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.
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