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Chapter 1
Hiero Heads South


Fleet as a gazelle, Luchare ran ahead, ducking and twisting deeper into the towering ferns and bromeliads that grew under the giant flanged trees of the great forest. Shafts of sunlight dappled the landscape making it a challenge to keep her in his sight; he tried calling out, but his voice would not make a sound. An earthshaking noise arose and Luchare looked back at him, the expression on her heart-shaped face searing his own heart. Swiftly, in dream fashion, her visage changed and was no longer the warm chestnut skin and halo of black curly hair, but Vilah-ree’s pale green skin, delicate features, and sleek feathered head. “Help us,” their voices cried as one, “Oh, Hiero, we have need of you!” As the pounding and roaring became more insistent, the running figure melted into one of the tall “candles” of slime that had bobbed and swayed around the House he had destroyed a year and a half and a lifetime ago on his southern journey to find the machine, the “computer,” which Demero had regretfully declared useless, as he realized the machine required a vast web of interwoven cooperative services, what he called “infrastructure” to operate. Grabbing for his short knife he encountered only skin! In horror, he looked down to see he was entirely naked …


… One reality blended into another as the dream faded and Hiero became aware he was twisted up in a blanket while someone, urgent and timid, knocked insistently on the bolted cabin door. From the bunk above, stentorian snoring continued oblivious.


Gasping, Hiero raised himself up on one elbow and wiped the sweat from his brow. Dreams shouldn’t be so vivid or repetitive. This one always ended with Luchare running through the jungle, first becoming Vilah-ree and then, horribly, the slime candle.


Surely he would not still be dreaming of Luchare if she were dead? This appalling nightmare was his only comfort. The increasing urgency of the dreams convinced him that even if she had safely reached the Vilah-ree homeland (the leader of the Vilah-ree is the Vilah-ree) she was safe with them no longer.


Why had no news of any kind reached him about where she was? Of what use were his strengths and mental powers if the multitude of Abbey spies and scouts, the Brotherhood of the Eleventh Commandment and their legion of agents, animal allies, and friends, had not been able to help him find her?


The irritating knocking started up again, breaking into his despairing thoughts.


“Coming!” Hiero yelled, eliciting a groan from the upper bunk as he hopped stiffly out of the lower.


He lifted the bar from across the door. Since the Glith had attacked him in the Abbey, he slept poorly inside. He cast a glance at the reassuring sight of his Thrower; he couldn’t use the weapon on the ship, but he could bash someone’s head in if need be. He opened the door.


Before him stood a youth of eighteen or so, clad in the ridiculous uniform of the infant Metz Navy and bearing the insignia of a Metz private, as well as the acorn on his left cheek identifying the lad as a novice, an apprentice-warrior in the Abbey rank structure. The young man was obviously embarrassed and excited. Hiero Desteen was the best-known war leader in the whole of the Metz Republic and legends of his doings, no matter how garbled or twisted they had become, had been for months the subject of talk around every fireside and table in every abbey, camp, or home of the Metz Republic.


Even Hiero could not ignore the sheer romance of his own story: his rescue of and marriage to Luchare, the mythical Princess of D’alwah; his kidnapping, escape, and surprise return to Neeyana, where with the help of an exotic race of previously unknown cat-like humanoids, the Eer’owear, he had freed the port city from Unclean control; and finally his leadership in the great battle which cleared the Blue and Red and a good many Yellow Circles of the Unclean from the region. Small wonder the young soldier gazed at him with awe in his innocent brown eyes!


Hiero kept his face an immobile bronze mask and waited. He could have broken into the young man’s mind and read his thoughts, for as yet, none of the ingrained Abbey skills were firmly in the other’s defenses and certainly not when he was staring at a man who was almost a living legend. Tiring of the youth’s dumb worship, Hiero finally said, in as gentle a voice as he could command, “Well, soldier?”


The rigid shoulders stiffened further and the young man choked out something unintelligible. Checking himself, he repeated his message slowly: “The Abbot-General requests your presence, sir. In the Captain’s Quarters, sir.”


Hiero saluted casually and smiled, although not too broadly lest the young man lose his hard-fought aplomb. “Tell the Reverend Demero I will be with him shortly.” After another salute, the stripling turned and left at a dead run, and Hiero’s smile faded.


A glance at the ancient alarm clock (a survivor of millennia of neglect found when he was searching through the Abbey storage vaults as a student, lovingly cleaned and repaired) told him the time was well past first dawn, increasing his annoyance as he prided himself on timeliness. Hiero turned his attention to shaving. Even if he was tardy, he wouldn’t appear before the Abbot or anyone else looking anything less than his best. Taking the razor-sharp flake of obsidian he favored, the volcanic glass having an edge no metal could equal, he started in on the stubble. For a mirror he used a square of burnished copper and the light from the porthole; the mirror propped against the back of the large inert form lying on the upper bunk, his friend, former classmate, and present cabin-mate, Per Edard Maluin. Despite his annoyance at being caught sleeping late, he did not cut himself, for his nerves were as tuned as a cat’s.


Hard decisions lay ahead. The Abbot Demero had informed him he would soon be set ashore on a journey with little hope of success or survival. Maluin was to go with him whether he cared to have him or not. He would let the big oaf sleep in despite of the fact he had the man to blame for his lack of sleep; the rather juvenile idea to stay up half the night singing, drinking, and reminiscing.


He wiped his face dry, using a rag cloth hanging on a hook set in the wall. His mirror showed a man frowning grimly, patches of soap over the lean, brown, high cheek-boned visage. Perhaps he was a mite too serious. He noticed a few strands of his hair were not jet black, which gave him pause. Anxiety about Luchare had taken a toll since the bad news of her disappearance had filtered North. Duke Amibale’s rout of D’alwah, the disappearance of the King, his daughter, and the Count Giftah Hamili, head of the Royal Guard, had been a blow.


He trimmed his black hair so the bob no more than half covered his ears and turned away, replacing the tiny surgical scissors, courtesy of the Davids (a hidden community in the eastern mountains north of the Lantik Kingdoms) into his kit, precious marriage gift from Hamili, Luchare’s cousin and childhood friend. Maluin as yet has no idea what loving someone who is likely in mortal danger does to your soul. For him adventure is still all.


While he finished dressing he tried to concentrate on the present and what the old abbot might want to discuss. Was there anything they hadn’t considered fifty or a hundred times over, from the whereabouts of Luchare to the nature of the enemy? Why had Kulase Demero requested for Hiero to breakfast with him alone? Had there been some new tidings, news of her …? Hiero quashed the thought.


Leaving the cabin, he did not hurry as once he might have. The Abbot was his superior, but Hiero could not guess why Kulase Demero had made him wait for so long! Four months ago, when he was on the brink of departure to search for Luchare, the Abbot had informed him he would have to wait. His presence was needed more urgently here in the North. Aldo had been called away suddenly and Per Cart had gone with him. Maluin, the Mantans and Gorm had also vanished on errands that Demero forebore to discuss with him. When he asked why he could not go immediately and alone, the Abbot froze him with his sternest look.


The slowness of collecting information and completing his duties had delayed him for too long! The trail would be cold. He would be too late! He cursed softly.


At least he was presentable. His black mustache was trim and tilted as he liked, and he was not displeased with his appearance, despite the abbreviated sleep. Hiero was not given to vanity; he wanted to make an impression of neat precision and confidence, if only to offset the growing but thankfully invisible confusion in his mind.


He climbed the steep and narrow stairs and emerged into the sweet fresh air and welcome light on deck where sailors were going about their morning chores, scrubbing and polishing already perfectly scrubbed and polished surfaces and coiling the already perfectly coiled lines. Bright banners rippled and snapped in a sprightly breeze. The Admiral of the new Metz Navy, Justus Berain, had taken some time to adjust to travel by way of wheels and cogs and steam and coal, but some things never change: keeping sailors busy and full of pride in their ship would always be a priority.


The crew took covert peeks at Hiero as he made his way toward the stern, returning their greetings with no more than casual waves, while careful not to slip on the wet and shining deck. The admiration was the inevitable effect of being good at his work, he had accepted this. He should worry if they stopped being respectful!


At the closed door a sailor saluted Hiero smartly, then rapped on the varnished wooden door panels.


A gruff voice responded, “Let him in.”


When he heard the harsh-voiced summons, he entered and walked forward to stand in a submissive attitude before the map-strewn table of his superior.


There too on the table was the strange device of Demero’s, able to sense the intrusion of Unclean mind-feelers, thankfully quiescent since the end of the Battle for the North.


“Take your time getting here, don’t you?” rasped the abbot. His high cheekbones and hawk nose contrasted with his flowing mustache and long white beard, and irritation gleamed in his black eyes and raised brows.


“Sorry Father,” was the calm answer, “I … I was thinking and …” Hiero gave up trying to explain. “Didn’t want to cut myself shaving. Never meant to keep you waiting. Sir! Is there something urgent?”


“Only the fate of our world. Depends what you call urgent,” grumped the old man. “Of course, I have no right to order a ruling prince around, Per Desteen, even if he is also one of my own under-disciplined, lazy priests. Oh yes, and a great general and all and so on and so forth.” Demero leaned back in his oaken chair, grinning now, making one of his famously lightning-quick mood changes.


Hiero came out of his “meek” attention pose and grinned back. “Father Abbot, I’m sorry. I got into one of my ‘Where’s Luchare?’ moods just as you sent for me.”


Kulase lost his smile and said, his tone warm, “There is nothing so very urgent. You can come back later.” They both knew he did not mean this.


“I’m all right now, Sir. What did you want to see me about?”


Kulase’s face clouded over, “As you know Hiero, these last few months have been no more than a reprieve. I am sure the Unclean are planning something much, much worse. Something, somewhere awaits … but where? …and what? Despite all our efforts we know so little,” the Abbot said. “I am greatly troubled that for all our efforts our plan — if something so vague can be worthy of the name — is still so shapeless. I keep hoping if we talk things over enough, we’ll think of something.” He turned to the great map they had been piecing together with all the new information they had found on Manoon, the Unclean island where Hiero had been a prisoner, and that they had captured at the conclusion of the Battle for the North.


Hiero fell silent as he considered what the Abbot had just said. What were they going to do next and when and how? The defeat of the massed forces of the Unclean seven months ago had likely started nothing more than another inexorable chain of events.


Why? Because the defeat had not been total. Certainly a great army of the murderous foe had been exterminated and the North was more clean of spies, monsters, and enemies than in years. As many as a hundred of the Unclean had been killed outright and two “bases” had been cleared out and many thousands of their mutant animal-human hybrid troops had died. While much had been learned, there was not yet enough, only tantalizing clues. What was still unknown was where the main drive and directing intelligence of the foe originated. They all suspected that unless they destroyed the Unclean at their source, they would return, stronger than ever. Powerful and exalted as they were, the Unclean who had been killed, such as S’Duna, were no more than senior staff and army commanders. Like themselves, their enemy would have learned much about them and would apply their increased knowledge to the next battle.


Hiero turned and with his hands clasped behind his back stared blindly out of the south-facing porthole, through which he could see the dense green of the heavily forested shoreline. What the Abbot said was true, yet hadn’t everything had been said ten times over already?


“Why have you had me messing about, organizing supplies and behaving more like a quartermaster-general than a real commander? I’ve spent the past few months worrying about replacement of supplies, weapons and defenses, allocation of troops and ships, assignments of units to defense zones,” he paused, “and I probably wasn’t even very good at what I was doing, Father Abbot.” Without being asked he hurled himself into a small chair on his own side of the table and leaned on his elbows, looking directly into the Abbot’s eyes.


“Why have you delayed?” Hiero asked again. “Why have you not let me seek Luchare? I would have been gone in an hour had you released me.” His voice sharpened and darkened as he finished speaking. “Why did you permit me to waste my time when we face such foes?” He indicated the papers and maps on the desk.


The Abbot spoke softly but firmly. “You needed a respite. This gathering of information,” Demero waved his hand at the pile of maps, “pitiful as this collection is, has enlarged our knowledge and has given rise to … if not a plan, then at least an approach. Inadequate, yet more than what we had.” He paused and then spoke in a hushed voice, “I am sorry if our discussions appear to have been a waste of time. Your presence has made a difference to me, for you know the enemy as few, if any, others really do. And your presence among the men and women who fight for us has done more to lift morale than anyone else could do.” Hiero knew Demero well enough to know his final remark was an apology hidden in a rebuke.


“I will admit,” Hiero said, “I have occasionally found some comfort and calm in the tasks which I have performed of late and the time on Manoon — unpleasant but well spent — however, permission to speak freely, sir?”


“You will anyway,” the Abbot replied with a gleam of humour.


“Sir, while strategically we did have to regather and make new plans, maps, supply routes. Luchare’s trail is going cold while the Unclean have had time to prepare for another move against us. How is more knowledge going to save us, Father? And this waiting … I fear …” His last sentence emerged reluctantly. Hiero’s eyes dropped to the floor, noting the well-fitted boards, the neat, precise work of the Metz craftsmen, wood grain glowing through varnish.


Demero Kulase dropped his voice. “As to that, while this delay feels long to you, what lies ahead is too much to ask of one man. The stakes are too high to let you go off on your own. I need to be sure you have every advantage. Your friends have not been idle.” He looked at Hiero from under his bushy eyebrows with a flash of amusement. “Clever as you undoubtedly are, my boy, even you can’t be several places at once, and I believe this is what our next venture will require. Therefore,” he said, with a fresh ring in his voice, “my young friend, you can, and will, listen to me, both for the good of your sweaty carcass and for your soul. But before we dispose of your soul, we must deal briefly with a few matters earthly and unearthly.”


Hiero looked up blankly and saw a wide and somewhat gap-toothed smile cover the lined old face, “And no, I haven’t gone mad.” How different he would look, Hiero thought, were circumstances happier. And what does he mean by unearthly?


Demero continued, “We have no need of generals now or princes, not up here on the Inland Sea or indeed anywhere in the North.” His smile disappeared and he stared hard at Hiero. “What we must have, Hiero, is the ability to move ahead, but in ways even you cannot manage on your own. What we need is knowledge. The means to plan not a defense or even a conventional attack, but a blow that is wholly unexpected. Otherwise we can only wait and new blows will come, new horrors which may trap us; forces of evil may — nay, will — move against us from the dark centers of the Unclean stronghold. Do I make myself clear?”


A lesser man would have blanched and quailed at the Abbot’s bleak words. Even though Hiero was awed at the power and the determination still flowing vigorously through the Abbot’s being, he answered casually, “Do you have a new ideas about what the unexpected might be?”


“No,” the Abbot admitted, “I am depending on … improvisation.” Father Demero spoke in a tone Hiero knew well, under the disapproval there was excitement. He was up to some mischief.


“You will go,” Demero said triumphantly, “today. And you will be the leader. But you will not go alone as you so foolishly desire. I’m going to send you southward with a small, carefully chosen team. The rest will arrive shortly. Council approved, of course.”


Hiero suppressed a grin, more likely the Abbot had bullied them into accepting his choices. However, his mind caught and hung onto one long-awaited word: Today! A thrill of joy ran through his frame. He could barely restrain himself from leaping out of his chair and crowing.


“Your first assignment, of course, will be to find Luchare,” the Abbot added with a nod.


“Yes, sir,” he said, his voice as calm and confident as if he had been discussing a meal or the weather. He was grateful Demero did not say “attempt to find”; he would find her! Despite his annoyance, he could not help but wonder who his other companions, besides Maluin, would be; one companion was bad enough! He had a horror of being hampered by adoring young scouts or anyone whose well-being would be on his conscience.


The Abbot began to speak again. “My second reason for this final private meeting today is so that I may ask before you leave … as your counselor, confessor and mentor, if you have any concerns of a spiritual nature to discuss with me.” The Abbot’s brows beetled as he raised them and waited for an answer.


Aware he was not being fully candid, Hiero lied. “I have only one hesitation, and I am sure you know what that is,” he said, “Not knowing where Luchare is, my focus is not as steady as it should be. While I am sure she is still alive, maybe even safe, she is always on my mind and I have noticed I can be distracted or angered by trivial things. Are you sure I am still the best available?”


The Abbot sighed, but did not probe him further. They both knew he had side-stepped the question. What Hiero said was true enough; his sense of Luchare being in terrible danger did distract him and did cause a constant ache he felt in his very bones, but they both knew Demero’s concerns went deeper — into his very vocation as a Metz Killman Scout.


Kulase Demero looked at Hiero and his dark eyes were sad and far away. The Abbot had chosen to accept his statement at face value. “Oh, my boy, I know you suffer.” His tone was so genuine that Hiero recalled the rumors that long before he entered the Abbey hierarchy, when he was still a Scout, Demero had once had a wife and a daughter. No one knew what had become of them and not a hint or a word had ever passed the Abbot’s lips. But the Abbot was not yet finished with him. Quietly he said, “This is why I wanted this meeting. You can tell me anything.”


Hiero said evenly, “There is no more to tell, sir.” No hint of his deeper concerns showed behind the aquiline, bronze mask.


The Abbot waited and his own strong features and aura of wise calm almost wore down Hiero’s resolve. The silence dragged out. Finally Hiero spoke, “Whatever lies ahead for me, I will remain faithful to my mission even unto my death,” he said sincerely.


The Abbot was watching him closely and spoke softly. “I can assure you, Hiero, my fighting prince, you’ve never failed us. Take heart, son. You’re still a good priest and servant of the Church. Doubt goes hand in hand with great courage. What you have done with so much grief and loss eating at your heart is quite amazing. As God has put me in this world to do what I can for Him and the Faith, Hiero, I absolve from any sin your soul and your inner being. Be Blessed instead. In the name of the One God, I call His Blessing upon you and bid you gain and not lose strength thereby.” The Abbot gave his blessing in solemn, deep tones, and reached over the wide map-strewn table to make the sign of the Cross on Hiero’s brow.


Even though only a gesture, Hiero felt a small easing of the knot that never loosened in his chest. He bowed his head to receive the blessing, closing his eyes and crossing himself over his left breast. For all he had had some dark hours of late these faded in the presence of Father Demero and the questioning of his faith ceased and was simply there, familiar and comforting. Even if his faith failed, his belief in the integrity of this one man, mortal as he was, would not. Relief filled him; he had calmed down and could function.


The Abbot sighed and to Hiero’s dismay appeared smaller, older and wearier, as if the effort to bolster the young man had taken a toll. When he looked up again at Hiero, the full weight of all the responsibility he bore was apparent.


“Before you go, Hiero,” Demero paused, Hiero’s full attention caught by an uncharacteristically tentative tone, “I wish also to confide in you speculations which while possibly absurd are yet … so compelling I cannot let them go, for the ideas seem to offer a way to make sense of who and what the Unclean may be. I have no need to be proved right in this, only to find out! If we find out we may discover a way to rid ourselves of them!”


Hiero was suddenly fully alert. What is he about to say?


“Our world is not the pre-Death world. The changes are too profound,” Demero said, waving a hand. “The Death took place so many thousands of years ago, a long time to us, yes, but in evolutionary terms, but the blink of an eye. Yet in this short time life forms, both plant and animal, have undergone tremendous alterations: gigantism, increased intelligence, telepathy, and strange hybrid creatures to name a few. This troubles the Council greatly: none of us have any way to measure not only what those changes are but how they came about. We don’t know enough about how things were before, not even now that some of us share our knowledge with each other. Sometimes I …” he broke off. “Don’t think me mad, my boy, but sometimes I wonder if the Death wasn’t caused by enmities between nations but triggered by something else, something not of this earth. Your encounter with Solitaire, such an extreme being, gave rise to these wild speculations.”


“What do you mean by unearthly?” said Hiero. “Some new deviltry spawned in the time of the Death?”


Demero clasped his hands behind his back and turned to stare out of the porthole. “Yes and no. Nothing that humans invented or caused. Think: the one you caught on your first journey who turned to slime, who did not have proper eyes? He was not like a reptile, a mammal, amphibian or even an insect. Not like anything. The slime sample you brought resembles nothing we know of except some kinds of fungi and even then … the properties are not quite the same. And the House! What could that be? How do the Unclean use their rods and metal contraptions to communicate? They must have a source of energy, but not one we understand. I have asked myself these questions over and over until an idea began to haunt me.


“Before the Death humans obsessed with the idea of space travel. Men walked on the moon and there were plans underway for missions to nearby planets and even to mine asteroids. Close studies were made of signals that entered our atmosphere, using immense ‘dishes’ — receivers made for this sole purpose. Unmanned satellites were sent out past the edge of our solar system into the great void with information loaded into them about us, about Earth. A vast literature, called science fiction, was devoted to the idea of space travel and encounters with alien beings, mostly ridiculous and romantic, but some of oddly prescient.”


Hiero nodded, “Edard and I went through a spell of loving to read those old books. Asimov?”


“And so I cannot help but ask myself,” Demero went on ignoring his comment, “What if something our predecessors sent out into space was found by an alien life form? What if by those noble but naive attempts to communicate, the ancients attracted not a friend but an enemy to our planet?” He turned to Hiero, his dark eyes blazing, “Am I mad to have such thoughts? And yet, ever my thoughts turn in this direction.”


For a beat Hiero had no idea how to respond. That the Abbot meant what he said in all seriousness was evident. But his idea was quite mad, even absurd. Skeptical, Hiero was nonetheless awed by the scope of Demero’s imagination and by his courage to consider every possibility no matter how outlandish.


“Wouldn’t such an enemy simply … destroy us?”


Demero said, “Maybe or maybe not. The Death came close, no? Perhaps we hardly register as life forms. Maybe … ”


“Then who and what are the Unclean?” Hiero was growing impatient.


“I don’t know,” Demero sounded weary. “The Unclean can interact with us too easily and while they are not human, I don’t think they are fully alien. I would hazard they were once men, metamorphosed into something other.”


This idea engaged Hiero and he said thoughtfully, “Maybe their purpose is to destroy us for this … thing?” He shook himself. “Isn’t that … too complex an idea? You always taught us to seek the simplest, most obvious solution. What did you call it? Occam’s razor?”


“Yes. Except, there are exceptions,” the Abbot said, with his characteristic dry humour. “I believe I said that too. In any case, I am not saying I believe this, only that I have allowed my mind to open up to wider possibilities. One day, as I sat at my desk, my notes all around me, I was thinking about your experiences with Solitaire and the intuition came to me of a potential greater explanation, so enormous and strange that our minds can’t encompass the entirety, but can only see the pieces.”


“You’ve been thinking over what I told you?” Hiero said. “Solitaire telling me that once in a great while, he had felt a mighty blast of mental power, unlike anything else, not coherent, having no message he could follow, nothing orderly. Only with enough force to frighten him.”


Demero nodded. Really! Demero had left no stone unturned!


He frowned, trying to remember a conversation he’d had with Solitaire. “After I described the Unclean and their evil doings we had many discussions about the concepts of Good and Evil. He concluded that true evil required a conscious being directing destructive force knowingly against other living creatures, not necessarily conscious, only alive. He wanted to know if I thought something that didn’t even know you existed and harmed you could be properly deemed evil? A flood would not be evil, but a flood that could have been prevented by someone who had either not bothered to make the fix or had even committed sabotage, would be. Or rather, he said, the flood would be an expression of the evil released by the person who had allowed or caused the flood. At some point he did speculate that these thought blasts, to him, felt like the former, not a menace directed, or even aware of our existence. Possibly it was a force of nature with no mind, but he couldn’t say. Yet his intuition was that whatever the source of these blasts, it was powerful and dangerous to our well-being and maybe our very existence.”


Demero listened frowning, “Why did you not tell me this before?”


After a pause Hiero continued, “Well, I see I should have, but I didn’t imagine you would care one way or another about our rather endless philosophical discussions and I didn’t think of it until now. The only reason I bothered to note what he said is that Solitaire has such terrific mind power of his own. Anything that caused him anxiety has to be very powerful.” He cocked an eyebrow.


Demero, his face alight, said excitedly. “So you don’t think I’m a cracked old man!”


“I wouldn’t go so far as that,” Hiero said drily.


Abbot Demero chuckled, allowing this impertinence. “But you agree, anything Solitaire thinks or feels enough to share with you is important.”


“Yes,” Hiero said firmly, “Yes I do.”


Hiero was reassured. He could certainly understand the Abbot’s frustration. There was something elusively Other about the Unclean. They did not seem human, not only in their physical make-up but their apparent immunity to aging and radiation. What they saw, without pupils, was anybody’s guess. And their communication devices still defied all attempts at analysis. Using some energy band closed to even the best and brightest of the abbey engineers, the Unclean seemed able to ‘talk’ to one another from afar, even to controlling their armies and many other forms of life.


“Anyway, I do not think you are mad,” he said, slowly and carefully. The idea was outlandish, but his respect for the Abbot’s mind would not let him dismiss anything the man was considering. And Solitaire’s puzzlement about the blasts was noteworthy.


“Not a word of this to anyone,” the Abbot said.


Hiero raised his eyebrows. “To whom would I dare?”


The Abbot looked at him and harrumphed. The meeting was over.


Hiero stood erect and saluted the Abbot. Their eyes locked, but no words were spoken. Then Demero tipped his head to one side as if listening. With the barest hint of a smile, he raised one draped arm and in his gaunt fingers was an ivory rod. With this, he struck a small metal gong which stood on a frame at his left, sounding a mellow note, just the one and not loud, but Hiero guessed audible throughout the ship.


Instantly, the two sailors on guard opened the door opened and saluted.


“Shall we go up on deck?” Demero’s voice was sly. Something was up but Hiero knew better than to ask. As he followed the older man outside, he thought, I guess I can’t complain about this meeting; that old Abbot is always full of surprises.


Father Demero held a small collapsing telescope to his eye, a priceless treasure from before the Death. Hiero had made his own ‘scope, copying this very one as a student at the abbey. The wind was light but steady and the abbot was looking intently to the northeast. Ignoring the fluttering of his robes and beard, he began calmly surveying the distant waters. Admiral Berain, dressed to the nines, joined them.


After a polite exchange the stern old man turned to the railing again and resumed his vigil with his telescope and the horizon.


Sharp as his eyesight was, Hiero could not hope to see more than the Abbot, so he turned to greet Klootz, his morse battle partner and friend, who stood patiently in his enclosure. Occasionally Hiero’s eyes strayed to the southern shore where the line of giant trees clustered so densely he could not see a break. He allowed himself to lift his nostrils and take in the wonderful smells of fresh water and healthy forest.


Despite his frustrations, his earlier mood dissipated; he felt strong and purposeful. Today!


“There,” Demero said as he handed Hiero the small telescope. “At about two o’clock.” Lifting the instrument to his eye, Hiero saw the small dot on the horizon; a dot that quickly grew until he could see a blue sail running before the wind, moving with the uncanny speed and grace of a skimming bird. Eleveners were extraordinary sailors, especially fond of small craft; Aldo, one of the best, favored blue sails. Judging from Demero’s delighted expression, only one person could only be at the tiller: Brother Aldo Abbot Demero’s oldest and dearest friend and a man he considered his second most important mentor and friend.


Soon the boat was close enough to see three passengers on board, one of them a dark and lumpish mass, too bulky for a human. He squinted. Could it be? He sent out a thought and received a warm reply, with a complaint that sailing in a tippy clamshell was not for him. Klootz snorted and stamped excitedly, confirming Hiero’s guess.


Who then was the third person? The mind was shielded.


At last Aldo came about neatly alongside the steamship and sailors threw down a painter-line and stern-line. The third person was furling the sails, his back to the ship, a tall and slender youth by the look of him. Hiero’s heart sank at the thought of having to incorporate an untested stranger into the company.


Then the young man turned and collected his gear, bow and quiver.


“Sagenay?” Hiero turned to the Abbot.


Demero said nothing, his normally stern face alight with joy.


Finally the little boat was ready and the sailors lowered man-ropes and a ladder. The morse by this time was clattering and snorting impatiently.


Hiero leaned over the railing, yelling, “Gorm! “Gorm! You worthless bag of lard and laziness! I was told you had rejoined your folk and I wasn’t even to try to get hold of you!”


Gorm stood up, revealing his massive, four-limbed shape, his sleek sides covered with dark brown fur shimmered in the morning light. He was first to clamber up, oblivious to the consternation of the sailors as, in his haste to trade a tippy boat for a stable one, claws scratched paint.


His shouts dying away Hiero rushed to embrace the bear the moment Gorm stepped onto the deck, light-footed for one of such bulk. He hugged the massive neck of the shaggy shape, while a wet, pink tongue bigger than a small salmon gave his face a free bath. While his yells had made everyone smile, his mind had been pouring out a stream of thought speech. Welcome back, Beloved friend! Why, you have grown in a short space to twice the size you were! What have you been doing? How is it you are here?


The sight of his much-loved journey-mate, whom he had not seen for so long, was too much even for his disciplined Mind, and he had, to the surprise of everyone there, including himself, simply exploded mentally and started a babble of thoughts as churned up as those of a small child.


Peace, brother, Peace, came the soothing wave of thought from the depths of the mutant but still ursine and not human, brain. The warm and steady answer was like a calming drug to its recipient and Hiero ceased his incoherent welcome. As he returned to himself, he felt increased strength as his thoughts mingled with those of his friend.


Now Father Abbot reached a hand to grasp the familiar brown paw. A moment later, Gorm’s attention shifted to the morse and the intensity of their greeting was another wash of bright color in Hiero’s mind.


Brother Aldo was next, hopping nimbly onto the deck, perhaps a tad rounder, but as compact and fit as ever. The white mustache and the beard below were composed of tight curls and even the eyebrows over the sparkling brown eyes seemed to curl.


Everything about him radiated life, even the freckles on his brown face. His simple brown robe was knee-length, with loose trousers and soft boots of similar hue. After embracing the Abbot and Hiero, he stood aside to give Sagenay space to come on board.


The young man was clad in similar garb to Aldo, with the addition of a leather jerkin over his belted tunic and trousers and the archer’s armguards he always wore. Demero moved quickly to embrace the lithe figure, whose cheeks were still bare of any but the finest peach fuzz. Indicative of Inyan heritage, beardlessness was not uncommon among the Metz, but less common among those of Kandan heritage. Hiero noted the depth of Demero’s joy in greeting the young man and was shocked to feel a small pang! Had Demero Kulase ever greeted him with such enthusiasm? If he cared so much about Per Cart Sagenay why would he send such a young and inexperienced youth on so dangerous a mission? While Sagenay had more than proved himself on the two short missions they had taken together, Hiero was doubtful he had the stamina or experience for the grueling journey that lay ahead.


As if aware of Hiero’s thoughts, Per Cart turned to Hiero, bowed slightly, pressing a hand to his heart. In the dark eyes above the smooth cheeks, Hiero saw and more than saw, the same wisdom and potential he had glimpsed in the past, a presence both strange and strangely familiar. Despite his doubts, he couldn’t help but greet the young man with unfeigned warmth. As he took Per Cart’s hand in his, he felt renewed strength from the contact; the grip of the long slender fingers was firm and strong, the palms reassuringly callused. Sagenay let go, once more cloaking his bright spirit.


Hiero turned back to Aldo, “Where have you been, Brother Aldo? Any news of — well — anything?”


Demero gave him a sharp look to warn him that sort of question could not be answered in front of so many ears. Aldo patted him on the shoulder. “Soon enough, lad, you’ll know all I have to tell.”


An awkward silence fell over the group, but not for long. A booming voice, sounding none the worse for having been up half the night yowling every drinking song of the Kandan Hegemony burst over them all, loud as a fog horn, “Let me pass!” In mock anger, Edard Maluin pushed his way to Hiero’s side, grabbed him by the elbows and lifted him off the floor.


“Hey Shorty! Sneaking off and leaving me snoring in my bunk!” Maluin lifted the writhing Hiero and shook him up and down, so that Hiero was choked with his own laughter and the pressure of those great hands. “If you’re thinking of leaving without me! Not a chance!”


“Put him down at once!” barked the Abbot, his severity undermined by his own laughter, “Captain Maluin, you undignified lout! This is no way to treat your commander!” Maluin dumped the breathless, indignant Hiero down so hard that he had to struggle to keep his balance.


“What did I ever do to deserve you as a colleague, you bulgehead calamity?” Hiero gasped out from under the pressure of those great hands, “Quit waving me around like a flag. You’ll get us all sunk or wrecked!”


Per Edard Maluin smoothed his youthful face, round and boyish and rarely in need of a shave, into the image of meek decorum. Hiero’s roommate at the Abbey, a fellow scout, he now had the rank of Captain in the Metz army — above that was only Commander — and had been Hiero’s closest companion during the recent battle. He made a deep bow to Hiero, and then to the smiling Abbot and Brother Aldo. However, when he saw Per Cart Sagenay he fell into a mortified silence and seemed to shrink momentarily. Hiero wasn’t the only one who became self-conscious in Sagenay’s presence.


Per Edard Maluin, while of similar age and heritage as the compact Hiero, was an unusually big man, well over six feet and broadly built. While also a Scout Killman, as were Hiero and Sagenay, Maluin enjoyed finery and had put on the dress uniform of the Metz soldier-priest with gold badges of high rank and a gold pendant about his brawny neck. Recovering from his consternation at seeing Sagenay, Maluin’s round face beamed with youthful energy as with a mighty grin and whoop of joy, he exclaimed to everyone, “On our way, at last, I take it!”


Hiero looked at Demero. “I assume you asked this big clown here because you thought I could find a use for him?” He hooked a thumb at Maluin and swiftly ducked as a huge hand swatted at his head.


More drily than Hiero expected the abbot answered, “Despite appearances, these are the finest minds, warriors, and woodsmen I know of and that includes Gorm and Klootz.” He looked fiercely at Hiero, “I should have thought you would be ecstatic to have Maluin at your side, given what an old friend, strong fighter, and great pathfinder he is. You can drop him if you like, but I’d recommend he goes.”


No longer smiling, Hiero looked hard into the now equally sober eyes of his boyhood friend. He had no reservations, beyond the one that always tormented him — leading beloved friends and companions into danger or death. He shook his mind free of that pointless avenue of thought. What right had he to prevent anyone qualified and willing from saving their world from this scourge? He said firmly, “No one I would like better, all jesting aside.”


To Hiero’s surprise Maluin spoke up first. “For my part I am glad of the presence of Per Cart Sagenay.” He paused for breath and plunged on, “I don’t think enough has been said about his comportment in our last foray, the one leading up to the big battle. His actions were exemplary in every way, his aim with the crossbow,” the big man shook his head in wonderment, “is like nothing I’ve ever seen. While he may not yet share our depth of experience, how else is this to be gained? In the meantime he is a scout I’d like to have at my back any day.”


Per Cart Sagenay held up a hand to stop Maluin. Turning away from them, Hiero saw the young man was embarrassed.


“What say you, Per Cart?” Kulase Demero’s dark eyes rested inscrutably on the stripling.


The young man turned back, his large dark eyes locked on the Abbot’s. “Grandfather, my honor is to do your bidding and to serve the peoples of the North.”


The eyes of this strange young priest-warrior burned with conviction and despite himself Hiero again felt his warmth and the sensation of rightness that radiated around the slender frame. He felt a pristine soul and purity of purpose, the like of which he had only rarely met with, in the Abbot and Brother Aldo and, in a different way, in Solitaire. How could he have so easily forgotten this aspect of the remarkable young man? How strange that he had!


“I have seen much in my long life, many men and women have impressed me,” Abbot Demero made a little bow in the young priest’s direction, “but I have been humbled by you. A part of me shudders at the thought of sending you into peril of this magnitude, but I must do as my conscience instructs me. To lead one must understand. To understand one must experience.”


Per Cart stepped toward the abbot, “Enough, Grandfather,” he said, once more using the familiar construction the young Metz give their most honored Elders and mentors (as well as their real grandparents). The two faced each other and Hiero regarded Demero’s craggy profile honed by a lifetime of responsibilities with the young and calm profile of the young priest sensing they were alike in some way, dedication and focus, he decided. Demero grasped Per Sagenay’s hand, and Hiero saw, briefly, what depth of respect and deep affection — what love — the old man felt for this young one. He felt no envy this time; well he knew now that such profound love comes with terrible vulnerability.


With a wide smile Demero then turned to Maluin, “You have proved to me you have something more than tapeworms for brains. Per Cart Sagenay will, I am convinced, play an essential role in this final journey.” With that Demero turned away and Hiero guessed he was hiding strong emotion. One of Abbot Demero’s gifts was an uncanny ability to foretell, although he always denied this ability as anything but the result of scholarship, contemplation, and good common sense.


“Is this everyone?” Hiero asked.


“Two of your companions preferred to come around the long way by land, to familiarize themselves with what is new terrain for them.”


“Do you mean to say the deadly Mantan twins will be joining us?” This remark came from Maluin.


“Yes,” said Demero, “If Cart is the soul of this expedition, then those two can serve as the edge and point of God’s lance top. This is, perhaps, an unkind thing to say, I had to think long and hard about including them. While they are among the mightiest woodsmen I know, they are volatile and dangerous men. Energy derived from profound hatred is hard to manage and predict, but they have vowed to obey your orders if no one else’s and they do not give such promises lightly.”


“I am glad they will join us,” Hiero replied. “For they are deservedly legendary.” In fact he was highly pleased but with one reservation, “You are comfortable, Father Abbot, with their godlessness?”


Sagenay answered, his voice clear as a bell. “After the previous battle, I spoke with them upon this matter. I am convinced they are fully committed.” The conviction with which Per Sagenay spoke, put chills into Hiero’s heart. He understood. Sagenay believed there was a role for the brothers: that, whatever might come, they would not fail to fulfill their vows.


Brother Aldo, who had been quiet during this exchange, watching the group, now faced Hiero. “That’s five. And my presence will make six.” He spoke as if this statement cost him something to say. Hiero made as if to object, Aldo raised a hand. “I shall go, my friend. You need someone who knows a few things. Someone older and sensible. In fact I must go.” He tone was flat and uninflected; a deep pain lay hidden. Hiero frowned, but kept his silence.


The Abbot accompanied by Aldo then made as if to retire to his quarters, but not before signaling to Hiero to come with them. As he accompanied the two older men Hiero felt a stab of disappointment; Sagenay and Maluin would lunch companionably with Klootz and Gorm, chatting idly and contentedly as those without the cares and responsibilities of leaders are free to do.


“My apologies, Hiero,” Demero said, with his infernal ability to guess his shielded mind, “Decrepit old specimens that we are, we have one or two matters to discuss with you. I understand your impatience, but you will be set ashore in a couple of hours, ample time to get your bearings and land legs before nightfall.”


“Decrepit! Demero?” Aldo’s voice cracked indignantly. “Speak for yourself, you old bandicoot! I’m fit enough and if not quite up to you young blades,” he glanced at Hiero, “I can keep up on long marches.”


“You were the older one when last I looked.” Demero retorted. The two grinned savagely at each other and the younger man couldn’t help smiling.


Once alone in Demero’s quarters, Aldo went straight to the map engraved on polished leather spread out on his worktable. “Now here,” he said gravely, putting a finger on an area deep in the Great Forest near one of the faint lines that indicated a probable trail, “is where, I recently learned, Luchare was last seen.”


Hiero startled and paid close attention. This was news!


“On the second night after the D’ahlwan forces had been beaten and were retreating or straggling north and west in all directions, those that yet lived, the chewed up vanguard of the broken Army, were determined to protect Danyale and Luchare. The Unclean were all about them, pushing hard. Hamili had been officially appointed Lord Commander for Danyale was badly injured from a rash attempt to rally his forces during the battle. Hamili and Luchare devised a plan for her to travel separately, under guard, to ask for protection from the Vilah-ree. You will go to the Vilah-ree Heartwood first, and after you find her, or when you and Aldo are in agreement that further searching is futile, you will move on to the second part of the plan, a stop to see and consult with Solitaire, and then … you will go either south or west, as indications warrant. As opportunity beckons.” He paused for breath. “Understand this. As well as the reasons you have for wanting to find Luchare, her importance goes far beyond the personal, for she is both a living symbol of hope to her own folk in D’alwah and to us, her allies, as the bride of our greatest warrior-priest. My prince of D’alwah, finding your princess is not only your desire, but a vital mission, not a personal distraction or diversion over which you need feel any guilt. Your defined duty to both your old and new allegiances is to find her and lead her to safety. And you will find her.”


If she still lives, said Hiero’s mind to itself, no thought escaping to any other mind adept in telepathic powers. If she is not shrouded by some evil of the Unclean beyond her ability or mine to pierce. Our parting in D’alwah was too sudden. If we must, as I suspect, part forever, what a difference for me if I can look in her eyes one last time, if I can say goodbye.


Aldo stood silently as Demero spoke, as if struggling to contain very strong emotions.


Demero rumbled on, “Provided you are successful and are reunited with Luchare, you do understand that you will soon have to part? For she must go East, accompanied by some member or members of your company — Klootz or Gorm would best accomplish that task. She will want to go, for she has no place in your mission, and her father, we understand, while convalescing with the Davids in the wildlands is not thriving. Her task might well be to lead her own people as Queen.”


For a moment Hiero bowed his head, but then he exclaimed, “The Davids?” “They have joined with us then? This is good news!” The Davids were a reclusive group living in a mountainous region north of the Lantik kingdoms who, for millenia, had made a vocation of preserving the incredible pre-Death medical knowledge. They traded in medicines, precise steel instruments, and sent out trained medicos, but few even knew where they lived.


“For the time being they are willing to extend themselves. They understand what is at stake.”


“And what of Fuala and Amibale?” Aldo asked quietly.


“We know she lives on an island stronghold called Malmazon, far to the south, on the edge of the Smokes near where the vast marshlands of the drowned lands begin. Her son, Amibale roams around the southern reaches of the Lantik Kingdoms creating havoc and we suspect she is in league with the Unclean. My heart aches and my mind never stops looking for ways to help the D’alwahns. For now, D’alwah is lost, and yet I cannot divert any of you to their aid. Far more urgent is to learn who the Unclean are to better understand what we are fighting.” He looked at Hiero and then Aldo in turn. “The dirty usurper, the corrupted youth, Amibale, is in control for now. We have heard of loyal D’alwahns holding out in the city led by the Elevener, Mitrash, but we have heard nothing more of him or his band since a great fire ravaged a good portion of that city. The Mu’amans to the west under the lee of the Latchins keep to themselves and their herds of kaws. Chespek is so weak Amibale hasn’t bothered to conquer the sorry place. Their king, Efrem, does nothing but hide in his palace hoping his own people won’t slay him. Count Hamili is a good man, trustworthy and loyal, and I think he could take Chespek City easily, but he is not the tactician you are, Hiero, and he is hampered by his duty to guard the King Danyale. I am troubled I cannot think of a further way to help him, for I believe he matters greatly. Do I make myself plain?”


Demero sighed and went on, “If only the computer had proved as useful as I had hoped. We could have put in all our tactical information and that machine might have helped us figure out where to best spend our energies. Alas, for now we have rely on my judgement.”


Aldo twinkled mischievously. He had no love of machines and was not sorry that the sought-for device had proved too sophisticated for their level of technology.


“I think your brain is worth a thousand pre-Death computers, my old friend. As for me, our Elevener parchment and paper work pretty well too,” he said a mite too gleefully. “Per Cart and I spent the last few months sifting through the Elevener records and the tiny fragments and rumors point in two directions!”


Hiero was pierced by a stab of envy that Per Cart had been invited into the secret Elevener lands, few were and those who did never spoke of what they saw or learned.


Aldo was talking again, “South and West as you say.” His expression had turned bleak.


“West, you say,” Hiero asked, “Anything about the Blue folk?”


“We think they do exist,” Aldo shrugged. “but over the centuries no more than a handful of Eleveners have returned from attempts to cross the Mizzip.”


“And?” Hiero was eager.


Aldo shook his head, “We believe they were allowed to leave only after promising absolute silence. There are hints, nothing more.”


Hiero wanted to press him but the Abbot changed the subject, asking, “Hiero, do you wish to air concerns about any of the …” he paused, searching for the word he wanted, “… companions I have chosen for you?”


“My men?” said Hiero, surprised Demero would consult him. “Setting aside my reluctance to have anyone share this burden with me … Maluin is a hothead, but cool in a crisis. We know each other well and work as one in a fight. The Mantan brothers know more than I do about wood lore and they sometimes frighten even me, but I am heartened that you say they have sworn to obey me for they do not make promises lightly. And you,” He looked fondly at Aldo, “while I am troubled you put yourself in such danger, your presence will be a boon. You will be able to keep up. Indeed, I can remember you wearing me out not so long ago.”


Aldo smiled warmly at Hiero. Demero had more to say, however, on this subject.


“Aldo, my friend, you know what is best for you, but you will defer to Hiero as your leader until you reach a logical parting of the ways, the timing and nature of which I do not foresee with any clarity although I sense many possibilities.” Now he turned back to Hiero, “You have not mentioned young Sagenay. Are you confident of him?”


Hiero hesitated, for despite his fondness for the young priest, Hiero was never quite at ease in his company. He liked the bright clarity of Sagenay’s personality, fresh as the early morning air or cool water bubbling out of a spring. Yet, why did he never felt the urge to joke in the careless swaggering way he might among other men with whom he shared hardship and adventure? Sagenay had a reserve which Hiero found had the effect of a fresh breeze on a stuffy day. A mystery surrounds the young man, but if Demero loves and trusts him and certainly there is not another archer in the North with his ability. That must be enough for me.


“He proved himself in our northern quest for the Were-bear,” Hiero said. “But … I … I confess I might find myself reluctant to send him into harm’s way. However, I defer to your wisdom and foresight, my Father Abbot for I know my problem in that sphere.” he said, making an attempt at humor, “Such as thinking I am the only one who can ever do anything right.”


Demero flashed him a look of both gratitude tinged with sadness as if he had been half-hoping Hiero would flatly refuse to take the lad along with him.


He could not object. Per Cart was not the rugged type, but he had proved himself tough, quiet, and trustworthy. Hiero had never once heard him utter a word of complaint, (if you didn’t count his annoyance when they had made him ride Klootz — who had readily agreed to carry him) after the battle with the Were-beasts). He recalled how M’reen and the cat people adored Per Cart, how the women especially loved to surround and pet him. Per Cart obviously liked the Cat people back although, come to remember, he had also sometimes seemed a trifle anxious in their company. Hiero suddenly wondered if their sensuous natures might have disturbed his tranquillity? He had been more at ease after they left.


These thoughts moved swiftly, and with barely a pause Hiero, after he finished pouring fresh beer into their mugs, was able to say, “Aye. He’s young, and fresh and still largely untested.” He took a drink. “If I have a concern, it would be about his inexperience with …” The two older men waited politely. “… women and, um, sexual matters. The Vilah-ree, well …” he sighed, “… even the most happily married man finds them beguiling. I worry he will be distracted.”


“As you yourself experienced among the Vilah-ree?” Demero was amused. “Do not forget our church does not associate sexual abstinence with spiritual purity. Indeed, we prefer to see our priests are capable of deep attachments and know the same desires and frustrations as the rest of humanity. You will have to let Per Cart find his own path through temptation.”


Hiero felt his copper cheeks darkening to chestnut at the Abbot’s blunt words. He had told the Abbot, of course, about the dilemma of the Vilah-ree and their need to couple with men they “found” and of his own encounter with their leader, sanctioned by Luchare “just the once.”


Aldo and Demero exchanged unreadable glances which Hiero could have sworn were filled with barely suppressed mirth.


“Perhaps this is foolish and unfair,” Hiero said, persisting, “but I’ve had something else on my mind, about the Unclean. They can mesmerize, a seduction that blinds you to their true intentions, in the way some reptiles freeze their prey with a stare. I trust the Mantans, but I worry Maluin and Sagenay might be vulnerable … they are so big-hearted.” He stopped, not at ease, saying anything critical about either of those two fine people.


“Neither foolish nor unfair, Hiero, for things are often not quite what they seem.” Giving Hiero a sharp glance, he added, “Even though you lost some of your powers last year, your ability to synthesize information has improved. My guess is Solitaire changed more in your brain’s operations than you might realize. Or maybe you are growing wiser at long last, something I wondered might never happen.” He did not wait for any answer to his half-jest but went on, “I would not worry too much. Per Sagenay will not be susceptible in the way that worries you. As for your old friend Maluin, never underestimate him.” The Abbot spoke so firmly that Hiero understood the subject was now closed even as he noticed the two older men exchanging glances. Much as he loved them and would have no other men as his leaders, irritation swept over him at the secrets these two seemed to enjoy withholding; clearly these infernal curmudgeons knew more about Per Cart Sagenay than they were letting on.


As if I could not handle the knowledge! Hiero thought.


Something of his annoyance may have shown on his face, for the two older men turned to him simultaneously, their eyes filled with affection and sadness. Hiero pushed away his ungrateful thoughts. Who else could I respect as much?


There was a long silence. Hiero thought at first Demero was in search of the right words, but then realized his Abbot was in the grip of strong emotion. He bowed his head and waited.


“My boy,” Kulase Demero said, his voice soft, his expression one of resigned misery, “Let us not deceive ourselves. Ours is a desperate mission. What we ask of you, no one should ask of anyone. Not just you, but those who go with you. Not one can expect to return; we have spoken privately to each and every one, and we believe all understand the peril we are in. This is no adventure. You must not hesitate in your own resolve. Know also that you will be on your own, for we have no resources to rescue you or even communicate with you. But know this also: should you succeed, you will have made possible a bright new era for our world and its inhabitants. I must also offer my apologies, Hiero, if later, you feel I …,” Hiero felt, rather than saw, Aldo frown at the Abbot.


There came a rap at the door.


Hastily, Hiero asked, “Sir, I cannot imagine what you could apologize to me for.”


Before the Abbot could reply, two sailors, detailed to serve mess, brought in a tray of simple food, cheeses and sliced meat, chopped vegetables and fruits accompanied by dark sliced bread and a fresh pitcher of beer to replace the empty one.


“Time for us to share a meal together as friends, I think,” Aldo said firmly, giving Demero a meaningful look.


Hiero started to speak, but Demero Kulase waved his hand, “Aldo is right. What more can be said? Let us enjoy our last meal together.” There was wisdom inherent in this statement; the three cleared the maps unceremoniously off the table onto the Abbot’s bunk and sat comfortably, eating and talking of minor matters such as the changes in Neeyana, the whereabouts of various old acquaintances, and the work on the Manoon clean-up.


Hiero was quiet during the meal. Something the Abbot had said about Hamili had triggered his mind into fierce thought. Even though Klootz was eager to play a part, the great forest was no place for a morse. On the last trip Klootz had suffered from the heat and damp, beset by parasites and had developed sores and fungal problems in his hooves; he was bred to live in a reasonably temperate climate, not a tropical one. Without Aldo’s medical skills, he would have suffered horrendously.


The discussion had given him an idea. At the end of the meal, as they sat back, Hiero leaned forward and asked, “May I say something on the subject, Sir? To do with our mission, I mean? I’ve had a thought about how to help the D’alwahns.”


“Any thought of yours is welcome,” said Demero, with no trace of sarcasm.


“About Klootz,” Hiero said heavily. “He wishes to go with us, but I do not think our mission is the right one for him.”


“What do you propose?”


“If he would consent, I would ask him to partner with Count Hamili. For, the fighting may well start before my return (if I return, Hiero said silently to himself.) Hamili could disguise himself to look like me, at least, from afar and astride Klootz to fool enough so that rumors spread I am in the East and going out on raids. Not only could this could help Hamili’s attempts to clear out the bandits in the region but might also serve to distract the Unclean from our presence in the Great Forest. No doubt, if they have captured Luchare, they will be waiting for me to walk into their trap.”


Demero looked at Hiero then with frank approbation. “My boy, you have surpassed my expectations. Such an idea is worthy of me! But would he be open to having a second human partner?”


“I think he will under the circumstances, also with the understanding that this will be temporary and will be entirely his choice to make.” With that, Hiero bowed and dismissed himself. Even as he shut the door behind him, he heard the murmur of their voices start up again.


Hiero walked towards Klootz’s enclosure. Only a few hundred feet away spread the vast expanse of tangled brown and green of the great forest, close enough to make out individual details of branch and root. A colorful bird with a bright orange beak almost as big as its body flapped from one treetop to the next, a reminder of how differently the plants and animals were evolving on this side of the Inland Sea. In front of him, sailors were lowering supplies into a waiting rowboat. Despite his concerns and worries, his blood quickened. In an hour or two he would be unleashed. No one, looking at his stern expression would have suspected the explosive joy in his heart.


His thought blazed: Luchare! I am coming!
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Chapter 2
The Company Reunited


Hiero and Maluin sat together talking quietly their backs against one of the flanges that supported the trunk of the tropical giant that soared far overhead. Maluin had removed his soggy, stinking socks and hung them over a damp and rather redolent pair of sticks, hoping the faint breeze would help them dry and ignoring the good-natured ribbing of the others — except for Sagenay, who had withdrawn to meditate or pray or whatever he did by himself; he was fanatically modest. The others were eating and chatting around a tiny fire; random beams of the afternoon sun, able to pierce the blanket of green overhead only at intervals, flickered here and there like evanescent columns of golden light.


The company were three and a half days out, camped on one of the numerous mounds that were likely remainders of pre-death constructions. If their information was accurate, they were very close to where Luchare and her escort, coming in from the west, would have picked up the trail toward the Vilah-ree’s lands. Up until now none had seriously expected to find evidence of Luchare or the guards who had been with her, sure that they had by way of trails from further east, but they were now drawing near to where she would have had to turn west towards the Vilah-ree increasingly the possibility they would find some traces.


Although these mounds did not offer a view, they did provide light, better air, and a measure of relief. After the cool lake breezes on the steamboat, the air under the dense forest canopy was stifling, untouched and primeval after several thousand years of unimpeded growth.


As the gloom of dusk fell, the seven companions stopped — no discussion necessary — all aware how easily, even for trackers of their skill, missing a clue could be.


The heat and the humidity were considerable in early February and all the company swiped at random insects. All except the Mantans could, using their telepathic powers, repel insects, but while the effort only required a very low band, Aldo worried they might be detectable to the enemy so all were dosed with his special “sauce” which worked only for a few hours at a time and smelled awful. The stuff the Mantans brewed lasted longer but smelled so bad only they would wear it.


They all felt uneasy: watched. The deeper they moved into this region of the great rain forest that now covered most of the northeastern portion of the continent, the stronger the feeling that something had disturbed the harmony of the Great Wood, causing a deep disturbance. The dense expanse was a place of mystery and danger — although Hiero and Aldo also knew the Great Forest to be a place of equilibrium, so that, for those who learned to recognize and avoid its dangers, moving through with relative speed and safety was not hard to achieve.


Hiero’s elation at being released from military duties was fast fading. He was unreasonable to be so hopeful of finding a clue right away but he couldn’t help himself; he ached for something, anything to give him hope that he was traveling in the right direction.


The sunset triggered a last spate of bird calls which rang all around them, the land-based sounds a relief to Hiero, as this was a racket he enjoyed. On board the Abbey’s big steamship there was always noise, the clanging and thrumming of the engines, footsteps pounding on the decks and stairways, voices calling out orders, bells ringing to bring the sailors on and off duty, but those sounds did not soothe his spirit.


Three days ago Hiero’s spirits had risen with every oar stroke away from the steamship. He shouted with glee when his eyes found those two lean figures whom he recognized immediately as the Mantan brothers, Geor and Reyn, appearing, swift and silent as smoke on a huge fallen tree trunk to take the rowboat painters fore and aft.


They, of course, showed no sign of emotion themselves.


Immediately, Hiero had given the two Mantan brothers his full attention for he had not seen them since the Battle in the North, after which they had vanished, not to be seen or heard from again until now. Heaven only knew how Abbot Demero found them. The legendary woods-runners of the North, whom men often called the Brothers of Death, had been his companions before and were glad to see him, though they rarely ever found reason to smile and be friendly or warm in their grim search for vengeance for the loss of their families, attacked and murdered by a Were-bear.


Hiero noted too that Geor touched noses with Gorm, bear-style, and patted Klootz’ damp flank with surprising gentleness; even more notably, Reyn stepped up to Per Cart and bowed his head briefly. Then Hiero remembered that Per Cart had saved Reyn’s life in the last battle because of his astoundingly fast and accurate skill with the bow and arrow. The brothers Mantan acknowledged the others with what passed for enthusiasm, greeting each with an iron grip of their hard hands and a feral grimace.


When they landed, Hiero experienced a jolt, for this was the same spot, where, almost two years ago, he and everyone with him, under attack by the Unclean, had made a hasty departure from Captain Gimp’s fine ship, Foam Girl. Aldo, Gorm, and Klootz, also, had no difficulty recognizing the place despite the saplings that had sprung up since then.


The thought of Klootz gave Hiero a pang. They had been together since his return from the south, and Klootz had been a comfort, in good part because the morse’s gradual but steady increase in thinking ability had deepened their bond — although Klootz, like Gorm, could abandon all thought in favor of frisking.


How everyone had laughed when Klootz, after a belly-flop from the sally port, had swum about, snorting and splashing, ecstatic to be free of the steamship. Hiero, after reaching the shore, had shouted, Come on, you big chucklehead, this isn’t a swimming party! and Klootz had clambered out, making sure to shake himself, like a big wet dog, all over Hiero and the two normally dour Mantans, who allowed their faces to crack into unaccustomed grins.


When Hiero broached his idea, Klootz had surprised him by readily agreeing to his proposal to offer himself as Hamili’s war steed. The morse expressed relief that he would not have to venture once again into the Great Forest, a place he liked even less than being on a ship (conveyed with images sliding around on the boat deck versus sores and bites and nothing much he liked to eat.)


At any rate, Klootz remembered Hamili — sending an image of the Count on board one of those bouncing hoppers that Hiero knew to mean: if he can ride those silly things, he’ll be in heaven partnering with me! He had touched Hiero, by reassuring him with images from past times together, that no matter what he would remain loyal to his first rider and no other.


After dinner Hiero returned to the pleasant spot under the giant tree on the mound, glad to find that Maluin had, mercifully, removed his socks.


Aldo wandered over and asked, “May I join you?”


They sat silent a moment.


“You seem troubled. Are you disappointed we haven’t found anything yet?”


“I am, though I know it is too soon to expect anything.” Hiero shook his head. “I miss Klootz already. I’m wondering if I should have sent Gorm too, but I cannot not see a role for Gorm in the east.” He shrugged and did not finish the thought except to say, “In any event, he’ll have to leave us when we reach the Mizzip.”


“He will be very suitable as Luchare’s escort to the Davids,” Aldo said. “Or to bear the news of our failure to find her north to Demero.” This last he said more softly, while briefly resting a hand on Hiero’s shoulder. Hiero, glancing, saw Aldo’s face was grave.


Returning to the previous subject, Hiero said, “Hamili has seen Klootz in cavalry games and exercises, and he will appreciate what a mighty ally I have sent him. I only wish I could have sent better news, for I know Danyale will regain his strength once he knows his daughter still lives.”


As Hiero had strapped on the small pouch he had crafted to carry a note to Hamili and the King, Klootz had blown on him gently, a morse sign of concern and affection, and Hiero had absently patted him on his soft muzzle while Gorm lounged nearby. These two had known Luchare exactly as long as he had, from the moment he had laid eyes on her, two years ago when he found her being offered as sacrificial captive by one of the most feral and superstitious human tribes living along the eastern edge of the Inland Sea.


Why, they love her as much as I do! He had a sudden vision of Gorm patiently teaching Luchare how to send and receive mind-pictures and of Klootz standing in a state of near falling-down idiotic bliss as Luchare, with gentle fingers, groomed his coat until his ordinarily rather dull and rough coat shone. Of course they did! Who wouldn’t?


The pouch was secured around his friend’s great neck with a slender leather strap of exactly the same hue as his coat. Inside, bound in oilskin, was a note for the King and the Count, explaining Klootz’s presence and significance. In the event of an unforeseen calamity, Klootz could reach around and bite the strap to drop the pouch. Klootz understood the contents well enough that if he reached his destination, someone with sufficient telepathic abilities would be able to grasp the gist. To that end he had given Klootz the best recollection he could summon of Count Hamili’s mind signature. If Hamili was dead, Klootz was would have to use his own judgement about where he would be most useful.


The morse was gone and there was no point in thinking about him any more. He had faith in Klootz, but he missed his big, warm, comforting presence, not to mention his prodigious fighting skills. By now Klootz was probably over one hundred kilometers distant.


“I want Klootz and Gorm to be safe, safer than we are, at any rate.” To himself he said, You also, Aldo, I wish you were not with us. Hiero spoke carefully, making sure his mind shields were all firmly in place.


“You can’t protect them — or any of us. There is nowhere safe, Hiero,” Aldo said, his tone heavy but sympathetic. “For my part, I am pleased that you trust the morse enough to give him a significant task to do. You are beginning to understand what these new intelligences are capable of.”


“Yes,” said Hiero, “I’m afraid I constantly underestimate them, especially Klootz.”


“Easy enough when … the mind in question … is sufficiently different from our own,” Aldo replied. “Accepting that intelligence takes many forms and expressions is difficult for humans, and we have a long and bloody history of being narrow-minded and utterly self-absorbed, I’m afraid.”


During their all-too-brief time in D’alwah, Luchare had been teaching Hamili the rudiments of mind-speech. He had learned quickly, not all that surprising, as anyone who rode as well as he did probably already possessed telepathic skills beyond the ordinary as the hoppers responded well to mind-speech, as he knew from his time with the sweet Segi. Presumably Hamili, albeit unaware, had been using some form of mind-to-mind communication with the hoppers already. Hiero hoped so, for he would need mind-speech to communicate effectively with Klootz.


At first Hiero had been slightly jealous of that tall, quiet, and pleasant man, Luchare’s favourite cousin. But after time spent in Hamili’s company, he had come to like him best of everyone he had met on that trip to D’alwah. Hamili was the closest thing to a brother Luchare had and was likely to play a role in her court when she became Queen. Indeed during his stay in Dalwah, Hiero’s liking and respect for the man had increased daily, for besides being a good listener and an astonishingly accomplished rider, archer, and swordsman, he was a man who knew when to bet and when to walk away. (Dalwahns were addicted to betting, seizing on almost any excuse for a wager.) The second skill, which most people lacked, was what caught Hiero’s approbation. He had the makings of real leader in him, but was not hungry for power or domination over others. From Luchare, Hiero had heard that Hamili would vastly prefer to be home on the family estate minding his own business.


As if reading his shielded mind, Aldo said, “Remember that Klootz can manage well on his own, better, perhaps, than you realize. The bear, I believe, is safer with us for now, and he can be an ambassador to the other people we meet, to help them understand that we have splendid allies. That is a concept that, I am afraid, will be harder for some to accept than others. You saw how fascinated and impressed the sailors were? They sense his power and intelligence. But did they think his intelligence real? Or a party trick?” He shrugged.


Hiero said nothing, but he was listening intently. Brother Aldo was offering him an opening to speak of what was in his heart, his emerging doubts about his faith; for now Hiero’s fierce loyalty to Kulase Demero silenced him. He had to resist this Elevener who stirred his mind and made his doubts resurface with such intensity.


Careful to project nothing of this, he answered, “I will consider what you say about Gorm.” Had Aldo noticed, as he had, that after Klootz had gone, Gorm curled up in the tight ball that said Leave me alone? Hiero had been aware of their deepening friendship, but this was the first time Hiero witnessed from the outside how strong and intertwined the roots of their interspecies friendship had grown.


After another moment Aldo said, “Off to bed with my old bones,” hopping up as sprily as a much younger man. If he was disappointed that Hiero was not more forthcoming, he gave no hint.


As Hiero lay looking up at the night sky, he hoped, as he did every clear night, that Luchare might be sharing the same sight and thinking of him. Talking with Aldo about Gorm and Klootz had triggered a cascade of thoughts, and he took a while getting to sleep. How could anyone, after spending time in close quarters with Gorm or Klootz or the half-human Eer’owear or the Vilah-ree, seriously believe they were less worthy of God’s high regard than a human? He knew that Eleveners had long ago expanded their own notion of worthiness to include all life forms, even the humblest. God was life, for them. He knew, too, that for the majority of humans a change in their beliefs would not come easily. The idea of human superiority had taken root long ago, no more, really, than an advantageous concept that gave humans license to behave as they pleased to ensure their own survival, no matter the cost to other “lesser” life forms. Building this idea of superiority into religious beliefs had given the notions the aura of sanctity and time had given the belief the aura of legitimacy. Even if they won this epic struggle with the Unclean, how would the remaining humans react, ultimately, to the fact that they were not so special after all? That, from now on, they would be sharing the Earth with many other intelligent beings, part human or not human at all? The Eleveners were ready, he was ready, probably even the Abbot was ready, but he guessed they were a minority.


He counted the non-human peoples he knew, wondering how many others, unknown to him, there might be. Bear folk, Morse (both so much smarter than they let on), the Dam People, the sublime Vilah-ree, the bewitching Eer’owear, and last but not least, the enigma that was Solitaire. Solitaire’s existence spurred the ultimate challenge to his faith, for here was a being who appeared to have unlimited intelligence, and was infinitely superior to Homo sapiens. Would his own church recognize and accord him a soul? Such was the stubborn arrogance of humankind that Hiero knew there would be passionate opposition and that felt like a knife in his heart.


Also troubling to Hiero were the other intelligent half-humans bred and controlled by the enemy: the Leemutes. What to do with them, if the Unclean were destroyed? Were they wholly evil beings? Or were some of them coerced and oppressed as the Eer’owear, and briefly, the Vilah-ree, had been?


The Abbot Kulase Demero, as the supreme leader of his church, had not given Hiero any indication of what he thought about these matters, and Hiero, out of fear of what the old man might say, had not broached the subject. Demero had not spent as much time as he had with these new beings; he had met them, yes, and had worked with them, but Demero did not know them as he did. These doubts and worries lay heavily upon his conscience, feeding his need to learn more about what Eleveners offered, for he guessed their philosophy was more congruent with his changing views. During this trip he resolved to talk with Brother Aldo as much as he dared. For now he would not show more than a mild curiousity, more now would be too much of a betrayal to the Abbot and the Church. He must accept that the time might never be right for him to explore the possibility of becoming an Elevener himself.


As he stared up into the night sky, a glow in the east indicated that the moon was rising. He needed to sleep, or failing that, to plan for the immediate future; instead his mind twisted away into a darker vein and unbidden the lovely face of Luchare arose into his consciousness.


Where was she? Was she safe, his lost bride? Despite all she had been through, both alone and in his company, she was a very young woman, not twenty. He’d had no word of her at all for three months, and he had not seen her for seven. Of one thing only could he be certain She was alive! But how to find her? This present search route was no more than an educated guess. Strong as his mind probes had been and he knew they were mighty, thanks to Solitaire’s mending of the damage done by the Unclean’s poisons, no answer or trace but that one unbidden cry had ever come in response. Despite these troubling thoughts, Hiero did at last fall asleep, long before the constellation Ursus had slipped over the horizon.


Everyone in the company awoke early. Although the night had passed without incident, no one had slept deeply. The forest was too quiet. The air had a dense quality, a slight sour odor too faint for even the bear’s nose to identify. Despite their eagerness to be off, they agreed to wait until full light. Hiero sat on a fallen tree limb, his freshly cleaned and oiled Thrower beside him, occupied with sharpening his dagger and knives while the others busied themselves with the never-ending maintenance that travel in a damp rainforest engendered: treating blisters, insect bites, rashes, mending, drying, repacking … even Gorm was moodily grooming himself and sharpening his claws.


Would they cross her trail today, or had they already missed it? Maybe the trail was somewhere else altogether?


Suddenly a mighty grip came down on his shoulder and Hiero almost cut his thumb. He had been daydreaming again. That lovely, full-lipped brown face fled from his mind and he returned to the world in a split second.


“Fine leader you are!” snorted Maluin. “I walk up behind you, not even going quiet, and you hear nothing, staring cross-eyed at nothing, not even looking at what you’re carving, deaf and dumb as a boot!”


Hiero stared down and was surprised to see that he was holding a small piece of wood, a knob off of a fallen branch, and that he had begun carving a rounded shape as he daydreamed. He looked up at his friend and decided not to make a joke out of it. “I’m sorry, Edard. I was thinking about Luchare and that blanks out everything else.”


Maluin’s deep voice was immediately kind. “Don’t say anything more, lad. I should have thought … You must be in hell. But we’ll find her.”


“Yes,” said Hiero in flat and unaccented tones. “I know we will.” The rest of his meaning lay between them unspoken: Will she be dead or alive or something far worse, broken beyond repair by the enemy? The cunning and cruelty of the Unclean knew no boundaries, held no mercies.


Maluin crouched beside him, looking into the forest. “I don’t like this Great Forest much, too close and buggy and humid. I’ve got mixed feelings about the next part of this mission after we’ve found Luchare. What is this obsession our Lord Abbot has with the far west? Aren’t we needed more here? Seems to me Klootz is the one going in the right direction!”


Hiero said nothing.


“You’re sure of this Count Hamili?” Maluin asked gruffly.


“From my own acquaintance with the man, I am sure he is trustworthy, but if you want to be sure, ask Aldo what he thinks. On his way to us, he interviewed one of the soldiers Hamili left in Neeyana; the man agreed to let Aldo “see” his memories of the episode.”


“Two seems an inadequate number to guard Luchare.”


“Calm yourself, Mal,” Hiero said firmly, “Hamili’s plan was good, or if you’d rather, among any number of bad options, he found the best. Luchare he sent west immediately, after which with information given him by the D’alwan Mitrash, he hid the king in a safe place — Aldo has hinted to me that it is Elevener bolt-hole. He sent two men at all speed northward to Neeyana, then left a few others with the king while he went north more slowly with one of their own dressed as a woman and making sure they were followed by Amibale’s forces. When joined by troops sent south from Neeyana, they turned and attacked, killing all but a few. These few will carry a rumor to the Unclean and their allies that Luchare went north. His plan to rid himself of the pursuers, he retrieved the king and proceeded eastward to the Davids. Very handily done. The king is safe, and the Neeyanians and D’alwahns take heart. As for Luchare, my heart tells me that she did find the Vilah-ree and that she lives, although danger surrounds her.” Even as he spoke the words, Hiero felt something in his heart release, allowing hope to enter, for he felt strongly that what he was saying was true.


“What of the guards who accompanied Luchare?”


“We had hoped that those men would return to report she was safely delivered to the Vilah-ree, but no one has heard from them. Nor has anyone been able to contact the Vilah-ree. The guards wouldn’t have stayed long, for as you know, the Vilah-ree don’t keep men about. There are many dangers in the eastern forest. Evil could have befallen them on the return trip too.”


“All right,” Maluin said. “If you believe Hamili is all right and that Luchare lives, I guess that’s good enough for me.”


Hiero played with the roundish shape he’d been carving, for he knew his friend wasn’t done yet. “Go on, speak your mind,” Hiero said, for while Maluin perpetually clowned around, behind that round face lay a penetrating mind.


“I don’t get the feeling of an enemy vanquished. More like …” Maluin scratched his head, “… like something I’ve read about the Death, when the earthquakes toppled the mountains and disturbed the oceans. People by the shore would know when the water went dead quiet and withdrew to out to sea run as fast as they could, taking nothing, merely to run and run in the hope, usually in vain, of staying ahead of the great wave that would follow.”


“I agree. The quiet is unnerving and tempts us to try and wrest D’alwah back,” Hiero said, “but Demero and I both agree that this would dissipate our strength. Even if they are not yet ready for us, we would have to expend much to hold D’alwah and we are all but certain Fuala has an alliance with the Unclean and that with her and Amibale the Unclean are planning something big. After Amibale’s powerful blow to D’alwah last year, he withdrew, leaving hardly more than a skeleton force to hold D’alwah City. Nor has he bothered to oust Efrem in Chespek or chase after the Mu’amans, who have vanished into some long-prepared valley fastness. There’s a bigger game afoot and Demero believes that the Unclean are in charge of Amibale. He sees no point in winning a series of small battles or trying to hold a kingdom so far from us. What he wants is to do something entirely unexpected that will undermine them at their core, if we can. As well as to play mind tricks on them along the way.” Hiero chuckled.


“Why do you think I sent Klootz to Hamili?” Hiero continued. Rumors of a powerful warrior in the north will scare them, Amibale and Unclean alike. Klootz has agreed to teach Hamili everything he knows about warfare, which is considerable. Hamili will wear a helm and leathers like mine and even though we don’t look much alike, people see what they want to see.” He grinned. “Demero once scolded me that I can’t be two places at once but I can surely try.”


“I hope this Count appreciates your generosity.” Maluin still wasn’t sure about the warrior noble who had sent a future Queen and Hiero’s beloved wife off into a dangerous forest accompanied by only a few guards.


“At any rate,” Hiero went on, not caring to admit how painful letting Klootz go had been, “Demero and I have some confidence that the absence you feel is genuine. We really did destroy a large part of their army, at least, of the northern contingent. We don’t know how many Unclean we have killed, but certainly there are fewer, especially of those who wore the red and blue patches. We are also confident we’ve cleared them off the Inland Sea and its surrounding shores for now, sinking the three nuclear-powered craft, and emptying and cleansing Manoon Island and the city of Neeyana. For the time being this area is secure, although I agree the enemy has not yet unleashed their full arsenal on us. They are so sure of themselves, so arrogant. I sensed even in this last battle no real fear of failure — little can disrupt their confidence. Despite our victory, they see us as pitifully weak. We surprised them, yes, but now they may feel more sure of themselves than ever. They know, for example, that our alliance with the Eleveners will prevent us from building the doomsday machines they are so fond of.” Hiero smacked his thigh angrily. “Even though I agree with their decision, this Elevener interdiction gives the Unclean a terrible advantage.”


Maluin growled, “Does it? We can hope their arrogance will be their downfall.”


“We can hope,” said Hiero levelly.


They both fell silent for a long while then, Hiero thinking of the storming of Manoon, the final act in the Battle for the North, as Maluin lounged quiet and thoughtful at his side. The final capture of the fortress had been easy work as the garrison was only lightly manned by Leemutes who had fled. The experience had taken a toll on the island’s liberators. Knowing Manoon had been used as a place to torture and dispose of people and animals, Hiero had taken care to have only seasoned and steady soldiers aiding him, including Maluin, but all had been profoundly shaken by what they found. The mangled and lunatic prisoners, the few that still lived, were chained knee deep in filth and gore and surrounded by a smell far beyond imaginable. The mass of bones around Solitaire’s pool was a picture of cleanliness by comparison. If there had been a way to blow up the island, erasing the cursed place from the earth, Hiero would have gladly done so, but Abbot Demero had other ideas, among them a careful inventory of everything left behind.


From close study of both documents and equipment they now had an idea of the level of technological know-how the Unclean had and the vaguest inkling of their future plans. There was no doubt from the diagrams and directives that the cold and evil minds of the enemy had at least partially mastered atomic power: the three vanished ships had indeed been driven by crude atomic engines, vastly wasteful of this dangerous energy as the heat generated was merely used to make steam to drive the turbines. Worse, the step to nuclear weapons was terrifyingly small. The fact that the Unclean had no qualms about casually reviving this technology indicated to Kulase Demero and the Eleveners that whatever the Unclean had as their goal, preserving earthly life in present form was not paramount.


As if following the same train of thought, Maluin said, “The thought of the atom in their hands chills my soul. I love machines, but I know where to draw the line. Atomic power is not worth the danger.”


There were many mysteries on Manoon that no one had yet penetrated. Not even their best engineering minds could fathom how the communication tower and control board on Manoon worked. A twin to the one in Neeyana, the tangled mass of wires and small glass globes filled with a repulsive and oily goo did no more than change hue when electricity was passed through. For all they could make the goo light up, using vibrations, they could make nothing of its properties or uses as a communication device.


Only Demero knew what Hiero had found while searching the innermost chamber of the fortress at Manoon, the rooms which had been occupied by the top Unclean leader. There, in a glass-fronted cabinet filled with copies of pre-Death technological manuals, he had found priceless treasures, including a complete copy of The Electrical Engineer’s Handbook by Pender & McIlwain — (the Abbey had previously possessed had no more than forty percent of this useful and precious tome, in scattered pages and incomplete chapters; trying to fill in the gaps had driven scholars and engineers half-mad for centuries). There was more. In a locked metal box lay a battered sheaf of papers, the remains of an ancient journal written in an archaic form of Batwah, midway between ancient Angleez and modern speech, in which, amid bizarre ravings, hints could be gleaned about the history, structure, and goals of the Unclean; a confirmation of rumors picked up over the last century by Eleveners and Metz Scouts, that the Unclean had emerged as a force about a thousand years ago, although there were hints that perhaps they had been around for far longer.


The journal praised one in particular, S’zarg, or the First. First of what was anyone’s guess. The writing went thus: “The Ascended One, S’zarg, the First of our Order was not subsumed by the Glorious Orb, the Sphere of Spheres, She who is All!!! He was her Equal, Her Consort, and ultimately Her MASTER! After her Glorious Purpose is Complete WE SHALL REMAIN!” The journal went on, pages and pages of bombast that only Demero had the patience to read and analyze. References to S’zarg seemed to imply he had remained among them although in what form was not evident. What did become apparent was that the Unclean were hierarchical and that only the Greens were considered “fully ascended”.


The Eleveners believed that the Greens were responsible for the bioengineering of the Leemutes. The fact that the Eer’owear knew they had journeyed north and eastward from the southwest confirmed their theory that their place of origin was somewhere in that direction, perhaps in a place too remote for any of their scouts to find. How the Unclean transported the Leemutes to this side of the Latchins was anyone’s guess, but they had all seen evidence of advanced technology in the last battle. Unclean and Leemutes along with their monstrous beasts seemed to appear out of nowhere, from all directions. Hiero understood why Demero wanted him go to the southwest, although what he and the company could possibly do other than observe and confirm these theories was beyond him.


Hiero could not tell Maluin all for fear of what might happen if they were captured by the enemy. Better than anyone he was aware how easily the Unclean could break into a mind, or worse, break one altogether. Once they got to Solitaire’s tarn, if they got that far, he would tell the entire company all he knew, including Demero’s wildest theories. While he disliked keeping his friend in the dark, he had little doubt that Demero was right as always.


“I trust the Abbot’s judgement,” Hiero said mildly, “and am grateful for his guidance. I would not want full responsibility for such grave choices.”


“Aye, lad, if we can’t put our faith in him, where can we?”


Where indeed? thought Hiero.


Conversation between the two old friends resumed and ranged quietly around the pros and cons of using the various technologies of the ancients, a favorite debate. Neither was completely comfortable with mechanized weaponry but Maluin with his natural love of engineering and machinery was more open.


One of Maluin’s obsessions was flying machines. He was deeply envious of Hiero’s glider sighting so long ago when he had first set out from the Abbey. “When I had a little time after the battle at the Abbey, I researched everywhere I could think of for a flying machine like the one you saw. They did have flying vehicles back before the Death, with no engines and very lightweight, that were launched at high speed and rode the air currents. Gliders, they called them. I can’t help but think that such a thing could be of use to us. I was disappointed to find nothing about them on Manoon.”


He spoke admiringly too of the great missile Throwers on the steamships they had used to sink the enemy ships.


“Those weapons, they’re more than useful, I agree, but primitive,” said Hiero lazily, “But look at their defects, Edard. That fine powder they eat is liable to damp and weighs too much as do the projectiles, very hard to transport, those things the archives call “cannonballs”. Plus, if not manufactured well, they are prone to blowing up and killing everyone in the vicinity! When one mines the knowledge of the Ancients, one can be choosy and not grab everything all at once.”


“You can’t have it both ways, Hiero.” He indicated Hiero’s dagger, with which his friend was whittling the piece of wood, “A dagger is primitive. A laser gun is not primitive; it uses a lot of energy but is not harmful except to its target. Atomic is not primitive either but excessively dangerous and to everyone and therefore must be deemed useless. The cannonball seems like a pretty decent compromise to me.”


Hiero replied, “I’ve advised Demero to focus on the hand-carried, smaller version: “rifles” or “muskets.” You can make that powder from charcoal and easily obtained stuff if you have to, and the same with their little projectiles, the “bullets”, they aren’t too hard to make if you have a source for lead. They shoot a long way and you don’t have to worry about windage as with arrows. In the meantime, we have our Throwers.”


Maluin settled in to this debate, as Hiero had known he would. This discussion had been going on since they first became roommates and best friends at the Academy when they were about fourteen. “We’re up against an enemy with massive strengths. I worry that we are not preparing to defend ourselves.”


Hiero was more than ready for this. “We are not going to win this struggle by traditional means, my friend, but by superior intelligence and planning. We know too little of the enemy and our own resources are too small to put our energies into planning, training men, and manufacturing weaponry for large battles like the one in the north — where, I might add, rifles would have been sufficient to shorten the length of the conflict by many hours and deaths, at least on our side. And the logistics? What a nightmare.”


“Look here,” he went on, putting down the carving and reaching around to pick up something he had laid behind his back. “Here’s my Thrower. You have and Sagenay have one each too and we have both used the weapon in brutal and desperate warfare. As an emergency weapon and only that, I think the Thrower more than justifies its weight and the inconvenience of the projectiles we must each carry. One strong man can handle the weapon.” Maluin looked as if he was going to burst with what he wanted to say, but Hiero held up a hand and continued to make his point.


“I know these things are very expensive and too much for a large group to possess. Hand-made and all that. And Sagenay’s is smaller, he made it to fit his own strength. But that little rocket explodes like six bombs. It’s a final desperate argument, see? And a suitable one for a group of our small size and urgent mission.”


“Another point is silence and secrecy. You, Sagenay, and I have our bows; we two are good and he’s unparalleled. We three also have Throwers, though I doubt Sagenay can handle his as we do ours. The Mantans have the blowguns they invented, or found, or reinvented, silent and effective. For close work I’ve got this,” he patted the ancient bolo/machete that he loved, the thing made for forgotten warriors of the lost land they were now in, still bearing on the hilt the mystic letters U.S.M.C. “And you have that strange, crooked axe you love,” and he tapped the short-handled halberd or billhook which lay on Maluin’s lap. “Old Gorm has his tough hide and his teeth and claws and Aldo has his fierce intellect and abilities as well as a good sharp knife. So think a moment, you big loafer, what is our purpose here? You can figure things out when you try.”


“Enlighten me,” said Maluin. “I want to hear this from you directly.”


“All right, you big lout,” said Hiero. “Our purpose, I’ll tell you what I can, most of which you would know if you’d been listening to the Abbot. We’re a scouting and search party, not an army, right? I sent Klootz away to where there might be real warfare, because that is what he does best. We’re all about speed, secrecy and silent scouting in unknown territory. We seek Luchare, but my orders from the Abbot are to seek information, the information we need to understand the enemy. Demero believes the Unclean are no ordinary enemy and that until we understand who they are and what they are after we cannot defeat them.”


“You are right,” agreed Maluin, “although maybe you should have sent me away with Klootz! I feel out of my depth, and not only in this forest. About a hundred more Throwers and men would give me some confidence.”


“And give us away to the enemy,” said Hiero, his bronzed face curving in a sardonic smile, “but I appreciate your honesty. I didn’t want anyone to come with me, Edard, but if I have to have companions, you are one of my top choices.”


“You always did have bad judgement,” Maluin said, but he was grinning. “A noisy lout, an old man, a beardless youth, a lazy bear …”


Hiero chuckled, “Old man indeed! Don’t underestimate Aldo, my friend,” He’s probably the single most powerful weapon we have,” he went on, stroking his narrow, swart mustache. “Although he would scold to describe him so. He’s not a warrior of the kind we are, trained to use physical weapons. No doubt, you’ve heard tales about my first jaunt with him, when he first appeared to me, Luchare, and that bucket of lard Gorm?” As he spoke he tossed a stick at the bulky brown heap lying a few yards away from them taking advantage of the delay for a nap. The stick bounced off his flank but the bear did not stir. “The Elevener’s first rule is to “Do No Harm,” but that doesn’t mean they can be killed easily. They have ways of getting themselves out of harm’s way without violating their rules.”


“From what I hear,” returned Maluin, “The old Elevener is a good man to have around when things get tough. He has some remarkable powers, I understand.”


Hiero inhaled a deep draft of the wonderful morning air, redolent of green and abounding life, before answering. “Yes, he does. And I have a few mental tricks too, Edard, as I think you know, but that old man can summon and control forms of life that hardly have brains at all, let alone reasoning power. I have a feeling you’ll see what he can do before this trip is over. And look, Bonehead, do us a favor and put those socks somewhere, here he comes.”


There indeed was Brother Aldo’s compact form coming towards them from the center of the glade where he had been sitting with Sagenay.


“What say, Prince of D’alwah? Is it time we set off to see what the day brings?”


“Let’s go,” said Hiero, smiling and rising as he spoke. The old man seemed to amuse himself with that title for him, but as always Hiero was responsivw to Aldo’s light touch of command. Unthinkingly too, his hand grasped the small carving, which he tucked into a pocket in his vest.


The morning before, when they had parted with Klootz, they had entered the forest by a faint trail leading directly south; Aldo assured them they would reach the wider trail known as the West Way by the end of this day or early the next one. As this route would bring them most directly to the territory of the Vilah-ree, Hiero had readily agreed. So far, this minor trail had seemed entirely unused, although all of them had a prickly feeling of being watched.


In a few moments, the order of march was formed and the party set off. This was a lesser north-south route, which wound with deceptive aimlessness about the gigantic, never-cut trees. Hiero and Brother Aldo led, one on each side of the trail. Thirty feet behind them stalked the Mantans. Per Maluin and Per Sagenay keeping the same interval behind them and finally the massive bear drifting from one side of the trail to the other as the fancy took him.


As Hiero paced along, he tried to work out how many men, tools, and time would be needed to bring down even one of these colossi of the plant world. Even peppering a tree with the Thrower repeatedly would do nothing, not to mention being a reprehensible method worthy only of an adolescent mind. He finally gave up, deciding that only lavish and expert use of explosives would remove even one and that would take more materiel and effort than the results could ever be worth.


This narrow trail wound and twisted to pass around the boles and root flanges of the monster trees which towered far overhead, shutting out even the full light of day except through rare and fleeting gaps. Three hours passed while the little party kept steadily and easily on their way until this shortcut intersected the broader West Way, a well known route familiar to both Hiero and Aldo. Here the road was almost wide enough for kaw and cart to pass going opposite ways although to get around the occasional titanic fallen tree carcass the road narrowed to a width that would have wheels brushing undergrowth on either side. The West Way, traversed the landscape with engineered directness, a characteristic of the ancient ways, the preservation of which over the millennia, was an impressive tribute to human determination.


The bottlenecks and abrupt turns came where trees or rocks that could not be moved had fallen. As these were perfect for ambushes, the company took care to reconnoiter each one with care, but despite the sense of threat, found no trace of an enemy, ahead or behind. If anything their unease grew because the way was so disturbingly quiet. No recent evidence of any passing merchant caravans and even though the path seemed well trampled enough, the jungle was, already, moving in, as much from vines that hung down from above than encroachment from the sides. Hiero noted, once or twice, a sour whiff, musty and bitter, lingering in the air. The party continued, always keeping a sharp watch ahead and on all sides for a sign or hint of anything that did not seem to belong to the normal life of the wood.


For Life, in the fullest sense of that word and all of its many meanings, simply reveled throughout, above and below, in the giant embrace of the monster forest. Not since the fossil Pleistocene age so named by the ancient scientists had such a plethora of animal and vegetable life swarmed so freely. The Death, at first fatal or blighting to many areas, some of which still lay under deep scars, had given new and strange rebirths in others. The sounds of countless birds and insects mingled with the distant growls, bleats, and moans of larger things, some mammalian, some reptilian, some insect, or bird or a strange mix. A man needed no fear of the Unclean and their allies to keep alert in the southern woods. Since this was equally true in the endless northern forests of the Taig, where all save Aldo had learnt their trade, none of the six humans needed any sharpening of their sense apparatus. Expert woodsmen all (though only Hiero and Aldo had deep experience of this titanic rain forest) little surprised this group and they were ceaselessly and automatically on guard. Wary of being detected using their minds, they depended on their practiced physical senses: sight, hearing, and acute power of scent to stay alive. Not even Gorm, shambling in the rear, had much more smelling ability than his human companions, though Maluin was the most out of practice as a woodsman, due to his time spent learning to handle ships on the Inland Sea.


Hiero watched his fellow scout quietly and saw how he paused nostrils flaring slightly when a new acrid odor or strange sound became suddenly apparent. His friend’s old skills were not forgotten but only sleeping, and they were coming back fast.


The trail twisted around tree roots that fanned above their heads; Brother Aldo suddenly halted and raised his right arm, palm flat, in warning. The gesture was repeated by those behind so fast that all froze at almost the same instant.


Beckoning silently to Hiero, Aldo waited until their heads were almost touching. “Use your mind,” he muttered, “using as light a touch as you can.” He swiveled his own head until he was staring at the varied wall of giant tree boles and the tangle of green and brown smaller growths to the front and somewhat to the left.


Hiero tensed, his mind searching and scanning, seeking other minds up and down the biological scale, from high to low intelligence. He was mentally hunting, not only for thought and perception, but also for any feelings or emotions he could catch, at any of a dozen levels. Nor were his physical senses dulled by this work, for they were on high alert as well, ready to intermesh instantly with any mental discovery.


It was only a moment, so trained were his powers, before he gripped Aldo’s still muscular shoulder and spoke in his ear.


“A number of animals. Big. Six or seven. And maybe something else, shielded? I can’t pin down the number too well because they’re so low on the scale. Lizards or snakes, hmmm?” He took a deep breath and flexed his aquiline nose, “Faint smell of musk, not strong but reptilian. Whatever they are, they are hungry and angry too. They want, even need to move freely and they can’t.” He patted Aldo’s shoulder. “Can you tell us anything more?” As he finished speaking, he slid the coppery tube of his Thrower off one shoulder and swiftly loaded a rocket projectile from his belt pouch into the weapon.


Aldo smiled approvingly at both the words and the action. He turned, pointed to the Throwers and gave the signal for the others to ready their weapons. Then he beckoned the companions (all but Gorm who had faded into the forest) to gather near.


“We are in no immediate danger; the animals that Hiero and I sense are merely alert and unhappy, not excited. We need the advantage of surprise.”


Turning to Hiero he said, “You have increased your talents. When I first met you, you were powerful but limited, largely unable to get mental waves from the lower rungs of the Ladder of Life as all your training had been to sense higher intelligence.” A faint smile curved his full lips, and Hiero could feel the unspoken whisper of the usual human arrogance.


Astonishing as his timing was, Aldo appeared to be offering an Elevener teaching in the middle of a crisis! Who is the leader of this company anyhow! Only a moment ago Hiero had been thinking about how knowledgeable and trustworthy Aldo was, but this was strange timing! Still he forbore to speak. Aldo might have some purpose and he was used to respecting his Elders.


Amusement in his voice, as if he read Hiero’s thoughts (despite the shield!), Aldo continued, “The lesser folk are largely our specialty, we of the Eleveners. What I get is much the same as Hiero here, but I know more: There are seven big appetites up there, near the trail. They are certainly reptiles, what we call Snake Heads. Have any of you met one of those yet?”


The others shook their heads. Hiero said, “I’ve read about them and seen drawings made by folk who have seen them. They are largish brutes, like gigantic lizards with very long necks and narrowish heads. They stick to open country, have good eyesight and can, when they wish to, move fast, neither of which abilities are worth much in this tree-infested environment. I also understand that they avoid people and other predators unless threatened or starving. They can eat almost anything, can’t they?” Despite his initial impatience, Hiero was now engaged.


“Yes,” returned Aldo approvingly, “Snake Heads are omnivorous. They eat a fair amount of plant stuffs and they don’t hunt much, though they’ll move in when there’s carrion. On the whole I rather like Snake Heads; they are lazy and, for reptiles, rather good-natured. To see one rolling in a mud-puddle is very entertaining.” The others all looked skeptical. The Mantan brothers looked frankly disgusted.


“I know the feel of proper Snake Heads and these creatures are like them, but different. How different I can’t tell, but I’d guess these might be exclusive meat-eaters, real hunters. The anger you got rightly; not only are they hungry, but they don’t like being so confined.” He paused and then went on.


“I’m brought to mind of those ghastly Were-bears up north that you found on your scouting trip before the big battle. You said the Unclean had trapped a pair inside a barrier made by some kind of buried device or devices that held them in place, right?” The company nodded and so he continued, “Well, I feel that happening here; someone is holding these brutes together in one place, a mind both like and unlike those that he keeps captive, flickering over and across theirs. See if you can pick up anything like that, Hiero, but stay under his radar, please, or we will lose our advantage.”


Hiero smiled inwardly at the last remark, so much like that of a parent stating the obvious to a child, but he knew Aldo was right and forgave him. With feather lightness, he attempted to catch what Aldo had described, never doubting the old man’s perception. Aldo had spent a long life at his game and Hiero knew, pragmatically knew, that Aldo harbored no neuroses or pettiness or wild imaginings in his thoughts. If he said something was there, there was!


Concentration paid off. The difficulty was in penetrating the murk of blurred images thrown off by the big but unreasoning things which reeked of mindless reptilian hunger, but there was something else. Not the same as the duller brutes, but far higher on the intelligence scale. And yet, as Aldo said, there was an affinity between this being and the dull monsters for whom being alive was mostly appetite and restlessness. Whoever or whatever, this being was not one of the Unclean.


Suddenly, Hiero’s memory got a quick jolt. He had felt a mind like this twice before in deadly combat! “A Glith,” he breathed, “An intelligent biped reptile, man-size, and Unclean bred. They’re smart and dangerous and the Unclean use them for special jobs; there don’t seem to be as many of them as of other Leemutes. I fought one in a duel on the pirate ship, the Ravished Bride, when we were heading south with Gimp and another time one penetrated the Abbey in an attempt to assassinate me.”


Aldo’s black eyes sparkled. “Well done, my good man! A trap set with a Glith controlling the lower beasts. We can go around and avoid detection by the whole group. We’ve been careful and I don’t think they’ve got a bead on us yet. At best, only a feeling that something unknown is coming down the trail. What say you?” His gaze swept over all of them.


Hiero was surprised by how much his emotional self responded to Aldo’s words of approval, but he hid his pleasure and was all business. The resolve and courage of the whole company had not only been enhanced by this calm pause to confer and plan, but all now felt unified and prepared to meet this enemy. How could he have ever doubted this wise old man!


As a direct result of the reminder about the Were-bears, a fully-formed plan leapt into Hiero’s head. For months he had done nothing but mop-up, prepare and worry. Here, at last, was action! Behind his jet eyes, rage burnt in a red flame, as all the frustration of the last few months concentrated in his alert frame.


“We must kill these beasts but catch the Glith without killing him. He must be interrogated!” Under the surge of rage lurked a deeper concern. Maybe the Glith knows something more about the central command of the Greens. This may be our first chance at a lead. He knew he couldn’t let that excitement surface and distract him, although he could let the energy fuel his wrath.


Within moments they had gathered even closer about him. While his thoughts raced through his skull, his forehead gleamed with fresh sweat; the day, as always this far south, was hot and humid and everyone perspired freely.


“We all know the menace we face, the first of many. Here is what I propose we do.” No one could be more aware that this was the first real test of his leadership; to fail didn’t mean their faith in him would be lost, but the effect on morale was unpredictable.


“We’ll fan out in a short arc,” he said. “Maluin, Sagenay and I will be in the center, since we have the Throwers. One Mantan will take the left, a little further from the center, the other the same on the right. Aldo, you stay behind. If we need your mind powers to help us, you will know. You Mantans, if you have a poison that’s better for snakes than people or deer, I hope that is what is smeared on your darts.” The Mantans’ grins were feral.


Gorm had reappeared. Now, you, he sent to the bear who was looking as alert as he ever did, which wasn’t much and entirely misleading, even with a tenth of his senses active, he was more alert than any of the humans. You stay back with the Old One and guard him. Do not get in our way or fight unless you must to protect him. We are going to try to catch the two-leg but we plan to kill the others if we can. If we miss him you grab him if you can; if not follow him and keep sending me directions.


For a purely physical fight, all this made obvious sense; Aldo had nothing but his belt knife. They were trying to avoid mind work, lest the Glith should detect them. If necessary Aldo would manipulate the beasts to save himself or the others. Hiero pushed those thoughts away wondering if anyone had ever worried about pushing him forward to prove himself. Probably they never had to, as in his youth he had been an arrogant bonehead, keen for any adventure — the more foolhardy the better. Worse than Maluin, which was saying something. Enough. He clamped down on his thoughts and was all business.


They formed the lunate curve Hiero had ordered, and began to advance slowly up the trail. All faced forward or to the left, weapons ready. One Mantan brother, Geor, was at the forward or right point of the arc, and the other, Reyn, on the left. The formation was not as spread out as Hiero would have liked, constrained by the width of the trail, but could expand or contract down its length when necessary.


Silently and cautiously they moved on. Hiero could smell his own rank body but before long the musky reptile reek blotted out all the normal forest odors. All minds were silent, all senses on edge. They stole on, a fearsome array, ready and waiting.


The attack was so shockingly sudden that if they had not been warned, the surprise could have been disastrous.


Out of the massed greenery between two of the giant trees they came. Two hideous heads, fanged jaws agape, struck forward and down on their long necks, their hides all a glitter of green and brown scales. To add to the horror of their onslaught, they struck in absolute silence. Both blows were aimed at Hiero.


So much for shutting off thoughts said Hiero’s brain even as he dodged sideways to avoid the foetid odor and sharp teeth of the open jaws. These mutated Snake Heads were attacking him as if they knew he was the leader of this company! The Glith must be directing these dumb beasts! As he whipped up his Thrower, another thought came, the memory of the attempted assassination. They really want me badly if they are placing their precious Gliths, the most cunning and rare of the Leemutes, on the chance I might appear!


Even as these thoughts were tracking at lightning speed through Hiero’s mind, several things began to happen. One great, earless head smacked into the trail’s surface, a bare yard from Hiero’s new position. He fired the Thrower at close range through the leaves at the now revealed base of the overbalanced brute’s neck.


The blast of white fire from the little rocket shell made a whoofing noise, but this was overpowered by the gurgling hissing squalls of agony from the creature’s mate, who was lunging at Edard Maluin.


Maluin’s Thrower had dropped from his huge hands, as he too jumped aside. Knowing his friend, Hiero was sure the move was deliberate. As the other giant head missed its target and hit the solid earth, Edard whipped his giant billhook from his back and struck, with one prodigious and elegant sweep. The razor edge and curved point came down with a clipping smack and split the monster’s skull like a ripe pumpkin, sending up a shower of red spume and mangled grey matter. A last choked and gasping scream came from the monster and then all was still and silent.


Hiero, already reloading his Thrower, noted that the first reptile was dead. Instant shock or nerve concussion had killed the monstrous creature on the spot. The vast neck and head simply sagged forward onto the trail, the huge body still hidden in the dense green shrubbery on the trail’s edge.


“Get set for more!” he yelled, as he rapidly reloaded. “Four at least! Edard, you clumsy bastard, pick up that Thrower!”


None of his shouts were necessary but they helped relieve his pent-up emotions. Two down! The crash of more massive bodies lurching through the tangle of vine and bush, the grunting of more aroused brutes was warning enough.


Two more of the giant reptiles with red throats and yellowed fangs displayed lunged at them in a squattering rush, slanted amber eyes agleam with ferocity, wild to beat down and tear apart these small mammals which had slain their brethren.


Another blast from the Throwers checked this second charge. Maluin fired his, and Sagenay, handling the heavy thrower well fired a second later, his face immobile but eyes alight. The huge bodies shuddered to the earth amid a cracking and tearing of vegetation. As the mighty sharks of the long-dead past could be shock-killed, so too did these reptile mutants die. An explosive and instant death, a cessation of life in one millisecond was dealt; the animals were hit and wounded also, and there was plenty of blood and torn flesh, but these wounds alone were not enough to kill so quickly.


“There’s two more at least!” Hiero shouted. “Reload fast. Keep your weapons up!” He choked at this point, overcome by the acrid stench the monsters emitted as they died, a gas so repulsive as to be unbreathable. The others, too, were gagging helplessly; Sagenay’s expression, his eyes bulging, was almost comical and Maluin was clutching at his throat and wheezing.


At that moment Brother Aldo’s clear voice rang out now from his position to one side and behind them. “The rest are running away! Fear has broken whatever control the Glith had over them.” The company paused to listen to the receding crashes of the fleeing brutes. “Hiero!” Aldo shouted, “We must get that Glith! Gorm is after him! Go! Get him alive not dead!”


Still coughing from the stench Hiero leapt over the neck of one dead beast. Gorm and Hiero soon converged on the trampled path the last two monsters had made. Once past the carcasses the air cleared and so did Hiero’s mind. The Glith would use this path to make his escape, deeming speed now more urgent than secrecy. He threw out a mental probe like a net, but picked up nothing, and he cursed as he ran. He couldn’t let this Glith get away!


Gorm, galloping in Hiero’s wake, forestalled the next ambush. Ware! On your right! Death! The images snapped in a sort of mental yell. Hiero spun in the middle of a bound and then crouch-landed. The heavy, barbed spear didn’t miss by much, whooshing past less than an inch from his right ear.


Behind the spear came the Glith himself, wide, slit mouth open in a lipless snarl with yet another heavy weapon ready, half sword, half cleaver raised high in one brawny arm. A numbing blast of mental hate like a freezing shower of ice burst from the glaring red eyes under the shelf of lashless bone.


Alive! sent Hiero to his furry ally. Take him alive! Don’t kill! Was it was so important to make the reptilian biped a prisoner that he was prepared to risk both his life and Gorm’s? If he might know something important, yes. He kept moving, leaping up out of his low crouch, lithe as a cougar, to close in on the oncoming brute.


Gorm check his charge while Hiero struck the upraised arm of the Glith with a diagonal swipe of the heavy Thrower, the weight and momentum of his body behind the blow, as an ancient of the pre-Death Quatrocento would have used the long dagger the French had once called a Main Gauche, a heavy sword meant for beating your enemy to death rather than skewering. Dropping the Thrower, he swung his short sharp sword out of its back sheath with his free hand. He could have killed the Glith then, his blow deflected, the sharp and heavy blade of Hiero’s bolo could have split his pointy alien skull through the tiny scales of his hide to the bone and meat underneath. With consummate discipline and skill, Hiero checked his killer instinct and struck the Glith’s head with the flat side of his sword. A solid blow but not lethal. Two more lightning movements, one a parry, one a strike, and the Glith was down, crumpling into fallen leaves, red eyes still open, but blank, the pupils shrunk to points.


Cutting off the leather body harness the Glith wore to hold his weapons and ornaments which appeared to be teeth and other body parts of his victims, Hiero raised his voice, calling out, “Aldo! All of you! He’s down. We got him!” While he shouted he was lashing the Glith’s arms and legs tightly with the strips of harness.


Soon the entire company was contemplating the unconscious Glith with the exception of Gorm who had found some berries to eat and was chewing with ursine contentment. The Mantans looked on enviously, not able to hide their chagrin at having missed out on the main action; Maluin looked sweaty and contented, and Aldo grimly satisfied; Sagenay, while breathless and triumphant at the role he had played, was quiet and still a shade green from inhaling the putrid stench of the dying beast.


Here, felt Hiero with gladness, was the start of cohesion and trust in the company. Once they had learned all they could from this vile Glith, they would put some distance between themselves and this scene of gore for a well-earned rest.
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Chapter 3
The Birds Are Flown


Hiero’s blow to the Glith’s head had scrambled the beast’s brains thoroughly enough to render him incoherent for several hours. They moved him further off the main road to a small and almost sunny glade, courtesy of a fallen forest giant. By mid-afternoon with the lizard-man still unconscious, Hiero was in an agony of suspense, so hopeful was he that this Glith would give him a clue as to Luchare’s whereabouts. The earlier elation of the company was ebbing fast. After a short rest the six men and the bear gathered in a loose circle around the bound enemy.


Both Hiero and Aldo noted a slight change in the Glith’s breathing and believed he was now only pretending to be incapacitated, although, no doubt, he was in pain from his wounds. They tried first one mental probe and then another on the captive;’s mind, using every trick they knew. The others, save Sagenay, who intently followed their efforts, simply watched, for the powers of the two questioners were beyond their ability.


Time passed and nothing happened. Gorm looked sleepier and sleepier until at last he slumped down for a nap, after sending Hiero a message to wake him up if he got anywhere.


“We’re not getting anywhere, Revered Elder,” said Hiero at last, aloud, for the benefit of the others. “I wonder if the Unclean have a new mind-blocking technique and this scum has been taught it?”


“There is certainly a block here, a solid mind shield,” answered Aldo calmly. “Yet we both sensed this mind earlier, giving the orders and controlling those poor brutes. The Glith must be able to lower and raise the block at will, yet, if the creature possesses and controls a mind block this powerful, how could the Unclean enforce obedience? You know as well as I do that this isn’t possible. Yet the Glith have got into a second ambush position never leaving a trace that either you, I could detect! Only the bear’s keen nose and no one’s mind saved us.”


A ripple went over the apparently slumbering body of the bear at the praise and he released a pleasurable sigh along with a small yawn.


“Damned if I know, Aldo,” Hiero said. Nothing seemed to be working; worse, they could not linger here interrogating the injured Glith without endangering themselves. The mind was sealed and silent, puzzling and angering two of the finest telepaths the Northern Alliance had ever produced. They scowled at each other in pure frustration. “Perhaps the Gliths fear the Unclean so completely that they are obedient?”


“Excuse me,” came the voice of Edard Maluin, the volume unusually gentle for him and hinting of amusement. “I am not in a league with you two mental giants, especially that sloppy ex-cadet I roomed with back in the old days. But don’t the Unclean use mechanical mind blocks? Devices they wear or carry?”


In the silence that followed he pointed a huge forefinger at the left ankle of the Glith. “Hiero, you stripped off his harness to tie him up but if you look under that fine lashing on his legs there seems to be a funny anklet, painted the color of his hide, held on by some metal band. While you two geniuses have been at work, I’ve been standing here listening to that damned bear snoring and trying to stay awake and then I saw that little square chunk of metal. Caught my eye where the paint’s rubbed off, see?”


Hiero’s face froze into a mask of copper rage, not at his friend, but at his own stupidity. Then the mask cracked. This wasn’t the first time his friend had proved to be the more keen observer. What a damned good thing too!


He roared with laughter and relief. “All right, Edard, you got me and you got me good,” he choked out. “I’ve only seen those lousy mechanisms as neck chains or rods. Never crossed my mind to look for an ankle band. I ought to be sent back to owlet class (Abbey slang for First Year’s) and taught my letters all over again.” As he spoke he bent over and with a tug and a slash of his heavy belt dagger, he cut the smallest link and pulled the anklet out from under the strap of binding.


Aldo, however, was shaking his head, suddenly looking older and frailer. “I’m too old, in truth,” he said. “These machine things, whether Abbey made or of the enemy, are not things I know or think about. Perhaps I should leave you all and go search alone in my own way. This hunt may be for the young, and even though my body’s still strong, my mind can’t …”


Shocked, Hiero turned to him, the word “Nonsense!” dying on his lips, the metal anklet, momentarily forgotten, hanging loose in his grasp.


Maluin, who was a student of such things, nonetheless burst in, “Aldo, Stop pretending you’re a doddering old coot fit only for the rocking chair by the hearth! No one expects you to know everything.”


Sagenay, the youngest in years, gently laid one hand on the older man’s shoulder, and his low musical voice seemed to calm him. “Your wisdom lies deep, Master Aldo. Stay with us, for we need both your experience and your good soul to guide us. And — you know more about these things than you let on.” Aldo patted the hand on his arm and smiled at Sagenay, and to Hiero’s wonder, a look of tenderness, sad and knowing, passed between them like a ripple under calm waters.


Sagenay’s support acted as a stimulant to the older man, imparting a new gleam to his eyes, both humorous and keen. Fresh power seemed to flow from him. Straightening his back, he declared, not without humor, “Maybe I am not yet a helpless dotard. Let’s get on with this inquiry. What are you going to do with that piece of hardware dangling from your fingers?”


For an answer Hiero began searching around the subsoil, presently finding a flattish rock the size of his fist. He placed the metal box on the rock and using the flat of his heavy short sword, he smashed down hard, just once. There was a spitting fizzle of sound and a few sparks flashed. Then nothing remained but a pulped blob of burnt-looking, crushed metal, the strange blue tint blurred, and from which oozed a single nasty drop of oil.


“I wish we could have kept the thing intact for an Abbey expert to examine, but I’ve had experience enough of these foul things to know that among other attributes, they function as direction locators. If we kept that device intact we might as well be marching around in a parade with horns and drums and not on a covert mission.” Hiero shook his head, “The Unclean have embraced and adapted any pre-Death technology to their needs, and they stop at nothing. He looked distastefully at the oil, “My guess is this is the same oil we found in the control boards and that it somehow works on some high sound frequency.” Hurling the fused lump of enemy technology into the forest, he turned back to Brother Aldo, his face grim.


Aldo, not taking his fixed gaze from the Glith’s impassive face, answered, “I am no student of mechanical devices, but I am capable of creative thought. Do you think the Unclean have found a way, with devices like the one you just punted into the woods, to increase and make secure the natural mental shielding such as you and I would throw up to defend ourselves?” The old man had never heard the word “amplifier” used by the ancients; he had a concept in his mind, but no words to express it.


Hiero wiped sweat from his brow and looked into Aldo’s thoughtful rounded face, admiring the fine brain inside the older dark-skinned man with his snowy tight-curled locks. He said, “I learnt most of what I know the hard way, under pressure, quick and fast. I can’t talk with most of those deep scholars without revealing how ignorant I am. Your idea is sound, but for now, we men of action will leave theories to the men and women of the libraries and research labs. Let’s prove your idea, however, by getting into this creature’s head.” The old man gave a curt nod, trying to hide his pleasure in these remarks, and both men turned to the captive prize feeling renewed vigor and optimism.


All eyes intent on the Glith, Hiero began.


Speak! Enemy and death seeker, open your mind! You have no hope and only what lies in your brain saves you pain, pain and agony such as even you never conceived. The intense drive of Hiero’s thought attack seemed to take the shape of a lance driving into the prisoner’s brain. He no longer had the power he once had; he could not kill, but his efforts made the lizard man twist and writhe. The ruby eyes of this mutant reptile opened and glared rage. Hiero had never probed a mind like this, both alien to his own warm blood and yet of high intelligence — in some ways as high as anyone in this group of men. Yet there was a coldness and a hunger and profound hate woven in among a maze of dark thoughts. But Hiero caught something else: beneath a layer of turmoil and contradiction, despair lurked — the despair of an intelligent being locked in an existence without hope — toward a yearning for extinction. He pulled back, for this was disturbing and had nothing to do with the answers he sought.


Under Hiero’s relentless probing, thoughts began to emerge, tangled and muddled but intelligible if the seeker were patient. The Glith, albeit engineered by the Unclean, was still of the Earth, a mass of altered genes and chromosomes born of forced breeding and alteration, but of the same dimensions as any other earthly being and Hiero could — just — understand the creature.


It is forbidden to speak. We are forbidden mindspeech with any but themselves and those they send. I must die rather than tell anything to my enemies. I shall die! Now! Without speaking! Now! Now! Now!


Desperately the reptile-man fought Hiero’s probing mind, trying to commit suicide by sheer will, but such an attempt was alien to its basic structure and a million and more years of evolution. He could have cut his own throat, Hiero did not doubt, but he could not kill himself with his own thoughts. Hiero never relaxed his mental pressure for a second, conscious of Aldo observing and lending mental energy — energy that was fused with another in the circle, Sagenay.


Hiero did not notice immersed in his intense efforts that he had stopped thinking of the Glith as an “it,” but as a “he.”


It was slow work. Even without the aid of the Unclean device, the Glith resisted. In another being Hiero might have even felt grudging respect. The creature’s mind was strong, his training thorough.


One more hissing gasp and struggle of the mighty body in its bonds, and the Glith’s collapsed, limp, trapped into a corner from which there was no escape. Hiero would make certain he lived and talked and the Glith knew this. The company quietly witnessed the silent struggle; all but the bear who moved further away.


And then SNAP! The thing was done. The beast lay inert, broken.


There! All but a tiny cupboard-sized piece of the thing’s brain was open to him, both pitiful and … Hiero almost lost his concentration … and, yes, recognizable. Images flew at and into him at lightning speed, and he recognized that the lizard-man was in a state close to a living death. Between his wounds and the struggle, the Glith was now very close to shutting down his brain permanently even while his body continued. Hiero knew had little time to put his questions to the helpless prisoner and he was merciless.


Why are you here? Who sent you to watch this part of the East-West way?


The Masters choose!! The Masters!


Hiero was shocked by the degree of hatred and loathing that accompanied naming of his Masters.


They send us to hunt.


Who were you hunting? Was it just anyone? Or someone special?


The Glith’s mind was in agony now. He answered, but Hiero was sure there was still evasion. Grudgingly he had to respect the strength of this … being.


We hunted the ones in the trees, oh succulent ones, and their young, so delicious and tender but so small, barely a mouthful to such as this one who is always hungry. The images were so vivid and so ghastly that Hiero was tempted to kill the Glith then and there. The glimmer of respect vanished. Along with his next question he sent another piercing burst of pure mind energy meant to hurt.


Where have they gone? Where have you chased them? How many did you kill?


The Glith, writhed and groaned. They ran away. They are gone.


Hiero could also sense something akin to pride in the Glith’s mind images. Good grief! They even ride the Hammerheads sometimes! They chased the Vilah-ree riding on those monsters. Once more he couldn’t help but be impressed.


If they are gone, why are you still here?


The Masters, they send us out to find a human, a single one they wish us to capture. Hiero could see that the defeated creature was not struggling to defy him, but that he could not convey the alien concept of individuality. His thought patterns were reptilian and that a single individual could have so much importance was beyond his mental grasp. Even his use of the distancing ‘this one’ or the plural “we” was meant to convey that he was part of a whole, of something bigger.


Who is this “single man” for whom you seek?”


The Glith, even in his weakened state must have caught a whiff of Hiero’s urgency for his red eyes seemed to glow brighter and he made a choking sound that one could have said was an attempt at some kind of dark laughter. The Glith suddenly focussed on Hiero, his red eyes glowing like dying embers.


This one was told to seek a great warrior! This one knows not you! A bear had to rescue you!


Humor? thought Hiero incredulously. Are these loathsome being capable of that? As the red light in his eyes faded, the Glith sagged again into unfeigned unconsciousness. Hiero realized his second mind bolt had been too powerful, another, and the being would shut down for good.


Hiero felt Aldo’s light touch on his shoulder. Their eyes met and Hiero nodded. He knew he should be ashamed of himself. Aldo was cautioning him to back off. A younger Hiero might have resisted, and even now, he had trouble stopping. At the exact moment he did so, he felt a thought pulse from the Glith’s mind, Death is welcome to this one. Death will be a release from torment. From the creature came another wave of deep despair that nearly rocked him off his feet. Sagenay, on his knees, turned green and looked as if he were about to vomit.


He staggered back, staring at the Glith now. Was this some further trick?


As Aldo took over, all of them could feel the shift.


The Glith sighed, and whether he closed his eyes in disappointment or relief, Hiero could not tell.


Now Brother Aldo’s great value was demonstrated. All knew that the deepest held Elevener belief was that all life was precious and rare in the universe. Thou shalt do no harm was their fundamental credo. Few, however, knew that even before the post-Death telepathic powers emerged, Eleveners had turned their efforts to understanding the lower forms of life, not to control, but simply seeking evidence of awareness. Far more than the Abbey telepaths, no matter how well-trained, Eleveners had learnt the mental patterns and methods to control the creatures far down the mental ladder of Evolution. Fishes, amphibians, reptiles and birds were far better known to them than any others. They found, after a time, that they could even guide and alter the actions of the simplest creatures.


In more intelligent beings, an Elevener could bring peace and a willingness to share what was in their minds without harsh probing if the being was willing. In this case the Glith had given up, no longer caring what happened to him.


Progress was slow, but through a great deal of rubbish, Aldo detected a pattern emerging from deep within the Glith’s mind and the interlocking sections of hard-sought puzzle began to fit coherently.


Hiero was in awe of Aldo’s skill; for all he’d entirely subdued Glith, no matter how long the captive stayed alive, he could not have gotten all the information the creature had stored in his horrid mind while Aldo was teasing out every piece.


Arithmetic was not the Glith’s strong suit, but he conveyed “many” in such a way that later Hiero and Aldo would agree that there were somewhere around ten detachments like this one scattered around the huge forest. One Glith in charge of each pack of giant rebred mutants, remarkably like the saurians of the Cretaceous and Triassic ages of ancient Earth. The Glith knew nothing of the placement of the others, their locations and numbers.
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