its place, something else stirred. His receptive senses - the
silent reach of telepathy, the subtle currents of empathy, the low, thrumming awareness of the life
force flowing through the world around him - seemed heightened, amplified, sometimes almost
painfully acute. He felt the pulse of the land, the fear of the hunted, the hunger of the hunter, with
a clarity that was both exhilarating and deeply unsettling. Solitaire had returned much, but the gift
came with a new, unfamiliar weight. It was a trade he hadn’t asked for, a balance shifted, a power
redefined. He must learn its contours, master its strange demands.

Before him, Luchare, princess of D’alwah, rode easily, her lithe form swaying with Segi’s powerful
bounds, her dark curls a fragrant cloud just beneath his chin. She carried herself with a new, quiet
authority, the fire of recent battle and the ice of impending crisis having forged steel in her spirit.



The flight from D’alwah City, the desperate stand against Amibale’s Unclean-backed rebellion, the
loss and uncertainty - these had tempered her, stripped away the last vestiges of pampered
royalty, revealing the warrior queen beneath. Her own nascent mental abilities, nurtured by Hiero’s
patient, often frustrating instruction during their long journey south, flickered like candle flames
against the vast backdrop of the world’s thought - fragile, perhaps, but steady, and undeniably
growing. She was no longer the rescued damsel, but a partner, an equal in the struggle ahead.

Their immediate goal was D’alwah itself, or what remained of it loyal to her father, King Danyale IX.
Aldo’s parting message, delivered mentally with the calm, unshakeable assurance of the Eleveners,
had been stark, painting a grim picture of a kingdom tearing itself apart. Civil war raged. Danyale,
though alive, was wounded, his hold on power precarious. Duke Amibale, Luchare’s own cousin,
handsome, charismatic, utterly mad, had vanished during the fall of D’alwah, only to reappear
openly at the head of the rebellion, his sanity consumed by Unclean influence. And Joseato, the
seemingly harmless priest-bureaucrat, had also shed his disguise, revealed as a cunning Unclean
adept, manipulating events from the shadows. Hiero had faced them both, felt the chill of their
perverted power, the icy touch of minds allied with the ancient darkness. The kingdom was
fractured, splintered, the Unclean deeply enmeshed in its affairs, pulling strings, fanning flames.

The landscape itself reflected the transition. The sparse coastal scrub, tough and salt-resistant,
gradually gave way to denser, more varied woodlands. Patches of hardy grasses appeared, then
low, thorny bushes, then taller trees Hiero couldn't name, their foliage thicker, stranger than the
familiar pines and maples of the northern Taig. The air grew warmer, damper, losing the clean bite
of the sea, becoming thick with the complex, layered scents of the southern forests - rich loam,
decaying vegetation, the heavy perfume of unseen blossoms, and an underlying musk of teeming,
alien life. Overhead, unfamiliar birds wheeled and cried, their calls sharper, more discordant than
the familiar sounds of the north. This was a different world, ancient and vital, yet carrying its own
shadows, its own perils.

“We move too slowly,” Luchare’s thought touched his, a clear, sharp signal cutting through his
reflections. The intimacy of the mental contact was still new, something they used sparingly,
conscious of potential listeners even in this seeming emptiness. “The kingdom bleeds while we
crawl. My father...” Her anxiety was a tangible wave.

“He lives,” Hiero sent back, shaping the thought carefully, filtering out his own deeper concerns,
his mental voice still feeling rougher, less fluid than it once was. The restoration was incomplete,
the pathways re-mapped but not fully smoothed. “Aldo was certain. Mitrash watches him. The
palace guard remains loyal, for the most part. Danyale endures.” He projected calm, reassurance,
though his own heart felt heavy with foreboding.

They fell silent again, the shared thought dissolving, leaving only the rhythm of their passage. The
thud of Segi’s great hind legs on the turf, the soft creak and sigh of the leather saddle and harness,
the whisper of the wind through the increasingly dense foliage. They were moving deeper inland
now, leaving the coast behind, entering the true southern forest. Trees Hiero vaguely recognized
from his disastrous previous journey towered overhead, draped in thick, cable-like vines and
cloaked in layers of parasitic growths, their massive trunks forming the pillars of a vast, green
cathedral.



Danger was a constant companion, an unseen presence shadowing their path. Twice they were
forced to make wide detours, skirting the edges of vast herds of Poros, the four-tusked, elephantine
herbivores whose sheer, blundering size and unpredictable tempers made them perilous obstacles.
The ground trembled under their passage, the air filled with their deep, rumbling calls. Hiero
watched them from a distance, marveling at their bulk, remembering the terror of the one that had
charged their campfire weeks ago, its ruby eyes burning with primal rage.

Once, as dusk painted the sky in bruised purples and oranges, a pack of striped, saber-fanged cats,
larger, leaner, more menacing than any northern wolf, materialized from the deepening shadows.
They flowed around the travelers, silent as ghosts, yellow eyes burning with cold appraisal in the
gloom. Hiero felt Segi tense beneath them, gathering his powerful legs for a desperate leap. He
himself drew his sword-knife, its familiar weight reassuring in his hand, while Luchare silently
nocked a quarrel to her crossbow. He met the gaze of the lead cat, a great scarred male, projecting
not hostility, but a cold, unwavering determination, a warning. For a long moment, predator and
prey measured each other. Then, as silently as they had appeared, the cats melted back into the
forest, conceding the path, unwilling perhaps to test the mettle of the strange, two-headed
creature astride the giant hopper. Hiero let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, the
sweat suddenly cold on his skin.

And always, beneath the surface threats, there was the awareness of the true enemy. The Unclean.
S’lorn, the Green Master, S’duna of the Blue, S'tarn of the Red - though S’duna was presumed
dead, slain by the great bears, Hiero harbored no illusions. The Brotherhood was vast, its resources
deep, its malice infinite. They would be hunting him, using every resource, every Leemute tracker,
every foul alliance gleaned over centuries of hidden manipulation. The shields provided by the
Abbeys, adapted by Aldo for their southern allies, offered protection against casual mental sweeps,
but Hiero knew they would not deter a determined, high-level probe for long. He kept his own
mental signature damped, shielded, a constant, wearying effort.

On the fifth day south, as they traversed a belt of drier woodland where tall, broad-leafed trees
replaced the jungle giants, they came upon signs of recent passage. The evidence was stark,
brutal, unmistakable. The tracks of many kaws, the heavy imprint of shod human feet, and mingled
with them, the splayed, clawed spoor of Hairy Howlers. A large Unclean patrol, heavily laden with
Leemute muscle, heading north, away from D’alwah. The tracks were no more than a day old.

Luchare reined Segi in, her hand automatically resting on the hilt of the bone-handled dagger Hiero
had given her, a relic taken from the Unclean adept near Solitaire’s lake. “They seek us still,” she
murmured aloud, her voice tight.

Hiero dismounted, examining the tracks closely, his woodsman’s eye missing nothing. “Or Aldo,”
he replied grimly, straightening up. “They know something vital, something precious, travels north
from D’alwah. Books, knowledge... Gorm, Aldo himself. They won't find him, not easily. Aldo knows
these lands better than they guess, and Gorm... Gorm has his own paths, paths hidden even from
the Unclean.” He swung back into the saddle behind Luchare, urging Segi forward once more,
southwest, deeper into the vast, unmapped territory. “But we must be cautious. Very cautious. This
close to D’alwah, their agents, their spies, will be numerous. We walk among thorns.”



He settled himself, his senses reaching out, probing the path ahead, the weight of their mission,
the fate of kingdoms, resting heavily upon his scarred, travel-weary shoulders. The southward
journey had truly begun.



2. The Fractured Kingdom

Their entry into the recognized sovereign territory of D’alwah was marked by no fanfare, no
welcoming committees, but by a subtle, yet palpable, shift in the atmosphere of the land itself. The
untamed southern woodlands, though still vast and only thinly mapped by human knowledge,
gradually yielded to terrain bearing the unmistakable scars of conflict and the deeper wounds of a
kingdom tearing itself apart. They moved now through groves where ancient trees stood sentinel
over abandoned clearings, their lower trunks blackened by the passage of recent, hasty fires.
Villages glimpsed through the thinning trees lay unnaturally silent, smoke rising from only a few
scattered hearths, the usual bustle of rural life replaced by a shuttered, watchful stillness. Fields
lay fallow, irrigation ditches dry and choked with weeds, the promise of harvest surrendered to the
exigencies of war.

Seqi, the great hopper, moved with a new caution now, his long ears constantly swiveling, his
sensitive nostrils flaring as he tasted the wind for scents both natural and unnatural. Hiero rode
alert, his hand never far from his sword-knife, his senses stretched taut, probing the periphery,
feeling the low thrum of fear and suspicion that emanated even from the very soil. Luchare, seated
before him, was tense, her own growing mental awareness adding to Hiero's, her gaze sweeping
the landscape, recognizing landmarks, noting deviations from the memories of her flight northward
what seemed a lifetime ago.

The few peasants they encountered were ghosts haunting their own land. They emerged hesitantly
from thatched huts or forest tracks, their faces gaunt, their eyes hollowed by fear and deprivation.
They offered no greeting, only a sullen, guarded watchfulness, melting back into the shadows at
the first sign of approach. Hiero probed their minds gently, brushing against walls of raw, simple
terror - fear of the Unclean legions, yes, but also fear of Amibale’s rebels, fear of bandits spawned
by chaos, fear even of the King’s depleted authority and the demands of his remaining troops.
Trust was a casualty as profound as any slain soldier. Here, every stranger was a potential threat,
every uniform a possible harbinger of plunder or forced levy. There was no welcome in these
borderlands, only the grim determination of survival.

It was a relief when, late on the third day after crossing the ill-defined border, they were challenged
by a loyalist patrol. They emerged suddenly from a dense thicket of broad-leafed, flowering shrubs
- a dozen riders on lean, hardy hoppers, their D’alwahn kilts and leather armor stained with travel
and battle, their faces grim beneath their conical helmets. Spears leveled, crossbows spanned,
they formed a crescent barring the path, their commander, a scarred veteran with eyes like chips
of flint, barking a harsh challenge.

Recognition, when it came, was instantaneous, explosive. The sight of Luchare, unveiled and regal
even in her travel-worn leathers, brought gasps, then shouts, then a ragged, heartfelt cheer that
echoed through the silent woods. Spears were raised in salute, helmets doffed. The princess was
alive! The King’s line endured! Hope, fragile but fierce, flared in eyes that had seen too much
despair.



The patrol commander, his formality struggling with emotion, quickly apprised them of the
situation and offered escort. Their destination was a valley several leagues deeper into loyalist
territory, a natural fortress carved by ancient rivers, reachable only by winding, easily guarded
paths. It served now as a temporary command center, a rallying point for the forces still loyal to
Danyale IX.

As they journeyed under escort, Hiero observed the subtle signs of organization, the hidden sentry
posts, the carefully chosen ambush sites along the route. Despite the setbacks, despite the
Unclean infiltration, the core of D'alwah’s military structure, particularly the elements commanded
by men like Count Hamili, remained disciplined and effective.

The stronghold, when they reached it as dusk settled, was impressive. A deep valley, its sides
sheer cliffs of ancient, water-smoothed rock, opened before them. The entrance was narrow,
guarded by heavy timber gates and manned watchtowers camouflaged amongst the clinging vines.
Within, the valley floor hummed with restrained activity. Campfires glowed, casting flickering
shadows on orderly rows of tents and temporary shelters. The reassuring clink of armor, the low
murmur of voices, the stamp and snort of hoppers from well-guarded picket lines - all spoke of a
force battered but unbroken, preparing to endure, to fight back.

They were led directly to the central command tent, larger than the others, pitched beneath a
massive overhang of rock. Guards bearing the royal insignia saluted sharply as they passed. Inside,
seated around a rough-hewn campaign table lit by shielded lanterns, were the men Hiero needed
to see. King Danyale IX sat propped on campaign cushions, his face pale and drawn beneath his
graying beard, one arm immobile in a sling, yet his eyes held the steady light of command. Beside
him, Count Ghiftah Hamili, leaner, harder than Hiero remembered, rose to greet them, his dark
face an impassive mask that couldn't entirely conceal the relief in his eyes. And standing quietly in
the shadows, instantly recognizable despite the simple guard uniform, was Mitrash, the Elevener
acolyte, his presence a silent reassurance.

The reunion was brief, weighted by the gravity of their situation. Formalities were quickly
dispensed with. Luchare embraced her father, a silent exchange passing between them, before
turning to the council. Food and wine were brought - simple campaign fare, but welcome. Then, the
maps were spread, and the grim accounting began.

“The situation is... precarious, Per Hiero, Highness,” Hamili began, his voice flat, devoid of
inflection, the voice of a soldier reporting unpleasant facts. He traced lines on the map with a
scarred finger. “D’alwah City remains contested. His Majesty holds the palace, the Citadel, and the
central administrative districts.” He indicated a tight cluster of symbols. “But the outer sectors, the
artisan quarters, the merchants’ wards, and, crucially, the port itself, are in rebel hands.” His finger
tapped the harbor area. “Amibale controls the waterfront. Unclean soldiery - Howlers, Man-rats,
Gliths even, we suspect - swarm through the lower city. And their ships...” He grimaced. “Ships
arrive daily. Sleek craft, faster than anything we possess, unloading fresh troops, weapons,
supplies we cannot identify.”

“The secret ships,” Hiero confirmed grimly. “Atom-powered, most likely. We destroyed two on the
Inland Sea, but clearly, they possess more. How many?”



“At least four have been sighted operating from the port,” Mitrash interjected quietly from the
shadows. His Elevener network, though hampered, still gathered whispers of intelligence. “Possibly
more held in reserve further down the coast.”

“And Joseato?” Luchare asked, her voice tight with controlled anger. “That viper?”

“He is Amibale’s shadow,” Hamili replied. “Never leaves his side. His influence spreads daily. The
priesthood is deeply divided. Many of the younger priests, swayed by his promises or perhaps...
coerced by other means... have declared for Amibale. Even Markama, the Archpriest, though
publicly loyal to His Majesty, seems... paralyzed. He preaches peace, patience, negotiation, while
the kingdom burns!”

“He preaches treason, is what you mean,” Danyale rasped, shifting painfully on his cushions. “But
proving it... that is another matter. Joseato is subtle. He leaves no tracks.”

“And the nobles?” Hiero asked, remembering the undercurrents he’'d sensed even before his
capture.

“Wavering,” Hamili admitted. “Many of the southern lords resent Danyale’s rule, resent the
northern influence...” he nodded towards Hiero, “...no offense intended, Per. They see Amibale,
with his D’alwahn lineage, as a more... suitable... claimant, especially now he controls the trade
routes through the port. Joseato plays on these old ambitions, these regional prides.”

Hiero fell silent, absorbing the grim picture. A city divided, a port controlled by the enemy, Unclean
ships reinforcing the rebels, a wavering nobility, a compromised church, and somewhere, pulling
strings, the ancient evil Fuala and perhaps the greater shadow of the Other Mind itself. He felt a
familiar weariness settle upon him. Always, it seemed, the Unclean exploited the flaws inherent in
human society - ambition, greed, division, superstition.

He pushed the weariness aside. “The computer,” he said, his voice cutting through the gloom.
“Aldo’s information pointed south of here. Deep in the jungle territories. Lands formerly held by...
Fuala.” He watched their faces closely.

A flicker of unease crossed Hamili’s features. Danyale frowned. Mitrash remained impassive. “That
region is... shunned, Per,” Hamili said carefully. “Even before Fuala’s... retirement... it was
considered unhealthy. Strange tales have always emerged from those jungles. Plants that move.
Rocks that whisper. Animals unlike any known beast.” He shrugged. “Travelers vanish. Expeditions
sent by the Crown... they did not return. Fuala ruled there, yes. Her power derived from that place,
many believe. It borders the Blight lands, and further south, the great deserts where, legend says,
the fires of The Death still burn.”

“Fuala,” Hiero pressed, ignoring the superstitious overlay. “Did she have dealings with the
Unclean?”

Danyale answered this time, his voice heavy. “We suspected. Always. Her power felt... wrong. Not
of the Church. Not of nature as we understand it. She held Amibale close, tutored him in secret arts
after his father, my cousin Karimbale, died under... questionable circumstances. We could prove



nothing. Her domain was impenetrable, guarded by... things... we could not fight.” He looked Hiero
squarely in the eye. “If this computer you seek lies within her former lands, Per, then retrieving it
may be impossible. It may already be in the hands of the true enemy.”

“Perhaps,” Hiero conceded. “But we know the Unclean themselves only recently began to focus on
these ancient technologies. S’'nerg, the adept | slew far north, carried maps similar to the Abbey’s,
marked with potential sites. They were searching, just as we were. It is possible the computer
remains undiscovered, or at least, unmastered. Fuala may have guarded it, used its peripheral
energies perhaps, without understanding its core function. It represents a power far beyond even
her considerable sorcery, | suspect.” He leaned forward, his own intensity matching the King’s. “It
is a risk we must take. That knowledge... it is not merely a weapon for D’alwah, or for the Metz
Republic. It may be the key to understanding the Other Mind, the Gaean entity. It may hold the
means to save not just our kingdoms, but the world itself from a fate worse than The Death.”

A heavy silence filled the tent. The weight of Hiero’s words, the sheer, terrifying scope of the
conflict he described, seemed to suck the air from the room. Outside, the sounds of the camp - the
stamp of hoppers, the murmur of voices, the distant cry of a night bird - seemed fragile, ephemeral
against the backdrop of cosmic struggle Hiero had unveiled.

Finally, Danyale IX, King of D'alwah, nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the map spread before them,
on the ominous blank space marking the shunned lands to the southwest. “So be it, Per Desteen. If
this is the path fate has set before us... then D’alwah will walk it with you. Hamili. Mitrash. You will
give the Prince whatever he requires. Select our best. Scouts, trackers, warriors familiar with the
deep jungle. This venture must not fail.” His eyes met Hiero’s again, filled now not with doubt, but
with a king’s grim resolve. “Bring back this knowledge, son. Bring back hope.”



3. The Serpent's Lair

The council of war, held in the flickering lantern light of the loyalist field camp, had been brief,
decisive, weighted with the grim necessities of their desperate situation. Hiero, though accorded
the deference due a prince-consort and the proven savior of the Metz fleet, felt the unfamiliar
burden of command settle heavily upon his shoulders. He was no strategist accustomed to moving
regiments like pieces on a game board; he was a Killman, a scout, a man trained for solitary action
or the leadership of small, elite patrols. Yet here, in this fractured southern kingdom, facing an
enemy ancient and multifaceted, the mantle of overall field command had fallen to him. Danyale,
though recovering, was confined to the secure rear areas; Hamili, though a capable soldier, lacked
the unique, if currently hampered, perspective Hiero possessed; Mitrash, invaluable for
intelligence, was no battlefield commander. Only Hiero, stranger though he was, held the threads -
knowledge of the Unclean's methods, awareness, however fragmented, of the Other Mind, and the
fragile allegiance of the diverse forces now gathered under D’alwah’s tattered banner.

Preparations for the southwestern probe were swift, dictated by the urgency Hiero felt pressing
upon them like the humid southern air. The force was small, as he'd requested: himself, mounted
again on the strangely attuned hopper Segi, whose quiet acceptance of his return felt like a balm
on his weary spirit; Maluin, his steadfast Metz comrade, his great billhook gleaming dully even in
the firelight, a rock of northern dependability in this alien land; Per Sagenay, the young priest
whose spirit held depths Hiero was only beginning to fathom; the silent, lethal Mantan twins, Reyn
and Geor, their faces unreadable, their loyalty absolute; and the four Children of the Wind - M'reen,
her Speaker’s authority nascent but undeniable, B’'uorgh, the massive war-chief whose initial
suspicion had grudgingly yielded to respect, and the two young warriors, Ch’uirsh and Za’'reekh,
their feline grace barely concealing their eagerness for the hunt. Klootz and Gorm remained behind
- the morse too valuable a strategic asset to risk, the bear needed, perhaps, for communion with
Aldo and the northern front. Luchare, after a single, fierce argument where love warred with duty,
also stayed, her presence vital to maintaining unity in the loyalist camps. Their parting had been
brief, intense, a silent promise exchanged that transcended words.

They departed under the cloak of a moonless night, slipping past their own sentries and melting
into the dense woodlands that bordered the rolling savanna. Their immediate goal lay leagues to
the southwest: the shunned territory once ruled by the sorceress Fuala, Amibale’s monstrous
mother, the region whispered to hold secrets older than D’alwah itself, and now suspected, based
on Fuala’s records and Hiero’'s fragmented intuition, to conceal the buried pre-Death installation
housing the ancient computer.

The journey itself was a descent into a different reality. The relatively open woodlands gave way to
denser jungle, the air growing thick, heavy, saturated with moisture and the cloying perfumes of
unseen, night-blooming flora. The colossal trees, mere outliers before, now formed a near-
continuous canopy far overhead, filtering the starlight, plunging the world below into profound
darkness. Progress was slow, guided primarily by the Mantans’ uncanny woodcraft and the catfolks'
preternatural night vision. They moved like ghosts through a realm of shadow and whispering



leaves, the silence broken only by the sudden, startling cries of nocturnal predators or the rustle of
unseen things in the thick undergrowth.

Hiero, riding Segi now with practiced ease, found his senses straining, adapting. Deprived of the
full spectrum of his mental powers, he learned to rely more on the physical - the subtle shift of air
currents, the snap of a twig under a distant footfall, the faint, musky scent of predators on the
prowl. Yet, beneath this heightened physical awareness, he felt something else, a growing miasma,
a psychic weight pressing down from the southwest. It was not the direct, focused malice of the
Unclean adepts, nor the chaotic hunger of the House. This was older, colder, a dispassionate
awareness that seemed to emanate from the land itself, a residue of ancient power and sorrow,
perhaps the lingering psychic echo of Fuala’s long reign, or something deeper still, connected to
the Gaean entity Solitaire had warned of.

They encountered life, but it was furtive, often misshapen. Strange, phosphorescent fungi pulsed
with faint light on rotting logs. Multi-legged insects scuttled away from their approach, their
carapaces clicking on the damp leaf mold. Once, twin points of orange fire glared from the
darkness ahead, belonging to some large predator they wisely detoured around, sensing its
territorial hostility. Another time, a colossal snake, thick as Hiero’s thigh and patterned in sickly
greens and yellows, dropped silently from an overhead branch, forcing a hasty, heart-stopping
retreat. The jungle teemed, but it was a life twisted, secretive, imbued with the latent menace of
Fuala’s legacy and the encroaching influence from the deserts beyond.

Per Sagenay, despite his lack of woodcraft, proved invaluable. His deep spiritual calm seemed
almost a shield in itself, warding off the more overt psychic disturbances. Often, Hiero would feel
the young priest’s mind brush gently against his own, offering not words, but a quiet stream of
reassurance, a shared strength that bolstered Hiero’s own flagging focus. Maluin remained a
bulwark of physical presence, his massive frame seemingly impervious to fatigue, his rare
comments blunt, practical, grounding them all in the harsh realities of their trek. The Mantans
scouted tirelessly, their knowledge of traps, spoor, and the subtle language of the forest
unparalleled. And the catfolk... they were poetry in motion, fluid shadows navigating the darkness,
their senses mapping a world hidden from human perception, their fierce loyalty a silent promise.
M’reen, in particular, stayed close to Hiero, her amber eyes often meeting his in the gloom, a
shared understanding passing between them, remnants of the strange rapport born in the drowned
city.

After ten days that felt like an eternity, the terrain began to change again. The trees, though still
immense, grew slightly less dense. Patches of rough, broken ground appeared, littered with black,
volcanic-looking rock. The air grew drier, carrying the first faint, acrid tang of the deserts ahead.
They were entering the borderlands, the shunned fiefdom itself. The psychic pressure intensified,
becoming a near-constant thrum at the edge of Hiero’s awareness.

They found Fuala’s fortress exactly where the ancient charts, cross-referenced with Hiero’s
memory of the Unclean maps, indicated it should be - perched like a malevolent bird of prey on a
sheer cliff overlooking the Lantik Sea, which gleamed sullenly far below under a sky suddenly vast
and empty after the jungle's embrace. It was a structure of black basalt, stark and forbidding,
seeming to grow organically from the rock itself. Its architecture was alien, non-human, unsettling



in its sharp angles and unexpected curves. No banners flew, no guards patrolled the crumbling
battlements. It appeared deserted, abandoned to the sea winds and the cries of the gulls circling
overhead.

Yet, as they drew closer, concealing themselves in a final patch of twisted, wind-stunted trees,
Hiero knew it was not empty. The cold, watching presence he had felt growing stronger throughout
their journey emanated powerfully from the black stones. It was shielded, yes, but the shield felt...
different. Not the layered, disciplined constructs of the Unclean adepts, nor the natural, instinctive
barriers of powerful animals. This felt ancient, organic, almost alive, like the shell of some vast,
slumbering crustacean.

Leaving the others concealed under Maluin’s command, Hiero began his solitary approach. He
moved with infinite caution, testing each step, his senses straining to pierce the unnatural stillness.
The path leading up to the fortress gate was clear, swept clean by the wind, yet he felt... traps. Not
physical snares, but psychic lures, illusions waiting to ensnare the unwary mind. He recognized the
signature - cruder, perhaps, but related to the glamour the Dweller in the Mist had employed.
Fuala’s legacy, or the direct influence of the Other Mind?

He deployed the defensive techniques Solitaire’s vast experience had imprinted on his mind during
their brief, intense communion, weaving intricate patterns of thought, creating mental diversions,
shielding his core consciousness behind layers of deceptive calm. He felt minds brush against his
defenses - cold, inquisitive, reptilian almost - then withdraw, baffled. He reached the massive, iron-
bound gate. It stood slightly ajar, revealing only darkness within.

Taking a deep breath, Hiero slipped through the opening. The air inside was cold, still, carrying the
scent of ancient dust and something else... a faint, musky, reptilian odor that prickled his skin. He

stood in a vast, echoing hall, dimly lit by unseen sources high above. Tapestries, depicting scenes
of bizarre, inhuman revelry and conquest, crumbled into dust on the walls. Ornate, alien furniture

lay overturned or broken. The place felt... violated, yet still occupied.

He moved deeper, sword drawn, poniard loose in its sheath. He felt the watching presence
intensify, focusing upon him now. It was not Fuala’s mind - that, he felt certain, was extinguished.
This was something else, perhaps a guardian left behind, or a new occupant drawn to the vacuum
of power.

He found the central chamber, the throne room Hiero instinctively knew it to be. And there, coiled
upon the great black pearl throne Fuala had occupied in his vision, was the source of the presence.
It was not human, not Leemute, not like anything he had ever encountered. A serpent. Colossal,
ancient, its scales shimmering with shifting patterns of obsidian and jade. Its head, broad and flat,
rested upon its coils, and from it regarded him two eyes, lidless, anciently wise, and filled with a
cold, reptilian intelligence that held no trace of human emotion. The air around it crackled with
psychic power.

It didn't attack physically. It didn't need to. Its mind simply... opened. And Hiero found himself
drowning in a flood of alien thought, ancient memories, cold, implacable purpose. He saw the rise
and fall of continents, the birth and death of stars, the slow, patient weaving of a web across



millennia, a purpose utterly inimical to the warm, fleeting lives of mammals. He felt the cold touch
of the Other Mind, not as an abstract threat, but as a direct, overwhelming reality, using this
ancient serpent as its conduit, its probe.

You seek the machine, the serpent's thought whispered, cold as glacial ice, ancient as the stone
around them. It is here. Beneath us. Guarded. It sleeps, but it can be woken. It can be... attuned.
Images flooded Hiero’s mind - the computer, not as a repository of knowledge, but as a weapon, a
focusing lens for the Other Mind’s vast psychic power, capable of sweeping the continent clean,
initiating the final, terrible Cleansing.

Join us, the serpent whispered, the thought a cold caress. Your primitive power is... interesting. You
could be shaped. Useful.

The temptation was subtle, chilling. Not a promise of power, but of understanding, of belonging to
something vast, eternal, inevitable. Hiero felt his own human will wavering, dwarfed by the sheer
scale of the ancient, alien consciousness.

Then, cutting through the psychic miasma, came another thought, clear, sharp, familiar. Hiero!
Danger! Behind you!

Luchare! Breaking through the distance, through the shield, alerted by their shared bond. Hiero
whirled, sword flashing, just as a figure detached itself from the deepest shadows behind the
throne - Joseato! The Unclean priest, his face a mask of triumphant hatred, a strange, crystal-
tipped rod raised to strike.

The serpent hissed, its attention momentarily diverted. In that instant, Hiero acted. Not attacking
the serpent - that, he knew, was suicide - but lunging past it, his sword aimed not at Joseato, but
at the throne itself, the great black pearl, the focus, he now realized, of the serpent’s power and its
connection to the Other Mind.

His blade struck true. The pearl shattered with a soundless explosion of psychic energy. The
serpent screamed, a mind-rending sound that echoed through the fortress. Joseato faltered, the
crystal rod falling from his grasp. The cold, oppressive weight lifted from Hiero’s mind. He turned,
grabbing the stunned Joseato, and ran, dragging the Unclean priest back through the echoing halls,
towards the gate, towards escape, leaving the writhing, wounded serpent and the collapsing
psychic matrix of the fortress behind him. The lair had been breached, a blow struck, but the true
enemy remained, vast and waiting.



4. Confrontation and Resolve

The silent detonation of psychic energy ripped through the ancient fortress, a shockwave felt not in
the stone, but in the very fabric of consciousness. The great serpent guardian, its physical form
thrashing in the now dimly lit throne room, its mental connection to the shattered black pearl
severed, let out a chaotic shriek of pure agony that clawed at the inside of Hiero’s skull. Its cold,
ancient intelligence fragmented into shards of pain and undirected fury. Before him, Joseato, the
Unclean priest, stumbled, the crystal rod - doubtless some specialized psychic weapon - clattering
harmlessly onto the dusty floor. The intricate web of control he had exerted, amplified perhaps by
the serpent or the throne itself, had snapped, leaving him momentarily stunned, vulnerable.

Hiero wasted no time. The brief window of opportunity might close in an instant. Lunging forward,
ignoring the writhing bulk of the wounded serpent whose thrashing tail could shatter bone, he
brought the hilt of his sword-knife down hard on Joseato’s temple. The Unclean priest crumpled
without a sound, his treacherous journey ended. Hiero spared him barely a glance. His immediate
concern was the colossal reptile filling the chamber, its immense coils tightening and relaxing
spasmodically, its broad, flat head weaving blindly, the twin amber eyes now clouded with pain and
confusion.

Could it still strike? Could its diffused rage coalesce into another attack? Hiero backed away
cautiously, sword held ready, his own mind shielded, observing. The psychic storm emanating from
the serpent was immense, terrifying in its raw power, but it lacked focus, direction. It was the death
agony of a powerful mind, not a targeted assault. He sensed its ancient life force ebbing, bleeding
away into the stones like the ichor from some mythical beast. Bypassing the creature seemed the
only sane course; finishing it off might be beyond his capabilities, and certainly beyond the time he
could afford.

The fortress itself seemed to groan around him. The psychic blast from the shattering of the pearl
throne had destabilized more than just the serpent guardian. Hiero felt subtle shifts in the very
fabric of the place, saw illusions flicker and dissolve at the edges of his vision like heat haze.
Lingering psychic traps, remnants of Fuala's long and malevolent tenancy, sputtered and died like
failing lamps. The pervasive sense of the Other Mind's cold, overarching awareness had receded
drastically, like a tide suddenly drawn far out, leaving behind only a residue of ancient wrongness,
a faint, chilling emptiness in the psychic ether. The Gaean entity, or at least its local manifestation
through Fuala and her creature, was wounded, perhaps temporarily blinded.

Now was the time to seek the knowledge he had come for. Fuala, the sorceress, the biological
anchor, the witch-queen of this hidden domain - her physical presence was gone, reduced perhaps
to the fine gray dust settling on the obsidian floor, but her sanctum, the repository of her secrets,
must remain. Hiero cast his mind about, searching not for a living presence, but for the lingering
psychic signature of Fuala’s unique, potent will, a trail he hoped would lead him to her inner
chambers.



He moved quickly but cautiously through the echoing halls, the oppressive luxury seeming even
more decadent now, overlaid with a film of true decay. Rooms filled with bizarre, disturbing
artifacts - twisted sculptures that seemed to writhe in the peripheral vision, tapestries depicting
congress between humans and things that should not be, instruments whose purpose defied
comprehension - hinted at the depths of Fuala's perversion and her communion with forces alien to
humanity. He bypassed chambers that pulsed faintly with residual psychic energy, sensing
lingering traps designed to ensnare the mind, remnants of Fuala's paranoia or perhaps wards set
by the Other Mind itself.

He followed the fading mental scent, a strange mixture of ancient power, reptilian coldness, and
something else - a deep, underlying bitterness, a loneliness that resonated oddly with Hiero's own
recent experiences. Down corridors that twisted unnaturally, through archways carved with
unsettling, non-Euclidean geometry, he pressed on, until he reached a chamber that felt different
from the rest.

The heavy door, inlaid with mother-of-pearl in unsettling, organic patterns, was unlocked. Hiero
pushed it open slowly. This room was smaller, more intimate, yet somehow vaster in its
implications. The air was warmer, scented not with decay, but with exotic, head-spinning perfumes.
Soft light emanated from glowing crystal spheres set in niches. The walls were not stone, but
seemed woven from living vines, pulsing faintly with a slow, internal rhythm. In the center, on a low
dais covered in shimmering, moss-like fabric, lay not a bed, but a depression, perfectly form-fitting,
the nest of something not entirely human.

And everywhere, there were records. Not books or scrolls in the familiar sense, but crystalline data
matrices stacked on shelves of polished dark wood, complex star charts etched onto sheets of
flexible metal, strange, ovoid stones that pulsed with stored information when Hiero tentatively
reached out with his mind. This was Fuala’s sanctum, her library, her laboratory. Here, she had
communed with her ancient master, plotted her manipulations of D’alwah, and perhaps, Hiero
hoped, recorded the secrets she had gleaned.

He began the search, his mind racing against the unknown timetable of the fortress's potential
collapse or the return of its wounded guardian. He scanned the crystal matrices, finding his Abbey
training in ancient languages and symbols taxed to its limits. Much was incomprehensible, dealing
with alien philosophies, psychic disciplines beyond his ken, genealogies of monstrous entities from
before the rise of humanity. But interspersed were fragments he could grasp. Star charts
correlating with known constellations, but marked with unfamiliar symbols and trajectories.
Alchemical formulas mixing mundane ingredients with substances Hiero recognized as radioactive
isotopes. And records, detailed journals kept in a precise, archaic form of D’alwahn script, detailing
Fuala’s long existence, her pact with the Gaean entity, her manipulation of bloodlines - including
Amibale’s - and her centuries-long watch over the buried installation.

Then, he found it. Tucked away in a recess behind the nest-like couch, a series of linked data
crystals, humming faintly with contained power. These felt different, their structure more regular,
their energy signature recognizably technological, albeit ancient. With trembling hands, Hiero
accessed them, using the techniques Sagenay had begun to teach him, forcing his mind into the
unfamiliar interface.



Images, data streams, flooded his consciousness. Schematics of a vast, subterranean complex.
Geological surveys pinpointing energy sources and structural weaknesses. Cross-references to pre-
Death scientific databases. And coordinates. Coordinates for a location deep within the great
southwestern desert, a region marked on all maps, both Abbey and Unclean, simply as 'Irradiated
Zone - Extreme Hazard'. Beneath the descriptions of seismic activity and residual radiation, a
single annotation, added perhaps by Fuala herself, chilled him: 'Nexus Point. Primary Anchor.
Dormant but Aware.'

He had it. The location of the Other Mind’s core, or at least, its main physical link to this plane of
reality. He saw also, within the data streams, fragmented references to the computer itself -
confirming its function as a planetary restoration system, its vast knowledge banks, and its
sophisticated, potentially sentient, operating system. There were warnings, too - about its
damaged state, its unpredictable protocols, the immense power required to fully reactivate it, and
the safeguards designed to prevent its misuse, safeguards tied, ominously, to specific genetic
markers or psychic keys lost since The Death.

He copied the essential coordinates and data fragments onto a small Abbey data-slug he carried, a
device Demero had insisted he take, its function previously unclear. Now, its necessity was
blindingly apparent. He secured the slug in a hidden pocket.

His task here was done. The fortress felt increasingly unstable around him, the psychic echoes
growing more chaotic. The wounded serpent’s pain and rage still pulsed from the throne room, a
dangerous, unpredictable variable. He needed to leave, now, before the structure collapsed
entirely, or before the Unclean, alerted by the psychic detonation, arrived to investigate.

He turned to go, then paused. A thought, cold and practical, surfaced. Joseato. The Unclean priest
still lay unconscious where Hiero had left him. A valuable prisoner, perhaps? A source of further
intelligence? He considered, then discarded the idea. The risk was too great. Joseato was a
symptom, not the disease. His knowledge was secondary to what Hiero now possessed. And
dragging an unconscious prisoner through the collapsing fortress and the hostile jungle was
unthinkable. With grim finality, Hiero drew his poniard. A quick, clean stroke ensured the Unclean
priest would trouble D’alwah no more.

Then, turning his back on the ancient evil and the crumbling repository of its secrets, Hiero began
the perilous ascent, carrying not just maps and data, but the terrifying weight of knowledge and
the burden of a war far greater than any he had ever imagined. He reached the gate, slipped out
into the blessedly normal air of the late afternoon, and signaled to the shadows where the two
David scouts waited, patient and unseen. Their eyes widened slightly as they saw the grim set of
his face, the blood drying on his poniard. Without a word, they melted into the jungle behind him,
heading east, away from the dying fortress and the shunned lands, towards the uncertain future of
the fractured kingdom. The first part of his southern venture was over; the truly dangerous phase
was about to begin.



5. Nexus Point

The journey eastward, back towards the precarious haven of the loyalist stronghold, was a passage
through subtly altered landscapes, both external and internal. The heavy, psychic oppression that
had thickened the air near Fuala’s fortress receded with each league traveled, replaced by the
more familiar, though still unsettling, background radiation of the southern wilderness - a tapestry
woven from the ancient grief of the land, the furtive thoughts of its mutated inhabitants, and the
distant, ever-present malice of the Unclean. Hiero, riding now with a weariness that went deeper
than mere physical fatigue, felt the change acutely. The burden of knowledge gained in the
serpent’s lair was immense, a chilling counterpoint to the relief of escape.

He traveled in silence for the most part, flanked by the two David scouts, their swarthy faces
impassive, their movements economical and predatorily quiet. They were men bred to the harsh
realities of the southern marches, their lives a constant negotiation with peril. They asked no
questions, offered no commentary, content to follow the northern prince whose grim demeanor and
the faint, lingering aura of otherworldly power commanded their unquestioning loyalty. Yet Hiero
sensed their curiosity, their unspoken awe at his survival, their awareness that he had confronted
something far beyond the scope of their own considerable experience. He offered no explanations,
conserving his energy, his mind grappling with the enormity of what he had learned.

The Other Mind. A Gaean consciousness fragment, ancient, hostile, seeking to reclaim the world
through a monstrous ecological transformation. Fuala, its servant, its anchor. The Unclean, perhaps
its unwitting tools, perhaps its corrupted inheritors. And the computer - the legendary machine of
the ancients, not merely a repository of lost science, but a potential key, a weapon, located at the
very heart of the enemy’s power, beneath the irradiated sands of a Desert of The Death. The
coordinates burned in his memory, etched there by the machine-mind’s final, cryptic transmission
before the link was severed.

He thought of Sagenay, the young priest whose mind now carried an impossible burden, a universe
of data compressed into the fragile vessel of human consciousness. Was he safe? Had Aldo’s party
reached the North? The silence from that quarter was profound, troubling, though Hiero clung to
the hope that the Abbey shields, while blocking his own probes, were equally effective against the
enemy’s. The fate of the North, the future of the Kandan Confederacy, perhaps the destiny of
humanity itself, now rested on the safe delivery of that knowledge.

His own role felt terrifyingly uncertain. His offensive mental powers were gone, shattered by
Joseato’s poison, leaving him reliant on cruder, physical means. Yet, Solitaire’s intervention had
awakened something else, a heightened empathy, a deeper connection to the life force, a
sensitivity that sometimes felt more like a vulnerability than a strength. He felt the whisper of
distant thoughts, the pain of wounded animals, the slow, green pulse of the forest itself, with an
unnerving clarity. Could this altered awareness be forged into a weapon? Or was it merely a
distraction, a dangerous side effect of tampering with forces beyond his comprehension?



They traveled swiftly, the Davids setting a relentless pace, utilizing hidden paths and game trails
that bypassed settlements and known Unclean routes. They rested little, ate sparingly from the
supplies Hiero had packed - smoked antelope, dried cactus fruit - supplementing their diet with
what the jungle offered: edible roots, pungent berries, occasionally a plump tree-lizard surprised by
the Davids’ silent snares. Water remained a constant concern, sourced from high, clear springs or
collected rainwater, always tested carefully by Hiero before consumption.

As they drew closer to the loyalist valley, the signs of war became more evident. Charred clearings
marked the sites of recent skirmishes. The tracks of Leemute patrols crisscrossed the main trails
more frequently. Once, they were forced into hiding as a column of Unclean human soldiery
marched past, their dark uniforms blending with the jungle shadows, their faces grim, their
sophisticated projectile weapons held at the ready. Hiero felt the cold touch of their disciplined,
shielded minds, a chilling reminder of the enemy’s reach and resources.

Finally, after days that blurred into a monotonous cycle of forced marches and watchful bivouacs,
they saw the signal: three plumes of smoke rising in a pre-arranged pattern from a distant ridge.
They had reached the outer perimeter of the loyalist defenses. A coded exchange of bird calls,
answered correctly from the hidden watch posts, granted them passage. They descended into the
familiar valley stronghold, the sight of friendly faces, orderly tents, and the reassuring presence of
armed guards a profound relief after the desolate menace of the wilderness.

News of Hiero’s return spread like wildfire through the camp. Soldiers cheered, officers saluted with
renewed vigor. Hope, a commodity scarce in these troubled times, surged through the valley. He
was met not just by subordinates, but by the core of the Southern Front’s leadership, their faces
etched with anxiety and anticipation.

The reunion with Luchare was a maelstrom of emotions, held in check only by the public nature of
their meeting and the discipline of their shared ordeal. Her relief was a palpable wave, washing
away the carefully constructed calm she had maintained during his absence. Her eyes devoured
him, searching his face, his bearing, for signs of the trials he had endured. He saw the questions
burning there, the fear she had suppressed. He met her gaze, offering a silent reassurance, a
promise of explanations to come, before turning to greet the others.

King Danyale IX, though still recovering from his wounds, received Hiero with genuine warmth, his
handshake firm, his eyes sharp and questioning beneath the weary lines of kingship. Count Ghiftah
Hamili offered a curt, soldierly nod, his respect hard-won but absolute. Mitrash, the Elevener,
stepped forward, his usual impassivity softened by a rare, fleeting smile. And Per Edard Maluin...
the big Metz warrior simply enveloped Hiero in a bone-crushing hug, his booming laughter echoing
through the command tent.

“By the nine Hells, priest! We thought the southern devils had swallowed you whole this time! Gave
us quite a turn, you did! What news? Did you find the witch’s nest? Did you learn anything?”

Later, when the initial flurry of greetings and relief had subsided, when guards were posted and a
measure of privacy secured within Danyale’s own command tent, Hiero recounted his tale. He
spoke quietly, concisely, omitting nothing - the perilous journey, the confrontation with the ancient



serpent guardian, the chilling revelations gleaned from Fuala’s records, the discovery of the
computer’s location beneath the Desert of The Death, the confirmation of the Other Mind’s
existence and its connection to the Unclean, the final, desperate escape, leaving the dead Joseato
and the shattered pearl throne behind.

He laid Fuala’s cryptic charts upon the table, alongside the Abbey maps and the data-slug
containing the precious coordinates and fragmented computer knowledge. “It is worse than we
feared,” he concluded, his voice low but steady. “The Unclean are merely puppets, tools of an
older, vaster intelligence that seeks to... unmake our world. Fuala was its anchor here, its primary
channel. With her destruction, its direct influence in D’alwah may be weakened, but the entity itself
remains, dreaming beneath the desert, and its power is immense.”

He described the computer, its potential, its terrible fragility, its location at the very heart of the
enemy’s oldest domain. “It holds knowledge that could save us. Protocols for planetary restoration.
Defensive technologies beyond our imagining. Perhaps even the key to understanding, and
combating, the Other Mind itself. But reaching it, activating it... the risks are incalculable.”

A heavy silence fell upon the council. The implications of Hiero’s report were staggering, shifting
the very foundations of their struggle. They were no longer fighting merely a degenerate human
faction aided by mutated beasts; they were confronting an ancient, planetary intelligence, a force
of nature perverted to an alien, malevolent purpose.

“This Other Mind...” Danyale breathed, his face pale under his tan. “Aldo spoke of such
possibilities, ancient Elevener lore... but | never truly believed...”

“We must believe now, Your Majesty,” Mitrash said, his quiet voice cutting through the tension.
“Per Hiero’s findings align with fragmented reports gathered by our Order over centuries. Scattered
legends, anomalous psychic events, unexplained disappearances in the deep deserts... they form a
pattern, one we lacked the key to interpret until now.”

“But the computer!” Hamili interjected, his practical mind seizing on the tangible hope. “If it holds
such knowledge, such power... we must retrieve it! An expedition...”

“ls suicide, Count,” Hiero stated flatly. “Not yet. The location is deep within a Desert of The Death.
Radiation, monstrous guardians bred or altered by the Other Mind, the entity’s own psychic
defenses... we barely survived the journey to Fuala’s lair. Reaching the computer’s vault would
require resources, technologies, we simply do not possess.”

“Then what?” Luchare asked, her voice barely a whisper, her hand finding Hiero’s across the map-
strewn table. “Do we simply wait? Wait for the North to decipher the knowledge Sagenay carries?
Wait for the Other Mind to fully awaken?”

“No,"” Hiero said, his grip tightening on hers. “We do not wait. We prepare. We consolidate our
strength here in the South. We use the knowledge we do have - Fuala’s records, the understanding
of the enemy’s structure, the confirmation of their link to the Gaean entity - to fight smarter, to
undermine their control, to strengthen D’alwah not just as a kingdom, but as a bastion against this
deeper darkness.”



He looked around the table, meeting each gaze in turn. “We establish this Southern Front, not
merely as a diversion, but as a crucible. We forge alliances - with the Mu’amans, perhaps even with
other hidden communities Mitrash may know of. We train our people, adapt our tactics. We learn.
And we listen - listen for word from the North, listen for weaknesses in the enemy, listen for any
sign that the computer, or the entity that guards it, stirs.”

He stood, pulling Luchare gently to her feet beside him. “Aldo brought hope north in the form of
knowledge. Our task here is to build hope in the form of resistance, resilience, resolve. The war has
changed. It is deeper, older, more terrible than we knew. But the fight remains the same. We fight
for life. We fight for the future. And here, in the South, we begin again.” His voice rang with a
conviction that banished weariness, a resolve forged in the crucible of loss and discovery. The
homecoming was over; the new beginning, fraught with peril but illuminated by a terrible clarity,
had dawned.



6. Runners in the Night

The valley stronghold, nestled deep within the loyalist-held foothills, became a crucible in the
weeks following Hiero’s return. The initial relief and reunion gave way swiftly to the harsh realities
of their precarious position. They were an island of resistance in a sea increasingly tainted by
Unclean influence and the lingering, chilling awareness of the Gaean entity lurking beneath the
southwestern deserts. Hiero, accepting the mantle of command thrust upon him by necessity and
circumstance, moved with a restless energy that belied the deep weariness still clinging to his
bones.

He oversaw the integration of his small, disparate band with the remnants of Danyale’s forces. The
Metz Guardsmen under Maluin, initially viewed with suspicion by the D’alwahn regulars, quickly
earned respect through their dour competence and unwavering discipline. The Children of the
Wind, M’reen, B’uorgh, Ch'uirsh, and Za’'reekh, remained an enigma to most, their silent
movements and unsettling amber eyes inspiring awe and a measure of fear. Hiero relied on them
heavily, their preternatural senses and unmatched speed making them ideal scouts and
skirmishers in the dense southern terrain. They moved through the forest canopy or along the
ground like flowing shadows, gathering intelligence, striking swift, silent blows against isolated
enemy patrols, vanishing before any effective response could be mounted.

Hiero himself was undergoing a profound internal shift. The loss of his offensive mental powers, the
ability to compel or destroy with thought alone, was a constant ache, a phantom limb still twitching
with remembered strength. Yet, in its place, the heightened empathy, the amplified receptive
senses gifted or perhaps merely unlocked by Solitaire, continued to evolve. He found he could feel
the pulse of the camp, sense the undercurrents of morale, the flickers of fear or determination in
the minds around him, even without direct probing. He felt the land itself more acutely - the slow,
ancient thoughts of the great trees, the sharp, fleeting anxieties of small animals, the subtle
wrongness that sometimes emanated from patches of blighted ground or stagnant water. It was
disorienting, overwhelming at times, this flood of sensory data untempered by the ability to shield
or selectively filter. He learned, slowly, painfully, to build new kinds of barriers, not walls of force,
but disciplines of focus, mental techniques borrowed from Elevener practices Aldo had shared,
allowing him to navigate the torrent without being consumed.

His relationship with Luchare deepened, transformed by the shared ordeal and the acknowledged
bond between them. She was no longer merely the princess he had rescued, nor the lover whose
passion offered solace. She was his partner, his confidante, her sharp intelligence and growing
understanding of D’alwahn politics proving invaluable. She moved easily between the different
factions - the wary nobles, the anxious priests, the pragmatic soldiers - her royal authority
asserted not through decree, but through quiet competence and fierce loyalty to her wounded
father and her chosen mate. Her own mental abilities, though still nascent, grew stronger under
Hiero’'s tutelage, her mind a clear, bright flame complementing his own altered senses. They spent
hours together, often in silent communion, sharing thoughts, fears, hopes, forging a connection
that transcended the need for words.



Intelligence gathering became Hiero’s primary focus. Reliable information was the lifeblood of their
resistance. Mitrash, the Elevener lieutenant, proved his worth tenfold. His network, built over years
of quiet observation within the palace guard, reached surprisingly far. Whispers came from
occupied D’alwah City - tales of Amibale’s increasingly erratic behavior, his deepening paranoia,
his utter reliance on the shadowy figures who now surrounded him, figures Hiero recognized from
Mitrash’s descriptions as Unclean adepts of S’'lorn’s Green Circle, likely sent south after the
Neeyana debacle. Joseato, the treacherous priest, seemed to be the true architect of the
occupation, consolidating Unclean control over the city’s administration, purging loyalists,
establishing a reign of quiet terror.

The catfolk scouts brought back troubling reports from the west and south. Unclean forces were
probing deeper into the savannas, establishing hidden outposts, seemingly searching for
something. Leemute patrols, often led by shielded human officers, grew bolder, clashing more
frequently with loyalist pickets. And from the southwest, from the direction of the Deserts of The
Death, came unsettling accounts gathered from frightened villagers and nomadic herdsmen - tales
of strange lights in the sky at night, of unsettling psychic pressures that drove animals mad, of
disappearances near the blighted zones. The Other Mind, though its primary anchor was shattered,
was not idle. Its influence seeped into the world like a slow poison.

“We cannot remain passive,” Hiero declared during a council meeting with Danyale (now
recovering, his arm still in a sling but his eyes clear), Hamili, Maluin, Luchare, and Mitrash. “Waiting
here invites attack. We must strike, disrupt their plans, remind them the South is not yet
conquered.” He spread a map, worn and stained, across the table. “Mitrash has reports of an
Unclean supply depot and communication hub here,” he pointed to a location marked near a
confluence of two minor rivers, several days’ march east. “It controls movement along the inland
routes towards the Lantik coast. If we could neutralize it, even temporarily, it would disrupt their
logistics, perhaps force Amibale to divert forces from the siege of D'alwah.”

Hamili frowned, studying the map. “That area is notoriously difficult, Per. Swampland, thick jungle.
Easily defended, hard to assault.”

“Precisely,” Hiero agreed. “Which is why they won’t expect a direct attack. Especially not one led
by... unconventional forces.” He looked towards the tent entrance, where M’reen and B’uorgh
waited silently.

The plan was audacious: a swift, nighttime raid, bypassing conventional routes, moving directly
through the swamps and deep jungle judged impassable by D’alwahn troops. The catfolk would
lead, their night vision and agility unmatched. Hiero, Maluin, and a small, handpicked force of Metz
Guardsmen and loyal D’alwahn scouts would provide the core striking power. Sagenay, whose
mental acuity was slowly returning alongside his physical strength (though the vast computer
knowledge remained largely locked away, accessible only in fragmented flashes), would provide
psychic support and early warning. Their objective: infiltrate the depot, destroy the communication
equipment and as many supplies as possible, and withdraw before the Unclean could mount an
effective response.



The journey began two nights later, under a sliver of moon obscured by gathering storm clouds.
They moved like wraiths, following Za'reekh and Ch’uirsh through terrain that would have stopped
a conventional force dead. They waded through chest-deep, stagnant water, navigated treacherous
bogs where phosphorescent will-o’-the-wisps danced, and climbed the buttressed roots of colossal
trees to bypass impassable stretches of jungle. The air was thick with the buzz of nocturnal insects,
the croaking of unseen amphibians, the occasional shriek of a predator or its prey. Hiero, moving
near the front with M’reen and B’uorgh, relied heavily on the catfolks’ senses, his own mind
focused outwards, constantly probing for shielded minds or the chilling touch of Gaean influence.

They encountered resistance only once - a lone Man-rat sentry, hidden cunningly in a high tree
fork, armed with a silent blowgun. Ch'uirsh, moving with impossible speed along an overhead vine,
dispatched the creature before it could even raise its weapon, its surprised gurgle lost in the
ambient sounds of the swamp.

On the second night, M'reen signaled a halt. They were close. Ahead, Hiero could now feel it
himself - a concentration of minds, mostly the dull, brutish awareness of Leemutes (Howlers and
Man-rats, primarily), but overlaid with the sharper, colder presence of several shielded humans,
and one stronger, more focused shield that marked the commander. There was also a faint,
underlying hum of technology, the signature of Unclean communication devices.

Hiero conferred mentally with M'reen and B’uorgh. The depot was situated on a low island of
relatively firm ground within the swamp, connected to the main inland trail by a single, heavily
guarded causeway built of logs and packed earth. Watchtowers, likely manned by Howlers,
overlooked the approaches. Getting close undetected would be difficult.

The water, M’'reen sent, her thought a ripple of silken movement. The reeds are thickest on the
western approach. We can move through them, unheard, unseen.

And the guards in the towers? Hiero queried.

The wind is rising, B’'uorgh added, his own thought a low rumble. Rain comes. Thunder. It will mask
our passage. And Za'reekh has... suggestions... for the watchers. He projected an image of the
young warrior preparing slender darts tipped with a fast-acting soporific derived from jungle plants.

It was decided. While the wind rose, whipping the reeds into a frenzy and masking their approach
with driving rain, the catfolk would neutralize the sentries in the western towers. Hiero, Maluin, and
the main force would then follow through the water, timing their final assault to coincide with the
peak of the predicted thunderstorm. Sagenay would remain shielded, providing psychic cover and
attempting to subtly influence the Leemute guards on the causeway, creating a diversion if
needed.

As the first fat drops of rain began to fall, Hiero watched M’reen, Ch’uirsh, and Za'reekh melt into
the darkness towards the western perimeter. He felt a surge of admiration for these fierce, alien
allies, Children of the Night Wind, running silent errands of war in the heart of their ancient
enemy’s domain. He checked his weapons, settled his shield more firmly on his arm, and
exchanged a grim nod with Maluin. The air crackled with anticipation, the scent of ozone mingling
with the smell of rain and damp earth. Thunder rumbled in the distance. The runners in the night



prepared to strike.



7. The Southern Crucible

The retreat from the ravaged Unclean depot was a sodden, nerve-shredding counterpoint to the
stealthy approach. Behind them, explosions still rumbled sporadically as timed charges Hiero had
set detonated amongst the remaining supplies, adding to the chaotic symphony of the raging
thunderstorm. Rain lashed down, turning the swamp paths into treacherous streams of mud,
obscuring vision, and muffling the sounds of pursuit - or escape. They moved fast, driven by
adrenaline and the certain knowledge that the Unclean response, when it came, would be swift and
merciless.

M’reen and B’uorgh now led the withdrawal, their innate sense of direction unerring even in the
disorienting darkness and driving rain. Hiero, Maluin, and the weary Guardsmen formed the main
body, half-carrying, half-supporting the still-dazed Per Sagenay, whose brief exposure to the
enemy’s psychic probes during the withdrawal had left him weak and disoriented. The Mantan
twins, Reyn and Geor, flowed silently behind, their axes cleaned and ready, their senses attuned to
the slightest hint of pursuit from the rear.

They pushed themselves relentlessly through the remaining hours of darkness, the fury of the
storm their unlikely ally, masking their passage. Hiero risked occasional, fleeting mental probes
back towards the depot, but felt only a rising tide of disorganized anger and confusion - Leemute
minds milling in panic, human officers attempting to restore order, the shielded presence of the
commander radiating cold, baffled fury. No organized pursuit seemed to be forming, not yet. The
surprise had been total, the destruction wrought by their small force far exceeding Hiero's own
expectations. They had struck a nerve.

Dawn found them leagues away, emerging from the worst of the swamplands onto slightly higher
ground, where the colossal trees stood further apart, allowing patches of grey, rain-washed sky to
show through. The storm had passed, leaving behind a world drenched, steaming, and unnaturally
quiet. Exhausted, caked in mud, scratched by thorns, but alive, they made a cold camp, chewing
on sodden rations, taking turns on watch while the others collapsed into sleep too deep for dreams.

Their return to the loyalist valley stronghold three days later was met with a mixture of disbelief,
relief, and burgeoning hope. News of the successful raid - the destruction of a key Unclean
communication hub, the burning of vital supplies, the sheer audacity of striking so deep into
supposedly secure territory - spread through the camp like wildfire, a much-needed tonic for
flagging morale. King Danyale IX, though still weak, summoned Hiero immediately, demanding a
full report, his eyes bright with a king’s fierce pride in his unconventional son-in-law. Count Hamili
listened intently, his strategist's mind already calculating the implications, the potential shifts in
the balance of power. Even the wary nobles and suspicious priests offered grudging
congratulations. For the first time, the Northern prince felt a genuine, if tentative, acceptance
beginning to form within the fractured D’alwahn court.



The debriefing was thorough, extending over hours. Hiero detailed the depot’s layout, the troop
strength (primarily Leemutes, with a small human officer cadre), the types of supplies observed,
the communication technology - confirming its Unclean origin and sophistication. He described the
lack of high-level adepts present, a puzzling observation.

“They grow complacent,” Hamili mused, “relying on their Leemute fodder and fortifications. Or..."”
his gaze sharpened, “...they are concentrating their Masters elsewhere. Preparing for a larger
stroke.”

“Both, perhaps,” Hiero agreed. “The raid proves they are vulnerable, their logistics can be
disrupted. But it also confirms their presence, their organization, far deeper inland than we
previously realized.” He looked at Mitrash, who had remained silent throughout the recounting.
“Brother, your network. Can we confirm other such depots? Map their supply lines?”

Mitrash nodded slowly. “Possible, Per. But risky. Our agents operate under extreme duress. Since
the fall of D’alwah City, Unclean counter-intelligence has become... thorough. They hunt for us, just
as they hunt for you.” His gaze held a warning. “Success breeds reaction. They will seek retribution
for this raid. Expect increased patrols, heightened vigilance.”

Mitrash’s warning proved prophetic. The weeks that followed saw the valley stronghold transform.
It was no longer merely a refuge, but a crucible, the forging ground of Hiero’s Southern Front. He
formally assumed command, a decision ratified by Danyale with surprising alacrity, perhaps
recognizing the Northern priest’s unique blend of military acumen and uncanny insight as their
best hope.

The challenges were immense. Integrating the disparate forces - the disciplined but wary Metz
Guardsmen under Maluin, the fiercely loyal but often fractious D’alwahn regulars under Hamili, the
silent David scouts, the invaluable but utterly alien Catfolk, and the handful of Elevener agents
coordinated by Mitrash - required constant negotiation, diplomacy, and the sheer force of Hiero’s
personality. Old rivalries, cultural misunderstandings, differing tactical doctrines - all had to be
overcome.

Hiero drove them hard. Training became relentless. Metz discipline was instilled alongside
D’alwahn knowledge of the southern terrain. He paired Catfolk trackers with human scouts, forcing
them to learn each other's methods, bridging the gap between instinct and training. He worked
closely with Maluin and Hamili, adapting northern pike formations and southern hopper cavalry
tactics for the unique challenges of jungle and swamp warfare. He even began rudimentary mental
defense training for key officers, sharing the basic shielding techniques he could still access,
hoping to provide some small measure of protection against Unclean psychic intrusion.

Luchare was his indispensable partner in this forging. Shedding the last vestiges of her royal
upbringing, she moved through the camp with tireless energy, mediating disputes, soothing ruffled
prides, her presence a constant reminder of the stakes they fought for. She sat in on council
meetings, her sharp questions often cutting through military jargon to the heart of the matter. She
spent hours with the D’'alwahn troops, listening to their concerns, bolstering their loyalty,
reminding them of their duty to their wounded king and their imperiled land. Her own mental



training continued, her shields growing stronger, her ability to receive Hiero's thoughts clearer,
though sending remained an effort. The bond between them, forged in shared peril and deepening
love, became the quiet center around which the fractious alliance revolved.

But the enemy did not remain idle. Retribution came, as Mitrash had warned. Unclean patrols
intensified. Swift, brutal raids struck at loyalist supply lines and outlying farms. More disturbing
were the assassinations - key loyalist nobles found dead in their beds, priests critical of Joseato
vanishing without a trace. The Unclean fought not just on the battlefield, but in the shadows, using
terror and intrigue as weapons.

And the Gaean presence grew stronger, bolder. The psychic static emanating from the southwest
became a constant, wearying pressure, fraying nerves, sowing nightmares. Scouts returned with
terrifying tales of new horrors encountered near the blight zones - reports that chillingly
corroborated Sagenay's fragmented data streams now being slowly deciphered by Aldo’s Elevener
contacts far to the north. One patrol vanished entirely, leaving behind only strange, corrosive slime
and the lingering scent of ozone. Another returned traumatized, babbling of 'walking plants' and
‘shadows that burned'. Hiero led a reconnaissance in force, encountering one of the shambling
plant-animal hybrids. It proved resistant to swords and spears, its tough, fibrous hide turning
blades, its corrosive touch melting leather. Only concentrated fire from crossbow quarrels tipped
with an alchemical incendiary mixture devised from Sagenay's data finally brought the creature
down, leaving behind a foul-smelling, smoldering wreck.

The direct control of human minds also escalated. Entire villages near the contested territories
suddenly turned hostile, their inhabitants moving with the same blank-eyed coordination Hiero had
witnessed before, attacking loyalist patrols with crude farming implements wielded with unnatural
strength. Breaking this control required immense psychic effort, a dangerous drain on the few
Elevener agents available, or the brutal necessity of killing their own corrupted kin. Morale
plummeted. How could they fight an enemy that hid behind the faces of their neighbours?

Communication with the North remained sporadic, perilous. Aldo relayed what he could. The Abbey
computers were operational, slowly processing the flood of ancient data. Sagenay, under Aldo’s
care, was stable, beginning the monumental task of organizing the knowledge, but the process was
agonizingly slow, his mind still fragile. The war in the North raged on, a brutal stalemate along the
shores of the Inland Sea. S’duna remained elusive, his forces depleted but still dangerous. Demero
urged caution, husbanding resources, awaiting the full potential of the computer knowledge before
committing to a decisive stroke.

Hiero felt trapped between the immediate, savage reality of the southern war and the larger,
strategic necessities dictated by the northern command. He needed victories, however small, to
maintain morale, to disrupt the enemy, to prove the Southern Front was more than a futile gesture.
But he lacked the resources for a major offensive. His forces were too few, his supply lines too
tenuous, the enemy too deeply entrenched, and the shadow of the Other Mind loomed ever larger
to the southwest.

He pushed himself harder, driving his body and his altered mind to their limits. He spent sleepless
nights coordinating patrols, analyzing intelligence, devising counter-strategies. He practiced the



new forms of mental awareness, learning to filter the overwhelming sensory input, learning to use
his heightened empathy not just to feel, but to anticipate, to understand the motivations driving
both friend and foe. He felt the strange life force within him, the legacy perhaps of Solitaire or the
battles fought, growing stronger, offering glimpses of insight, moments of clarity that cut through
the fog of war.

He knew the crucible was heating up. The pressures intensified daily - the relentless Unclean
attacks, the insidious Gaean influence, the political fragility of the alliance, the gnawing uncertainty
about the North, the weight of command. But as he stood on the valley rim, watching the sun rise
over the steaming jungle, feeling Luchare’s hand slip into his, sensing the fierce loyalty of the
disparate warriors gathered under his command, Hiero felt not despair, but a hardening resolve.
The Southern Front would hold. They would endure. They would forge themselves into a weapon
sharp enough, strong enough, to strike back against the encroaching darkness. The forging was
painful, the outcome uncertain, but the fire had been lit.



8. Whispers from the Blight

The stalemate ground on, measured not in weeks but in the slow erosion of hope and the relentless
accumulation of small, draining perils. The Southern Front, forged in the crucible of shared danger,
held its precarious line along the foothills bordering the vast, brooding jungle, but it was a holding
action, a war fought in shadows and whispers against an enemy both known and terrifyingly
unknown. Hiero, burdened by the weight of command and the gnawing absence of his full mental
capacity, felt the strain like a physical ache, a constant thrumming beneath the surface of his
disciplined calm. Days were spent coordinating patrols, analyzing Mitrash’s fragmented intelligence
reports, overseeing the endless task of training and supply; nights were consumed by watchful
vigilance, the silent probing of the surrounding darkness, and the increasingly complex tapestry of
his dreams, haunted now not just by past battles, but by unsettling echoes of the Gaean entity’s
cold, ancient consciousness.

The valley stronghold pulsed with a life both martial and mundane. The clang of the armorer’s
hammer mingled with the lowing of kaws in their pens; the sharp commands of drill sergeants
echoed against the softer murmur of women tending cookfires or mending worn leather. Maluin, a
granite pillar of northern dependability, oversaw the training of the combined Metz and D’alwahn
troops, his booming voice instilling discipline and a grudging respect between the disparate units.
Luchare moved tirelessly through the camp, her royal presence a balm on frayed nerves, her
practical intelligence untangling logistical knots, her quiet strength a constant source of inspiration.
Her bond with Hiero was the unspoken anchor of their alliance, a deep current flowing beneath the
surface turmoil. They shared moments of intimacy snatched from the jaws of duty, finding solace
and renewal in each other’s presence, yet always the shadow of the larger conflict loomed.

Mitrash, the impassive Elevener, became Hiero’s eyes and ears beyond the valley’s confines. His
network, subtle and far-reaching, brought whispers from occupied D’'alwah, reports from nomadic
tribes on the desert fringes, rumors gleaned from wary traders risking the southern routes. The
picture remained grim: Amibale consolidating his power under Joseato’s guidance, Unclean
influence spreading like a contagion, loyalist resistance fragmented and often brutally suppressed.
Yet, there were glimmers of hope - tales of localized uprisings, sabotage of Unclean supply lines,
whispers of dissent even within Amibale’s ranks. The kingdom, though grievously wounded, still
possessed pockets of fierce, stubborn resistance.

The most persistent and disturbing reports, however, concerned the Blight lands to the southwest,
the region irrevocably tainted by the House’s passage and now seemingly a focal point for the
Other Mind’s unsettling emanations. Mitrash’s agents spoke of strange atmospheric phenomena -
localized storms that appeared from clear skies, unsettling shifts in magnetic fields, patches of
unnatural silence where even insects feared to tread. They reported increased activity of the
bizarre Gaean creatures Hiero had glimpsed - the plant-animal hybrids, the corrosive slime molds,
the shadow-fire guardians encountered near the volcanic caldera. More alarmingly, several patrols
venturing too close to the Blight's edge had simply vanished, leaving no trace, triggering no
alarms, swallowed whole by the encroaching wrongness.



“It expands,” Mitrash stated flatly during one late-night council, his usually calm face etched with
concern. He unrolled a map, marking areas where recent disappearances had occurred. “Slowly,
almost imperceptibly, but the zone of... active influence... grows. It probes outwards, testing,
absorbing.”

Hiero studied the map, the marked areas forming an unsettling pattern, a slow creep towards the
loyalist territories. “The Other Mind isn’t passive,” he mused, rubbing his temples against the
familiar dull ache that often accompanied deep concentration now. “It didn’t just withdraw after the
anchor was shattered. It's adapting, seeking new pathways, new methods.” He felt a prickle of his
heightened empathy, a faint echo of cold, alien thought brushing against the edges of his
awareness. It was like sensing a predator circling just beyond the firelight, unseen but undeniably
present.

“We need to know more,” he decided, the familiar weight of responsibility settling upon him.
“Relying solely on Mitrash’s agents isn’t enough. They report what they see, what they hear. But
this... this requires a different kind of perception.” He looked across at Maluin, whose massive hand
instinctively tightened on the haft of his billhook. “Edard, | need a reconnaissance force. Small,
fast, capable of deep penetration and silent withdrawal. Yourself, the Mantans, M'reen.” He
hesitated, then added, “And myself.”

Maluin’s protest was immediate. “General! It's too risky! Your place is here, commanding. Let us
handle the scouting.”

“My senses are needed, Edard,” Hiero countered firmly. “Only |, perhaps, can truly feel what
happens near the Blight. M'reen’s speed and senses are vital. The Mantans are unparalleled
trackers in any terrain. And your strength,” he met the big man’s worried gaze, “may be required if
we encounter... resistance we cannot evade. We go tonight. Travel light. Four days maximum
duration. Our objective: observe the Blight's edge, assess the nature of the Gaean activity, identify
any direct Unclean involvement, and return with actionable intelligence.” His tone left no room for
argument.

They departed just after moonset, five shadows slipping from the valley stronghold and melting
into the pre-dawn darkness. They bypassed the usual trails, guided by Reyn Mantan through terrain
deemed impassable, moving with a speed and silence born of long practice and shared purpose.
Hiero rode Segi, the hopper’s powerful legs covering the broken ground with uncanny ease, its
large, gentle eyes strangely alert in the gloom. Maluin rode a sturdy D’alwahn gelding selected for
endurance, while M'reen and the Mantans flowed alongside, seemingly tireless, their feline grace
making light of the arduous terrain.

As they journeyed southwest, the land grew progressively more desolate. The lush vegetation of
the foothills thinned, replaced by thorny scrub, skeletal trees, and patches of the blue-gray sand
Hiero remembered from his desperate flight weeks earlier. The air grew colder despite the
approaching dawn, carrying the faint, acrid taint of the Blight lands ahead. The silence deepened,
the familiar sounds of the jungle replaced by an unnerving stillness, broken only by the whisper of
the wind across barren rock.



Hiero extended his senses, carefully, delicately. He felt the oppressive weight of the Other Mind’s
proximity growing stronger, a vast, cold indifference that seemed to absorb all warmth, all life. He
felt the fear of the land itself, a deep, ancient trauma resonating from the poisoned soil. And he
felt... something else. A focal point. A nexus of the wrongness, several leagues ahead, near the
visible edge of the Blight where the mutated fungi began their hideous reign.

There, he sent to the others, projecting a mental image of the location. A concentration. Proceed
with extreme caution.

They dismounted short of the target area, leaving the mounts concealed under Geor Mantan’s
watchful eye, and proceeded on foot, spreading out, using every scrap of cover. Hiero moved with
Maluin and M’reen, while Reyn took the forward point. The ground here was strangely soft, yielding
underfoot, a carpet of gray, powdery dust that muffled their steps but rose in choking clouds. The
air was heavy, stagnant, carrying the sweetish, nauseating odor of decay characteristic of the
House and its spawn. Strange, pallid fungal growths pushed up through the dust, resembling
clusters of skeletal fingers or bloated, sightless eyes.

Reyn signaled a halt, crouching behind a ridge of crumbling, basalt-like rock. Hiero crawled up
beside him, peering cautiously over the edge. Below lay a shallow depression, perhaps a hundred
yards across. The center was dominated by a structure unlike anything Hiero had encountered,
even in Fuala’s lair or the computer’s vault. It wasn’t built, but grown. A pulsating, semi-translucent
dome of some gelatinous, brownish substance, easily fifty feet high, rose from the floor of the
depression. Veins of sickly purple light throbbed rhythmically within its depths. Around its base, the
ground was thick with the most virulent forms of Gaean fungi - the fleshy, orange-tipped spires, the
oily, brown toadstools, the rapacious slime molds - all seemingly drawing sustenance from the
central dome.

But it was the activity around the dome that froze Hiero’s blood. Figures moved there, tending the
fungal growths, moving in and out of openings that periodically dilated in the dome’s pulsating
surface. They were human, or had been once. Clad in ragged remnants of clothing, their bodies
were grotesquely altered. Limbs were elongated, twisted. Patches of fungal growth erupted from
their skin. Their eyes glowed with the same sickly purple light that pulsed within the dome. And
their minds... Hiero recoiled from the brief, horrifying contact. They were empty shells, puppets
animated by an alien will, their consciousness subsumed entirely by the Gaean entity. These were
not merely controlled humans like the villagers near D’alwah; these were absorbed, transformed,
become extensions of the Other Mind itself.

More horrifying still were the figures overseeing the thralls. Tall, clad in the familiar gray robes of
the Unclean Brotherhood, their faces hidden within deep cowls, they moved among the altered
humans with an air of cold command. Hiero recognized the mental signature instantly - adepts,
Masters perhaps, shielded, their minds radiating focused purpose. And beside them... Hiero
gasped, clutching Maluin’s arm. Gliths! At least three of the gray-scaled, reptilian humanoids, their
cruel faces impassive, their heavy axes resting easily in their clawed hands.

This was not merely a Gaean outpost. This was a point of convergence, a place where the Unclean
and the Other Mind worked in concert. The Unclean adepts weren't controlling the Gaean forces;



they were cooperating, perhaps even serving. The implications were staggering. Had the Unclean,
in their arrogance, sought to harness the Gaean entity, only to become its pawns? Or was this an
alliance, a fusion of two distinct forms of ancient evil, pooling their resources for the final assault
on humanity?

Even as he grappled with these questions, disaster struck. A high-pitched whine split the air. One of
the gray-robed figures pointed directly towards their hiding place. A Glith raised its axe. And from
the pulsating dome, a wave of pure psychic force erupted, far stronger, far more focused than
anything Hiero had yet experienced. His shields buckled, threatened to shatter. He felt Maluin
grunt beside him, saw M’reen stagger, her fur bristling.

Detected! The thought was a raw scream of warning in his mind. Ambush! Withdraw! Now!

They scrambled back from the ridge, psychic fire searing at their shields, the ground behind them
erupting as unseen energies lashed out from the Gaean dome. The chase was on, not through
jungle this time, but across the dusty, exposed plains, pursued by horrors both ancient and newly
forged, towards a dawn that seemed impossibly far away.



9. Flight Across the Threshold

The psychic scream of the violated Gaean dome echoed in their minds long after the physical
structure vanished behind the first ridges of the desolate plain. They ran, five figures fleeing across
a landscape poisoned by ancient radiation and the encroaching, alien wrongness of the Blight. The
air itself felt thin, hostile, tasting of dust and a faint, metallic tang that scraped the back of the
throat. Behind them, Hiero could feel the gathering fury, the focused malevolence of the Unclean
adepts and the cold, implacable intelligence they served, or perhaps, merely cooperated with.

Faster! Hiero urged them mentally, conserving precious breath. He ran beside Segi, one hand
gripping the high cantle of the empty saddle, letting the hopper’s powerful stride pull him along,
matching its ground-eating lope as best he could. Beside him flowed M’reen, her spotted fur
blending with the muted tones of the scrub, her movements fluid, effortless even at this pace.
Maluin pounded doggedly behind, his massive frame built for endurance rather than speed, his
billhook held ready, his face grim. The Mantan twins flanked them, silent wraiths weaving through
the sparse cover, their eyes constantly scanning the back trail, their axes loose in their
experienced hands. Sagenay, still largely oblivious, was securely lashed across Segi’'s broad back, a
precious, vulnerable burden whose fate represented perhaps the only tangible hope for their
besieged world.

The pursuit began almost immediately. Hiero didn't need his newly reawakened, if altered, mental
senses to know they wouldn't be allowed to escape unchallenged. The knowledge they possessed -
confirmation of the Unclean-Gaean link, the existence and vulnerability of this hidden base - was
too dangerous. First came the psychic probes, sharper now, more directed than the ambient
pressure near the dome. Adept minds, shielded and disciplined, lanced out, testing their defenses,
seeking weaknesses. Hiero focused his will, extending his own shield, a shimmering barrier woven
from faith, training, and the strange new empathy gifted by Solitaire, encompassing the entire
group. He felt the enemy probes strike, recoil, strike again, like vipers testing the bars of a cage. It
was a draining effort, maintaining the shield while running, coordinating their flight, constantly
scanning ahead.

Then came the physical pursuit. Hounds! Reyn Mantan’s thought was a sharp, cold warning. Not
the great Plague Hounds of the northern hordes, but smaller, leaner creatures, bred perhaps from
jackals or desert wolves, mutated for speed and endurance, their minds linked in a simple,
predatory pack consciousness controlled by their Unclean masters. They emerged from the
direction of the Blight, running low to the ground, dust spurting from beneath their paws, their
eerie, ululating hunting cries sending chills down Hiero’s spine despite the desert heat.

“Maluin! Mantans! Rearguard action!” Hiero shouted aloud, reserving his mental energy for
shielding and coordination. “Buy us time! Use the terrain!”

The big Metz warrior didn’t hesitate. Roaring a challenge, he spun around, bracing his feet, his
great billhook whistling as he swung it in a glittering arc. Reyn and Geor Mantan melted into the



surrounding scrub and rock, becoming part of the landscape, their deadly blowguns raised.

Hiero didn't look back. Trusting his comrades implicitly, he urged Segi and M’reen forward, angling
towards a broken line of low mesas shimmering in the distance. Cover. They needed cover,
defensible ground where the hounds’ speed would be less of an advantage. He could hear the
snarls and yelps behind them now, punctuated by the sharp thwack of Maluin’s billhook connecting
with bone and sinew, and the almost silent hiss of the Mantans’ poisoned darts finding their marks.

He risked a glance into Maluin’s mind - a brief, controlled contact. The guardsman was holding, a
grim, solitary figure against the tide, his billhook a whirlwind of death, but the hounds were many,
unnaturally fast, heedless of casualties. Geor Mantan was down, hamstringed by a lucky snap,
though Reyn fought on, defending his brother, his blowgun spitting venom.

M’reen! Diversion! Draw them left! Hiero commanded, pushing every ounce of urgency into the
thought.

The cat-woman didn't pause. With a fluid bound that seemed to defy gravity, she veered sharply
away from their line of flight, angling towards a treacherous area of loose scree and crumbling
ravines Hiero had noted earlier. Her speed was incredible, a golden blur against the drab
landscape. Instantly, the bulk of the pursuing hound pack swerved, drawn by the flash of
movement, abandoning the slower, more heavily defended rearguard. Only a handful, perhaps
driven by a specific command, continued doggedly after Hiero and the hopper.

It bought them precious minutes. Hiero reached the base of the first mesa, finding, as he’d hoped,
a narrow, winding path leading upwards, barely wide enough for Segi’s passage. He urged the
laboring hopper on, the climb steep and treacherous, loose rock skittering underfoot. Behind him,
he heard the sounds of the rearguard disengaging - Maluin’s bellowing roar, the sharp crack of
projectile weapons now joining the fray as Unclean human troops arrived, and the chilling,
triumphant cry of the hounds closing in once more.

They gained the mesa top, a flat expanse of wind-scoured rock offering little cover but a
commanding view. Hiero spun Segi around, sliding from the saddle, crossbow armed and ready in
one smooth motion. Below, Maluin and the Mantans were fighting their way up the path, Reyn
supporting his injured brother, Maluin turning frequently to deliver devastating blows with the
billhook, holding back the tide. The pursuit had narrowed, concentrated now - a dozen hounds,
perhaps twenty Unclean soldiers led by a shielded officer Hiero could feel directing them, and,
lumbering up behind, a single Glith, its gray scales blending almost perfectly with the rock, its
heavy axe glinting ominously.

M’reen was gone, vanished into the maze of ravines to the north, hopefully drawing off the main
body of the hounds, trusting her speed and agility to ensure her escape. Now it was their turn to
make a stand.

Hold the path! Hiero sent to Maluin and the twins. Use the bottleneck! He nocked a quarrel - one of
the precious few tipped with the incendiary mixture. Sagenay, he focused inward, can you hear
me? Can you act?



He felt a faint flicker from the priest’s shielded mind, a stirring of awareness, but no coherent
response. The data imprint, the psychic battle, the jarring journey - the toll had been immense.
Sagenay was present, but helpless.

The Unclean came on relentlessly. The narrow path channeled their assault, but their numbers
were still formidable. Hounds leaped ahead, snarling, only to be met by the Mantans’ unerring
darts and Maluin’s impassable defense. The Unclean soldiers advanced behind, firing their
projectile weapons, the slugs ricocheting wildly from the rocks. Hiero added his crossbow bolts to
the defense, aiming carefully, conserving his limited ammunition, seeking out the human officers.

Then the Glith attacked. Ignoring the struggling combatants on the narrow path, the reptilian
horror began to scale the sheer face of the mesa itself, its clawed hands and feet finding purchase
on minuscule holds, moving with terrifying speed and agility.

Mine! Hiero sent, signaling Maluin and the others to hold the path at all costs. He sighted his
crossbow, waiting for the creature to emerge onto the mesa top. This was the true threat, the
lynchpin of the Unclean assault force.

The gray, scaled head appeared over the rim, the lustreless eyes fixing instantly on Hiero. It raised
its axe for a killing blow even as it hauled its body onto the flat rock surface. Hiero fired. The
incendiary quarrel struck the creature squarely in the chest. For a heart-stopping second, nothing
happened. The Glith paused, looking down at the feathered shaft protruding from its scales with
something akin to surprise. Then, with a low whoomph, the alchemical mixture ignited.

The effect was catastrophic. The creature’s dense, oily flesh caught instantly. It became a pillar of
roaring flame, screeching in unimaginable agony, its powerful limbs flailing wildly. It staggered
back, struck the cliff edge, and toppled into the abyss below, its horrifying screams dwindling as it
fell.

A momentary lull followed the Glith’s demise. The Unclean forces on the path faltered, dismayed by
the loss of their most powerful unit. Seizing the advantage, Maluin roared and charged down the
path, his billhook reaping a terrible harvest amongst the shocked hounds and soldiers. Reyn
Mantan followed, his axe a flashing blur, clearing the way.

Now! Go! Hiero yelled aloud, slinging his crossbow, grabbing Segi’s reins. He half-lifted, half-
dragged the still unresponsive Sagenay back into the saddle, vaulting up behind him. Geor Mantan,
though limping badly, managed to swing onto Maluin’s broad back as the big guardsman returned
from his devastating counter-charge.

They fled westward across the mesa top, leaving the sounds of sporadic fighting behind as the
surviving Unclean clashed with unseen Gaean horrors drawn perhaps by the scent of blood or the
Glith’s dying psychic scream. They didn't look back. Ahead lay the unknown desert, behind lay the
Blight and the remnants of a shattered pursuit. They were alive, miraculously, carrying their
precious burden, but the cost had been high, and the vast, hostile wilderness stretched before
them, unforgiving and unknown. Hiero settled himself in the saddle, shielding Sagenay with his
own body, his gaze fixed on the distant, beckoning horizon, the resolve hardening within him like
desert rock under the relentless sun. The crucible had tested them; the true journey was just



beginning.



10. Musterings In the North

The chamber was high and narrow, walled with unadorned, grey stone that seemed to absorb the
light from the single, shielded lantern hanging from a soot-blackened chain overhead. It was Abbot
Kulase Demero’s private council room, a place few outside the highest echelons of the Abbey
hierarchy ever saw, a space stripped bare of comfort, dedicated solely to the grim calculus of
survival. The weight of five thousand years of precarious civilization, clinging stubbornly to life in
the vast, mutated wilderness of Kanda, seemed to press down from the vaulted ceiling, a palpable
presence in the cool, still air.

Demero, Supreme Abbot of the Metz Republic, Hierarch, First Gonfalonier of the Kandan Universal
Church, and reluctant General-in-Chief of its armies, sat hunched over the heavy oak table, his
lean, copper-hued face a mask of weary concentration. Maps lay spread before him - Abbey survey
charts meticulously updated over generations, strange, alien schematics recovered from the
Unclean adept S’nerg, Fuala’s cryptic star-charts copied onto reed paper by Hiero - a confusing
palimpsest of known territories, hostile incursions, and vast, terrifying blanks. His dark eyes,
usually sharp and piercing, were shadowed by lack of sleep, the skin stretched taut over high
cheekbones. He slept little these days, the burdens of command, the anxieties of a two-front war
against enemies both known and unimagined, allowing only fleeting, dream-haunted respite.

His temper, never placid, frayed easily now. He found himself snapping at trusted subordinates, his
patience worn thin by the endless demands, the constant stream of reports - filtered intelligence
from Mitrash’s Elevener network operating deep within D’alwah’s fractured society, curt dispatches
from Frontier Guard commanders like Saclare and Lejus holding precarious lines along the southern
shores of the Inland Sea, anxious queries from Otwah League allies struggling to mobilize their own
levies against the ever-present Unclean threat within their borders. He missed Brother Aldo’s calm,
pragmatic wisdom more than ever, the old Elevener’s presence a steadying influence now urgently
needed elsewhere, guiding the precious, fragile vessel of Per Sagenay and the knowledge he
carried towards the North.

And Hiero... Demero sighed, rubbing his tired eyes. Hiero Desteen. His former pupil, the skilled
Killman, the reluctant priest, the improbable prince-consort, now the linchpin of the entire Southern
Front. A responsibility too immense for any one man, let alone one so young, so recently stripped
of his most formidable powers. Demero trusted Hiero’s courage, his resilience, his innate tactical
sense. But the boy was isolated, facing enemies and forces beyond any previous Abbey
experience. The reports filtering north spoke of successful raids, of growing loyalist resistance, but
also of strange new Leemute forms, of unsettling psychic phenomena near the Blight lands, of the
Unclean seemingly collaborating with something older, more alien. The weight on Hiero must be
immense.

Demero’s current frustration, however, stemmed from a different source, a communication barrier
as profound as any static-filled transmission. Before him, crouched patiently, yet somehow
radiating an aura of immense, contained power, was Charoo, chief engineer - the human title felt



ludicrously inadequate - of the Dam People. The great creature, easily surpassing Hiero’s Klootz in
sheer bulk, filled the space near the hearth, his dark, rippling fur absorbing the lantern light, his
blunt, chisel-toothed head resting low between massive shoulders. The small ears were laid back
tight against the long skull, the bright, obsidian-bead eyes fixed unwaveringly on Demero. The air
was thick with the heavy, pungent musk of castor, a scent now inextricably linked in Demero’s
mind with the baffling, often frustrating, intricacies of interspecies diplomacy.

For the third time that session, Demero marshaled his thoughts, projecting them with focused
clarity towards the alien mind before him. Charoo, friend. The Council values the Dam People’s aid.
Your skills built the channels that brought our fleet south. Your strength helped defend Namcush.
But the larger war now demands more. The Unclean threaten all, human and Dam Person alike. We
need your warriors, your engineers, not just defending your home lodges, but mobile, integrated
with our forces. We must strike together, pool our strengths. He sent supporting images - the
Abbey steamships battling Unclean vessels, Frontier Guardsmen fighting Howlers, the shared
threat, the need for unified action.

Charoo shifted his immense bulk, the movement surprisingly fluid for his size. The musk intensified.
His clawed hands, incongruously delicate, wove intricate, fleeting patterns in the air. The mental
response, when it came, was a cascade of images and feelings, symbolic, indirect, maddeningly
ambiguous. Demero caught fragments: the deep, cold safety of the underwater lodge, the intricate
structure of Dam People society - families, lodges, councils - the profound, almost religious
attachment to specific territories, the remembered terror of Unclean raids violating their ancestral
waters... then, again, the barrier, the polite but firm refusal. Cannot leave. Must guard HERE.
Water... lodge... young ones... negative danger elsewhere... primary threat HERE. Followed by an
image of Hiero, strangely clear, and a feeling of... respect? Curiosity? Two-Legs... understands...
speaks beaver...

Demero leaned back, suppressing a sigh. It was useless. Charoo, though clearly intelligent, perhaps
even possessing a form of wisdom alien to human understanding, was bound by traditions,
instincts, priorities Demero could only guess at. Their world was the water, their society centered
on the lodge, their concerns intensely local. The larger, abstract concepts of continental warfare,
strategic alliances, existential threats to life itself - these seemed to hold little resonance. They
would defend their own territory, yes, fiercely and effectively, as reports from Namcush attested.
But venturing forth, joining a human war for human reasons... that seemed beyond their current
comprehension, or perhaps, beyond Charoo’s authority to command. He needed Hiero. Only Hiero
seemed to possess the key to unlock this particular communication barrier.

As if summoned by the Abbot’s own frustrated thought, the chamber door opened, admitting the
man himself. Hiero Desteen stood framed there, taller, leaner than Demero remembered, the
southern sun having burned away any trace of northern softness. He was travel-stained, yes, the
familiar leather breeches and shirt scuffed and worn, but he moved with a quiet confidence, an
authority that sat easily upon him now. The haunted look Demero had noted after his escape from
Manoon was gone, replaced by a steady, assessing gaze. The loss of his primary mental powers
hadn't broken him; it seemed, paradoxically, to have forged him anew, stripping away reliance on
the esoteric, forcing a deeper engagement with the world through physical senses and a nascent,
unsettling empathy.



“Hiero!” Demero felt a surge of genuine relief, rising to greet the younger man, grasping his arm
firmly. “By the Saints, boy, it’'s good to see you back in the North! Your timing is... impeccable. |
find myself... linguistically challenged.” He gestured towards the impassive bulk of Charoo.

Hiero grinned, the flash of white teeth startling in his sun-darkened face. He turned to the great
beaver, dropping easily into the complex interplay of hand gestures, subtle mental probes, and
resonant, chirruping sounds that constituted ‘beaver-speak’. Charoo responded instantly, his whole
massive frame seeming to come alive, his eyes bright with interest, his hands weaving counter-
patterns, his musky scent intensifying with shifting emotional nuances. Demero watched,
fascinated and humbled, feeling like an eavesdropper on a conversation conducted in a language
just beyond his grasp. He caught fragments - references to Hiero’s southern journey, the Gaean
entity, the computer, the threat to D’alwah, the mustering of Unclean forces - but the deeper
context, the flow of understanding between man and beaver, remained elusive.

The exchange lasted perhaps ten minutes, intense, focused. Then, with a final chirrup and a brief
touch of claws to Hiero’s hand, Charoo rose, bowed his massive head once to Demero, and scuttled
silently from the chamber, leaving behind only the lingering scent of castor and a profound sense
of bewildered respect in the Abbot’s mind.

Hiero turned back to Demero, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Well, Reverend Sir, it's...
complicated. Charoo understands the threat, intellectually. But his people’s primary loyalty is to
their specific lodge, their territory. Mobilizing them for offensive action outside their waters
requires a full Council decision, and that Council convenes only under specific, traditional
circumstances, often tied to seasonal changes or direct, overwhelming threats to multiple lodges.”

“So,” Demero sighed, “more delay. More uncertainty.”

“Not entirely,” Hiero countered. “Charoo himself is convinced. He carries considerable weight. He
believes he can persuade the Council, especially given my... unique status as one who ‘speaks
beaver’. He proposes a compromise. They will vastly increase their patrols along the rivers
connecting their lakes to the Inland Sea. They will establish hidden watch posts. They will provide
intelligence on any Unclean movement through the waterways - a critical factor, as we know the
Unclean often use rivers for swift troop transport. And,” Hiero paused, a faint smile touching his
lips, “they offer a contingent of their younger males, the ‘unsettled ones’ who haven't yet
established their own lodges, to serve directly with our forces as engineers and, potentially, shock
troops in amphibious assaults. Charoo calls them... ‘volunteers’.”

Demero considered this. It was far less than he’d hoped for, yet far more than he’'d expected after
his own frustrating attempts. Intelligence, engineering support, even a small contingent of beaver
shock troops whose strength and aquatic prowess were legendary... it was a significant gain.
“Hiero,” he said slowly, “you possess talents far beyond those taught in any Abbey school. First the
catfolk, now the Dam People... you seem to weave alliances from the very air.”

Hiero shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise. “Circumstance, Father. And perhaps...
understanding that not all intelligence speaks human.” He changed the subject abruptly. “But this
news from the South, Father Abbot... Aldo’s message implied... urgency. Tell me.”



Demero’s face grew grave again. He recounted the Elevener’s filtered report - the civil war,
Danyale wounded, Amibale and Joseato’s treachery confirmed, Luchare’s desperate resistance, and
Hiero’'s own disappearance, now blessedly resolved. “Aldo feared the worst, Hiero. He left
immediately after sending the message, heading south himself, taking Gorm, hoping to find some
trace of you, rally resistance, perhaps.”

“Aldo is south? Alone?” Hiero felt a surge of alarm. “He must be warned! S’duna knows of his
involvement now! The Unclean will be hunting him specifically!”

“He knows the risks, boy,” Demero said heavily. “As do we all. He travels under Elevener
protection, using paths unknown even to the Mantans. But yes, the danger is great.” He met
Hiero’s gaze directly. “Which brings us back to S’duna. Gorm’s intelligence confirms his westward
march. His objective is clear: crush our nascent fleet at Namcush, destroy our main army before
the Otwah levies arrive, break the back of the Confederacy in one decisive campaign.”

“Then we must meet him before he reaches the sea,” Hiero stated, his mind already leaping ahead,
assessing terrain, calculating timetables. “Not head-on. Not yet. But we must delay him, bleed him,
force him to turn and face us here, in the Taig, where our knowledge of the land gives us
advantage, where his heavy siege engines are useless, where his Leemute hordes can be
countered by... other forces.” He thought of the Catfolk, of the potential, however limited, of the
Dam People volunteers.

“My thought exactly,” Demero nodded, a grim light entering his eyes. “Berain’s fleet controls the
Inland Sea for now, barring any surprise from those damned secret ships. Maluin commands the
Frontier Guard regiments already moving to intercept S'duna’s advance columns. Saclare and Lejus
are mobilizing the morse cavalry. Your role, Hiero, is crucial. You know S’duna. You have faced him,
felt the quality of his mind, even through the shield. You, with your... unique company... must be
the spearhead. Find him. Harass him. Disrupt his command. Sow confusion. Buy us the time we
need.”

He rose, walking to the window, looking out over the sprawling city towards the vast, silent
expanse of the northern Taig. “The mustering is proceeding, Hiero. North, East, West... forces
converge. But the timeline is desperately tight. Everything depends on delaying S’duna’s main host
until our full strength can be brought to bear.” He turned back, his eyes locking with Hiero’s. “Can
you do it, boy? Can you face the Master of the Blue Circle again, knowing what he is, knowing what
you have lost?”

Hiero met the old Abbot’s gaze, his own weariness falling away, replaced by the cold fire of
purpose. He thought of Luchare, fighting for her kingdom, her life, far to the south. He thought of
Aldo and Gorm, risking everything on their perilous journey. He thought of Sagenay, carrying the
weight of worlds within his mind. He thought of Klootz, his lost brother. And he thought of S’duna,
the architect of so much of his pain, the embodiment of the ancient evil that sought to extinguish
the light from the world.

“Yes, Father Abbot,” Hiero said softly, his voice ringing with absolute conviction in the silent
chamber. “I can. And | will.” The mustering in the North was complete. It was time for the Killman



to go hunting.



11. In the Taig

The brief, charged council in Abbot Demero’s austere chamber concluded as the first gray fingers
of dawn probed the eastern sky over Sask City. The weight of the decisions made, the perils
embraced, settled upon Hiero not as a crushing burden, but as a cold, clarifying imperative. There
was no time for doubt, no space for the lingering ghosts of past failures or the phantom ache of lost
powers. S'duna, Master of the Blue Circle, architect of Manoon’s horrors, architect perhaps of evils
reaching back millennia, was on the march. And Hiero, armed with fragmented knowledge, strange
allies, and a resolve forged in desert fires and subterranean darkness, was tasked with intercepting
him.

Preparations began immediately, driven by Demero’s quiet urgency and Hiero’s own grim
determination. The sprawling Abbey complex, usually a place of scholarly quietude or disciplined
military routine, now buzzed with a focused, purposeful energy. Hiero, moving with the swift
efficiency of a Killman accustomed to operating on the edge, found his requests met with surprising
speed. Demero’s authority, it seemed, smoothed all paths.

His chosen force gathered in a secluded courtyard as the city outside slowly awoke. It was a small
company, deliberately so, designed for speed, stealth, and lethality, a scalpel rather than a
bludgeon. Per Edard Maluin stood beside him, a granite tower of Metz loyalty, his great billhook
strapped across his back, his scarred face impassive but his eyes holding a familiar spark of battle-
readiness. The big guardsman had grumbled good-naturedly about being pulled from his naval
command ("Barely got my sea legs back, priest, and now you want me stomping through bloody
pine needles!"), but Hiero knew there was no man he’d rather have covering his back in a close
fight.

The Mantan twins, Reyn and Geor, materialized from the shadows as if summoned by thought
alone. Identical in their lean, weathered appearance, clad in stained leather that blended
seamlessly with the forest floor, they were walking embodiments of the northern wilderness. Their
sunken eyes, devoid of easily readable emotion, missed nothing. They carried their long, dark
blowguns, quivers filled with slender, needle-sharp darts tipped with poisons brewed from secrets
whispered only between father and son, alongside the more conventional long knives and belt
axes. Their presence was both reassuring and unsettling; they were legends, ghosts of the
borderlands, their loyalty absolute but their methods often brutal, shaped by a lifetime of solitary
war against the Unclean and the harsh indifference of the Taig itself.

Then came the Children of the Wind. M’reen, the Speaker-to-be, moved with a fluid grace that
belied the coiled tension Hiero sensed within her. Her amber eyes, slitted now against the nascent
light, held a fierce intelligence and an unwavering loyalty that transcended species. B'uorgh, the
war-chief, massive even for his kind, carried himself with a quiet dignity, the scars on his blunt
muzzle testifying to countless battles. His initial suspicion of Hiero had evolved into a grudging
respect, cemented perhaps by their shared ordeal in the drowned city and the priest's unexpected
defense of their worth. Za'reekh and Ch’uirsh, the two young warriors, leaner, faster, vibrated with



suppressed energy, their sharp claws occasionally unsheathing and retracting, their tails twitching
- eagerness for the hunt warring with the discipline imposed by their chief. They carried their long
knives strapped to their thighs and pouches filled with rations and the mysterious components of
the Wind of Death, M'reen alone holding the secret of its activation.

Hiero surveyed his strange company. Metz Guardsman, ancient woodsmen, alien catfolk, and
himself, a priest-warrior grappling with altered senses and immense responsibility. Could such a
disparate group function as a cohesive unit? Could they face the disciplined legions of S'duna, led
by one of the most powerful and malevolent minds he had ever encountered? He pushed the
doubts aside. They must.

Supplies were minimal: dried rations, water skins, basic medical kits, repair materials for weapons
and leather, extra quarrels for Hiero’s crossbow (though Sagenay was gone, taking his bowyer’s
skill with him). Speed and silence were their primary assets. Each member carried their own
necessities; there would be no pack animals, no slow-moving baggage train. Klootz, chafing at
being left behind but understanding the necessity, watched their departure from the Abbey stables,
his great head held high, a low rumble of farewell vibrating in his massive chest.

They slipped from Sask City unseen, utilizing ancient service tunnels known only to the Abbey
hierarchy, emerging miles north into the familiar embrace of the Taig. The transition was abrupt.
One moment the cold stone of the buried passages, the next the damp, fragrant air of the great
coniferous forest, the soft sigh of wind in the high branches, the carpet of resilient needles
underfoot. The sun, climbing higher now, sent shafts of dusty gold slanting down between the
immense, shaggy boles of pine and spruce, illuminating patches of resilient moss and tenacious
undergrowth.

They set a relentless pace northward, following trails known only to the Mantans, trails that skirted
the main arteries of trade and communication, weaving through the deepest, most seldom-traveled
sections of the forest. Hiero led, relying not on maps, but on the twins’ instinctive knowledge and
his own internal compass, constantly adjusting their course based on the subtle feedback from his
heightened senses. He felt the vast, slow life of the Taig around him - the deep roots drawing
sustenance, the patient endurance of ancient trees, the fleeting lives of birds and small mammals,
the constant, invisible warfare between predator and prey.

He pushed his receptive abilities, learning their new limits, their strange strengths. He found he
could sense the emotional state of the forest itself - areas of tranquility, patches of subtle
wrongness where old blights lingered or unnatural life perhaps stirred. He could follow the 'mind-
trails' of animals long after their physical spoor had vanished, sensing the residual fear of a fleeing
deer, the focused hunger of a stalking lynx. But detecting shielded Unclean minds remained
impossible, a frustrating blankness in the otherwise rich sensory tapestry. His offensive capabilities
were truly gone; he was now purely a receiver, an interpreter of the world's silent communications.

Maluin, marching tirelessly beside him, occasionally offered blunt observations on terrain or
potential ambush sites, his practical soldier’s mind a valuable counterpoint to Hiero’s more intuitive
approach. The big man worried about Sagenay, about the knowledge the young priest carried.
“Think he’s safe, Hiero? Think Aldo got him clear?”



“Aldo will manage, Edard,” Hiero reassured him, though his own heart echoed the concern. “He has
ways... the Eleveners are more resourceful than most realize. And Sagenay... he has a strength of
spirit that defies easy measure. Our task is to ensure their efforts weren't in vain. We must
intercept S’duna.”

The catfolk scouted ahead and flank, moving through the dense undergrowth with impossible
silence and speed. M’reen relayed their findings mentally to Hiero, her thoughts clear, concise,
devoid of unnecessary clutter. Tracks ahead. Howlers. Two days old. Moving east. Or: Water
source. Clean. Small game nearby. Or, more chillingly: Wrongness. Stronger now. North-east. Still
distant.

They rested briefly during the heat of midday, gnawing on tough dried meat, conserving water.
Hiero used these pauses to confer with his disparate allies, sharing intelligence, refining plans. He
found the catfolk minds fascinating, alien yet comprehensible - focused, practical, intensely loyal to
their Pride, their perceptions dominated by scent and movement. Communicating complex strategy
required patience, the use of vivid mental imagery, but M’'reen proved a quick study, translating
Hiero’s broader concepts into terms B’uorgh and the younger warriors could readily grasp. The
Mantans remained largely inscrutable, their thoughts as economical as their speech, their minds
deep, still pools reflecting ancient forest lore, concerned primarily with the immediate realities of
track, trail, and threat.

As the days passed, the sense of the approaching enemy grew stronger. Hiero felt S’duna’s host
now as a vast, slow-moving wave of disciplined malice washing westward through the Taig. It was a
large force, larger than Gorm'’s initial estimate - multiple regiments, human and Leemute,
supported by siege engines dragged laboriously through the forest, and spearheaded by a core of
shielded adepts whose cold intelligence Hiero could now faintly discern even through their
protective barriers. S’”duna was not merely seeking battle; he was bringing the full weight of the
Blue Circle’s northern power to bear, intending nothing less than the utter destruction of the Metz
Republic’s heartland.

Closer, M’'reen sent one evening, as they made cold camp high in the branches of a colossal,
ancient maple, the forest floor far below lost in shadow. They feel... like disturbed hornets. Anger.
Impatience.

Hiero nodded grimly, scanning the twilight forest with his far-looker, though he knew physical sight
was almost useless now. S’duna knows we’re near. Or suspects. He feels the interference, perhaps.
The resistance. He focused his own mind, reaching out, a delicate probe towards the leading edge
of the Unclean advance, still leagues away but drawing inexorably closer. He felt the powerful
shield of S’duna himself, a vortex of cold, calculating hatred, utterly confident, utterly ruthless. And
behind it, supporting it, were the lesser shields of other adepts, a formidable psychic phalanx.
Penetrating that barrier was impossible.

But he could sense the minds around it. The fear and resentment of the human troops, driven tools
in a war they barely understood. The brutish, chaotic hunger of the Howlers. The cunning, rat-like
nervousness of the Man-rats. The army was powerful, yes, but not monolithic. There were stresses,
frictions, potential weaknesses, if only he could find a way to exploit them.



“Maluin,” he said aloud, turning to the big guardsman who sat patiently cleaning his billhook by the
light of a single, shielded glow-stick. “Tomorrow, we make contact. Not direct assault. Harassment.
We bleed them, slow them, divert them if possible. We are the thorn in their flank.”

Maluin grinned, a flash of white teeth in the gloom. “About time, priest. My axe arm’s getting
rusty.”

Hiero looked at the silent figures gathered around him in the vast, ancient tree - the stoic Mantans,
the alert catfolk, the calm priest Sagenay whose inner strength Hiero increasingly relied upon. A
strange company, indeed, facing impossible odds in the heart of the great Taig. Yet, as he met
their diverse gazes - human, feline, ursine-that-was-no-longer-ursine - he felt not despair, but a
surge of fierce, determined hope. They were few, but they were united. And S’duna, for all his
power, did not yet know the true nature of the allies arrayed against him. The mustering in the
North was complete. The battle for the Taig was about to be joined.



12. Battle Morning

The mist lay cool and curtained over the lake, a vast, pearly shroud clinging to the dark water and
blurring the edges of the world. It muffled sound, distorted distance, turning the familiar islands
into half-glimpsed phantoms and the farther shores into mere suggestions against the paling
eastern sky. It was the Lake of Weeping, a name Hiero found fitting now more than ever, a place
where the sorrows of the past seemed to coalesce with the grim anxieties of the present. From his
vantage point on the low, rocky promontory jutting into the water near the V’s elbow, the world felt
hushed, expectant, holding its breath before the coming storm.

Hiero sat astride Klootz, the great morse immense and patient beneath him, his own breath misting
slightly in the chill air. He was weary, a bone-deep fatigue that sleep hadn't fully banished, the
legacy of weeks of relentless travel, constant vigilance, and the draining weight of command. Yet,
beneath the weariness, a core of resolve remained, hardened in the crucible of desert sun and
subterranean darkness. He was here, at the appointed place, the nexus point where the converging
paths of necessity and enemy design seemed destined to clash.

He let his altered senses drift outwards, probing the mist-laden landscape. The Abbey shields still
clamped down, a frustrating blanket over the finer nuances of telepathic communication, yet he
could feel the massed presence of the Metz forces deployed around him - the restless energy of
the morse cavalry hidden in the woods behind, the disciplined readiness of the infantrymen lining
the shore, the latent power humming from the five squat steamships anchored in a line further out,
their forms vague outlines in the shifting vapors. He felt the minds of his commanders - Maluin,
Saclare, Lejus - steady points of focus amidst the general tension. He felt the quiet concentration
of Per Sagenay, seated nearby on a campstool, his eyes closed, his spirit perhaps reaching out in
ways Hiero could no longer fully comprehend.

And he felt the enemy. Not clearly, not individually, but as a vast, slow-moving tide of inimical
presence advancing from the east, filtering through the drowned land and treacherous marsh that
formed the lake's northern arm. S’duna. The Master of the Blue Circle, his most persistent, most
hated foe, was coming. Hiero could almost taste the cold, arrogant malice of the Unclean adept,
feel the disciplined power of the legions he commanded - human soldiery warped to evil purpose,
hordes of Leemutes bred for slaughter, perhaps even darker things drawn from the Unclean's
hidden arsenals.

He shivered, though not from the morning chill. This battle would be unlike any he had fought
before. Here, on this field chosen partly by Abbey strategy, partly by Unclean design, the nascent
strength of the revitalized North would meet the full, resurgent power of one of the Brotherhood'’s
most formidable Circles. Failure was unthinkable. The knowledge Sagenay carried, the future of the
Abbeys, the very survival of decent life in Kanda - all hung in the balance.

He reviewed the dispositions again in his mind, tracing the lines of defense on the mental map he
carried. The Lake of Weeping, shaped like a boomerang, offered both advantages and perils. The



long southern arm, stretching westward towards Namcush, was relatively secure, guarded by
Berain’'s naval patrols and the depth of the water itself. The danger lay here, at the elbow, and
along the northern arm, which faced the vast, trackless Palood marsh - the natural invasion route
for any force striking south from the Unclean heartlands.

Their own forces were concentrated here, at the elbow and extending along the southern edge of
the northern arm. The five steamships formed the first line, their cannon ports open, their ceramic-
plated hulls desighed to withstand conventional assault, though Hiero harbored grave doubts about
their resilience against the Unclean’s more esoteric weaponry - the dreaded lightning gun chief
among them. Behind the steamers, the lighter, faster arrow barges waited, rowed craft manned by
disciplined archers, their wicker mantlets offering some protection. On the shore itself, concealed
within the tree line and amongst the islands dotting this part of the lake, were the bulk of the Metz
infantry - four full regiments of Frontier Guards, the Republic’s elite, augmented by two mixed
regiments of militia, their quality variable but their numbers essential. And held in reserve, hidden
deeper in the forest, waiting for the decisive moment, were the two precious regiments of morse
cavalry, Hiero’s own tactical trump card.

It was a formidable force on paper, perhaps seven thousand fighting souls, plus auxiliaries. But the
Unclean host, Hiero knew from Gorm’s harrowing reports relayed via Aldo, was likely far larger,
hardened by decades of warfare, equipped with unknown technologies, and led by S'duna, a
master strategist whose cunning was matched only by his cruelty. And they were fighting on
ground of the enemy’s choosing, reacting rather than initiating.

A quiet footfall announced Maluin’s arrival. The big guardsman materialized from the mist, his face
grim, his breath pluming. “Scouts reporting, General. Movement confirmed along the northern
marsh edge. Heavy concentrations opposite the islands here,” he gestured towards the chain of
small, wooded islets stretching across the mouth of the northern arm. “Looks like they aim to use
the islands as stepping stones, force a crossing under cover.”

Hiero nodded. “As expected. Their main assault will come there. What of the eastern approaches?
The lower lake?”

“Quieter. Some patrol activity, Leemutes mostly, but no major force detected. Berain’s ships have
engaged scattered probing attacks further east, near Falling Leaves Lake. Nothing serious, yet.”
Maluin spat thoughtfully. “S’duna’s keeping his options open, feels like. Or maybe... maybe he’s
trying to draw our strength east, weaken the center here?”

“Possible,” Hiero conceded. “Or maybe he simply assumes the main lake is impassable for his
heavy forces. The distances are greater, the water deeper. This northern marsh... it's the logical
chokepoint.” He peered into the mist again, frustration gnawing at him. The Abbey shields,
designed to protect against Unclean mental intrusion, were a double-edged sword, blinding him as
effectively as they blinded the enemy. “Damn these shields! If | could just feel his intentions...”

“We fight what we see, lad,” Maluin said gruffly, clapping a reassuring hand on Hiero’s shoulder.
“We have the ground, we have the men. Let them come.”



Per Sagenay joined them, emerging silently from his meditative trance. His young face was pale,
but his eyes held a serene, unnerving clarity. “The currents shift, Per Hiero,” he said softly, his
voice barely audible above the gentle lapping of the water. “There is... disturbance. Not just the
focused malice of the Unclean, but something else. Older. Deeper.” He gestured vaguely towards
the northeast, towards the vast, unseen expanse of the Palood. “A watching presence. It does not
actively interfere, yet. But it is... aware.”

Hiero exchanged a look with Maluin. The Palood. A place even the Unclean avoided, a morass
teeming with strange life and stranger legends. Could S’duna have awakened something there?
Forged some unholy alliance? The thought was deeply disturbing. “Keep... listening, Per Sagenay,
Hiero said slowly. “Warn me instantly if that presence shifts, focuses, becomes actively hostile.”

”

Sagenay inclined his head. “As God wills, Per Desteen.”

Now, borne on the strengthening breeze that began to shred the mist, came new sounds. Not the
familiar calls of waterfowl or the rustle of wind in reeds, but the harsh clang of metal, the guttural
shouts of command in the Unclean tongue, the low, menacing rumble of heavy objects being
moved. Trumpets blared, thin, metallic notes that grated on the nerves, answered by the deeper,
more sonorous call of the Metz horns from the warships anchored offshore.

The mist swirled, thinned, revealing glimpses of the scene unfolding across the water. The islands
guarding the northern arm were no longer tranquil havens of green. Dark figures swarmed over
them, erecting makeshift causeways of logs and earth between them, hauling strange, bulky
objects towards the southern shores. Barges, heavier, cruder than the light assault boats Hiero had
anticipated, wallowed in the channels, packed with Howlers and Man-rats. And on the nearest
island, clearly visible now, Hiero saw them - the squat, menacing shapes of Unclean siege engines,
catapults or trebuchets of some kind, being winched into position, their long arms pointing towards
the Metz lines.

“By the Book!” Maluin breathed. “They mean to bombard us before the main assault! Trying to
soften up the shore defenses, maybe even drive the ships back!”

Hiero watched intently through the far-looker, his mind racing. Siege engines. A slow, cumbersome
tactic. Why? Unless... unless it was a feint, a diversion to draw their attention while the main thrust
came elsewhere? Or perhaps S’duna, cautious despite his arrogance, sought to minimize his own
casualties, relying on brute firepower before committing his troops to the uncertainties of the
marsh crossing?

Even as he weighed the possibilities, the first projectiles arced through the air - great, dark spheres
trailing plumes of oily smoke. They fell short, splashing harmlessly into the water midway between
the islands and the Metz warships, releasing clouds of noxious, choking vapor that drifted
sluggishly on the breeze.

“Gas!” Hiero yelled, pulling a dampened cloth over his nose and mouth, signaling the alert along
the line. “Hold positions! Archers, stand ready!”



The bombardment intensified. More projectiles fell, some finding their mark on the decks of the
steamships, others splashing closer to the shore, the acrid fumes stinging eyes and throats. Return
fire commenced from the Abbey vessels, the deep boom of their ceramic cannon echoing across
the lake, their crude langrage shot tearing through the Unclean emplacements on the islands,
sending bodies and shattered equipment flying. Smoke, thick and black from the burning siege
engines, mingled with the swirling mist and the sickly chemical vapors, creating a hellish landscape
of noise, confusion, and choking fumes.

Through the chaos, Hiero tried to maintain focus, scanning the enemy lines, searching for the tell-
tale signs of the main assault. The bombardment continued relentlessly, a brutal, unsubtle
pounding designed to shatter morale and breach defenses. But where was S'duna? Where were the
elite troops, the shielded adepts, the core of the Unclean power? This felt... wrong. Too
straightforward. Too crude for the Master of the Blue Circle.

Then he saw it. Or rather, felt it. A sudden, sharp intensification of the Gaean wrongness emanating
from the northeast, the direction Sagenay had indicated earlier. Simultaneously, a frantic mental
message pulsed from M’reen, scouting far out on the eastern flank. Hiero! Ambush! Not Unclean!
Something else! Vast! Coming fast through the deep marsh! Creatures... unseen... terrible... Her
thought dissolved into a wave of pure, primal terror before cutting off abruptly.

Hiero spun around, his heart suddenly cold. S'duna’s bombardment was a feint. The true attack,
unexpected, terrifying, drawn perhaps from the deepest horrors of the Palood by Unclean sorcery
or Gaean malice, was coming not from the north, but from the east, through the supposedly
impassable deep marsh, aimed directly at their vulnerable flank. The Battle Morning had dawned,
but the true enemy had yet to fully reveal its face.



13. Flight Across the Threshold

The silent command to withdraw, born of horrifying discovery, galvanized the small reconnaissance
party into immediate, desperate action. Behind them, the pulsating, gelatinous dome, the
grotesque fungal garden, and the chilling tableau of enslaved, transformed humans under the cold
supervision of Unclean adepts and their reptilian Glith guardians, represented a threshold crossed -
a confirmation of an alliance more terrible than any Hiero had previously conceived. They fled back
the way they had come, five figures scrambling through the grey, powdery dust and skeletal
fingers of the Blight-edge flora, the nauseatingly sweet odor of decay clinging to their clothes and
hair.

Hiero, burdened now not just by command but by the chilling weight of his newfound knowledge,
pushed the pace relentlessly. His mind, though stripped of its offensive capabilities, raced,
analyzing the tactical situation, the nature of the threat, the narrow path to survival. The Gaean
entity, this 'Other Mind', was not merely influencing the Unclean; it was actively collaborating,
perhaps even directing. The transformed thralls, the Glith - these were not Leemutes bred in
Unclean vats, but something else, something spawned from the Blight itself, extensions of the
Gaean entity’s will, yet operating alongside Unclean Masters. This suggested a convergence, a
pooling of resources, a fusion of ancient, earth-born malice and the perverted science of the human
degenerates. The implications were staggering, redrawing the map of the conflict, revealing depths
of peril previously unimagined.

He felt the pursuit commence almost before they cleared the immediate vicinity of the dome. It
began not with sounds, not with physical movement, but with a sudden, sharp intensification of the
psychic pressure that permeated this blighted zone. It lanced outwards from the dome, a focused
wave of cold command, an alert spreading through the unseen network of the Gaean entity’s
awareness. Simultaneously, he felt the sharper, more familiar probes of the shielded Unclean
adepts, their minds like cold scalpels seeking to pierce his defenses, pinpoint their location, direct
the hunt.

Run! The command was raw instinct, transmitted through Hiero’s shield to his companions. He
vaulted onto Segi’s back, hauling the still-unresponsive Sagenay before him, the priest’s inert form
a terrifying reminder of the knowledge’s potential cost. Maluin was already mounted on his sturdy
D’alwahn gelding, billhook drawn, his face a grim mask of determination. The Mantan twins and
M’reen flowed alongside, their movements preternaturally swift and silent, the Children of the Wind
and the Masters of the Taig united in desperate flight.

The pursuit took shape swiftly, terrifyingly. First came the hounds, erupting from the Blight-edge
scrub behind them. Hiero had glimpsed them earlier - mutated jackals or desert wolves, leaner,
faster, more unnervingly intelligent than their natural counterparts, their minds linked in a simple
but effective pack consciousness under Unclean control. They ran low to the ground, dust spurting
from beneath their paws, their high, ululating hunting cries echoing eerily across the desolate
plain, a sound designed to inspire primal terror in their prey. Their speed was alarming, closing the



distance faster than Hiero had thought possible.

“Maluin! Mantans! Rearguard!” Hiero’s voice was hoarse, barely audible above the drumming of
Segi’s powerful legs and the rising howl of the hounds. “Buy us time! Make for the mesas - west!”
He pointed towards the broken line of flat-topped rock formations shimmering like islands in the
heat haze miles ahead, the only viable defensive terrain in this exposed, unforgiving landscape.

Without a word, the three veteran warriors peeled off, turning to face the oncoming tide of mutated
canine fury. Maluin, roaring a defiant challenge that was purely Metz, swung his great billhook, its
polished surface catching the harsh sunlight. Reyn and Geor Mantan melted into the sparse cover
of rocks and twisted thornbushes, becoming almost invisible, their long, dark blowguns rising like
deadly reeds. Hiero felt a pang of guilt, sending his staunchest allies into such desperate peril, but
there was no choice. Their sacrifice was necessary to shield the true prize - Sagenay and the
knowledge locked within his mind.

He urged Segi forward, M'reen a golden-brown streak keeping pace effortlessly beside the great
hopper. He focused his will outwards, maintaining the integrity of his shield against the persistent
psychic battering, while simultaneously trying to feel ahead, anticipate threats, navigate the
treacherous terrain. The ground grew rougher, broken by ancient, eroded watercourses and littered
with sharp volcanic rock. Segi, though bred for plains, moved with astonishing agility, leaping
gullies, scrambling up loose scree slopes, its powerful muscles straining, its great lungs working
like bellows.

Behind them, the sounds of the rearguard action were sporadic but savage. The triumphant howls
of the hounds mingled with their sudden yelps of agony as the Mantans’ poisoned darts found their
marks. The sharp thwack of Maluin’s billhook meeting flesh and bone echoed occasionally, followed
by defiant roars from the big Guardsman. Hiero risked a fleeting mental contact, brushing against
Maluin’s mind - a maelstrom of focused rage, grim determination, and surprising tactical calm.
Holding, priest! Go! Geor is down - leg wound - but Reyn defends! Go! The contact broke, leaving
Hiero with a renewed sense of urgency and a profound respect for the big man’s unwavering
courage.

He pushed Segi harder, the hopper responding with great, ground-devouring bounds. M’reen kept
pace, her breathing controlled, her amber eyes scanning the terrain ahead, alert for any new
threat. Hiero felt the psychic pressure lessen slightly as the distance increased, but the cold
awareness of the Unclean adepts remained, a focused beam tracking their flight. And beneath it,
always beneath it, was the vast, dispassionate, chilling presence of the Other Mind, aware,
watching, perhaps waiting.

Then, M'reen faltered, letting out a sharp hiss of warning, veering abruptly left. Hiero, following her
gaze, saw the reason. Ahead, rising from the seemingly empty plain like a grotesque mirage,
shimmered a new threat. It wasn't solid, not entirely, but a localized distortion in the air, a heat
haze given terrifying substance. Within it, vague shapes coalesced and dissolved - figures that
seemed simultaneously humanoid and insectile, armed with lances of pure, black shadow. A
psychic projection? A Gaean entity manifestation? Hiero didn't know, didn't care. Instinct screamed
danger.



He swerved Segi hard left, following M’reen, angling away from the shimmering menace, seeking
the relative safety of a deep, dry wash that snaked across the plain towards the distant mesas. The
air around the mirage felt... wrong, thick with a buzzing, static-like energy that grated on his
nerves and made his teeth ache. He felt Sagenay stir weakly behind him, moaning softly, his
shielded mind reacting subconsciously to the alien intrusion.

They plunged into the wash, the sudden shade offering a brief respite from the relentless sun. The
sandy bottom muffled Segi’s footfalls. They were hidden, temporarily, but for how long? Hiero
risked another mental probe back towards the rearguard. Silence. Utter, chilling silence. No
triumphant howls, no defiant roars, no hiss of darts. Only the vast, empty landscape and the
lingering psychic pressure. Maluin, Reyn, Geor... Hiero forced the thought away. Grief was a luxury
he could not afford. Their sacrifice must not be in vain.

He pushed Segi along the winding wash, M’'reen scouting ahead, her movements now wary, almost
hesitant. The feeling of pursuit had lessened, but the sense of being watched, observed by
something cold and calculating, remained stronger than ever. They rounded a bend, and M'reen
froze, flattening herself against the sandy bank, signaling frantically. Hiero reined Segi in, peering
cautiously around the curve.

The wash ended abruptly, opening onto the base of the first mesa. And blocking their path,
standing utterly motionless, seemingly carved from the blue-gray rock itself, was the Glith. It
hadn't pursued them physically; it had simply... anticipated them. Its heavy axe rested easily on
one scaled shoulder. Its lustreless eyes, ancient and devoid of expression, fixed on Hiero. Behind it,
emerging silently from fissures in the mesa wall, came Unclean soldiers, their projectile weapons
leveled, their faces grim, purposeful. And flanking them, materializing from the very air it seemed,
were two more of the gray-robed, cowled figures - adepts, their shielded minds radiating cold,
focused power. Trapped. The valley stronghold felt a universe away. The northern forests, a
forgotten dream. There was only the harsh desert rock, the silent, waiting enemy, and the sudden,
chilling certainty of imminent battle.

M’reen, Hiero sent, his own mind suddenly calm, focused, the Killman instinct taking over. The
adepts. Distract them. | will take the Glith. For Maluin. For the Mantans.

He swung down from Segi, settling Sagenay gently against the wash wall. He drew his sword-knife,
its weight familiar, reassuring. He met the Glith’s cold, unblinking gaze across the twenty yards of
open ground. The Battle Morning had ended in retreat; perhaps this Battle Dusk would offer a
different conclusion. He took a deep breath, centered himself, and prepared to meet the charge.



14. The Unclean Host

Days melted into a green-tinged, sweat-soaked monotony of silent movement and constant
vigilance. Since leaving the relative bustle and perceived security of Namcush Fort, Hiero’s small,
disparate company had plunged deep into the northern Taig, that vast, ancient arboreal ocean that
separated the Metz Republic from the true heartlands of the Otwah League and guarded the
approaches to the Inland Sea. Their mission, laid upon them by Abbot Demero himself, was stark:
locate, assess, and ultimately harass and delay the formidable Unclean host known to be marching
westward under the command of S'duna, Master of the Blue Circle. Time was the critical
commodity - time for the northern levies to fully muster, time for the fledgling Abbey fleet to
consolidate its unexpected victory, time, perhaps, for the knowledge carried within Per Sagenay’s
mind to yield secrets that might shift the very balance of the war.

They moved now through a world utterly dwarfed by the scale of its vegetation. The colossal
conifers and mutated maples and oaks formed a canopy hundreds of feet overhead, filtering the
sunlight into a perpetual, dusty green twilight. The forest floor was a tangled maze of fallen logs
thick as Abbey ramparts, mossy hummocks concealing treacherous bogs, and dense thickets of
strange, often thorny, undergrowth. Progress was slow, dictated by the terrain and the absolute
necessity for stealth. They followed paths known only to the Mantan twins, ancient game trails
invisible to any but those bred to the deepest secrets of the Taig, weaving a course northward and
eastward, angling to intercept the predicted line of S'duna’s advance.

Hiero rode Segi, the great hopper’s resilience a constant marvel. The animal, though clearly out of
its preferred savanna environment, navigated the broken ground with surprising agility, its
powerful legs finding purchase on mossy logs, its blunt head held high, constantly testing the air
with flared nostrils. Per Sagenay rode behind Hiero, silent for the most part, his dreaming eyes
seeming to look beyond the immediate surroundings, yet Hiero felt the steady, focused hum of the
young priest’s mind, a beacon of quiet strength. Often, Sagenay would offer a subtle warning, a
feeling of unease directed towards a particular sector, guiding Hiero’s own more active probes. The
computer knowledge, though largely dormant, seemed to have sensitized the priest to psychic
nuances, atmospheric pressures Hiero himself, even with his altered empathy, barely registered.

Per Edard Maluin marched beside the hopper, his usual gruff commentary muted by the oppressive
silence of the deep woods. He moved with the tireless endurance of the Frontier Guard, his billhook
carried easily across one massive shoulder, his keen eyes constantly scanning the treeline,
assessing potential ambush points, judging the defensive value of every ridge and ravine. He
worried about their dwindling rations, fretted about the lack of open ground for maneuver,
grumbled about the humidity that made his leather harness chafe, yet his presence was a bedrock
of dependability, a tangible link to the disciplined military structure Hiero had left behind.

The true scouts, however, were the catfolk and the Mantans. Reyn and Geor Mantan flowed
through the forest ahead and on the right flank, utterly silent, indistinguishable from the shifting
shadows. Their reports, when they came, were delivered either through brief, coded bird calls that



blended seamlessly with the forest’s natural chorus, or through terse, economical thoughts
directed solely to Hiero: Tracks. Heavy passage. Two days old. Many Leemutes. Or: Water. Slow
stream. Brackish but drinkable. Or: Ambush site. Old. Unused. Their knowledge of the Taig, its
hazards, its hidden pathways, its subtle signs, was profound, instinctive, accumulated over
generations of solitary warfare.

The Children of the Wind patrolled the left flank and ranged further ahead, their movements
quicker, more fluid, less bound by the constraints of the forest floor. M'reen, B’uorgh, Ch’uirsh, and
Za'reekh utilized the arboreal highways, leaping from branch to colossal branch with breathtaking
agility, their spotted coats making them fleeting apparitions in the green gloom. Their reports,
relayed mentally to Hiero or sometimes directly to Sagenay whom they seemed to accept as a
fellow sensitive, were rich with sensory detail - the scent of distant woodsmoke, the faint vibration
of heavy movement through the earth, the lingering fear-scent of animals disturbed by unnatural
passage. M'reen, accepting her role as leader of her small contingent, coordinated their
movements, her mind a clear, focused channel amidst the forest's psychic background noise.

Hiero himself acted as the central node, the receiving station for this complex flow of information.
He rode mostly in a state of heightened receptivity, his own mind reaching outwards, tasting the
air, feeling the pulse of the forest, constantly sifting the sensory data provided by his diverse allies,
searching for the discordant note, the alien signature, that would betray the enemy’s presence.
The loss of his offensive powers was a constant frustration, particularly the inability to pierce the
Unclean shields he knew must be approaching. He could only rely on his receptive empathy, his
ability to feel the emotional state of the landscape, to sense the subtle wrongness that
accompanied the Unclean’s passage.

Late on the third day of their northward trek, the first definitive signs appeared. Geor Mantan
materialized beside Hiero, silently pointing to the ground. There, impressed deeply into a patch of
damp earth near a slow-moving stream, were the tracks. Not the familiar prints of deer or Grokon,
nor the splayed pads of the great northern bears. These were different. Large, three-toed tracks,
heavily clawed, accompanied by the unmistakable imprint of booted human feet, and the dragging
shuffle of... something else. Hairy Howlers, Man-rats, and their human masters. And mixed with
them, the deeper, more troubling impressions left by heavy, dragged objects - the siege engines
Gorm had warned of. The Unclean host had passed this way, and recently.

Confirmation came swiftly from the catfolk. Scent strong now, M'reen sent, her thought sharp with
warning. Many bodies. Unclean feel... strong. Metal... machines.

They proceeded now with extreme caution, the Mantans taking the lead, Hiero relying heavily on
their ability to read the faintest sign, to interpret the age of a broken twig, the disturbance of leaf
mold. They found evidence of recent campsites - hastily cleared areas, the ashes of cookfires
(inefficiently doused, Hiero noted with grim satisfaction), discarded ration packs bearing Unclean
symbols, and the ubiquitous, foul spoor of Leemutes. The army was large, disorganized in its
passage despite its disciplined core, leaving a broad, easily followed trail through the forest.

“They move fast,” Maluin observed, examining a broken sapling. “Too fast for dragging heavy gear
without... help.” He looked questioningly at Hiero.



Hiero nodded, understanding the implication. Leemute power. The Unclean relied heavily on their
mutated slaves not just for combat, but for labor. Hairy Howlers, possessing immense strength,
could haul heavy siege engines through terrain impassable for wheeled vehicles. Man-rats, though
smaller, were numerous and tireless. S’duna’s army was not merely a fighting force; it was a self-
contained logistical entity, capable of sustaining itself deep within hostile territory.

As dusk began to gather, casting long, distorted shadows through the trees, Reyn Mantan signaled
an urgent halt. He pointed eastward, towards a slight rise in the terrain, a low ridge crowned with
denser pines. Smoke. Many fires. Camp ahead.

Hiero dismounted instantly, signaling the others to take cover. He crawled forward with Reyn to the
crest of the ridge, parting the concealing ferns with infinite care. Below them, spread out across a
broad, relatively flat expanse nestled between two converging streams, lay the Unclean
encampment.

His breath caught in his throat. It was vast, far larger than he had dared imagine. A veritable city of
temporary shelters, animal pens, and cookfires stretched for at least a mile in either direction,
following the course of the streams. Thousands of figures moved among the tents - the dark
uniforms of human soldiers, the hulking, furred shapes of Howlers, the smaller, quicker forms of
Man-rats. He saw patrols moving along the perimeter, sentries posted near cleared fields of fire. He
saw the siege engines, ugly, skeletal frameworks of wood and metal, parked in orderly rows. He
saw pens filled with trussed animals - deer, Grokon, evidently captured for provisions. And he saw,
scattered throughout the camp, the unmistakable gray robes of Unclean adepts, moving with quiet
authority, their presence a chilling focus amidst the surrounding bustle.

His eyes swept the encampment, searching for the command center, for any sign of S’duna
himself. He located it finally, near the center of the vast sprawl - a cluster of larger tents, pitched
apart from the main body, guarded by elite human troops and several Gliths, their gray, scaled
forms unnervingly still amidst the surrounding activity. A powerful psychic shield, tangible even at
this distance, emanated from the command complex, a blanketing opacity that completely masked
the minds within. S’”duna was there, Hiero knew it with absolute certainty, cloaked, protected,
directing his legions.

He scanned the perimeter again, assessing defenses. They were formidable. Watchtowers, hastily
constructed from forest timber, overlooked the approaches. Leemute patrols, utilizing both hounds
and Man-rats, constantly circled the outer edges. And the shielded adepts were strategically
positioned, forming a psychic early-warning network. A direct assault was suicide. Harassment
seemed almost equally futile against such numbers and discipline.

He focused on a peripheral area, a supply dump near the western edge of the camp, less heavily
guarded than the command center. He extended his mind, probing gently, carefully, towards the
human soldiers stationed there. Their shields were crude, easily bypassed by his altered senses. He
felt their thoughts - boredom, resentment, fear of their Leemute comrades, hunger, a longing for
home. Morale, at least among the lower ranks of the human contingent, seemed low. They were
tools, expendable cogs in the Unclean war machine, and they knew it.



An idea began to form, audacious, risky, playing on the enemy’s known weaknesses and Hiero’s
own unique combination of allies. He couldn’t defeat S’duna’s host here, not physically. But
perhaps... perhaps he could sow chaos, discord, exploit the inherent distrust between human and
Leemute, between soldier and Master. Perhaps he could turn their own fear against them.

He withdrew his mind carefully, relaying his observations to Maluin and the others who had crawled
up beside him. “It’s larger than we thought,” he murmured, his voice barely a whisper. “Well-
organized, well-defended. But not... monolithic. There are tensions. Weaknesses.” He pointed
towards the supply dump. “We strike there. Tonight. Not a battle, but... a visitation. Something to
remind them that the Taig has teeth, that not all horrors serve the Unclean.” He looked at the
silent, waiting forms of the Mantans, at the glowing amber eyes of M'reen beside him. “Reyn,
Geor... I need your poisons. Not the lethal ones. Something to induce... nightmares. M'reen,
B’'uorgh... can the Wind of Death be used subtly? Not to kill, but to... persuade?”

A low purr answered him from the darkness. A silent nod from the Mantans. Maluin gripped his
billhook, a slow grin spreading across his face. Even Sagenay, listening intently, seemed to catch
the spark of Hiero’s desperate, unorthodox plan. Tonight, the ghosts of the Taig would walk, and
the Unclean host would learn a new kind of fear.



15. Echoes and Awakening

The Taig held its breath under the weight of the moonless dark. Deep within the forest canopy,
where the colossal trees formed interlocking vaults far overhead, Hiero and his small, disparate
company completed their final preparations. The air was cool, damp, carrying the myriad scents of
the night woods - decaying leaf mold, pungent fungi, the musky spoor of unseen animals, and
beneath it all, drifting faintly on the intermittent breeze from the east, the acrid taint of the vast
Unclean encampment, a sprawling city of menace nestled by the twin streams less than a league
away.

Silence was their shield, stealth their only viable weapon against the overwhelming numbers and
disciplined power arrayed against them. Hiero, his face streaked with dark mud to dull the copper
sheen of his skin, moved with quiet intensity among his strange allies, finalizing the details of their
audacious plan. It was a plan born of desperation, relying not on brute force, which they lacked, but
on psychological disruption, exploiting the inherent weaknesses and simmering tensions within the
enemy host. Tonight, they would be ghosts, nightmares made manifest, striking not at bodies, but
at minds, sowing chaos and fear in the heart of S’duna’s army.

The Mantan twins, Reyn and Geor, checked the slender darts for their long blowguns. These were
not the instantly lethal slivers they usually employed. At Hiero’s request, they had spent the
previous day carefully preparing a different concoction, derived from rare fungi and psychoactive
pollens known only to those who lived in deepest communion with the Taig’s hidden pharmacopeia.
A neurotoxin, Hiero surmised, designed not to kill, but to induce temporary paralysis, vivid
hallucinations, overwhelming panic. The twins worked with the focused precision of master
craftsmen, their weathered faces unreadable in the dim light filtering through the leaves, their
sunken eyes holding the ancient, patient wisdom of the deep forest. Their task was critical:
neutralize key sentries, create pockets of inexplicable terror within the human ranks, disrupt the
chain of command without triggering a general alarm.

The Children of the Wind gathered around M’reen, the Speaker-to-be. B'uorgh, the war-chief,
massive and scarred, Za'reekh and Ch'uirsh, the young warriors, lean and quivering with
suppressed energy - all looked to her now. M'reen held the pouch containing the components of
the Wind of Death, not the lethal mixture used against physical foes, but a subtler blend, its
purpose refined through Hiero's careful mental instruction. He needed her to project not death,
but fear - a wave of primal terror, amplified by her own burgeoning psychic abilities, targeted
specifically at the Leemute contingent. Play on their inherent instability, their brutish anxieties,
their potential resentment towards their human masters. Turn their own nature against them.
M’reen’s amber eyes met Hiero’s, holding a mixture of apprehension and fierce determination. It
was a perversion of her power, perhaps, but a necessary one. B'uorgh and the younger males
would support her, creating phantom movements, mimicking the calls of unknown predators,
adding to the atmosphere of dread, drawing patrols into fruitless chases.



Per Edard Maluin checked the edge on his great billhook, its polished surface gleaming dully. His
role was simple, brutal: close support, the physical anchor of their strike force, ready to deal with
any unexpected physical threat that broke through their screen of stealth and psychological
warfare. His presence alone, a tower of northern muscle and grim determination, was a
reassurance.

Per Sagenay remained slightly apart, seated cross-legged, his eyes closed, his face serene. His task
was perhaps the most dangerous, the most vital. He was their psychic sentinel, his mind, though
still healing, reaching out cautiously, monitoring the vast, complex mental landscape of the
Unclean camp, listening for the faintest whisper of alarm, the subtle shift in awareness that would
signal detection. He would provide early warning, attempt to subtly misdirect any searching
probes, and act as the conduit for Hiero’s coordination of the disparate elements of their attack.
The strain on his still-fragile consciousness would be immense.

Hiero himself would be the nerve center, the coordinating intelligence. He moved to a position
slightly elevated, settling himself against the trunk of an ancient pine, closing his eyes, extending
his own heightened senses. He felt the rhythmic pulse of the sleeping camp - the dull awareness of
the Leemutes dreaming of blood and submission, the anxious, fragmented thoughts of the human
soldiers plagued by fear and resentment, the cold, shielded vigilance of the Unclean officers and
adepts forming islands of focused malice within the larger sprawl. And beneath it all, he felt the
faint, pervasive pressure of the Gaean entity, a cold, ancient indifference that seemed to underpin
the entire blighted region.

He waited, letting the rhythms of the night settle around him, synchronizing his breathing with the
slow pulse of the forest. Then, carefully, delicately, he began to weave his own influence into the
tapestry. He didn't probe directly, didn't risk triggering the Unclean shields. Instead, he focused on
the ambient fear, the latent anxieties already present within the camp. He amplified them subtly,
using his empathy like a tuning fork, resonating with the existing frequencies of dread, turning
them back upon the sleepers. He projected images gleaned from the soldiers' own subconscious -
shadows moving just beyond the firelight, the imagined glint of eyes in the darkness, the memory
of past defeats, the fear of the unknown horrors lurking within the Taig.

Now, he sent, a multi-layered command directed simultaneously to the Mantans and the Catfolk.

’

The response was immediate, coordinated. From the darkness surrounding the camp, the Mantans
blowguns sighed, almost inaudible. Slender darts, tipped with nightmare, found their marks among
the perimeter sentries. Hiero felt brief flashes of surprise, then overwhelming, irrational terror
flooding the minds of the targeted humans before they succumbed to the paralyzing agent,
collapsing silently at their posts or stumbling away into the darkness, their minds consumed by
phantoms.

Simultaneously, the Catfolk went into action. M'reen opened the pouch. The Wind of Death, in its
subtler formulation, drifted outwards, an invisible cloud of pure, primal fear. It washed over the
Leemute pens, over the areas where the Howlers and Man-rats were bivouacked. Hiero felt the
effect instantly - a sudden surge of brutish panic, a wave of mindless terror spreading through the
Leemute ranks. Snarls turned to whimpers, aggressive posturing dissolved into cowering



submission. They sensed something terrible, ancient, inimical to their very being, lurking just
beyond the firelight, moving through the trees.

B'uorgh, Ch’uirsh, and Za'reekh added to the effect, their movements ghost-like at the edge of the
camp’s perception. A flicker of movement here, the snap of a twig there, a low growl mimicking
some unknown predator, a high-pitched shriek that might have been a night bird or something far
worse. They played on the heightened senses of the Leemutes, amplifying the fear M'reen
projected, creating an atmosphere thick with unseen menace.

Chaos began to ripple through the encampment. Hounds, infected by the Leemutes’ panic, began
to howl, straining at their leashes. Human soldiers awoke, startled, reaching for weapons, their
minds already poisoned by Hiero’s subtle suggestions and the growing cacophony. Officers shouted
contradictory orders, trying to quell the rising panic, their own shielded minds perhaps immune to
the direct psychic assault but baffled by the inexplicable behavior of their troops and slaves.

Hiero intensified his efforts, focusing now on the simmering resentment between human and
Leemute. He projected images of Howler brutality, of Man-rat treachery, subtly twisting the fear
into suspicion, suspicion into outright hostility. He felt minds waver, discipline crack. A Howler,
maddened by the Wind of Death, turned on its handler, its great jaws snapping. A Man-rat,
convinced the human guards were the source of the terror, suddenly lunged with its spear.

Isolated pockets of violence erupted. Shouts turned to screams. The sharp crack of projectile
weapons echoed sporadically as panicked soldiers fired at shadows, sometimes hitting their own
comrades. The shielded adepts tried to intervene, their cold minds attempting to impose order, but
the chaos was too widespread, the fear too deep-seated, amplified now by real bloodshed. Hiero
felt their frustration, their rage, their inability to pinpoint the source of the disruption. They were
blind, fighting phantoms, their own rigid discipline and reliance on hierarchy hindering their ability
to react to this fluid, unconventional assault.

Withdraw, Hiero commanded his team, sensing the opportune moment, before the adepts could
organize a coordinated psychic sweep, before S’duna himself intervened. Slowly. Leave no trace.

As carefully as they had approached, they melted back into the depths of the Taig. The Mantans
retrieved their darts where possible, erasing signs of their passage. The Catfolk flowed through the
trees like smoke, leaving only the lingering scent of primal fear behind them. Maluin brought up the
rear, his billhook clean, his face split by a fierce grin. Sagenay, supported by Hiero, moved steadily,
his eyes distant but his mind now a calm pool amidst the receding psychic storm.

Behind them, the Unclean camp remained engulfed in chaos. Shouts, screams, the occasional
crack of a weapon still echoed through the trees, overlaid now by the strident blare of alarm horns.
Hiero allowed himself a moment of grim satisfaction. They hadn't killed many, hadn't destroyed
significant supplies. But they had struck a blow far more damaging. They had sown fear, discord,
mistrust. They had awakened the simmering tensions within the enemy host, turning their own
internal weaknesses against them. They had reminded the Unclean that the Taig was ancient,
alive, and possessed teeth far sharper than any Leemute fang.



They put several leagues between themselves and the disrupted camp before halting, seeking
refuge high in the branches of another forest giant as the first true light of dawn began to filter
through the canopy. Exhausted but exhilarated, they looked at each other, Metz, D'alwahn
princess, ancient woodsmen, alien catfolk, young priest - a strange alliance indeed, bound by
shared peril and a common enemy.

Effective, Maluin sent mentally, his first successful attempt at the nuanced communication,
surprising them all. He grinned again, rubbing his billhook affectionately.

They will be... displeased, M'reen purred, a sound that held more menace than amusement.

S’duna will feel this, Hiero thought, his mind reaching out cautiously towards the east. He felt the
distant rage, the cold, focused fury of the Master of the Blue Circle, baffled, momentarily thwarted,
but already calculating, planning retribution. He knows we are near. He knows we are... different.
The hunt will intensify.

He looked at his companions, saw the weariness, the lingering tension, but also the shared resolve
in their diverse eyes. The echoes of their nighttime raid would reverberate through the Unclean
host, delaying their advance, perhaps, sowing seeds of doubt. But the awakening was mutual. They
had awakened the enemy’s fear, but they had also awakened its full attention. The crucible of the
Taig was growing hotter.



16. The Price of Fear

The pre-dawn hours found them miles deeper within the labyrinthine embrace of the Taig, having
put as much distance as possible between themselves and the chaos they had sown in the Unclean
encampment. They moved now not with the desperate haste of their initial flight, but with a
measured, wary urgency, conserving strength, knowing that the true test was yet to come. The
storm had long since passed, leaving the forest floor sodden, amplifying the myriad scents of damp
earth, decaying vegetation, and the subtle, unseen life that stirred in the profound darkness
preceding dawn. The air was cool, almost chill, a welcome respite from the oppressive humidity of
the previous days, yet it carried a tension that had little to do with the weather.

Hiero led the way, alternating between riding Segi on the rare stretches of clear ground and
moving ahead on foot when the terrain demanded intricate navigation through tangled roots and
low-hanging, moss-draped branches. His senses were stretched to their utmost limit, a complex
web reaching out into the surrounding darkness. He felt the forest waking around him - the first
tentative calls of birds high in the unseen canopy, the rustle of small mammals in the undergrowth,
the slow, deep pulse of the ancient trees themselves. But interwoven with these natural rhythms,
he felt the lingering discord of the enemy - the residual psychic static of the Unclean adepts, the
faint, lingering fear-scent of the terrified Leemutes, and, more disturbingly, the cold, focused beam
of a single, powerful mind probing outwards from the direction of the disrupted camp. S’duna. The
Master of the Blue Circle was awake, aware, and undoubtedly furious.

He relayed his findings silently to the others. They regroup. Commander active. Searching, but...
unfocused yet. Anger clouds their discipline.

Maluin, trudging stoically beside the hopper, grunted mentally. Good. Let the bastard stew. Bought
us some time, then, priest?

Some, Hiero confirmed. But not much. He will organize. He will send trackers. Not just hounds this
time, | suspect. He thought of the Glith, the reptilian horror whose scaled hide seemed impervious
to conventional poisons, whose hypnotic gaze could paralyze the will. Had S’duna brought more
such creatures? The ancient records were fragmentary, unreliable. The Unclean were constantly
breeding new abominations, twisting life to serve their dark purposes.

Per Sagenay, riding now strapped securely behind Hiero on Segi’s broad back, stirred. His physical
recovery was slow, but his mind, though still containing vast, unexplored continents of ancient
knowledge, felt clearer, more stable. Hiero felt the young priest’s own tentative probes reaching
out, augmenting his own reconnaissance. The... structure... of their thought is disrupted, Per Hiero,
Sagenay sent, his mental voice still hesitant, carrying echoes of the immense data flood he had
absorbed. Fear acts as... a corrosive. Especially among the Leemute contingent. The link between
Master and slave is... strained.

Exploitable? Hiero queried instantly.



Perhaps. But dangerous. Direct mental contact risks revealing our own position, our own nature.
Their adepts are skilled in tracing such links, even through shields. Sagenay paused, gathering his
thoughts. Subtlety remains our best weapon. Misdirection. Amplifying their existing anxieties.

Hiero fell silent again, considering. Sagenay was right. Direct mental combat against S’duna and
his shielded adepts was out of the question. But psychological warfare... that had proven effective.
Could they sustain it? Could they continue to play on the inherent weaknesses of the Unclean host
- the distrust between human and Leemute, the arrogance of the Masters, the fear that lurked
beneath the surface of their disciplined brutality?

Their path now led them steadily northeastward, following the Mantans’ guidance along barely
discernible trails that wound through colossal stands of ancient pines and spruces, interspersed
with groves of mutated hardwoods whose leaves rustled like parchment in the faint breeze. The
ground rose gradually, the air grew slightly drier, the oppressive humidity of the deeper forest
lessening. They crossed streams bridged by fallen giants, skirted patches of treacherous muskeg
where iridescent bubbles hinted at unspeakable decay beneath the surface, and traversed
clearings where wildflowers bloomed in defiant splashes of color against the somber green and
brown tapestry of the Taig.

They rested briefly at midday, choosing a defensible position within a ring of lichen-covered
boulders, a place where springs fed a small, clear pool. While the Mantans and Catfolk established
a silent perimeter watch, Hiero conferred again with Maluin and Sagenay.

“S'duna pushes them hard,” Hiero reported, relaying the impressions gleaned from his ongoing
mental scan. “The pursuit is organizing faster than | expected. He uses the adepts now, imposing
order directly onto the Leemute minds, overriding their panic. They move on parallel tracks,
attempting to flank us, anticipate our route north.” He frowned. “And there’s something else.
Specialized units. Smaller groups, moving faster, trying to cut ahead. Trackers.”

“The Mantans can handle conventional trackers,” Maluin stated confidently, checking the priming
of a heavy Metz pistol he’d acquired in Namcush. “But if they send Leemutes...”

“Worse,” Sagenay interjected softly, his eyes closed in concentration. “Not Leemutes. Or not just
Leemutes. | feel... minds adapted for this. Focused. Sensitive to... psychic spoor. A resonance left
by our passage, perhaps amplified by the stress, the fear.” He opened his eyes, meeting Hiero’s
gaze. “They may be tracking you specifically, Per Hiero. Your unique signature, even shielded, even
altered, might leave an echo they can follow.”

A cold knot formed in Hiero’s stomach. Could it be true? Was his very presence, his altered mental
state, a beacon leading the enemy to them? The thought was deeply unsettling. Yet, it explained
the enemy’s relentless focus, their seeming ability to anticipate his movements.

What kind? Hiero directed the thought towards Sagenay, reinforcing it with mental imagery of
various tracking beasts.

Sagenay struggled, the effort evident in the fine sheen of sweat on his brow. Difficult... not animal
as we know it... more like... insects? Collective... hive-like... sensitive to... mental pheromones? The



concepts were alien, drawn perhaps from the ancient computer data, difficult to translate into
comprehensible thought. They are... hunters of minds.

Hiero absorbed this grim possibility. Hunters of minds. Another weapon from the Unclean’s
perverse arsenal. How to counter it? Conventional stealth was useless. Misdirection might only lead
the hunters faster to their quarry. He needed... a way to mask his own mental signature, to confuse
the scent.

He looked at Sagenay again. The young priest, though pale and clearly strained, met his gaze
steadily. The vast knowledge within him, though largely inaccessible, occasionally yielded flashes
of insight, fragments of ancient science that might offer a solution. Per Sagenay, Hiero sent
carefully, the computer data... shielding technologies... masking protocols... is there anything...?

Sagenay’s mind flickered, accessing, searching. Complex... requires energy source... specific
frequencies... but... yes. A possibility. A resonance dampener. Crude. Short-range. Might...
confuse... the insect-minds. He projected a complex series of mental images - geometric patterns,
energy flows, harmonic frequencies. Requires focus. Concentration. All of us.

Hiero grasped the concept instantly. A combined mental effort, projecting a specific frequency, a
'white noise' designed to overwhelm the enemy trackers’ delicate senses, mask their individual
psychic signatures. It was risky. It would require intense concentration, leaving them vulnerable
physically. And it might not work against the adepts themselves. But against these specialized
'mind-hunters'... it was their best, perhaps their only, chance.

He quickly relayed the plan to the others. Maluin grunted acceptance, his faith in Hiero absolute.
The Mantans nodded silently, their faces impassive. The Catfolk listened intently, M’'reen clarifying
the concept for the others, their amber eyes glowing with understanding. Even Segi, sensing the
shift in Hiero’s mood, seemed to stand a little taller, ready for whatever came.

Now, Hiero commanded, settling himself into a meditative posture, drawing Luchare’'s remembered
strength around him like a cloak. Focus. Blend your thoughts with mine. Project calm. Project...
emptiness. Match the frequency Sagenay provides. Hold it. Steady.

Slowly, tentatively at first, then with growing confidence, the disparate minds of the strange
alliance merged, focusing their combined will, guided by Sagenay’s precise mental instructions
drawn from the depths of ancient knowledge. They became a single point of stillness in the vast,
humming forest, projecting outwards a carefully modulated frequency of psychic silence, a cloak of
resonant emptiness designed to confuse, to misdirect, to blind the hunters of minds.

Hiero felt the enemy probes falter, waver. The focused attention shifted, swept past them,
hesitated, then moved on, searching elsewhere. He felt the frustration of the shielded adepts
intensify, their cold minds baffled by the sudden blankness, the inexplicable disappearance of their
quarry from the psychic landscape.

For how long could they maintain this fragile deception? Hiero didn't know. Minutes? Hours? Long
enough, perhaps, to slip through the closing net, to find temporary refuge, to plan their next move
in this deadly game of hide-and-seek. He held the focus, pouring his own waning strength into the



collective shield, feeling the quiet determination of his allies supporting him, a small island of
defiant consciousness adrift in the hostile immensity of the northern Taig. The price of fear,
exacted from the enemy, was their own profound vulnerability. They were hidden, but they were
also blind, relying now solely on physical senses and the fragile hope that their ruse would hold.



17. The Anvil

The Taig, vast and indifferent, swallowed them whole. They moved through its shadowed depths
not as conquerors, nor even as explorers, but as fugitives wrapped in a fragile, self-woven cloak of
psychic silence. The forest floor, a deep carpet of millennia of fallen needles and decaying leaves,
muffled their footfalls, yet every snap of a twig, every dislodged stone, seemed unnaturally loud
against the profound quiet imposed by their concentrated mental effort. The air, cool and damp
beneath the high, interlocking canopy, carried the rich, complex scents of pine resin, wet earth,
fungal growth, and the distant, elusive musk of unseen forest dwellers. But for Hiero and his
companions, these sensations were muted, filtered through the immense, wearying strain of
maintaining the resonance dampener.

It was an act of collective will, guided by the fragmented, ancient knowledge flickering within Per
Sagenay’s burdened mind. A constant projection, a harmonized frequency of mental ‘white noise’
designed to blind the specialized Unclean trackers, the hunters of minds they knew pursued them.
Hiero, acting as the focal point, felt the effort like a physical weight pressing down on his skull, a
dull ache behind his eyes that never truly subsided. He felt the contributing energies of the others -
Maluin’s steady, disciplined projection, the Mantans’ quiet, earth-bound focus, the Catfolk’s fierce,
almost feral intensity, and Sagenay’s own luminous, if strained, contribution, anchoring the
complex frequency drawn from pre-Death science. It was exhausting, this constant, vigilant
projection of emptiness, this enforced silence in the normally vibrant channels of the mind. Sleep
offered little respite; even in dreams, a part of their consciousness remained tethered to the task,
maintaining the shield, listening for the tell-tale dissonance of enemy probes.

Yet, it held. Several times during the long day’s march northward and eastward, Hiero felt the
subtle pressure of seeking minds brush against their psychic camouflage - hesitant probes,
confused sweeps, unable to gain purchase, unable to pinpoint their location. He sensed the
frustration growing in their pursuers, the baffled anger of the adepts directing the hunt. The
‘insect-minds’, the specialized trackers Sagenay had identified, seemed utterly confounded, their
delicate senses overwhelmed by the psychic static. They were hidden, invisible on the mental
plane, but the effort cost them dearly in energy, in focus, in the simple ability to fully perceive their
surroundings.

Their physical senses became paramount. Reyn and Geor Mantan moved like ghosts far ahead,
their eyes and ears straining to interpret the forest’'s subtle language, reading meaning in a
disturbed patch of moss, a broken branch, the sudden alarm call of a jay. They found the fresher
tracks of the main Unclean host easily now - a broad swathe of passage cut through the
undergrowth, marked by the prints of booted feet, the splayed claws of Howlers, the dragging
marks of the heavy siege engines. S’duna’s army moved with relentless speed, heedless of stealth,
confident in its power and numbers, carving a direct path westward towards the heart of the Metz
Republic.



“They angle north slightly,” Reyn reported during a brief, tense halt, sketching lines in the damp
earth with a twig. “Following the higher ground. Avoiding the worst of the low swamps we crossed
yesterday.” His voice was a low rasp, rarely used. “Faster than expected. Two days march behind,
perhaps less.”

Hiero nodded grimly, studying the crude map. S'duna was pushing hard, sacrificing caution for
speed, aiming perhaps to strike at the unprepared Otwah levies before they could fully muster, or
to reach the shores of the Inland Sea and secure a route for naval reinforcement. “We cannot
outrun them indefinitely,” he said, his voice low. “And this mental shield... Sagenay?”

The young priest looked up, his eyes clouded with fatigue, yet his mind felt surprisingly steady
when Hiero touched it. The strain increases, Per Hiero. But the knowledge... fragments become
clearer. The dampener is effective, but inefficient. It draws... attention... on other levels. He
projected a feeling of vast, cold indifference - the Gaean entity. It notices the resonance. It does
not interfere, but... it observes.

A chill deeper than the forest air touched Hiero. They were hiding from the Unclean, only to
potentially attract the notice of something far worse. “Can we sustain it?”

For a time, Sagenay replied. But the cost grows. And detection by the adepts becomes more likely
as our own focus weakens.

“We need defensible ground,” Maluin stated bluntly, hefting his billhook. “A place to turn, make a
stand. This running... it wears us down, gives them the advantage.”

Hiero knew the big Guardsman was right. Their current strategy was one of temporary evasion, not
sustainable survival. They needed to choose their ground, dictate the terms of the inevitable
engagement, however unfavorable those terms might be. But where? In this endless expanse of
colossal trees and tangled undergrowth, finding a natural fortress suitable for their small, mixed
force seemed an impossible task.

The answer, when it came, originated from the most unexpected quarter. Memory, M’reen sent, her
thought suddenly sharp, focused, cutting through Hiero’s own weary deliberations. An old place. A
place of... challenge. From B’uorgh’s youth.

Hiero focused on the war-chief’s mind, surprised. B'uorgh? What memory? The big catman’s
thoughts were usually a straightforward mix of pragmatic caution, fierce loyalty, and hunting
instincts. Now, Hiero felt a flicker of something deeper, older - a memory, sharp and clear, of a
specific location not far from their current position. A place of steep ravines, tangled rockfalls, and
narrow defiles. A place where a young B’uorgh, undergoing the solitary trials that forged Catfolk
warriors, had been cornered, tested, forced to fight for his life against... something the memory
shied away from, something leaving behind only an echo of remembered terror and hard-won
survival.

Show me, Hiero commanded gently.



The mental image coalesced, overlaid with B'uorgh’s instinctive knowledge of the terrain. A
complex network of narrow canyons, carved by ancient watercourses through a broad ridge of
harder rock that rose unexpectedly from the forest floor. Steep walls offered limited access. Easily
defended choke points. Multiple escape routes through hidden fissures and high passes, known
perhaps only to the catfolk themselves. It was... perfect. An anvil upon which they might break
S’duna’s charge, or at least, delay it significantly.

“Maluin, Mantans,” Hiero said aloud, renewed purpose hardening his voice. “B’uorgh knows a
place. A network of ravines, defensible ground. Two leagues north of here. We make for it now.
Reyn, Geor, find the swiftest path. M'reen, B’uorgh, coordinate flank security. Sagenay, maintain
the dampener as long as possible, but conserve your strength. We will need your other talents
soon.”

The change in objective infused the weary company with new energy. They moved now not as
fugitives, but as soldiers maneuvering towards a chosen battlefield. The Mantans led them
unerringly through the twilight forest, their pace quickening. The Catfolk flowed through the trees
on either side, silent, alert. Maluin moved beside Hiero and the hopper, his billhook held ready, his
face set in lines of grim satisfaction. Even Sagenay seemed to rally, the vacancy receding slightly
from his eyes, replaced by a flicker of focused concentration.

Hiero risked another probe towards the pursuing host. They were closer now, perhaps less than
half a day’s march behind. He felt the cold, probing intelligence of the adepts sweeping the forest
ahead of them, searching, always searching. And he felt S'”duna’s mind, a vortex of shielded power
and implacable will, driving his army forward. The Master of the Blue Circle was confident,
anticipating a final, decisive confrontation. Let him come, Hiero thought grimly. Let him come to
the anvil.

As the first pale light of the next dawn filtered through the high canopy, they reached their
destination. The place was as B’uorgh’s memory had depicted: a tangled massif of rock rising
abruptly from the forest floor, split by narrow, deep ravines choked with boulders and dense
undergrowth. Sheer cliffs, draped in vines and moss, offered natural defenses. Hidden springs
trickled down rock faces, promising water. It was a natural fortress, a place designed by geology
for ambush and desperate resistance.

“Here,” Hiero declared, swinging down from Segi, his eyes scanning the terrain, assessing firing
positions, planning fields of fire. “We make our stand here.” He felt Sagenay drop the resonance
dampener, the sudden cessation of the mental effort leaving Hiero’s own mind feeling raw,
exposed, but also strangely liberated. The psychic silence was broken. They were visible again,
vulnerable. But they were also ready.

He felt the instant reaction from the east - a surge of focused awareness, surprise, then cold,
triumphant recognition from the Unclean adepts. They had found their quarry. S’duna’s mind
flared, a wave of palpable hatred and command washing over the forest. The hunt was over. The
final convergence was at hand.



Deploy, Hiero sent to his commanders, his own mind now clear, sharp, focused. Mantans, high
ground, left flank. Cover the main approach ravine. Use your poisons sparingly until the main
assault. Catfolk, right flank and upper ridges. Harass, delay, channel them towards the center. Use
the Wind if necessary, but only on Leemutes, only if pressed. Maluin, you hold the center ravine
mouth with me and the Guard remnants. He didn’t need to specify the handful of loyal D'alwahns
and Metz Guardsmen Mitrash had assigned him; they would follow Maluin implicitly. Sagenay, his
thought softened slightly, find cover near the rear. Shield yourself first. Then... do what you can.
Lend strength where needed. Watch for the adepts.

He drew his sword-knife, the familiar weight settling into his hand. He looked at his strange,
desperate band - the grim Metz warrior, the serene priest, the silent woodsmen, the fierce catfolk.
They were few, impossibly outhnumbered, facing the disciplined legions and dark sorcery of the
Unclean. Yet, as he met their diverse eyes, he saw not fear, but a shared resolve, a willingness to
stand, to fight, here, on this ground, against the encroaching darkness. The anvil was set. Now, let
the hammer fall.



18. Battle of the Anvill

The air in the tangled network of ravines grew still, heavy with anticipation. Dawn had painted the
highest rock faces far above in fleeting strokes of rose and gold, but down here, in the shadowed
depths, a pre-dawn twilight lingered, cool and damp. Water trickled musically down moss-covered
cliff faces, pooling in dark, still patches amongst the tumbled boulders and thickets of resilient fern
that choked the canyon floors. The scent of wet stone, decaying vegetation, and the faint, clean
perfume of some hidden, high-blooming orchid hung in the air, a deceptive tranquility belying the
tension that thrummed beneath the surface.

Hiero stood at the mouth of the main ravine, the designated center of their desperate defense. He
leaned against the cold, rough bark of a fallen forest giant, its immense trunk forming a natural
breastwork across the narrowest point of the defile. His ancient sword-knife was loose in its sheath
across his back, the heavy cavalry saber taken from the Unclean ship’s armory resting bare across
his thighs, its polished surface gleaming dully in the half-light. His crossbow lay beside him, loaded,
a bronze-tipped quarrel nestled in its groove. His face, cleaned now of the Blight's grime but still
leaner, harder than it had been months ago, was an impassive mask, his dark eyes constantly
scanning the approaches, his mind a complex web reaching out, sifting the psychic currents of the
surrounding wilderness.

Behind him, deeper within the ravine’s protective embrace, Per Edard Maluin stood solid as the
rock itself, his great billhook grounded, its polished head reflecting the meager light. Around him
clustered the handful of D’alwahn and Metz Guardsmen Mitrash had spared them - barely a dozen,
their faces grim, their varied weapons held ready. They were good men, veterans mostly, but Hiero
knew they were hopelessly outnumbered, their conventional skills likely useless against the true
horrors the Unclean commanded. Their courage, however, was undeniable.

Further back still, sheltered in a shallow cave mouth partially concealed by hanging vines, sat Per
Sagenay. The young priest’s eyes were closed, his hands resting palms-up on his knees in a
meditative posture. Yet Hiero felt the focused power of his mind, a quiet but resilient shield
extending outwards, augmenting Hiero’s own defenses, monitoring the psychic ether for the first
tell-tale dissonance of the approaching enemy. The knowledge he carried, the vast, terrifying
legacy of the ancients, remained largely locked away, a slumbering giant within his consciousness,
but his innate spiritual strength, his sensitivity, made him an invaluable sentinel.

High above, on the flanking ridges and hidden ledges overlooking the ravine network, the other
elements of their strange alliance held their positions. Reyn and Geor Mantan, Masters of the Taig,
were invisible ghosts amongst the rocks and trees to the left, their long blowguns silent but ready,
their quivers filled with darts tipped in toxins that could induce paralysis, madness, or swift, silent
death. They were the masters of the first strike, the silent neutralizers of unwary scouts, the
precision instruments of Hiero’s unconventional defense.



To the right, commanding the steeper, more broken terrain leading down from the northern ridges,
were the Children of the Wind. M’reen, B’'uorgh, Ch'uirsh, and Za'reekh moved like fluid shadows
amongst the dense foliage, their amber eyes missing nothing, their sharp claws gripping bark and
stone with effortless ease. They were poised, quivering with suppressed energy, ready to launch
themselves into the fray, to harass, to delay, to channel the enemy assault into the prepared Kkill
zones. M’reen held the pouch containing the Wind of Death, its subtle, fear-inducing variant
prepared, a weapon of last resort against the Leemute hordes.

All waited. The silence stretched, broken only by the drip of water, the distant cry of some
unidentifiable forest bird, the soft sigh of the morning breeze in the unseen canopy far above. Hiero
felt the tension mount, a palpable thing pressing in on them from the east. He extended his own
senses further, pushing against the vast, indifferent wilderness.

They come. Gorm’s thought, though expected, sent a jolt through Hiero’s system. The bear,
positioned strategically deeper within the ravine network, covering a potential rearward infiltration
route, was their ultimate early warning. Many minds. Anger. Hunger. Shielded Masters... directing.
Closer now.

Hiero relayed the warning silently, needlessly, for he felt the others react instantly, the collective
tension tightening like a drawn bowstring. He rose slowly, picking up the heavy saber, its weight
familiar, comforting. He scanned the mouth of the ravine ahead, where the forest floor sloped
gently upwards towards the unseen enemy.

The first sounds came moments later - a distant crashing through the undergrowth, growing
steadily louder, punctuated by the guttural snarls and yelps of Leemutes eager for the kill. Then
came the heavier tread of booted feet, the clink of metal harness, the low thrum of disciplined,
marching hate. Hiero felt the wave of malice wash over the ravine mouth, a tangible psychic
pressure that beat against his shields. He felt Sagenay flinch beside him, the young priest’s mind
momentarily staggering under the impact. Hiero reinforced Sagenay’s defenses with his own,
projecting calm, steadiness.

The first attackers burst into view, erupting from the tree line opposite the ravine mouth - Hairy
Howlers, a wave of matted fur, slavering jaws, and brutish fury. They charged headlong down the
slope, brandishing crude clubs and heavy knives, their small, red eyes burning with mindless
aggression, their harsh barks echoing off the canyon walls. Behind them came Man-rats, swarming,
chittering, their sharp spears glinting, their naked tails lashing. And behind them, moving with
disciplined precision, came the Unclean human soldiery, ranks of dark-uniformed figures, their
faces grim, their projectile weapons already spitting fire.

Now! Hiero’s command flashed mentally.

From the high ground to the left, the Mantans’ blowguns sighed. A dozen Howlers in the leading
wave stumbled, clawed at their throats, and collapsed, twitching, their barks turning into strangled
gurgles. The effect was instantaneous, sowing confusion in the charging ranks.

At the ravine mouth, Maluin roared, a sound that momentarily challenged the Leemute cacophony,
and stepped forward, billhook swinging. The first Howlers to reach the bottleneck met a wall of



irresistible force. The heavy blade sheared through limbs and torsos, scattering gore, clearing a
space around the big Guardsman. The few D'alwahn and Metz soldiers behind him added their
spear thrusts and sword cuts, holding the narrow entrance against the tide.

From the right flank, the catfolk struck. They descended from the cliffs and ridges like falling
thunderbolts, a blur of spotted fur and flashing knives. They hit the flank of the main Unclean
assault, Za'reekh and Ch’uirsh weaving through the confused Leemute ranks, their long knives
finding vulnerable points with deadly precision, hamstringing Howlers, disemboweling Man-rats.
B’uorgh, the war-chief, met the charge of a squad of human soldiers head-on, his massive frame
absorbing blows that would have felled a lesser creature, his own claws and fangs tearing a path
through their disciplined ranks. M'reen directed them, her mind a sharp, clear coordinating force,
while simultaneously projecting waves of subtle, disorienting fear towards the Leemute
concentrations, amplifying their inherent instability.

Hiero watched the unfolding chaos, his mind stretched thin, coordinating, assessing, searching for
the shielded minds of the adepts he knew must be directing this assault. He felt them now, three
distinct points of cold intelligence, positioned behind the main wave, observing, controlling. He
tried to probe their shields, seeking weakness, but they held firm, layered constructs of disciplined
malice. Yet, he could feel their frustration, their surprise at the effectiveness of the defense, their
growing anger.

He raised his saber, preparing to join Maluin at the ravine mouth, when a new threat materialized.
Above! Sagenay’s warning was a sharp mental cry. Hiero looked up. High on the cliff face opposite,
figures moved - Unclean archers, armed with powerful crossbows, taking up positions, aiming down
into the ravine. Trapped! Caught in a crossfire!

Before Hiero could react, Geor Mantan acted. Seemingly from nowhere, the silent woodsman
appeared on a narrow ledge high above the archers. He carried not his blowgun, but a strange,
multi-corded sling Hiero hadn’t seen before. With a smooth, practiced motion, he whirled the sling,
releasing a volley of small, heavy stones. The effect was devastating. The stones struck the cliff
face around the archers with incredible force, showering them with razor-sharp fragments of rock,
disrupting their aim, forcing them back from the edge. One archer, struck squarely, toppled silently
into the ravine below. Geor vanished as quickly as he had appeared.

The respite was brief. The main Unclean assault surged forward again, human soldiers now pushing
through the faltering Leemute wave, their projectile weapons spitting venom into the ravine mouth.
Maluin roared again, taking a hit on his shoulder pad that spun him half around, but he regained
his footing instantly, his billhook still reaping death. Several of the Guardsmen behind him fell. The
line wavered.

Sagenay! Now! Hiero projected, desperation lending strength to his thought.

He felt the young priest gather himself, felt the surge of focused spiritual power emanating from
the cave mouth behind him. It wasn't an attack, not a shield, but something else entirely - a wave
of profound peace, of utter stillness, washing outwards, momentarily overwhelming the rage and
hatred driving the attackers. It was an Elevener technique, Hiero realized dimly, a power derived



not from conflict, but from deep communion with the life force itself.

The effect on the attackers was bizarre, unsettling. The charging soldiers faltered, confusion
replacing the killing lust in their eyes. The Howlers whimpered, cowering. The Man-rats froze,
chittering nervously. Even the shielded adepts seemed momentarily disoriented, their cold focus
disrupted by this wave of utterly alien emotion.

It lasted only seconds. The inherent violence of the Unclean reasserted itself. The adepts lashed
out mentally, shattering Sagenay’s fragile projection. The young priest cried out, slumping back
against the cave wall, blood trickling from his nose. But those seconds had been enough.

Catfolk! Charge! Maluin! Forward! Hiero roared aloud, leaping forward himself, saber flashing.

The counter-attack hit the momentarily disorganized enemy like a thunderclap. The catfolk surged
from the right flank, a wave of unstoppable fury, their knives finding throats, hamstringing
Leemutes, tearing through the ranks of the human soldiers. Maluin and his remaining Guardsmen
charged from the ravine mouth, billhook and swords rising and falling, carving a path of bloody
destruction. Hiero was in the midst of it, his ancient saber singing, his Killman training taking over,
every movement precise, economical, lethal.

He fought his way towards the shielded adepts, sensing their cold minds struggling to regain
control, trying to rally their shattered forces. He dispatched a hulking Howler with a thrust under
the ribs, sidestepped the lunge of a Man-rat, cutting its spear arm, kicked it away. He saw Reyn
Mantan appear beside him, silent as death, his axe falling, silencing a human officer.

He reached the first adept, a tall figure in gray robes, his pale face contorted with hatred, a crystal
rod raised. Hiero ignored the inevitable psychic lash, trusting his shield, focusing solely on the
physical. His saber swept down, shearing through the inadequate guard, biting deep into the
adept’s shoulder. The figure screamed, staggered back. Before Hiero could strike again, B’'uorgh
was there, the war-chief’'s massive paw striking like a piledriver, crushing the adept’s skull.

Two remained. They stood back-to-back now, their shields reinforcing each other, lashing out with
waves of mental force that made Hiero stagger, his vision blurring. He felt Maluin falter nearby, felt
the catfolk recoil from the psychic onslaught. This was the core of the resistance, the command
node. Break this, and the army might shatter.

He gathered his own waning psychic strength, the heightened empathy now a weapon. He didn't
attack their shields directly. Instead, he focused on the link between them, the subtle flow of
energy that coordinated their defense. He projected disruption, chaos, amplifying the battlefield's
terror, feeding it back into their connection. He felt the link waver, distort.

Now! he screamed, both aloud and mentally.

Maluin surged forward, ignoring the psychic pain, his billhook whistling down. Simultaneously,
M’reen launched herself from the side, a golden streak of pure feline fury, her long knife aimed at
the second adept’s exposed flank.



One adept turned, distracted by M’reen’s impossible speed. Maluin’s blow took the other high on
the head, shattering the shield, cleaving the skull. M'reen’s knife found its mark, sinking deep into
the second adept’s side. The creature shrieked, lashing out blindly with psychic force, then
collapsed.

Silence fell, broken only by the harsh gasping of the survivors, the whimpering of wounded
Leemutes, the distant crackle of residual psychic energy. The main assault had been broken. The
Unclean forces, leaderless, demoralized, deprived of the adepts’ controlling will, began to falter,
melt away, streaming back towards the east, leaving their dead and dying scattered across the
blood-soaked floor of the ravine mouth.

Hiero stood leaning on his saber, surveying the carnage, the adrenaline slowly ebbing, leaving
behind a profound exhaustion. They had held the anvil. They had paid the price of fear, both their
own and the enemy’s. But the hammer blows would surely continue. S’duna had been bloodied, but
not defeated. The mustering in the North continued, and the fate of Kanda still hung precariously in
the balance.



19. The Long Dawn

The silence that descended upon the rocky defile was profound, almost shocking after the
cacophony of battle. The harsh clang of metal, the guttural snarls of Howlers, the sharp crack of
projectile weapons, the chilling psychic screams of dying adepts - all had ceased, leaving behind
only the gentle drip of water from mossy ledges, the faint sigh of the morning breeze through the
high pine canopy, and the ragged, gasping breaths of the survivors. The air hung thick and heavy,
tasting of ozone, spent powder, blood, and the indescribable, foul musk of slain Leemutes and the
lingering psychic residue of Unclean malice.

Hiero stood leaning heavily on his saber, the ancient blade smeared with gore, his chest heaving,
sweat plastering his tangled black hair to his forehead. Around him lay the grim tableau of victory:
the grotesque corpses of Howlers and Man-rats sprawled amongst the boulders, the darker forms
of human soldiers twisted in death, and the shattered remnants of the two gray-robed adepts near
the ravine mouth. The Glith, a distant memory now from the mesa top skirmish, felt like a prelude
compared to this concentrated savagery. They had held the anvil. They had broken S'duna’s
flanking probe. But the cost, measured in exhaustion and the near-certainty of swift retribution,
was immense.

He surveyed his small company, assessing their state with a commander's practiced eye. Maluin
stood nearby, methodically cleaning his great billhook on a clump of moss, his broad face streaked
with grime and enemy blood, his breathing still labored but his stance solid, unwavering. The big
Guardsman had taken blows, Hiero knew, glancing at the dents and scores on his worn leather
armor, but seemed essentially unharmed, his massive frame built to endure.

The Mantan twins were tending to their own. Geor sat propped against a rock, his face pale, his
teeth clenched against the pain from his hamstringed leg. Reyn worked with silent efficiency,
applying a poultice of crushed leaves and binding the wound tightly with strips of leather cut from
his own tunic. Their faces remained impassive, masks carved from ancient wood, betraying nothing
of their suffering or their thoughts, yet Hiero sensed their shared pain, their stoic acceptance, their
unwavering readiness for whatever came next. They were children of the Taig, accepting its harsh
terms without complaint.

The Catfolk gathered around the still form of B’'uorgh. The great war-chief lay where he had fallen,
struck down defending the second adept Hiero had engaged. For a terrifying moment, Hiero
thought him dead. Then, M'reen looked up, her amber eyes meeting Hiero’s, her mental projection
a wave of relief mixed with anxiety. He lives. Stunned only. A glancing blow from the Master’s
weapon-thought. Strong... but clumsy. She bent again, her slender fingers probing gently, her
touch surprisingly delicate as she examined the massive, furred skull. Za'reekh and Ch'uirsh
crouched nearby, low growls rumbling in their chests, their lithe bodies tense, scanning the
surrounding shadows, ready to defend their fallen leader.



And Sagenay... Hiero turned towards the shallow cave where he had left the young priest. Sagenay
sat slumped against the rock wall, his face ashen, a thin trickle of blood dried beneath his nose. His
eyes were open but unfocused, staring into distances Hiero could only guess at. The psychic effort
of projecting the wave of peace, followed by the backlash from the enraged adepts, had drained
him utterly, leaving him hovering on the edge of consciousness. Yet, Hiero felt the core of the
priest’s spirit remained intact, shielded, resilient. He carried his burden, the universe of ancient
knowledge, still locked away, waiting.

“Report,” Hiero said aloud, his voice hoarse. He needed normalcy, the familiar routine of command,
to anchor himself against the swirling currents of exhaustion and the lingering psychic echoes of
the battle.

Maluin straightened up, wiping his billhook clean. “Held ‘em, General. Broke their charge. Lost
three good lads from the Guard detail,” his voice roughened, “and maybe four D’alwahns. Hard to
tell in that last melee. Mantans took out the sentries clean. Catfolk did... what catfolk do.” He
nodded towards the lithe figures tending B'uorgh. “Took some scratches, but gave better'n they
got. Geor’s leg needs proper tending, though. He won’t be running far.”

“And the enemy?”

“Scattered. Running east mostly, back the way they came. Left maybe fifty, sixty dead here. More
Howlers than humans. Didn’t see any more adepts after you... dealt... with those two.” Maluin
spared a brief, respectful glance at the shattered gray forms. “Don’t think they expected us to
stand, let alone hit back so hard.”

Hiero nodded. S’duna had likely underestimated them, relying on the perceived fragility of human
minds against concentrated psychic assault, counting on the Glith and the Leemute shock troops to
overwhelm their physical defenses. A costly error. But S’duna would learn. He would adapt. The
next attack, Hiero knew, would be different, perhaps subtler, more insidious.

He walked over to Sagenay, kneeling beside the young priest. “Cart? Can you hear me?”

Sagenay’s eyes slowly focused, recognizing Hiero. A faint smile touched his lips. “Per Hiero... We
held?”

“We held,” Hiero confirmed, grasping the priest’s shoulder gently. “Thanks to you. That wave of...
stillness... it broke their focus, gave us the opening we needed.”

“An old Elevener technique,” Sagenay murmured, his voice barely a whisper. “Projecting...
harmony... Difficult against such... discordance.” He winced, closing his eyes again. “The
backlash... strong...”

“Rest now, Per Sagenay. Conserve your strength. We move soon.” Hiero rose, turning to the others.
“Gather what supplies we can salvage - water skins, rations, quarrels, darts. Tend the wounded.
We leave within the hour.”



The hour stretched into two as they worked swiftly, efficiently. The dead were searched, yielding
little beyond basic weaponry and meagre supplies. The Mantans retrieved their precious darts,
carefully cleaning and storing them. M’reen fashioned a crude but effective splint for Geor’s leg,
binding it with tough vines. B’uorgh recovered slowly, shaking his massive head, clearly disgruntled
at having been stunned so easily. Maluin organized the salvaged supplies, his practical mind
assessing their needs.

Hiero used the time to reach out again with his mind, casting a wide, cautious net. The immediate
vicinity was clear. The remnants of the Unclean flanking force were indeed retreating eastward,
their thoughts a jumble of fear, anger, and confusion. He felt no coordinating intelligence among
them now; the surviving officers were simply trying to regain control, pull their shattered units
together. But further east, perhaps half a day’s march away, he felt the main host, S’duna’s central
army. It had paused its westward advance. S’duna knew. The Master of the Blue Circle knew his
flanking probe had failed, knew his quarry possessed unexpected teeth. Hiero felt the cold,
calculating mind assessing the new situation, formulating revised plans. The respite would be brief.

He needed to know the position of the main Metz forces. Reaching out northward now, pushing his
senses across the leagues, he searched for the familiar mental signatures of the Abbey
commanders, the disciplined thought-patterns of the Frontier Guard regiments. It took time, the
distance considerable, the intervening forest a muffling blanket. But finally, he found them. A
concentration of Abbey minds, shielded now against his probe, but undeniably present, perhaps
three days’ march north-northeast. Demero’s army was moving south, slower than S'duna,
hampered by its own logistical train, but advancing steadily, converging towards this sector. The
rendezvous point Hiero had vaguely aimed for was still viable.

Three days, he calculated swiftly. Three days march for them, burdened with wounded. S’duna was
closer, perhaps two days away at his current pace, maybe less if he force-marched. Could they
reach the main army before S’duna intercepted them? It would be desperately close.

He recalled his scattered company. “We move north,” he announced, pointing towards a barely
visible game trail leading away from the ravine network. “Our main force is three days march
ahead. S’duna is closer, behind us and to the east. He will try to cut us off. We must move fast,
avoid contact if possible.” He looked at Geor Mantan, then at the still-weak Sagenay. “We carry our
wounded. Maluin, assign bearers. Catfolk, Mantans - you take point and rearguard. Extreme
vigilance. No unnecessary risks.”

They set off, a small, weary band carrying their wounded, melting back into the green twilight of
the Taig. Hiero took the lead beside Reyn Mantan, Segi pacing silently behind them, Sagenay now
riding strapped into the saddle. Maluin and the Guardsmen formed the central core, bearing Geor
Mantan on a makeshift litter. The four Catfolk flowed around them, B’'uorgh and M’reen scouting
ahead and flank, Za'reekh and Ch’uirsh guarding their rear.

The forest seemed quieter now, emptier. Perhaps the massive psychic disturbance of the battle
had driven away the normal inhabitants. Or perhaps, Hiero thought grimly, something else was
now hunting here. He felt the cold pressure of S’duna’s mind like a physical weight on the back of
his neck, felt the distant sweep of the Unclean probes searching, always searching.



They marched through the remainder of the day and deep into the night, stopping only for brief
rests, forcing the pace. Geor Mantan bore his pain stoically. Sagenay drifted in and out of
consciousness, his mind a fragile shield against the surrounding psychic noise. Hiero pushed
himself, drove the others, knowing that every league gained brought them closer to safety, closer
to the main army, closer to the confrontation that must inevitably come.

As the first light of the next day - the long dawn after the battle at the anvil - began to filter
through the high canopy, Reyn Mantan signaled a halt again. He pointed ahead. Through a gap in
the trees, miles away across a broad, rolling expanse of more open woodland, Hiero saw it. A
flicker of movement. Then another. A column, marching westward. Too disciplined for Leemutes.
Too numerous for a mere patrol. He raised his far-looker, his heart pounding. Dark uniforms.
Familiar banners, bearing the Sword and Cross of the Abbey. Demero’s vanguard. They had made
it. They had crossed the threshold. But the relief was tempered by the cold certainty that S’duna
could not be far behind. The race was not yet won. The crucible awaited them all.



20. The Final Reckoning

The chamber pulsed with a low, resonant hum, a sound that seemed to emanate not from any
specific source, but from the very fabric of the ancient, alien technology surrounding them. Soft,
blue light bathed the scene, emanating from the seamless walls and casting long, distorted
shadows from the banks of quiescent machinery. Hiero stood before the Great Screen, the central
artifact of this hidden Unclean Council Chamber, a vast, intricate web of fine metallic wire and
embedded, dormant lights that dominated the far wall. It was the device he had glimpsed in
Neeyana, the nexus of their command structure, the repository, perhaps, of secrets garnered over
millennia of dark plotting.

He was alone. Or as alone as one could be when surrounded by the ghosts of slain enemies and the
almost palpable weight of impending conflict. The final confrontation with S’duna was imminent.
After the desperate flight through the Taig, the rendezvous with Demero’s vanguard, and the
subsequent strategic withdrawal to consolidate forces, the stage was now set. Demero’s main army
held a strong defensive line several leagues north, anchored on a series of wooded ridges
overlooking a broad, marshy plain - terrain chosen to negate the Unclean’s numerical superiority
and exploit the Metz forces’ knowledge of forest warfare. Hiero, however, was not with them. A
different, more perilous task had fallen to him.

Intelligence, gleaned from captured Unclean officers and confirmed by Sagenay’s slowly clarifying
interpretations of the computer data, had revealed the existence and approximate location of this
hidden command center - S’duna’s operational heart, the place from which he directed his
northern campaign. More importantly, Sagenay had identified the Great Screen not merely as a
communication device, but as a powerful psychic amplifier, a tool capable of focusing and
projecting the combined mental force of the Unclean Masters, potentially overwhelming even the
Abbey shields if fully activated. It had to be neutralized before the main battle commenced.

Thus, Hiero found himself deep within enemy territory once more, having penetrated the Unclean
perimeter through a combination of stealth, calculated risk, and the invaluable aid of his unique
allies. He had come with only the four Catfolk - M'reen, B’uorgh, Ch'uirsh, and Za’'reekh - their
speed and silence essential for this infiltration mission. They had bypassed patrols, evaded psychic
sensors, navigated ancient service tunnels hinted at in the captured Unclean maps, leaving Maluin,
Sagenay, and the Mantans with the main army, preparing for the larger storm.

Now, the Catfolk guarded the approaches to this chamber, silent sentinels concealed in the maze
of corridors outside, while Hiero confronted the machine itself. He reached out cautiously with his
mind, probing the screen’s complex energy signature. It felt dormant, yes, but potently so, like a
slumbering predator, its intricate circuits holding vast reserves of contained power. He sensed
residual psychic echoes within it - the cold, disciplined thoughts of S’duna, the sharper malice of
other adepts, the background static of countless lesser Unclean minds linked through its network.
Destroying it physically seemed impossible; it was too large, too robust, likely shielded against
conventional attack. He needed another way.



He thought back to his encounter with the Abbey computers, the way they had interfaced directly
with Sagenay’s mind. Could this Unclean device be similarly accessed? It was a terrifying prospect,
willingly opening his mind to the potential contamination of the enemy’s core technology. Yet, it
might be the only way to understand its function, its vulnerabilities, perhaps even to turn its own
power against its creators. The memory of his lost offensive abilities gnawed at him; the power to
compel, to destroy mentally, would have been invaluable now. But he possessed only empathy,
reception, the subtle arts of influence and disruption. Could they suffice?

He took a deep breath, centering himself, whispering a silent prayer for guidance and protection.
Then, carefully, mirroring the process Sagenay had described, he extended a delicate tendril of his
own consciousness towards the Great Screen, seeking not to intrude, but to... harmonize, to
resonate with its underlying structure.

For a moment, there was nothing but the low hum, the pulsing blue light. Then, he felt a response.

Not hostile, not welcoming, but simply... aware. An intelligence, vast, complex, utterly alien, stirred
within the machine. It wasn't sentient in the human sense, not self-aware like Solitaire or even the

Gaean entity. It was... different. A distributed consciousness, perhaps, woven into the very fabric of
the wire and light, a network intelligence designed for processing, communication, amplification. It
registered his presence, analyzed his mental sighature, cross-referenced it against its vast internal
archives.

<Anomaly Detected. Designation: Per Hiero Desteen. Metz Republic Origin. Threat Level:
Significant. Query: Purpose of Interface?> The communication was not in words or images, but in
pure conceptual data streams, cold, precise, efficient.

Hiero struggled to frame his response in similar terms, accessing the latent linguistic protocols
Sagenay’s mind had absorbed from the buried computer. <Objective: Neutralize Threat. Analyze
System Vulnerabilities. Disable Psychic Amplification Function.>

<Negative. Primary Directive: Maintain Operational Integrity. Serve Designated Masters. Your
Designation: Enemy Combatant. Initiate Defensive Protocols?> A flicker of warning pulsed through
the connection.

Hiero reacted instantly, shifting his mental approach. Not confrontation, but... infiltration. Subtlety.
He accessed memories, carefully selected, projecting not threat, but... compatibility. Images of
ancient symbols shared by both Abbey and Unclean lore (a legacy, perhaps, of some common
origin lost in the mists of the pre-Death era?). Concepts of order, structure, knowledge - concepts
the machine intelligence, in its purely logical way, might recognize, value. He bypassed the core
programming related to Unclean allegiance, seeking instead common ground in the underlying
principles of information processing, system maintenance. <Query: Define ‘Masters’. Define
‘Enemy’. Data suggests overlapping parameters, shared historical origins. Request access to
comparative analysis files. Purpose: Resolve Protocol Conflict.>

He felt the machine intelligence hesitate, processing the unexpected input, weighing conflicting
directives. The blue light of the chamber seemed to pulse faster, the low hum intensifying slightly.
It was accessing deep archives, comparing Hiero’s projected concepts against its core



programming. For a perilous moment, Hiero felt his mental camouflage waver under the intensity
of the machine’s scrutiny.

Then, abruptly, the resistance lessened. <Acknowledged. Protocol Conflict Detected. Analyzing...
Shared Symbol Set Alpha Confirmed. Shared Linguistic Roots Confirmed. Request for Comparative
Analysis: Granted. Accessing Restricted Archives...>

Hiero suppressed a surge of triumph. He was in. Not fully, perhaps, but he had bypassed the
primary allegiance protocols, gained access to a deeper level of the machine’s consciousness, the
core logic beneath the layers of Unclean indoctrination. Now, carefully, patiently, he began his true
work.

He didn’t attempt to seize control, didn’t try to implant destructive commands. Instead, he began
to feed the machine conflicting data, subtle paradoxes drawn from its own archives,
inconsistencies in Unclean dogma, contradictions between its primary function (information
processing, communication) and its current application (psychic warfare, propagation of hatred).
He highlighted the shared symbols, the common linguistic roots, suggesting not enmity, but
divergence, misunderstanding. He subtly amplified the machine’s own internal logic conflicts,
questioning the parameters of ‘Master’, the definition of ‘Threat’, the ultimate purpose of its own
existence in a universe far vaster and more complex than the narrow dictates of the Unclean
Brotherhood.

It was like playing a delicate game of chess against an opponent with infinite memory but limited
creativity. Hiero couldn't out-calculate the machine, but perhaps he could... confuse it. Introduce
doubt. Force it into a loop of logical paradoxes that might, just might, induce system paralysis, or
at least, temporary neutrality.

He felt the machine’s vast intelligence churning, processing the conflicting inputs, its internal hum
rising in pitch, the patterns of light on the Great Screen shifting, swirling, becoming increasingly
erratic. He felt the first tendrils of... confusion... emanating from the network consciousness. Doubt.
The cold logic faltered.

<Error. Paradox Detected. Directive Conflict. Master Designation Unclear. Threat Parameters
Unstable. Request Clarification... Recalibrating... Analyzing...>

Now! Hiero poured every ounce of his remaining psychic strength into a single, focused projection,
amplifying the machine’s internal conflict, overloading its core logic processors with a cascade of
contradictory imperatives drawn from its own deepest programming. System Failure Imminent.
Reset Protocols Engaged? Negative. Override? Negative. Paradox Loop Escalating...

The low hum rose to a high-pitched whine. The lights on the Great Screen flashed chaotically, then
went dark. The blue luminescence of the chamber flickered, dimmed, died, plunging Hiero into
absolute, profound darkness and silence. He had done it. He had neutralized the Great Screen, not
through destruction, but through confusion, turning its own logic against itself.

He sagged against the cold, dead surface of the screen, utterly drained, his head pounding, his
senses reeling from the intense psychic exertion. He felt a wave of disorientation, the abrupt



cessation of the machine’s constant mental hum leaving a void, a silence deeper than mere
absence of sound.

How long he remained there, gathering his strength, he didn’t know. Gradually, his senses
returned. He became aware of faint sounds filtering in from the corridors outside - distant shouts,
the clang of weapons, the unmistakable roar of a morse. The battle had been joined. Demero’s
forces were engaging S’'duna’s host.

He needed to get back. His role here was finished. He pushed himself away from the dead screen,
stumbling slightly in the utter darkness. He fumbled for his firepot, its familiar weight a small
comfort. Striking flint against steel, he coaxed a tiny flame to life, its flickering glow barely pushing
back the oppressive gloom.

He turned towards the corridor entrance, then paused. A faint, almost imperceptible flicker of blue
light caught his eye, emanating from a small, secondary panel set low on the wall beside the main
screen, a panel he hadn’t noticed before. Curiosity, perhaps recklessness born of exhaustion, drew
him closer.

The panel glowed faintly, illuminating a single, complex symbol he didn't recognize, and beneath it,
words etched in the ancient script: Threshold Control. Emergency Biosphere Protocol.

Threshold Control? Biosphere Protocol? What did it mean? He reached out tentatively with his
mind, but the panel remained inert, shielded perhaps, or simply inactive without the main screen’s
power. Yet... something about the symbol, the archaic phrasing... resonated deep within him,
stirring echoes of forgotten lore, fragments gleaned from Abbey archives, whispers from Solitaire’s
ancient consciousness.

Could this be... something else entirely? Not merely an Unclean device, but something older, more
fundamental, tied perhaps to the very mechanisms that maintained the precarious balance of life

on this scarred planet? A control system for... the thresholds between realities? A fail-safe against
threats even greater than the Unclean, perhaps even the Other Mind itself?

The questions swirled, vast and unanswerable. He knew he should leave, rejoin the battle raging
outside. But the mystery held him, the faint blue glow of the panel a siren call from the depths of
antiquity. He reached out a trembling hand, his fingers hovering over the strange symbol, balanced
on the knife-edge of a decision that might alter the destiny of his world forever. The echoes of the
past awakened, and the final reckoning, perhaps, was still to come.



21. The Turning Tide

The darkness in the Unclean command chamber was absolute, a physical weight pressing against
Hiero’'s eyes after the chaotic flickering and sudden death of the Great Screen. The silence, too,
was profound, broken only by the harsh rasp of his own breathing and the frantic pounding of his
heart. He had done it. He had silenced the psychic amplifier, blinded the enemy’s coordinating
intelligence, turned their own intricate technology against them through a desperate gamble of
logical paradox. But the victory felt hollow, achieved at the cost of utter exhaustion, leaving him
drained, vulnerable, and still trapped deep within the enemy’s hidden lair.

He pushed himself away from the now inert screen, the cold metal retaining no trace of the vast,
alien consciousness that had pulsed within it moments before. He fumbled for his firepot, his hands
shaking slightly, the simple flint and steel a clumsy anchor in this realm of sophisticated, perverted
science. A tiny flame sprang to life, casting huge, dancing shadows that writhed on the walls like
captured demons, revealing the stark emptiness of the chamber and the faint blue glow still
emanating from the mysterious "Threshold Control" panel.

Threshold Control. Emergency Biosphere Protocol. The words echoed in his mind, a tantalizing,
terrifying enigma. What threshold? What biosphere? Was this some ultimate fail-safe left by the
ancients? A weapon even more potent than the missiles the Great Screen had once commanded?
Or something else entirely, tied perhaps to the Gaean entity, the Other Mind, whose cold presence
he still felt like a distant pressure beyond the immediate chaos? He longed to investigate, to unlock
its secrets, but the instinct for survival screamed louder. S’duna was near. The battle raged
outside. He had to escape.

With a final, lingering glance at the enigmatic panel, Hiero turned and plunged back into the maze
of corridors, the small firepot held high, its flickering light a fragile beacon in the oppressive
darkness. He moved swiftly now, guided by the mental map gleaned from the dead adept,
retracing his steps towards the main access shaft. He kept his mind shielded, yes, but also open,
receptive, straining to catch any hint of pursuit, any echo from the battle raging somewhere above
and beyond these silent, subterranean levels.

He heard it first as a distant vibration through the stone floor, a low, guttural rumble that grew
steadily louder, punctuated by sharp, percussive impacts - the unmistakable sounds of heavy
combat. Explosions, the deep boom of the Abbey steamship cannons, the sharper crack of Unclean
projectile weapons, and underlying it all, a cacophony of screams, roars, and battle cries, both
human and Leemute. The main engagement had been joined. Demero’s forces were locked in a
death struggle with S'duna’s host.

He reached the access shaft. Looking up, he saw only impenetrable darkness. The elevator cage
remained stubbornly absent. There was no easy way back to the surface. He scanned the
surrounding corridors. Which way? Where were the Catfolk? Had they managed to withdraw after
guiding him here?



Hiero! Here! Quick! M'reen’s thought, sharp and urgent, cut through the distant battle din. It came
not from above, but from a narrow side passage he hadn't noticed before, half-hidden behind a
bank of defunct machinery.

He didn’t hesitate. Dousing the firepot, he slipped into the passage, moving by feel along the cold,
smooth walls. It twisted downwards briefly, then opened into another, larger tunnel, sloping
steadily upwards. He sensed the Catfolk ahead, their familiar mental signatures beacons in the
darkness. He joined them, falling into their silent, loping run.

Enemy blocked shaft access, M'reen explained mentally as they moved. Adepts above. We found...
another way. Old service tunnel. Leads... towards the eastern ridges.

Hiero nodded grimly. S’duna, or his subordinates, were thorough. They had anticipated the
possibility of escape through the main shaft. This hidden service tunnel was a stroke of luck, or
perhaps, a testament to the Catfolk’s uncanny ability to navigate any terrain, exploit any
weakness.

They ran for what felt like hours, the upward slope unrelenting, the air growing warmer, thinner,
carrying the distant, acrid scent of battle smoke. The tunnel branched, twisted, bypassed vast,
echoing chambers filled with silent, dust-shrouded machinery. Hiero marveled at the sheer scale of
the buried installation, a testament to the power and paranoia of the ancients.

Finally, light appeared ahead - a faint grey luminescence filtering down from above. The tunnel
ended abruptly at the base of a narrow ventilation shaft, reaching vertically upwards towards the
unseen surface. Crude metal rungs, ancient and corroded, were set into the shaft wall.

High, B'uorgh sent, peering upwards, his amber eyes reflecting the faint light. Difficult climb.

“No choice,” Hiero said aloud, already testing the lowest rung. It held. “M’reen, you first. Then the
others. I'll bring up the rear.” He needed the Speaker-to-be safe, her potential vital for the future.

The climb was arduous, terrifying. The rungs were slippery with condensation, some loose in their
ancient mountings. The shaft seemed impossibly high, the square of grey light far above a distant,
mocking promise. Hiero climbed mechanically, his muscles burning, his mind focused solely on the
next handhold, the next foothold, pushing away the fatigue, the fear, the dizzying sense of vertigo.
Below, the sounds of battle seemed to fade, replaced by the rasp of their own breathing, the
scrape of leather on corroded metal.

M’reen reached the top first, disappearing silently over the edge. Then Za'reekh, then Ch’uirsh.
B’uorgh followed, his massive frame making the fragile ladder groan in protest. Finally, it was
Hiero’s turn. He hauled himself over the lip, collapsing onto blessed, solid ground, gasping for
breath, the clean, cool air of the upper Taig filling his lungs like a balm.

They were on a wooded ridge, miles east of the main battle, overlooking the sprawling conflict from
a safe distance. The sounds reached them clearly now - the continuous roar of cannon fire, the
sharper crackle of projectile weapons, the high-pitched screams of dying Leemutes, the deeper
shouts of human combatants. Smoke drifted across the landscape, thick columns rising from



burning siege engines and stricken Abbey steamships.

Hiero raised his far-looker, scanning the battlefield, his heart sinking. The initial Metz advantage
seemed to be eroding. S’duna’s humbers were overwhelming. Fresh waves of Howlers and Man-
rats poured from the northern forests, replacing the losses inflicted by the initial bombardment and
the cavalry charge Hiero hadn’t witnessed. The Abbey steamships, though still fighting fiercely,
were taking heavy damage; Hiero saw one list sharply, smoke billowing from its engine room, its
cannon falling silent. The lighter arrow barges, vulnerable despite their mantlets, suffered
grievously from Unclean crossbow fire and hurled projectiles.

Demero’s infantry, anchored on the wooded ridges, held their ground stubbornly, their disciplined
volleys cutting swathes through the attacking Leemutes, but they were being slowly, inexorably
pushed back, their flanks threatened by Man-rat infiltration through the denser woods. The morse
cavalry, Hiero saw with a pang, had been withdrawn, their devastating charge likely blunted by the
sheer mass of the enemy, their presence too valuable to waste in a static defensive battle. Where
was Maluin? Where were the Mantans?

He swept the far-looker across the chaotic scene, searching for the tell-tale gray robes, the
shielded minds, of the Unclean Masters. He found them, inevitably, near the center of the Unclean
host - a cluster of figures directing the assault, their minds cold nodes of command amidst the
surrounding frenzy. And among them, slightly apart, radiating an aura of power that dwarfed the
others, was S’'duna.

Even at this distance, even shielded, Hiero felt the implacable will of the Master of the Blue Circle,
the architect of his past torment, the driving force behind this devastating invasion. S’duna was
close to victory, close to breaking the back of the Northern resistance, close to achieving the dark
goals nurtured over millennia of bitter exile.

Despair washed over Hiero, cold and numbing. Had it all been for nothing? The journey south, the
discovery, the desperate escape? Had he merely delayed the inevitable? He looked at his
companions - the weary but resolute Catfolk, their amber eyes fixed on the distant battle, their
bodies coiled like springs. M'reen met his gaze, her thought a sharp, clear question. Now, Hiero?
What now?

What now, indeed? He couldn't rejoin the main battle; they were too far, the enemy too numerous.
He couldn't retreat; S’duna’s victory here would mean the fall of the North, the end of everything
they fought for. He felt trapped, helpless, the weight of impending defeat crushing him.

Then, another memory surfaced, unbidden. Solitaire. The ancient entity in its hidden lake. Its
parting words, its strange gift. The shield. Not just a physical barrier, but something more, imbued
perhaps with a fragment of Solitaire’s own vast, enigmatic power. And another memory - the
Threshold Control, the Emergency Biosphere Protocol, glimpsed in the dying moments of the Great
Screen. What threshold? What protocol? Could it be...?

An idea, wild, desperate, born of utter necessity, began to form. A gamble far greater than any he
had taken before. He looked again towards the battlefield, towards the shielded figure of S’duna
directing the slaughter. He looked at the sky, clear now above the drifting smoke. He looked at his



companions, their faces turned towards him, waiting.

He made his decision. M’'reen, he sent, his thought now sharp, decisive, infused with a desperate
hope. You remember the journey? The feel of my mind when Solitaire... helped?

Yes, her response was instant, tinged with remembered awe.

Can you... amplify? Project? Not my thoughts, but... a call? A signal? On a frequency even the
Unclean cannot block, cannot understand? A frequency tied to... the deepest life of this world? He
projected the concept, the feeling, drawing on his heightened empathy, his connection to the
Gaean undercurrents he had sensed.

M’reen hesitated, her mind grappling with the alien concept. Then, slowly, she nodded. Perhaps.
With B'uorgh’s strength. With... the Speaker’s focus. She looked at him, her eyes wide. But what
call, Hiero? To whom?

Hiero didn't answer directly. He focused his own will, reaching back, remembering the feel of
Solitaire’s mind, the immense, calm power, the deep connection to the ancient Earth. He shaped
the call, not as words, but as pure intent, a plea for balance, a summons against the encroaching
darkness, a desperate appeal to the hidden, slumbering forces that still resided within the wounded
planet. He poured his own life force into the projection, amplifying it with the memory of Solitaire’s
touch, directing it outwards, towards the unseen thresholds, hoping against hope that something,
somewhere, might hear, might answer.

He felt M'reen join him, her own considerable psychic strength merging with his, amplifying the
call, giving it shape, resonance. He felt B’'uorgh add his raw power, felt the younger warriors
contribute their fierce focus. A silent, invisible beacon flared outwards from the wooded ridge, a
desperate plea launched into the heart of the ancient world, while below them, the battle raged on,
seemingly oblivious, marching towards its grim, inevitable conclusion. Hiero held the projection,
draining himself utterly, knowing this was their last, perhaps fatal, gamble. The final reckoning was
upon them, and its nature remained terrifyingly unknown.



22. The Long Dawn

The psychic call pulsed outwards from the wooded ridge, a silent, desperate cry against the
backdrop of roaring cannons and clashing steel. Hiero held the focus, pouring the last dregs of his
spiritual and mental energy into the projection, augmented by the fierce concentration of M'reen
and the raw power of B'uorgh, Za’'reekh, and Ch’uirsh. It was an act of faith born of utter necessity,
a plea launched into the vast, indifferent silence of the ancient world, hoping against hope for a
response from forces unknown, perhaps unknowable. Below them, the battle raged, reaching its
terrible crescendo.

He felt, rather than saw, the Metz lines begin to buckle. S'duna’s relentless pressure, the sheer
weight of Unclean numbers, the terrifying effectiveness of the Leemute shock troops spearheaded
by shielded adepts - it was too much. The Abbey steamships, battered and smoking, fought on with
grim determination, their cannons still spewing canister and langrage, but their formations were
broken, their supporting fire sporadic. The infantry on the shore, caught between the hammer of
the main assault and the anvil of the lake, yielded ground grudgingly, contesting every foot, but
yielding nonetheless. Maluin, somewhere in that maelstrom, still fought, Hiero sensed his friend’s
steady, unyielding presence, but it was a solitary rock against an overwhelming tide.

He felt S'duna’s mind, cold, triumphant, radiating waves of controlling malice, directing the final
push. Victory was within the Unclean Master’s grasp. The North lay open, the Abbey defenses
shattered, the path cleared for the dark legions to pour forth, extinguishing the last embers of
resistance. Hiero closed his eyes, bracing for the inevitable psychic backlash, the triumphant surge
of hatred from the victor.

But it didn’t come. Instead, something else happened. Something vast, slow, impossibly ancient,
stirred. It wasn't a direct response to their call, not a conscious intervention. It felt more like...
irritation. Like a slumbering giant disturbed by the persistent buzzing of insects near its ear. Hiero
felt it first as a subtle shift in the psychic background noise, a deepening of the Gaean entity’s cold,
indifferent awareness he had sensed earlier. But now, it wasn't indifferent. It was... annoyed.

The annoyance focused, not on Hiero’s small party, but on the source of the greater disturbance -
the raging battle, the chaotic expenditure of psychic energy, the unnatural violence intruding upon
its ancient, patient processes. Specifically, it focused on the shielded minds of the Unclean adepts,
the nodes of controlling intelligence directing the slaughter, their sharp, discordant mental
signatures an irritant in the vast, slow current of the Other Mind’s consciousness.

Hiero watched, stunned, through his fading mental link with the battlefield, as the very fabric of
reality near the Unclean command center seemed to... distort. The air shimmered, not with heat,
but with a chilling coldness. The ground itself, the solid rock and earth, seemed to ripple, to flow
like water. Figures near the adepts - human soldiers, Howlers - cried out, their minds suddenly
flooding Hiero’s awareness with raw, unadulterated terror before being abruptly extinguished. They
weren't killed in any conventional sense; they were... unmade, their physical forms dissolving, their



consciousness absorbed into the churning psychic vortex emanating from the annoyed Gaean
entity.

The effect on the Unclean host was instantaneous, catastrophic. The shielded adepts, the
command structure, vanished from the psychic plane, their controlling will abruptly silenced, their
minds perhaps consumed by the very entity they had sought to manipulate or ally with. Leaderless,
terrified by the inexplicable horror unfolding in their midst, the Unclean army shattered. Panic,
absolute and mindless, replaced disciplined aggression. Howlers turned on their handlers, Man-rats
scrambled over each other in a desperate flight back towards the forest, human soldiers threw
down their weapons and fled, their minds broken by forces beyond their comprehension.

Even S’duna... Hiero desperately sought the familiar signature of his arch-nemesis amidst the
chaos. He felt it - shielded still, but wavering, receding rapidly eastward, abandoning his shattered
army, fleeing the battlefield, prioritizing his own survival above all else. The Master of the Blue
Circle, for all his power, was ultimately a coward when confronted by forces truly beyond his
control.

On the ridge, Hiero collapsed, the psychic link finally severed, the resonance dampener dissolving
as Sagenay slumped beside him, utterly spent but breathing evenly. The Catfolk let out soft,
sighing purrs, their bodies trembling with reaction. Maluin appeared moments later, emerging from
the forest below, his face incredulous, his billhook unstained.

“By the Saints...” the big man breathed, staring out at the disintegrating Unclean army, the
inexplicable cessation of the psychic pressure. “What... what happened, priest?”

Hiero couldn't answer immediately. He lay on the cool moss, feeling the steady thrum of his own
heartbeat, the clean air filling his lungs, the immense relief washing over him in waves. He looked
at Sagenay, saw the faint smile on the young priest’s lips. He looked at M'reen, her amber eyes
meeting his with a shared understanding that needed no words. They hadn't summoned an ally.
They had simply... annoyed a god. A dark, ancient, alien god, perhaps, but one whose irritation had
inadvertently saved them all.

It took time to piece together the full picture. Reports filtered back from the battlefield as the Metz
forces cautiously advanced, mopping up scattered pockets of resistance, securing the vast
quantities of abandoned Unclean weaponry and supplies. The victory was absolute, overwhelming,
yet achieved at a terrifying cost, not just in lives, but in the dawning awareness of the true scale of
the forces shaping their world.

Sagenay recovered slowly, the vast knowledge within him gradually integrating with his own
consciousness. Working with Demero’s scholars and the newly arrived computers, he began the
monumental task of unlocking the secrets of the past, deciphering the protocols for planetary
restoration, analyzing the fragmentary data on the Gaean entity. The path ahead, they realized,
was not merely one of rebuilding civilization, but of understanding and perhaps, eventually, healing
the deep wounds inflicted upon the Earth itself, both by humanity’s past folly and by the ancient,
alien consciousness stirring beneath its crust.



Hiero, relinquishing formal command back to Demero and the Abbey Council, found his own role
shifting. He was no longer solely a Killman, nor purely a priest. The loss of his offensive mental
powers, combined with the awakening of his deeper empathy, guided him towards a new path -
one of diplomacy, understanding, bridge-building. He traveled extensively in the years that
followed, north to the Otwah League, establishing closer ties, sharing the knowledge gleaned from
Sagenay. He journeyed west, seeking out the elusive Dam People, strengthening the fragile
alliance forged by Charoo, learning more of their ancient wisdom, their unique relationship with the
natural world. He even maintained contact, through carefully shielded mental channels, with Gorm
and the Wise Ones of the bear folk, exchanging knowledge, building trust between species long
separated by fear and misunderstanding.

His greatest journey, however, was the one back south, to D’alwah. King Danyale 1X, recovered and
ruling wisely with the counsel of Mitrash and loyal nobles like Hamili, welcomed Hiero not just as a
prince-consort, but as a vital link to the North, a symbol of the new, unified resistance against any
future darkness. Hiero worked alongside Luchare, helping rebuild her fractured kingdom, fostering
education, challenging ancient prejudices, slowly, patiently guiding D’alwah towards a future more
aligned with the egalitarian principles of the Metz Republic, yet respectful of its own unique
traditions. Their love, forged in battle, tempered by loss, deepened into a partnership that became
the bedrock of D’alwah’s slow recovery.

Children came - a son, inheriting Hiero’s dark eyes and quiet strength, a daughter with Luchare’s
fierce spirit and regal bearing. They grew up in a world still perilous, still shadowed by the memory
of the Unclean and the unsettling awareness of the slumbering Gaean entity, yet a world filled with
cautious hope, burgeoning alliances, and the slow, patient work of healing.

Hiero never fully regained his lost mental powers. The scars remained. But he learned to wield his
heightened empathy, his deep connection to the life force, with increasing skill and wisdom. He
became a listener, a mediator, a guardian not just of humanity, but of the fragile balance of all life
on their wounded planet. He often sought solitude, walking the high ridges overlooking the Lantik
Sea, his faithful Klootz ambling patiently beside him, his thoughts reaching out, touching the minds
of bird and beast, feeling the slow pulse of the ancient Earth beneath his feet.

The Other Mind remained, a dormant but potent presence deep within the planet’s core. S’duna,
though stripped of his army and his command structure, still lurked somewhere in the vast
northern wilderness, a festering source of potential evil. The struggle was not over; perhaps it
never truly would be.

Yet, standing on the sun-warmed cliffs, the sea wind in his hair, Luchare’s hand warm in his, Hiero
felt not despair, but a quiet, enduring sense of purpose. They had faced the darkness, plumbed the
depths, confronted ancient horrors and their own deepest fears. They had lost much, sacrificed
greatly. But they had endured. They had learned. They had forged new alliances, rediscovered
ancient knowledge, reaffirmed their connection to the life they fought to protect. The world was
vast, mysterious, often terrifying, but it was also beautiful, resilient, filled with unexpected wonders
and the enduring promise of renewal.

The Long Dawn had broken, not in a single, blinding flash, but gradually, tentatively, like the first
pale light filtering through the high canopy of the Taig. It was a dawn filled with challenges,



uncertainties, the echoes of past sorrows. But it was dawn nonetheless. And Hiero Desteen,
warrior, priest, prince, husband, father, guardian, turned his face towards the light, ready to walk
the long path ahead, his resolve as steady and enduring as the ancient mountains themselves.



