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INTRODUCTION
 by Paul McAuley


The future, as ever, is not what it was. Just as our present is shaped by the past, so our imagined futures are underpinned by the obsessions and uncertainties of the times in which they were written. Today’s apocalyptic focus is, of course, global heating; it’s hard to imagine any plausible near future which doesn’t address, however obliquely, its vast, multiplex effects. It was also a concern, in the guise of greenhouse warming, when Hiero’s Journey was published in 1973, but it was secondary to the fear of nuclear war, which dominated and shaped the decades of the Cold War. The looming possibility of an all-out exchange of missiles between the US and the Soviet Union which would turn cities into craters lined with glassy, radioactive slag, directly or indirectly kill much of the world’s population, and extinguish contemporary civilisation more abruptly than the Chicxulub space rock ended the reign of the dinosaurs.


While some of the science fiction of the Cold War period directly addresses the nuclear Armageddon and the days immediately afterwards, Hiero’s Journey belongs to the post-holocaust subgenre concerned with struggles of future generations to understand their history and remake or rediscover what has been lost in the nuclear fires. Its eponymous hero is on a quest for such knowledge, one of six warrior priests tasked with finding pre-holocaust computers, deemed essential for the defence of civilisation against armies of mutated animals and their Unclean masters, who use a combination of ancient technology and weaponised psychic powers to destroy all who threaten them. Although it’s set a mere 5500 years after The Death of nuclear war, Lanier’s novel, with its sword-wielding hero, ruined lands, monstrous creatures spawned by radiation-induced gigantism, enigmatic remains of ancient technologies and civilisations and psychic variations of magic powers, has much in common with far-future Dying Earth fantasies like Jack Vance’s collection of short stories which gave the subgenre its name, M. John Harrison’s Viriconium series, or Gene Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun. And like Severian, the exiled hero of Wolfe’s tetralogy, Hiero starts out as an archetypal lone male protagonist, but in the course of his adventures acquires a small group of allies and a deeper understanding of himself and his world. He’s bonded, through a form of telepathy, with a morse, a kind of moose that’s replaced long-extinct horses, and uses the same power to befriend a helpful and unusually intelligent young bear. A little later, like Perseus (or King Kong), he rescues a princess, Luchare, who has been captured by barbarians and exposed as a sacrifice to monsters, and later still is rescued in turn by a sage from the brotherhood of the Eleveners, whose creed, based on an addition to the Ten Commandments – ‘Thou shalt not despoil the Earth and life thereon’ – provides an ethical framework for the proper use of the knowledge he is seeking.


While working as an editor for Chilton Books, Sterling Lanier persuaded his employer to take on Frank Herbert’s Dune after it had been rejected by more than twenty publishers. Dune failed to sell in its first printing, and Chilton (which mostly published auto repair manuals) wrote it off as a bad investment and fired Lanier, but he was, of course, later proven right. And as in the novel he championed, ecology and superheroes equipped with psychic powers are major elements in his world-building. Hiero is embroiled in a string of increasingly challenging telepathic battles with the Unclean, and although it’s populated by improbable monsters, from giant lampreys and seabirds to quasi-intelligent slime moulds and mutated man-rats, Lanier’s post-nuclear future is grounded in the geography and natural history of the regions either side of the border between Canada and the United States, and richly detailed depictions of their forests, swamps and lakes. It’s also, for its time, unusually inclusive; a satirical inversion of contemporary racial hierarchies. Luchare is of African-American descent, Hiero is Métis, with a mixture of indigenous and European ancestry, and the Elevener sage and other allies are likewise people of colour; but their enemies, from barbarians and cannibal hordes to the Unclean, are pale-skinned. In this post-holocaust future, the subaltern have inherited the Earth, and the Unclean are attempting to overthrow their polities and reimpose the ancient, pre-holocaust order.


Other works by Lanier include a contemporary fantasy, The War for the Lot, a sequel to Hiero’s Journey (a third volume, completed after his death by his god-daughter, is as yet unpublished), and a near-future planetary romance, as well as two collections of tales, recounted in club story style, of the cryptozoological adventures of Brigadier Ffellowes. Like those stories, Hiero’s Journey is a tale whose narrator is very much present; a yarn told con brio, with authorial asides and infodumps and footnotes, an exuberance of exclamation marks, and a plethora of sword-and-sorcery and Golden Age science-fantasy tropes deployed with spirited humour and a considerable dash of irony. This is, after all, a novel in which the hero is named Hiero Desteen (that is, destiny), and sets out on his Campbellian Hero’s Journey astride a telepathic moose. There are also some lovely passages of wonder and Lovecraftian cosmic dread, including this throwaway description of a power that haunts one of Lanier’s foetid, insect-ridden swamps:


At this dree hour came the Dweller in the Mist. The ghastly cosmic forces unleashed by The Death had made the mingling of strange life possible and beings had grown and thought which should never have known the breath of life. Of such was the Dweller … Around the corner of the next islet of mud and reeds came a small boat. It was hardly more than a skiff, of some black wood, with a rounded bow and stern. On it standing erect and motionless, was a figure swathed in a whitish cloak and hood. What propelled the strange craft was not apparent, but it moved steadily through the oily water, coming straight for the place where the priest now sat staring.


Like the most famous and influential post-nuclear war quests for renewal, Walter M. Miller’s A Canticle for Leibowitz, Hiero’s Journey views the powers of science as morally neutral, a toolkit that can be used for good or misused for ill. But while exploitation of scientific and technological advances by their flawed human creators feeds inevitable cycles of enlightenment and destruction in Miller’s novel, Hiero’s Journey is more hopeful. At the end of Planet of the Apes, adapted from Pierre Boulle’s novel La Planète des Singes, Charlton Heston’s stranded astronaut discovers the battered remains of the Statue of Liberty half-sunken in a beach, realises that his spacecraft timeslipped and crashed on Earth long after the Third World War, and cries out in amazed horror, ‘You blew it up! Damn you! Goddamn you to hell!’ We also blew it up in Hiero’s Journey, but maybe, Lanier says, we don’t have to do it again. History may not be destined to repeat itself in endless futile cycles. Like Hiero, we can learn to be better, and although the world is not as it once was, its new lands and creatures are as rich and strange as any before the nuclear holocaust. As the teachings of Hiero’s Elevener ally imply, life finds a way.





1



The Sign of the Fishhook


The Computer Man, thought Hiero. That sounds crisp, efficient, and what’s more, important. Also, added his negative side, mainly meaningless as yet.


Under his calloused buttocks the bull morse, whose name was Klootz, ambled slowly along the dirt track, trying to snatch a mouthful of browse from neighboring trees whenever possible. His protruding blubber lips were as good as a hand for this purpose.


Per Hiero Desteen, Secondary Priest-Exorcist, Primary Rover and Senior Killman, abandoned his brooding and straightened in the high-cantled saddle. The morse also stopped his leaf-snatching and came alert, rack of forward-pointing, palmate antlers lifting. Although the wide-spread beams were in the velvet and soft now, the great black beast, larger than any long-extinct draft horse, was an even more murderous fighter with his sharp, splayed hooves.


Hiero listened intently and reined Klootz to a halt. A dim uproar was growing increasingly louder ahead, a swell of bawling and aaahing noises, and the ground began to tremble. Hiero knew the sound well and so did the morse. Although it was late August here in the far North, the buffer were already moving south in their autumn migration, as they had for uncounted thousands of years.


Morse and rider tried to peer through the road’s border of larch or alder. The deeper gloom of the big pines and scrub palmetto beyond prevented any sight going further, but the noise was getting steadily louder.


Hiero tried a mind probe on Klootz, to see if he was getting a fix on the herd’s position. The greatest danger lay in being trapped in front of a wide-ranging herd, with the concomitant inability to get away to either side. The buffer were not particularly mean, but they weren’t especially bright either, and they slowed down for almost nothing except fire.


The morse’s mind conveyed uneasiness. He felt that they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Hiero decided not to delay any longer and turned south off the trail, allowing Klootz to pick a way, and hopefully letting them get off at an angle to the oncoming buffer.


Just as they left the last sight of the road, Hiero looked back. A line of great, brown, rounded heads, some of them carrying six-foot, polished, yellow horns, broke through the undergrowth onto the road as he watched. The grunting and bawling was now very loud indeed. An apparently endless supply of buffer followed the huge herd bulls.


Hiero kicked the morse hard and also applied the goad of his mind.


Come on, stupid, he urged. Find a place where they’ll have to split, or we’ve had it.


Klootz broke into a shambling trot, which moved the great body along at a surprising rate. Avoiding trees and crashing bushes aside, the huge animal paced along through the forest, looking deceptively slow. Hiero rode easily, watching for overhanging branches, even though the morse was trained to avoid them.


The man’s leather boots, deer-hide breeches and jacket gave him a good deal of protection from the smaller branches which whipped him as they tore along. He wore nothing on his head but a leather skull cap, his copper helmet being kept in one of the saddlebags. He kept one hand raised to guard his face and mentally flogged the morse again. The big beast responded with increased speed and also rising irritation, which Hiero felt as a wave of mental heat.


Sorry, I’ll let you do your own job, he sent, and tried to relax. No one was exactly sure just how intelligent a morse really was. Bred from the mutated giant moose many generations before, although well after The Death, they were marvelous draft and riding animals. The Abbeys protected their herds carefully and sold their prized breeding stock with great reluctance. But there was a stubborn core of independence which no one had been able to breed out, and allied to it an uncertain but high degree of intelligence. The Abbey psykes were still testing their morses and would continue to do so.


Hiero swore suddenly and slapped at his forehead. The mosquitoes and black flies were attacking, and the splash of water below indicated Klootz was aiming for a swamp. Behind them the uproar of the herd was growing muted. The buffer did not like swamps, although quite capable of swimming for miles at need.


Hiero did not like swamps either. He signaled ‘halt’ with his legs and body, and Klootz stopped. The bull broke wind explosively. ‘Naughty,’ said Hiero, looking carefully about.


Pools of dark water lay about them. Just ahead, the water broadened into a still pond of considerable size. They had stopped on an island of rock, liberally piled with broken logs, no doubt by the past season’s flood waters. It was very silent here, with the roar and grumble of the buffer only a distant background noise now, behind them and to the east. A small, dark bird ran down a lichened tree trunk and twittered faintly. Dark pines and pale cypress rose directly from the water, cutting off sunlight and giving the place a gloomy aspect. The flies and mosquitoes were bad, their humming attack causing Hiero to pull up the hood of his jacket. The morse stamped and blew out his great lips in a snort.


The ripple on the black surface was what saved them. Hiero was too well trained to abandon all caution, even when slapping bugs, and the oily ‘V’ of something moving just under the surface toward the island from farther out in the open water caught his eye as he looked about.


‘Come on up,’ he shouted, and reined the big beast back on its haunches, so that they were at least ten feet from the edge when the snapper emerged.


There was no question of fighting. Even the bolstered thrower at Hiero’s side, and certainly his spear and knife, were almost useless against a full-grown snapper. Nor did Klootz feel any differently, in spite of all his bulk and fighting ability.


The snapper’s hideous beaked head was four feet long and three wide. The giant turtle squattered out of the water in one explosive rush, clawed feet scrabbling for a hold on the rock, the high, grey, serrated shell spraying foul water as it came, yellow eyes gleaming. Overall, it must have weighed over three tons, but it moved very fast just the same. From a sixty-five-pound maximum weight before The Death, the snappers had grown heroically, and they made many bodies of water impassable except by an army. Even the Dam People had to take precautions.


Still, fast as it was, it was no match for the frightened morse. The big animal could turn on half his own length and now did so. Even as the snapper’s beaked gape appeared over the little islet’s peak, the morse and his rider were a hundred feet off and going strong through the shallow marsh, back the way they had come, spraying water in sheets. Stupid as it was, the snapper could see no point in following further, and shut its hooked jaws with a reluctant snap as the galloping figure of the morse disappeared around the pile of windfalls.


As soon as they had reached dry ground, Hiero reined in the morse and both listened again. The roar of the buffer’s passage was steadily dying away to the south and east. Since this was the direction he wanted to go anyway, Hiero urged Klootz forward on the track of the migrating herd. Once more both man and beast were relaxed, without losing any watchfulness in the process. In the Year of Our Lord, seven thousand, four hundred, and seventy-six, constant vigilance paid off.


Moving cautiously, since he did not wish to come upon a buffer cow with a calf or an old outcast bull lagging behind the herd, Hiero steered the morse slowly back to the road he had left earlier. There were no buffer in sight, but a haze hung on the windless air, fine dust kicked up by hundreds of hoofed feet and piles of steaming dung lay everywhere. The stable reek of the herd blanked out all other scents, something that made both man and morse uncomfortable, for they relied on their excellent noses, as well as eyes and ears.


Hiero decided, nonetheless, to follow the herd. It was not a large one, he estimated, no more than two thousand head at most, and in its immediate wake lay a considerable amount of safety from the various dangers of the Taig. There were perils too, of course, there were perils everywhere, but a wise man tried to balance the lesser against the greater. Among the lesser were the commensal vermin, which followed a buffer herd, preying on the injured, the aged, and the juveniles. As Hiero urged the morse forward, a pair of big, grey wolves loped across the track ahead of them, snarling as they did. Wolves had not changed much, despite the vast changes around them and the mutated life of the world in general. Certain creatures and plants seemed to reject spontaneous genetic alteration, and wolves, whose plasticity of gene had enabled thousands of dog breeds to appear in the ancient world, had reverted to type and stayed there. They were cleverer, though, and avoided confrontation with humans if possible. Also, they killed any domestic dog they could find, patiently stalking it if necessary, so that the people of the Taig kept their dogs close at hand and shut them up at night.


Hiero, being an Exorcist and thus a scientist, knew this of course, and also knew the wolves would give him no trouble if he gave them none. He could ‘hear’ their defiance in his mind and so could his huge mount, but both could also assess the danger involved, which was almost non-existent in this case.


Reverting to his leaf-snatching amble, the morse followed the track of the herd, which in turn was roughly following the road. Two cartloads wide, this particular dirt road was hardly an important artery of commerce between the East of Kanda and the West, out of which Hiero was now riding. The Metz Republic, which claimed him as a citizen, was a sprawling area of indefinite boundaries, roughly comprising ancient Saskatchewan, Manitoba and Alberta, as well as parts of the old Northwest Territories. There were so few people in comparison to the land area that territorial boundaries were somewhat meaningless in the old sense of the word. They tended to be ethnic or even religious, rather than national.


The Taig, the vast boreal forest of conifers which had spread across the northern world at least a million years before The Death, still dominated the North. It was changed, however, with many species of warm country plants intermingled with the great pines. Some plant species had died, vanished entirely, as had some animals also, but most had survived, and adapted to the warmer climate. Winters were now fairly mild in the West of Kanda, with the temperature seldom ever getting below five degrees centigrade. The polar caps had shrunk and the earth was once again in another deep interglacial period. What had caused the change to be so drastic, man or nature, was a debated point in the Abbey classrooms. The Greenhouse Effect and its results were still preserved in the old records, but too much empiric data was lacking to be certain. Scientists, both Abbey and laymen, however, never stopped searching for more data on the lost ages in an effort to help shape the future. The terror of the ancient past was one thing which had never been lost, despite almost five thousand years. That The Death must never be allowed to come again was the basic reason for all scientific training. On this, except for outlaws and the Unclean, all men were agreed. As a good scientist and Abbey scholar, Hiero continually reflected on the problems of the past, even as now, while seeming to daydream in the saddle.


He made an effective picture as he slowly rode along, and not being without vanity, was aware of it. He was a stocky young man, clean-shaven but for a mustache, with the straight black hair, copper skin and hooked nose of a good Metz. He was moderately proud of his pure descent, for he could tell of thirty generations of his family without a break. It had come as a profound shock in the Abbey school, when the Father Abbot had gently pointed out that he and all other true Metz, including the abbot himself, were descended from the Metis, The French-Canadian-Indian half-breeds of the remote past, a poverty-stricken minority whose remoteness and isolation from city life had helped save a disproportionate number of them from The Death. Once this had been made clear to him, Hiero and his classmates never again boasted of their birth. The egalitarian rule of the Abbeys, based solely on merit, became a new source of pride instead.


On Hiero’s back was strapped his great knife, a thing like a short, massive sword, with a straight, heavy back, a sharp point, a fourteen-inch rounded blade, and only one edge. It was very old, this object from before The Death, and a prize won by Hiero for scholastic excellence. On its blade were incised in worn letters and numbers, ‘U.S.’ and ‘1917’ and ‘Plumb. Phila.,’ with a picture of a thing like an onion with leaves attached. Hiero knew it was incredibly ancient and that it had once belonged to men of the United States, which had long ago been a great empire of the South. This was all he or perhaps anyone could know of the old Marine Corps bolo, made for a long-lost campaign in Central America, forgotten five millennia and more. But it was a good weapon and he loved its weight.


He also carried a short, heavy spear, a weapon with a hickory shaft and ten-inch, leaf-shaped, steel blade. A crossbar of steel went through the base of the blade at right angles, creating what any ancient student of weaponry would have recognized at once as a boar spear. The cross guard was designed to prevent any animal (or human) from forcing its way up the spear shaft even when impaled by the spear’s point. This was not an old weapon, but had been made by the Abbey armory for Hiero when he had completed his Man Tests. At his saddlebow was holstered a third weapon, wooden stock forward. This was a Thrower, a muzzleloading, smoothbore carbine, whose inch and a half bore fired six-inch-long explosive rockets. The weapon was hideously expensive, the barrel being made of beryllium copper, and its small projectiles had to be hand-loaded by the small, private factory which produced them. It was a graduation present from his father, and had cost twenty robes of prime marten fur. When his stock of projectiles was exhausted, the thrower was useless, but he carried fifty of them in his pack and few creatures alive could take a rocket shell and still keep coming. A six-inch, two-edged knife, bone-handled, hung in his belt scabbard.


His clothes were leather, beautifully dressed tan deer-skin, very close-fitting, almost as soft as cloth and far more durable. In his leather saddlebags were packed a fur jacket, gloves and folding snow shoes, as well as food, some small pieces of copper and silver for trading, and his Exorcist’s gear. On his feet were knee boots of brown deerskin, with triple strength heels and soles of hardened, layered leather for walking. The circled cross and sword of the Abbeys gleamed in silver on his breast, a heavy thong supporting the medallion. And on his bronzed, square face were painted the marks of his rank in the Abbey service, a yellow maple leaf on the forehead and under it, two snakes coiled about a spear shaft, done in green. These marks were very ancient indeed and were always put on first by the head of the Abbey, the Father Superior himself when the rank was first achieved. Each morning, Hiero renewed them from tiny jars carried in his saddlebags. Throughout the entire north, they were recognized and honored, except by those humans beyond the law and the unnatural creatures spawned by The Death, the Leemutes*, who were mankind’s greatest enemy.


Hiero was thirty-six and unmarried, although most men his age were the heads of large families. Yet he did not want to become abbot or other member of the hierarchy and end up as an administrator, he was sure of that. When teased about it, he was apt to remark, with an immobile face, that no woman, or women, could interest him for long enough to perform the ceremony. But he was no celibate. The celibate priesthood was a thing of the dead past. Priests were expected to be part of the world, to struggle, to work, to share in all worldly activities, and there was nothing worldlier than sex. The Abbeys were not even sure if Rome, the ancient legendary seat of their faith, still existed, somewhere far over the Eastern Ocean. But even if it did, their long-lost traditional obedience to its Pontiff was gone forever, gone with the knowledge of how to communicate across so vast a distance and many other things as well.


Birds sang in massed choruses as Hiero rode along in the afternoon sunlight. The sky was cloudless and the August heat not uncomfortable. The morse ambled at exactly the pace he had learned brought no goad and not one instant faster. Klootz was fond of his master and knew exactly how far Hiero could be pushed before he lost his patience. The bull’s great ears fanned the air in ceaseless search for news, recording the movements of small creatures as much as a quarter of a mile away in the wood. But before the long, drooping muzzle of the steed and the rider’s abstracted eye, the dusty road lay empty, spotted with fresh dung and churned up by the buffer herd, whose passage could still be heard ahead of them in the distance.


This was virgin timber through which the road ran. Much of the Kandan continent was unsettled, much more utterly unknown. Settlements tended to radiate from one of the great Abbeys, for adventurous souls had a habit of disappearing. The pioneer settlements which were unplanned and owed their existence to an uncontrolled desire for new land had a habit of mysteriously falling out of communication. Then, one day, some woodsman, or perhaps a priest sent by the nearest Abbey, would find a cluster of moldering houses surrounded by overgrown fields. There was occasional muttering that the Abbeys discouraged settlers and tried to prevent new opening up of the woods, but no one ever dreamed that the priesthood was in any way responsible for the vanished people. The Council of Abbots had repeatedly warned against careless pioneering into unknown areas, but, beyond the very inner disciplines taught to the priesthood, the Abbeys had few secrets and never interfered in everyday affairs. They tried to build new Abbeys as fast as possible, thus creating new enclaves of civilization around which settlements could rally, but there were only so many people in the world, and few of these made either good priests or soldiers. It was slow work.


As Hiero rode, his mnemonic training helped him automatically to catalogue for future reference everything he saw. The towering jackpines, the great white-barked aspens, the olive palmetto heads, a glimpse of giant grouse through the trees, all were of interest to the Abbey files. A priest learned early that exact knowledge was the only real weapon against a savage and uncertain world.


Morse and rider were now eight days beyond the easternmost Abbey of the Metz Republic, and this particular road ran far to the south of the main east–west artery to distant Otwah, and was little known. Hiero had picked it after careful thought, because he was going both south and east himself, and also because using it would supply new data for the Abbey research centers.


His thoughts reverted to his mission. He was only one of the six Abbey volunteers. He had no illusions about the dangers involved in what he was doing. The world was full of savage beasts and more savage men, those who lived beyond any law and made pacts with darkness and the Leemutes. And the Leemutes themselves, what of them? Twice he had fought for his life against them, the last time two years back. A pack of fifty hideous apelike creatures, hitherto unknown, riding bareback on giant, brindled dog-things, had attacked a convoy on the great western highway while he had commanded the guard. Despite all his fore-looking and alertness, and the fact that he had a hundred trained Abbeyman, as well as the armed traders, all good fighters, the attack had been beaten off only with great difficulty. Twenty dead men and several cartloads of vanished goods were the result. And not one captive, dead or alive. If a Leemute fell, one of the great spotted dog-things had seized him and borne him away.


Hiero had studied the Leemute files for years and knew as much as anyone below the rank of abbot about the various kinds. And he knew enough to know how much he did not know, that many things existed in the wide world of which he was totally ignorant.


The thought of fore-looking made Hiero rein the morse to a halt. Using the mind powers, with or without Lucinoge, could be very dangerous. The Unclean often had great mental powers too, and some of them were alerted by human thoughts, alerted and drawn to them. There was no question of what would happen if a pack such as had struck the convoy found a lone man ready to hand.


Still, there had to be some danger anywhere, and fore-looking often helped one to avoid it if not used to excess. ‘Your wits, your training, and your senses are your best guides,’ the father abbots taught. ‘Mental search, fore-looking, and cold-scanning are no replacements for these. And if overused, they are very dangerous.’ That was plain enough. But Hiero Desteen was no helpless youth, but a veteran priest-officer, and all this by now was so much reflex action.


He urged the morse off the track, as he did so hearing the buffer herd just at the very edge of earshot. They are travelling fast, he thought, and wondered why.


In a little sunny glade, a hundred yards from the trail, he dismounted and ordered Klootz to stand watch. The big morse knew the routine as well as the man and lifted his ungainly head and shook the still-soft rack of antlers. From the left saddlebag, Hiero took his priest’s case and removed the board, its pieces, then the crystal and the stole; draping the latter over his shoulders, he seated himself cross-legged on the pine needles and stared into the crystal. At the same time he positioned his left hand on the board, lightly but firmly over the pile of markers and with his right made the sign of the cross on his forehead and breast.


‘In the name of the Father, his murdered Son and Spirit,’ he intoned, ‘I, a priest of God, ask for vision ahead on my road. I, a humble servant of man, ask for help in my journeying. I, a creature of earth, ask for signs and portents.’ As he concentrated staring into the crystal, he kept his mind fixed firmly on the road and especially the area to the east and south, the direction in which he was headed.


In a moment, as he watched, the clear crystal became cloudy, as if filled with swimming wraiths of mist and fog. Thousands of years after western anthropologists had refused to believe the evidence of their own eyes when watching Australian aborigines communicate over hundreds of miles by staring into two pools of water, a man of the fifty-seventh century prepared to see what lay ahead of him in his travels.


As Hiero stared, the mist cleared and he felt drawn down into the crystal, as if he were becoming a part of it. He shrugged this familiar feeling aside and found himself looking down on the buffer herd and the road from hundreds of feet up in the air. He was using the eyes of a bird, almost certainly a hawk, he thought with a detached part of his mind. As his vision swayed to and fro over a wide arc of country, he fixed everything he saw firmly in his memory. Here was a lake, there to the south, a river next to a big swamp over which a distant road seemed to run on pilings (no mention of that in his briefings; better look out). The bird was not conscious it was being used. Hiero was not in any sense controlling it; that was a different business altogether and much harder, not always possible in fact. But his concentration on his route had allowed the mind of the creature which saw that route most clearly somehow to attract his, as a magnet draws a nail. Had no bird been overhead, perhaps a squirrel in a high tree would have been his lens, or even a buffer in the front rank of the herd, if nothing better offered. Hawks and eagles were the best possible eyes, and there were enough of them about so that there was usually a good chance of hitting on one. Their eyes were not exactly the same as a man’s, but at least they had a sort of binocular vision. This type of thing was easy for a man of Hiero’s large experience, who could, if necessary, utilize the widely separated eyes of a deer which saw two images.


He noted that the buffer were moving at a fast, steady trot, not panicky, but alerted, as if some danger were coming but as yet was not too close. The two wolves he had seen earlier were most unlikely to have caused this feeling, and he wondered again what had. Sitting up, he broke the trance and looked down at his left hand. Clenched in his fist were two of the forty small symbols which he had scattered about the shallow, dish-shaped board. He opened his own hand and saw another hand in miniature, the tiny carved Hand which signified ‘friendship.’ He dropped it back in the dish and looked at the other symbol. It was the miniature wooden Fishhook. He dropped that in too, and emptied the pieces into their leather pouch while considering. His subconscious precognition had found a curious combination, which needed thought. The Fishhook had several meanings. One was ‘concealed danger.’ Another was ‘concealed meaning,’ or, by extension, a puzzle. In conjunction with the open hand, one meaning could be ‘a friend approaches with a riddle.’ Another might well be ‘beware of a seeming friend who means you ill.’ It had, curiously, nothing to do with either fish or fishing.


With only forty symbols, the precognition markers were often obscure. But as was pointed out to every beginning student, if they saved your life, or someone else’s life, even once, they were certainly worth it, were they not? And a good, sensitive man or woman could do a lot with them. Hiero regarded his own ability in this particular area as only about average, not anywhere near up to his ability to use animal eyes as a concealed spyglass. But he had been helped by the markers before and he always felt better for having used them.


As he was repacking the saddlebag, the morse, who still remained on guard, snorted suddenly. Hiero turned, his heavy blade drawn out over his left shoulder and in a ward position as if by magic. Only then he saw the small bear.


Bears had changed over the millennia like everything else, that is, all bears had changed in some ways. This was a black bear and a twentieth century zoologist would have seen nothing odd about its body at first glance, except a larger and more rounded forehead. If he had looked not at, but into the eyes, more might have been glimpsed. Bears were never stupid; now they were, unevenly perhaps, approaching non-animal levels. It was alone, Hiero saw, and nothing else was around.


The bear looked about half-grown and stood on its hind legs, front paws hanging limp in front of it. It might weigh a hundred and fifty pounds, Hiero thought. It might weigh somewhat more, and not be half-grown at all, but a new type altogether. His mind probed at the animal and he kept his guard up. The thought he got in return was strong.


Friend – human friend – food (a plea). Friend – help – danger (a feeling of heat). Friend – bear (himself – identity feeling) – help – danger. This was surprisingly vibrant and clear. Hiero was used to conversing with wild things, although with an effort, but this animal had almost the power of a trained human. What a lot there was in the world!


As the man lowered his short sword and relaxed, the bear settled on its haunches also. Hiero sent a thought at Klootz and told him to stay on guard, noting in passing that the big bull seemed to feel the bear was harmless.


Reaching into his saddlebags, Hiero brought out some dried, pressed pemeekan. The ancient travel food of the North, animal fat, maple sugar and dried berries pressed into a cake, still kept its old name unchanged. As he broke off a piece and threw it to the bear, Hiero sent another thought.


Who/what are you? What/who brings danger?


The bear caught the pemeekan between his paws in a very human gesture and snapped it up in one bite. His thoughts were confused for a moment, then cleared up.


Food (good/satisfying) – more? Bad things come – hunt – hunt humans, animals – hunt this human – not far behind now – not far in front – Death lies all around – bear (himself) help human?


There was a last blurred thought which the man realized was the bear giving his own name. It was unpronounceable, but Gorm was a fairly close approximation. Under the clear and obvious thoughts, Hiero learned more. Gorm was a young bear, only about three years old and relatively new to this area, having come from the East. But the danger was real and it was closing in on all sides as they stood there. For a briefly glimpsed instant, through the bear’s mind, Hiero caught a flash of utter, cold malignity, an impression of something bloated and soft in a secret place, spinning a web of terror throughout the forest. The bear had shown him this deliberately, he now saw, to impress upon him the danger. Leemutes, the Unclean! Nothing else caused such horror and hatred in normal man or beast. Beside him, Klootz snorted and stamped a great forehoof. He had caught a good deal of what had passed between the two and didn’t like it.


Hiero turned and finished packing, his back to Gorm. He was convinced there was no danger from the half-grown cub, and that the bear was both frightened himself and anxious to be of help. Civilized men seldom hunted bears any longer and the old enmity of pioneer and bruin no longer existed.


Swinging up into his high saddle, the man sent a thought of inquiry to the animal on the ground. Where?


Follow – safety – danger first – slow – follow came the answer as Gorm dropped to all fours and scuttled away from the clearing. Without even being urged, Klootz swung in his wake, maintaining a pace which kept him about fifteen feet to the rear. The fact that the morse trusted the young bear was a major factor in Hiero’s own decision to do so. The morse stock was bred for alertness as well as strength and skill, and their mental watchdog capabilities were considered quite as important as their physical qualities.


They went south, back the way Klootz had come, and soon recrossed the road. Here, the bear did something which made Hiero blink. Signaling them to stop, Gorm recrossed the dirt track and then dragged himself back by his front legs, his fat rear end obliterating Klootz’s broad tracks! Only the passage of the buffer herd and a smeared place now showed on the dust of the road.


Follow (Gorm) – walk hard ground (quietly) – not leave mark came the thought. Following it, there came one more: Not speak – watch (me) only – others listen (for) – speak – danger.


Hiero nodded to himself. The bear was indeed clever, very clever. There must be a nest of Leemutes or some center or other nearby. If mind speech was used, it might well be picked up and some terror or other be sent on their tracks. He remembered that flash of shuddersome, gelid hatred the bear had shown him, and a tingle ran down his spine.


For some time, Gorm moved at a steady pace which was no more than a good walk for the bull morse. The warrior priest kept a keen watch. A veteran woodsman, he noted that he and his mount were being led over underlying granite spines of firm ground and also that the woods were very quiet. The great forest of Kanda, where undisturbed, was full of life, in the trees, on the ground and even in the air. Now the land was silent. No squirrels chattered at the travelers, birds were few and shy, and not a trace of the larger creatures, such as deer, was to be seen. In the windless hush of the late summer afternoon, the almost noiseless progress of the three yet sounded very loud in Hiero’s ears. A sense of oppression was in his mind, almost of pressure from outside, as if the atmosphere itself had somehow grown denser.


Hiero crossed himself. This strange silence and spiritual oppression were not normal and could only come from the forces of darkness, from the Unclean, or some lair of theirs.


Abruptly, Gorm stopped. Through some signal that even his owner could not catch, the giant morse was given an order. Instantly, he too stopped, and just as instantly lay down, crouching beside a great pile of deadfalls. Klootz weighed just a trifle under a ton, but he sank to his knees with the grace of a dancer and without a sound. Ten feet in front of the morse’s moist and pendulous nose, the bear crouched, peering around a bush. On the neck of the morse, Hiero too lay stretched out, peering forward and trying to see what had alarmed their guide so.


All three were looking down into a broad, shallow hollow in the land, thinly planted with seedling alders and low brash. As they watched, from the tall forest on the other side of the dip and well to their right, a column of a dozen or so figures emerged.


Hiero had thought he was familiar with many types of Leemute, the Man-rats and Hairy Howlers, the Were-bears (which were not bears at all), the Slimers, and several others besides. But these were new and, like all Leemutes, unpleasant to look at. They were short, no more than four feet tall on the average but very broad and squat, and walked erect on their hind legs, their bushy tails dragging behind. They were completely covered with long, dripping oily-looking fur of a yellow-brown hue, and their beady-eyed faces were pointed and evil. It would have been hard to trace their ancestry back to a genetic accident in a wolverine family after The Death, even for a contemporary expert, and Hiero simply catalogued them as a new and dangerous breed. For they had actual hands and their rounded heads and gleaming eyes indicated intelligence of a high if nasty order. They wore no clothing, but each carried a long-handled wooden club, in the head of which was set glittering fragments of obsidian. A wave of evil purpose went before them like a cloud of gas, as they moved one behind the other, in a curious hopping gait, which still covered the ground at a good speed. Every few feet, the leader stopped to sniff the air and then dropped to all fours to check the earth, while the others peered about on every side. The three on the knoll above them froze into immobility, trying not to breathe. The evil Furhoppers, as Hiero promptly named them, were perhaps two hundred yards off and if they continued their present course, would pass down over the shallow slope of the bowl and up the other side, moving off to the left of the three’s position. But, when the line of crouching figures reached the center of the depression, they halted. Hiero tensed, one hand instinctively reaching for his reliquary and the poison it contained. For another figure had appeared and was advancing on the Furhoppers.


It was apparently a tall man, garbed in a long cloak of a dark grey, which was closely wrapped around him and showed only his sandaled feet. His hood was thrown back and his naked hairless head was revealed in the rays of the evening sun. His skin was so pale as to appear dead-white, and his eyes were a shifting color, impossible to see at this distance. On the right breast of his cloak was a spiral symbol, also difficult to see, etched in a dark scarlet, of interwoven lines and circles. He seemed to carry no visible weapons, but an aura of both spiritual power and cold menace, radiated from him as the chill of a great iceberg goes out from it to warn seafarers.


This was an extraordinary chance, for good or ill, and Hiero knew it. The Unclean had been rumored and more than rumored for centuries to have human directors, a race of men totally given over to evil and wizardry. On several occasions such people had been reportedly glimpsed directing attacks on Abbey convoys or settlements, but the information was vague and contradictory. On two occasions, however, men had been killed trying to penetrate the secret training rooms and guarded files of Abbey Central in Sask. Each time, the bodies of the slain had almost instantly dissolved into piles of corruption, leaving nothing to be investigated save for ordinary clothing, which might have been acquired anywhere. But in each case, the Abbey guardians and priests had been warned by mental alarms of the spirit, not of the flesh, and in each case the man (or entity) had penetrated through many men on guard who recalled seeing nothing. This creature before him now could only be one of these mysterious men who were thought to rule the Unclean. No normal man, not even an outlaw, would or could associate with a foul pack such as this, and yet, as the man strode to them, the savage creatures cringed aside in evident fear.


The leader of the Fur creatures, crouching low, came up to the man and the two moved a little apart, while the others milled restlessly about, grunting and whining in low tones. Hiero could see that man’s lips move and the yellow fangs of the Furhopper chief flash in answer. They were actually talking, not using mind speech, one to the other! Even as he inwardly shrank in loathing from the whole gang, the scientist in Hiero could not help applauding the feat. With normal speech, there would be no betraying mental currents, such as made him afraid to address Klootz more than was absolutely necessary and had caused the bear to impress mental silence upon them.


Now, the conversation apparently over, the man seemed to dismiss the pack of hideous creatures and turning about, simply walked away in the direction from which he had come. This was to the south and east. The Furhoppers surrounded their leader, who snarled something out which silenced them. In a moment they had formed their line again and were tramping the dead leaves back on the way they had come, which was from the west.


As the grey-cloaked man disappeared in one direction and the Furhoppermutes in the other, all three creatures on the edge of the bowl relaxed a little. But no one used mind speech, they simply sat quietly and waited.


After what must have been a good half hour, Gorm the bear slowly rose and stretched. He looked around at Klootz and his rider sending no message, but his meaning was plain. The big morse arose as silently as he had lain down and from his vantage high on the great back, Hiero surveyed the silent forest before them.


The setting sun slanted down through the pines and maples and lit the patchy undergrowth in flashes of vivid green, turning various piles of dead leaves into russet and gold. Ancient logs glowed with color as green moss and grey lichen were caught in the last patches of sunlight. How beautiful the land is, reflected the priest, and yet how full of evil under its loveliness.


But Gorm was all business and as he lurched down into the hollow; Klootz followed him, his great forked hooves making no more sound in the leaves than a mouse would have.


To Hiero’s alarm, the small bear was headed for the exact spot on the far side of the depression into which the sinister person in the cloak had gone. While desperately anxious to know more about this dark being and his purposes, Hiero did not want a direct encounter with him. His mission, far to the East, came first above all else. He dared not send a mental message, not with the enemy so close about them that the sense of mental oppression was still a weight on his spirit, and he could think of no way to halt, or redirect, the bear except by physical means.


‘Pssst,’ he hissed, and again.


Gorm looked back and saw the man gesturing violently to stop. He halted on a patch of leaves and let Klootz catch up.


Hiero, looking down at the bear, could think of nothing to do which would explain what he wanted. He was keeping a rigid mind-block on, and he had a more than strong feeling that loosing it would bring a pack of devils down upon them from every point of the compass. But Gorm saved him the trouble. Looking shrewdly up at Hiero for a moment, the bear bent down and swept aside some leaves with his curiously delicate paws. Exposing smooth earth, with one long claw, he made a line and pointed it with an arrow, just as a man might. The line led on the way they were going. On both sides of the line and behind it, Gorm carefully scratched numerous small circles or spirals. Irresistibly, the priest was reminded of the spiral, interwoven symbol on the cloak of the enemy. The message was plain. Peril lay behind them and on either side, but despite the fact that they were following the sinister figure of the bald man, less danger lay on that route than on any other. The bear looked up and Hiero nodded. Gorm swept leaves over his artwork and started off again with no more ado. The man nudged his great mount and Klootz followed obediently in the bear’s wake.


On his back, the rider turned over in his mind the way the bear had reacted, ever since he had first appeared. Why the creature was human! The Dam People were thought to be as intelligent as people, although with a different outlook on life. Many of the Leemutes, of course, were as clever as men, although altogether malign and dangerous to life and spirit. But here was another animal species rising to humanity. This would make a fine problem for the Abbey theologians, Hiero thought wryly. They still could not agree on the spiritual status of the Dam People, and a fresh species of creature for whom there was no scriptural precedent would start the doctrinal pot boiling all over again.


The sunlight under the big trees was fading fast, but Klootz could see in full dark like a cat and presumably the bear could also, so that Hiero felt no particular concern. He himself could see as well as many of the wild things when the light was dim, a result of a childhood spent in the forest as well as the cultivated ability of a trained woodsman. He was in no hurry to make camp, not being particularly tired and he badly wanted to get away from the artificial silence of the wood, the zone of mental oppression which he felt so strongly.


For a mile or two the little party moved under a pure forest of the great pines, the faint crackle of the deep-banked needles the only sign that bear and morse were passing. The light was very dim now, but an occasional ray of sunshine still broke through a gap in the foliage far above and illumined a patch of forest floor or a small clump of fern.


Suddenly, with no warning, Gorm was gone. One moment he had been padding ten feet in front, the next he vanished. Klootz checked, his big ears lifting and his great nostrils flaring as he sought for a scent of some kind. His rider reached smoothly for the bolstered thrower strapped to his saddle, at the same time looking keenly about. Is this treachery? His mind raced. The bear – had he been a friend, or was this the sign of the Fishhook being revealed, a false friend and a traitorous guide? The thrower was halfway from its scabbard and lying across the pommel of the saddle when the silence was broken by a voice.


Musical and deep, the note of a trained orator, it rang under the arched branches from their left, speaking in perfect Metz.


‘An ugly beast and a still uglier rider. Who follows on the tracks of S’nerg? Is this the prey we have sought all day?’


One of the rare beams of last sunlight streamed down onto a flat boulder perhaps twenty feet from the morse’s left side. Upon it, arms crossed on his breast, and a thoroughly nasty smile on his face, stood the man of the grey cloak, looking coldly at Hiero. Of the bear, there was no trace. Apparently the two men and the morse were alone.


‘A priest, and one of some rank in your absurd hierarchy, I see,’ the cloaked man, whose name was apparently S’nerg went on. ‘We have seen few priests in these parts, having a dislike for such vermin. When I have made an example of you, little priest, we shall see fewer yet!’


As he listened, Hiero had been slowly tightening his hold on the thrower, which lay across the saddle facing the other way from his enemy. He was under no illusions about his own safety despite the fact that S’nerg appeared unarmed. From the almost visible aura the man radiated, the electric sense of power, the Metz warrior-cleric knew he was in the presence of a great adept, a mental master, who in his dark way was perhaps the equal of a Council member or Grand Abbot. Against such, any physical weapons were a matter of luck.


Lowering his arms, S’nerg stepped from his rock and strode toward Hiero. As he did, Hiero whipped the thrower up and tried to fire. His finger could not reach the trigger. He was locked in a muscle spasm, the weapon’s barrel halfway aimed, but unable to move further. Despite his best efforts, he could not move. He looked down in agony at S’nerg who stood calmly by his left leg, serenely looking up at him, the power of his incredible mind alone holding Hiero rigid. And not just Hiero. In a dim way the priest could feel the giant morse straining to break a similar mental compulsion and no more able to do so than his master. The sweat of his effort streaming into his eyes, Hiero fought to break the bonds, using every technique he had been taught to free his own will from the dreadful grip which the wizard had laid upon him. As Hiero glared into the calm eyes of S’nerg, a shudder ran through his frame. The evil master seemed to have no pupils and his eyes were slanted, greyish pits of emptiness, opening on a nameless void. Despite all his efforts, Hiero felt a compulsion to dismount. He knew somehow that if he did, the control would grow even stronger, that the mere fact that he sat high on the saddle helped in a small way to limit S’nerg’s power over him. Perhaps, mused a remote, absent corner of his mind, even as he fought, the morse’s physical vitality somehow flowed into his master, helping him stay strong. As he stared down into the awful, pale eyes, he noted in the same detached way, that despite the smile on the cruel face, sculptured from sickly marble in appearance, that beads of sweat stood out on S’nerg’s forehead also. The strain was telling on him too. But Hiero could endure no more. He began to sway in the saddle. ‘In the name of the Father,’ he gasped aloud, fighting with his last strength. The Unclean’s adept cold smile deepened.


At this point Gorm suddenly returned. Even a smallish bear has very powerful jaws and they now clamped hard to a most sensitive portion of the sorcerer’s anatomy. He screamed in pain and fright, a curiously high tremolo note, and his mental grip dissolved on the instant as he staggered and fell. Hiero’s strength surged back and so did all his other faculties. While Klootz still shuddered from the strain, his rider was out of the saddle and on the ground in a second. As the writhing tangle of bear and man rolled over, the priest saw an opportunity and his long poniard flashed from his belt and was drawn once over the white throat, even as S’nerg tried to rise. A fountain of dark blood obscured the contorted features and then the cloaked shape lay still.


Hurry, came the bear’s mind. Made (too) much (volume) noise. Go now – quick (run/gallop).


Wait, said Hiero to the other’s mind. He was busy searching the adept’s body. There was a peculiar and heavy bluish metal rod, over a foot long, a dark-handled knife with what looked like bloodstains on it, and a roll of parchment. Under the cloak, the dead man had worn a soft woven suit, all one piece of greyish, neutral-colored cloth, with an odd feel to it, almost slippery. In a small belt pouch was a round metal thing which at first glance looked like a small compass. This was all. Hiero tossed the rod, knife, parchment and compass-thing into a saddlebag and mounted in one easy motion.


Go now, he said. All done here.


The bear set off instantly at a rocking canter, in the same direction in which they had gone before. In long strides the morse moved in his wake, easily maintaining the distance between them.


Looking back, Hiero could no longer see the still form of his enemy in the gloom. At least, he thought, he didn’t seem to dissolve like the others had. Maybe they weren’t men at all.


For several miles the three moved at high speed, despite the fall of night. Many bright stars provided some diffused light and a pale crescent moon promised more later. Also, to Hiero’s relief, the terrible mental oppression was gone, the dull feeling of stifling which had choked him for the last few hours had been lifted. It must, he decided, have emanated from the monster they had overcome. He did not forget to say a soldier’s brief prayer of thanks. He was under no illusions as to how close he had come to death and perhaps worse. He had been about to submit to the terrible mind of the thing who called himself S’nerg. Whether he would have been slain on the spot or taken elsewhere to some foul den for torture and questioning, he did not know. But save for the young bear they all would have been destroyed, he was sure of that. It must have taken great courage, as well as high intelligence, to hide, wait and attack as Gorm had done, and Hiero felt a powerful sense of respect for his new ally.


Eventually, the bear began to slow down, his faint puffs of breath indicating that he had run about as far as he could. Klootz slowed his own pace and they now moved at about the speed of a man trotting. The dark was full of sounds, but they were the normal sounds of the Taig, a grunting bellow in the distance, which was the mating call of a monster hog, the Grokon, the faint squall of some cat or other, the chitter-chatter of the night squirrels high in the trees and the mournful tremolo of small owls. There was nothing about such noises to alarm. Once a large form, pale as a ghost, rose from the earth and flitted away before them in great, silent bounds which soon carried it out of sight. The solitary giant hares were a prey to everything and never left their carefully concealed forms until full dark.


At Hiero’s estimation, they had come about five miles, moving steadily south and east, when Gorm signaled a halt. They were in a stand of great, dark firs, and rotting logs lay about them on the carpet of needles. It was very black under the trees and even the dim starlight was blotted out.


Stay – rest – now (safe) – here (?) came from the bear. Hiero dismounted wearily and walked over to where the black form sat in the dark. Squatting on his haunches, he tried to look into the eyes of his friend.


Thanks – help (us) – danger – bad, he sent. He had noticed that each time, the exchange grew easier. He now could talk to the animal almost as easily as he could to his roommate Per Malaro at the Abbey college, who was also his frater and bondmate, closer mentally than anyone else in the world. The exchange was on the same level of intelligence too, not the way he talked to the big morse, whose answers were simple and contained no abstract concepts at all.


Now the bear responded. He felt a flick of the long tongue on his own nose, and knew it for a greeting. Also, he sensed a wave of shyness, or some emotion akin to it, and with it a carefully buried element of humor. Gorm was amused.


(Almost) killed us – bad thing – saw it (felt it) watching us, so I went away before it (caught) me – made me (not alive) stay – not move. Then: came back – bite behind – stop (break) – bad thing – think at us. Good (luck?) The bear paused, his mind not readable.


Why, why have you helped me? Hiero asked bluntly. What do you want? There was another pause. Behind his back, the man heard Klootz snuffling in search of some dainty, perhaps a mushroom growing on a fallen log. Finally, the young bear answered, his thoughts perfectly clear, but untrained – as if he knew what he wanted to say but not as yet very well how to say it. Finally:


(To) go with you – see new things – new lands – see what you see, learn what you learn.


Hiero sat back, nonplussed. Could Gorm have guessed his mission? It seemed impossible. Yet he had told no one and his coming was secret.


Do you know what I seek, where I go? the man shot back, fascinated by the new mind he was meeting.


No, the bear replied coolly. But you (will) tell. Tell now. Perhaps (there will) be no time later.


The priest considered. He was under a vow to say nothing of his mission. But the vow was not absolute but confidential, merely for common secrecy’s sake, not because it was holy, or even a secret in itself. He could at his own judgment, seek any aid he wanted. He made a decision and once more leaned forward.


The two figures lay, head to head, in outward silence. The great morse bull kept watch, nose and ears winnowing the night air for news, near and far, while those he guarded conversed, each learning many things under the dark of the firs.


 


 


 


 





* Leemute: corruption of ancient words, ‘Lethal Mutation.’ Now, in altered meaning, a creature lethal to humans, rather than to itself.
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In the Beginning


‘We are losing, Hiero, slowly but surely, we are losing.’ The Father Abbot’s brown-robed form paced his underground study chamber as he spoke, thin arms locked behind his back. ‘Faith alone is not enough. Never was, for that matter. Again and again in recent years, we have become conscious of a will, or group of wills, working with the utmost secrecy and deliberation against us. The human-seeming things which tried to invade Abbey Central and almost succeeded are only a small part of the problem, though of great importance. But there is much, much more, which the Council in its wisdom has kept from the people. No agent of the newsletters has, or will, hear a word of it.’ He paused and his lined, dark face with its pointed, white beard and drooping mustaches softened into a grin. ‘None of us have even told our wives.’ In an instant he was serious again, and picking up a piece of white chalk, strode over to a slate blackboard. He had begun a most successful career as a teacher of the young, as had the Most Reverend Kulase Demero, and old habits die hard.


‘Look here,’ he said crisply, as he began to write. ‘A large convoy two years ago was ambushed well north of the Inland Sea, on the main road from Otwah. Ten loads of old-time laboratory instruments taken and some found destroyed later. Those instruments came from an undamaged pre-Death site on the Eastern Ocean, and, we think were experimental matter involving advanced weaponry of which we now know nothing. We’ll call that item number one.’ He continued, glancing over at intervals to see that Hiero, seated at a long table facing him, was paying due attention, just as he had done with a thousand pupils in the past.


‘Two, we sent a complete regiment of soldiers, under a good sub-abbot, twenty priests, a construction crew as good as any we had, and full supplies for all for six months, to start a new fishery-based Abbey up on the Huzon Gulf, to the far North-east, in the cold woods. You have heard of that, I imagine, as it was too big to keep quiet. Despite all precautions, continuous mental communication with our own Comm chambers at Abbey Central and at other Abbeys, the whole force, roughly eleven hundred picked men and women vanished utterly. Our only warning was a total and sudden lapse of communication. A Rover team found the site deserted and most of the remaining supplies being plundered by wild animals a half month later. There were vague traces of some element of the Unclean, but nothing you could put your finger on. Eleven hundred of our best! This was and is a terrible blow. So I say, we’ll call that number two.’ He paused and looked at Hiero. ‘Any comment?’


‘Not yet, Father,’ Hiero said placidly. Those who did not know him sometimes thought him phlegmatic, but the abbot had watched his man for years and knew better. He grunted and turned back to his blackboard.


‘That was about eighteen months ago. Next, which I’ll call number three, was the affair of the ship. Damned few members of the Council know about that so I’ll assume you don’t. About two months after we lost the Abbey colony, which would have become Abbey Saint Joan,’ and another look of pain crossed his face, ‘a great ship was reported to us by certain trusted persons on the Beesee coast to the west, well to the north of Vank and the great Dead Zone there, in a nest of rocky, wooded islands called the Bellas. These people are not Metz, but older still, in fact—’


‘In fact, purebred Inyans,’ agreed Hiero. ‘And there are quite a few of them scattered about here and there, but they live in small hunting groups and won’t come in and amalgamate. Some are good people, others trade with the Unclean and maybe worse. Now let’s stop the baby stuff, Father. I’m not a first-year student, you know.’


For a second, the Father Abbot looked perfectly furious, then he laughed.


‘Sorry, but I’m so used to explaining things in this manner to the average village councilman or even some of my more elevated colleagues on the Grand Council that it gets to be a habit. Now, where were we? Oh, yes, the ship.


‘This ship, a big, odd-looking one, much bigger than any fishing boat we have, was reported wrecked on one of the outer islands of the Bella group. And there were people aboard from somewhere else, probably the other side of the Pacific! The ship was breaking up on the rocks, and the weather was bad. Our Inyan friends tried to get the people, who were yellow-skinned just as the records say the East Pacific people should be, and just as the few rare fishermen who get wrecked here are, off in their small boats. We were already sending a cavalry squadron from the east, at Abbey St Mark, as fast as we could. There are fairly good roads to that part of the coast.


‘Well, when our people got there, nothing was left. The wreck was utterly gone, not a trace of it left. Three small Inyan camps on the coast, gathered for the salmon fishing, were gone too, with only a few traces that they had been there. But we found an old man in the woods, or he found us, an ancient cripple who had been taking a sweat bath and thus had been missed when the attack came. A horde of Leemutes, some sort of Hairy Howlers, I gather, had appeared from out of the water. They were riding great animals which looked something like the really big seals we see once in a while on that coast. They stormed the shore camps, killing everything that moved and hurling the dead and all their possessions into the sea. The old man did not know what had happened to the ship, which he had only heard of and not seen, but it must have met the same treatment. Who knows what new knowledge from the Lost Years we missed that time? Are you beginning to see a pattern?’


‘I think so,’ answered Hiero. ‘We are being physically penned in, you feel, but more than that, we are being blocked off from knowledge, especially any knowledge which might prove dangerous to the Unclean, to the Leemutes. And the plan is concerted, is organized, so that when we do hear of any new knowledge, it is instantly snatched from our grasp.’


‘Exactly,’ said the abbot. ‘That’s exactly what I think. And so do others. But there’s more yet. Listen a moment.


‘A year ago, twenty of our best young scientists, men and women both, who were working on problems of mental control, in a number of new and fascinating aspects, decided to have a joint meeting. They came here to Sask City from all over the Republic. Parment wasn’t in session, but the Abbey Council, as the Upper House, was, and we received word of the meeting, and our permanent scientific subcommittee knew all about it, of course. A routine Abbey guard, two men for the doors, was provided. Now one of the two, a sharp fellow, thought he counted twenty-one scholars going in one morning, after the group had been meeting for several days.


‘If it were not for him—! Even as it was, things were bad enough. The guardsman looked through a window in time to see the twenty killing one another, in total silence, by strangling, bludgeoning, pocket-knives, whatever was handy. He burst in yelling and broke the compulsion. There were six dead and eight more badly wounded. As you might expect, those with the strongest mental powers of will were the least injured. We could prove that from their school records.’ The abbot sighed. He had ceased his pacing and now sat on a bench opposite Hiero.


‘The scholars remembered little. They too had the vague feeling that another person was present at some point, but they could not describe him, or it. The guard at the back door had been conscious of nothing at all. But to us, what must have happened is clear. It should be to you. Is it?’


‘A mind of great power, I suppose,’ the younger man said. ‘One of the legendary dark adepts of the Unclean I’ve heard rumored. Is it, or they, really something besides a fairy tale?’


‘I fear so,’ the abbot said. ‘Look, you understand the mental powers as well as any young man of the Metz. To accomplish this very daring stroke, aimed, mark you, at our freshest brains, our own greatest asset and greatest danger to any foe, a mind of extraordinary power as you say, had to be close. Had to be physically close, that is, to the persons under the compulsion. There can be no doubt that the lad on guard (who by the way is now getting advanced training) had a good mind and indeed retained the memory of seeing an extra person enter. Once inside, while simultaneously holding an invisibility spell upon their minds, the creature worked on tiny, everyday resentments until they were built into murderous compulsions to kill. But there’s another implication you may have missed as well.’


‘The silence.’ Hiero smiled. ‘No, I got that.’


‘Good boy,’ said his superior. ‘You do have brains, Hiero, under that lazy mask. Yes, the silence. What a mind! To compell them, twenty good minds, to slay one another in total silence! Noise would have spoiled the plan, so they had to be silent. I don’t think there are four men in the Republic who could perform that feat.’


‘And you’re one of them, of course,’ Hiero said. ‘Is there more, or do we now get down to specifics involving me personally?’


‘You knew about the two who almost got into our inner files and research centers at Abbey Central,’ his superior said. ‘We may call them case number four, I suppose. What they were is beyond our present knowledge. If they were actually human men, then how was it possible for their very flesh and bone to dissolve into the substance of an amoeba? The Unclean is overreaching us, Hiero.


‘There are many other cases of interest if they are considered as part of the whole thing. Small parties of trained explorers, men like yourself, ambushed or worse, vanished, in areas where no one should have known they had gone. Messengers with matters of unusual importance for the Eastern League at Otwah, or perhaps from them to us, also vanished, causing delays of up to a year on matters of common concern. And so on. It all adds up to one thing; a web, Hiero, a deadly, tightening web, is being drawn in upon us, even as we sit and wait to find out what is going so wrong!’ The lean old man fixed his keen eyes on Hiero. ‘I still haven’t heard any very searching questions from my prize pupil. But I need them: we all do. Hiero, you can’t be mentally lazy any longer. You’ve been doing work any journeyman priest-exorcist could do, mixed with a lot of forest running and plain loafing. Your scores at Abbey Central, and you know it, were some of the highest ever achieved. And you’re not even trying! Now listen to me, Per Desteen, I am addressing you as both your Godly and your temporal superior, and I want your attention at its peak! Those of us on the Council who know about you have been giving you rope for years, for two reasons. One, was the hope that you would develop responsibility by yourself, always the best way of course. The other reason, mainly advanced by me, young man, was so that you could get experience in many areas. Well, the time for idling is now, this minute, officially over. Am I plain? Now, sir, let’s have some intelligent questioning, because I have a lot more to say.’
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