
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.

8. Whispers from the Blight



“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, I 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 I, 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.
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