The Forest of the Taig

THE SI GN OF THE FI SHHOOK

COWPUTER MAN. THOUGHT HI ERO. THAT SOUNDS CRI SP,

efficient, and what's nore, inportant. Also, his negative side added, mainly
nmeani ngl ess as yet.

Under his calloused buttocks, the bull norse, whose nane was Kl ootz, anbled
slowy along the dirt track, trying to snatch a mouthful of browse from

nei ghbori ng trees whenever possible. H's protruding blubber |ips were as good
as a hand for this purpose.

Per Hi ero Desteen, Secondary Priest-Exorcist, Primary Rover, and Seni or
Kil I man, abandoned his broodi ng and straightened in the high-cantled saddl e.
The norse al so stopped his | eaf-snatching and cane alert, rack of
forward-pointing, palmate antlers lifting. Al though the w de-spread beans were
in the velvet and soft now, the great black beast, |arger than any

| ong-extinct draft horse, was an even nore nurderous fighter with his sharp
spl ayed hooves.

H ero listened intently and reined Klootz to a halt. A di muproar was grow ng
i ncreasingly | ouder ahead, a swell of bawling and aaahi ng noi ses, and the
ground began to trenble. Hiero knew the sound well and so did the norse.

Al though it was | ate August here in the far North, the buffer were already
nmovi ng south in their autum mgration, as they had for uncounted thousands of
years.

Morse and rider tried to peer through the road's border of larch or aider. The
deeper gl oom of the big pines and scrub
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pal metto beyond prevented any sight going further, but the noise was getting
steadily | ouder.

H ero tried a nmind probe on Klootz, to see if he was getting a fix on the
herd's position. The greatest danger lay in being trapped in front of a

wi de-rangi ng herd, with the concomtant inability to get away to either side.
The buffer were not particularly nean, but they weren't especially bright
either, and they slowed down for al nost nothing except fire.

The norse's nmind conveyed uneasiness. He felt that they were in the wong

pl ace at the wong tine. H ero decided not to delay any |onger and turned
south off the trail, allowing Klootz to pick a way, and hopefully letting them
get off at an angle to the oncom ng buffer

Just as they left the last sight of the road, Hi ero | ooked back. A line of
great, brown, rounded heads, sone of them carrying six-foot, polished, yell ow
horns, broke through the undergromh onto the road as he watched. The grunting
and bawl i ng was now very |oud indeed. An apparently endl ess supply of buffer
foll omwed the huge herd bulls.

H ero kicked the norse hard and al so applied the goad of his mind

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

Kl ootz broke into a shanbling trot, which noved the great body along at a
surprising rate. Avoiding trees and crushing bushes aside, the huge ani nal
paced al ong through the forest, |ooking deceptively slow. Hiero rode easily,
wat chi ng for overhangi ng branches, even though the norse was trained to avoid
t hem

The man's | eather boots, deer-hide breeches, and jacket gave him a good dea

of protection fromthe smaller branches which whi pped himas they tore al ong.
He wore nothing on his head but a |eather skull cap, his copper hel net being
kept in one of the saddl ebags. He kept one hand raised to guard his face and
mental ly fl ogged the norse again. The big beast responded with increased speed
and also rising irritation, which Hero felt as a wave of nental heat.

Sorry, 1'lIl let you do your own job, he sent, and tried to relax. No one was
exactly sure just howintelligent a norse really was. Bred fromthe nutated

gi ant nmoose nmany generations before, although well after The Death, they were
nar -
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vel ous draft and riding animals. The Abbeys protected their herds carefully
and sold their prized breeding stock with great reluctance. But there was a

st ubborn core of independence which no one had been able to breed out, and
allied to it, an uncertain but high degree of intelligence. The Abbey psykes
were still testing their nmorses and would continue to do so.

H ero swore suddenly and sl apped at his forehead. The npsquitoes and bl ack
flies were attacking, and the splash of water bel ow indicated Kl ootz was
aimng for a swanp. Behind them the uproar of the herd was growi ng nuted. The
buffer did not |ike swanps, although quite capable of swimmng for niles at
need.

H ero did not Iike swanps either. He signaled "halt" with his | egs and body,
and Kl ootz stopped. The bull broke wi nd expl osively. "Naughty," Hiero said,

| ooki ng carefully about.

Pool s of dark water |ay about them Just ahead, the water broadened into a
still pond of considerable size. They had stopped on an island of rock
liberally piled with broken | ogs, no doubt by the past season's flood waters.
It was very silent here, with the roar and grunble of the buffer only a

di stant background noi se now, behind themand to the east. A small, dark bird
ran down a lichened tree trunk and twittered faintly. Dark pines and pal e
cypress rose directly fromthe water, cutting off sunlight and giving the

pl ace a gl oony aspect. The flies and nosquitoes were bad, their humr ng attack
causing Hero to pull up the hood of his jacket. The norse stanped and bl ew
out his great lips in a snort.

The ripple on the black surface was what saved them Hi ero ,$vas too well
trained to abandon all caution, even when slapping faigs, and the oily "V' of
somet hing nmoving just under the ~tirface toward the island fromfarther out in
t he open water Caught his eye as he | ooked about.

"Come on up," he shouted, and reined the big beast back on its haunches, so
that they were at least ten feet fromthe edge when the snapper energed.

There was ho question of fighting, Even the hol stered thrower at Mcro's side,
and certainly his spear and knife, were al nbst usel ess against a full-grown
snapper. Nor did Kootz feel any differently, in spite of all his bul k and
fighting ability.

The snapper's hi deous beaked head was four feet |long and wi de. The giant
turtle squattered out of the water in one
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expl osive rush, clawed feet scrabbling for a hold on the rock, the high, gray,
serrated shell spraying foul water as it cane, yellow eyes gl eam ng. COverall,
it must have wei ghed over three tons, but it noved very fast just the sane.
From a sixty-five-pound nmaxi mum wei ght before The Death, the snappers had
grown heroically, and they made many bodi es of water inpassabl e except by an
arnmy. Even the Dam Peopl e had to take precautions.

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

As soon as they had reached dry ground, Hi ero reined in the nmorse and both
listened again. The roar of the buffer's passage was steadily dying away to
the south and east. Since this was the direction he wanted to go anyway, Hiero
urged Klootz forward on the track of the migrating herd. Once nore both nman
and beast were relaxed, w thout |osing any watchfulness in the process. In the
Year of Qur Lord, seven thousand, four hundred, and seventy-six, constant

vi gil ance paid off.

Movi ng cautiously, since he did not wish to cone upon a buffer cowwth a calf
or an old outcast bull |agging behind the herd, Hiero steered the norse slowy
back to the road he had left earlier. There were no buffer in sight, but a



haze hung on the wi ndless air, fine dust kicked up by hundreds of hoofed feet,
and piles of steam ng dung |lay everywhere. The stable reek of the herd bl anked
out all other scents, sonething that nmade both man and norse unconfortabl e,
for they relied on their excellent noses, as well as eyes and ears.

H ero deci ded, nonetheless, to follow the herd. It was not a | arge one, he
estimated, no nore than two thousand head at nost, and in its inmedi ate wake

| ay a considerabl e amount of safety fromthe various dangers of the Taig.
There were perils too, of course, there were perils everywhere, but a w se man
tried to bal ance the | esser against the greater. Ambng the | esser were the
comensal vermin, which followd a buffer herd
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preying on the injured, the aged, and the juveniles. As Hi ero urged the norse
forward, a pair of big, gray wol ves | oped across the track ahead of them
snarling as they did. Wlves had not changed rmuch, despite the vast changes
around them and the nutated life of the world in general. Certain creatures
and plants seenmed to reject spontaneous genetic alteration, and wol ves, whose
plasticity of gene had enabl ed thousands of dog breeds to appear in the
ancient world, had reverted to type and stayed there. They were cleverer,

t hough, and avoi ded confrontation with humans if possible. A so, they killed
any domestic dog they could find, patiently stalking it if necessary, so that
t he people of the Taig kept their dogs close at hand and shut them up at

ni ght .

H ero, being an Exorcist and thus a scientist, knew this, of course, and al so
knew t he wol ves woul d give himno trouble if he gave them none. He could
"hear" their defiance in his mnd and so could his huge mount, but both could
al so assess the danger involved, which was al nbst nonexistent in this case.
Reverting to his | eaf-snatching anble, the norse followed the track of the
herd, which in turn was roughly followi ng the road. Two cartl oads wide, this
particular dirt road was hardly an inportant artery of commerce between the
East of Kanda and the West, out of which Hiero was now riding. The Metz
Republic, which claimed himas a citizen, was a sprawing area of indefinite
boundari es, roughly conprising anci ent Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Al berta, as
well as parts of the old Northwest Territories. There were so few people in
conparison to the land area that territorial boundaries were sonewhat
nmeani ngl ess in the old sense of the word. They tended to be ethnic or even
religious, rather than national

The Taig, the vast boreal forest of conifers which had spread across the
northern world at least a mllion years before The Death, still dom nated the
North. It was changed, however, with many species of warm country plants
interm ngled-with the great pines. Sone plant species had died, vanished
entirely, as had sone animals al so, but nost had survived, and adapted to the
warner clirsate. Wnters were now fairly mld in the Wst of Kanda, with the
tenmperature sel dom ever getting bel ow five degrees centigrade. The polar caps
had shrunk and the earth was once again in another deep interglacial period.
What had caused the change to be so drastic, man or nature, was a
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debated point in the Abbey cl assroons. The Greenhouse Effect and its results
were still preserved in the old records, but too nuch empiric data was | acking
to be certain. Scientists, both Abbey and | aynmen, however, never stopped
searching for nore data on the | ost ages in an effort to hel p shape the
future. The terror of the ancient past was one thing which had never been

| ost, despite alnost five thousand years. That The Death must never be all owed
to come again was the basic reason for all scientific training. On this,

except for outlaws and the Unclean, all men were agreed. As a good scientist
and Abbey scholar, Hiero continually reflected on the problenms of the past,
even as now, while seenming to daydreamin the saddle.

He nade an effective picture as he slowy rode al ong, and not being w thout
vanity, was aware of it. He was a stocky young man, clean-shaven but for a
nmust ache, with the straight black hair, copper skin, and hooked nose of a good
Metz. He was noderately proud of his pure descent, for he could tell off



thirty generations of his fanmily without a break. It had come as a profound
shock in the Abbey school when the Father Abbot had gently pointed out that he
and all other true Metz, including the abbot hinself, were descended fromthe
Metis, The French Canadi an-Indian hal f-breeds of the renmpte past, a
poverty-stricken mnority whose renoteness and isolation fromcity |life had
hel ped save a di sproportionate nunber of them from The Death. Once this had
been nade clear to him Hi ero and his classmates never again boasted of their
birth. The egalitarian rule of the Abbeys, based solely on nmerit, became a new
source of pride instead.

On Hiero's back was strapped his great knife, a thing like a short, massive
sword, with a straight, heavy back, a sharp point, a fourteen-inch rounded

bl ade, and only one edge. It was very old, this object frombefore The Deat h,
and a prize won by Hiero for scholastic excellence. On its blade were incised,
in wrn letters and nunbers, "U S." and "1917" and ''Plunb. Phila.,"” with a
picture of a thing Iike an onion with | eaves attached. Hiero knew it was
incredi bly ancient and that it had once bel onged to nmen of the United States,
whi ch had | ong ago been a great enpire of the South. Th$ was all he or perhaps
anyone coul d know of the old Marine Corps bolo, made for a |ong-lost canpaign
in Central America, forgotten
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five mllennia and nore. But it was a good weapon and he |loved its weight.

He al so carried a short, heavy spear, a weapon with a hickory shaft and
ten-inch, |eaf-shaped steel blade. A crossbar of steel went through the base
of the blade at right angles, creating what any anci ent student of weaponry
woul d have recogni zed at once as a boar spear. The cross guard was designed to
prevent any animal (or human) fromforcing its way up the spear shaft, even
when inpal ed by the spear's point. This was not an ol d weapon, but had been
made by the Abbey arnmory for Hi ero when he had conpleted his Man Tests. At his
saddl ebow was hol stered a third weapon, wooden stock forward. This was a

t hrower, a nuzzl e-1oadi ng, snooth-bore carbi ne, whose inch-and-a-half bore
fired six-inch-1ong expl osive rockets. The weapon was hi deously expensive, the
barrel being nade of berylliumcopper, and its snmall projectiles had to be
hand-| oaded by the small, private factory which produced them It was a
graduation present fromhis father and had cost twenty robes of prinme marten
fur. When his stock of projectiles was exhausted, the thrower was usel ess, but
he carried fifty of themin his pack; few creatures alive could take a rocket
shell and still keep com ng. A six-inch, two-edged knife, bone-handl ed, hung
in his belt scabbard:

H s clothes were | eather, beautifully dressed tan deerskin, very
close-fitting, alnost as soft as cloth and far nore durable, In his |eather
saddl ebags were packed a fur jacket, gloves, and fol ding snowshoes, as well as
food, some small pieces of copper and silver for trading, and his Exorcist's
gear. On his feet were knee boots of brown deerskin, with triple-strength
heel s and sol es of hardened, |ayered |eather for wal king. The circl ed cross
and sword of the Abbeys gleaned in silver on his breast, a heavy thong
supporting the nmedallion. And on his bronzed, square face were painted the
marks of his rank in the Abbey service, a yellow maple | eaf on the forehead
and, under it, two snakes coiled about a spear shaft, done in green. These

mar ks were very ancient indeed and were always put on first by the head of the
Abbey, the Father Superior hinself, when the rank was first achi eved. Each
nmorni ng, Hiero renewed themfromtiny jars carried in his saddl ebags.

Thr oughout the entire North, they were recogni zed and honored, except by those
humans
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beyond the | aw and the unnatural creatures spawned by The Death, the
Leenutes, * who were manki nd's greatest eneny.

H ero was thirty-six and unnmarried, although nost nmen his age were the heads
of large famlies. Yet he did not want to beconme abbot or other menber of the
hi erarchy and end up as an adm nistrator, he was sure of that. Wen teased
about it, he was apt to remark, with an i mobile face, that no woman, or



worren, could interest himfor [ong enough to performthe cerenony. But he was
no celibate. The celibate priesthood was a thing of the dead past. Priests
were expected to be part of the world, to struggle, to work, to share in al
worldly activities, and there was nothing worldlier than sex. The Abbeys were
not even sure if Rome, the ancient |egendary seat of their faith, stil

exi sted, sonewhere far over the Eastern Ccean. But even if it did, their

| ong-lost traditional obedience to its Pontiff was gone forever, gone with the
know edge of how to communi cate across so vast a di stance and many ot her
things as well.

Birds sang in massed chonises as Hiero rode along in the afternoon sunlight.
The sky was cloudl ess and the August heat not unconfortable. The norse anbl ed
at exactly the pace he had | earned brought no goad and not one instant faster
Kl ootz was fond of his master and knew exactly how far H ero could be pushed
before he lost his patience. The bull's great ears fanned the air in ceasel ess
search for news, recording the novements of small creatures as nuch as a
quarter of a mle away in the wood. But before the long, drooping nuzzle of
the steed and the rider's abstracted eye, the dusty road |ay enpty, spotted
with fresh dung and churned up by the buffer herd, whose passage could stil
be heard ahead of themin the distance.

This was virgin tinmber through which the road ran. Miuch of the Kandan
continent was unsettled, much nore utterly unknown. Settlenents tended to
radi ate fromone of the great Abbeys, for adventurous souls had a habit of

di sappeari ng. The pioneer settlements which were unpl anned and owed their

exi stence to an uncontrolled desire for new | and had a habit of mysteriously
falling out of communication. Then, one day,

*Leenmute: corruption of ancient words, "Lethal Miutation." Now, in altered
nmeani ng, a creature lethal to humans, rather than to itself.
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some woodsman, or perhaps a priest sent by the nearest Abbey, would find a
cluster of nol dering houses surrounded by overgrown fields. There was
occasional muttering that the Abbeys di scouraged settlers and tried to prevent
new openi ng up of the woods, but no one ever dreamed that the priesthood was
in any way responsi ble for the vani shed people. The Council of Abbots had
repeat edl y warned agai nst carel ess pioneering into unknown areas, but, beyond
the very inner disciplines taught to the priesthood, the Abbeys had few
secrets and never interfered in everyday affairs. They tried to build new
Abbeys as fast as possible, thus creating new enclaves of civilization around
whi ch settlements could rally, but there were only so nany people in the
worl d, and few of these nmade either good priests or soldiers. It was sl ow

wor k.

As Hiero rode, his mmenonic training hel ped hi mautomatically to catal ogue for
future reference everything he saw. The towering jackpines, the great

whi t e- barked aspens, the olive palnmetto heads, a glinpse of giant grouse
through the trees, all were of interest to the Abbey files. A priest |earned
early that exact know edge was the only real weapon against a savage and
uncertain world.

Morse and rider were now ei ght days beyond the easternnost Abbey of the Metz
Republic, and this particular road ran far to the south of the main east-west
artery to distant OGwah and was little known. Hiero had picked it after
careful thought, because he was going both south and east hinmself, and al so
because using it would supply new data for the Abbey research centers.

H s thoughts reverted to his mssion. He was only one of the six Abbey

vol unteers. He had no illusions about the dangers involved in what he was
doing. The world was full of savage beasts and nore savage men, those who
lived beyond any | aw and nmade pacts with darkness and the Leenutes. And the
Lee-mut es thensel ves, what of then? Twice he had fought for his |life against
them the last tine two years back. A pack of fifty hideous, apelike
creatures, hitherto unknown, riding bareback on giant, brindl ed dog-things,
had attacked a convoy on the great western hi ghway while he had commanded the
guard. Despite all his forel ooking and al ertness, and the fact that he had a



hundred trai ned Abbeynan, as well as the arnmed traders, all good fighters, the
attack had been beaten off only with great
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difficulty. Twenty dead nmen and several cartl oads of vani shed goods were the
result. And not one captive, dead or alive. If a Leermute fell, one of the
great, spotted dog-things had seized himand borne hi maway.

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

The t hought of forelooking made Hiero rein the norse to a halt. Using the mnd
powers, with or w thout Lucinoge, could be very dangerous. The Uncl ean often
had great nental powers too, and sonme of them were alerted by human thoughts,
alerted and drawn to them There was no question of what would happen if a
pack such as had struck the convoy found a | one nan ready to hand.

Still, there had to he sone danger any where, and forel ooking often hel ped one
to avoid it if not used to excess. "Your wits, your training, and your senses
are your best guides," the Father Abbots taught. "Mental search, forel ooking,
and col d-scanning are no replacements for these. And if overused, they are
very dangerous." That was plain enough. But Hi ero Desteen was no hel pl ess
yout h, but a veteran priest-officer, and all this by now was so much refl ex
action.

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

Inalittle sunny glade, a hundred yards fromthe trail, he di snmounted and
ordered Klootz to stand watch. The big norse knew the routine as well as the
man and lifted his ungainly head and shook the still-soft rack of antlers.
Fromthe left saddl ebag, Hiero took his priest's case and renoved the board,
its pieces, then the crystal and the stole; draping the latter over his

shoul ders, he seated hinself cross-1egged on the pine needles and stared into
the crystal. At the sane tinme he positioned his left hand on the board,
lightly but firmy over the pile of markers, and with his right nade the sign
of the cross on his forehead and breast.

"I'n the nanme of the Father, his murdered Son, and Spirit," he intoned, "I, a
priest of God, ask for vision ahead on ny road. I, a hunble servant of man,
ask for help in ny journeying.
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1, a creature of earth, ask for signs and portents." As he concentrated
staring into the crystal, he kept his mnd fixed firmy on the road and
especially the area to the east and south, the direction in which he was
headed.

In a noment, as he watched, the clear crystal becane cloudy, as if filled with
swimmng waiths of nmist and fog. Thousands of years after western

ant hr opol ogi sts had refused to believe the evidence of their own eyes when

wat chi ng Australian aborigi nes comruni cate over hundreds of mles by staring
into two pools of water, a man of the seventy-fifth century prepared to see
what |ay ahead of himin his travels.

As H ero stared, the mst cleared and he felt drawn down into the crystal, as
if he were becoming a part of it. He shrugged this famliar feeling aside and
found hi msel f | ooki ng down on the buffer herd and the road from hundreds of
feet up in the air. He was using the eyes of a bird, alnpst certainly a hawk,
he thought with a detached part of his mnd. As his vision swayed to and fro
over a wide arc of country, he fixed everything he saw firnmy in his nmenory.
Here was a | ake; there, to the south, a river next to a big swanp over which a
di stant road seemed to run on pilings (no nention of that in his briefings;
better look out). The bird was not conscious it was being used. H ero was not
in any sense controlling it; that was a different business altogether and nmuch
harder, not always possible, in fact. But his concentration on his route had
all owed the m nd of the creature which saw that route nost clearly sonehow to



attract his, as a magnet draws a nail. Had no bird been overhead, perhaps a
squirrel in a high tree would have been his lens, or even a buffer in the
front rank of the herd, if nothing better offered. Hawks and eagles were the
best possible eyes, and there were enough of them about so that there was
usual |y a good chance of hitting on one. Their eyes were not exactly the sane
as a man's, but at least they had a son of binocular vision. This type of
thing was easy for a man of Hiero's |arge experience, who could, if necessary,
utilize the widely separated eyes of a deer which saw two inages.

He noted that the buffer were noving at a fast, steady trot, not panicky, but
alerted, as if sone danger were coning but as yet was not too close. The two
wol ves he had seen earlier were nost unlikely to have caused this feeling, and
he wondered again what had. Sitting up, he broke the trance and | ooked
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down at his left hand. Cenched in his fist were two of the forty small
synmbol s whi ch he had scattered about the shallow, dish-shaped board. He opened
his own hand and saw another hand in mniature, the tiny, carved Hand, which
signified "friendship." He dropped it back in the dish and | ooked at the other
synmbol. It was the mni ature wooden Fi shhook. He dropped that in, too, and
enptied the pieces into their |eather pouch while considering. H's
subconsci ous precognition had found a curious conbi nation, which needed

t hought. The Fi shhook had several neani ngs. One was "conceal ed danger."

Anot her was "conceal ed neaning," or, by extension, a puzzle. In conjunction
wi th the open hand, one neaning could be "a friend approaches with a riddle."
Anot her m ght well be "beware of a seenming friend who neans you ill." It had,
curiously, nothing to do with either fish or fishing.

Wth only forty synmbols, the precognition markers were often obscure. But as
was pointed put to every begi nning student, if they saved your life, or
someone else's life, even once, they were certainly worth it, were they not?
And a good, sensitive man or worman could do a ot with them Hiero regarded
his own ability in this particular area as only about average, not anywhere
near up to his ability to use animal eyes as a conceal ed spygl ass. But he had
been hel ped by the markers before and he always felt better for having used

t hem

As he was repacking the saddl ebag, the norse, who stil! renai ned on guard,
snorted suddenly. Hi ero turned, his heavy bl ade drawn out over his |eft

shoul der and in a ward position as if by magic. Only then he saw the small
bear .

Bears had changed over the nillennia |like everything else, that is, all bears
had changed in sonme ways. This was a bl ack bear, and a twentieth-century

zool ogi st woul d have seen nothing odd about its body at first glance, except a
| arger and nore rounded forehead. If he had | ooked, not at, but into, the
eyes, nmore mght have been glinpsed. Bears were never stupid; now they were,
unevenly perhaps, approaching non-aninal levels. It was alone, Hi ero saw, and
not hi ng el se was around.

The bear | ooked about hal f-grown and stood on its hind | egs, front paws
hanging linp in front of it. /( mght weigh a hundred and fifty pounds, Hiero
t hought. // mnight weigh somewhat nore and not be hal f-grown af all, but a new
type altogether. H's mind probed at the animal, and he kept his guard
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up. The thought he got in return was strong.

Fri end—human friend—food (a plea). Friend—hel p—danger (a feeling of heat).
Fri end—bear (hinself—dentity feeling)—-hel p—danger. This was surprisingly

vi brant and clear. H ero was used to conversing with wild things, although
with an effort, but this animal had al nost the power of a trained human. Wat
a lot there was in the world!

As the man | owered his short sword and rel axed, the bear settled on its
haunches al so. Hiero sent a thought at Klootz and told himto stay on guard,
noting in passing that the big bull seenmed to feel the bear was harni ess.
Reaching into his saddl ebags, Hi ero brought out sone dried, pressed peneekan



The ancient travel food of the North, aninmal fat, maple sugar, and dried
berries pressed into a cake, still kept its old nane unchanged. As he broke
off a piece and threw it to the bear, H ero sent another thought.

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

The bear caught the peneekan between his paws in a very human gesture and
snapped it up in one bite. H s thoughts were confused for a nonent, then

cl eared up.

Food (good/satisfying)—norel Bad things cone—hunt-hunt humans, ani mal s—hunt
this human—not far behind now—not far in front—death lies all around—bear
(himsel f) hel p humanl

There was a last blurred thought which the man realized was the bear giving
his own nane. It was unpronounceable, but Gormwas a fairly close
approxi mati on. Under the clear and obvious thoughts, Hero | earned nore. Gorm
was a young bear, only about three years old, and relatively newto this area,
havi ng come fromthe East. But the danger was real, and it was closing in on
all sides as they stood there. For a briefly glinpsed instant, through the
bear's mnd, Hi ero caught a flash of utter, cold malignity, an inpression of
somet hing bl oated and soft in a secret place, spinning a web of terror

t hroughout the forest. The bear had shown himthis deliberately, he now saw,
to i npress upon himthe danger. Leenutes, the Uncl ean! Nothing el se caused
such horror and hatred in normal man or beast. Beside him Klootz snorted and
stanped a great fore-hoof. He had caught a good deal of what had passed
between the two and didn't like it.

H ero turned and fini shed packing, his back to Gorm He
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was convi nced there was no danger fromthe hal f-grown cub and that the bear
was both frightened hinself and anxious to be of help. Cvilized nmen sel dom
hunt ed bears any longer, and the old enmity of pioneer and bruin no | onger
exi st ed.

Swi nging up into his high saddle, the man sent a thought of inquiry to the

ani mal on the ground. \Were?

Fol | ow-saf et y—danger first—sl owfollow, canme the answer as Gorm dropped to al
fours and scuttled away fromthe clearing. Wthout even being urged, Kl ootz
swung in his wake, maintaining a pace which kept himabout fifteen feet to the
rear. The fact that the norse trusted the young bear was a nmajor factor in
Hiero's own decision to do so. The nmorse stock was bread for alertness as well
as strength and skill, and their nmental watchdog capabilities were considered
quite as inportant as their physical qualities.

They went south, back the way Kl ootz had come, and soon recrossed the road.
Here, the bear did sonething which nade Hiero blink. Signaling themto stop
Gormrecrossed the dirt track and then dragged himsel f back by his front |egs,
his fat rear end obliterating Klootz's broad tracks! Only the passage of the
buf fer herd and a sneared place now showed on the dust of the road.

Fol | ow (Gorn)—wal k hard ground {quietly)—-not |eave nark, cane the thought.
Following it, there cane one nore: Not speak—watch (me) only—ethers listen
(for)—speak—danger.

H ero nodded to hinsel f. The bear was indeed ciever, very clever. There nust
be a nest of Leenutes or sonme center or other nearby. If mnd speech was used,
it mght well be picked up and sonme terror or other be sent on their tracks.
He renenbered that flash of shuddersome, gelid hatred the bear had shown him
and a tingle ran down his spine.

For sone tine, Gorm noved at a steady pace which was no nore than a good wal k
for the~ bull norse. The warrior-priest kept a keen watch. A veteran woodsman,
he noted that he and his nmount were being | ed over underlying granite spines
of firmground and al so that the woods were very quiet. The great forest of
Kanda, where undi sturbed, was full of life, in the trees, on the ground, and
even in the air. Nowthe land was silent. No squirrels chattered at the
travelers, birds were few and shy, and not a trace of the | arger creatures,
such as
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deer, was to be seen. In the windless hush of the |ate sunmer afternoon, the
al nost noi sel ess progress of the three yet sounded very loud in Hero's ears.
A sense of oppression was in his mnd, alnost of pressure fromoutside, as if
t he atnosphere itself had sonehow grown denser

H ero crossed hinself. This strange silence and spiritual oppression were not
normal and could only cone fromthe forces of darkness, fromthe Uncl ean, or
sone lair of theirs

Abruptly, Gorm stopped. Through some signal that even his owner could not
catch, the giant norse was given an order. Instantly, he too stopped and just
as instantly lay down, crouching beside a great pile of deadfalls. Kl ootz

wei ghed just a trifle under a ton, but he sank to his knees with the grace of
a dancer and w thout a sound. Ten feet in front of the norse's noist and
pendul ous nose, the bear crouched, peering around a bush. On the neck of the
norse, Hiero too lay stretched out, peering forward and trying to see what had
al arnmed their guide so.

Al three were | ooking down into a broad, shallow hollow in the land, thinly
pl anted with seedling alders and | ow brush. As they watched, fromthe tal
forest on the other side of the dip and well to their right, a colum of a
dozen or so figures energed

H ero had thought he was famliar with many types of Lee-nute, the Man-rats
and Hairy How ers, the Wre-bears (which were not bears at all), the Sliners,
and several others besides. But these were new and, like all Leenutes,

unpl easant to | ook at. They were short, no nore than four feet tall on the
average but very broad and squat, and wal ked erect on their hind legs, their
bushy tails draggi ng behind. They were conpletely covered with |ong, dripping,
oi ly-1ooking fur of a yellow brown hue, and their beady-eyed faces were
pointed and evil. It would have been hard to trace their ancestry back to a
genetic accident in a wolverine fanmily after The Death, even for a
contenporary expert, and Hiero sinply catal ogued them as a new and danger ous
breed. For they had actual hands, and their rounded heads and gl eam ng eyes
indicated intelligence of a high if nasty order. They wore no cl othing, but
each carried a | ong-handl ed wooden club, in the head of which was set
glittering fragnents of obsidian. A wave of evil purpose went before themlike
a cloud of gas as they noved one behind the other, in a curious hopping gait,
which still covered the ground at a
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good speed. Every few feet, the | eader stopped to sniff the air and then
dropped to all fours to check the earth, while the others peered about on
every side. The three on the knoll above themfroze into immbility, trying
not to breathe. The evil Furhoppers, as H ero pronptly named them were

per haps two hundred yards off and, if they continued their present course,
woul d pass down over the shallow slope of the bow and up the other side,
nmoving off to the left of the three's position. But when the |line of crouching
figures reached the center of the depression, it halted. H ero tensed, one
hand instinctively reaching for his reliquary and the poison it contained. For
anot her figure had appeared and was advanci ng on the Fur-hoppers.

It was apparently a tall man, garbed in a long cl oak of a dark gray, which was
cl osely wapped around himand showed only his sandal ed feet. H s hood was

t hrown back, and his naked, hairless head was revealed in the rays of the
evening sun. Hs skin was so pale as to appear deadwhite, and his eyes were a
shifting color, inpossible to see at this distance. On the right breast of his
cl oak was a spiral symbol, also difficult to see, etched in a dark scarlet, of
i nterwoven lines and circles. He seemed to carry no visible weapons, but an
aura of both spiritual power and cold nmenace radiated fromhim as the chil

of a great iceberg goes out fromit to warn seafarers.

This was an extraordi nary chance, for good or ill, and Hiero knew it. The

Uncl ean had been runored and nore than runored for centuries to have human
directors, a race of nmen totally given over to evil and w zardry. On severa
occasi ons such peopl e had been reportedly glinpsed directing attacks on Abbey



convoys or settlenments, but the information was vague and contradictory. On
two occasi ons, however, nmen had been killed trying to penetrate the secret
training roons and guarded files of Abbey Central in Sask. Each tinme, the

bodi es of the slain had alnpst instantly dissolved into piles of corruption

| eaving nothing to be investigated, save for ordinary clothing, which mght
have been acquired anywhere. But in each case, the Abbey guardi ans and priests
had been warned by nmental alarms of the spirit, not of the flesh, and in each
case the man—er entity—had penetrated through many nmen on guard who recall ed
seei ng nothing. This creature before himnow could only be one of these

nmyst eri ous nmen who were thought to rule the
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Uncl ean. No normal man, not even an outlaw, would or could associate with a
foul pack such as this, and yet, as the man strode to them the savage
creatures cringed aside in evident fear

The | eader of the Fur creatures, crouching |low, came up to the man and the two
nmoved a little apart, while the others mlled restlessly about, grunting and
whining in low tones. Hiero could see that nman's |ips nove and the yell ow
fangs of the Furhopper chief flash in answer. They were actually tal king, not
using m nd speech, one to the other! Even as he inwardly shrank in | oathing
fromthe whole gang, the scientist in Hi ero could not help appl audi ng the
feat. Wth normal speech, there would be no betraying nental currents, such as
made himafraid to address Klootz nore than was absol utely necessary and had
caused the bear to inpress nmental silence upon them

Now, the conversation apparently over, the nan seenmed to dism ss the pack of

hi deous creatures and, turning about, sinply wal ked away in the direction from
whi ch he had come. This was to the south and east. The Furhoppers surrounded
their | eader, who snarled sonething out which silenced them In a nonent they
had formed their line again and were tranping the dead | eaves back on the way
t hey had conme, which was fromthe west.

As the gray-cl oaked man di sappeared in one direction and the Furhoppernutes in
the other, all three creatures on the edge of the bowl relaxed a little. But
no one used mind speech; they sinply sat quietly and waited.

After what nust have been a good half hour, Gormthe bear slowy rose and
stretched. He | ooked around at Klootz and his rider, sending no nmessage, but
hi s meani ng was plain. The big norse arose as silently as he had |ain down,
and fromhis vantage high on the great back, Hi ero surveyed the silent forest
bef ore them

The setting sun slanted down through the pines and maples and lit the patchy
undergrowth in flashes of vivid green, turning various piles of dead | eaves
into russet and gold. Ancient |ogs glowed with color as green noss and gray
lichen were caught in the |ast patches of sunlight. How beautiful the land is,
the priest reflected, and yet how full of evil under its |oveliness.

But Gorm was all business, and as he |lurched down into the hollow, Kootz
followed him his great forked hooves mak-
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ing no nore sound in the | eaves than a nmouse woul d have.

To Mcro's alarm the small bear was headed for the exact spot on the far side
of the depression into which the sinister person in the cloak had gone. Wile
desperately anxious to know nore about this dark being and his purposes, Hiero
did not want a direct encounter with him H's mssion, far to the East, cane
first above all else. He dared not send a nmental nessage, not with the eneny
so cl ose about themthat the sense of nental oppression was still a weight on
his spirit, and he could think of no way to halt, or redirect, the bear except
by physical neans.

"Pssst," he hissed, and agai n.

Gorm | ooked back and saw the man gesturing violently to stop. He halted on a
patch of |eaves and let Kl ootz catch up

H ero, |ooking down at the bear, could think of nothing to do which would

expl ain what he wanted. He was keeping a rigid m ndbl ock on, and he had a nore



than strong feeling that loosing it would bring a pack of devils down upon
them from every point of the conpass. But Gorm saved himthe trouble. Looking
shrewdly up at Hiero for a nmonment, the bear bent down and swept aside sone

| eaves with his curiously delicate paws. Exposing snooth earth, with one | ong
claw he made a line and pointed it with an arrow, just as a man night. The
line led on the way they were going. On both sides of the line and behind it,
Gorm carefully scratched nunmerous small circles or spirals. Irresistibly, the
priest was rem nded of the spiral, interwven synbol on the cloak of the
enemny. The message was plain. Peril lay behind them and on either side, but
despite the fact that they were following the sinister figure of the bald nman
| ess danger lay on that route than on any other. The bear | ooked up and Hiero
nodded. Gorm swept | eaves over his artwork and started off again with no nore
ado. The man nudged his great nmount, and Klootz foll owed obediently in the
bear's wake

On his back, the rider turned over in his nind the way the bear had reacted,
ever since he had first appeared. Wy, the creature was human! The Dam Peopl e
were thought to be as intelligent as people, although with a different outl ook
on life. Many of the Leemutes, of course, were as clever as nmen, although

al t oget her malign and dangerous to life and spirit. But here was anot her

ani mal species rising to humanity. This
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woul d make a fine problemfor the Abbey theol ogi ans, Hiero thought wyly. They
still could not agree on the spiritual status of the Dam People, and a fresh

species of creature for whomthere was no scriptural precedent would start the
doctrinal pot boiling all over again.

The sunlight under the big trees was fading fast, but Kl ootz could see in ful
dark like a cat, and presumably the bear could also, so that Hiero felt no
particul ar concern. He hinself could see as well as many of the wild things
when the light was dim a result of a chil dhood spent in the forest as well as
the cultivated ability of a trained woodsman. He was in no hurry to make canp,
not being particularly tired, and he badly wanted to get away fromthe
artificial silence of the wood, the zone of nental oppression which he felt so
strongly.

For a mle or two, the little party nmoved under a pure forest of the great

pi nes, the faint crackle of the deep-banked needles the only sign that bear
and norse were passing. The light was very di mnow, but an occasional ray of
sunshine still broke through a gap in the foliage far above and illunined a
patch of forest floor or a small clunmp of fern

Suddenly, with no warning, Gormwas gone. One nonment, he had been padding ten
feet in front, the next he vani shed. Kl ootz checked, his big ears lifting and
his great nostrils flaring as he sought for a scent of some kind. H s rider
reached snmoothly for the bolstered thrower strapped to his saddle, at the sane
time | ooking keenly about. Is this treachery? His m nd raced. The bear—had he
been a friend, or was this the sign of the Fishhook being reveal ed, a false
friend and a traitorous gui de? The thrower was hal fway fromits scabbard and

| ying across the pomel of the saddl e when the silence was broken by a voice.
Musi cal and deep, the note of a trained doctor, it rang under the arched
branches fromtheir left, speaking in perfect Metz.

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

One of the rare beans of |ast sunlight streaned down onto a flat boul der
perhaps twenty feet fromthe norse's left side. Upon it, arns crossed on his
breast and a thoroughly nasty smile on his face, stood the nan of the gray

cl oak, looking coldly at H ero. O the bear, there was no trace. Apparently
the two nmen and the norse were al one.
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"A priest, and one of some rank in your absurd hierarchy, | see," the cl oaked
man, whose nane was apparently S nerg, went on. "W have seen few priests in
these parts, having a dislike for such vernmin. Wen | have made an exanpl e of
you, little priest, we shall see fewer yet!"



As he listened, H ero had been slowy tightening his hold on the thrower,

whi ch lay across the saddle, facing the other way fromhis eneny. He was under
no illusions about his own safety despite the fact that S nerg appeared
unarnmed. Fromthe al nost visible aura the man radiated, the electric sense of
power, the Metz warrior-cleric knew he was in the presence of a great adept, a
mental master, who in his dark way was perhaps the equal of a Council menber
or G and Abbot. Agai nst such, any physical weapons were a matter of |uck
Lowering his arnms, S nerg stepped fromhis rock and strode toward Hiero. As he
did, H ero whipped the thrower up and tried to fire. H's finger could not
reach the trigger. He was |locked in a muscle spasm the weapon's barre

hal fway ai ned, but unable to nove further. Despite his best efforts, he could
not nmove. He | poked down in agony at S nerg, who stood calmy by his left |eg,
serenely looking up at him the power of his incredible mnd al one holding
Hero rigid. And not just Hiero. In a dimway the priest could feel the giant
norse straining to break a simlar nmental conpul sion and no nore able to do so
than his nmaster. The sweat of his effort streaming into his eyes, H ero fought
to break the bonds, using every technique he had been taught to free his own
will fromthe dreadful grip which the wizard had laid upon him As Hiero
glared into the cal meyes of S nerg, a shudder ran through his frane. The evil
mast er seened to have no pupils, and his eyes were slanted, grayish pits of
enpti ness, opening on a nanel ess void. Despite all his efforts, Hero felt a
conpul sion to dismount. He knew sonehow that if he did, the control wouid grow
even stronger, that the nmere fact that he sat high on the saddle helped in a
small way to limt S nerg' s power over him Perhaps, a renote, absent corner
of his mnd nused, even as he fought, the norse's physical vitality sonmehow
flowed into his master, hel ping himstay strong. As he stared down into the
awful , pale eyes, he noted in the sane detached way that, despite the snmile on
the cruel face, sculptured fromsickly marble in appearance, beads of sweat
stood out on S nerg's
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forehead al so. The strain was telling on himtoo. But Hi ero could endure no
nore. He began to sway in the saddle. "In the nane of the Father," he gasped

al oud, fighting with his last strength. The Uncl ean adept's cold snile
deepened.

At this point Gorm suddenly returned. Even a snallish bear has very powerful
jaws, and they now cl anped hard to a nost sensitive portion of the sorcerer's
anatomy. He screanmed in pain and fright, a curiously high trenolo note, and
his mental grip dissolved on the instant as he staggered and fell. Hiero's
strength surged back and so did all his other faculties. Wiile Kl ootz stil
shuddered fromthe strain, his rider was out of the saddle and on the ground
in a second. As the withing tangle of bear and nman rolled over, the priest
saw an opportunity, and his long poniard flashed fromhis belt and was drawn
once over the white throat, even as S' nerg tired to rise. A fountain of dark
bl ood obscured the contorted features, and then the cl oaked shape iay still.
Hurry, came fromthe bear's mnd. Made (too) much (vol unme) noise. Go now-qui ck
(run/gallop).

Wait, Hero said to the other's mnd. He was busy searching the adept's body.
There was a peculiar and heavy, bluish netal rod, over a foot long, a

dar k- handl ed knife with what | ooked |ike bloodstains onit, and a roll of
parchnent. Under the cioak, the dead nan had worn a soft, woven suit, all one
pi ece of grayish, neutral-colored cloth, with an odd feel to it, alnopst
slippery. In a small belt pouch was a round netal thing which at first glance
| ooked like a small conpass. This was all. Hiero tossed the rod, knife,
parchnent, and conpass-thing into a saddl ebag and nounted in one easy notion
Go now, he said. Al done here.

The bear set off instantly at a rocking canter, in the sane direction in which
t hey had gone before. In long strides the norse noved in his wake, easily

mai nt ai ni ng the di stance between t hem

Looki ng back, Hiero could no | onger see the still formof his eneny in the



gloom At |east, he thought, he didn't seemto dissolve |like the others had.
Maybe they weren't men at all

For several miles the three noved at high speed, despite the fall of night.
Many bright stars provided sone diffused Iight, and a pale crescent noxm

prom sed nore later. Also, to Hero' s relief, the terrible nmental oppression
was gone; the dull feeling

22

H ERO S JOURNEY

of stifling which had choked himfor the last few hours had been lifted. It
must, he deci ded, have emanated fromthe nonster they had overcone. He did not
forget to say a soldier's brief prayer of thanks. He was under no illusions as
to how cl ose he had cone to death and perhaps worse. He had been about to
submit to the terrible mnd of the thing who called hinself S nerg. Wether he
woul d have been slain on the spot or taken el sewhere to sonme foul den for
torture and questioning, he did not know But save for the young bear, they
all woul d have been destroyed, he was sure of that. It nust have taken great
courage, as well as high intelligence, to hide, wait, and attack as Gorm had
done, and Hiero felt a powerful sense of respect for his new ally.

Eventual |y, the bear began to slow down, his faint puffs of breath indicating
that he had run about as far as he could. Kl ootz slowed his own pace, and they
now nmoved at about the speed of a man trotting. The dark was full of sounds,
but they were the nornmal sounds of the Taig, a grunting bellow in the

di stance, which was the mating call of a nonster hog, the G okon, the faint
squall of sonme cat or other, the chitter-chatter of the night squirrels high
in the trees, and the mournful trenolo of small ows. There was not hi ng about
such noises to alarm Once a large form pale as a ghost, rose fromthe earth
and flitted away before themin great, silent bounds which soon carried it out
of sight. The solitary giant hares were a prey to everything and never |eft
their carefully concealed forms until full dark

At Hero' s estimation, they had come about five mles, nmoving steadily south
and east, when Gormsignaled a halt. They were in a stand of great, dark firs,
and rotting |l ogs |lay about themon the carpet of needles. It was very bl ack
under the trees, and even the dimstarlight was blotted out.

St ay—+rest —Aow (safe)-here! cane fromthe bear. Hi ero di smounted wearily and
wal ked over to where the black formsat in the dark. Squatting on his
haunches, he tried to | ook into the eyes of his friend.

Thanks—hel p (us)—danger—bad, he sent. He had noticed that each tine, the
exchange grew easier. He now could talk to the animal al nmost as easily as he
could to his roommte Per Malaro at the Abbey coll ege, who was also his frater
and bondmate, closer nmentally than anyone else in the world. The
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exchange was on the same |evel of intelligence too, not the way he talked to
the big norse, whose answers were sinple and contai ned no abstract concepts at
all.

Now t he bear responded. He felt a flick of the |Iong tongue on his own nose and
knew it for a greeting. Also, he sensed a wave of shyness, or sone enption
akin toit, and with it a carefully buried el ement of hunmor. Gorm was anused.
(Almost) killed us—bad thing—saw it (felt it) watching us, so | went away
before it (caught) me—nade nme (not alive) slay—not nove. Then: came back—bile
behi nd—sl op (break) bad thing—think at us. Good (luck?) The bear paused, his
m nd not readabl e.

Why, why have you hel ped ne? Hi ero asked bluntly. Wat do you want? There was
anot her pause. Behind his back, the man heard Klootz snuffling in search of
some dainty, perhaps a mushroomgrowing on a fallen log. Finally, the young
bear answered, his thoughts perfectly clear, but untrained—as if he knew what
he wanted to say but not as yet very well howto say it. Finally:

(To) go with you—see new t hi ngs—hew | ands—see what you see, |earn what you

| earn.

H ero sat back, nonplussed. Could Gorm have guessed his mssion? It seened

i mpossi ble. Yet he had told no one and his com ng was secret.



Do you know what | seek, where | go? the man shot back, fascinated by the new
m nd he was neeting.

No, the bear replied coolly. But you (will) tell. Tel! now Perhaps (there
will) be no tine |ater

The priest considered. He was under a vow to say nothing of his mssion. But
the vow was not absolute but confidential, merely for commopn secrecy's sake,
not because it was holy, or even a secret initself. He could, at his own
judgrment, seek any aid he wanted. He nade a decision and once nore | eaned

f or war d.

The two figures lay, head to head, in outward silence. The great norse bul
kept watch, nose and ears wi nnowi ng the night air for news, near and far

whi | e those he guarded conversed, each |earning many things under the dark of
the firs.

I N THE BEG NNI NG

ARE LOSING H ERO SLOALY BUT SURELY. WE ARE

| osing.” The Father Abbot's brown-robed form paced his underground study
chanmber as he spoke, thin arns | ocked behind his back. "Faith al one is not
enough. Never was, for that nmatter. Again and again in recent years, we have
become conscious of a will, or group of wills, working with the utnost secrecy
and deli beration agai nst us. The human-seeni ng things which tried to invade
Abbey Central and al nost succeeded are only a small part of the problem

t hough of great inportance. But there is nuch, much nore, which the Council in
its wisdom has kept fromthe people. No agent of the newsletters has, or wll,
hear a word of it." He paused, and his lined, dark face with its pointed,
white beard and droopi ng nmustaches softened into a grin. "None of us have even
told our wives." In an instant he was serious again, and picking up a piece of
white chalk, strode over to a slate blackboard. The Mdst Reverend Kul ase
Dermer o had begun a nobst successful career as a teacher of the young, and old
habits die hard.

."Look here," he said crisply as he began to wite. "A large convoy two years
ago was anbushed well north of the Inland Sea, on the main road from G wah.
Ten | oads of old-tinme |aboratory instrunments taken and sone found destroyed

| ater. Those instruments came from an undamaged pre-Death site on the Eastern
Ccean and, we think, were experimental matter involving advanced weaponry of
whi ch we now know not hi ng.
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We'll call that item nunber one." He continued, glancing over at intervals to

see that H ero. seated at a long table facing him was payi ng due attention
just as he had done with a thousand pupils in the past.

"Two, we sent a conplete regiment of soldiers, under a good sub-abbot, twenty
priests, a construction crew as good as any we had, and full supplies for all
for six months, to start a new fishery-based Abbey up on the Huzon Qulf, to
the far Northeast, in the cold woods. You have heard of that. | inagine, as it
was too big to keep quiet. Despite all precautions, continuous nental

conmuni cati on with our own Comm chanbers at Abbey Central and at ot her Abbeys,
t he whol e force, roughly el even hundred picked nen and wonen, vani shed
utterly. Qur only warning was a total and sudden |apse of comunication. A
Rover team found the site deserted and nost of the remaining supplies being
plundered by wild aninmals a half nonth later. There were vague traces of sone
el ement of the Unclean, but nothing you could put your finger on. Eleven
hundred of our best! This was and is a terrible blow So | say, we'll cal

t hat number two." He paused and | ooked at Hiero. "Any comment?"

"Not yet. Father," Hy ero said placidly. Those who did not know hi msoneti mes
t hought hi m phl egmatic, but the abbot had watched his man for years and knew
better. He grunted and turned back to his bl ackboard.

"That was about eighteen nmonths ago. Next, which I'Il call nunber three, was
the affair of the ship. Damed few menbers of the Council know about that, so
["lI'l assume you don't. About two nonths after we [ost the Abbey col ony, which
woul d have beconme Abbey Saint Joan," and another | ook of pain crossed his



face, "a great ship was reported to us by certain trusted persons on the
Beesee coast to the west, well to the north of Vank and the great Dead Zone
there, in a nest of rocky, wooded islands called the Bellas. These people are
not Metz, but older still, in fact—=

"In fact, purebred Inyans," H ero agreed. "And there are quite a few of them
scattered about here and there, but they live in small hunting groups and
won't cone in and anal ganate. Sone are good people, others trade with the

Uncl ean and maybe worse. Now let's stop the baby stuff. Father. I'mnot a
first-year student, you know "
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For a second, the Father Abbot |ooked perfectly furious, then he | aughed.
"Sorry, but I'mso used to explaining things in this manner to the average
vill age council man or even sonme of ny nore el evated col | eagues on the Grand
Council that it gets to be a habit. Now, where were we? Oh, yes, the ship.
"This ship, a big, odd-looking one, nuch bigger than any fishing boat we have,
was reported wecked on one of the outer islands of the Bella group. And there
wer e peopl e aboard from somewhere el se, probably the other side of the
Pacific! The ship was breaking up on the rocks, and the weather was bad. Qur
Inyan friends tried to get the people, who were yell ow skinned, just as the
records say the East Pacific people should be, and just as the fewrare

fi sherman who get wecked here are, off in their small boats. W were al ready
sendi ng a cavalry squadron fromthe east, at Abbey St. Mark, as fast as we
could. There are fairly good roads to that part of the coast.

"Well, when our people got there, nothing was left. The weck was utterly
gone, not a trace of it left. Three small Inyan canps on the coast, gathered
for the salnon fishing, were gone too, with only a few traces that they had
been there. But we found an old man in the woods, or he found us, an ancient
crippl e who had been taking a sweat bath and thus had been m ssed when the
attack canme. A horde of Leemutes, sone sort of Hairy Howl ers, | gather, had
appeared fromout of the 'water. They were riding great animals which | ooked
something like the really big seals we see once in a while on that coast. They
stornmed the shore canps, killing everything that noved and hurJing the dead
and all their possessions into the sea. The old man did not know what had
happened to the ship, which he had only heard of and not seen, but it mnust
have net the sanme treatment. Wo knows what new knowl edge fromthe Lost Years
we missed that tinme? Are you beginning to see a pattern?”

"I think so," Hiero answered. "W are being physically penned in, you feel

but nmore than that, we are being bl ocked of f from know edge, especially any
know edge whi ch ni ght prove dangerous to the Unclean, to the Leenutes. And the
plan is concerted, is organized, so that when we do hear of any new know edge,
it is instantly snatched from our grasp."

"Exactly," the abbot said. "That's exactly what | think. And so do others. But
there's nore yet. Listen a nmonent.
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"A year ago, twenty of our best young scientists, nen and wonen both, who were

wor ki ng on problenms of nmental control, in a nunber of new and fascinating
aspects, decided to have a joint nmeeting. They came here to Sask City from al
over the Republic. Parment wasn't in session, but the Abbey Council, as the

Upper House, was, and we received word of the nmeeting, and our pernanent
scientific subcomittee knew all about it, of course. A routine Abbey guard,
two nmen for the doors, was provided. Now one of the two, a sharp fellow,

t hought he counted twenty-one scholars going in one norning, after the group
had been neeting for several days.

"If it were not for him+ Even as it was, things were bad enough. The
guardsman | ooked through a windowin tine to see the twenty killing one
another, in total silence, by strangling, bludgeoning, pocket knives, whatever
was handy. He burst in yelling and broke the conpul sion. There were six dead
and ei ght nore badly wounded. As you m ght expect, those with the strongest
mental powers of will were the least injured. W could prove that fromtheir
school records." The abbot sighed. He had ceased his pacing and now sat on a



bench opposite Hiero.
"The schol ars remenbered little. They too had the vague feeling that another
person was present at sone point, but they could not describe him or it. The

guard at the back door had been conscious of nothing at all. But to us, what
nmust have happened is clear. It should be to you. Is it?"
"A mnd of great power, | suppose," the younger man said. "One of the

| egendary dark adepts of the Unclean |'ve heard runmored. Is it, or they,
really somet hing besides a fairy tale?"

"I fear so," the abbot said. "Look, you understand the nental powers as well
as any young man of the Metz. To acconplish this very daring stroke, ainmed,
mark you, at our freshest brains, our own greatest asset and greatest danger
to any foe, a mnd of extraordinary power, as you say, had to be close. Had to
be physically close, that is, to the persons under the conpul sion. There can
be no doubt that the |lad on guard (who by the way is now getting advanced
training) had a good mind and indeed retained the menory of seeing an extra
person enter. Once inside, while sinultaneously holding an invisibility spel
upon their mnds, the creature worked on tiny, everyday resentments until they
were built into rmurderous conpul sions to
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kill. But diere's another inplication you may have m ssed as well."

"The silence." Hero smled. "No, | got that."

"Good boy," his superior said. "You do have brains, Hiero, under that |azy
mask. Yes, the silence. What a mind! To conpel them twenty good mnds, to
slay one another in total silence! Noise would have spoiled the plan, so they
had to be silent. 1 don't think there are four nmen in the Republic who could
performthat feat."

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

"You knew about the two who al nost got into our inner files and research
centers at Abbey Central," his superior said. "W nmay call them case nunber
four, | suppose. Wat they were is beyond our present know edge. If they were
actual ly human nen, nen how was it possible for their very flesh and bone to
di ssolve into the substance of an anmpeba? The Uncl ean is overreaching us,
Hiero

"There are many other cases of interest if they are considered as part of the
whol e thing. Small parties of trained explorers, nen like yoursel f, anmbushed
or worse, vanished, in areas where no one should have known they had gone.
Messengers with matters of unusual inportance for the Eastern League at O wah,
or perhaps fromthemto us, also vani shed, causing delays of up to a year on
matters of conmon concern. And so on. It all adds up to one thing; a web,

H ero, a deadly, tightening web, is being drawn in upon us, even as we sit and
wait to find out what is going so wong!" The lean old man fixed his keen eyes
on Hiero. "I still haven't heard any very searching questions fromnmy prize
pupil. But | need them we all do. Hiero, you can't be nmentally |azy any

| onger. You've been doing work any journeyman priest-exorcist could do, nixed
with a lot of forest running and plain |oafing. Your scores at Abbey Central
and you know it, were some of the highest ever achieved. And you're not even
trying! Now listen to ne. Per Desteen. | am addressing you as both your Godly
and your tenporal superior, and | want your attention at its peak! Those of us
on the Council who know about you have been giving you rope for years, for two
reasons. One was the hope that you woul d devel op responsibility by yourself,

al ways the best way, of course. The
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ot her reason, mainly advanced by me, young man, was so that you coul d get
experience in many areas. Well, the time for idling is now, this mnute,
officially over. AmI plain? Now, sir, let's have sonme intelligent

guesti oni ng, because | have a lot nore to say."

Bl ack eyes snapping with anger, H ero was now sitting upright, glaring at his
friend and nentor, any pretense of being bored gone forever. "So that's what
you think of ne, is it?" he grated. "A sort of chartered ne' er-do-well and



good fellow That's not fair, Mst Reverend Father, and you know it!"

Abbot Denero sinply sat looking at him his w se eyes synpathetic, but not
yielding, and Hiero felt his anger ebb away. There was truth, a good deal of
it, in the charges, and being an essentially honest man, he could not deny it.
"I apol ogi ze for anger and inpudence, Father Abbot," he said heavily. "
suppose I'mnot really much of a priest, or a soldier either, for that nmatter
Wiat can | do for the Council ?"

"A good question, Hiero," the Abbot said briskly,"but not really the one

want ed, because it comes last, or ought to, and | want nore thoughts from you
first. Look now, ny friend, what are your concl usions about what | have told
you? | mean strengths, weaknesses, reliability, for that matter, plausibility,
and above all —solutions, renedies. Let's hear your own ideas

NOW.

"Well," Hero said slowy, "one thing hit ne fromthe very first, and it grew
as the tragedies you related nmounted. There has to be treason, at |east one
highly placed traitor sonewhere in the Republic and probably nore. | don't
like saying this, but I have to, to be honest. \What about the Council itself?"
"Cood," the abbot said. "You're still able to think. Yes, there's treason, and
it's being carefully, very carefully, searched out as we sit here. As for ny
peers, and your superiors, on the Council, you have no busi ness know ng what

steps m ght be taken if we ever should suspect a traitor in such an unlikely
pl ace. Therefore | shall tell you nothing about any such possible theoretica
procedures."

Two smiles met across the table. The ol d abbot had refused information and
(literally) told Hiero nothing. As well as everything, including the fact that
t he Abbey Council itself was not inmune from suspicion

"I can't argue against a conspiracy,"” Hiero resuned. "W
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are definitely getting a series of blows, savage ones, from sonmeone. And what
you tell me is the final word. It nust be coordinated. Since we are neeting
here at a sealed office and tal king, at your insistence, you nust be worried
about some sort of betrayal even here. If our minds concentrate on a subject,
even if we speak aloud, there are currents set up audible to an adept,

especi ally one such as you describe. Wat are you doing to keep this from
happeni ng?" He folded his arms on his chest and stared at the abbot in turn
"This," the abbot said sinmply. Wile they had been tal ki ng, the younger nman
had not noticed a plain wooden box, perhaps eighteen inches high, at one end
of the table. The abbot lifted its lid and exposed a curious nmechanism a
smal |, flat pendul um of some polished, ivorylike material, suspended

notionl ess froma delicate wooden crossbhar. C ose on either side of the
pendul um two oval discs hung fromthe slender supports.

"There is a core of a very curious substance, sonething out of the Lost Years,
which 1'll tell you about someday, in that pendulum |If any thought, power, or
what have you had come upon us, | think there is a ninety-eight percent chance
that tiny weight would have rung agai nst a side support piece. W' ve been
testing it for two years, and it hasn't failed yet. In fact, it or a duplicate
is what trapped the two spies at Abbey Central. Needless to say, very few of
us know about it."

"I see," Hiero said, eyeing the little signal device. "Very reassuring. Let's
hope it works, sir. Now, you wanted nore thoughts, | believe. | only have one.
There nust be a plan, something to reverse this steady constriction you fear
and I'mto be part of it. It must need a younger man than yourself, and so
some physical hazard is involved. Perhaps a journey, a probe into sone
guessed-at area held, or thought to be held, by the eneny? A reconnai ssance of
some sort? Beyond that, I'min the dark."

"Think a little harder,"” Abbot Demero suggest ed.

"Al'l right/' Hero said. "A weapon, or weapons, exist somewhere. As a result,
one extraordinarily gallant man may barely manage to penetrate the Uncl ean
eneny lines, relying on cunning, stealth, and sheer heroism where a whole
arnmy could not get through. Frankly," he added, "I'mgetting a bit tired of



the nmystery. Beyond the sarcasm | just gave you, i really have no suggestions
and | hardly think a children's romance
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of the | one pal adi n agai nst overpowering odds is what you' re after. Come on
Fat her Abbot," he said inpatiently, "what on earth are you after anyway?"

The Abbot | ooked a little nonplussed before he spoke, which in turn gave Hiero
a bit of a start.

"Damation, H ero, you nust operate on a level we can't tap! You see, that
happens to be exactly what | want. You and a few other highly trained nmen are
somet hing of a secret weapon. W want you to go and try to raid sone of the
Lost Cities in the far South, in the hope, which 1 confess to be dim that you
will indeed give us sone secret of the past before the Uncl ean overwhel mus."
Despite hinmsel f, the younger priest was instantly fascinated. He had been as
far east as Owah and into many wild areas of the North, but the far South was
a closed book to al nost everyone. For every nutated plant or animal in the
northern part of the Kandan continent, there were a dozen in the South. There
were runored to be nonsters so awmful that a herd of norse would be but a

mout hful to one of them and trees so huge that it wouJd take a nan half a day
to wal k around the bole of one. Myst of these tales could no doubt be

rel egated to fancy, runmor, and trappers' lies, but Hi ero knew enough to know
there was a grain of truth in nmany of them He hinself had been just far
enough to see the southern end of the Taig and its countless pines and the
begi nning of the nonster trees of the southern forest edge, which had few
conifers, but many deci duous trees of far greater size. The lost enpire of the
once fabled United States had lain there, and every school child knew that The
Death had hit it harder than anywhere else in the world, causing horrible
changes to all life, such as had barely touched northern Kanda. Endl ess

mar shes, inland seas, and vast tracts of poisoned desert, the latter lit by

t he undying,, blue, bale fires of the Dead Zones, were said to exist in the
unknown area. And the Lost Cities thenselves, the very places he was to go,
they were the worst of all! Metz children were frightened into obedience with
tales of the towering, vine-hung cliffs of the ancient, tottering buil dings,
even a glinpse of which was said to bring a horrid end. There were Lost Cities
in the north country too, but nmost had | ong been either isolated or explored,
that is, if known at all. And on them in any case, the terrors of The Death
had been laid lightly. Daring rovers
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and free rangers occasionally risked the anger of the Abbeys, political, not
religious, and explored to the South, but few departed thus and fewer

returned. All this flashed through Hiero's brain on the instant, as he | ooked
into Demero's wi se old eyes.

He sat back, for once effectively silenced, and the |ong, w ndow ess room |it
only by the fluors on the wall, stayed quiet while both men took thought. It
was Hi ero who broke the silence, at |ength.

"Do you have any idea what it is 1 amto seek for, sir?" he asked quietly. "O
is it anything, just something that may turn up?"

"Well, there's that all right," the older nman said. "But we're a bit nore
hopef ul and know edgeabl e, mi nd you, and know edgeabl e, than that. W're

| ooki ng for weapons, obviously. Now, The Death was caused by weapons. W don't
want those again, certainly. The plagues, the nuclear poisons, all those

t hi ngs ought to stay buried. Unless the Unclean revive them and | fear that
mghtily, ! tell you! No, we want none such. But there are other things of
power which are nore or less intangible, at least in ordinary terms." He
seened to change his thoughts, and for a noment Hi ero was puzzl ed.

"Did you ever reflect on our own central files at Abbey Central, Hiero?" the
abbot asked, | eaning forward eagerly.

"OfF course, Father," the priest answered. "I nean, what do you nean
"reflect' ?"

"What do you think of them that's what | nean," Demero snapped. "Are they



efficient, are they useful ? They cover an area of over two square mles

under ground, and they enpl oy over two hundred highly trained priests and
scholars. Is it worth it?"

H ero saw that his old nmaster was | eading up to sonething, but for his soul he
couldn't see what it was.

"Why, of course, certainly they' re valuable," he said, thinking hard. "Wthout
their collected and collated informati on, we'd never be able to get anything
done. Half our research effort is sinply adding to the information in those
files. What's the point?"

"The point is this," Denero said. "Wen | ask for information, information

m nd you, which | know to be somewhere in the files, it often takes days to
get it. Then, perhaps | need
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to bal ance several facts against each other; let us say the rainfall in the
east of Sask province, the yield of crops in the south, the | atest news of
buffer mgrations. So, it takes nore time to get these. Then, with the hel p of
others, | balance them weigh themtogether, and make decisions. But you know
all this, right?"

"OfF course," Hero said, intrigued by the other's nmanner, "but what of ii?
That's what's done with information; it gets utilized. So what does that
prove?"

"Al'l right," his elder resunmed. "Now, suppose, just suppose i had gone to the
files and told the files, not, mnd you, the librarians, the files thensel ves,
all 1 have just told you about our danger. Don't interrupt, boy, 1 haven't

| ost ny sense yet. The files thensel ves next put all known information on this
subj ect together and in ten mnutes gave ne back a sheet of paper which said

as follows: 'If you do x, y, and z in that order, the eneny should be totally
defeated.'" He paused, a gleamin his eye. "What do you think of that, eh?"
"Tal king files?" Hiero said, one eyebrow cocked. "I assume, of course, you're
not joking. W have begun to re-explore this radio thing, | know, but that's
just people and an instrunment. You're tal king about a—well, a machine, a
thing, holding all information and dispensing not just odd facts, but

conclusions. Are you telling me such a thing is possible?"

The abbot sat back, satisfied. "Yes, son, not only possible, but well known at
one time, in the years before The Death. The machines were called 'conputers.'
Sone of the scientists doing research on the archives of the | ost age are |ed
to believe tht certain conputers existed that were larger than this building
we're in. Can you begin to imgine the possibilities?"

H ero sat staring at the wall behind Abbot Demero, his mind racing. If such

t hi ngs existed, and he knew t he abbot would not lightly mention a possibility
as a fact, the world could be changed overnight. Al the know edge of the past
m ght very well still be in existence sonewhere. It was a frightening thought,
for it meant that all the secrets of the age of The Death were presunably

hi dden and avail able as well.

"I see you're beginning to reflect alittle on the possibilities," the old
priest said, "The Science Commttee has picked you to go south and east, far
to the East, where we have reason to believe these things may still lie buried
in certain of their |ost
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caverns. Five other nen will go el sewhere. It's best none of you know the
others' plans." He did not elaborate, nor need to. If any of the six should
fall into the hands of the Unclean alive, the |less they knew of their

col | eagues' venturings the better

"Now cone over here, Hiero, and I'Il go over the maps with you. They have the
| atest information of these probable conmputer sites. You mustn't expect to
find a vast sort of library, you know. The information was apparently coded in
different ways and put in the great nmachines in ways we only dimy conprehend.
You'll get a briefing fromsome schol ars who' ve gone furthest into the field
later..."

And so the tale had gone. Telling this all to the bear, clever as the anina



was, was sinply not possible, if only because bears, even mutant bears, didn't
read or wite. But Hiero patiently and steadily nade certain facts clear. In

t he bl ackest hours, before the first light of dawn, the man finally rel axed
and willed hinmself to snatch a little sleep. Gorm now understood that his
friend was on a long journey, but to Hero's gratification, he still wanted to
cone. Also, the bear had enough reasoning power to understand that there was
know edge he could not understand; in fact, he m ght have been the first of
his species to grasp the idea of abstract know edge. He knew that the man was
a foe of the Leemutes and that they were seeking something in a far land to
hurt these evil things. Wth this knowl edge he was content, and now he al so
rested, occasionally letting out the faint, puffing snore of a sleeping bear
Standi ng over the two, still saddled, his I egs |ocked tight at the knee
joints, the great norse kept his unbroken watch, in a state perhaps between
dream ng and waking, but with all his magnificent senses alert for the first
sign of danger. Klootz was not tired, and his kind did not lie down to sleep
in any case, although they sonetinmes rested with their |egs tucked under them
But tonight he rocked and swayed, chew ng his cud and m ssing nothing that
passed in the night, a sentinel w thout conpare.

At first light, Hero felt a velvet touch on his forehead and | ooked up to see
the great, danp nmuzzle an inch fromhis. Satisfied that his master was awake,
Klootz carefully lifted his huge hooves fromeither side of the man's body and
nmoved out of the little grove into the gray dawn. In a nonent the
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crunch of shredded bushes bei ng devoured signaled that his breakfast had
commenced.

H ero rubbed his eyes. He was stiff, but not unduly so. It would have been
better to have unpacked his bedroll and nade a bed of spruce tips, but he had
sinmply been too tired and too busy the night before. Besides, he was a
seasoned woodsman, and a ni ght spent on dry ground nmeant little to him He

| ooked over and saw Gorm was al so awake and giving hinself a wash with a | ong,
pi nk tongue.

Any wat er about? he sent.

Li sten (you can) hear it, came not fromthe bear but fromthe bull norse. A
mental picture of a small stream a hundred yards off came to the man, and he
rose and followed Klootz, who was anbling that way.

In twenty mnutes, all had washed, eaten, and were ready for their new day's
travel. Hiero ruefully checked hi speneekan supply. The way Gormate, it would
be gone in no tinme and they would have to stop and hunt. This, aside from
carrying an unnecessary extra el ement of danger, would further delay them
Gor m caught hi s thought, which was unguarded. Try and save the sweet food, he
sent. / can find nuch of ny own. Once again, the brains and unsel fi shness of
the strange creature who had appeared in his |life out of nowhere nmade Hiero
bl i nk.

Hi ero next rubbed Kl ootz down with a double handful of thick noss. He felt
guilty for having left the big aninal saddl ed and packed all night, but the
norse seemed none the worse for it, and a roll in the little brook, which sent
wat er cascadi ng up the banks, put himin fine fettle.

The sun was now fully up and the forest was alive with sound and novemnent.
Birds were everywhere, and as they began to travel, the priest glinpsed
startled deer and small rabbits, as well as a sounder of G okon passing al ong
a distant aisle of the pines, even the striped young hogl ets considerably

| arger than H ero hinself.

Gorm the night before, had attenpted to explain the route he thought best to
follow. The man could only grasp parts of it, but he gathered that a

consi derable marsh lay to the south and that it was necessary to cross it at
its narrowest place. The road on which he and Kl ootz had journeyed for the

| ast week was a place of great peril, watched by many unseen eyes. It
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was only luck that the two had cone so far undisturbed, for no people had used



that road in along tine, or if they had, they had not lived to go very far
upon it. On no account nust they return to it for any reason. The fact that so
few human beings travel ed al one through the wild m ght have dulled the

wat chf ul ness of the Unclean and all owed norse and man to cone as far as they
had. But now, surely the whole area would be on guard. And when the slain

wi zard was inevitably di scovered, they could expect a hue and cry of massive
proportions indeed to be set on foot by the eneny, so Gormindicated. Once
again, mnd speech was to be halted, or at |east understood by nman and bear to
be held to a mi ni mum

They had gone perhaps three hours fromthe night's resting place when they
recei ved proof that they were not to journey undisturbed and unsought. The
three were fording a shallow brook when Hiero felt the norse stiffen under him
and at the same tinme saw the young bear cone erect on the bank just ahead. A
second later, his own, less alert senses were assaulted. He had never felt
anything quite like it before. It was as if sonmething strange clawed for his
m nd. A savage, questing force sonehow probed at his inner being. He drew on
all his own years of training and nanaged to nake no response, keeping the
pressure and the call, for there was an el enment of that too, away, repelling
it by not acknow edging it. For what seened like a long m nute and was
probably very little tine, a nere instant, the searching presence seened to
hover over himin an al nost physical way; then it nmoved on. He knew it had
gone on el sewhere, but he was not absolutely sure he had managed to deceive or
deflect it. He looked first at Gormand in turn saw the bear's weak little
eyes fixed on him

Sonet hi ng bad hunts, cane the nmessage. / was (only) a bear. It left ne and did
not (see) mne.

| (think) // mssed me, Hero sent. And Klootz also, for it is not hunting
four-footed animals, at |east not yet.

There will be other things (like the) evil fur things of yesterday, canme the
bear's thought. This forest is full of many creatures who (serve/hunt for) the
evil power. Many of them go on four |egs and have good noses.

The priest found | ess and | ess troubl e understanding the bear. The whol e
exchange, plus a new decision, nowto utilize the stream was over in a split
second.
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Al day long, they followed the brook, for it was little nore, down its

wi ndi ng path. As much as possible, they stayed actually in the water, so as to
| eave as few tracks as possible. The force or entity which had tried.to |ocate
themdid not reveal itself further. They saw fewer animals, though, and none
of the larger ones at all. Once a great, foot-long water beetle sought to bite
Gormwith its savage pincers, but he avoided it easily, and Kl ootz, follow ng
cl ose behind, brought a great, flattening hoof squarely down upon its arnored
back. Very few of the giant insects bred from The Death's radi ati on were mnuch
of a menace, since they tended to be sl ow noving and cl unsy.

They made an early canp on-an island. The stream which H ero had not been able
to locate on his maps, probably because it was too small, broadened a little,
wi t hout getting nore than two feet deep, and the little, willow hung islet

m ght have been designed for them

Wil e the bear went shanmbling off in search of food and Kl ootz, now unsaddl ed,
wr enched succul ent water plants fromthe stream bed, the man ate a fruga
supper of biscuit and peneekan while he tried to anal yze what he had | earned
in the last few days. There was sunlight still, and H ero had canped early
because he needed light. He wanted very nuch to exanine the various articles
he had taken fromthe dead man, and this was the first opportunity.

The nmetal rod canme first. Alittle less than an inch thick and about a foot

I ong, of a very hard, bluish substance, not unlike patinated bronze, at first
sight it | ooked unomanented. A closer | ook showed H ero that four |iny knobs,
set in a curved line, were sticking out of the sides. Hesitantly, he pushed
one. At once an extension of the rod's other end began. The thing was a
cylinder, with many tubes beautifully fitting one inside the other. Wile



Hiero watched, it extended itself until it was a slender wand about five feet
| ong. He pushed the same button again and it began to retract into itself once
nore. He stopped it by pushing it a third time. Next, he tried another button
the central one of the three. Two flat, ovat discs on the end of two delicate
arnms emerged fromthe supposedly featurel ess rod, and each stopped at a

si x-inch distance away fromthe rod, formng a prong set at right angles to
the rod's body. Hiero turned the rod over and exam ned it from every angle,
but he coul d not

IN THE BEG NNI NG 39

fathom the purpose of the discs. He raised the rod's lower end to eye level to
exam ne the discs better, but they were featureless. He tried to | ook at the
rod's body again, while holding it upright, but he forgot the discs on their
arms and they banged into his forehead, just over his eyes. Annoyed with
hinsel f, he slarted to | ower them when suddenly he stopped and gently put them
back where they had been. They fit! Exciled, he held the rod upright and
extended it to its fullest length, keeping the two ovals on their extensions
clanped to his forehead. He was now beginning lo gel an idea of what he held,
and with greal care, he slowy pressed the third tiny knob

A trenendous voice slammed into his mind with overpowering force, al npst
physi cal I y knocki ng hi mover. Were have you been? Wiy have you not
conmuni cat ed? Some sfrange creatures or groups of them are noving through our
jrea al nost undetected. The normals may be assaulting us with sonethi ng new.
There was a sudden pause, and the dazed Hi ero could nearly feel the al nost
tangi bl e suspicion in the other mnd. Wwo is this'? came the mnd voice. Do
you hear, |—click. The priest had managed to shut it off.

He | eaned back against a tree trunk, both frightened and angry with hinself.
The strange device was apparently both a comuni cator and an anplifier of
great strength, obviously increasing the distance over which nental speech
could be sent at |least tenfold. He had never heard of such a thing, and he
doubt ed any Abbey scientist had, either. He nust get this object back lo the
Abbey research centers if he did nothing else. The thought that the Uncl ean
even possessed a thing like this was nerve-racking. No wonder the abbot has
the junps, he thought. He | ooked at the rod again and then carefully nade it
shut and the two head pieces go back into the handl e, noting as he did so that
t he machi ni ng was beautifully turned and that the nmetal was one he had never
bef ore seen. He was about lo wap it carefully and pul it away when he
remenbered the fourth button. This was not next to the others but nearer the
butt end and | o one side. He considered it for a nonment and then wedged i he
rod, extension end up, between two heavy rocks. Next he broke off a sl ender

wi | I ow sapling about eight feet long and carefully positioned hinself behind
its parent willow tree, while reaching for the enigmatic button with his new
pol e. The thought that the sinister makers of this thing mght have built in a
sel f -
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destruct device was late in coming, he reflected, but mght still save his
life. He checked and saw that the norse bull was several hundred feet upstream
and then, with only his hand exposed, probed for the button. Face pressed to
the tree, he heard one swift nmetallic sound, as if a great spring had been

rel eased, and then silence. He waited an instant and then | ooked cautiously
around the tree. He got up at once and tossed the stick aside. The amazi ng
rod's last trick was both sinple and entirely unexpected. It had fully
extended itself again, this time in a single instantaneous notion. But now,
projecting fromthe end was not the blunt cap of before, but a two-edged,
razor-sharp lance head. It was over half an inch wide and al nost as |ong as
the original, folded-up rod itself. Hiero bent the extended rod sideways, but
the tough nmetal gave very little. He hefted the thing at shoul der height. It
was a perfectly balanced javelin. Lowering it, he eyed the edges of the bl ade
and confirmed his first inpression that they were smeared with sonme sticky
subst ance. Undoubtedly not a face cream he reflected. He shut his new prize
carefully up again and put it away.



Next canme the knife. It was a short, one-edged thing in a |eather sheath and
had been used recently, being sticky with dried bl ood. There appeared to be
not hi ng odd about it, and he cleaned it and put it away too, after
ascertaining it bore no marks of any kind.

He now exam ned the rounded object which had | ooked to himearlier like a
smal | conpass. Many of his coll eagues, indeed nost people, still used
conpasses, but Hiero did not. He had a built-in sense of direction and while
i n school had won nmany bets by being blindfolded and al ways picking out the
correct conpass points.

It was obvious at once that if this was a conmpass, it was no conpass he had
ever seen before. There were no obvi ous conpass bearings, no directions and
their subdivisions. Instead, there was a thing like a circular wheel, or round
track, under the glass plate on top. Set at intervals next to this track were
synmbol s of some kind with which he was totally unfamliar, for they were

nei ther nunbers nor letters he had ever seen before. On the circular track was
a round, fiery bead of |ight, which swayed gently as he rocked the case in his
hand, just like the air bubble in a carpenter's level. Hi ero exam ned the
synmbol s again. There were four |arger ones set where the main
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directions on a proper conpass should be. He aligned the four synmbols one by
one to a map of his own and nanaged to pick the one near the | oop end of the
object as north. But the fiery bead was not fixing itself on north or on any
of the four points when so used! If the dammed thing isn't a conpass, what is
it? he wondered to hinself. Reluctantly, he replaced it in its pouch and
stowed it away again, determined to re-exam ne it again soon

Last of all canme the rolls of yellow sh, parchnentlike material . He tried to
rip a page corner experinentally and found that it tore, but with great
difficulty. It was certainly not a paper, nor was it parchnent either, but a
synthetic material the Iike of which he had never before glinpsed.

Most of the papers bore witing, closely spaced and not printed, in a dark
reddi sh i nk, which | ooked unpleasantly like dried blood, especially in the
fast-waning light. Like the lettering or whatever on the conpass thing, the
synmbols were totally unintelligible to Hiero. But one piece was nostly taken
up by a large map, and this he studied with great care. It sonewhat resenbl ed
his own map in general outline. The Inland Sea was there and, he thought,
several famliar roads to the north. The nmain east-west wah road was quite
clear. Most of the marks were obscure, though, especially many in the South.
Ri vers and swanps seenmed to have been carefully drawn in signs he used
hinsel f, and he felt that the map m ght prove a useful guide. Many marks were
t hought - provoki ng. He was reasonably sure he had found sone of the ruined
cities of the pre-Death eras, for the few such sites marked on his own nmap
were in the same places. But the alien map had many nore of them as well as
much el se that was strange.

Eventual |y, that too was put away and he prepared a bed, digging hollows for

hi p and shoul der and spreading his bedroll. Wthout being ordered, Kl ootz was
feeding close to the island, and his master knew he had nothing to worry
about, at least that was physical, in the way of nocturnal danger. The bear

had not returned, but Hiero had earlier agreed on a travel plan with him and
he was confident Gorm woul d be back when wanted. He curled up with a sigh and
dropped of f while the last light of day still lingered in the west.

He was awakened by rain, a light spatter on his upturned face. It was very
dark and the danp cl ouds had rolled out of
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the east, bringing noisture fromthe distant seas. He was about to pull his
hood over his face and go back to sleep when a wet reek of fur strongly
assaul ted his nose. Gormwas standing next to him and the bear's whol e manner
demanded attention

Sonet hi ng cones in the night (perhaps) nmany things, but one for certain
(enphatic)! W must go i ke way we planned/di scussed. Listen

Sitting up, the man did indeed listen intently. He was consci ous of Klootz



standing quietly nearby, his great ears also belled into the rainy night. For
a nonent, the falling raindrops and the nmuted gurgle of the streamwere al

that was audi ble. Then, far away in the west, at the very limt of Hero's
hearing, there came a sound.

It was a high, keening shriek, rising to alnost the level of inaudibility and
dying away then into silence. Twice it sounded, and then only the |istening

ni ght could be heard. But no one, neither man nor beast, needed to hear it
again. There was a nenace inplicit in that distant cry which raised the
hackl es on one's back. It was a hunter and it was on a track. In the situation
they were in, it was no tinme to debate on whose track was whatever had
screamed. The | ong-expected pursuit was upon them and it was tinme to go.

For a seasoned traveler like Hiero, it was hardly nore than a mnute's work to
break canp, including packing. Once up in the saddl e, he | oosened the great
knife in its back sheath and, slouching confortably, let the bear |ead the
way, Klootz anbling along in his wake through the shallow water. Hiero's tine
sense was not as good as his directional sense, but he had a fair idea of the
present hour, about two P.M Like many of the ancient mechani sms, clocks had
been redi scovered, but they were large and clunmsy. A woodsman of Hiero's
cal i ber had no need for such things, indeed would have di scarded a wi st-watch
i f one had been available. Living in the wild for |ong periods gave you a
built-in clock in your own body.

The rain lifted a little and becane a fine nmist. The aninmals did not nind
getting wet particularly, although the bear liked to sleep in a dry place, and
H ero's tanned |l eather was treated with various water repellents which made

hi m al nrost conpletely watertight. In any case, it was still warmin the |ast
days of sunmer.

The little party traveled hardly any nore slowy at night
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than during daylight. H ero could rely on the sense of the two beasts to nove
wi t hout stunbling at a good pace, even when sight was at a m ni num

For two hours of steady and undi sturbed travel, they followed the little
stream bed, which still kept its same dinmensions. Hero eventually signaled a
halt and swung down on the bank to stretch and do a few nuscle-linbering
exerci ses. Gorm fl opped down next to him also grateful for a rest. Bears can
and do travel |ong distances, but steady marching, day in and day out, is not
their habit. Kl ootz browsed in the shallows, adding nore supplies to the many
pounds of plant food he had al ready devoured that day. An eater of green
stuffs never really stops unless asleep, since the nourishment is so much | ess
than froma direct protein intake.

The priesi now briefly said his norning prayers, a process the animals ignored
as i nconprehensible. The bear was nmildly interested, but only mldly. Hiero,
however, had detected that casual interest earlier and made a note in his
memnoni ¢ files that discussing religion with an intelligent animal night prove
i mensely rewardi ng.

Prayers over, Hiero stood listening in the dark. As he did, for th™ first tine
since they had left canp on the island, the faint scream of the hunter broke
through the nmisty night. It was unm stakably a ot closer than at first. Wth
a snothered oath, Hierc nmounted and this tinme sent a thought to Gormas he did
so. Hurry up, you, or we'll be trapped! The young bear led off again at a

spl ashing gall op, and spray fountained as the big nmorse lunbered after him

t hrough the shallows, his w de hooves comi ng down on the invisible water |ike
di nner pl ates.

As he rode, listening hard, the man tried to think rationally and anal yze
their danger. He had no idea what followed on their tracks. \Watever it was,
it seemed to be a night hunter of uncommon skill, and perhaps it was a pack of

them And whatever it (or they) were, it was noving incredibly fast. The bear
and the nmorse had not been |oafing, indeed, for nighttine had been setting a
good pace. But neither wal king in the running water nor noving at a steady
clip had thrown whatever pursued off their track. Wat could it be?

One faintly encouragi ng thought rose to Hero's mind at this point. Anything



nmovi ng that fast probably could not carry, and certainly could not |ead, any
human master. Watever
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atrocity was tracking them down al nbst had to be runni ng unl eashed and free.

At | east, Hiero reasoned, following this train of thought, if I"'mright, I
won't liave to worry about facing someone like S nerg. It was probably a
purely physical danger.

Even as the thoughts came to him the evit cry, clearly audible over the

spl ashing, again welled up in the distance. The near di stance, he observed.
The hunter, whatever it was, could certainly nove. Damm, the pursuit was goi ng
to catch up with themwhile it was still dark! This could be very bad. It was
at least an hour to first light.

Leani ng over, he funbled in his |left saddl ebag and finally |ocated by touch

t he packet he wanted. To a stranger it would have appeared no easy task, doing
this blind while the norse's great body |urched al ong underneath him but he
had practiced many tines in the past and had little trouble securing what he
want ed. Next, he | oosened the strap on his holstered thrower so that it could
be whi pped out in a hurry. As an afterthought. he reached into the saddl ebag
again and took out the nurderous rod he had taken from S nerg's dead body. As
an energency weapon, should be |ose his regular spear, it night be of great
use, and he tucked it into his belt. The spear itself was in its socket at the
saddl ebow, ready to his hand at need.

Now he concentrated his mnd on his steed and the bear. Find an open pl ace,
close to the streamif possible, he sent. W nust fight. \Whatever cones is too
fast to run away from In the back of his mind was the thought that Gorm

i nval uabl e as he had proved in the recent past, nust be tired now and probably
not much use as a fighter. If the small bear could get even a few nonents'
rest, it mght make sonme fleeting difference. The Abbey Battle Code was never
out of a trained Kiliman's mind. "Use every tiny advantage and perhaps the
enenmy will use one less,"” ran one of the ABC rules.

The bear did not answer as he gall oped on, but H ero knew he understood. As
for Klootz, the rapport between man and nount was so strong that he knew the
great bull was already seething with rage and ready for a battle of any size,
shape, or description. An Abbey norse did not |ike being chivied over the |and
by anyone, regardless of who it m ght be.

Behind them the chilling cry broke out again, a hideous, thin scream ng in
the quiet, noist night. This time H ero thought he could distinguish severa
voi ces and he knew t he di stance
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was shortening. It was logical. A solitary hunter, no matter how powerful,

m ght be inmmobilized by sheer accident. A pack was always nore effective. But
a pack of what?

Here, the thought came suddenly from Gorm A place of grass and no trees. Is
this what you want?

Yes, the man sent. Lie down and rest until they cone. Do not fight if you can
help it. He urged the norse out of the water and onto the sward of a natura
forest opening. The very first faint light in the east had appeared, not
enough for any detail to show, but enough so that he could barely see they
were in a natural clearing, one which sloped gently to the streanlis edge. As
Kl ootz stood silently dripping and the exhausted bear lay panting off to one
side, H ero considered tactics. The gl ade was perhaps a hundred yards w de at
its tip by the brook. It was roughly shaped like a hal f-noon, and the forest
edge at its center was two hundred feet fromthe water. He urged the norse on
until Kl ootz now stood al nost exactly in the clearing' s center, back to the
trees, but fifty feet away fromthem so that nothing could use the trees as
cover to | eap upon them from behind. Hiero reached into his saddl ebag and
extracted his berylliumcopper hel net, round and unomanented, save for the
cross and sword on the forepeak. It fitted over his cap and was his sol e piece
of armor. He put it on and tried to catch the minds of their pursuers. He



found blind, ravening appetite, nore than one, coning fast, unreachable at any
| evel he could influence!

Man and norse waited, alert and ready. They had done all they could. Gorm was
silent now al so, hidden somewhere in the black shadows and ready to pounce if
possi bl e.

They had not long to wait. The bl ackness of the dying night was still al nost
totally unrelieved when fromup the shallow stream the way they had foll owed,
cane the sounds of splashing water and many clawed feet striking on rocks.
Sensing rather than actually seeing their attackers, the Kill man-priest

twi sted the heads of the two objects he had been hol ding and hurl ed t hem away,
one to the right and one to the left. As they hit the ground, the two flares
burst into life and a white, incandescent glow iullum ned the whole area.

At once, H ero saw that he and his aninmal allies had nmade a basic if

unavoi dable, error in traveling down the stream and keeping to the water. The
five sleek, sinister shapes poised at

46 H ERO S JOURNEY

t he brook's edge resenbl ed grossly enlarged nink or sone other water weasels
quite enough to indicate that a river bed was the [ ast place in which anyone
ought to try to elude them No wonder they came so fast, Hiero thought as the
nmonentary surprise of the lights froze the creatures in place

Thei r undershot, sharklike jaws and vicious teeth glistened in the |light as
they blinked their beady eyes and then recovered. Each one. fromwet nuzzle to
long tailtip, was at least ten feet and could hardly have wei ghed any | ess
than a full-grown man. Collars of bluish netal glinted and betrayed their
wearers' allegiance, even as they scuttled out of the water and rushed to the
attack, snarling as they cane.

H ero fired the thrower and dropped it all in one notion. It took too long to
rel oad, and these things were conming too fast. But the tiny rocket went true.
The | eading animal, head hit, sinply blewup in a burst of orange fire, and
the one next to it withed aside, scream ng shrilly and dragging a broken |eg.
As the other three paused, shaken by the explosion and the death of the

| eader, Kl ootz charged with a bellow of fury. Spear couched,.H ero gripped the
bull's barrel, ready to strike.

The wounded fury could not escape, and the norse's pile-driver front hooves
crushed its life out in a terrible, smashing bl ow. Another one, |eaping
straight up at Hero, took the heavy spear in its throat, right up to the
crossbars. The savage brute fell back, choking on its own bl ood, and Hiero |et
the spear go with it, whipping out his heavy sword-knife as he did so.

The remaining two fell back for an instant, but for true nusteiids, like al
weasel s, the thought of retreat never occurred to them Separating, their
grinning masks of fury showing the white fangs, they attacked |ike streaks of
dark, undul ating lightning, |eaping at the rider and not the mount, and from
two sides at once.

Fortunately for Hi ero, he had worked out such a devel opment with Kl ootz many
times over on the Abbey's training fields. Automatically, the bull took the
opponent to his left and paid no attention to the other, |eaving that one to
his nmaster.

Rising in the saddle, H ero cut down at the upthrust, rapid head in one
terrible chopping blow The solid bite of the ancient blade could be felt al
the way up to his powerful shoul der. The gi ant weasel -thing was dead before it
hit the ground, its narrow skull cloven alnmost in half.
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But even as he recovered, the nan felt a terrible painin his left |eg.
Overconfident, Kl ootz had underestimated the speed of his eneny. Even as his
great hoof had cone dashing down, the last of the hunting pack had swerved
aside and altered its spring in mdair. A slash at Hero's calf had opened the
flesh al most to the bone, and he swayed in the saddl e from shock as the ani mal
| eaped away.

The bull was not to be taken twice this way. Knowing his rider and master was



hurt sent himstark mad, but with a cold fury. He advanced slowy on the
surviving hunter, rocking gently fromside to side, grotesquely mnicking the
way a playful fawn m nces up to another baby opponent.

A fury to the end, the last servant of the Unclean sprang froma crouch, again
at the drooping rider and not the norse. But KJootz, now on guard, was not
decei ved by the supple, twisting spring. A great, cloven hoof shot straight
out, and the | ashing bl ow caught the | eaping death squarely in its

m dsec-tion. There was an audi bl e crack, and the next instant, the

sl eek-furred nonster was withing on the grass with a broken back. Not for
long. I n one savage rush, the infuriated bull norse tranpled the creature into
a pulp, even while it still snapped and tried to sink its teeth into its giant
f oe.

H ero hung linply in the saddle while the norse | owered his own great body
gently to the ground so that the man coul d di smount. The priest wobbl ed of f

Kl oot z' s back and col | apsed agai nst one of the bull's huge, sweaty sides,
breathing hard and trying to keep fromfainting. Finally he | ooked up and saw
t he anxi ous face of Gormlooking at himfroma few feet away.

/ was ready but it was too quick, came fromthe strange mind. Can | hel p?

No, Hiero sent. / nust bandage/cure myself. Watch for any danger while | do
so. The bear padded off and left him

Painfully, the priest renoved his slashed | eather boot, now full of blood, and
exam ned the wound. It appeared cl ean, but any aninmal bite ought to be dressed
qui ckly. He funbled in the saddl ebags, conscious of waves of bl ackness
hovering over his pain-racked m nd. The flares had gone out |ong since, but
they had served their purpose. Dawn |ight was flooding into the clearing, and
the chirping of the awakening birds seenmed ironic after the blaze of sudden
deat h, which had heral ded the norning, and the five grimshapes on the
reddened grass.
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H ero finally got the nedicine kit out and gingerly spread the healing salve
thickly over the | ong, bleeding wound. He next bandaged it as tightly as he
could. It probably needed stitching, but in his present condition he sinply
wasn't up to it. When he was sure he had done all he could, he gulped a

Luci noge tablet. The m nd expander was al so a narcotic of sorts, and as he
sank into slunber he could feel his rriuscles relax. H's |ast thought was a
mld worry that sonething or someone m ght take over his mind while he was
unconsci ous. Then he renenbered no nore.

THE CROSS AND THE EYE

H ERO WOKE | N THE DUSK. THE HUSH OF EARLY EVENI NG LAY on the |and of the
trees, and over his head a great bal sam branch hung in the windless air. It
was obvi ous he had slept the whol e day away. Looki ng down, he saw that he was
now lying on a pile of soft balsamtips and that his other boot was off.
Instinctively, he reached back over his shoulder for the heavy knife. It was
in place, as the sore part of his back testified.

He sat up, feeling no nore than a bit dizzy, and | ooking about, found Gorm
lying a few feet away, sound asl eep. Listening, H ero caught the sound of
shredding plant matter froma position around a bend upstream He sent a

t hought to the big norse, and in an instant Kl ootz appeared, green fronds of
pi ckerel weed still hanging fromhis bl ubber Hps. Swaying over, he |eaned
down, and a streamof cold water ran off his shiny neck and into Hiero's face.
"Phew, get away, you horror, before you drown ne!" his naster spluttered, but
at the sane time his strong hands were gently rubbing the great antlered head.

"Your spikes are hardening, boy, which is just as well, because the way this
tripis starting, we're going to need them" Shifting from speech to nental
rapport, he ordered the norse to remain still while he used the big beast's

legs to try and stand up.

He found he could remain erect w thout too nuch trouble, 49
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al t hough wal king at all made his leg throb painfully. However, with an effort,
he managed to unsaddl e Klootz and | ay out the saddl ebags where he wanted them



Then he dism ssed the bull, but told himat the same tine to stay close to
canp and remain on careful watch.

Next, Hiero seated hinself and turned to Gorm who now al so sat, |ooking up at
hi m Reaching over, the nman touched the bear's nose gently.

Thanks (warnth/friend feeling), brother, he sent. How did you make (the bed
of ) branches'? And why did you take off my boot? This was actually the
greatest puzzle of all. He could see that the young bear m ght well be clever
enough to make a bed; after all, they used themin their own w nter dens, but
how did the creature know enough to renmove his other boot so that his feet
could rest?

/1 was in your mnd, canme the astonishing answer. / |ooked to see (what)
nmust/ coul d/ shoul d be done. Your nmind does not sleep, Gorm added; all that is
"there can be seen if (one can) look. 1 can see only a little, but what | saw,
| did.

H ero once again got out his surgical kit and exam ned his wound carefully, at
the sane tine thinking over in fascination what the bear had just told him
Incredible, but it nust be true! He, Hiero hinmself, had known what ought to be
done, and the young bear had found what know edge he could in the nan's own
unconsci ous mnd. Incapable of surgery or even first aid, yet Gorm had nade a
rude but confortabl e bed and nanaged at |east to tease off one boot so that

H ero might sleep better. Resolving to look into this further, the rover
priest bent to his task.

What foll owed was unpl easant but necessary. First Hiero cut off the

bl ood- soaked stocking and the equally caked bandage he had applied the

previ ous norning. Then, bracing hinself by various fornms of nerve-bl ock
training and a small further Luci noge dose, he sutured the edges of the |ong,
gapi ng slash with nedical gut. Fourteen stitches later, it was done, again

di sinfected and re-bandaged. He haul ed on his right boot and put a cl ean
stocking and a noccasin, taken fromthe saddl ebags, on the left foot. Then he
directed the bear to take the bl oody rags and bury them sonewhere deep

Doi ng this, he suddenly thought of something el se and | ooked
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about. There were dark spots here and there on the grass, but the bodies of
their assailants were gone.

From t he shadows, Gorm sent an answer. The big (horned/ stick head) and!
buried them Their bodies (would have) drawn other things to (the) hunt. But
only small things have cone (easy to) frighten away. Hi s mnd sent a picture
of jackals, bush cats, foxes, and other little scavengi ng creatures.

So the bear and the norse could work together, even when he hinsel f was out of
the picture! This was also fascinating, H ero reflected. It neant, it had to
mean, that the bear was the one giving orders, for Klootz, smart as he was,
could barely think ahead to the consequences of any given action. Mre food
for thought and future exploration, the man refl ected.

Have you (felt) nothing el se hunting/danger to us'? he asked Gorm

In the distance/far? (dinension problen) cane the answer. The bear was not
being cl ear, and he seened to understand this and tried again. Long way, far
off (in) many directions. But only once (strong) and that cane from above/the
sky! (inpression of sonething both nasty and w nged).

The man probed but could get little nore, beyond a vague and di stant sight of
something with wings but not a bird apparently, glinpsed (or sensed) far off
in the sky earlier in the day, and from which had emanated a powerful feeling
of evil. Filing this as one nore piece of information to be nulled over |ater
and al so making a nental note to avoid going out into open areas as nuch as
possi bl e, H ero repacked his possessions. Hobbling to the stream he cl eaned
t he bl ood of f his weapons and sharpened both spear and knife. \Wen he cane
back, he al so reloaded the thrower, which had been replaced in its saddle

hol ster.

Sitting down again, he ate some moKpenmeekan and biscuit. When he offered it to
Gorm however, the bear refused it and said he had been feeding on ripe

bl ueberries all day. He showed Hi ero where they grew nearby, and he was able



to linp over and gather several handfuls for dessert. He refilled his big
saddl e canteen and the small energency one strapped to his belt, and then, as
the last of the light faded, took a quick bath in the brook, being careful to
keep his wounded |l eg out of the water. Dried off and dressed again, he said
hi s evening orisons
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and | ay down again. There seemed nothing abroad in the night that could harm
them and the sounds of the forest were all normal. The death cry of a rabbit
sounded in a nearby thicket, and the hum of nany nosquitoes nade Hi ero unpack
and draw a fne-neshed net over his upper body. Once that was done, exhaustion
t ook over and he was asleep in a second.

The nex| day dawned hazy. The sun was behind weaths of fog and | owIying
cumul us cl ouds, and there was no wind. The air seened danmp and oppressive to
H ero, but only the normal result of a failing baroneter, not from any ot her
cause.

Once saddl ed, Klootz pranced a little, as if tired of sinmply standing around
feeding hinmself. The man and the bear had decided to | eave the stream Their
new route lay nore to the south, and after another brief meal, they were off,
alert but confident. Hiero's leg was now only a dull ache, and the resl had
hel ped his tough frame al nost as much as the nedicinal salve of the Abbey

doct ors.

For five days they travel ed uneventfully through the great pines and
spruces. of the Taig, always going south. They kept a strict watch, stayed
under the trees, and used m nd speech sel dom but detected nothing of any
nmenace or inportance. Gane was plentiful, and Hero was able to stal k and kil
with his spear a giant grouse, as big as a child, while the foolish bird
scratched away in the pine needles. He built a small fire and quickly snoked a
ot of the breast, thus obtaining nearly twenty pounds of neat, which would
feed both hinself and Gorm for a good while.

On the sixth day, the priest estimted they had made perhaps eighty or so
mles, and he began to feel a little easier. \Watever malignancy the Uncl ean
tried to send after themnow, if any, was going to have a fairly rough tine in
tracki ng them down, he thought. He had not yet |earned the power and

determ nation of his enenies, nor had he guessed at the fury over his deed in
sl aying one so high in their dark councils.

Toward noon, the ground becane boggy and noist. It was obvious that they were
heading into either a swanp or the margin of some body of water. Hiero called
a halt, stopped on a patch of dry ground, and got out his maps, bringing the
bear over to consult with himwhile Kl ootz was turned | oose to browse.
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Ahead of themlay an enornmous area, roughly given on one of the Abbey maps as
a vast marsh, called by sone the Pal ood, and both trackl ess and unknown. The
bear's know edge al so stopped here, although he agreed with the map in that he
felt the Inland Sea or a great water of some kind lay to the south, beyond a
wi de expanse of fen. But he had never in his life, not a long one in Hero's
opi nion, traveled so far down into the unknown. Most of his information seened
to be secondhand, as indeed was the nan's.

Refl ecting, the priest decided to try a scan with the crystal and also to cast
the synbols. He got themout, said his prayers, put on his vestnents, and
instructed the two animals not to disturb him Fixing his mnd on the route
ahead and staring into the crystal, he sent his thoughts out in search of a
pai r of

eyes.

H's first vision was disappointing. He found hinself |ooking at a desol ate
stretch of water fromvery | ow down, apparently alnmpst in the water itself.
Nor could he see very well, since the frog, turtle, or whatever, whose eyes he
had borrowed, was |urking behind a clunmp of tall reeds and, in addition
possessed short-range vision. Shutting his own eyes, Hiero willed a vision
change, this tine enphasizing height, distance, and clarity of sight. Surely,
he felt, there nust be .a hawk or some other bird of prey quartering back and



forth over the open water and marshes ahead of them

Once again the crystal cleared, and this tinme the nental enphasis on height
had paid off, but not at all in the way H ero had pl anned!

He was indeed very high up, perhaps a nile or nore, and he had an instant to
note the land spread out below, the pines of the Taig fading into the great
swanp, and, far off, the gl eam of what could only be the Inland Sea. And his
vi sion was now superb, much too superb! The highly intelligent mnd whose eyes
he had i nadvertently borrowed was in turn aware of himinstantly, and as it
becane aware, tried at once to find out who, what, and where he was. He was
somehow linked to a furious brain which, cold and repellent though it was, was
nonet hel ess al nost identical to his own, seeking with every ounce of its being
to locate his present position.

Just as Hiero broke the connection with a wench which hurt his head, a |ast,
cl ose-up |l ook through the eneny eyes
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showed the rounded nose of a strange craft, a thing Iike a huge bullet, and at
t he edges of his vision the beginnings of great w ngs, nade of sonething |ike
pai nt ed wood.

Flight by men was no nore than a present dream of the Abbey scientists, but
they were well aware that it had been a part of worldw de technology in the
anci ent past, and they had no doubt it could be and woul d be redi scovered when
nore urgent matters had been di sposed of first. But here it was, in the hands
of the Unclean! High in the blue sky of the Taig, evil and unsuspected eyes
marked all the | and bel ow and now sought to trace the travelers and pin them
down. And Hiero had |l ed a deadly watcher right to his present position, at
least in a way which would allow nore rapid pursuit to be organi zed! He sprang
to his feet.

"Lie down," he vocally ordered the bull, and | ed hi munder a dense clunmp of
fir trees and with his free hand pushed Gormthe same way, urging themon as
best he could hinself. The bear understood at once and made no effort to talk
with his brain. The trained norse and the untrai ned bear both had got the
feeling of inmredi ate and pressing danger and needed little urging to do what
they were told.

Lyi ng against the bull's side, Hiero kept the thrower cocked and ready across
his outstretched legs. It was really only accurate for about three hundred
feet, but it could be used for double thai, and it was the nost powerful
weapon he had. Straining his eyes up through the canopy of needl es and
branches, he sought for his eneny. Presently, he sawit. Qite far up, in |azy
circles, a black shape |ike a great falcon soared and sailed, now drifting out
of sight and now novi ng back. The priest unpacked his sel domused far | ooker

a short brass telescope, and tried to see how nmuch of the peril he could

di scern. The machine, in fact an unpowered glider, a thing Hiero could not
conpr ehend, stayed too hi gh, however; and beyond seeing that the w ngs had a

[ ight bend backward, thus simulating a real bird s wi ngs, he could ieam
little. This, then, nust be the thing the bear had tried to describe, he

refl ected. The hunt had not been thrown off at all, but nerely diffused, and
despite the di stance he thought he had put between them and hinsel f, the
forces of the Unclean were still on his track. He | ooked dismally at the
ground and then at his left hand, still clenched into a brown fist.
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A fist! He peered quickly out into the little clearing they had just left. The
casting bowl and the pieces still lay there, and so did the crystal. He had
scurried under cover so quickly he had conpletely forgotten them He was
allowing the eneny to frighten him to shake his inner confidence. He said a
qui ck, mathematical table as a prayer and then | ooked down at his now open
hand and the three synbols which he had unconsci ously caught up while battling
inthe mind of the flier high above.

First, the little Fish, an unm stakable, fork-tailed carving. Il neant water,
any kind of water. It also nmeant, or could mean, boats, docks, nets, |ines,
salt, and other watery concerns. It was al so one of the synbols of male



virility. The second synbol was the tiny Spear. It neant war, up to and
including fighting of all kinds; al so any dangerous hunt. The | ast sign was an
odd one, and he had to think back to his early classwork for its various

nmeani ngs, since it had never once before conme to his hand, not in all his many
wanderings. It was a cross, a tiny synbol of seven-mllenniumold
Christianity, but superinposed on its center, where the arns joined, was the
oval carving of a mniature eye. The Cross and the Eye! He felt a shiver run
up his spine. This rarely turned-up synbol stood for the presence of a

spiritual evil, something which menaced not just the body but the very soul
He laid the three synmbols gently on the ground and darted a | ook at the sky.
The flier was still visible, but only just, now far way, at the limt of

H ero's vision to the north. The priest darted out into the open and retrieved
the bow and also the crystal on its wooden base. Not even an eagle coul d have
seen a novenent at that distance, he felt.

Repacki ng his apparatus in the bag while Kl ootz nunbl ed over his cud and the
bear snored, utterly relaxed in an instant nap, the priest turned the three
synmbol s over in his nmind. He was heading for water. Even if he had tried to
turn back, it was alnost certainly too late. The flier knew roughly where he
was and the pursuit mnust already have been sumoned. He dared not use his
looted rod to listen, for fear of being detected hinself, but he was sure the
ether was thrilling with the sunmons and exhonati ons of the Uncl ean. Leenutes
no doubt were pouring fromvarious dens in the North. But what of the South?
WAs a trap being laid there, or perhaps many?

56 H ERO S JOURNEY

The Fish, the Spear, and the Eyed Cross! Water, battle, and the comi ng of sone
spiritual bane or woe. But was that the right reading? As always, the little
signs were chancy to interpret. The last sign, the Eyed Cross, could nean a
gri mpsychic menace, but it could also nean a great sin upon the caster's own
conscience, a nortal sin, in fact. Be dammed to that, H ero said angrily to

hi nsel f. He had confessed before | eaving the Republic, to Abbot Denero, in
fact. And telling Leolane d' Ondote that she was going to be neither his first,
second nor indeed any other wife, and further, that her talents were
exclusively prone was not a nortal sin, even if nmore than a trifle rude. That
was the heaviest guilt currently on his mind

Suppose, now, that the Spear nmeant a hunt and the Fish a boat? No, that was
silly in his present condition. Wll, then, what about other possibilities?
Through the I ong afternoon, he turned over and over in his mnd the various
conbi nati ons of the three pieces. But the Eyed Cross dom nated his thoughts.
Deep inside himwas the certain know edge that he was not in nortal sin and
that he was instead approaching some dread encounter with a great evil of the
Unci ean.

Determ ned not to expose hinself to the man, Leenute or whatever, which rode
the sky machine, he waited with his two allies until the sun was only a dim
red glowin the far West. Then they sallied out fromthe gl oomof the firs and
headed south into the muddy paths between the | ast straggling trees of the
Tai g.

Under the evening stars, gleam ng pools of water began to appear and soon grew
nore frequent. The trees grew less in size, and the pines now vani shed at

| ast. Great spatterdocks and overgrown marsh plants, loomng oddly in the

ni ght, began to replace them Strange and |ovely perfunes came from pal e ni ght
flowers growi ng on the surface of muddy pools, and rank stenches cane from
other and seemingly identical pools. Ferns, too, were increasingly |arge,
often as high or higher than Klootz's head, and they grew in great black
clunps, sone so thick that the travelers had to detour around them The air
had been growi ng steadily warner for the |last few days, but now it was
suddenly both warm and danp, and even when perfuned, carrying a hint of fetid
decay and overripe grow h under the pleasant scents. They had left the Taig
and its cool breezes for good and were now breathing the air of the Pal ood,
the nonster-
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haunted fen which for | eague upon | eague bordered the northern edge of the
Inland Sea. It was a trackless, horribly dangerous waste, and only roughly
defi ned on any map.

Even as H ero recalled all this, a hideous, croaking bellow rang out somewhere
ahead of them It drowned the normal noises of the night, the constant hum of
the swarms of insects, and the chorus of small frogs by sheer vibration

Klootz jerked to a standstill, and ahead of themin the dark, Gormhalted |ike
t he grotesque shadow of a distorted pointer, one foot raised, dripping froma
pool of dark water. For a noment they listened and then, when no other sound
cane, began to nove cautiously onward. H ero's face and hands were now sneared
with an insect-repelling grease, but the cloud of bugs still penetrated his
clothes, and it was a sore trial not to be able to curse whol eheartedly. They
had gone only a hundred feet or so when the grunting roar again broke out in

t he noi st dark ahead of them Wth it came a prodigious "splat," as if sone
vast platter had been slamred down hard into soft mud. The nyriad snmall ani nal
voi ces of the marsh, the night birds, frogs, and other things fell silent.
Only the humm ng drone of nillions of nosquitoes and gnats went on. The three
agai n paused, but this time not for so |ong.

Behi nd t hem anot her awful bell ow expl oded in the night. The sheer vol une of
the second cry had to nake the bulk of its owner sinply enornobus. And it
seenmed to be closer than the one in front.

H ero | ooked desperately about. They were in shadows on the edge of a big
patch of open, shiny nud, well lit by the bright stars above and the hal f-ful
moon. To their left and in front was only the nmud, but to their right, sone
dark clump of vegetation rose against the stars.

Get to the right quickly, he sent to the bear and the norse. Into those bushes
or plants and lie down again. W can't face these things!

They had barely begun to nove when the growh parted on the far side of the
mud patch and a face out of nightmare | eered over and down at them from a
hundred feet away. Dinmly, H ero could see, the scientist still operating in
his mind, that a frog or a three-quarter-grown tadpol e m ght possibly have
been its remote progenitor. The great opal escent eyes were set ten feet apart
on the blunt, slinmy head. The thing squatted
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many yards off the mud on nonstrous, bowed forel egs, and horny claws tipped
the giant toes. The incredible gape of the jaws now gl eamed with |ines of

gi ant fangs, teeth such as no frog ever had, like a forest of ivory needl es,
each a foot long, glistening in the noonlight.

The norse did not nove, and Gorm al nbst paralyzed with fear, shrank agai nst
one of his rigid forelegs. The priest raised the thrower and took careful aim
saying a silent prayer as he did so. Even the powerful charge of the small
rocket shells was sinply not designed for this scale of being. Under his body,
H ero felt the bull gathering hinself for an enornous |eap. Klootz's

hi ndquarters tensed and sank down.

Wait! Hi ero sent, just as Kl ootz was about to explode like a coiled spring.
The man had seen the attention of the nonstrosity suddenly waver. It crouched
as he watched, and its eyes and head shifted to the |l eft and behind them

Then, suddenly, it just took off. The pillarlike hind | egs, no doubt the

| egacy of some pre-Death ranid ancestor, hurled the whole bulk of the titan
long tail trailing, past and over the three shrinking manmmal s. Before they
could even blink, the weight of what must have been fifteen tons hit the rmucky
ground wel |l behind them The shock wave made the nmud rise in a mghty wave,
and at the same tinme an incredible flailing uproar broke out, great |inbs

ki cki ng and trenmendous bodi es straining, while showers of plant matter and
acres of muck were hurled into the night air. The vast creature had fallen
upon anot her of its own kind, Hero realized, suddenly remenbering the second
awful cry which had come in fromtheir rear

It took little urging to get Gormand the norse away fromthe appalling sounds
of the struggle. They galloped away through mud and slinme, splashing



reckl essly through several shallow | agoons and over reeking patches of sone
evil-smelling herbage. Finally the uproar died away in the distance and Hiero
conmanded a halt. They now stood on a long, raised bar of packed, dried reeds,
jamred together by sone flood of a past year, and listened to the night.

The insect and frog chorus reverberated, but otherw se nothing el se sounded or
noved beneath the white noon, save for the cry of a startled heron which they
di sturbed. They could see quite a way in several directions, the principa
obstacles to view ng now consisting of great reeds, whose clunps had been
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steadily increasing as they progressed. Some of the snmooth stal ks were two
feet around, and the feathery tops towered up far over the soft upthrust
points of Klootz's antlers. Between the reeds grew nmany huge nmall ows and
stands of giant ar-rowweed, the triangul ar |eaves of the latter dipping gently
lik*e fans in the gentle breeze. Lanes of still noonlit water stretched

bet ween t he patches of mud and plant |life, sone opening into |arge ponds,
others wi ndi ng out of sight around distant comers. It was a scene of strange
beauty, and even the ever-present snells of the dissolving nmarsh gases and
rotting vegetation did not really detract fromit, Hi ero thought as he gazed.
Wth an effort, he recalled hinself to the present. They were very lucky, in

t he headl ong flight fromthe anphibian colossi, not to have blundered into
some ot her and possibly worse peril. It was definitely tine to pause and

consi der the next step. The Abbey maps were quite usel ess here, and Gorm was
as alien to this strange country of mngled | and and water as Hiero hinsel f.
What gui des had they, then? They knew in which direction they wi shed to
travel, south, and where it lay. They knew the Uncl ean were seeningly
somewhere still on their tracks, comng fromthe opposite direction, the North
they had | eft behind. The great swanp stretched before them unbroken to the
hori zon. The limts of its existence, both fromthe maps' outlines and the
brief glinpse the priest had caught through the eyes of the Unclean flyer,
were shorter ahead of themthan to either side. The marshes mght stretch for
hundreds of miles in the lateral directions but barely for fifty in front,
southward, if his vision was any judge, the man reflected. There really wasn't
much choi ce. South and through the narrowest part of the swanp the path had to
go. There were sure to be dangers, but, true to his training, H ero had

sel ected the route which pronised the nost for the least, in ternms of rewards
and perils.

Through the renmai nder of the night they slowy noved on south, wading through
many shal | ow pool s and avoi di ng equal |y many deep ones. It was necessary to
swi mon two occasions, broad channels which intersected their path and coul d
not be circled. In the first one nothing occurred, but as they left the
second, and the dripping norse haul ed hinself out on the nud bank, Hiero,

| ooki ng back, saw the bl ack water heave ominously, as if sonmething | arge were
nmovi ng off the bottom He had been carrying his thrower across the saddl e,
ready for any
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action, but above all he dreaded an assault from beiow, in which ail of them
woul d be nmore or | ess hel pless. The bear he had made swimjust in front of

Kl ootz's nose, so that he could at |east attenpt to defend himif he were
attacked.

As they now stood | ooking at one another, the priest could not help smling
ruefully. Al three of them were soaked, and nud caked the | egs of the
four-foots. The clinging bog snell was vile, and there was no way of getting
rid of it, not until they got out of the swanps, at any rate. One advantage
the caked mud gave the animals was that it at |least partially protected them
fromthe incessant, droning attack of the npbsquitoes. Slapping at hinself,

H ero wondered if his protective ointment would |last. He was used to bug
bites, as any woodsman had to be, but the | egions which rose fromthe Pal ood
were somnet hing el se again! To nake matters worse, huge brown | eeches had to be



pi cked off the two animals at al nbst every stop, filthy things which haunted
every pool of water.

The first day was spent huddled in a thicket of the towering green reeds.
Determ ned not to be caught out in the open muck or water by one of the flying
eneny during daylight, H ero had hacked a careful way into the reeds which he
t hought unlikely to be seen fromabove. By the tine the sun was fully up, they
were well hidden in the heart of the reeds, but little nore, if any,
confortable than if they had been in the open. It was a cl oudl ess norni ng, and
t he August sun grew steadily hotter as the day advanced. The nosquitoes,
shunning the light, were overjoyed to find helpless targets buried deep in the
shade and attacked in new arnmies. Mnute gnats and crawl i ng bugs, nercifully
absent during the hours of darkness, joined the onslaught and hel ped make t hem
all mserable. As if that were not enough, the |eeches, too, enmerged fromthe
wat er and, suckers waving, inched onto the three at every chance.

The man cut what he could spare fromhis own nosquito net and managed to rig
crude muzzle screens for the two tortured beasts so that they could at | east
breathe in confort w thout inhaling clouds of flying, stinging pests. Beyond
pl astering thenmsel ves with as much nmud as possible, there was little el se they
could do. At least, Hi ero thought, there was no water shortage. Were the
pool s were not churned up or too shallow, he had found the water to be
perfectly clean and needi ng only
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to be strained once to renove insects and other verm n before being added to
hi s cant eens.

Food was another matter. There was some grouse, quite a |l ot of peneekan, and
even nmore of the biscuit left in the saddl ebags, but he was aware that it
really ought to be saved as much as possible. The norse would sinply have to
be allowed to feed before they started the night's journey; there was
certainly enough succul ent vegetation growing in or near the water. But what
could the poor bear do but eat the dwindling rations along with hinsel f? Ahal
Ahal

He funbled quickly in the near saddl ebag, nonentarily forgetting the insects
and the cloying heat. Sure enough, the fishing equipnent was still inits
case. Let's see now, he thought, can | reach the water fromhere with a

t hr ow*!

Carefully tying a shiny, weighted lure to the gut line, he threwit out into

t he channel which ran, brown and turbid, a few yards fromthe nouth of the
tunnel he had carved for themin the roadbed.

On the third cast, a violent tug signified some |luck; and soon a fat, striped
fish, a perch of some unknown sort, he thought, weighing about three pounds,
was flapping its tail on the packed mud bank. Before his luck ran out, he had
caught two nore of them He gave one to Gorm who fell upon it and seened to
find it excellent. The other two he cl eaned and scal ed, packing one away for

| ater and eating one now hinself. He had eaten raw fish nmany times before, and
exam nati on showed these not to be infested with wornms, as was sonetines the
case. Certainly lighting a fire would be the absolute height of folly, know ng
that the heavens were no |longer free of inimcal eyes. He ate one of the dry
bi scuits with the fish and a small | unp of peneekan, since the fish contained
no fat or oil. Then he curled up for a nap, doing his best to ignore the
verm n, wi nged and | egged, and to endure as stoically as his two allies.

At nightfall, having seen nothing of the winged watcher during the day, he
told Klootz to go and eat; and soon the steady naceration of water plants
added to the insect and frog drone. Some sorts of small birds appeared in
quantity in the evening sky for the first tine, and he could hear their many

shrill calls as they hawked for insects over the marshland. He
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sourly felt that about eight mllion nore of them would be needed to dinmnish

the nobsquito population in some degree. He shared two biscuits and the other
fish with the small bear, who al so had found and dug hinself two whitish roots



or tubers fromthe nmud. Tasting one of themgingerly, Hiyero felt the sting of
some powerful acid and knew that he woul d be unable to supplenment his own diet
with this particular plant.

Gving the big norse an hour to feed, Hi ero decided, would be about all the
time he could spare. The nmarshes had to be traversed and the sooner the
better. As things were now, they could travel only during the night, and even
that time was cut into by feeding and finding shelter

Kl ootz came willingly enough, and his nmaster noticed that he had not bat hed,
that only his head and | egs as far as the hock were wet. Since the big norse
| oved water and wal | owed at every opportunity, this was surprising.

Sonet hi ng (nature unknown) in the deep water (under/ watching), cane the

t hought when the priest sent a question. Bad too/very bad (to) fight.

This matter-of-fact statement from his nount nmade Hiero blink. He saddl ed
hastily and, calling Gorm rode to the far side of the reed island they were
on. Moonlit shallows stretched away before them broken by many mud banks, and
no deep, open water was visible except far off and to one side. The man was
very glad they had swum the ot her channel the night before and wondered what
the norse had sensed lurking out there. It never occurred to himto question
Kl ootz's judgment or his keen senses. If he said there was sonething bad out
in the water, then there was, and if he was afraid of it, it nust be pretty
horrendous. It could be anything, froma col ossal snapper to one of the great
frog nonsters they had encountered previously. O sonething nastier still,

H ero refl ected. He had wondered earlier why the flying watcher had nmade no
appear ance during the day. Perhaps the answer was too sinple. The great marsh
was (rightly) thought so dangerous that the Unclean either could not believe
he had entered it or, if they did, were confident he would never energe. Both
concl usi ons nmade | ogi cal sense, he admitted to hinself.

Once during the night they heard the vast, bellowing cry of a giant anphibian
but the sound cane fromfar away and to

THE CROSE AND THE EYE 63

one side, in the distant East. Again, later, froma tangle of tall vegetation
they were skirting, there cane a mghty hissing, as if the grandfather of al
snakes were suddenly angry. They nade haste to | eave the area, and al though
H ero was careful to watch the back trail for an hour or so, nothing appeared
to be following them Gormwas very cautious in the |lead, testing all the nud
patches they traversed to be sure that they were not sonme qui cksand or ooze
whi ch woul d sink the whole party. Twi ce such areas were found, but the bear
seened quite able to tell themfromthe rest of the | andscape, and the nman
gradual ly rel axed his fear of being mred in sone sucking bog.

The danp air was stirred by fitful breezes, and ever-stranger odors canme to
them as they went deeper and deeper into the watery waste. It occurred to the
priest, watching Klootz's broad hooves flatten on the mud, that he night well
be the first man to try the swanp with both a steed who was sem -aquatic and a
pricel ess guide and outrider such as the young bear. This m ght nean that they
woul d succeed and get through where others had fail ed.

They spent another miserable day, this tine in the rain, which fortunately was
warm Gorm had | ocated anot her nmound of rotted plant matter from which reeds
and gi ant docks were grow ng, and once again Hiero hollowed out a cave into
which they all had to craw.

It was still raining at evening, and Hi ero had caught no nore fish, despite
repeated efforts. He and the bear shared some grouse, biscuit, and peneekan
but the animal could di scover none of the roots he had found earlier. Klootz,
however, seenmed quite pleased with the water plants near their nound, and

there was no deep water nearby, so that he was able to have a roll in the
muddy shal | ows.

Eventually Gormled off again, with a fine drizzle still falling and little if
any light to illumnate their way. Possibly as a result, they had to swi mon

two occasions, though fortunately w thout incident.
In actuality, they were all very lucky, if Hero had only bothered to think
for a noment. For three days, they had safely penetrated the great wilderness



of water and yet had seen or encountered few of the nonstrous life forms which
inhabited it. And despite the swarns of noxious insects which caused
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themall such msery, H ero, much the nost susceptible, had caught none of the
si ckening fevers which nmade even the very borders of the Pal ood feared.

Once again, the priest hacked away into an island of partly grow ng, parity
dead plant matter. After adjusting the nosquito masks on the animals, he put
on his own and prepared for another soggy, |eech- and bug-ridden day of
itching and cursing. They were canped on the edge of a dark, deep |agoon, but
he ignored the black water, his wariness for once strangely |ulled.

The priest was so tired, however, that he soon fell asleep, despite the bites
and the steany heat. As the day passed, he lay in a sort of drugged torpor and
the two animals slept also, hardly nmoving and sinply enduring, while even the
t hi ck nud-pl astered hides of the norse and the bear were drilled again and
again by the sucking wornms and cl ouds of waiting gnats and stinging flies.
Exhausted they nust all have been, but there perhaps was nore to it than that.
Deep in one of the saddl ebags, a tiny bead of |ight gl owed under a glass dial
bri ght ened, di med, and then grew bright again. Forces and currents, invisible
to the eye but nonet hel ess powerful, mnmoved through the steam ng fog which I ay
on the Pal ood. In dark places, unknown to normal mankind, consultations were
hel d, fears explored, and decisions taken. Curious things stirred under the
slinme, and the Uncl ean concentrated their vast powers on the heart of the bog,
where a telltale glow on one of their hidden control boards told thema deadly
eneny of unknown power, a foe to their fell purposes, now | ay conceal ed. From
drowned cities, lost and buried forever under the fens and nud of the
mar shl and, cane the flicker of strange novenent and unnatural Ilife.

The norning grew old. A pale sun shone through a watery fog and yell owi sh
vapor rack. No wind disturbed the quiet pools, and the tops of the tall reeds
and docks hung linp in the mists and hunmid steans which rose fromthe surface
of the great fen. Still the three drowsed on, occasionally murmnuring or
groaning softly in the tip of their overlong sleep. Afternoon passed and stil
they lay, unnoving. The light died slowy as the sun sank into the cloudy
west. Now the white fogs of night began to rise fromthe neres and dark
waters, mngling with those left fromthe day, until vision shrank and one
coul d see
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only in streaks where the veils curled aside before reclosing and forn ng new
banks of haze and nurk

At this dree hour came the Daneller in the Mst. Fromwhat foul den or |urking
pl ace it issued, none would ever know. The ghastly cosm c forces unl eashed by
The Death had nade the mingling of strange life possible, and things had grown
and t hought which should never have known the breath of life. O such was the
Daeller. How it had found the three, only it, or perhaps the Lords of the

uncl ean, could have said. Perhaps the telltale in the saddl ebag hel ped. It had
found them and that was enough.

Sonme warni ng gave Hiero a fighting chance, sone spark sent by the trained soul
t he Abbey fathers had taught, to the trained mnd which they had disciplined.
He woke, clutching the silver cross and sword upon its neck thong, and saw

bef ore himthe doom whi ch had stol en upon them as they slept.

The vapors had parted briefly over the dark”l agoon which |ay before the
entrance to their refuge. Around a corner of the next islet of nud and reeds
cane a small boat. It was hardly nmore than a skiff, of some black wood, with a
rounded bow and stern. On it, standing erect and notionless, was a Figure
swathed in a whitish cloak and hood. What propelled the strange craft was not
apparent, but it noved steadily through the oily water, com ng straight for
the place where the priest now sat, staring.

Bef ore the shrouded Figure in the pale draperies, there came out a wave of

fell power and evil intent which struck H ero and piled over himlike somne
vast and clammy net. Beside him the two faithful beasts apparently slept on
unnovi ng. The force which the Dwell er conmanded held themin their places, if



not asleep, at |east nunbed into unconsciousness. The man knew t hat sonet hi ng
had caught them all unaware which mght, in truth, destroy the bodies of the
two animals, but which was really directed at him and the ai mof which was
the total enslavenment of his mind and soul. Here, he knew on the instant, was
t he enbodi ment of the warning given by the little Eyed Cross.

Al this flashed through his mnd as he prepared to do battle and the bl ack
skiff glided to a halt, nosing into the soft mud bank not ten feet from where
he sat. Fromthe place of his inner being, H ero | ooked into the shadows under
t he pal e hood;
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and fromthat cavened place, the Dweller's eyes, two pits of ocherous evil,
stared silently back.

In one sense, though only the broadest, it was another mental struggle, such
as Hi ero had waged unsuccessfully against S nerg. But there were inportant

di fferences. The Unclean w zard, bad as he was, was still a man, and his
control owed much to sinple hypnotic techniques, anplified and strengthened by
years of training and practice in telepathic control. That which was called
the Dwneller was not renotely human, and the powers it drew upon were sonehow

i nherent and natural to it. It sought control by a formof mental parasitism
as a vanpire sucks blood by instinct, rather than by any design. Its form of
attack was non-physi cal but two-pronged.

H ero felt an intensification of the snothering, clinging feeling which had
announced the Dweller's coning. H's mnd, his body, his inner processes, his
center of being, felt steadily constricted and squeezed, as well as feeling a
constant drain of energy. In addition, however, a subtle feeling of pleasure
was projected at the sane time, a sense that the Dmeller neant all that was
good. and beneficial, both to his physical and to his spiritual well-being.
There was a subtle biol ogical side effect, sexual in nature, which filled
Hero' s mnd with mngled |oathing and delight at one and the sane tinme. The
overall attack was very powerful. The psychic energy of the swanp-thing seened
al nrost a visible aura around its shrouded head, the bul k and shape of which
even under its wrappings, |ooked all wong and sonmehow not physically possible
or proper.

One hand clutching the Cross and Sword on his breast, the priest fought grimy
back. The part of his total being which was bei ng seduced by the promi se of
unspeakabl e pl easures he concentrated on nenories of strength and austerity.
Such were the Abbey choir services of the notet evenings, the nmental courts
where novi ces battled one another in silent struggles of the mnd. He had
obt ai ned just enough tine before the Dneller's net was cast to start reciting
the table of logarithms with yet another part of his brain. Long ago, the
Abbey masters had | earned that the ancient nmathematical fornulas were a strong
def ense agai nst mental attack. Based as they were on logic, repetition, and

di sciplined series, they forned a strong barrier, when properly utilized,
against the illogic and confusion which, of necessity, were the chief nental
weapons of the Uncl ean.
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Yet it was a struggle which Hero felt to be steadily going against him The
drai ni ng power of the Dweller seemed inexhaustible. Each time the priest

bl ocked off an avenue into his mnd by which it tried to lure himinto

acqui escence, another similar attack woul d conmence on sonme other flawin his
psyche. And the steady conpression of what Hiero felt to be a net never ceased
its renorsel ess constriction as well. The appeals to his gross senses and the
bl ack, strangling clutch at his thought processes seened nore and nore

hopel ess to conbat.

Yet, even as his will seemed to himto weaken, his courage and resol ution
actually flared higher in response to the danger. And an unexpected hel p cane,
unrealized in fact at this tine, fromthe dead mnd of S nerg, whomthe priest
had slain. Hs struggle with the adept had given H ero' s own dormant powers a
new strength of which he had as yet no conception. He battled on, therefore,



no hint of yielding in his soul, determined that if this nightmare fromthe
swanp nmurk were to conquer him it would only be at the price of his death!
The physical world about himhad conpletely di sappeared. He was consci ous of
only the black foul ness before him the veil fromwhich stared the twi n pools
of lambent horror, the eyes of the Dweller! And in those eyes he saw, or
sensed, for the first time, sonething change, sonme shift or evasion. So close
now was his rapport with the thing before himthat he realized at once what
had happened. It was no | onger attacking! The doubt, faint as it was, had
interfered with the stream of projections and nmental bolts which the Dweller
had been using, and even the tiny hesitation had broken the flow of its
concentration. To gain the victories to which it had been used, weakness and
weari ness rmust hel p and undi sciplined mnds nust inevitably yield to the
frightful powers it both controlled and Iived by.

For the first tine, Hero' s mnd reached out and, in a way inpossible for a
non-tel epath to imagi ne, struck back at the Dweller. The stroke was not one of
great strength, being both hesitant and clunmsy. But the thing al nost visibly
staggered. It had never been challenged so in all its foul existence, prowing
the swanmp and its borders for prey. \Wat becane of its victins was best

unt hought. To what hell they had been lured and their subsequent fate there,
no one woul d ever know, but H ero
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al ways felt that sonme joint serfdom of physical pain and soul suffering was
their fate.

Again he | ashed out with a nental bolt and this tinme actually saw the horrid
spots of spectral light which were its eyes blink in response. Gaining
confidence with each probe he directed, he felt new strength surge through
him For the first tine in a long while, or what seened so, he becane aware of
the world about himand felt the night air on his face and saw t he hooded
shape before himand its place in the scheme of things, not as an inchoate
force, but as a vile object to be destroyed. He next struck at the net of

t hought which the Dweller had tried to use to conpress his mnd in a cage, and
one strong bl ow shattered the invisible bonds conpletely. Now, rejoicing in
the cl ean surge of energy which he was using, he shaped a web of his own,
willing the strands of psychic energy to forma pattern of power which would
hold the living horror which was the Dneller enmeshed in its own turn
Rermorsel essly, calling on the Trinity and all the saints to aid, he began to
choke the nonster's mind and dark spirit as it had tried to do to him

Nei t her one had noved a nuscle during the encounter. But as the burning,

al nost tangi bl e power of the warrior-priest began to slay the Dweller, it |et
out one fearful cry, a newi ng sound, as if some ghastly stringed instrunent,
some guitar forged in the nethernost pit, had struck an inpossible chord.
Then, grimy, it fought for its existence. And fought in vain, for all its
shifts and evasions, its counterstrokes and lurenents, were to no purpose.
Fendi ng off each rally by the nere-thing, H ero, by the power of his trained

will and arned spirit, inexorably drew the strands of his mnd trap tighter
and tighter. Wien he had bent a last effort (he thought) and still found the
other's will unbroken, he breathed harder and, using his new know edge,

concentrated a dart of energy, which went through the net he fashioned in sone
way W thout disturbing it.

Once nmore, and for the last time, that awful mew ng, twanging cry, the death
scream of sonething never nmeant to give voice at all, echoed over the lonely
fens.

Then—there was an instantaneous vacuum as if a soundl ess bubbl e had burst,

per haps sonewhere in another alien dinension superinposed upon ours. And then
not hi ng nore. There
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was only the soughing of the night wind in the reed tops, the hum of countless
i nsect hordes, and the rasping obligato of frog voices.

The black skiff still lay nosed upon the nuck, just in front of Hero's



tunnel. But no hooded figure now stood glaring in at the priest. A heap of
colorless rags lay spilled half over the gunwal es, and fromthe cl othes, a
sticky, oily substance was | eaking, covering the now noonlit water with a foul
stain. A charnel stench came fromthe rags, a reek which nade the worst
efforts of the marsh gases seem i ke perfunme by conparison. Watever had worn
t he hooded cloak had returned to its native elenents, as foul in its strange
death as it had been in life.

Choking at the vile snell, H ero rose and, putting one foot on the strange
little craft, gave it a hearty shove. To his amazenent , the skiff did not
sinmply glide off at the force of his push, but instead turned and noved away,
in steady progress up the channel down which it had first come. He could see
clearly now, for the msts had cleared while he had fought for his life, and
he wat ched the nysterious boat, bearing the remains of its ghastly pilot,
sedately turn a corner in the reed banks and vanish. In its strange going, it
kept the last secret of the Dweller in the Mst.

Wearily, Hi ero | ooked up at the white noon. The incredi ble struggle had gone
on for at least three hours and yet had seened |ike only a few nonents. Wen
the Dneller had first appeared, the last sickly light of the fog-shrouded sun
still lingered in the west. But the position of the nbon showed that it now
was not far short of ten o' clock.

He turned and | ooked down at his two partners in jeopardy. For the first tine,
he smiled. The bear was swatting nosquitoes in his sleep and growing angrily
as he did. Klootz was also asleep, but emtting gargantuan grunts and
runblings, while every inch of his great hide twitched and rippled in an
effort to shake off the stinging bugs. Watever spell they all had been under
was conpletely lifted, that was certain.

The priest said a brief prayer of thanks while he watched the gi bbous noon

rise still farther. He was still sonmewhat berused, and his nervous energy was
a long way fromreturning to normal, while the trenendous dose of psychic
strength
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he had utilized to fight the Dnmell er had taken a toll. He felt as if he had
been riding for two days without a break, at a full gallop

But it was not time to delay. The nystery of how the horror of the nere had
found themwas insoluble, at |least at present, but one thing was clear, it had
had hel p! That nuch he had been able to read fromits angui shed brain, even as
he destroyed it and sent it back to the nanel ess deeps fromwhich it should
never have emnerged. Sonmehow, even though he had seen no flier, felt no

foll ower of any kind, the three had been tracked. They nust nove on and at
once, before fresh forces could be assenbled for their destruction. Hiero felt
fairly sure that the Dweller had not been able, even if willing, to summon any
aidinits last nonents, because he now knew the strength of the weapon which
he had used to slay it. And it had been too preoccupied fighting for its
unnatural life to send any nessages whatsoever. But if it could find them by
what ever neans, so could others. This was a matter on which he would have to

t ake thought, but later on, not now.

He was anused that his new confidence seened nore than tenporary. Beyond, and
i ndeed underlying, the anusenment was a hard-won feeling of nental power. Hiero
knew, w thout even wondering how he knew, that Abbot Demero or any others of
the Council would now be hard-put to stand against him He hastily put aside
such thoughts as vainglorious and inpertinent, but they were still there,

buri ed but not dead, in the deep reaches of his nmind. He was | earning

somet hing the Abbey scholars of the nental arts were just beginning to

concei ve, the fact that mental powers accrete in a geometric, not

arithmetical, progression, depending on how nuch and how well they are used.
The two battles Hi ero had won, even though the bear had hel ped decide the
first, had given the hidden forces of his already strong m nd a di nensi on and
power he woul d not hinself have believed possible. And the oddest thing was,
he knew it.



Tired, but feeling sonmehow wonderful anyway, he roused Gorm and the norse. The
bear rose, sniffed the air, and then sent a nessage. You have fought. It is in
the air. (But) there is no blood (and) we have not waked. The eneny which
strikes the m nd? (Doubt/fear?)

Marvel ing at the bear's perceptions, not for the last tineg,
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H ero briefly told himof the Dmeller and the fact that it was gone forever.
Gone, that is good. But you are weary, very!! Wary and al so troubled (as to
how) the eneny found (snelled out) us. Let us go. W (can) eat later

The big norse nosed himall over and winkled his lip in distaste at sone
snell he seenmed to detect on the nud-sneared | eather. Hi ero saddl ed him

pi cking off some nore of the big | eeches as he did, and in a short tine they
were on their way again, under the bright noon.

The night's journey was uneventful. Beyond Klootz's shying at a snall water
snake and Gorm s frightened avoi dance of a still pool covered with the scented
pal e bl ossons of sonme gi ant nenuphar, nothing occurred.

Dawn saw t hem canped in yet another clunp of vegetation. But it was not a reed
bed, but rather a hollow in some |arge, rounded bushes, with |l aurellike, dark
green | eaves. Hiero guessed, and rightly, that the appearance of these woody
plants and al so the solid ground on which they grew neant that at |ong | ast

t he Pal ood was coning to an end. He fell asleep as the sun rose in a clear
sky. As he dropped off, he dimy heard the norse chewing his cud and, very
faintly, far off in the distance, the apparent raucous screeching of many

bi rds.

That evening, after sundown, when the three had all fed, the man and bear
sharing pack rations and Klootz thirty pounds of fresh green fodder, Hiero sat
for a noment before leaving. Al day, while nodding drowsily in the

hi gh-cant| ed saddl e, he had rum nated over the problemof pursuit.

How had the Dweller been led to then? The bogs and pools swall owed any tracks
on the instant. No hunters trailed them beyond earshot. The three were too
sensitive now to allow any undetected surveillance of that sort. Could a flier
be so high in the sky at night that they, the travelers, were visible to it?
Per haps a means of seeing at night lay open to the eneny of which the Abbey
scientists knew nothing. But he had to dismss the thought. If that were the
case, there was nothing he could do about it anyway, but he did not believe
it. No, the fragnment of thought he had plucked fromthe dissolving nind of the
living foul ness which was the Dwelier had seened to say (or nmeant) that the
creature had been led to its sleeping victins.

Led by what? The priest continued to brood as he saddl ed
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Kl ootz and swung up into the saddle for the night's ride. And as he rode al ong
under the serene light of the moon and countless stars, he continued to dwell
on the problem The hunting pack of giant water-ferrets had sinply foll owed
the trail by means of their keen noses. Or had they? Had they, and perhaps the
flier too, some better guide, some aid which allowed them if not to pinpoint
the exact location of the three, at least to know the general position where
they m ght be found? "Dam it, how" Hi ero nuttered aloud in vexation. "It's
as if they had a string on nme sonmehow, sonething on ne they could follow Iike
a bad snell that never grows any fainter."

H s thoughts shifted to the Uncl ean as he spoke, and suddenly he grunted at
his own stupidity. Quickly he ordered a halt. They were crossing a hard-packed
sandbar at the tine, and the instant Kl ootz and the bear stopped, H ero was
down on the ground, tearing open one of the saddl ebags. H s hand sei zed what
he wanted, and he pulled it out into the noonlight.

It was a monent of irritation, bitter and intense, when he held the betrayer
in his hand. He smiled grimy at the realization of how the possessions of the
dead adept, S' nerg, had led his foul avengers upon the tracks of his killers.
The tiny bead of light in the thing |ike a conpass glowed steadily as it
rocked back and forth on its circular track. The priest needed no nore proof;
he knew. Whatever else the curious instrument was, and it probably had severa



uses, it was also a "honer" of some kind, a fix which told the position of its
owner to his friends so that he would never be totally out of touch. Enraged
at his owmn folly, Hiero crushed the instrunment under his heel. He had no fear
of the rod and the knife, since he knew the forner's powers, and the knife was
simply and only that, a knife. Once nore he renpunted and, with a |lighter
heart, signaled his companions to |ead off south.

Far away, in a place buried deep beyond the reach of the last, dinmest ray of
the sun, a hooded figure turned froma great board of nmany-colored lights, and
pointing to one darkened bulb which was set in a vast wire franme, showed by a
shrug that it had now gone out.
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BY THE TI ME THE NEXT DAWN THAT THEY MADE CAMP, WELL before the rising of the
sun, Hiero and the two animals could see that the great marsh was at | ast
coming to an end. All night the hard sandbars had grown nore and nore
frequent, steadily replacing the nud and soft nuck of the swanp. Huge | ogs,
some still bearing | eaves, showed that seasonal flooding or stormdriven
waters came into this area at frequent intervals. Patches of higher, firner
ground now supported stunted trees instead of the great reeds, and occasi ona
spi nes of rock protruded fromthe ponds and channels, form ng craggy islets in
the wi der and nore open stretches. Halting on top of one of these, whose
ranpl i ke slope had tenpted himto gain a better | ook about, the man glinpsed a
nunber of great, domed shapes, black against the nmoonlit sand, noving on a
beach bel ow him Their furious activity puzzled himuntil he realized that he
had caught a group of snappers laying their |leathery eggs in the churned-up
sand. He di smobunted and waited patiently, signaling the bear to do the sane.
After the nmoon reached zenith, the last of the nonster turtles waddl ed back
into the water and di sappeared, their task of reproduction over for another
season. Keeping a sharp eye out for any stragglers, Hiero and the bear went
down and dug up a nest they had previously marked in the moonlight as being in
a shallow hole. Gorm gul ped down three of the great, gol den-yol ked t hings,
each an easy hand length in dianeter, while Hi ero spooned up one hinsel f. But
7?
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he packed the norse's saddl ebags with eight nore, all he could get in, and
then the group set off again, the bear noving rather nmore slowy because of
hi s gorged stonach

As they topped a small rise in the land, Hiero reined up. Ahead of themreared
a row of dark hills which shut off the view of the country beyond. Were these
nmyst eri ous mountai ns had come fromwas a puzzle to him since they ought to
have been visible a long way off and yet had not been. He decided to canmp on
the spot, selecting a handly cleft in a large rock which was partly overhung
by vines and bushes. The puzzle of the suddenly appearing hills could wait for
dawn, and that was not far away.

As the sun slowy rose, Hiero peered out and started to laugh, in both joy and
relief, making the bear ook curiously at him The "nountains" he had seen a
few hous before were nothing but a crest of tall sand dunes, and they were no
nore than a mle away, across a belt of scrub with a few streans trickling

t hrough them He, or they, rather, had conquered the great marsh!

For a long tinme he lay, the nmorning sun warmon his tanned brow, and watched

t he dunes. A short distance beyond themcould only lie the Inland Sea. A road
led to the extrene western edge of this great body of fresh water, that is, a
road fromthe Metz Republic, far to the northwest. But Hi ero knew that he was
nowhere near the place where that road reached the brawing port town of
Nancush. He nmust be hundreds of miles further to the east, and what towns if
any lay in this part of the sea or on its shores, no one really knew, beyond
per haps sone few cl ose-mout hed and suspi ci ous nmerchants. The nen of the

mer chant guil ds sonetinmes voyaged for thousands of miles, but many of them
were pagans with no | ove for the Abbeys, or the Republic either, or indeed any



governi ng body, save their own | oose, nmercantile federation. They were not mnen
who gave up information easily, and nore than one of themwas certain to be
allied with, if not an actual servant of, the Unclean. Yet it was necessary to
deal with the merchants, and sone of them were good nen who served as spies
and secret messengers for the Abbeys, often earning thenselves a horrible
deat h.

It was nostly information given by trading nerchants, sonetines filtered

t hrough thousands of mles of rumor, which
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H ero had stored in his brain, ready for menonic recall whenever he needed
it. But any information of the Inland Sea's eastern, central, or southern end
was vague, out-of-date, and apt to be inaccurate.

A nunber of ships sailed the Inland Sea, sone of them nere row ng barges but
nost with sails. Pirates manned some of them and nerchants and traders
others. Sonetimes it was hard to tell which was which, for, like the Vikings
of remote | egend, an honest nerchant sonetinmes found a coll eague in trouble
too easy a bargain to resist.

Also in the deep waters and anong the many islands skul ked the Unclean, in
strange, seldomglinpsed craft. And there were great beasts too, lurking in

t he open deeps, some of which came into shallow water to seize their prey.

O her vast, nanel ess nonsters were said to be plant eaters, but were
nonet hel ess bellicose and easily aroused to fury.

The worst of the so-called natural disasters and perils, though, were ancient,
as old as the Inland Sea itself, which had once been five smaller seas, a
thing the ol dest of the Abbey's preserved maps clearly showed. These were the
pl aces of the cold Death, where the fires of the dreadful radiation of the

| ast cataclysmstill poisoned the air and water. Mst of themhad |ost their
once dreadful potency. Daring freebooters sonetinmes risked a horrible end to
| oot one of the Lost Cities which bordered the Inland Sea and had been

desi gnated over five thousand years gone as First Strike targets. Sonme of

t hese dreaded pl aces were plague centers too, so that a man ran-the risk of
dyi ng hideously of radiation poisoning, or, if he nmissed that, of sone fel

si ckness and of passing that on to his nei ghbors before he died hinself.

As a result, those who went to the Lost Cities, even those places judged to be
cleansed by time and the elenents, were apt to do so secretly, lest their
fellows (unless pirates themselves) be inclined to kill themout of hand for
threatening themin turn with an unpl easant death by di sease.

Around the shores of the Sea and on its surface, too, roaned various groups of
human nomads, sonme living fromthe water directly, as fishermen, others

gl eaning the refuse of the shore or doing both and living in sem -per manent
canps. By all accounts, the Inland Sea and its environs was a lively place,
where a man could get hinself killed in a different way for
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each of the twenty-four hours, seven days a week, with no fear of repetition
Al this ran through Hiero's mnd as he stared at the dunes and i magi ned what
mght lie on their far side. And so dreanming, he fell asleep, the sun beating
down on his bearded face, tangled black hair, now stiff with filth, and his
nmud- caked cl othes. A piece of abandoned human refuse, he | ooked, as he |ay
under the hot sun, instead of a Per of the Church Universal and an Abbey
schol ar of good repute.

Anxi ous to push on, he allowed Klootz only a short tinme to browse that

eveni ng. The young bear had caught Hi ero's excitenent and was as eager to be
of f as he. As soon as they had gul ped a neal of five-day-old grouse (now
growi ng a shade high) and biscuits, they set off, all feeling a sense of

rel ease after the ordeal behind them

The nmoonlit scrub area which |ay between themand the tall dunes proved to be
nostly berry bushes, intermngled with a few | ow cactuses of the pincushion
variety. The ripe berries, a reddish brown, were tasted by the bear, who at
once began to gulp pawfuls. The big norse wasted no time in reaching out and
lipping in whole branches, and Hiero, after failing to identify the fruit,



nevert hel ess ate a pound of the sweet things hinself and felt the better for
it. When all three could hold no nore, they anbled on, feeling much too ful

to set a fast pace.

The white sand dunes, soon reached, proved to be only about a hundred feet
high and filled with gullies and other easy nmethods of gaining the top. In no
time, the travelers stood at the summit of one of them and gazed in delight at
the sight which lay before them spread out clear and distinct under the soft
light of the three-quarter noon.

They were gazing down at a great bay of the Inland Sea. Directly before them
bel ow and no nore than a thousand paces away, was a |long, white strand,

bl ot ched and partially covered with driftwood and flotsam Straight out to the
cal msouth, the water lay alnpost notionless until the gaze nmet the dark

hori zon of night. Faintly visible to both right and left, tail, black
promontori es guarded the nouth of the bay, which was perhaps five mles deep
and twice that wide. No breeze but the faintest, stirred, hardly enough to
ruffle the man's filthy [ ocks. The water was as calmas a bath. The Inland
Sea, whose savage storms were | egendary, was in a nonent of repose and sl ept,
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undi sturbed by any wi nd or other atnospheric turbul ence.

But all was not lifeless. Fromthe shore bel ow them and out sone few | eagues
into the bay, great |eaves, round and many yards across, floated on the snooth
mrror of the water. Wite flowers, bloons of sone enormous lily, opened here
and there, and the intoxicating perfume they gave off was so strong that Hiero
could al most feel the fragrance as a material thing.

In the open water between the giant lily pads, great, dark bodies noisily
churned the water into boils of foam and then vani shed, only to reappear and
shatter the cal msurface somewhere el se a hundred feet away. A herd of sone
enor nous, feeding animals were disporting thensel ves, wallow ng and spl ashi ng
in the relative shallows near shore, and as they rose and sank, small waves
rolled up the gentle beach and the huge round | eaves of the lilies di pped and
rocked on the water, set in uneasy notion

H ero sat down with a sigh to watch. Hi s hopes of a clean bath in the sea were
obvi ously doomed to postponenent. Even allow ng for the distortion of night,
any one of those things down there would make four of Kl ootz, big as he was.
Gorm and the norse sniffed the breeze in loud snorts, excited at the snells of
the night and the noise of the sportive behenoths. Hiero bade themlie down
and wait with him

Presently one of the creatures energed fromthe water and waddl ed out upon the
sand directly below the watchers. It was huge, long, and | ow, bal anced on four
short, sturdy |legs, each with three wide toes. There was a great, blunt head,
shaped i ke a | ong-snouted keg. It yawned suddenly, displaying a pale gullet
in the nmoonlight, which also glinted on huge tusks set at each corner of the
gaping jaws. As the water ran off its great back in runnels, a short, plush
coat of fur began to dry and give the animal a |lighter shade of col or
Sonething in | ooks like a cross between a pre-Death hog, a hippopotanus, and
even a Brobdi ngnagi an seal, what its ancestors had been was a mystery. It
began to graze contentedly on sone short-stemmed plants, and the contrast
between its peaceabl e eating habits and ot herw se horrendous deneanor nade

Hi ero chuckl e.

Faint as the sound was, the great beast heard it and its small ears flapped
vigorously as it | ooked suspiciously about. Deciding the nei ghborhood was
apparently dangerous, even though
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it could see nothing, it lunbered back into the water, twitching a tiny curled
tail, and rejoined its fell ows anong the enormous lily pads.

Happeni ng to gl ance beyond the herd and out to sea, the priest caught an even
nmore wonderful sight, which left himdunb with anazement and awe.

From the quiet water out near the nmouth of the bay, there soared into the
moonlit night the black outline of a nonster fish, Iong and slender with a



shar p- poi nted head, identical in appearance with the pike H ero was used to
hooki ng in every cool northern | ake. For a fleeting instant he felt hinself
back in his piney wlderness |ooking at a | eaping catch, not on the unknown
shores of the warm sea of the South. Then, as he shook his head to clear his
vi sion, the scale of what he was seeing came honme to him

"God in Heaven!" he nurnured aloud. The titanic, falling shape hit the shining
water with a crack which echoed |ike the noise of a colossal thrower shell

and the sound echoed back fromthe distant cliffs. The fish he had just seen
coul d have swal | owed one of the ponderous water beasts below himin two bites!
He | ooked down in anmazenent. A few ripples stirred the giant |eaves, and tiny
wavel ets | apped the shore, but otherw se nothing stirred. Only streaks of
iridescent oil on the dark water told himthat he had not been dreami ng. The
advent of the leviathan he had just seen had nmade the herd of great water hogs
vanish as silently as if they had never been there at all.

He waited with his inpatient allies for a few nore nonents, but since the
waters remained silent and undi sturbed, he decided the big animals nust have
di ved and gone el sewhere. In any event, the dirt and filth accunul ated during
t he journey through the swanps were too unbearable to stand any |onger unl ess
absol utely necessary.

Thr ower cocked and the butt resting on his hips, H ero urged his big nmount
down the white face of the dune. Klootz sinply sat on his broad bottom braked
his splayed-out front |egs, and slid, the bear sliding along next to him

Once at the bottom they all paused and | ooked about them keen ears and noses
testing the breeze for signs of danger. Seeing and hearing nothing, the calm
bay before themstill undisturbed, they tranped over to the water's edge. To

t he
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i ntense annoyance of the big norse, after unsaddling him his master told him
to stand guard. He stanped off up the beach, grunbling, and took a stance on a
hill ock of sand, shaking his still-soft antlers in anger

Gorm waded carefully into water about six inches deep and then, |ying down,
began to roll over and over, emtting "whoofs" of sheer pleasure. Hiero
painfully removed his filthy clothes, save for his Iinen and shorts, and laid
themin the sandy shal |l ows, weighted down by a |l arge rock, to soak. He next
carefully cleaned his undressed | eather boots with a knife and a stiff brush,
the latter taken from a saddl ebag. This done, he was ready for his own bath.
He al so did not go very far in. He was a fine swinmer, but the recent glinpse
of the local wildlife had cured himof any desire to |l eap out into the depths.
Even where he was, he kept a wary eye out for any suspicious-1ooking ripples
or surges. However, nothing disturbed his | ong-overdue wash, and he finally
had had enough and cane out, bringing with himthe bear, whose sodden fur
pressed to his plunp body, made himlook a third smaller

Grunting with joy, the big bull nowrolled happily in the shallows, and chewed
up several bales of the nearer lily roots and | eaves when he was done,
actually diving for some of them which made Hiero very nervous. Not unti

Kl ootz too was out on the beach and drying off under the warnth of the August
night did the man totally rel ax.

Working by feel, Hi ero shaved, a rough but adequate job, and even trimed his
short nustache and his black hair also, so that it hung | ess heavily over his
ears. Wth a second set of clean | eather clothes fromthe saddl ebags and his
ol d ones now dryi ng over some stones, he was able to enjoy the feeling of
content that cones fromcleanliness after a prolonged spell of enduring

conpul sory dirt.

Alittle back fromthe beach, a spur of gray granite thrust itself out from
the sand dunes which had flowed around it over the centuries. Here, the man

t hought, would be a good place to canp for a day. The rock furnished a shelter
on its rearward face, away fromthe sea, where an overhangi ng shel f gave
access to a narrow cave.

Soon all the contents of the bags were stowed in the cave, and Hi ero and the



bear were snoring away in close harmony, while the faithful Kl ootz, chew ng
his cud and bel ching com

So
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fortably at intervals, maintained an unwearied sentinel's position just in
front of the cave's entrance.

Just as Hiero dropped off into a deep and untroubl ed sl eep, he was consci ous
once again of the harsh, far-off screamng of many birds, and mingled with it
this time, a nuffled resonance, a faint vibration of sone kind which he could
not identify. Even while his tired brain attenpted to forma coherent thought
about the distant sounds, sleep overcame him

He awoke in late norning, feeling better than he had in a week. Had it only
been a week since he had left the unused, dusty road far to the North?

He went out of the little cleft in the rocks and found a warm fresh breeze

bl owing fromthe | ake, which was a sparkling blue, flecked with nmany
whitecaps. Ofshore, a great drift of swans was resting, honking and gabbling.
They | ooked as if a great mound of soft snow had been sent down unseasonably
fromthe Hi gh Arctic.

Hs two allies were so full of high spirits that they were playing a gane out
on the open sand. The snall bear would charge at the norse, snarling in
apparent savagery, and the big bull would try desperately to hook himw th his
pal mate antlers, always "m ssing" by at least a full bear |ength. Wen that
happened, the bear would tear around in circles, trying to catch his stub of a
tail, while Klootz would rear up on his hind feet and paw the air madly with
his i mmense, bony front |egs and platterlike hooves.

H ero was so anused at the two that for a noment he forgot the possible danger
of the aerial spy they had encountered previously. Wen he did renmenber, he
qui ckly scanned the sunlit heavens, but except for a few small, puffy clouds,
they were enpty of notion. Neverthel ess, he was disturbed. They had escaped
several unpl easant deaths only by the narrowest of margins, and only a good
day's ride away had he hinmsel f nanaged to destroy the telltale instrunent

whi ch he had so thoughtlessly carried in his saddl ebags. A sudden feeling of
euphoria could get themall killed just as quickly as a blunder into an
obvious trap. It was when you were feeling at your best that you were apt to
relax, sonetines with fatal results!

He saw not hi ng danger ous, however, and could not hel p w shing he had four |egs
of his own so that he could join the gane. As he watched, keeping a weat her
eye out in all direc-
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lions, he thought about his further plans. For over four days the flying thing
had apparently been absent. Wy not try daylight travel ? As they noved al ong

t he seashore, going east, it would be dangerous enough noving even in
daylight, and they would need the extra vision tine given by the rays of the
sun. That was it, he decided. Unless he saw the flyer or found sone hitherto
unknown danger menacing them they would travel by day from now on

The two animals noticed himat this point and canme ganboling over, sending up
showers of sand

Feel i ng good, eh, sent Hiero. You're a fine pair of guards! | could have been
eat en/ caught/killed by now (time past).'’

They both knew he was fooling and paid not the slightest attention, except
that Kl ootz bunted himgently with his antlers, making himstagger and catch
hold, lest he fall. He felt the horn, hard and getting sharper, under the soft
vel vet as he did so, and indeed, a piece of the latter peeled off in his hand.
Ha! he sent. Stand still, you big oaf, and (let me) try to clean you (up a
bit) scrape/peel/rub

The norse shook his head ornaments vigorously and then stood quietly while

H ero tested each section to see how | oose the covering was. Like nost male
deer, Klootz had to grow new antlers each year, and it not only took a | ot of
energy but made hi m nervous and itched badly as well, particularly when, as
now, the velvet was peeling and shredding to reveal the hard core beneath. The



Abbey scientists had | ong ago di scarded the i dea of breeding the antlers out.
For al nost half the year they provided superb weapons of defense, and in
addition, they nade their wearers feel tough and confident. It was deci ded
that the energy saved by elinminating themwould be a bad bargain, and anyone
who wanted to ride or drive an antlerless cow, such as nost farners used,
could do so

H ero peeled a small anmobunt of the covering off with his fingers, but whenever
he met any resistance, let it alone. He and Kl ootz both knew how rmuch hel p was
needed and when to stop, for it had been six full seasons since they had
chosen each other at the great annual calf roundup. Hi ero next got out a snall
steel mrror and touched up his face, shaving nore carefully and repainting
hi s rank badges, now al nost obliterated. This done, he repacked.

Soon they were sw nging along up the edge of the beach
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H ero in the saddl e and the bear |unbering over the hard-packed sand and
shingle out in front. It was not |ong before they cane upon signs that they
were back in |ands used by humans.

Froma pile of riprap, sticks, and dried weed, which lay on the shore in a
little cover, a polished human skull | ooked bl ankly up at Hiero. He di smounted
and exam ned it thoughtfully. There was a gaping hole in the occipital region
and a few faint shreds of dried tissue there indicated the thing to be not too
old. He put it down reverently and, nounting, rode on. It night be an
accident, indeed there were a thousand ways of accounting for its appearance,
but why a fairly fresh skull and no body at all, not even one bone? That hol e
| ooked as if sonething (or soneone) had gone after the brains. He suppressed a
grimace and said a one-line prayer for the repose of the skull's owner
assum ng charitably that the man (or wonan) had been a Christian

They rested briefly at noon in the shade of a large, leaning tree of a variety
new to Hiero. He recognized it as a pal mof some unknown type from pictures he
had seen and realized that winter could hardly be too severe in these parts if
such a plant could endure it. The scrub palnmettos of the Taig were able to
grow only through buried trunks. He nust be even further south than he had
realized.

During the still heat of early afternoon they had one encounter with a foe,

but it passed off w thout doing any harm Rounding a shoul der of rock, and
actually in shallow water, since the beach had briefly di sappeared, they
suddenly found a | arge, black-spotted, yellow cat tearing at a carcass on the
next patch of open sand.

The big cat raised bloody fangs and snarled in angry warni ng.

Go! Suddenly deciding to test something, Hiero used a bolt fromhis new arnory

of mental weapons. Leave! Qut of our wav or you will die!
The animal cringed as if hit a blow by a stick. Its ears flattened, and
emtting a frightened "m aow," |ike a vast kitten which had been spanked, it

left the beach in one huge bound and vani shed into the dunes in a second.
H ero was thunderstruck at his own success and then burst into |aughter

He got off and picked up the carcass, a small, striped antel ope of sone sort,
hardly touched by the cat. It nust have
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just been beginning to feed. Here was easily obtained food for hinself and
Gorm He slung it carefully before himon the saddle. Klootz did not ruffle a
| ong ear. Bl ood was nothing newto him and he had carried far worse burdens
than this one.

Sonetime later, the priest, idly glancing out to sea, reined his nmount up
sharply, nmaking himsnort wth annoyance. Sorry, an accident, Riero sent
absently. Far out on the blue, wave-flecked water, two small, black triangles
were outlined against the horizon. The ship was nmoving along in the sane
direction they were, the man deci ded after watching it for a few nmonments, but
far faster. Also, it seemed to be going away as well as east, so that even as
he watched, it sank bel ow the edge of the sea.

As he rode on, he made a note to keep nore of an eye seaward. A tel escope



could probably pick Klootz and his rider out a |long way off, and he had no
desire to end up in one of the pagan galleys he had read of, chained to an oar
with a whip instead of neals. Also, the Uncl ean had ships too, of some curious
types, and they were supposed to haunt little-used parts of the vast
freshwater sea

They were approaching a dark pronmontory of rock some hundreds of feet high

whi ch projected out into the water for a short di stance when the noise first
cane to them It was | ate afternoon by then, and they had seen nothing of note
for a considerable tinme. H ero was wondering how deep the choppy water was at
the foot of the rock massif and whether the going would be safer, if nore

ti me-consum ng, inland when the rattling, screeching cry, the noise of a bird
redoubl ed tenfold, fell upon his ears. Again, and yet again, it rang out, and
then he sawit.

Briefly, over the cresi of the towering, jagged rock in front of them soared
a brown bird whose saillike wi ngspread could not have been less than thirty
feet. Before it dipped down again on the far side of the peak, it opened its

| ong, hook-tipped beak and |l et out a repetition of the scream he had j ust
heard. O her echoing screans answered it, and told himthat nore than one of
the great birds were aloft just out of sight.

Then, mngled with the rasping cries of the birds, an unm stakable drum

t hundered out, a long roll of nuffled thunder. Wen it ceased, he heard the
massed yelling of a horde of
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people m xed with the piercing cacophony of the birds. Again the great drum
runbl ed, silencing for a nonment the other noises. This was the noise Hi ero had
heard t he previous dawn!

By this time, at his master's urging, Kl ootz was racing for the seaward base
of the jutting rock. Behind him tongue lolling out, Gorm gall oped, |aboring
to keep up.

Not curiosity alone inpelled Hiero to goad the norse on. The base of the rock
was an obvious place to hide, should one of the huge birds sight him The | ook
of that i mmense hooked beak was di smaying, and the priest had no belief in his
i nvul nerability froma flock of things that size

Spl ashi ng through the shallows and circling the water-|apped boul ders at the
foot of the precipice, man and norse picked their way around the | ooni ng
granite el bow and finally, both cautious, peered around the outer rimto see
what had caused all the peculiar noises. Behind them allowing themto brave
what ever danger there night be, the young bear paused, waiting on events.

The first thing Hiero was conscious of was the stake and the girl; the next,
the great birds; and last of all, the spectators. He did not at first notice
the shaman, or witch doctor, and his crew

A short stretch of curved beach sloped gently away fromthe sea, up to a high
and artificial-looking bank of packed earth whi ch backed the beach, cutting
of f any glinpse of further inland. A sort of arena, or anphitheater, was thus
formed, one side wall being the cliff around which Hiero and Kl ootz now
peered, the other being a simlar, abrupt, rocky hillock a few hundred yards
away. The sea, lapping at the white sand, formed the fourth side. The little
beach was swept spotlessly clean, only the tall, wooden stake in the center
interfering with the symetry of the smpboth, white sand.

Tied to the stake by a length of supple, tw sted rawhi de perhaps fifty feet

| ong, was a very dark-skinned, alnost naked girl. A scanty rag about her |o0ins
was her only garnent, and her feet were bare. Her massed, tightly curling

bl ack hair tossed freely in the vigor of her novenments. The rawhide was tied
tightly to another |ashing which secured both her wists together in front of
her. As a result, she could run, |eap, dodge, or hide, turn or fall, but only
ina fifty-foot arc around the wooden stake. She was doing all these things,
her body a sweat-oil ed
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bl aze of dark movenent as she sprang and crouched, ducked and spun, in her
hopel ess battl e agai nst the w nged deat h.



The great birds! There were about eight of them H ero saw in one gl ance.
Sonmewhat |ike giant gulls, but brown, not white, and with savage beaks, they
circled and wove, always sl ashing down at the | eashed prisoner. Like gulls
too, their great feet were webbed, and thus they seened only to use their

nmur der ous beaks as weapons. But that was enough. Despite her npst desperate
efforts, it was obvious the girl could only hold themoff a little | onger. As
he wat ched, she scooped fine sand into her bound hands and hurled a cl oud of
it at the head of a swooping flier, which shied off with a scream of rage. But
a long, bloody wound on her glistening back showed that the girl had not
warded off all the attacks from above.

As the bird sheered off, the crowd |l et out a yell of derision. They made Hiero
| ook at themthen, with nore than a passing glance. They sat in w cker-roofed
lines of dirt seats, arranged in tiers on the earth back at the rear of the
arena they had so obviously created. The roofs were not because of the sun
obvi ously, but rather to keep the birds fromselecting an inpronptu victim
from anong the screan ng audi ence.

They were very |ight-skinned, Hi ero saw, an archaic human stock he had only
gli npsed anpbng the southern traders once or twice, or else |earned of through
the ol d books, and many of them had |ight brown or even blondish hair. All,
nmen, wonen, and children, seened to be hal f-naked and all were arned, no doubt
as extra insurance against the birds. They were waving every type of sword,
spear, and axe as they yelled a raucous encouragenent to the flying deaths.

To one side, a group of kilted men, hideously masked and with towering plunes
of feathers, presided over a bank of giant, polished drums. These peopl e had
no protection fromthe birds and apparently no fear of themeither. Now, as

H ero watched, they bent to their drums and, under the direction of the nost
gorgeously masked and feathered, the obvious high priest, beat out another
runbling roll of thunder on the tall, black cylinders. The audi ence screaned
anew, and their cries were taken up by the birds, who swooped again, their
shri eks drowni ng out the human yow i ng. Then, suddenly, all noise ceased, and
the arena was silent in shocked surprise at what they now saw.

H ero had ordered Klootz to charge and unlinbered the
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t hrower al most without thinking. He also held two nore of the tiny rockets in
his mouth, praying he mght get a chance to reload. As the bull norse tore out
of the shallows and around the corner of the cliff, his rider noted in passing
that a group of swarthy men, in good cloth clothes and | eather hats quite

unli ke the rest of the audience, occupied the seats nearest to his end. Like
all the others, they were gaping in amazenent.

The great birds, seeing the charging bull and his rider as sone terrible

conbi ned beast, flared lightly up like great feathers fromtheir attenpted
kill. Al except one, which was so intent upon the girl that it noticed
not hi ng el se.

She had fallen in a wild leap, and in falling had apparently knocked all her
wi nd out. She was crawling, but as the bird sailed down, she seened to sense
it and turned face up with her bound hands raised in front of her

She's slil! trying to fight, the priest thought in adnmiration. That's really a
tough one. He was ainming his thrower as carefully as was possible, to
intersect the great bird s swoop. Practice over a long period of tine in
handling all of his weapons while nounted nmade this soil of thing a matter of
trained reflex, but never exactly what could be called easy. One went through
t he proper notions and then sinply prayed.

The prayer or the training, possibly both, worked. The propellent fired
perfectly, and the rocket hit the bird nonster smack between the shoul ders.
There was an i ncandescent bl aze of white fire and the two great, brown w ngs,
no | onger connected to one another, sailed to the ground, a few charred rags
drifting away from between t hem

H ero had sl ashed the | eather thong connecting the girl to the post and pulled
her across the saddle on top of the stiffening antel ope carcass before the
still-stunned audi ence began to wake up. Crcling high above, one of the great



birds screamed once, fearful of com ng | ower or perhaps nourning the death of
a mate.

As if the cry were a signal, an answering yell of rage broke fromthe flock's
aroused patrons. Munting in one novenent, Hi ero knew his spell was broken and
that a shower of lethal missiles was next on the agenda.

"Travel, boy!" he shouted al oud, whacking Klootz with the wooden stock of his
thrower. Only as he yelled did he renenber
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the two shells in his teeth and the fact that in yelling he had to let them
fall. He bolstered the thrower, pressing the girl tightly to the pormel wth
his left hand. Fortunately, she was either stunned or had good sense, for she
made no nove and |lay absolutely |linp, face down.

As they raced in the only possible direction, the water's edge at the far side
of the arena to the east, H ero saw the first spear hit the sand by one of
Klootz's great |egs. The next instant he heard the whistle of nore, and worse,
of arrows, one of which buried itself in the thick saddle with an audible

"t honk. "

But his chief attention was ahead. The tall, plumed priest who | ed the
drumers had abandoned his drunms and, followed by his gaudily dressed

foll owers, was rushing down to block their escape. As they neared him the
rain of arrows ceased, since the crowd did not wish to kill their own nen.

The priest ran well in front of his nen, waving a | ong sword, and Hi ero nade a
very qui ck decision. The high shaman had di scarded his mask; in the pale,
narrow face and bl azing blue eyes, Hi ero read both fanaticism and
intelligence. This was not a foll ower one needed or wanted. The nan coul d have
been avoi ded, but weakening the opposition was a better strategy.

Kill him Kl ootz! he sent, even as he tightened his grip on the helpless girl,
for he knew what was com ng.

The great bull swerved slightly to the left and ran as if o pass just in
front of the |eader of the eneny. The shaman, fearful of mssing his blow ran
atrifle harder. And as his armwent back for a hard cut, he died

Wth hardly a break in his stride, the battle-trained norse | ashed out in one
of his awful, stiff kicks, using his giant left foreleg. The terrible hoof
took the priest squarely in the stomach and hurled him broken-backed and
gushing his life blood away, back into the arns of his foll owers. The norse
raced on, and before the first yell of rage and despair had rung out, he was
already in the shallows and thundering around the wall of the eastern cliff.
To his delight, Hiero saw that the enpty beach stretched for mles into the

di stance before them Nobody on foot was going to catch them now, and he urged
Kl ootz on, hoping to make the | ead as | ong as possible. The only obstacle he
could see was a small river, whose waters glinted in the late afternoon
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sun about a half nmile off. It did not |look particularly w de or deep, and he
felt sure that only the mddle would require swimmng, if indeed any of it

woul d.

He | ooked back and saw a few black figures on the sand near the cliff, waving
their arms and | eapi ng up and down, and he sniled in contenpt. Then, as the
act of |ooking back made his nenory work, a sudden thought cane to him Gorm
Where was his friend and gui de? Had he been slain? Even as he thought this,
hi s mount caught the thought and answered, once again surprising the priest
with the realization that he woul d probably never know just how smart Kl ootz
was.

He (will) follow track/snell out (later), came fromthe norse's mnd. He goes
(away) not/near water. Having delivered this nessage, the norse lapsed into
sil ence and once nore concentrated on running steadily over the long, white
strand toward the rapidly approaching river

The shrill screech of one of the giant birds cane to H ero and he | ooked up
qui ckly, wondering if they were going to attack or could be sonehow
control |l ed, perhaps by the priests. He could not take time off fromhis escape
to concentrate nmentally and probe the bird minds, or indeed any minds at this



point. He had not forgotten the lonely skull and the hole in its back where a
great beak had al nost certainly probed. To his relief, the little flock of
remai ning birds was circling far above, and even as he watched, they flew out
to sea, no doubt heading for some distant island rookery. The interruption of
their routine of human sacrifice apparently had confused them and rendered

t hem i ncapabl e of further harm

A torrent of high-pitched, angry, and unintelligible speech suddenly broke out
fromthe rescued prisoner, and at the sane tinme she began to kick and squirm
vigorously. Hiero reined up and | ooked around. The river was a few hundred
yards off still, and the antlike figures of their enemes were barely visible
in the distance behind them

"1 might as well free you, young woman," he said al oud, and haul ed the girl
upright, turning her as he did, so that she sat facing himover the front of
the saddl e, the dead antel ope serving as a seat for her. He had been reaching
for his belt knife to cut the |eather which still bound her wists together
but at the first good | ook at her, his hand stopped and he sinply stared.
Qui t e unabashed, she stared back
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She was totally unlike anyone he had ever seen before, but in spite of that,
lovely, in a rather wild and untamed way. Her skin was far darker than his, a
war m chocol ate, as contrasted with his copper color, and her great, dark eyes
were no lighter in shade than his own black. Her nose was noderately |ong and
very straight, her nostrils quite widely flared out, and her dark lips very
full and pouting. The great nass of her hair was a tangl ed, unconbed heap of
tight, alnobst screwed, black curls, each of which | ooked |like black wire. Her
firm brown breasts were not |arge and gave the priest the feeling that she
was consi derably younger than he had first supposed. Metz women covered their
upper bodies, but he instinctively sensed that nakedness meant nothing to this
one. He doubted sonehow that the |oss of the very short and ragged skirt she
wore woul d have bothered her at all

She had been studying his bronzed, hawk-nosed face, with its short, black
nmust ache even as he had studi ed her, and now she held up her bound hands and
sai d something inpatient in her unknown | anguage. Obviously, she wanted to be
cut loose; Hiero did so and then lifted her again and turned her forward, so
that she now sat astride in front of him facing in the same direction. He
noted in doing so that her slimwaist seemed to be nuscled with steel and

| eat her.

Once again he urged Klootz on toward the river. For some reason he could not
fathom some thought at the very back of his mind, the sight of the

not -very-inposing streamdisturbed him It was as if some inportant fact were
tied to it which it was necessary to remenber. Sonething to do with the people
back there, perhaps? Now what the devil was it, anyway? A feeling of guilt at
ri sking the possible success of his whole venture at a nmoment's hazard for a
girl he had never seen before? Could it be that? No, not that, dam it, the
river. Think of the river

The flash of menonic lightning hit his mind a bit late, in fact, just as they
reached the river's brink and saw the | ong, |og canoe, hard-driven by a dozen
paddl ers, sweepi ng down the nmuddy center channel at them As the white-skinned
rowers spotted them a fierce yell rang out, and they bent even harder to

t heir paddl es.

The village, of course! Hidden fromany sea raiders, it nmust lie up this
river, since he had not passed it earlier. \Wat had

go
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been plaguing his mnd was the buried realization that there had to be a
village close by fromwhich all those wonen and children coul d have wal ked.
Now a nessage had been sent to the village guard, perhaps, indeed al nost
certainly by crude but adequate tel epathy. This art was conmmon not just in
Met z-1 and, but anong alnost all living people at least in some small degree.
The savage priests were probably pretty good.



As all this flashed through his m nd, he was feverishly | oading the thrower
and at the same tinme kicking Klootz into the water. If they got trapped on
this bank...! Better now to take a chance in the water. The channel was
probably only a few yards wi de; once they were across, the | evel beach
stretched on out of sight, enpty and inviting.

In front of him saying nothing, the girl reached down and lifted the broad
spear out of its saddle sling. The casual arrogance of the gesture nmade Hiero
grin in spite of their predicanment. This was indeed a tough, young ani nmal!
Mcro's luck with the thrower ran out this time, but it was partly his own
fault, as he was the first to admt. He waited too long to fire, so that when
Kl ootz stepped off into the channel at the exact instant the rocket shel
ignited, the aimwas hopel essly spoiled. Not only that, but the canoe was too
close to allow a reload, its sharp prow thrusting down upon themin m dstream
even as the norse swamm ghtily for the shallower water on the other side.

But they had never seen, |let alone fought, a norse before, nor had they any
conception of the deadly Abbey killer teanms of norse and man. Hi ero threw both
arnms around the girl, gripped tight with his I egs, and ordered Kl ootz to dive.
Di ve, boy, down! his mnd sent. Come (up) under theml As the bull porpoised
down under the surface toward the onconing canoe, H ero saw the sl ack-jawed
surprise on the faces of the pal e savages, several of whom had dropped their
paddl es and had |ifted weapons for the kill.

Kl oot z, through cleverness or luck, H ero never would | earn, came up gently,
though firmy, fromoff the river bottom which was not far under. Hiero, eyes
shut, crouching over his rescued prize in an effort to shield her, felt the
bottom of the canoe slide off his own back, pressing himdown even harder
flattening himon top of the girl and the dead antel ope. Wen the sliding
canoe hit his crupper, though, which was the next thing
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to happen, Kl ootz abandoned gentl eness and sinply heaved up with all the
enornous power in his great hindquarters.

The two hal f-drowned humans and norse erupted out of the water and into the
light as the | oaded canoe, hurled straight up in the air, broke and threwits
occupants in various directions into the churning water. They could all swim
and there seenmed to be none dead, H ero noted in relief as Kl ootz splashed

t hrough the nuddy shall ows and out on to the eastern marge. The priest could
be ruthl ess enough to enemi es of decent humanity and the Abbey, but he

di sliked killing nmen and wonen whose chief fault was ignorance, for which they
ought not to be bl aned.

Amid spluttered cries and curses, whose nature was evident fromthe | ooks and
gestures of those who made them the norse again bore his two riders away down
the strand into the east.

The long rays of the half-set sun cast gigantic shadows before them as they
went. Hiero now had released his death grip on the girl, and she sat firmy in
front of him apparently none the worse for the experience. The cut on her
shoul der and back had begun to bl eed again, though, and he signal ed the norse
to come to a halt after a mle or two. Lifting her down, he snmiled as he saw

that she still clung to the spear
"You can put that back," he said, pointing at the saddl e socket in which it
bel onged.

She gabbl ed somnet hi ng, | ooked about, shrugged as she saw no visi bl e danger

and (reluctantly, he thought) restored the weapon to its pl ace.

As H ero got out his nmedical kit, she watched with interest, and when he

i ndi cated that he wanted to sew up the lips of the wound before bandaging it,
she nerely nodded. Whether this indicated native trust, ignorance of suturing,
or what, Hiero had no idea. Even with the Abbey's salve it was a painful
process, but aside fromtightening her |lips once or twi ce, she gave no sign
that it hurt. Finally the wound was stitched and bandaged, and the priest
lifted her up on the norse again, while he repacked his bel ongi ngs. Wen he
was through, he noticed that she was | eaning over Klootz's |ong neck and

scrat chi ng behind his flapping ears, sonething he | oved dearly. Hi ero gave her



anot her good grade for |iking and understandi ng ani mal s.

Once mounted, he | ooked back, but he could see no sign of pursuit. Inland rose
the sane |ines of dunes which had
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acconpani ed themall the way so far, except where the rock spines of the
subsoi |l broke through, and he felt sure the swanp began and still stretched
endl essly on, only a few nmiles beyond that.

It was | ate evening now, the low clouds red in the west and the sun's disc

al together gone. It was high tine to ook for a canpsite, but they had only
cone a few nmiles and he had no i dea how good the savages were at tracking. H s
decision to kill the shaman m ght have nerely enraged theminstead of hel ping
to hinder pursuit by forcing themto nmourn ritually the death of a |eader. The
girl, too, ought to have rest and food very soon. She m ght be as tough as she
appear ed, but what she had been through that day woul d have tired a strong
man. The priest hinself felt weary and he had endured far |ess.

Anot her hour's ride and in the full dark, nore water |ooned up. It was

i npossible to see how broad it was, and it would be insane to try swinmng it
in the dark. Reluctantly, Hi ero turned the norse inland, follow ng the bank of
the streamor inlet, and keepi ng double watch in case anything | arge canme out
of it and wanted di nner

Their progress was necessarily slow and grew sl ower yet as cacti, vines, and
woody plants grew nore common. Eventual ly, peering about on the side away from
the water, Hiero caught sight of a dark hillock somewhat to their left. He
steered Klootz that way and to his surprise found that the "hillock" was an
enor nous, rounded bush or low tree, about forty feet high, with a stout,
central trunk. Its branches hung nearly to the ground and provided as close to
a natural tent as one could hope to find.

Once "inside," after they had unl oaded and unsaddl ed the norse, Hi ero

di smissed himto feed and nount guard, simultaneously. He decided to risk a
very small fire of twigs, and after he had gathered themand got it lit,
realized that no good reason for it existed, save to look at the girl. This

di scovery annoyed him

She had sat quietly, arns around her knees while he unloaded and puttered. As
he got food fromthe packs and water fromthe big canteen, she accepted a
share in silence, but nade no effort to talk. Eventually, the short neal over,
she brushed a few crunbs fromher |ap and once again stared levelly and

i npersonally at himover the light of the wee fire. It was
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obviously tine for sone attenpt to conmuni cate.

Actually, it took only four tries. She did not speak Metz or Inyan of the
western type, or understand the silent sign |anguage. But when Hiero tried

bat wah, the trade | anguage of the nerchants, she smiled for the first tine and
answered. Her accent was very odd, if not downright bad, he thought, and many
of her nouns were utterly strange to him He guessed, rightly, as it proved,
that he came froma place at one end of a very long trade route and that she
was fromfar off, either near or at its other extremty.

"What kind of man are you?" was her first remark. "You | ook sonmething like a
sl aver, like those who sold ne, but you ride that wonderful fighting animal,
and you got ne away from those pal e-ski nned barbarians. But you owe ne
not hi ng. Wiy did you do it?"

"Let's have a few facts first fromyou,'
who are you and where do you come fron®"

"I am Luchare," she said. Her voice was rather high-pitched but not nasal. She
spoke with pride, not arrogance, just pride. / amwho | am was the unspoken
nmessage, that of one who valued herself. Hiero liked her, but kept that fact
to hinself.

"Very interesting, Luchare," he said, "and a pretty name, no doubt of it. But
what about ny other questions? Wiere is your home? How did you get here?" And
what am| to do about youl was the unspoken one.

"I ran away fromny hone," she said. Her voice, like his, was now flat and

he countered. "What's your nane and



enoti onl ess, but she watched himcarefully, her eyes bright in the firelight.
"My horme is far off, far beyond this sea. | think there." She turned and

poi nted unerringly to the northwest, in the direction of the Republic.

"I think it unlikely,"” the priest said in a dry tone, "because that's where /
cone from and | never heard of anyone |like you before. But don't worry about
direction,"” he added in a voice he tried to soften; "that's not inportant.
Tell me about your country. Is it like this? What are your people like? You
call ed those white people who set the birds on you 'barbarians.' That's an odd
termfor a slave girl to use."

Their conversation, it may be added, was not at first this snooth and
continuous. There were nany gaps, funblings for alternate terns, corrections
of pronunciation, and expl anation of new words. But both were highly
intelligent and quick at
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adapting. As a result, it went at an increasing rate of progress.

"My people are a mghty and strong one," she said firmy. "They live in great
cities of stone, not dirty huts of hide and | eaves. They are great warriors
too, and not even the big, horned one could have saved you as he did this
afternoon if it had been they you fought."

Just like a woman, Hiero thought bitterly; give Klootz all the credit. "Al
right," he said, "your people are great and strong. But what are you doing
here, which | gather nust be a long way off from wherever you started?"
"First," she said firmy, "it would be nore correct if you told nme who you
are, where you are from and what rank you held in your own country."

"I am Per Hiero Desteen, Priest, Scholar, and Senior Kill-man of the Church
Universal. And | fait to see why a bare-runped chit of a slave girl cares what
the rank of the man who has rescued her from an exceedingly nasty death!" He
glared angrily at her, but he might as well have spared hinself the effort.
"Your church can't be all that universal," she said calmy, "if | haven't
heard of it. Wich is not surprising, since it just so happens, Sir Priest,
that we happen to have the only true church in nmy country, and if soneone went
around | ooking like you, with silly paint on his face, saying he was a priest,
they'd put himin the house for mad people. And furthernore,” she went on in
the sane flat, lecturing voice, "i was not always a slave girl, as any nan

wi th breeding, sense or manners could tell who | ooked at ne!"

Despite his Abbey training in handling people, H ero found her very annoyi ng.
"I beg your pardon, your |adyship," he rejoined acidly. "You were, | suppose,
a princess in your own mghty kingdom perhaps betrothed to an unwel cone
suitor and forced to flee as a result, rather than marry hin®"

Luchare stared, open-mouthed at him "How did you know that? Are you some spy
of nmy father's or of Efrems, sent to bring nme back?"

H ero in turn stared back hard at her, before laughing in a nasty way. '"M
God, you've grabbed up the fantasy of every girl-chiid who has first heard the
| egends of the ancient past. Now stop trying to waste ny tine on this

silliness, will you? I want to know about wherever you cone from and

sol eml y
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warn you, | have my own nethods of finding out, even if the manners you boast

of, plus a little comon gratitude, don't get nme the answers | want freely

gi ven! Now start talking! Wiere in the known universe do you cone from and if
you really don't know even that, at least tell nme the nane of the place, what
it's like, and how you got here!"

The girl | ooked at himdarkly, her eyes narrowed as if in thought. Then, as if
she had come to a decision, her face cleared, and she spoke reasonably and in
softer tones.

"I amvery sorry, Per Hiero—+s that right?—+ honestly didn't nmean to be rude.
I've made believe | was sonmeone extra inportant so long that it's hard to be
normal again. | cone froma country which 1 guess is south of here, only, as
you saw just now, | don't know where south is. | did really live in a city,



and the country, especially the wilds, is not what I'mused to. Ch, yes, ny
country is called D alwah, and part of it lies on the coasl, the salt sea of
Lanti k. What else did you want to know?"

"Well," Hero said nore cheerfully, "that's quite a bit better. I'mnot really
as nasty as | just sounded. Only renmenber that |I'mfond of straight talk, ny
girl. Save the fairy tales for the kids fromnow on and we'll get along. To
start with, how did you get into the fix where | found you?"

As the tiny fire grew dimrer, until it was only an unregarded, w nking enber,
Luchare spun her tale. Hero still believed not nore than two-thirds of it,

but even that was interesting enough to hold himriveted.

Judgi ng from her description, she did indeed come fromthe far South and East,
in fact just about where he hinmself wanted to go. Which nade himlisten to
every word she dropped with extra special attention

Her country was a land of walled cities and giant trees, a tropical forest

whi ch reached up to the very sky. It was also a |land of constant warfare, of
bl ood and death, of great beasts and warlike nen. A church and a priesthood
not too unlike that of the Abbeys, so far as he coul d gather, governed the
religion of the people and preached peace and cooperation. But the priests
were seem ngly incapable of stopping the constant warfare between the various
city-states. These states were socially stratified, with castes of nobles,

nmer chants, artisans, and peasants, plus autocratic rulers. There were standing
arm es,
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just as large as could be economically maintained without crippling their
respective countries through taxation exacted fromthe peasants to maintain

t hem

H ero was frankly incredul ous. "Can your people read and wite?" he asked.
"Have they any of the old books of the past? Do you know of The Deat h?"

O course they could read and wite, she retorted. O at |east the priesthood
and nost of the nobles could. The poor were kept too busy to | earn, except the
few who got into the church. The nerchants could do sinple, practica
arithmetic. What nore was needed? As for The Death, everyone knew about it.
Were not many of the Lost Cities nearby, and sone of the deserts of The Death
too? But books fromthe pre-Death age were forbidden, except perhaps to the
pri est hood- She herself had never seen one, though she had heard of their

exi stence and al so that anyone who found one had to turn it over to the
authorities on pain of death.

"Good CGod!" the Metz expl oded. "Your people—and |I'm assum ng that nost of what
you've told me is the truth-have picked up all the discarded social junk of
the dead past at its worst. 1 knew some of the traders down here had sl aves,
but | thought they were probably the nost primtive people we knew about. The
Eastern League at wah can't have heard about you either, because they're not
far behind us. Kingdons, peasants, internecine warfare, armes, slavery, and

general illiteracy! Wat your D alwah place needs is a thorough
house- cl eani ng! "
H s obvi ous disgust silenced the girl, who bit her full lower lip in anger at

his open contenpt. She was not hi ng near being stupid, and she knew t hat her
strange rescuer was both a clever and, nore, a |l earned man. For the first tine
in a long while, Luchare began to wonder if her |onged-for honeland was quite
as perfect as her dreanms mmde it.

"I"'msorry," Hero said abruptly. "I was rude about your country, and you had
nothing to do with making it the way it is. |I've never seen it, and it's
probably a very nice place. It sounds interesting, anyway. Please go on with
your own story. I'd like to hear what brought you so far fromthe Lantik Sea.
I know how far away that is, at least up in the North."

"Well," she began, a little doubtfully, "I ran away, from ny—ny slave master
who was cruel to ne. | really did," she
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sai d earnestly, her dark eyes large in the dimlight.



"Ch, | believe you. Go on fromthere. How | ong ago was that?"

It had been well over a year, Luchare thought. It had been hard at first, and
she had learned to steal food from peasant huts. WIld ani mals had al npst
caught her on several occasions, but she had got toughened up and had weapons
too, also stolen, a spear and a knife. She had lived thus on the cultivated

| ands at the edge of a great jungle for several nonths, until one day she had
fallen froma tree, breaking her ankle. While waiting for the inevitable
prowing animal to find her, an El evener had cone instead.

"What, you have themtoo?" he interrupted. "I had no idea they went so far
What do they do in your society? Are they well thought of, do people trust
then?" He was really excited, for here at |ast was an actual |ink between the

two widely separated areas from which they cane.

The "El eveners," the nysterious followers of the so-called El eventh
Conmmandnent, were a group of wandering nen whose little-known order dated back
to The Death itself and perhaps even before. They wore sinple clothes of brown
cloth, were strict vegetarians, and carried no weapons beyond a belt knife and
a wooden staff. They sel dom appeared in groups and i ndeed were usually al one.
They wandered from place to place, harm ng no one, occasionally doing somne
wor k for keep, teaching children their letters or watching fl ocks. They were
skill ed physicians and al ways ready to help the sick and injured. They hated
the works of the Unclean, but sought no trouble with anyone, unless actually
attacked. They had strange powers over animals, and even the Leemutes usually
avoi ded them

No one knew where their headquarters was, or even if they had one, nor how
they were recruited or where. They seened to be utterly apolitical, but many
of the Metz politicians and even some of the Abbey hierarchs distrusted and

di sli ked them When pressed, such people could never say why, however, except
that the El eveners "nust be hiding something." For they were no Christians, or
if they were, they concealed it well. They professed a vague pantheism in
line with their ancient (apocryphal, the Abbey schol ars said) conmandnent:
"Thou shall not destroy the Earth nor the life thereon."

H ero had always |iked the ones he had nmet, finding them
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nmerry, decent men who behaved far better than many of the self-proclai ned

| eaders of his own country. And he knew, too, thai Abbot Denero both |iked
and, nore inmportant, trusted them

He was | eaning over, intent on further questions, when, with a strangled cry,
Luchare sprang over anost dead coals right into his arns, knocking himfiat on
his back in the process.

5

ON TO THE EAST

OOK QUT!" SHE YELLED. "A MONSTER BEHI ND YOU! 1 saw it! Something black with
long teeth! Get up and fight, quick!"

It had been over three weeks since he had even spoken to a worman, Hiero

refl ected, as he held her warm body tightly and nade no effort to nove. She
snel led sweetly of girl, perspiration, and something el se, something wild and
fierce.

"That's my bear," she said mldly. "He's a friend and won't hurt you!" As he
spoke, his nmouth was pressed against a mass of warm scented hair and a soft
cheek. Hi ero had detected Gorm sonme ten minutes back and sent hima nental
order to stay outside the tree's domed shelter, but the inquisitive young bear
had wanted to | ook at the stranger

Luchare pushed herself off himand glared dowmn at his smling face. "So, what
t hey say about priests is true, eh? A bunch of |azy womani zers and sneaki ng

skirt-lifters! Don't get any clever ideas, priest! | can defend nyself and
will, too!"

H ero sat up and brushed hinself off. Next, he carefully threw a few nore
twigs on the fire, so that it flared up, illumnating his copper skin and high
cheekbones.

"Now, listen, young lady," he said, "let's get everything straight. |I was the



one junmped on just now, not the other way around. |I'ma healthy, normal man,
and regardl ess of what takes place down south in your peculiar-soundi ng
country. Abbey priests have no vows of celibacy and are, in fact, usually
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married by my age, at |least tw ce! However we do have rather firmrules

agai nst rape and any sinilar forced consent. Also, | amnot in the habit of
maki ng love to children and rather think you' re about fifteen. AmI| right?" As
he spoke, he was patting Gorm who had now craw ed all the way in and was
lying with his head in the man's | ap, peering shortsightedly at the girl
across the fire.

"I'"'mseventeen, alnost eighteen,” she said in indignant tones, "and priests
aren't supposed to go around with wonen; at |east ours don't. \Who ever heard
of a married priest?" In a |ower voice, she hal fway apol ogi zed. "I'm sorry,
but how was | to know? You never said anything about that new aninmal. And how
did you know he was there, anyway? | heard nothing and | have good ears."

"I accept the apology," the priest said. "And | mght as well interrupt your
story briefly and spell out a few nore things, since we're apparently going to
be traveling together for some time, until | can figure out what to do with

you. Does anyone in your country have the ability to speak with his m nd? That
is, send silent thoughts, so that wi thout using his, or her, voice, another
person or perhaps an ani mal can understand hi n?"

Luchare drew back, lips parted slightly, her dark brown skin reflecting the
firelight in soft, shadowed novenents

"The Uncl ean, the evil nonsters fromthe days of The Death, are said to do
this thing," she said slowly. "And there are many runors, which | know now to
be true, that they are ruled by the nost w cked of nmen, horrible sorcerers,
who al so have this power. An old church priest who taught me ny | essons, a

good man, said that such powers of the m nd mght not thenselves be evil in
theory, but that in actual practice only the Unclean and their devils seened
to know how to make use of them" Her eyes brightened suddenly. "I see! You

knew t hat ani nmal was out there by thinking to himl But you are not one of
the— Her voice failed as she realized that she mght be in the presence of
one of the nightmares of her chil dhood, a w zard of the diabolic eneny!

H ero smiled cheerfully. "Unclean? No, Luchare, I"'mnot. And neither is Gorm
here." Gorm go over slowy, lie down, and put your head in her |ap. She has
(never) seen a bear (I think?) or believed (been taught) in

t hought / speech/ m nd sending. We'll (have to) teach her, like a cub
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The slim dark brown girl sat, frozen, as the small bear anbl ed over and did
as he had been directed. But when a |ong, pink tongue came out and gently

i cked her hand, she relaxed a little.

"You—you told himto do that, didn't you?" she said in a shaky voice. "You
really can talk to him just as you do to ne?"

"Not as easily, no. But he's very clever; in fact, I'mnot sure how exactly
clever he is. He's really sonething al nost as newto me as to you, and we've
only been together a week. Now Kl ootz, ny bull norse, the big fell ow outside
has been ny partner for years. | can talk to himeasily, but he's nowhere near
as clever as Gormhere. Still, he fools me at times too, and just when | think
i know the Iimts of his brain, he tries sonething brand new and surprises

ne.
"Gorm" she said softly, stroking the furry, black head. "WII you be ny
friend, GornP"

"He'll be your friend, don't worry," Hyero said. "And he's also a very

ef fective guide and scout. But now pl ease be quiet for a few nonents. | want
to ask himhow he got here. W parted when | went clunping out in the open to
pi ck you up." He leaned forward and concentrated on Goon's nind

The bear, it seemed, had drawn back behind the rocky point as soon as he had



seen where Klootz was heading. He had tried to nmake nental contact with the
departing priest, but realized thai it would be hopeless in all the confusion
He had, however, picked up other telepathic mnds, not Hero's, although he
could not make out what message they were sendi ng.

/ think that was our enem es (who were) trying to get people to
hunt/stop/'attack us fromin front, Hiero sent. How did you/ Gormsnell/find
(us)?

Easy/cub/trick, came the answer. Wens (back from big water, wal ked al ong—eane
down to big water—snelted—went back—swam smal|l water above nmen's houses—eane
down (again), followed and snelled your trail

By that time, Gormhad conme to the hut village of the white savages, nost of
whom were back fromtheir bird arena and were nilling around and all making a
fearful racket in the night. He had watched for awhile and then, seeing that
the villagers had a | arge pack of yel ping dogs, he had quietly swumthe little
river and gone on east, returning to the beach to pick up
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Klootz's tracks and then sinply following themuntil he found their present
canp.

The priest decided that pursuit that night sounded very unlikely and that they
could relax and trust Klootz and the bear to warn them Settling hinself once
agai n, he recommenced questioning Luchare where he had left off.

"The El evener? Wy, he | ooked |ike anyone else, an ordinary man of ny people,
perhaps fifty or so years old, except for those drab, brown clothes. Why?"
"That's very interesting," Hero said. "lIn your country, it's obvious, the
peopl e are all as dark-skinned as you and have that curly hair and those dark
dark eyes, right?"

"OfF course. Why? Until | ran away, 1 never saw anyone of another col or, except
once or twice a white-skinned slave fromthe North, fromaround here, | guess.
But the few El eveners |'ve seen have all been of ny own people."

"Well," the man said thoughtfully, his eyes fixed on the tiny fire, "up ny
way, they all look like ny people, that is, with bronze or the Inyan reddish
skin, straight black hair, high cheekbones, and so on. Wich, | think, tells
us sonething interesting about the El eveners that the Abbeys hadn't known

bef ore. Now, before you go on with your own story, tell ne one nore tiling
about them In our areas, they carry no weapons, teach children in school
serve as ani mal doctors, work on farns, eat no neat, and never take any pay,
except nere subsistence. Al so, they hate the Uncl ean, but never seemto do
much about fighting them Is all that true down in D al wah?"

"Yes, | think so," she said. "The church doesn't care much for them but the
poor people get very angry when there's any talk of bothering them so they're
generally let alone. You see," she added naively, "the peasants have so much
to get angry about as it is, why stir themup over something that makes no
real difference? That's what ny—a teacher | knew told me. They don't really
mean anyt hi ng one way or the other, just |ike the Davids."

"Who are the Davids?" Hiero asked.

"Ch, a funny group of traders who call thenselves People of David, who live in
our big city and in some of the others, | guess. They actually don't believe
in the church, they won't eat lots of ordinary things, and they don't marry
anyone but another David. But no one bothers them either, because they
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pay their taxes pronptly and al ways trade honestly. Al so, they can fight |ike
wildcats if anyone tries to molest either.themor their church. They have a
funny one with no cross and no Dead God at all, and at school once, one of
themtold me it's much ol der than ours! They're really peculiar!"

"Hunph, " Hiero grunted, thinking, at school, ehl and trying to assinilate al
he had | earned. "Mist be an odd heresy of some ancient kind we never got up
our way. The last one in Kanda, a group called Prostan, | believe, reunited

wi th our church over two thousand years ago. Since then, it's all been one



Church Universal. You certainly have a |lot of strange survivals in the far
South. But go on with your own story now, and |I'Il try not to interrupt."

He fed the wee fire to provide a light, and as the faintest haze of snoke rose
to the highest | evel of shiny | eaves under the round done of the tent-tree,
the girl talked on, her matter-of-fact tones seem ng to enphasi ze her

extraordi nary story. Hiero had |lived through many strange adventures,

i ncludi ng the nost recent ones, but he was spell bound just the same. The bear

| ay dozing, head in her |ap.

The El evener, a quiet, elderly man, had set Luchare's |eg and hel ped carry her
to a shelter. He had then gone away, but soon had cone back with a large draft
ani mal , sonething like Kl ootz, apparently, but striped and light in color

wi th short, straight horns, which stayed on all year, unlike antlers. It was
commonly called a kaw. Both of them had ridden the kaw away on a trail to the
nort hwest. The El evener, whose name was Jone, had told the girl that he was
going to try and take her to a place of safety run by his order, but that it
was a long way of f and that they woul d have to be very careful. He had asked
no questions of her at all

They had travel ed for many days through the great, tropical forest, avoiding
the main roads between the warring city-states, but using gane trails and

vill age paths where they coul d. The peasants and woodsnen were always glad to
see them gave them food and shelter, and warned them of m grating herds,
runored appearances of Leenutes, and other signs of the Unclean, In return
Jone had hel ped the village sick, sat with the dying, and distributed sets of
little carved wooden letters he had made, so that the children could learn to
read and wite. This idea, Luchare interjected, was one of the tricks that

real ly
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annoyed her church about the Eteveners, since the priests did not believe, and
still less did the nobles, in giving the peasants new i deas.

"Some of nmy own church don't Iike themany better," Hi ero admitted, "though
everyone can read and wite in our country. But conservatives dislike them as
arivai religious group. | guess they are in a way, but if we're not doing the
job properly, then they should take over, as better nmen, that's what ny abbot
says. But go on."

After sone three weeks of traveling, in a generally western direction, tragedy
struck. They were now far beyond the limts of any of the city-states and

t heir appendaged villages. Jone had told her that another week or so would
bring themto a place of safety. Actually, she had never felt nmore safe than
with the gentle El evener. Dangerous aninmals al nbst never cane near them and
if they did, snorted for a nmonent and then went away. Once, she said, a herd
of giant snakeheads, the lords of the forest, had sinply parted to one side
while the patient kaw had carried his twin burden down a lane in the mddl e of
t he huge beasts. Jone sinply had sniled when she expressed awe.

H ero thought to hinself that the El eveners must | ong have been in control of
ment al powers he now felt burgeoning in hinself, though his were drawn out by
the two' savage battles he had fought with his mnd. And the broad extent of
their society, in physical terns, was also news of the first magnitude. He
listened intently.

They had been ambling down a game trail in the jungle, Luchare said, no
different froma dozen others they had seen and exactly where, she had no
faint idea, when suddenly a nman had stepped into the trail ahead of them and
stood with his arns folded, facing them At the same time, a score of hideous,
hai r-covered Leenutes, things |ike enornous, upright rats, naked tails and
ail, but far nmore intelligent and arned with spears and cl ubs, had come from
the jungle on both sides of the trail. (Man-rats, Hero said to hinmself.) They
were totally surrounded, though none had cone closer than a few feet.

Luchare had been terrified, but Jone's gentle face had not lost its

i npassivity. The man in front of themwas ivory-skinned, totally hairless, and
wore a gray robe and hood, the latter thrown back. H s pale eyes had been cold



and evil beyond description. She knew that a master wi zard of the Unclean held
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them fast and she tried not to panic. There was a nmonent of silence, during
whi ch she . had sinply shut her eyes and hugged Jone around the waist. Then she
heard his cal mvoi ce speaking in D al wah.

"Let us speak aloud. There is no need to frighten the child. | offer a
bargain."

"What bargain. Nature-lover, Tree-worshipper? | grip you both tight in ny
hand. "

"True enough, o Dweller in the Dark. But | can slay nmany of your allies, and
even you yourself could be injured, or at |east drained of power for days by
the struggle. I aman Ascended One, as | think you are well aware. This trap
was set with some care, and in an unlikely place.”

Trenbling, Luchare had heard the eneny's harsh voice ask again what bargain
was proposed.

"Let the child and the animal go. If so, on ny word and soul | will make no
resistance to you and will submt nyself to your w shes. Speak quickly, or 1
will force you to kill us at once, and it will not be an easy struggle."

"So be it. Tree-man. One of your rank, even in your weakling order, is a rare
captive in all truth, since usually you skulk in safety in holes and corners.
Let the child and the beast go, then, and conme with us."

"I'n all your thoughts and deeds there are lies,” was Jone's cal manswer. "I

will send her away, unfoll owed by any of your dirty pack, and | can easily
tell if that is so. | will remain here for an hour, and after that time has
passed, will go with you. That is the unalterable bargain."

Luchare could alnost feel the terrible rage of the Uncl ean adept, but in the
end, as Jone apparently had known he woul d, he agreed.

Bl essing her gently in an unknown tongue, the El evener had al so spoken to the
kaw, and the creature had at once noved rapidly away down the trail, now
canyi np her alone on its saddle. Her |ast sight of her friend had been of the
slim brown-clad figure standing patiently, facing the gray devil and his
horrid crew of attendant nonsters. Then a curve of the jungle wall of green
had hid themall fromsight. At the remenbrance of how Jone had saved her
Hiero could see that Luchare was close to tears.

"He nust have been a very good nman," the priest said
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quietly. "1 have net one of those w zards of the eneny nyself, indeed a man so
i ke your own description that it m ght have been the sane foul being, were

t he di stance not so great. And he al nbst slew, or worse yet, captured nme. Had
it not been for the fat, clever one there, with his head in your |ap, he would
have done so." As he had hoped, the girl was distracted and forgot her sorrow
in her interest. He gave her a brief sketch of his encounter with S nerg, and
when he was through, encouraged her to resune her own story.

The poor, faithful kaw had been the first casualty a few days later. She had
slept in a great tree one night, and sonme prow ing nonster had fallen on the
kaw as he stood underneath and killed him In the norning she had descended,
avoi ded the bl oody remains on whi ch scavengers were feeding, and fled on foot,
in which direction she hardly knew.

Great beasts, many of themthings she had never seen before, constantly

snuf fed on her trail, and she escaped death only by inches on nore than one
occasi on. Several tines she had thought of suicide, but sone tough strain or
ot her had forced her on. She still had her spear and knife and had nmanaged to
feed herself, though nostly by watching what the birds and small nobnkeys ate.
Thi s had hazards, though, and she had got very ill on two occasions.
Exhaust ed, her clothes in rags, and close to starvation, one day she had heard
human voices. Stealing close to investigate, she had found hersel f |ooking at
a canp of traders, swarthy, black-haired men, not unlike Hi ero, she said,
whose kaw drawn wagon caravan was parked in a large clearing. Mreover, the



clearing was athwart a broad trail, alnost a dirt road, which entered one side
of it and left by the other

VWhile lurking in the brush, hoping for a chance to steal food and cl ot hing,
she had been surprised by an alert sentry who had with hima big watchdog on

| eash. She had tried to fight but had been knocked col d. Wien she woke up, she
had been brought before the master trader, who had exam ned her carefully. She
woul d tell them nothing, although they spoke sonme bits of her |anguage. The
trader chief had ordered sone of his wonmen (it was a big wagon train) to

exam ne her physically, and on finding out that she was a virgin, had treated
her well, but had her heavily guarded. It was made plain that she was val uabl e
property, to be sold to the highest bidder
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She had ridden for several nore weeks with them always watched, but treated
wel I enough. She had | earned to speak batwah then, she said, and was soon abl e
to talk to the other wonmen, who were not unkind, though making it plain that
she was not on their social level. But she was not beaten or raped, and was
allowed cloth to wear and given a riding kaw, though it was |ed by another
They had crossed several w de expanses of open grassland, and once had avoi ded
what they said was one of the deserts of The Deal h. One day they cane to the

I nl and Sea, of which Luchare had only heard vague | egends, and there found a
wal | ed harbor town and many ships, traders and merchants, inns and narket

pl aces. Quite a large permanent popul ation lived there, sone of them farning
the fertile land on the port's outskirts and selling grain and produce to the
passi ng ships and caravans. There were people of all skin colors, including
both whites, dark browns, |ike her own, and the traders, nost of whom | ooked
nore |ike Hi ero than anything el se. She even saw sone battered-| ooking
churches, though none of the traders she saw were Christians, and she was not
allowed to go near the buildings or speak to a priest. She thought she had
seen only one at a distance.

The town was call ed Neeyana and was said to be very old. Luchare did not nuch
care for it. The people were apt to be sullen, and she saw faces in the
shadows whi ch remnmi nded her of the Unclean w zard. The Uncl ean were not ever
nmentioned there, except under one's breath and after |ooking over one's

shoul der first. She had the feeling that sonehow the Unclean were in the town,
woven into its fabric in sone evil way, so that they both tolerated it and
influenced it at the same time. The girl found this difficult to explain, but
H ero t hought he caught her meaning, ft was obvious that just as the

El eveners' order extended far beyond his previous conception of their scope,
so too did the power of the eneny.

Luchare had been sold, after several weeks in guarded seclusion, to yet

anot her merchant, a man who was enbarking on a ship with his conpany and his
trade goods.

He had al so had her well guarded, apparently al so appraising her mai denhood at
a high price, which nade the Metz snile inwardly. What on earth was so

val uabl e to these strange southerners about female virginity? he wondered.
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She had never been on anything |arger than a rowboat or canoe before, Luchare
went on. The ship had great, pointed sails and seenmed i mrense to her. But a
storm canme up after three days' fast, smooth sailing, and there was a w eck.
The ship was driven on to a small island of rocky precipices and cliffs at
night. The followi ng norning they had been di scovered by a white, savage tribe
who cane out in canoes, the sane ones from whom Hi ero had rescued her. They
seened friendly enough to the nerchants, and their chief priest had had a
conference alone with the shipmaster. But in return for saving the traders and
t heir goods, such as were not |ost or ruined, they had wanted Luchare, whose
skin col or they had never before glinpsed, to sacrifice to the huge birds they
wor shi pped.

"The traders agreed, the dirty lice," Luchare said. "They even canme and



wat ched. Did you see them all sitting on one end? They were dressed a bit
like you, but had hats." And the follow ng afternoon, she had been stri pped
and tied to the stake where the priest had first seen her, while the flock had
cone fromafar, drawn by the sunmons of the tall drums. Those drumns, which

H ero had heard the previous day, had heral ded the previous death of a male
prisoner, a captive fromanother tribe down the coast.

Exhaust ed suddenly as the events of the |ast few days caught up with her, and
with her tale finally done, Luchare fought to stay awake. Hi ero got up and
gave her a bl anket and a spare coat of his own fromthe saddl ebags. She smled
drowsily in thanks, curled up, and was sound asleep in seconds, the sleep of
heal thy youth, able to shrug off worry in a matter of seconds. A faint buzzing
noi se fromher pretty nmouth, her rescuer decided, was altogether too fem nine
to qualify as a snore. What a beautiful thing she was, even with that weird
hair, |ike bunches of great, |oose springs!

H ero realized at this point that he was yawni ng so continuously his mouth was
unable to shut, and hastily gathering up the other blanket, he fell asleep
hinsel f, quite as quickly as had Luchare.

Qutside the shelter of the tree, the big norse browsed under the stars, the
warm scented air bringing himmany messages fromfar and near. Presently the
bear emerged and touched noses with the bull, then turned and set off into the
ni ght on
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a hunting expedition of his own, while inside the tree's shelter the two
humans sl ept, know ng they were guarded.

In the norning, Hiero awoke with a start. A strange sound caught his
subconsci ous and nade himsit up and reach for his knife in one and the sane
novenent .

But a second | ater he stopped the notion and gri nned sheepi shly. The sound was
a soft voice singing a little tuneless song over and over, in a refrain that
wavered up and down in an odd but pleasant way. It was enough |like a |ullaby
in his own | anguage for himto feel that it probably was one in Luchare's too.
When he pushed the branches aside and squinted at the sun, he knew it was

m d- morni ng. He had slept over ten hours and nust have needed it. A few feet
away, with her dark back to him the girl sat sew ng sonething, using his own
repair and mendi ng kit, which she had di scovered in the pack. Her gentle

si ngi ng masked his approach, and realizing this, he coughed politely.

Luchare | ooked up and smiled. "You're a late sleeper, Per H ero. See what |'ve
made?" She stood up and, before he could say or do anything, had slipped off
her ragged skirt. For a second she stood revealed, a slim nude statue in
pol i shed mahogany, then slipped on the garment she had been working on. In
anot her second she was | aughing at himfroma | eather one-piece suit, with

el bow | ength sl eeves and shorts that came to m d-thigh

"Well," he managed, "that's very neat. My spare clothes, | gather."

"Only part," she answered. "I left you the extra pants and underthings, so
this is only your other long |leather shirt. You don't mnd, do you?" Her face
grew |l ong at the thought of disapproval.

"Not a bit, You're a marvel ous needl ewonan. If | get any nore holes in things,
' mgoing to have you fix themup for ne."

"I only learned, well—-after |I ran away. |'d never sewn anything before. It's
pretty good, isn't it?" She pirouetted, arns held out, a pretty picture in the
sunlight. Behind her, the big norse | ooked on, blinking, and Gorm as usua
when there was
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nothing else to do, slept under a snmall bush

The water he had not wanted to ford the previous night lay a hundred yards
off. In the glare of the day, he could see it was nothing but a small bay, not
a river mouth, and that they could walk around it in half an hour

They ate a brief neal fromthe pack. The grouse even Gorm now di sdai ned, and



it was hurled away, but antel ope steak, peneekan, and biscuit were a whol e | ot
better than nothing, and five of the great snapper eggs were yet unbroken in

t heir packi ng. The bear and each human ate one. Then Hi ero and the girl

cl eaned the saddl ebags, washed out the squashed egg, and aired the rest of the
contents. Alittle before noon, they were on their way again.

Al the rest of the day, they foll owed the shore eastward. Cccasionally, a
rocky outcrop would make themturn inland, but they sel dom devi ated rmuch from
their course.

H ero was pleased with his capture, though at intervals his mnd would grapple
with the gloony realization that he had no idea what to do with her and that
she was in no sense supposed to be a part of his mission. In fact, he thought
in one of these nonents of clarity, by distracting him she was probably a
positive danger! Still, she was fromthe very area to which he had been sent,
she was a mine of information on the people, custonms, and political makeup of
her [ and, and besides—there was no obvious alternativel

Once they cane to a place where a series of |ong sandbars, strewn with | ogs
and other stormwack, lay in the sea, just off the nouth of a small creek. On
t hese bars, sone of the great snappers, their dark gray shells crusted with
growm h and al gae, | ay basking and sunning thensel ves. They hardly blinked
their evil eyes, however, as the little party went on by along the beach and
spl ashed their way across the stream

"Do you have those in your country?" the priest asked as they watched the
comat ose nonsters warily.

"Yes, and nmuch worse things," was the answer. It seened that the very sewers
had to be screened with great iron bars and grills of massive stonework, even
in her own proud city. O herw se, foul things, water-borne and avid, energed
at night to devour whatever and whonever they could. Bridges, too, had to be
covered with strong barriers and roads near streans strongly stockaded when
possible. Even with all that, heavily
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arnmed, nounted patrols went continually about on regular beats, |ooking for
intrusive jungle creatures and repelling incursions of Leenutes. Hi ero was
used to a life of fairly constant strife, but he began to feel that he had

al ways lived in peace and qui et after hearing about everyday existence in

di stant D al wah.

That ni ght they canmped on a high, rocky knoll, fromwhich, at early evening,

H ero could see well inland to the beginning of the Palood, its night msts
rising in the still air. Far on the distant air, as he watched, canme the faint
bel | ow of one of the nonster anphibians, a grimwarning not to venture back
into the great marsh.

As they sat talking after their evening neal, which consisted of one of the

| ast snapper eggs and sone chunks of the cooked antel ope which they had
carried along, the Metz priest suddenly fell silent.

Very faintly, out at the edge of his mind, his psychic consciousness, he had
felt something, a touch, a thought, plucking. It was hardly enough even to
noti ce, but he was becom ng nmore and nore aware of his wi dening powers in this
area. He now could "hear," w thout even thinking about it, the "voices" of
little birds and small, hiding animals they passed as they rode al ong. Luchare
he did not probe, out of courtesy and decency, but he felt sure that he could
do so if it should becone necessary .

The dark girl noticed his intent | ook and started to speak, only to have him
wave her into silence with a perenptory hand.

Concentrating very hard, he tried his best, using all his newfound (and

har d-won) know edge to pinpoint and identify what he was "hearing," but it was
usel ess. Yet he had a nore than strong feeling that whatever it was, it was
Finding him albeit very gently and subtly!

H ero got quickly up and went over to the packs. Com ng back, face set, he
carried the strange netal antenna-spear of the dead S nerg and, sitting down,
opened the thing out to its fullest length and drew out the two forehead



contact rods. Wth these on his head, he felt the power he possessed within

hi nsel f expand suddenly, and al nost felt sonething el se!

Greeting, Enemyl, cane a surge of evil force. The priest felt at the sane tine
a wave of power as the person or entity on the "sending end" tried to use his
strength to pinion Hiero and enclose his mind with an intangible, yet very
real, block. He
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had been incredibly |Iucky, he now knew, when he had first activated this
thing. If the power on the other end of the comruni cation band had then tried
this trick at once, he woul d probably have been caught. But now, armed with
his newwon strength and know edge, it was easy to fend the other off, as a
fencer wards a sword stroke, and at the same tinme keep open the nessage |evel
so that he could either listen or talk.

You are strong, Eneny, came the next grudging thought. Are you a renegade

brot her of ours or perhaps a new mutati on we know not hi ng about ? W& have

conti nuously wat ched and guarded this wavel ength since we realized that you
had sl ain our brother and stolen his (indecipherable name or synbol)
communi cat or.

H ero sent no answering thought. The other knew he was |istening, however, and
he had a feeling that the Uncl ean, alnost certainly one of their w zard | ords,
woul d not be able to stop talking. It was obvious that they had no i dea who or
what he m ght be. They were arrogantly sure, though, that he rmust have their
ki nd of twi sted, sick mnd, whatever he was, and the idea that one of their
despi sed foes, an Abbey priest, had such power was obviously alien to them
You are not one of the disciples of the tree-worshippers, the soft Earth

| overs, who call thensel ves the El eventh Commandnent Seekers, that is plain,
cane the thought. We know their mnd patterns, and you are far nore like us in
power and cunni ng.

A dubi ous conplinent, another section of H ero's mnd recorded, at the sane
time making note of the fact that the El eveners, while inplacable foes of the
Uncl ean, yet apparently were also in some kind of comunication with them

W | ost you in the great marsh, came the cruel thought. And we sent an
uncertain ally, now also seemingly |ost, so that perhaps, though he is very
strange, even to such as we, you slew himas well. In any case, you found the
(undeci pherabl e), which you al so took fromour brother's body. And you
silenced it. There canme a pause.

W1l you not speak? The thought was sweet now, with the evil, persuasive

sweet ness of uncat ai ogued sin. W, our great Brotherhood, acknow edge you as a
full equal. W wish you to join us, be one of us, share our power and our
purposes. Do not fear. W cannot find you unless you wish us to. W
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wi sh only to exchange thoughts with a nind of such power as yours, and one so
different. The thought was soft and honey, sickly, sweet. Speak to us, our
Eneny, whom we wi sh to make a friend.

The priest held his nental barrier raised high, as a gl adi ator secutor once
held a shield against the deadly net of the retiarius. He renmenberd the

El evener, Jone, who had died to save Lu-chare and his remark, "In all your

t hought s and deeds there are lies," Further, H ero was by no nmeans sure that
the other and his crew could not |ocate him should he try and speak to them
as they asked. In fact, he decided, maybe they can even trace me now, white
just listen to them Who knows what they can do?

He tore the contacts off his head and sl ammed the antenna back in and

tel escoped the main rod shut, all in one notion. The alien voice stopped
abruptly. Yet at the very edge of his mind once nore, he could feel the faint
(and irritating) plucking and twisting as it still attenpted contact.

He concentrated, thinking hard. Perhaps if he altered the basic mnd shield he
had been taught at the Abbey, so—then, using his new powers, next activated
another, different nmental shield, causing that one to overlie the other, thus.
It worked. As his new barrier fitted over the old, the voice or mnd touch
ceased abruptly, like the Iight of a snuffed-out candle. He was no | onger



consci ous of any contact at all, and he was sure he had shaken off the eneny.
He | ooked up. It was full dark again, but the nobon was bright, and Luchare and
Gorm sat together a few feet away, in silent conpanionship, waiting for himto
return to them The norse could be heard as he fed hinself down at the bottom
of the rock, as usual keeping an unsl eepi ng guard.

H ero rubbed his eyes. "Don't worry," he said. 'The Unclean were just trying a
few ganes. They can't do it any nore, and I'll be all the nore ready next
tinme,"

"Are they following us? Are they able to—+to talk with your mnd?" the girl
asked hesitantly.

"No, not now. They don't know where or, for that matter, what | really am and
I think they are getting a bit worried about me. Anyway, they've been sending
out a constant w deband signal, sonehow tuned to what they had | earned of ny
personal brain pattern, trying to get into contact. | felt it, took
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out this thing— he kicked the comuni cat or—"whi ch bel onged to one of them
the one we killed, and talked to them You see,"” he went on, "they think I"'ma
Leenute or sonething, sone new kind of evil mutation, or just a naturally evil
human |i ke thenmselves. My mi nd seens to be changi ng somewhat, and they can't
figure ne out.

"Well, | got worried and cut themoff, and then i fixed their probe so that
they can't annoy ne either. 1 don't think they have a hope of |ocating us that
way any |onger."

He next repeated what he had said, only this time to the bear, using a
short-range band he felt no one could pick up or honme in on

Gor m under st ood remarkably well and even drew a surprising conclusion. You are
strong now, friend/Hero. It will be difficult/inmpossible for nost (of the)
enemny, except for the strongest/ol dest/nost senior, to overcone you.

This was nore of a statement than a query, and it nmade Hiero feel sure that

t he bear actually understood sonmething of his, the priest's, new nental

devel oprent .

They slept the night peacefully away, and after breakfast down on the beach
the next norning, Hi ero decided to cast the synbols and use the gl ass. He was
al nost certain that none of the Unclean were close by, and it seenmed worth a
smal | risk

He expl ai ned the process, got his equipnent, robed hinmself, said the brief

i nvocation, and waited for events. The girl, the bear, and the norse waited
quietly on the sand a little way off. Luchare was fasci nated, but w se enough
to realize that there nust be no distraction and that questions could al ways
be asked | ater.

Hero s first viewin the crystal was precisely what he wanted. A large bird,
probably a sea bird, with white wings (he could see them flash) and excell ent
eyes, was flying along the coast to the east, going exactly the way the nman
wanted to go hinself. The view was superb

He coul d see that the seacoast sand ran, uninterrupted by river mouths or even
smal |l stream ets, for nmany, many | eagues. The great Pal ood foll owed the coast
only a few mles inland, but was separated fromit by a nmore or |ess constant
barrier of higher ground on which grew rank scrub and pal mettos. Far off, in
one place only, the marsh touched the coast.

Far away too, in the renpotest distance, Hiero could see what
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appeared to be nmany islands, but they were hard to make out. As the bird

di pped and wheel ed, using the air currents to plane, he also saw pl unmes of
snoke rising froma stockaded village on a small river far back in the Wst.
Qoviously this was the canmp of their erstwhile foes, the pal e-skinned bird

wor shi ppers. Nothing else stirred, except that, well out to sea, on the

di stant horizon, sonme great dark thing nade a stir on the water as it swam |If
it was a fish, it certainly stayed curiously high out of the water, but he
coul d make out no details.

He willed the sight to end and opened his eyes to exam ne next what he held in



his closed left fist. First, before |ooking, he called Luchare and Gorm over.
There was nothing really secret, or, for that matter, sacred, about the
synmbol s. The prayer which preceded the casting in the bow was sinply to ask
God's help in making the choice, but the things thensel ves were not |ike a

pi ece of Communi on bread or a cup of sacranmental cider.

The girl was eager to know nore and the bear appeared interested too, although
H ero wondered how nuch of the abstract thought he actually grasped. The
amount of brain in that fur-covered skull was still a nystery.

What now lay in the priest's brown hand were sone already fam liar signs and
al so sone not yet utilized on this particular venture. There were five synbols
al t oget her.

The Spear and the Fish were both back. "War and water, battle and shi ps,
fishing and hunting," H ero said to Luchare as he set those two aside. Next he
| ooked at the O asped Hands. "That sign neans a friend in need." He smiled at
her. "A good sign, one of the best. It can also nean an old friend will appear
soon, or that I Wl make a new one, one whom| can trust. There's another
synmbol quite like it, this Open Hand," He showed it to her. "That one showed
up when Gorm appeared first. But the C asped Hands are a little different."
They nmeant a friend for life, ambng other things, but he sonmehow did not
nmention that fact.

"Could it nmean ne?" she asked. "I nean, | have so few friends of ny own, and
wondered ... 7"
"It alnmost certainly does nean you. ! doubt if we're going to see nany ot her

peopl e very soon, and those we do are mpost unlikely to prove friends. Let's
assune we each have a new friend." They both smiled this time, the copper face
and the
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dark brown one displaying twin sets of perfect white teeth.

"Let's see," Hiero went on, "what else have we? Two nore? Well, first the

Li ght ni ng. That has three meani ngs, of which two are very unconmon. First,
could be hit, that is, actually struck by lightning. | take | eave to doubt

that. Next, | could grow very, very angry. It sonetines means beware of anger
Possi ble, but | never felt less angry." He | aughed and turned the little thing
over on his palm "No, | think the usual thing, the commonest of all its

meani ngs, is neant again. Just plain, very bad weather; in fact, a big storm
W' d better keep our eyes open for it." He placed the Lightning with the other
t hree.

"Last, what have we? The Boots, or Shoes, as sone call them A |ong journey,
and one which hardly needed an appearance, since | knew that before |I set out.
| guess it neans that as long as | thought il would be, it will end up being
even longer still." He stared at the tiny, fringed boots in his hand and then
gathered up all five synbols and replaced themin the bag with the other
thirty-five.

"Can you really make nore sense out of it?" the girl asked. "It seens, well,
a.bit vague. Most of the stuff could al nbst be guessed, if you think about
where we are, who we are, and what we're doing."

"First," the priest said as he finished unrobing and packing, "you're
absolutely right. It is a bit vague. But I'mnot a good talent at this

particul ar formof foreseeing. | know men, friends of mne, who could get a
ot more out of it, maybe draw ten synbols or even fifteen at one tinme, and
make an extraordi nary and detailed prediction. |'ve never got nmore than six
nmyself, and | feel 1've done well if |I get even a nodest clue as to what's
com ng. "

They both mounted, Luchare in front as usual, and with Gormranging in front,
he continued to lecture. "Now, we do have sonething to go on. The synbols are
an odd m xture of forces, you know. Part of it is genuine prediction, part

wi sh fulfillment, and part a subconscious—'ll explain that |ater—attenpt to
i nfluence future events.

"So—e have the Spear, the Fish, the C asped Hands, the Lightning, and the
Boots. A reading of the obvious answers mght, | stress might, run as foll ows:



a long journey, filled with battle, inpends upon us, or me, Atrue friend will

hel p, and the journey, or perhaps the next part, will be on, in, or
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over water. Now there are lots of other permutations possible. Ch, yes, the
journey will start with a bad storm or in one or something. That's what |

get, anyway. And | feel pretty certain that the stormis comng. That's the
surest of all of the signs."

The prospect did not |ook much as if a stormwere in view The sun shone
brightly, as it had for the past few days. The blue sea danced and sparkl ed,
the tiny whitecaps not even indicating a stiff breeze. Rafts of small ducks
and other waterfow whirled out on the water offshore, rising in clouds and
then settling as they fed and pl ayed.

Gorm Hiero send, what weather is com ng? The animals could usually sense
weat her a day or two ahead, especially if the change were going to be drastic.
To his surprise, the priest received a negative answer fromthe bear. No bad
wi nd, water, coming. Sun, noon, quiet air is all (that) comes.

"It may be," he said to Luchare, when he had expl ained his silent question
"that the weather is still too far away. The synbols are apt to be pretty
uncertain about time, at |east when | use them"

"Could | learn to use them do you think?" she asked. They were so cl ose, she
riding only an inch in front of him that she did not even have to turn her
head. Wen the norse noved quickly, the scented, corkscrew curls blewin

H ero's face, and he kept resolving to ask her to tie themup. Curiously, he
never seenmed to get around to doing it.

"Can't see why not. There are children, back in my country, who can use them

nore effectively than |I. It's a talent, that's all. My own are a little
different. | can do a good job of farseeing, | can talk to animals pretty
wel I, and now, just lately, | seemto be | earning some new tricks, nostly

about how to fight with my mind. But using the Forty Synbols to forel ock just
doesn't seemto be ny best attribute. You nmight be a whole |ot better. W'l
try it out later on."

"What about using ny own mind, the way you do? It would be wonderful to talk
the way you and the bear do. Could | learn that too?"

"Well," Hero said, "you could, I"'msure. It's just a talent and not a
particul arly uncomrmon one, either. But, unlike casting the Forty, which is
nmore or less instinctive, mnd speech and the other mnd attributes, up to and
i ncl udi ng tel ekinesi s,
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t he mani pul ation of solids by nmental force—dial's a rare gift,

i ncidentally—all have to be fought. And, once taught, practiced, practiced
constantly. | started at the age often, and many of the Abbey scholars started
earlier still. Some actually get selected when they can barely talk, on the
basis of some very conplicated tests. So, you see, it's not all that easy."
They rode in silence along the beach for a little way, and then in a small

voi ce, she asked, "Do you mean 1 can't learn at all, that I'malready too

ol d?"

"Good Lord, no," the surprised Hero said. "I'lIl try to teach you nyself when
we have a moment. | sinply neant it takes training, discipline, practice, and

time. You may be a marvel at it and go extra fast."

Bef ore he coul d even nove, she had whi pped around, eyes gl eam ng, and given
hima tremendous hug. "Wonderful! Can we start now, right away?"

"Well. 1, uh, well, that is, | hadn't..."

Most of the day passed quickly, in doing | essons. Actually, H ero thought to
hinself, it was probably a dammed good idea to have to recall all the basics
he had | earned in the Abbey schools. Luchare was very clever and she was al so
willing to work. The one thing she apparently wanted above all else in the
world was to talk to Gormand Kl ootz, and this was the goal Hiero held oul to
her as a reward. But he spoke bluntly first.

"Now listen to ne, carefully. The shield for your own thoughts is the nost



i mportant thing you can learn, and it has to be learned first."

When she wondered why, he explained that, with a decent mnd shield, a child
could evade the grip of the nost skilled adept alive, as long as the two were
not either very close physically to one another or |inked by an enotional bond
of some Ki nd.

"But if you start sending nessages w thout any ability to defend yourself,

why, the Unclean could actually grab your mind, take control of it, and force
you either to go to themor else to do whatever they wanted, commit nmurder
maybe, or anything! Even with a conscious shield, or the ability to create
one, if you use the powers of your mind too widely, then another m nd can hone
in on you, as if you were a target. That's what they' ve been trying to do to
me for the |ast week,

ON TO THE EAST

119

and it took quite a while to stop them conpletely from annoyi ng me. Now do you
under stand why what | say is inportant?"

"I"'msorry, Per Huero. I'll let you be the guide. Only," she burst out,
"please hurry, that's all. Sonmehow, | feel it's very inportant! Wy," she
added, "don't the Unclean control everybody's mind, if so nany are
unshi el ded?"

He laughed. "I'msure it is inportant, at least to you. Now let's revi ew what
| just taught you. But first, the Unclean can't control an unconscious mni nd
one that isn't sending at all, unless they have the person in their physica

power or in close contact. Now, to begin, the shield is to be conceived by
your mnd as an arc, surnounted by the Cross. Visualize this and then
practice, with your eyes open, making it appear in your physical vision, so
that the picture blocks oul the horizon. Next— He droned on, using his superb
menory sinply to repeat what ol d Per Hadena used to use as the basis for his
lectures. This allowed Hiero to think of other things and to keep watch. He
kept an eye out for the eneny flier, but no trace of it appeared. Many hawks
were in the sky, though, and he saw them di ving on the countless water birds.
Once they cane to a place where a small herd of the great water pigs |ay
floating near the shore. At the sight of the travelers, the big, shiny
creatures subnerged in a welter of foam and vani shed.

At another time they had to cross the marsh, previously glinpsed, where a

| ong, skinny finger of the Pal ood thrust south and caused an oozing streamto
drain into the Inland Sea. Hi ero had Kl ootz and the bear gallop across the
dirty shallows at the juncture of marsh and sea, while he watched the giant
reeds carefully. Nothing appeared, however, and the whole area was only a
quarter of a mle wide. Once through it, the pleasant sandy shore began again.
They camped that night under a rock overhang, and H ero allowed a tiny fire,
first bringing a rock over to screen it even fromthe water, which the girl

t hought arusi ng.

"There are ships out there, you know," he rem nded her. "Probably very few
contai n anyone or anything friendly. You ought to renenber; you were on one.
And a fire m ght draw other unpleasant things too, not human at all." Having
silenced her, he relented, and after supper (the |ast snapper egg), he allowed
the | essons to conti nue.

"I want you to realize sonething,’
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speed those | essons up considerably. The way to do it, and it's sometines done
in an energency, is to go into your mnd and do the teaching there. But |I'm
not going to."

"Why not ?" she asked. "I don't mind, and if il will help make things go
faster—

"You don't know what you're saying." He threw a tiny stick on the fire and
poked it gently. The soft night breeze brought them many sounds. The nuffled
grunting fromdown the beach to the west was probably the water pigs they had
passed earlier. The squawki ng from of fshore, which rose and fell, canme from
the sleeping flocks of waterfow . Far away, so far as to be al nost inaudible,

he said next. "I could



a big cat screaned once. Little waves broke on the beach in front of their
canp, a gentle splashing which never ceased

H ero went on gently. "To do what woul d have to be done, | would need to get
into your mnd al nost conpletely. Do you want nme to know your i nnernost

t houghts, dreans, hopes, and fears, nmany of which are in what the ancients
knew as the subconsci ous? That means the part of your mnd which doesn't think
so much as it does feel. Just reflect on that idea for a mnute."

Her face was serious in the firelight. "I see what you mean," she said.
"Thanks for being so patient. It's hard not to want to do everything quickly,
because it all sounds so marvelous. It's a newworld to ne. But | see what you
mean. No one woul d want soneone el se to know everything. Unless they were—er
maybe not even then. | mean—=

"I know what you nean," he said in a firmvoice. "And the answer is no, not
even then. If two people in |ove open their minds to one another, they always
shi el d sonething of the conscious mnd and all of the subconscious. Now let's
go back and review the techniques | told you to use in practicing. First..."
The next norning, Hiero felt a bit tired, but Luchare was as bright as ever.
She wanted to work all day, and he finally had to call a halt, as nuch to give
hinself a rest as anything el se. But when they rested at noon, he allowed her
to try and call Gorm To her inexpressible delight, the bear actually "heard"
her m nd voice and, as Hiero observed, seened pl eased too, alnobst as pl eased
as the girl herself.

The day was bright and cl ear again, and neither bear nor
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norse could feel the tingle of any com ng weat her change in their sensitive
bodi es. This nade Hiero worry a little, though he said nothing as they
journeyed on. The Lightning was about as close to being an infallible sign as
existed in the whole Forty. Wiile the priest felt hinmself to be only a

nmedi ocre artist mthe use of the synmbols, still he was not thai bad. O was
he? Still, perhaps the time element was the key. He turned to thoughts of
other matters and allowed hinself to forget his puzzlenment.

Anot her ni ght and day passed. Once they saw a fl ock of huge, running birds,
apparently flightless, racing up the beach far ahead, but beyond noting that
they were a dark green in color, could see nothing nore. \Watever they were,

t hey had excell ent eyesight and were extrenely alert and wary.

The next night, by the light of the now full noon, Hi ero hooked a huge,
round-bodi ed fish, weighing over a hundred pounds, he believed. Everyone

hel ped, and once, when they thought its thrashing would break the line, Gorm
waded into the water and walloped at it with an expert paw, which tamed it
enough for Hiero and Luchare to haul it out. Even Kl ootz pranced around in
excitement, although when they began to clean it, he snorted and went back to
hi s fodder of bushes and his sentry go.

Everyone el se fell asleep full of fried fish, the bear so round the priest

t hought he woul d burst. Lots of fish were snoked and packed for the future,
somet hi ng whi ch al ways pl eased Hi ero, who had the true woodsnman's feeling of
not wasting the alnost inperishable trail rations, tkepeneekan and biscuit.
The next day dawned cl oudy. As they set off, a very gentle rain, hardly nore
than a heavy mist, began to fall, and Hiero got out his spare waterproof hood
for Luchare. But it was not really unconfortable, and the weather renained
very warm even at night.

The mild rain continued all night and into the next day. It was rmuch too nisty
to see far. They paused briefly at noon and ate, then went on as usual. The
sea was calm but the fog had increased and a vague nal ai se was growing in
Hiero's mind. He now wi shed he had used another bird the last tinme it had been
clear and that he had | ooked ahead. Once again the thought of the Lightning
cane to him A mld drizzle and a nmi st were hardly bad weather, at least in
the sense of that particular synbol. It was nost peculiar
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Luchare had been practicing her exercises very hard, which had made her



i montedly silent for the previous two days. She was now good enough to
exchange nental "baby talk" with the bear, and Gorm al so seened to enjoy being
told to stop and go, to pick (up) that stick, and in general to be ordered
about like a not-very-intelligent dog. But as the afternoon passed, Hi ero grew
nmore and nore unconfortable and he finally told themboth to stop using their
m nds, even at this close range. He could not see why he was disturbed, yet he
trusted his instincts enough to believe there was a reason. Kl ootz and the
bear seened consci ous of nothing out of the way, however.

Nevert hel ess, when di saster struck, the priest knewthat it was his fault and
that he had not been prepared or even alert, for that matter. In retrospect,
the enemy had laid the trap with great care.

But if only Gorm had not been wal king next to Klootz, if Hiero had not been

| aughing at the girl's nental effort to make the bear pick up a dead fish.

| f—f—f!

At first glance, the little bay |ooked utterly enpty. They had rounded anot her
of the innumerable rocky points which thrust through the sand and out into the
wat er when they came upon it. The mist partly shrouded some small islets just
of fshore. On the shore itself, a few hummocks of gray stone, their feet
circled by olive-colored scrub pal netto, reared about the lighter sand of the
beach. Only the lapping of tiny wavelets broke the silence of early evening as
H ero checked the norse, sone evanescent doubt troubling his mnd

He urged Klootz forward just as Gorm suddenly ran ahead of them nose lifted
hi gh as he caught a rank scent. Luchare, unaware of any tension, |aughed

happi |y as she watched, finding the bear's pose ridicul ous.

The rocks and bushes on the beach erupted | eaping figures. A horde of
fur-covered, bounding Leenute horrors, stub-tailed and with glistening fangs,
resenbling giant, distorted nonkeys seen in a nightmare, cane at them from al
sides but the rear. As they cane, their ululating, echoing cry, long faniliar
to Hiero on the northern marches, rang out in hideous famliarity. In their
hands the Hairy Howl ers bore | ong spears and cl ubs and brandi shed great

kni ves.

Yet this was not the chief nenace, bad as it appeared. From behind a small

i sland of granite, a |long, black vessel, bare of
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any nmast, glided snoothly only a few hundred feet offshore. On its foredeck
hooded fi gures bent over a shining nmetal mechani sm whose short-pointed, solid
barrel was ained at the norse and his riders.

The priest reacted by instinct, the unconscious, trained Kill-man taking over.
His reflexes were thus even faster than either those of the bear or of his own
great steed.

Get back out! was his savage nmessage to Kl ootz and Gorm as, thrower in hand,
he slipped fromthe saddle. The girl, frozen in surprise, sinply stayed fixed
desperately in her place as the nmorse turned about on his own rear end, so to
speak, alnpbst squatting in his effort to obey the conmand he had been given.
He was already twenty paces away in the first of a series of great bounds when
his nmaster fell

H ero had been bringing the thrower into aim deterni ned not to m ss the boat
and its menaci ng weapon, when the Un* clean gunner fired first.

There was a streak of blue fire and the stink of ozone. Hero felt a terrible
bl ow on his chest and a noment of intense cold as he blacked out. Hi s | ast

t hought as he slid into darkness was. So this is what the Lightning neantl
Then—not hi ngness.

*6 *

THE DEAD | SLE

H ERO S FI RST SENSATI ON WAS OF PAIN. THE SECOND OF MOVE-nent. Instinctively,
the pain nade himtry to rise, but he found he was hindered, that he could
not. This in turn nmade himrealize that he was lying on his back on sonethi ng
hard whi ch nmoved gently, heaving restlessly up and down, sideways and back, in
a regul ar rhythm



The pain was centered in the mddle of his breast, a constant ache of
tremendous proportions which sent ripples of |esser pain throughout his whole
body. Hi s right hand was free, and instinctively it sought his chest. It there
encountered a hard object of unfamliar shape and funbled with it. That's
wrong, his mnd said indignantly. The Cross and Sword shoul d be there!

He realized at this point that his eyes were open and had been for sone itne.
He was in total darkness, then, or alnost total. A very faint line of light, a
little bel ow eye |l evel, showed some way off. As he tried to concentrate on it
and at the same tinme block off the pain by Abbey techni ques, nenory al so
ret ur ned.

The Lightning! Sonething very like real |ightning had apparently been used on
him The meaning of the little synbol had been its rarest attribute, then, and
it had tried to warn himthat he would actually be struck by the strange
weapon on the Uncl ean boat's deck. And he was on an anchored boat now,
probably the same one. He had been on small vessels of the
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Republic many tines and on traders' boats too. The feeling was unni st akabl e.
The pain still a constant, but now rendered bearable at |east, his mnd began
to work again. What was this strange object that lay on his chesi? His free
hands, left now as well as right, traced its outline in darkness until they
cane to a heavy thong which was attached to the object. As he realized what
had happened, Hiero offered a silent but fervent prayer of gratitude. The
eneny weapon, the electric bolt or whatever, of the Unclean had hit squarely
(or been directed: who knew God's will?) on the silver Cross and Sword
nmedal I i on whi ch was the badge of his order. Result: a fused mass of nelted
silver and a man alive who m ght otherw se have been dead!

Hi s hands felt further down, to his waist, and encountered a broad band of
snooth metal, whose very feel was strangely unpl easant. This was what held him
firmy to the hard bed or table on which he was secured. Against his ear

t hough, he now heard the surge and rush of water, and he realized that he mnust
be i nmpri soned agai nst the actual hull of the ship, apparently down in the
hol d, or a section thereof.

H s eyes were now as ni ght-adapted as they would get, and he could see
slightly nore. The thin line of light was indeed the bottomof a door. Hiero
was held by the broad wai stband, on a narrow bunk, and the band was secured at
one side of the bunk by a massive |ock. The room or cabin was snall, about ten
feet square, and contained no furniture, except for a foul-snelling bucket in
one comer whose use was obvious, although in his present condition his neta
belt prevented his reaching it. Walls, deck, overhead, everything he could
reach, were all of nmetal, featureless and blank, with no rivets or welds

showi ng. Since all the vessels he had previously seen were of wood, with
experimental iron hulls only being tal ked about, the priest was conpelled to
admre the workmanship. It was, he reluctantly conceded, well in advance of
any type the Abbeys possessed, at least in the nautical realm He renenbered,
too, that the boat he had seen was mastless and no sign of snpke had shown
either, elimnating both sails and the crude steam engi nes of the newest
Republic craft as a means of propul sion.

As he listened now, he began to hear other noises over the faint groaning of
the hull and the slap of waves on its outer
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surface. Voices came faintly to himand al so nmuffled barking and grunting
sounds, the latter all too famliar. Apparently some of the How ers were on
board. Underlying the other noises was a thin, whining hum barely audible if
one concentrated. This, he decided, nust be the ship's engine or whatever
provi ded power, and he wondered how it operated.

H ero had wasted no line in | ooking for any weapons. Hi s belt dagger and his
heavy sword-knife were gone, and the rest of the things were on the saddle.



Had Kl ootz and the girl gotten away? Had Gorm al so escaped in the confusion?
Poor Luchare, her protectors were always getting trapped by the eneny!

H s musings were interrupted by the clink of a |lock or |atch. The door opened,
sliding into a recess, actually, and light flooded the little cubicle, causing
the priest to blink and raise a hand to his eyes.

Before he put his hand down, a fetid stench warned himof one eneny, at |east,
a Howl er. As he | ooked, his eyes adjusting to the new glare, he saw that his
captors had turned on a fluor in the ceiling.

There were two men in the now fam liar gray cloaks and hoods. One wore that

m nd-wr enchi ng spiral on his breast, but this tinme instead of red, it was in a
sickly blue. The sanme one, the obvious |eader, had his hood thrown back, and
he so resenbled S nerg that Hiero had trouble in not gasping al oud. The
subordi nate creature kept his hood on, but the priest glinpsed a brutal

count enance in the hood's shadows, bearded and with a broken nose. Against the
wal | near the door crouched the How er, a pink-faced nmonster, well over two
hundred pounds in weight, its dirty brown fur matted and foul. But under the
brow ri dges, the deep-set vicious eyes were alive with intelligence and
malice. In one huge hand it carried a netal weapon |ike a great cleaver.

The keen eyes of the |eading human had not mssed the flicker of recognition
in Hero's, and it was he who spoke first. He used batwah, Hiero noted, not
Met z.

"So—you have seen one of us before? Al the Brotherhood are close kin, priest,
and if you have glinpsed one, you have seen all."

Wat chi ng hi munder |idded eyes, Hiero could believe it. The man, if he was a
human man, seemed a trifle older than

128

H ERO S JOURNEY

H ero's nenmory of S' nerg, and his throat |ines were graven deeper. But the
resenmbl ance was still astonishing. Nevertheless, the priest said nothing.

The adept, for such he must be, spoke sharply in an unknown tongue to the

ot her man, and the one addressed hurried to Hiero's side, bent, and rel eased
the lock in the nmetal belt which held himfast, Hero did not nove, however,
but remained lying there, watching the three attentively.

"Good, good," the adept chuckled. "A man of great control. Had you | eaped up,

even got up slowy, | should have had you knocked down, just as a beginning
| esson in obedi ence. But we knew you were clever. Wy else all this trouble?
Still, 1 am pl eased. Now pay attention, priest, if priest you are, and not

somet hi ng el se.

"I am S duna. The big one in the corner is Chee-Chowk, and he does not |ike
you. No, not at all. He had never seen a Metz priest, yet he knows an eneny,
eh, Chee-Chowk? But actually, he's a delightful fellow. | only wi sh you could
see himtear a man's leg off and eat it in front of the victim Good sport,
eh, ny friend?" He smiled at the awful, grinning creature, and Hiero barely
restrained a visible grinmace of repulsion. "Too bad humanity, or your weakling
segnent of it, priest, doesn't like the How ers. Yes, we've adopted your nane.
It's not a bad one. You see, they're only nutated nonkeys of some |ong-extinct
species. W think they were | aboratory animals before The Death, but we're not
sure. They're very clever now, though, and they do hate humans, all except
their good friends." H s tone was |ight and bantering, and he appeared in no
hurry to nove

"We're goi ng ashore now for a few questions. As you'll see, escaping is silly.
And Chee-Chowk and his nmerry crew will be watching, waiting for a new kind of
di nner, please renenber that."

He | eaned over until his white death mask of a face was thrust close to

H ero' s inpassive brown one.

"You're sonething a little different, priest, I'll give you that. W may j ust
cone to ternms. Think that over, too. W don't generally use prisoners for
anyt hi ng except anmusenent. Qurs, not theirs, | mght say. But in your case,
wel |, who knows?

"Now get up," he added sharply, "and wal k behind us and
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in front of Chee-Chowk. And do what you're told. You'll live longer." He
turned and left the cabin, followed by his silent acolyte.

H ero got up quickly, but not quick enough to avoid a nasty cuff fromthe

Howl er, which shoved himthrough the door at the sane line. He fell, stil
weak, to his knees, and a great paw next jerked himroughly erect by his
collar and thrust himfurther on.

Ahead of him he saw the booted feet of the second nan going up a narrow
conpani on stair. The short condor was gray and featurel ess, save for a few
doors like his own. He wondered if Luchare were behind one, but he dared not
use his nmind for a probe, not in this place.

When he crawl ed out of the foredeck hatch, pushed from behind by the How er
he found the rain still falling, if anything, harder. As he tried to | ook
about, two nore gray-hooded nen took himby the arns and hal f-1 ed,

hal f-dragged himto the side and thrust himdown a | adder into a | arge row ng
boat .

They were in a harbor, a hidden anchorage surrounded by tall spires of snooth
rock rising fromthe freshwater sea. Despite the rain and m st, the priest
could see a few other craft, one of themw th masts, at anchor not far away.
None were |arge, and there was no sign of movenent on any.

Behi nd him the huge How er now crouched in the stern, while the horror's two
masters stood erect in the bow The two oars in the boat's waist were nanned
by a pair of hal f-naked slaves, white nmen, covered with scars and whose hair
and beards grew rank and undi pped. They stank worse than the Howl er, if that
were possible, and their eyes were vacant and apathetic. They stared at the
wat er and nade no sound.

As Hiero | ooked back, noving as little as possible, the boat turned under the
oars' power, and he got his first good | ook at the ship which had captured
him It was sharp-bowed, long, and slim the hull of dark gray metal, and with
a mdship cabin, also of netal. A curious short tower rose just aft the cabin,
with a crow s nest full of strange rods and instruments on poles, like giant
fly swatters. On the foredeck, a cloth shroud of some sort covered the weapon
whi ch had felled the priest.

The rowboat turned further and the ship was lost to his view Ahead of them
through the nmist, Hero saw a | anding, a stone dock thrust out into the water
froma rocky islet. On the islet
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above, hal f-hi dden under an upthrust crag, crouched a squat castle, a | ow
stone keep visible in the center of massive walls, which |ay open now to view
through a great gate. The ponderous doors of the castle were flung wi de

agai nst the gray walls, which rose up sonme thirty feet above the surroundi ng
r ock.

Not hi ng appeared to grow on the islet, and all was gray or black stone. On the
wal | s1 top, a few figures paced, but not in any regular order. The fortress of
t he Uncl ean seemed guarded not by arns, eyes, or regular sentries of any sort.
The Uncl ean | eader, S duna, turned fromhis place in the bow and stared down
at Hiero. Then he pointed to the oily black water through which they were
passing. "Look there, priest! W have many guards and many wards upon our

i sl and. Look and renmenber! None | eave the Dead |Isle of Manoon, save by

perni ssion!"

H ero stared at the water to where the white finger thrust. C ose to the boat
and clearly visible, even in the mst and rain, a round thing, several feet
across, energed, like a segnent of greasy hose, magnified many times. As it
turned and twisted, the Metz saw that it was an eyed head, a head of horror

It was some kind of giant wormcreature, whose sucking, round, jaw ess nouth
could not close, but gaped and contracted rhythmcally, full of sharp fangs
set in concentric circles. The thing dived under the boat as he watched, and
he estimted the body to be many yards in length. It had made no sound.

He | ooked at S duna and shrugged, very slightly, his face bland and unnovi ng.



The other smiled nmalignantly. "You appear a hardy one, 1'll give you that,
little priest. Let us see how hardy you remain when we go to visit in our
order's house on Manoon. Is it not a heartwarning place?"

H ero was now paying little attention. As the boat drew in toward the desol ate
i sl and, an assault had begun on his mnd. He sensed that S duna knew of it but
had nothing to do with it. The forces which laired on the isle had been
waiting for Hero, and their attack was the result of long preparation. It was
both a test and an assault and also, in an odd way, a wel cone. He knew that he
was being subjected to enornobus and increasing pressures which were intended
to destroy himif they could, yet which mght allow himto defend hinself if
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he could. And in the very nature of the onslaught, there was an el ement of
doubt. The Uncl ean rulers of Manoon did not yet know with what or whomt hey
were dealing. They could have killed himwhile he slept. Instead, they were
frightened enough to feel the need to experinent. And they still thought,
apparently, that he somehow could be induced to join them

He was hel ped, or rather shoved, onto the stone quay, and with the How er
behind and the others in front, was marched up the path, paved and snoot h,
toward the gate of the Unclean castle.

This | ast physical exertion, while not especially strenuous, alnpbst overtaxed
hi s wani ng strength. He could not estimate how | ong he had been unconsci ous,
but he was desperately tired and now felt the need of water and food as well.
He expected none of the anmenities, especially rest, however. The advantages to
t he enemy of questioning a weakened, half-exhausted prisoner were obvious.
However, the process of holding his mnd bl ock against the nental assault,
using his fast-waning physical energy to do so, was wearing himout at a
geonetric rate. Halfway to the shallow steps of the fortress, he fell, and
when Chee- Chowk's great paw wenched himerect, he fell again. He made no
effort to rise, concentrating only on holding the nental barrier, and at the
same time nerve-bl ocki ng any unpl easant physical stinuli. As he lay, the

How er cuffed himbut he felt nothing.

S duna | ooked down at himthoughtfully. "Wait," he said, lifting a pallid hand
to restrain the Leenmute. "Lift himup. It will avail us nothing to have him
die here. He is fast draining hinmself, and he is wanted for a |long period of
arduous questioning, if nothing more. Carry himgently, Chee-Chowk, as you
woul d one of your dirty cubs, eh?"

The wi zard certainly exacted obedience, Hero had to adnmt. He was lifted
gently in the great, hairy arms, and al though the stink of the creature was
appal ling, he could block that out too. Carried, or rather cradl ed, he passed
under the cold arch of Manoon. Few who entered that place left it, and of

t hose who opposed the Unclean in their purposes, none at all.

As he was bonme into the court of the fortress, the nental assault ceased.

H ero felt that S duna had signal ed sonehow, in a way he coul d not detect,

that the prisoner was worn out and had best be all owed sone respite. \Watever
the cause, the
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pressure and probi ng ceased, and although he kept his shield of force firmy
in place, with the rest of his senses he could | ook about, especially with his
eyes.

The fortress was not especially large. The whole extent inside the stone walls
was perhaps two hundred yards square. Steps led up to the walls' angles, and
as well as being |lowwalled thensel ves, the parapets were broad enough to wal k
upon. A few hooded figures paced them the sane he had glinpsed fromthe boat.
There were no armed nen about and he saw no obvi ous weapons in evidence, save
for Chee-Chowk's cl eaver.

The square stone keep which lay before themwas |ow, only about three storeys
hi gh, and had few wi ndows. Those it had were narrow and set in no obvious
order. The roof was flat, making the structure ook |like a great, gray, blank
cube, its shape in sone way an affront to any kindly softness or indeed the
human condition. The pavenent on which they wal ked | ooked |ike the sane stone



slabs as the walls and the fortalice. Al seenmed to the priest to have been
made wi th one purpose, an arid and sinister efficiency, one which denied
beauty or taste or even life as "being necessary. Inwardly, far, far inside,
he shuddered, but none knew or saw it by his actions or appearance. And too,
his curiosity could not be quelled entirely, even here. No one had ever
penetrated the lives of the eneny as he was now doi ng. He nusi observe,
despite hinself.

They passed t hrough a narrow door and went silently along an ill-lit stone
corridor. The dim blue gl ow of an occasional fluor provided the only |ight.

H ero | ooked back over the hairy shoul der of his carrier and saw the gray
light of day in the door vanish as they rounded a corner

Presently, after many baffling turns, the corridor began to go down. At the
same time, the hollow, echoing voice of S duna reverberated back fromin
front.

"Manoon lies truly below, priest. W of the Geat Brotherhood find the depths
a relaxant, a shield against the silly clanor of the world. Only in the bowels
of the earth is there the conplete silence we crave, the spiritual enptiness
we seek to encourage the grow h of pure thought." H s words echoed al ong the
stone corridor in dinnishing tones: "Thought, thought, ought, ought."

When the silence had returned, save for the pad of the three
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sets of footsteps, he added gently, "And the dead, of course. They are here
too." The echoes sighed: "Too, too, 00, o0o0.
Eventual ly, the two ahead came to a halt. A small, netal door had been opened,
and the great Leenute stooped and entered. He laid Hiero on a pallet of straw,
not ungently, and then backed out of the room snarling as he did, to indicate
his true feelings toward the captive.

"Farewel | for a tinme, priest," came the voice of S duna. "Rest and prepare

yourself. You will be summned, never fear." The door of heavy iron slamd
shut with a clang, and a | ock clicked. Then there was sil ence.
H ero | ooked about him The room or cell, a better description, had been hewn

fromthe living rock. There was no wi ndow in the rough walls, but a small slit
high in one corner, too small for a man's arm brought air fromthe distant
surface. A small fluor, set in the ceiling, protected by a metal grill, gave a
di m but adequate light. The cell was about ten feet square and furnished with
not hi ng, save for the straw mattress and a covered pail, the |l atter obviously
for sanitary purposes. There was also an evil-snelling drain in one corner
again with a heavy metal grill covering its opening.

Next to the pallet was a wooden tray on which were set an earthenware jug of
wat er, another of some sweet, dark wine, and a | oaf of ordinary hard bread.
One sensing taste, an art taught in the Abbey schools, told himthe w ne
cont ai ned sone unknown substance, but the bread and water seemed pure enough
if atrifle flat in taste. He poured the wine down the drain, ate the |oaf,
drank all the water, and lay down to rest. The air was danp, but not
especially cold, and he was not unconfortable. The pain of the great bruise on
his chest, where the lightning gun's blast had struck him was still vivid but
perfectly bearable. He now began, very cautiously, to try a previously

t hought - out experi nent.

He | owered the nmental guard on his mind a tiny, the smallest, bit. Imagine a
man weakening a wall of rough stones fromthe inside, in order to see if an

inimcal force, or a dangerous animal, is pressing on it fromthe outside. Bit
by bit, careful to make no sound, the man renoves first the |arger stones,
then the smaller ones which fill up the chinks. He pauses and listens at

frequent intervals. He is careful to |leave the outer face of the wall
unchanged. But until he is able to nake at
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least a tiny hole all the way through, he cannot conmuni cate with the outside
worl d and get help. This was what Hiero did with his brain, slowy disnmantling
his invisible wards and guards, one by one.

The very last step was not needed, so delicately attuned had his m nd becone



and so sensitive the warning devices that he felt the Uncl ean outside waiting!
It was a weird experience. He knew they were waiting, on constant watch,
waiting in what nunmbers he could not tell, for himto relax his barrier. And
he could feel themw thout so doing, feel themwaiting to invade his m nd
hopi ng he would be lulled into letting his inner fences down for even one
split second, which was all they needed. Gve themthat, and he would be in an
instant a mndl ess thing!

As carefully as he had dismantled his shield, so he rebuilt it. A few nonents
| ater and he could relax again. The wards were up once nore, and the whol e

t hi ng had been put on "automatic." Invade the cell and kill himwith a sword
thrust, they could do easily at any tine; but invade his brain and spirit, not
at all.

He | ay back considering. He was sure of one thing, and that was that he nust
have frightened the Uncl ean adepts badly. Had this not been so, he felt sure
he woul d now be writhing on some torture rack to give pleasure to one of their
feasts. But they wanted desperately to know nore about him that was obvious.
They wanted to know who and what he was and (H ero was certain this lay
uppernost in their thoughts) were there any nore like him As Iong as he kept
t hem guessi ng, he had a shrewd idea they would handle himw th great care.

How on earth could he use his nmind, since his body seened trapped here? The
ment al comuni cati on bands were seal ed off by the necessity of keeping up the
wal | between their nminds and his. Yet he could never escape unles he could
expl ore, could learn nore about his prison, and the only way to do that was to
use his unfettered mnd. And he knew he had better hurry, for God al one knew
how | ong he woul d | ast under the Uncl ean Brotherhood' s idea of an exam nation

The problem was a snake devouring its own tail. Relax the defenses and be
overwhel med. Don't relax themand die, through inaction, a little later, but
just as surely. The mind s "doors" were all |ocked since no one could
conmuni cate except on the known
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wavel engt hs, not the Uncl ean, not the Abbeys, not the animals, not anyone.

O —oul d they? Like many revolutionary ideas, H ero' s came partly through his
subconscious. It was slow energing into the conscious, and then suddenly it
was there. O could they? Where had he got that idea? Was it possible there
wer e ot her bands, perhaps on another part of the mind s spectrum one nobody
had yet chanced upon? He began to probe, sending his thoughts out on a

"wavel engt h" neither he nor anyone el se had ever tried before. It was a

t hought channel whi ch had | ong been deened bl ank, or rather too full of
"static" to be useful. The only thing it had ever been denonstrated to carry
was the nass mind of a beehive or wasp nest, for the channel was so "low' or
"coarse" that it was very close to the inaudible sounds of certain conmuna

i nsects.

Once again, analogy is necessary. Try to inmagine a specialized el ectronics
expert, who only had know edge of microwave anplifiers, forced to use a
crowded police call band, and use it with the microwave equi pnent which is al
he is accustoned to. In addition to adapting his unsuitabl e equi pment, he mnust
operate through the police calls, which are already apparently using that
particul ar band to capacity!

This was what H ero now managed to do. Lying on his straw heap, eyes shut, to
out war d appear ances sl eeping, he began to tap the nminds of his guardians at a
| evel they had never suspected anyone capable of utilizing. It was hard at
first, but the new wavel ength had fantastic possibilities. For one thing, he
found he could easily maintain his shields at the sane tine he explored with
it. The two "bands" were totally different, and one had no relation to the

ot her.

First, he looked for the source pf the pressure which never ceased to beat,

al t hough wi thout any effect, on his outer, automatically maintained shield. In
passi ng, he noted that he was now using his mnd at three separate, quite
distinct levels, at one and the same tine.

The enemy who watched himand kept up the thrust on his brain surprised him



It was only one man. But he had help. He sat before a curious nachi ne, whose

| ow humm ng and buzzing varied in a rhythmc pulse as it went up and down a
scal e. Above a board, covered with lights and buttons, hung

136 H ERO s JOURNEY

a clear glass tube filled with sone opal escent fluid, suspended by wre at
both ends. The fluid, oily and shimrering, seemed to nove in keeping with the
wavering rhythm of the board bel ow. The man, another adept, apparently, hood

t hrown back and eyes shut, sat with his hands fitted into two depressions on
the front of the board which were shaped to receive them |n appearance, he
was anot her duplicate, H ero saw, of S nerg and S duna.

Sawl Even as the word rang in his nind, he closed that channel off and
mentally retired into his own skull again, safe behind his shields. Saw
Wthout the benefit of an animal's eyes, he had sonehow seen the room and the
man. There was only one possible explanation. On this new |l evel, he was in the
other's mnd, undetected, and using the other's sense of perception. Could he
use nore than sight?

Cautiously, he eased hinself back along the line to the mnd of the Uncl ean
adept who, in turn, was supposed to be observing him He found to his
amazenment that he was occupying the other's brain and tapping the other's
sensations all at the same time. The sickly scent of an unpl easant incense
filled the control roomin which the adept sat, comng froma small, snoking
brazier. Hi ero guessed that it had an effect |ike Lu-cinoge and enhanced the
ment al powers. But the key fact was that he, Hero, was snmelling it, using the
ol factory sense of his unconscious watcher! And he could feel the cold neta

of the instrument board, where the other's hands now rested. The next step was
one he was reluctant to take. But he could see no way out of it. The strange
machi ne was undoubtedly tuned to the other's brain, was in a conbi ned nent al
and physical contact with him The priest wanted to know nore about the

machi ne, indeed felt it vital that he know nore. The Abbeys were only

begi nning to consider m nd enhancenent by nechanical aids, and the eneny was
obvi ously far ahead.

Slowy, as slowy as a person with poor sight threads a needle, H ero began to
use his new channel of observation to tap the adept's links with the nachine.
The experience was uncanny. Through the machi ne, he began to feel the m nd of
t he adept beating renorselessly on his own, Hiero's, nental barrier! A feeling
of intense heat began to overcone himand he w thdrew again, hastily. This
sort of circular nental polarity
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was obviously not without danger. It was not necessary to kill hinmself to test
his new powers, and what he had just tried was sonething that obviously needed
lots of lab work first.

When the sensation of heat, a feeling not physical, but nonethel ess dangerous
for all that, had vanished, Hiero sent his mnd to explore el sewhere, and sent
it roving, to seek other intelligences nearby. He was doing now, he realized,
in a conscious way, what his subconscious had al ways done when he wanted to
see and put hinself in a trance with the crystal

He "knew' S duna's personality from observation, both physical and nental, and
he set hinself to find that particular master of the Uncl ean Brotherhood. He
touched several other human nminds, and one non-hunman fleetingly. This latter
he took to be Chee-Chowk or some other Leenute, but he went on w thout

i nvestigating. Ah! He touched the mind of the nman he wanted.

The adept was apparently resting, his mnd under the influence of sonme strange
drug. Hiero was able to see pan of the room a |arge one, hung with dark
draperies and contai ning many strange instrunents laid out on tables. S duna

| ay upon a bed, and beside him another snmall brazier emitted a thin trickle
of bl uish snmoke which he was inhaling. One brief look into the thoughts of the
eneny was enough for Hiero. The man's plans for imaginative relaxation

i nvol ved much that was bizarre and sensuous and nore that was hideous, foul
beyond belief. Hiero withdrew his m nd, sure now that he could find the other
agai n whenever he wanted.



What next? The tine el ement he was being allowed in which to plan was
uncertain, but nust be decreasing. The fact that S duna was under sone drug
seened hopeful. A mnd of that power would probably be involved in any

i nterrogati on. What nore could now be done with this new attribute he had
acqui red?

He concentrated as hard as he could on distance. That is, he began to use the
new band in an increasingly wide arc. Wienever he tapped a nind or even
touched one which could be identified as Unclean or as being on the island, he
thrust further out and beyond.

Soon, he knew he was sending his thoughts far beyond the physical scope of
Manoon, as ripples froma far-flung stone
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grow | arger and larger. Now he concentrated on Gormand the girl. He knew
their nental identities well and he began to search for them

He encountered many minds, but all were aninmals, the brains of birds, intent
on prey, usually fish, and the m nds of fish and other aquatic creatures. Once

he touched. upon a cluster of human minds, all in one area, |ike a group of
bli ps on an ancient radar screen. This, he guessed, must be a ship, and he
knew he was still over water in a physical sense. Wder and w der yet, he cast

his net of awareness.

Just when he was about to despair and abandon the process for some other, nore
hopeful , line of endeavor, he found them

Gorm The mind of the bear lay open to him or at least partly so. To his
surprise, which he nonentarily put aside, there were some areas he coul d not
penetrate. Using the bear's weak eyes, he could see that he was | ooking at
Luchare. The two were on a lonely stretch of beach, in what seemed to be late
afternoon fromthe way the |ight appeared. A shift of the bear's gl ance now
reveal ed a huge forel eg bl ocking pan of the scene. Klootz, too, was still with
them then!

Now, coul d he conmuni cate? Gorm Gorm he called, using the new wavel ength as
hard as he could. He could feel the animal shift uneasily, but he was not
getting through. At best, he was making the bear uneasy, acting as an
irritant. He tried again, this time not so hard, but using a narrower "needle"
of thought. It nust be renenbered that the soldier-priest was trying sonething
utterly new. The full capabilities of his recently won system were unknown to
hi m

Mai nly by luck, he nade a fleeting contact. Hero! He felt Gormliterally junp
as the nessage hit him then he | ost the bear again. He tried Luchare next,

but got nowhere. He was not surprised. She was a novice at nind speech and the
bear was not. In fact, he thought, recalling the sealed el enents of the ursine
m nd he had just noticed, the bear was still an unknown.

There was no time for such specul ation, however. Patiently, he went back up
and down his odd channel, trying to relocate the precise point at which Gorm
had been jolted. There it was again, a flood of thoughts! Hiero, the bear

sent. H eroifriend, where are you? How do we speak, this (strange) way?
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The priest finally managed to quiet the animal and began slowly to explain
what he was doing and how This time Hiero was not too surprised to observe
how qui ckly Gorm understood. He had thought previously, it canme to himnow,
that the young bear owned a brain not far short of a human's in power. !t was
now apparent that the estimte was far too | ow. The bear was quite as
intelligent as Hiero, only in a sonewhat different way,

that was all.

I ama prisoner of the Unclean, the priest sent. / amon an island in the sea,
where | do not know. | amgoing to try to escape very soon, since | feel sure
they will torture me. \Were are you and how are you?

As Gorm devel oped practice, the story of the three unfol ded. The brief fight,
whi ch had left Hi ero dead, they thought, on the beach, had |eft them

unt ouched. They had evaded all missiles and gall oped away west. Easily | osing



the few How ers who pursued, they had next gone a fewmles inland to the very
edge of the Pal ood and headed east again. Now they were canped sone half a
day's eastward journey fromthe place where Hi ero had been captured. The eneny
was not, apparently, seeking them It was supposed that they were thought to
be m ndl ess brutes and a stupid slave girl, not worth bothering about. They
had been trying to frame new pl ans when t he wonderful message had burst upon
them It was now a day and a half since the battle, if it could be called
such. What did Hero want themto do?

The priest reflected for a nonment. It would be silly for the girl, who knew
not hi ng of boats or deep water, the bear, who knew even | ess, and the norse,
too big for npbst vessels, to try and reach him He nust escape in his own way
and seek them out instead. The problemwas where to tell themto nmeet him But
it was not insuperable.

Go, he sent, to the east. Find a cove where a snall boat can cone in secretly.
Wait there in conceal nent. The Uncl ean know not hing of this channel of the

m nd we use now. He told themto send hima mnd picture through Gorm once
they had found such a location, and estimate how far it lay fromthe site of
the battle. He would surely be able to direct hinmself to it with that help. He
added a prayer, a nessage of confort for Luchare, and broke comunication. A
pl an had been grow ng
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steadily in his mnd, and he felt he could no |onger avoid trying it. \Who knew
how nuch nore tine he would be all owed?

Once again he nmentally sought the nanel ess adept, the same who, by the help of
t he curious apparatus, was maintaining the conbi ned watch and pressure upon
him Once again he had the weird experience of invading the Unclean w zard's
m nd and senses and seeing them focused on hinsel f!

He began to insert a thought in the normal nental pattern of the adept, a

t hought whi ch woul d sinply appear as a subconsci ous conmmand! The thought was
sinmple: The prisoner is too quiet. Turn off the machine and go and check on
him Too quiet; go and check. Over and over the thought was built, Hiero
increasing its strength by degrees, his concentration never faltering as he
tried not to let the pressure nount too rapidly so that the adept, hinself a
mast er of nental science, would suspect he was being tanmpered with. On and on,
up and up, went the pressure. Al the while Hi ero watched the instrunment board
bef ore himthrough the eyes of the man he was trying to m sl ead.

Suddenly there was a click. The priest felt his eneny's worry plainly as the
light in the peculiar hanging tube dinmed and went out. The board's lights,
too, were now shut off. The pressure on the other part of Hero' s brain

vani shed. And at the sane time, before the Uncl ean adept could even rise from
his seat, H ero struck. The nental barrier he had erected to defend hinself
was swept down, and he |l ashed out at the dark nmind of the adept before the

ot her could even think of guarding hinself. Using both channels now open to
him Hiero captured the eneny's brain before any warning even could be

formul ated. Now Hi ero paused, keeping a tight vise on the other, and waited to
see if anyone el se had been around. There was nothing, no thrilling of the
ether, no alarm no sign of awareness of what had happened.

After a noment, Hi ero ordered his captive, bound no |l ess strongly than if he
had been | oaded with chains, to come to his cell and reJease him It was a
risk, for the adept m ght have no key, but Hi ero was ganbling that anyone of
that rank must have the ability to set hinself free.

He watched through the other's eyes as the adept left the chanmber from which
he had kept watch and headed for Hiero's
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di stant place of inprisonment. Nor were the adept's eyes the priest's only
aid. Wth the man's ears, Hiero heard footsteps coning at a cross corridor and
made the other stand in an alcove until they had passed.

Al this tine he could feel the eneny's own mnd raging against its



restraints. It was a strong mnd and it battled desperately to free itself and
the body it was attached to fromthe strangling enbrace of the priest's brain.
But in vain: so quick had Hiero been that the entire forebrain was conpletely
under his power, all senses, all loconotor ability, everything. The Uncl ean
could only rage futilely in the dark recesses of his mnd, helpless to

i ntervene actively.

Through a maze of dark corridors they went, passing closed doors at intervals
and using the occasional dimbulb of a fluor set in the ceilings for |ight.
Once, as they passed a door, Hiero caught the sound of a faint npban. But he
dared not tarry to see what foul ness of the eneny lay behind it. It would be
all he could do to escape alone, and it would serve no one to have himdie
here in the course of a hopeless attenpt at rescue of sone other of Manoon's
captives.

Presently they were before his own door. He could feel hinself inside and
themsel f outside at one and the same tine. Under Hiero's nmental orders, the
adept was forced to release a tiny, hidden catch in the stone corridor wall
just outside the door. The door |ock clicked, and the adept opened it and
entered. As he entered, Hiero forced himto his knees. The door closed by
itself behind the Unclean. At the sanme time, H ero clanped down on every
neural synapse he could reach in the adept's body. Wth a nuffl ed exhal ati on
of breath, the eneny passed out cold, conmpletely unconscious, even as the Mtz
left his mnd conpletely and reoccupied his own in full.

He rose fromthe bed and crouched by the body. Hastily he stripped the other
finding a nasty-1ooking dagger belted on under the robe. This he took and drew
on the gray robe and hood over his own supple leather clothes. He listened for
a nonent and heard nothing. He built again his "ordinary" nmnd shield, sinply
as a precaution, lest a snooper try a chance probe at him A sudden stillnness
made hi m gl ance down. There would be no need to tie the Uncl ean nmaster up now,
for he had ceased to breathe. The ferocious nerve shock rmust have stopped the
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evil heart, H ero realized and pronptly forgot the matter. The sooner such
creatures as this were exterm nated, the better, was his only feeling.

Before he had "led" the adept to his own cell, the eneny's nenories had been
extensively | ooted. Hi ero knew now where his cell |ay, where the various
entrances were, and the whole nmaze of Manoon's underworld down to the [ ast
broom cl oset. He shut the cell door behind him locked it, and went on his way
down the corridor, his hood over his bent head, to all appearances a master of
the Dark Brotherhood intent on sone problem as he paced along at a steady
rate.

He was not heading for the surface by the way he had entered. It was not the
cl osest way out, for one thing, nor the npost private. A so, there was

somet hing he wanted to get before he left. He kept his mind always on the
war ni ng pul se of the nmental wavel ength he had found the Unclean to favor. Any
human being within range woul d be detected before he ever saw himand either
avoi ded, the best nethod, or taken over nmentally if necessary.

He had crossed several hundred yards of dusty corridor, listening intently,
his new knife held firmy up a sleeve, when he thought he caught a faint
sound. He paused, his ears straining. The noise, if it were a noise and not
the bl ood beating in his tenples, was a soft scuffing, and it had seenmed to
cone from behi nd hi m sonewhere. He heard nothing now. The buried world of
Manoon was utterly silent. Far behind him a dusty blue fluor glowed in the
corridor roof, and equally far ahead, another

Once nmore he went upon his way. Soon he slowed his pace even further. He heard
f oot st eps ahead and saw the gl ow of a stronger light. He was approaching, as
he had neant to, a nore used part of the dungeon-fortress conplex. The

foot steps di ed away again and he noved on. It had only been an underling,
whose nind radiated nothing but vicious stupidity,

H ero saw that the light cane froma strong fluor set at the junction of his
corridor with a nmuch broader one. This was also as it should be, and no



Uncl ean nminds were in close proximty. Hood drawn down, he stepped into the
new hailway and turned left. In a short tine he was before another door, and
finding it unlocked, he quickly entered. The snmall storeroomwas enpty. Havi ng
m nd- probed first, he would have
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been greatly surprised had it been otherwi se. On a shelf, shoul der belt,
scabbard, and all, lay his bel oved sword-knife, flung there carel essly by

hands di sdai nful of mere physical weaponry. In a second, he had his robe off
and was belting the bel oved weapon on. Only nonents later, he was out again
and noving off up the corridor outside, back the way he had come, storeroom
door shut behind him tt had been luck that the dead man back in his own cel
had known where his sword was stored, but it had been forethought which had
led the Metz to probe for the information. He wasted no tine | ooking for the
thrower. It already had been taken apart for exami nation, he had | earned, and
besi des, he had no shells.

H ero nmet no one and sensed nothing on the way to the little-used corridor
fromwhi ch he had cone, but he was nonet hel ess nervous. A feeling was grow ng
t hat somehow he had been detected. Once into the corridor, he quickened his
pace, nmoving at a dog trot. Al of Manoon seened unconscious of his escape,
but that feeling persisted.

The passage fl oor grew rougher, the jagged walls dripping cold water now and
then, and the fluors were set even further apart. This was a path to a

sel domused exit, one originally designed in the far past to serve as an
energency escape route in the event Manoon should suffer a siege. When Hiero
had ransacked the now dead master's mind, this way had been the one which the
Uncl ean hinself had regarded as the nost secret and the least likely to be
ei t her searched or guarded.

The passage fl oor now began to slope upward at a |light angle, which reassured
H ero, who had been wondering if he had made a mi stake. But the floor was even
rougher, and bits of rubble and even a few large rocks littered it. Al so, it
twi sted, cutting down the dimlight of the occasional fluors even nore. His
pace slowed to a wal k.

The priest paused. Had he caught another faint sound, the rattle of a stone
far to his rear? Once again he "swept" the airwaves for an Uncl ean human's
presence and detected nothing. If anything, a rat or sonme other vermn, he
deci ded and went on. No human nmind stirred in the fortress.

At length the passage straightened. It ran up now at a fairly steep angle, and
atiny gleamof light far away heral ded its end. Encouraged, the Metz | oped
on, breathing evenly. He was beginning to feel the strain of all the nental
effort, even nore
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than the physical exertion, but he still had reserves to draw on

He had passed the last dusty fluor and gone into the darkness beyond when the
rattling scrape of claws on stone made himturn, freeing the heavy sword-knife
and dagger together fromthe folds of the robe as he did.

One fluor's light beyond the near one, a great dark bulk filled the tunne
fromside to side, rolling along at a terrifying speed. At the sane tine,
realizing somehow that he had been detected, the nonster gave forth with a
ghastly ululating bellow which filled the tunnel with deafening noise.

Chee- Chowk! Sonehow the gi ant How er had sensed Hiero's escape and tracked him
down. And the priest's watch for Uncl ean human ni nds had made him forget they
too had allies who thought in a different band altogether! But there was no
time for self-recrimnation

As the Leermute passed under the last fluor just in front of him H ero caught
the glint of the cleaverlike weapon the filthy thing carried in one great paw.
Then the priest attacked.

He had transferred his sword, letting it droop fromhis dagger, or |eft hand,
whi |l e he stooped and then hurled a fist-sized piece of rubble as hard as he
could, straight into the fang-lined maw which shrieked at him Strai ght and



hard went the nmissile, and the chunk of |imestone smashed into the hideous
mout h, silencing the cries on the instant and making the brute halt in sudden
agony, pawing the air with his free hand.

Behind the rock raced Hiero hinself, sword now in the right hand, dagger in
the left, using the downward sl ope of the tunnel to Iend force to his charge.
Chee-Chowk tried to raise his own weapon, but using the | ong dagger as a main
gauche, the defensive poniard of the forgotten G nquecento, the priest beat it
aside and struck a terrible blow at that awful, bleeding face which reared
above him The short, heavy bl ade, backed with utter desperation, for Hero
had no doubt as to the ultimate outcone if he should m ss, cane cleaving
strai ght between the staring, red eyes. It drove into the skull beyond and
split it with a "chunk” sound, as when a man splits a heavy tree knot with an
axe.

That was all. The Howl er's giant body fell slowy forward, eyes glazed in
death, and Hiero had to twi st hinmself sideways to avoid being crushed. Even
so, his sword was wenched from
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hi s weakening grip, so deeply was it enmbedded in the head of his nonstrous

f oe.

There was silence, broken only by the priest's panting bream As soon as he
could think again, he tried to tear | oose his swrd and, while doing so, to
use his brain to see if any general al arm had been given. But he coul d detect

not hi ng. No mental clanor, no alert, nothing at all. The minds he was able to
spot - check back in the main fortress were unconcerned, set only upon their own
routi ne business. S duna still lay in drugged slunber, a prey to evil visions.

Finally, H ero tugged his weapon | oose, and stooping, wiped it nmore or |ess
clean on the dirty fur of the Leenmute. He stood | ooki ng down at the huge bulk,
whose nuscul ar spasns went on despite death. "A pity, Chee-Chowk," he nused

al oud. "Perhaps if decent nen had rai sed you, you' d have been just another
kind of man, not a foul, night-haunting ogre." Mved by the tragedy of the
Leenute's mere existence, he said a brief prayer and then turned and resuned
his march up the tunnel Already he could snell the fresh breezes over the dank
airs of the tunnel and the stench of the dead How er.

The Iight was nuch further than it | ooked, however, and it was nore time than
he cared to |l ose before he clinbed the ranp to the end of the tunnel. His | egs
now really ached, and he had a strong feeling that a Chee- Chowk one-year-old
woul d have been too rnuch for him

The energency exit fromthe buried world of the Unclean was not barred by any
door. The tunnel walls nade a double zigzag, that was all, so that no one
could see out or in. The last portion of the zag was a narrowi ng slit, through
whi ch one squeezed.

The Metz priest peered out cautiously. He had to shade his eyes, even though
the sun was setting, until they grew accustoned to the normal |ight of the
outside world. The bolt hole from which he peered was set high up, on the |eft
arm of the bay to which the ship had cone bearing himas a prisoner. He now
faced east, and the light of the setting sun was coming from above and behi nd
him Wil e Underground, he had come a | ong way out onto one arm of the two

whi ch guarded the harbor of Manoon

Down a tunbl ed sl ope of rock and scree, on which nothing
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grew, the harbor lay before him The few ships still rested silently at

anchor, including the thin black craft which had captured him A slight chop
stirred the waters of the harbor, and looking to his left, the entrance, he
could see whitecaps outside where a brisk breeze was bl owi ng. And he coul d see
somet hi ng el se.

There was only one wharf, the one to which he had been taken, below the road
up to the castle. The castle gl owered at himacross the silent harbor and the
bare rock which surrounded its walls. The gate was shut. No one paced the
wal | s and no sound cane fromthe edifice.



But just to the right of where Hi ero now crouched, a path led down to a tiny
cove with a bare shingle of pebble beach. Spread out upon this were a couple
of fishing nets, and near themtwo small wooden boats were drawn up on the
shore, held by anchors tossed up into the rocks at the end of their ropes. The
priest decided that the rulers of the Dead Isle occasionally wanted fresh fish
and nade sonme of their servants go out and get it. Watever the reason for

t hose boats, they represented a chance. Their oars were plainly visible,

si mply shipped inside, and one of them even had a collapsible mast |ying
across its thwarts, a sail wappped tightly about it.

H ero had been naintaining a watch on the nmassed ninds of the castle and its
underground world. Still nothing stirred. Chee-Chowk apparently had foll owed
his intended prey al one, not wi shing to share what he no doubt thought of as a
free dinner! But this could end at any tine. Neverhtel ess, he decided to wait.
The light was failing rapidly now, and it mnmust be very close to sundown.

Ni ghtfall would aid his chances enormously. It was a risk worth taking.

The shadows rapidly grew longer. No lights came on in the squat bul k of the
castle, and its sinister outline grew harder and harder to make out. Nor were
any lights visible in the harbor. Not even an anchor watch, thought Hiero, who
had some experience of the Beesee coast and its seanen. These people were
overconfident, he decided, too arrogant to believe anything could challenge
themor their fortress. Their very lack of apprehension would be a shield to
one of God's servants. O would it? He renmenbered S duna's conment in the
boat, about Manoon's having "nmany guardi ans." Best to go cautiously.
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A few stars had glinmered through the flying clouds, but no moon, and soon
even the stars were invisible. The wind was naking up now, and it npaned anong
the enpty, barren rocks of the Dead Isle. The voices of the countless

di shonored slain, the tortured victins of the Unclean, Hi ero thought, and
resol ved that, conme what might, he would not be anmpong t hem

He felt his way slowy down the slope, all senses alert, but heard nothing and
sensed nothing with his nind.

Soon he made out the outline of the small boats. He felt his way around the
one with the mast and freed its anchor. Then, with the anchor rope over his
shoul der, he began to drag the boat into the water, it was a sturdy little
thing, and it took sonme doing. Twice he had to pause and rest, each tine
checking the dark nass of the fortress for |ights.

Finally he got the boat |aunched and, clinbing aboard, stepped the mast,

t hough |l eaving the sail furled. Then he went back and smashed a hole in the
other boat with a heavy rock, first transferring its oars to his own in case
he needed spares. In another noment he was afloat, had two oars in the tholes,
and was pulling along the shore for the harbor nouth.

He rowed carefully, glancing ahead for rocks and not trying to make any speed.
Hs little craft was alnost invisible in the black shadows of the overhangi ng
rocks, and he followed each dip and twi st of the shore with precision. At one
point he had to pass quite close to one of the |arger moored vessel s he had
glinpsed earlier, but it was soon past and nothing stirred aboard it; nor
could he detect any mind. His greatest problemwas the increasing chop of the
short, stiff waves as he neared the harbor mouth. Spray was al ready com ng
aboard, but he was grateful for the fact that at |east he would be in no
danger fromthirst.

Two oval, flat pieces of wood, which sat on pins secured to the sides of the
boat near the tholes for the oars, had caught his eye. Though he had never
seen | eeboards before, for his own people did not use them he quickly grasped
t heir purpose. The round-bottoned little boat would go faster sideways than
forward under sail and m ght even turn over w thout a steadying influence. The
| eeboards rotated on bolts secured to the boat's side, and one of themcould
be dropped on the side away fromthe wi nd when the sail went up. The priest
had been in enough craft with sails, even though they had had fixed keels, to
under stand what tacking into the wind nmeant, and he could see
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what he had to do to make use of the fishing boat's best powers.

Even though he was prepared for it, the full force of the wind at the entrance
caught himby surprise. Actually, it was not gale force or anything like it,
but in the tiny boat, only a dozen feet long, it felt far nore severe than it
was. A capful of water, caught froma wave top, slanmed into the back of

H ero's bare head and ran down his neck under the cloak, making him shiver
monentarily. But it was not really cold, little I ess than bl ood heat, and he
pull ed stoutly into the crests, pounding up and down, quickly devel oping a
rhyt hm whi ch all owed himto avoid shipping nuch water

He was squarely in the mddle of the entrance, fangs of black rock rearing up
on either side, when all his mental alarnms went off. Instantly he slapped on
his own new spy-proof mind shield and sinply listened to the clanor, while
continuing to row his hardest.

He could hear S duna's mnd, alnost incoherent with rage, as the Uncl ean was
awakened and told the news. The m nds of other adepts, how many Hiero coul d
not nowtell, also tuned in, and he felt the nental search pattern they
established at once. But he also felt that it was harm ess. H s shield was

i mpervious, giving hima nmental invisibility the Unclean could not even
detect, far less crack. He was nuch nore worried about purely physical neans
of detection and pursuit, and he felt sure the cold mnds in Manoon woul d
think of them too, before very many nore nmonents went by!

Luck, or sonething else, H ero thought, nentally apol ogizing to God, was with
him He had barely rounded one of the corner rocks of the entrance when lights
burst out on the walls of the castle. At the sanme tinme a flare hurled up by a
rocket cast a spectral blue light over the harbor. Not two wavel engths to the
left of the boat, Hi ero saw the harbor's nouth al nost as brightly illum nated
as if it were day. But a wall of stone, the outer bastion of the Dead Isle
itself, shielded himfromview.

Nevert hel ess, he was under no illusions about his safety. Once there had been
time for logic to take over, the Unclean search woul d di scover the m ssing
boat. After all, how el se could he | eave the Dead Isle, save by water?

He shipped his oars and freed the sail fromits lashings. It was a sinple
type, a kind called a "standing lug" in the Lost
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MIlennia, and Hi ero had seen simlar rigs before. Next, deciding that he
wanted to run along the island' s coast in an easterly direction, he | owered
the right | eeboard into the water. Then he took one oar and | ocked its thole
pininto a hole in the stern, so that he had a crude, but adequate, rudder

It took a few nonents to get the feel of the boat, and sone of them were bad.
Once he let her head fall off so far a bucket of water poured over the stern
but he managed to bring her up again and get her settled. Fortunately, the

wi nd was steady fromthe west and did not blowin gusts. Also, the little
craft was well bal anced and, once given a chance, sailed stoutly al ong.

H ero had been so busy mastering the boat and watching for rocks that he had
l et his nental probes slip, though not the shield, for that he had put on
"automatic." Now he felt sonething new, a strange, unpleasant thrilling of the
ment al comuni cation bands. It meant nothing to himand was not actively
harnful , being nerely a nminor annoyance. Since he had no idea what it neant,
however, it worried him

Then, fromthe whitecapped water off to his left, beyond the shadow thrown by
the island, an enornous coil of glistening rope, as thick around as his body,
rose froma swell and sank again, clear in the light of the dying flare.

The wormthings of the harbor! Manoon had call ed new and awful pursuers from
the sliny depths of the Inland Sea.

*7*

THE FORGOTTEN CI TY

LUCHARE SAT CROSS- LEGGED AND STARED AT THE TINY. RED fire in front of her. She
shivered. But she was not cold, far fromit. The young bear lay next to her



his head in her lap, and nmade faint woofing noises in his sleep. Beyond the
mouth of the little gully, she could hear Kl ootz mnethodically chewi ng his cud
even over the noise of the waves breaking on shore, and she knew that no
unannounced danger coul d steal upon themin the night.

No, it was Hi ero. The wonderful burst of communication had restored them al

to life and purpose again. She herself had seriously contenpl ated suicide just
before the priest had managed to reach their mnds. Not that he had actually
said anything to her, she thought iilogically and quite angrily. No indeed,
she was too stupid to hear him a bear, a four-legged aninmal, was the only one
smart enough, not a wonman who—She shi ed away, even in her own nmind, fromthe
unspoken and unwant ed thought. She, Luchare, daughter of Danyal e |X, bothering
to care about whether a common foreign priest, a |owborn, painted-faced
nobody, talked to a stupid bear rather than to her! R dicul ous!

Overcome with sudden renorse, she stroked Gormi s shaggy head. "d ever bear,"
she whi spered. "d ever bear, bring himback safely."

Their canmp was set back in a pocket of a rock outcrop only a few hundred feet
fromthe sea. As Gormhad told her, they
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needed to find a little bay or cove where they could lie undetected and to
which Hiero could aim Qpen to the sky, but otherw se walled except in front,
it was a good location. Lu-chare, mndful of Mcro's warning, had built a
screen of brush on the beach side, so that the fire was invisible unless you
cane within a few feet.

The bear awoke suddenly and sniffed the breeze. Wnd, stronger. Grl (identity
Luchare synmbol). The sky is dark. Hiero may have good luck (?). He lay back
and shut his eyes again.

But he's in prison! she thought. The Metz priest hinself would have been
surprised at how well Luchare had | earned to use her mind. She and Gorm coul d
conduct a regul ar conversation with very few breaks now, and she could even
give the big norse intelligible orders, although she usually asked Gormto do
this for her. Kl ootz accepted Gormis comrands conpl etely, as he woul d have

H ero's, another thing the priest would have found worth pondering. The bear
had been very careful, too, when planning their next noves.

Do nor try (negative enphatic) to talk to Hi ero\ He had made the order plain.
Talk only to me or Klootz and when we are cl ose together. Being clever
hersel f, she realized that he knew what the dangers were far better than she.
She ought not to try and locate H ero nmentally, |lest she unwittingly draw the
eneny down upon them instead.

But damm this waiting and wonderi ng!

An hour or so later, she felt the bear rouse hinself again. This tine he rose
and stood, dark, pointed head erect, as if trying to see through the racing

cl ouds about them Sonmehow, she now was attuned enough to know, he was in
conmuni cation with the priest again. If only she coul d understand and were not
so stupid! There nust be some way she could help, if she could only m nk of
it! Then she realized with a thrill, that Gormwas now tal king to her

/ cannot describe this place properly. You nust tell himwhat it |ooks like.
He cannot see well with ny eyes.

Then, into her mnd Iike a flood, cane Hiero! But there was no greeting, no
warnt h, only conmands!

Quick, girl, where are you? Try to tell me what this place | ooks tike fromthe
sea, if you can inmagine it. And hurry! There was a pause. / am pur sued; |
cannot keep this mind path open for long. Hurry!
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Luchare was terrified. She had wanted so nmuch to hel p, but now she was unabl e
even to think. Anything she thought mght kill Hero, if the information were
i ncorrect. But she cane of fighting stock and managed to rally.

Wait, she sent clumsily. / will try. W are less than a day's journey east
fromwhere you were taken. Offshore is a lone rock with two pal ns grow ng at
the east end. The rock is high in the west, lowto the east. Behind it is a



smal | cove with a beach. W are there.

That's enough! Hi ero snapped. No nore until you see ne, or they will use you.
Don't send any nore nmessages until you actually see nme, understand! Now wait!
There was a sudden bl ankness, a "silence." Luchare burst into tears. Here he
was, in deadly danger, maybe about to be killed, and not one kind word for

her, not even a "hello" or "how are you"! The next nonent her tears increased
at the thought of her own selfishness. Even as she storned at his col dness, he
m ght be dead! Wait, be calm cane the thought in her mnd. Looking down

t hrough her tears, she saw that Gormlay on his stomach, head on his furry
paws, | ooking up at her

He will come back, the thought continued. And he thinks of you too. Only now
he must fight for his Iife. Be patient.

Luchare blinked back the tears and then reached down and hugged the bear. How
had he known what she was feeling?

Your m nd was open to me, he sent. Wen H ero spoke to you, it was through mne.
Your own mind is not yet strong enough for such a task. Now sleep while | keep
wat ch.

Soot hed, but still apprehensive, she | ay down on her waterproof cloak, staring
at the black sky above and listening to the small breakers hitting the beach
and the rattle of the wind in the pal nettos. She was sure she could not

possi bly sl eep, and the bear observed with satisfaction that she was asleep in
hardly any time at all

These humans, he thought. They take their affections so hard! Then he resuned
listening to the night.

H's face calm but his mnd racing, H ero watched the coil of the great water
wor m di sappear bel ow the surface. He was braced against the | ee side, gripping
his steering oar in one hand and the sheet, the Iine holding the sail, in the
other. The little craft was tearing along the rocky coast of Manoon, the wi nd
on her quarter, and he was keeping her as close to the
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cliffs as he dared. Something told himthat the danger woul d be greater out on
t he open water. Soon, however, he would have to | eave the shelter of the isle
and strike out for the nmainland. He knew by his internal "conpass" and the
glinpse of the land at sunset where he wanted to head, but keeping an

unfam liar small boat on course in this stiff breeze was sonething el se again.
And now the haunters of the depths were being | oosed upon him He could stil
feel the vibration in his mnd which he had deci ded was the hunting call sent
out fromthe Dead Isle to the nonster worns. He strained his eyes through the
bl ack night to see if a wormor a sharp rock would appear first in the murk
and destroy him

Once a great swell broke two boat lengths to seaward of his little craft, but
he coul d not see whether sonething was |urking bel ow or a wave crest had
sinmply toppled over naturally.

A vagrant fleck of noonlight pierced the wi nd-driven banks of clouds and

hel ped give the priest his new bearings. He was | eaving Manoon ai |ast. The
farthest, nost eastern headl and, gaunt and wi ndswept, towered up to his right,
bl acker than the clouds, and beyond its point |ay nothing but w ndswept open
sea. Somewhere off there, how far it was hopeless to guess, nust lie the
mai nl and and his friends.

At this point, in order to head the boat around the island, he was forced to
jibe and cross the sail over to the other side. This neant raising one

| eeboard, securing it, and lowering the other. Somehow it got down.
Fortunately, the standing lug is one of the sinplest rigs ever devised, which
may account for its continual rediscovery throughout history. Bringing her
around on the new course, H ero | ooked back and instantly stiffened.

Qut of the tossing sea, three waves back, caught in a ray of the fitfu
nmoonl i ght, the hideous round nouth, pulsing in horrid nmotion, of a giant worm
appeared. To the priest, then and | ater, these dreadful brutes were "worns,"
but in actuality, their origin, Iike nuch else, dated back to The Death. In



the past only foot-long sea | anpreys, the scourge of the local white-fish and
trout, forced nutation had turned theminto nindless, ravening col ossi,
capabl e of overwhelnmng a small boat. The Uncl ean w zards of Manoon had found
a nmental wavel ength which stimul ated the hideous things into a sinmultaneous
rise to the surface and quest for food. Only the adepts could then contro

t hem enough to keep them away fromtheir own vessels,
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and they thus forned a nost effective guard around the island, nmany of them
al ways lying on the bottomnnear it.

As the creature bore down on him clear in the persistent noonlight, the neck
arched and cut through the water like that of a giant snake's. The small,
round eyes, set on the sides of the head, were visible as it swayed from si de
to side, followi ng each novenent of the boat. Alnost, it seened to Hiero, the
thing was toying with him for it advanced at a very slow rate, far slower
than if it had been coming in earnest. Probably it was only instinctive
caution, for the tiny brain was incapable of any thought. At length it seened
to decide this thing was prey. The notion through the water suddenly increased
tenfol d, and the head-nouth, barbed fangs all palpitating, struck down at
Hiero as he sat in the stern.

The priest had never felt he had a chance, once he saw the worm cone, and he
was very, very angry. To have cone through so nuch, only to be dragged down by
a hideous, mindless thing Iike this! But he was trained to battle, and the
first rule was never to give up

He had taken a turn with the sheet to a rude wooden cleat, and as the horror
struck down at him he in turn stood up, the tiller-oar held between his
knees. At the same tine, he thrust stoutly into the yard-w de, sucker nouth
above him He used the butt end of one of the spare oars, snatched off the
boat's bottom and he drove it home down the foul gullet as strongly as he
coul d.

There was a shock which threw himto his knees, but he never |ost control of
the steering oar and he saw the great wormfling back its head in agony at the
hard norsel so suddenly jamred in its throat. The wash of its recoil hel ped
drive the boat forward a trifle faster. As he watched in fascination, the
nmonster churned the water to foamin its efforts to expel the unwanted tidbit.
Soon it was out of sight in the murk, but he dared not relax his vigil. There
were assuredly many nore of the things, and he could not always count on such
l uck. Besides, he was fast approachi ng exhaustion. The strain of the two
recent conbats and the necessity of keeping a constant watch on the nental

ai rmaves had worn himdown to a shred of his normal vitality. He had not had
anything like a rest since his capture and he was not sure how nuch | onger he
could go on

The island had | ong since been lost to view, and the now
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i ncreasing gl eans of the noon's rays on the dancing wave tops showed not hi ng
but enpty water as far as the eye could reach

Tired as he was, H ero decided it was time to try and get nore information. He
had no belief in the powers of good triunphing so easily. S duna's rage al one
had come clearly to his nind as he was | eaving the harbor, and the other
adepts could hardly be less furious. S duna had said hinself that no one had
ever yet escaped the Dead Isle. Pursuit would be comng, and the sooner Hiero
contacted his friends the better

It was then that he called Gorm If Luchare could have known his thought when
he broke the nental contact with her, she would have slept with a snile on her
face. Slowy, reluctantly, the priest was finding that her dark face and

danci ng, corkscrew ringlets were sonmehow al ways com ng between hi mand any

ot her work or thought, even in times of crisis. Al nost physically, he shook
of f such feelings. // he got out of this mess..

H s brain was now tuned to the island behind himagain, and using his new
wavel ength, he was able to separate several sets of mnds fromwhat must be



the main group back at the fortress. Using his newfound powers, he was able to
| ocate no | ess than three separate "groups" of mind pul ses, apart fromthe
central one which had to be Manoon itself. These three pul se groups were
stronger than the other, and that meant closer! They lay, physically, that is,
in an arc, between the island and hinsel f. The pursuit could thus be

pi npoi nted as being in three vessels, all nore or less on his track. The

Uncl ean [ ords had quickly guessed which course he woul d take, that was

obvi ous. Now, how far away was the mainl and?

The priest strained his eyes, staring ahead through the night, but the
fleeting noon gl eams, though they cane at closer intervals, reveal ed nothing
but nmore of the great freshwater sea. He turned his mental energies to the
subband again. God Al mighty, the shore could not be too far distant, fromthe
strength of the signals he had caught fromhis own friends. He nust have cone
five mles at |least since leaving the Dead Isle. On and on he sailed, up one
wave and down the next, the wind steadily fromthe quarter, the little boat's
best point of sailing. But she was not designed with speed in mnd, and behind
him the three clunps of nmental force which he knew represented three eneny
craft grew renorsel essly nore powerful. He knew
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too that they were seeking his mnd and not finding it, which was his sole
consol ation

As the night drew on, the light grew better. The clouds began to thin out and
the nobon and stars appeared in greater and greater frequency. This was bad,

but there was nothing the priest could do except hold his course and pray.

What was that? A dark |line ahead, glinpsed in the wani ng noonlight? There, it
cane again, and yet again as he rose to a wave top. It was land, a little to
the left of his bearing. He trimred the small sail and the boat bore up, while
his heart pounded. Once again there was a chance, and he was going to take it.
Now once nore he reached out for the bear's nind

Wake up, breakcanp, and wait! Be ready and don't answer, or you'll be
detected. Three times Hiero sent this on his new | ow | evel wavel ength and then
ceased. He had done all he could.

The wind still drove himon with the same strength. But the clouds were al nost
gone now, and even his small sail nust be visible for some distance in the
nmoonl i ght, he knew. He sought the eneny ninds and narvel ed at how cl ose their
"i mages" were. Yet when he | ooked back, he could not see them

He could begin to make out details of the land now, but to his disappointnent
saw nothing but a line of |ight-col ored beach and dark scrub and whiter dunes
behind it. No island such as Luchare had descri bed appeared, indeed no islands
of any sort. Had he overshot then? No matter; getting ashore was the first
step, away fromthose pursuing boats. He aimed directly for the nearest
stretch of beach, now no nore than a half nile away.

As he did, he sensed the sudden surge of enotion in the mnds of his nearest
foes as they glinpsed himfor the first time. Alerted, he | ooked back and saw
them Two dark triangles rose fromthe shining waters, rose and fell back

then rose again. The sails of the pursuing vessel were about the sane distance
fromH ero that he hinself was fromthe beach and safety. It would be a close
race. But he had been lucky and he knew it. He had struck the westernnost

boat, the one at the left end of the line of three, and it was not one with an
engine. But he could feel the thrilling of the comunication bands as the

Uncl ean sent out word that he was in sight, and sure enough, he felt the other
two mind "clunps" begin to close up toward
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his position. He readied the long knife in his lap, this time for hinself. He
woul d recei ve no second chance to escape, he knew, and the eneny was going to
get no iive prisoner this tine. He | ooked back, calculating his chances,
estimating the speed of the two-masted vessel. It was gaining on himfast, and
he coul d see the black outline of its hull now and even a twi nkle of |ight as



some edged weapon caught the noon.

But the beach was also very close. He heard the breakers rolling ashore and
could make out the black outlines of individual palmtrees behind the sandy
margi n, etched in chiaroscuro by the noon.

There was a "zzzup" sound and then another. Round hol es magically appeared in
his sail, but the tough cloth fromwhich it had been woven did not fray or
tear. Wth a sharp thud, a heavy bolt of some kind, probably froma crossbow,
he thought in a renote corner of his mnd, buried itself in the gunwal e a span
away from his hand. There was nothing he could do and he did not even bot her
to | ook back, but drove on straight for the creaming surf. Shooting at one
smal | boat from another at night and in a wind was as nuch luck as a matter of
skill and hence not worth thinking about.

Now hi s boat was rearing up in the first breaker, and he hastily dropped the
sail and steered her in. He had no time to raise the dropped | eeboard, but he
managed to loosen it so that it at |east swung free on its pintle.

Down went the blunt bow as the wave caught the boat and hurled it at the beach
just ahead. Crouched am dshi ps but keeping the boat steady with the steering
oar, Hiero rode her in, in a long, sweeping rush

As sweetly as if the little craft had tried to cone to rest, the | eeboard and
then the bottom grated on the sand. The priest, free of his stolen cloak, now
tucked under one arm was running through the ankl e-deep water and up the
sandy sl ope beyond al nost at the same nonent.

The zi pping of nmore of the eneny m ssiles overhead and al ongsi de di d not hi ng
to sl ow himdown. Now an enraged, ululating yell rang out behind him and as
he toiled up a gully in one of the high dunes, he knew the boat had a

conpl emrent of How ers aboard. He stunbled to the dune top and as he did,

| ooked back for the first time. His little craft lay on her beamends in the
breakers, white water pouring over her side. He
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felt a monent's regret, for she indeed had saved him Just beyond the outer
waves, the eneny |lay hove to, and in the moonlight he could see black figures
dancing with rage on her deck and hear their redoubl ed shrieks of fury. He
smled wearily and wondered how | ong he had before they put a conpany ashore
to try and run himdown. God knows, at this stage it wouldn't take |long, he

t hought, rubbing his eyes, his breath coming in pants.

He |ay down now on the crest of the sand hill, hidden fromhis foes by sone
grasses, but able to watch them Time enough to run for it inland if he saw a
boat being | owered. The eneny vessel was bigger than he had i magi ned, and
there mght be fifty souls aboard; plenty to spare for a | anding party.

Then, over the waves, he saw the outline of the slim engine-driven vesse

whi ch had captured him It came fast fromthe southeast, a white curl of foam
at the sharp bow, slicing through the waves like a knife. In a few nmonents it
was resting bow to bowwith the sailing ship, rocking up and down in the
waves. He could see a cluster of dark figures on her foredeck and he knew the
"l'ightning gun" again was seeking a target. He crouched quickly and slid down
t he back side of the dune. As he did, he saw the grass burst into orange flane
a few yards over his head.

Idiot! | never noved sideways fromwhere | ran up the slope.' He trotted
slowy away fromthe dunes through the pal mettos and scrubby bushes, picking a
way around patches of growh too dense to cut through. Behind him he heard
nore fires crackle. A stitch began to cause a sharp pain in his side, and he
had to slowto a walk. Al the while he tried to nonitor the enenies' ninds,
but a newdifficulty had come up. Apparently there were too many m nds, and
they were all trying to shield themsel ves and concentrate on himat the sane
time. He found it al nost inpossible to separate their thoughts, even on the
new wavel ength of which they were ignorant.

Suddenly a cl ear nessage canme to him standing out, so to speak, above the
junbl ed thoughts of the others, Iike a mountain above hills.

Priest, |I think you can hear ne! You have sonme new tricks, priest, and | want
them You have slain another Elder Brother (sacrilege!) and nmade away with the



chief of our Hower allies in sone manner, this too we know. Now |isten well,
priest! I,
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S duna. a Master of the Dark Brotherhood and Initiate of the Seventh Circle,
swear by our nost sacred bond to slay you, yes, and by the nost horrible neans
we can devise. And | will never rest until | bring this about, | go now, but
you will see nme again!

H ero sat down under the shadow of a | arge bush and stared dully at the

nmoonl it vegetation before him He felt so tired that further physical effort
woul d probably kill him but he also felt marvel ous in another way. He could
feel the eneny mnds, and they were not com ng ashore! And there was only one
answer to that. They feared him al one and worn out, feared himdesperately!
Only this could make a heavily armed pack of over a hundred (a guess) furious
Uncl ean, including their acolytes and Leenute allies, abandon so hard a chase.
They had no idea of what he was really capable, and their |eaders feared an
anbush! The priest giggled wakly at the thought-It was all he could do to
stay awake and keep his mind shield up, and the Uncl ean feared a superhuman,
one-man anbush

He roused hinmself at length. What litde store of strength he still possessed.
nmust be used before it too gave out. He concentrated in the new channel on
Gorm The bear nust have been waiting, his response was so quick.

I'"mashore to the west of you, | think, Hiero sent, striving to keep his
nmessage coherent. You'll have to find me. | couldn't see your island, but I'm
back in the scrub about a quarter mle fromthe dunes. | can't stay awake nmuch
| onger and my mind screen will be on lock. You'll have to use your noses and
ears. The eneny is near, just offshore, so stay behind the dunes and guard
your m nds! Repeat, guard your minds! He fell forward on his face in the sand,
the last trickle of energy |eaving his body. Anyone passing by woul d have had
to look hard to see that one patch of shadows cast by the mponlight under a
certain large bush had a solidity that the others lacked. A child armed with a
rock could have slain him

He awoke to find it dark. Water dripped down his face, and for an instant he
thought it was raining. Then he felt the canteen spout against his teeth and
realized that he was | eaning on sonething soft which smelled wonderfully of
girl. H's head
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was on Luchare's breast, and he now saw the young bear a few paces away in the
nmoonl i ght and heard his snorts as he sought for a scent. The giant norse

| oomed in the background, dark against the star-filled sky.

Wth an effort, for he was terribly stiff, H ero pushed hinself up on his

el bows and took the canteen fromthe girl's hands. She squeaked in excitemnment
and surprise and started to babble.

"Are you all right, we |ooked all day and just found you a few m nutes ago,
that is, Gormdid. He snelled you and I don't wonder, | can nyself, where have
you been, you need a good bath and 1—=

H ero had freed one hand and pressed it firmly over her nmouth while he drank
fromthe canteen. Wien he had had enough, he put it down and rel eased her

lips.

"I need food," he said firmy. "Wile |l eat I'lIl talk. But we're by no neans
out of the woods. Have you seen any of the eneny, either at sea or here on
shor e?"

She sprang to the norse's saddl ebags and was back with food on the instant,

but her voice now tried unsuccessfully to be indifferent.

"How-how are you, Hiero? W were hiding about three mles down the coast in a
bay. | guess you couldn't see it. You look terrible and snell worse." As she
spoke, she handed hi m some snoked fish and biscuit.

Bet ween ravenous bites, he told her briefly what had happened to himsince his
capture. At the same tine, he was telling Gormthe story, only with his mnd



linked to the bear's. It was tiring, but saved repetition. The mental history
took only a mnute or two, so fast was nind speech, and Gorm wandered away
when he had heard all he wanted.

H ero finished his neal with a chunk of penmeekan, expl aining he wanted sone
sugar. Then he stood up and stretched, breathing deeply.

"You don't know how good this feels after those black dungeons,” he said,

i nhaling the scented night breeze. "Manoon is really indescribably horrible.
Even the air snells dead, and nothing grows there, not even weeds or cactus."
She shuddered appreciatively and he | ooked her over. She was still neat and

i mmacul ate-1 ooking in her |eather suit, the mass of dancing curls shining in

t he noonlight. Something in
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his eyes made her hand go up | o her head and attenpt to adjust her hair, while
she rose nervously fromwhere she had been sitting in front of him

"I mssed you, you know," he said quietly, first sitting down and then | eaning
back on one el bow

Luchare now had her back to himand she seened to be staring at the dunes,
white in the distance under the noon. "Did you?" she said, her voice

uninfl ected. "That's nice, because we nissed you too."

"I said 1 nmissed you," Hero returned. "I thought about you a lot. | was
afraid you'd be hurt, much nore afraid than 1 was of my own troubles,
surprisingly.”

She turned, and he could see the great dark eyes clearly in the moonlight. For
a nonent there was silence; then she spoke.

"Hiero, I'"'mnot really a runaway slave girl," she began hesitantly.

"Now really," he said, suddenly annoyed for no reason he could think of. "I'd
al ready cone to that fascinating conclusion. And | don't give a damm, either
even if it seems so inportant to you. | was tal king about how | felt about
a—a—vwell, friend, a girl I liked, and who and what you are in your own

beni ght ed, barbarous country is of no conceivable interest to nme at all!"
"Qooh!" she gasped. "You selfish, arrogant man! | was trying to tell you

somet hing inportant, but as far as |'mconcerned, you can go get in a boat and
go back to your Dead Isle as fast as possible! You' re half-dead yoursel f, and
you | ook like a dug-up body and stink worse!1* Furious, she stanped away into
the night, leaving the equally angry priest glaring after her

H s annoyance left himquickly and he scratched his head ruefully. Now why did
| get so angry? he wondered. / was the one who blew up first. He could not see
that the growing fear of personal involvenent and other, even stronger
enotions were clashing within him

What news? he sent Gorm nibbing his dirty, unshaven face.

Not hing stirs in the night, cane the answer from nearby. / can feel nothing,
snel |l nothing but the ordinary night creatures. The eneny has wi thdrawn,
perhaps to the island you were on.

Wait here, he sent, and all keep watch. |I'mgoing to bathe and get clean
He wal ked slowy to the dunes and clinbed them even nore
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slowy. The Inland Sea | ay enpty and beautiful once nore, under the bright
moon. Only a light wind riffled the waves. Hi s thoughts ranged far beyond his
eyesi ght as he sought for news of his enemes. Up and down the coast went his
m nd. Never once did he encounter anything but the brain of a beast or a bird.
Then he gathered his new strength and his mnd ranged far out, niles away over
the water to where he knew the Dead |sle brooded. The new mental wave sought
for the evil minds it knew to be there and found—aot hi ngness!

Shocked, Hiero tried again. It was no use. There, out in the distant fortress,
the Unclean had built a mnd shield of their own. He could | ocate the island
and even sense ninds there, but he could | eam nothing. He was in the position
of a man who tries to peer through the dirty glass of a negl ected aquarium
Behind the barrier he can sense di m shapes novi ng, but what they are and what
they are doing remain-a mystery.



That was qui ck, he acknow edged grudgingly as he slid dowmn to the beach and
stripped. Behind him he heard Kl ootz also conm ng down the sand hill. The big
norse was not going to risk losing his master again, and was determined to
nmount guar d.

As he washed hinsel f and shaved with his gear fromthe saddl ebags, the priest
brooded over the new eneny shield. Obviously, they were unsure of his present
powers. But S duna and his crew nust have felt certain that a new m nd power
exi sted, and they had managed to nullify it in a very short time. They could
not prevent Hiero from sensing where they were, but they had conpletely

st opped any penetration beyond that.

The nmoonl i ght was strong enough so that he was able, after washing his clothes
and changing to his set of spares, to retouch his badges of rank with the
pai nt stick. Feeling a hundred times better and only nissing the weight of his
nmedal I i on, for he had thrown the remaining | unp away, he headed back for the
dunes again, Kootz falling in behind.

As he topped the crest, he found the girl and the bear clinmbing the other
side. For a second, the blood beat in his tenples as he | ooked down at her
then he controlled hinself with an effort. God in Heaven, what is the matter
with ne? he wondered.

In her turn, she stared coldly enough at him then nmerely
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smled politely. It was an al nost overwhel m ng tenptation to i nvade her mnind
VWhat in the nine Hells was she thinking? Wiy do | care? his mnd repeated,
war di ng off the answer which nmade hi m so nervous.

"I"'msorry 1 was inpolite back there," he said stiffly. "Please put it down to
being tired." H's voice sounded artificial even to hinself, and he cursed his
own cl unsi ness as he spoke.

"Not at all, Per Hiero," she said lightly. "I"msure | overtaxed your strength
and was being silly. Please forgive ne!"

They gl ared at one another from behind frozen masks until H ero nounted Kl ootz
and held down his hand for her to take and then lifted her up before him Wth
Gormranging in front, once nore they were a team

After a while, the tension went out of both H ero and Lu-chare. They did not
speak again of the curious and di sturbing exchange whi ch had just taken pl ace,
but common snese nmade them both talk naturally of other things. The strained
feelings were put aside by nmutual and unspoken consent, buried but not
forgotten by either party.

As Klootz carried themalong at his mle-eating anble, H ero explai ned what he
t hought m ght be the next order of occurrences.

"They must know fairly well where we are," he said. "Now they're sonmewhat
scared of me, but that won't last too |ong.

"Still, here's howit would seem W must go on, around the end of the Inland
Sea or even across it, and get to the shore on the southeastern edge near this
Neeyana pl ace you went through. The Unclean will have alerted all their groups

and allies ahead of us, you can be sure of that. My maps, even their naps,
show not hi ng ahead on this coast but a conpl ex of marki ngs which apparently
mean Dead Cities. Now, |'m supposed to hunt certain Dead Cities, but these
particul ar ones, no. For one thing, they seemto be hal f-subnmerged. The
Unclean map | took fromthe man | killed up north shows the Pai ood com ng
south again and touching the Inland Sea for the last time, just where the city
marki ngs are. |1'd hoped to cut north before this, but we haven't time now or
the thrower either. 1'd need that to fight the big marsh aninmals.”

They rode on beneath the noon until dawn, always on the |andward side of the
dunes, which necessarily slowed their pace. Kootz had to pick his way through
t hi ckets and pal netto
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scrub and al so avoi d cactuses, and he could not nove in the open, not with

S duna and his evil conpany ready to pounce fromoffshore. Al the tine he



nmoni tored the mental bands, |ooking for any trap or signal, but the mnd waves
were silent. Evidently the Uncl ean had devel oped sone inkling of his powers
and were lying | ow and not communicating. This was all the nore dangerous. But
as the night drew on, he lost the ability to detect the Dead Isle at all, and
this made himfeel a little better. If his new powers could not reach out to
them the reverse was probably true. Al so, though he could not prove it, he
had a feeling that their new y-devel oped shield was |inked sonehow to the
fortress, to Manoon itself. Perhaps it was an actual physical device of sone
sort, such as the one he had seen his Uncl ean warder use, a nechanica
anplifier of the nental powers. In this case, his thoughts went on, it m ght
be too cunbersone to nove. He would only have to avoid fortresses and
concentrations of the Unclean. If he could find them that is!

At dawn, they sheltered under a dense clunp of sone squat palm Hiero had once
agai n becone wary of observation from above, though he had seen no Uncl ean
flier since entering the marsh far to the west. This was no assurance that
none was above, however; and he dared not try and use the eyes of a bird, |est
the enemy be able to get on their track. He did not even want to cast the
Forty Synbols, though that was mainly because he was depressed.

They ate quietly and drowsed the |ong, hot day.

He occupied hinself with searching the neighboring trees and shrubs until he
found one he liked, a | ow, tough thing whose shiny black wood net his chopping
bl ade with a resoundi ng "clang" when he cut at it. Of and on, he worked at
securing sone heavy pieces of this wod all day, and by nightfall and the
recommencenent of their journey, he had what he wanted. He had been forced to
resharpen his sword and his belt knife many tinmes, particularly the latter
"It's for a crossbow, " he expl ai ned, when Luchare questioned him "A Kill man,
a trained soldier, that is, ought to be able to make a conpl ete set of weapons

out of alnost anything. | have no thrower any |longer, and a heavy crossbow is
the next best thing I know | nmay use animal horn later, if | can get any, and
| need netal and feathers or sonmething for bolts.

i 66

H ERO S | OQURNEY

It will take a while, but |I've got nothing better to do."

"Coul d you show ne how?"

"Way not? |'ve got nore than enough wood for a second one here. The better
we're arned, the nore chances we have. Look here, I'mwhittling on this stock
The butt end runs so—

It was hard to explain at night while they were riding, but during the next
day he was able to sketch on sand, so now both of themwhittled away on their
weapons, chatting comnpani on-ably as they did. Long spells of outward silence
usual |y nmeant that they were talking to Gorm who |ay and watched them as they
wor ked. Hiero had outlined the route ahead as he saw it, and warned the bear
that the area seened to be very dangerous and filled with the Dead Cities. To
his surprise, Gorm seemed sonmewhat contenptuous.

/ have been in some of themto the north, the places of your human past, he
expl ai ned. They are evil; Unclean things there, what you call the Man-rats and
others, but they are clumsy and do not use their noses and ears, alnost as bad
as you two, he added. / amnot afraid of such places.

H ero | earned that the young bear had indeed ventured into several of the

rui ned towns of Kanda at one tinme or another, though he becane evasive when
asked why. The El der folk have us do it, he finally sent, and would say
nothing nore. But the priest gathered that it was some kind of test, perhaps
an energence into adul t hood.

He was quick to tell Gormthat the vast Dead Cities of the South were nothing
i ke the abandoned pl aces he m ght have seen in nost of Kanda, being far

| arger and apt to be ten tinmes as dangerous. Luchare chined in to add her

Vi ews.

"There are several of themin D alwah," she said to Hero. "Tell himplainly,
you're better than I, that no one, save for the Uncl ean, goes there at all
Strange things, horrible things, are said to lurk there, creatures which are



not found el sewhere.”

Per haps, was the bear's calmanswer. / am always careful. But we nust go there
anyway, S0 why worry?

"My people have a few strange instrunents," Luchare offered. "They are either

very old or copied fromvery old ones, nmade before The Death, it is said. The

priests and a few nobles whomthey trust keep them When it becones necessary

for soneone to go near a Dead City, or one of the Deserts of The Death, one of
these is taken out of safekeeping and sent al ong.
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It tells you when the invisible death is still there, the flesh-rot."

"Yes," Hi ero said absently, eyeing the grain of the wood as he whittled at his
crossbow. "I know what you mean. W have themtoo. Wat you call the

"invisible death” is actually lingering atonmic radiation. W can't produce it,
but we know about it up north."” He laid down the bow and watched the setting
sun a norment before continuing. "As long as you're with us, you won't need
one." He smiled. "Klootz and | are trained to detect it with our bodies. And J
suspect our fat friend can do it too." A question to Gormelicited the fact
that he knew well the danger of hard radiation and could detect its sources
easily.

Luchare marvel ed i nwardly. She woul d rather have been flayed alive than let it
show, but every attribute H ero denmonstrated seenmed to put himon another and
hi gher plane fromherself. In her heart, she felt that her pride in her
exalted origin was sinply a | ast defense against admtting that a foreigner of
no particular birth was too good for a girl fromthe barbarous South, no
matter how | ofty her social position

Bot h too preoccupied and too honorable to probe her mnd and a prey to
conflicting emotions hinself, H ero saw nothing on her face to indicate any of
t hem

"Let's take another | ook at the maps," he now said. "W are fast getting into
what seens a very nasty area. Did you hear the frogs |ast night?"

They had all heard the increasing racket of the anphibian chorus, and all knew
what it neant. The Pal ood was angling toward the coast again. The soggy world
of fen and marsh net the synbols of the half-drowned cities on the Uncl ean map
and could not be far ahead.

"Look, if we can get through here," he went on, "this symbol down the coast

m ght well be your Neeyana, Luchare. Now, | can't read the peculiar script
they use and, knowing them it may be in code as well. But see." Hi s finger

i ndicated a wavy |line going away east fromthe southeastern conmer of the
Inland Sea. "This looks as if it mght be the trail you came over with the
peopl e who took you captive. This blob here, then, |ooks like a good bet for a
Desert of The Death. See, it has the same mark as these circle things just
ahead that nust be Dead Cities.

"Now, then, beyond that desert, here to the south, are three
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nore cities, Dead GCities. One is very close to the desert marking. Those three
are marked on nmy own maps too, the first nore heavily. They are anong the few
that are. This is where |'m supposed to start |ooking for—what | need." He
rolled up the set of naps and carefully restored themto the saddl ebag.

Again they set out in the half-light of evening. Not only were the frogs
growi ng | ouder, but the buzzing, biting insects had nade an unwel cone
reappearance also. Mcro's salve was now exhausted, and there was little they
could do but grimy endure, slapping when the nui sances becanme unbearabl e.
Once nore, Kl ootz began sl opping through puddles and nmires. The great reeds
and gi ant dock | eaves now rose up in the dark again, replacing the dry |and
grow h t hrough which they had marched for so |ong.

Al'l through the night they noved on at a walk. Twice they had to circle broad
pool s from which bubbles of marsh gas rose and burst. Once Kl ootz stanped a
great hoof down on a pal e snake, an adder of sone sort which made the m stake



of striking at him H ero roved the night with his brain, searching for
danger, but he was too unfamiliar with his abilities to be very sangui ne. An
anphi bian mnd is the same whether the creature is twenty yards |long or three
i nches, and it gives off nmuch the same enotional val ues and neural reactions.
No true "thought" occurs at ail. Thus, if the priest were trying to see if the
thing he was inspecting was one of the huge frog nonsters which had al nost
attacked himbefore, he had only the view fromthe animal's own eyes, dim at
best, to give hima scale of reference. Once indeed, they heard one of the
great creatures bellow, but the sound came from far away.

The first faint glimer of dawmn was barely beginning to |lighten the east when
they came to a halt. A few nmoments earlier, H ero had ordered Klootz to stop
and had got down hinself to test the surface on which they were traveling.

"Thought so," he nuttered half to hinself. "There's only an inch or so of nuck
here. | heard the hooves strike sonething hard quite a way back." He raised
his voice so the girl could hear. "I think we're on a road, or at |east

somet hi ng once constructed, a thing artificial
what you t hi nk.

Man-built, very old, was the bear's verdict. They stood

THE FORGOTTEN CI TY

169

listening to the frog and insect chorus on the warm night, while clouds of
gnats and nosquitoes descended on them Hero felt the bite of a |l eech through
a tear on his ankle and, |ooking down, saw that the norse's | egs were covered
wi th the black, worm shapes, clearly visible in the waning of nobonset.

"Day's coming," he said, "We'll have to find cover." He instructed the bear to
| ook for shelter and began to wal k by the norse's head.

The deci sion was soon nade for them Wth no warning, they rounded a clunmp of
the big reeds and found a still expanse of open water before them broken only
by dark hill ocks and-peculiar, tall, peaked islands, fast taking shape in the
dawni ng |ight. Looking about, Hiero spied a | ow mound not far away to one

si de, which had some vegetation growing on it. He renobunted, and Gorm and the
norse fl oundered through rmuck, for they quickly left the firmsurface, unti

t hey reached the place.

Kl oot z heaved hinself out of the mud, which would have been up to a hunman
neck, with a sucking noise, and the two , humans qui ckly di smounted. They were
on a flat-topped island in the nud, about ten yards square. Thick bushes and
even a small palmgrew on it, but none of the marsh plants, proving that it
was solid ground. While looking at its curiously regular edges, the priest
unsaddl ed the norse and began to pick | eeches off his nount's body.

"This is an ancient building, | feel sure," he said at |ength, yanking the

| ast rubbery body off Kootz and hurling it out into the marsh. "W're
standing on a flat roof. God H nself knows how nuch is sunk bel ow us. This
bui l di ng coul d have been tall enough to reach, well, the height of a hundred
men. The muck might be easily that deep."

They covered thensel ves against the insects as well as they could, and then
all crouched down under the cover of the palmtree and bushes, to pass the day
as best they might. Hi ero nade sure that they were covered from above by
cutting a few branches and |laying them over the four bodies. They would be
hot, dirty, and unconfortable, but also hard to see.

As the day flooded the | andscape with light, their spirits sank, at |east
those of the humans did. Klootz ate steadily at every piece of browse within
reach, and Gorm managed to sl eep, keeping his bearish thoughts to hinself.
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But the | andscape, or rather waterscape, which now |lay before them could
hardly be considered inspiring, even with a clear sky above and a warm sun

The Inland Sea had vani shed. As far as the eye could reach, there was water,
but it was brown and still. Fromit, stretching equally far out of sight,
thrust the ruins of a vast and ancient netropolis, the hecatonmb of a vani shed
race. Sone of the buildings were higher than tall trees. Their original height

Gorm cone back and tell ne



made t he inmagination boggle, for now they rose fromthe unpiunbed water.
Smal | er ones, or perhaps those which sinply had sunk further into the
surroundi ng nud, were only domed islets, covered with vegetation, |ike the one
on which the travelers now |l ay conceal ed. Ohers were between these two types,
and they made up the majority, rising a few storeys fromthe water, their tops
al one heavily laced with plant growth. Even through these clustering plants
and the wear of millennia, the destruction by some inconceivable force was
still visible. Many of the ruins were shattered and broken, as if by sone
titanic bl ow, one which conbined both fire and shock. Water plants, huge lily
pads and arrowweed, others like great floats of green bl adders, covered nuch
of the still water. Here and there, great piles of |ogs |ay tunbled, nany
overgrown with vines and creepers, the weckage hurled in by past stornmns.

The brown and bl ack buil di ngs had dark and gapi ng wi ndows show ng i n many

pl aces where vegetation had not obscured them Here and there, anmazingly, a
fragment of incredibly ancient glass still glinted in the sun and occasional ly
even a scrap of some rustproof netal. It was a drear and sad prospect to see,
a world of death and old ruin, old beyond nenory.

The voices of the frogs had died down with the com ng of the sun, but the

i nsects still buzzed and stung, although nmercifully in far | esser nunbers.
Oher life there was little, save for a few scattered flocks of some small,
dark birds, which flew silently about the roofs of sone of the buil di ngs.
Large bl otches of white stained other buildings, |Iooking to Hero like the

mar ks of nesting birds of a larger sort, but the birds thensel ves were absent.
Per haps the season was over and they had gone el sewhere.

The priest probed the area with his mnd and found nothing. In the waters and
under them there was nuch life, but it was
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not of a kind he could reach or understand, having no intelligence, only
appetites and fears.

Yet he did not like the place. Even in the sun. there was a broodi ng presence
toit, a feeling that all was no! well.

Al'l day they watched the buil dings and the water, but saw nothing beyond the
nmoverents of small creatures of nmud and pool. The afternoon drew on and the
sun sank | ower toward the west. The first frog voi ces began to sound,
hesitantly at first, then |louder. The insect voices also restarted, and their
hunm ng battali ons attacked i n new nunbers.

"Let's get out of here," the priest choked, spitting out a cloud of bugs.

They repacked Kl ootz and nounted. H ero saw nothing for it but to try and nove
around the shoreline, rmuddy though it was, and circle the forgotten city. The
wat er between the buildings, he felt sure, was too deep and al so too extensive
to try swi mm ng. Who knew what | urked under the surface?

Hardly had they started, indeed Gorm had barely put a front paw off the islet,
when they all froze

The insect and batrachi an chorus ceased. Over the still lagoons and through
the ruined towers of the ancients, there rang a long, echoing wail. As they
listened, it cane again. "Aowh, aowh, aaaaouh," it sobbed, rising and falling

on the evening air. Three tines the nournful notes hung suspended, their place
of origin a nystery. Then there was sil ence.

As the four listened, a frog spoke hesitantly, then another. Soon the full
croaki ng orchestra was in full sw ng again.

"Could you tell where it came fronm?" Luchare asked

"No, and neither could Gorm It seemed to be sone di stance away, out in the
water, but | don't like it. There is an intelligence here; |I feel it in ny
bones. Something malignant, evil, watching, and waiting. W nust stop a while
longer while |I think. | don't like this plunging into the night with no
protection. The Uncl ean may be here, hidden perhaps by a mind shield."

Ful I night was al nost upon them Only a red Iine showed the sun's last |ight.
H ero di smounted, his brow winkled. Qught we to turn back? But where? He felt
he was being stupid. There must be sone plan, sone nore sensible nethod of



doi ng things, that he was nissing. Damm! He sl apped at the swarm ng nos-
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quitoes, nmore in frustration than anything el se.

"1 wish we had a boat," the girl said, |ooking about. "But it would have to be
a big one to hold Klootz. Then we could get out of this mud, at |east."

"Up north we build—Holy Mther, forgive nmy dunbness!" he expl oded. "W build
rafts, rafts for our aninmals when there's no bridge! And |'ve been sitting al
day staring at a thousand log piles, logs all but covered with |ong vines! The
only thing I haven't been given is someone to step up and ki ck ne awake! Comne

on down fromthere and we'll get to work!"
It was true. The storm brought drifts of logs lay everywhere. Al about their
islet were nunbers of them a feww th leaves still left on their branches.

Even Gormwas a help now. Klootz was hitched to a vine rope and tugged free
the ones they wanted, while the bear hel ped untangle branches and vines. Hiero
hacked off linbs with his sword-knife and generally supervi sed, while Luchare
bound the big logs tightly together with cut |engths of tough vine.

At length they had done all they could. The priest had cut two twenty-foot
pol es and al so made a couple of crude paddles, the latter in case the water
grew too deep for the poles. The whole raft was about thirty feet |ong and
fifteen wide. It was incredibly clunsy, but absolutely necessary, Hiero felt.
/ (can) swim Klootz sent, gingerly testing the structure with a huge foot.
No, Stupid, his nmaster came back. Danger under the water. You ride.

It took every ounce of everyone's nmuscle to get the great thing off the nud
and into the water deep enough to float, especially with the big norse aboard.
He finally had to leap onto it fromthe islet, and the shock drove the raft
monentarily under the surface. But he | anded neatly and stood carefully, and
it rose again, spilling water, and fl oated.
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nr*HE HUGE RAFT WAS EVEN CLUMSI ER THAN H ERO HAD FEARED.

-L Still, with patience, it was just possible to nove it slowy along. The
chi ef problemwas the vast, tangled mats of vegetation which | ay entw ned on
the water's surface. He had to | ean over and cut themaside with his sword,
and he finally sat down and | ashed the sword firmy to one end of his pole. He
used | eather thongs fromhis repair kit and tied everything twi ce before he
was sati sfi ed.

From then on, he could cut nore easily, and w thout having a fear that

somet hing woul d seize his armas he | eaned far over the raft's edge, and al so
wi t hout having to put down the pole.

Sonet hi ng bad near! suddenly cane the bear's nental voice. Not a human,
somet hi ng el se whi ch thinks and not-t hi nks.

H ero rested on his pole, and so did Luchare. The great raft noved sl uggi shly
forward for a few yards on nonmentum al one while all strained to hear the

ni ght, both with physical senses and nental ones. But there was not hing,
not hi ng save the al nost deafening chorus of frogs and insects, a nedl ey of
croaks, trills, and stinulations which nade ordinary speech al nost inaudi bl e.
It is gone, Gormsent. // was quick, like a moving fish. Now-rot hing.

The priest did not delude hinself into believing the bear m ght be m staken
CGorm s al ertness had saved them several tinmes already. If his quick nental
perceptions, which after all
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were not human, had detected something, then something was there!

Thi nks and not ~t hi nks! There was no tine to try and find out what the bear
meant, not now. Wrried and frustrated by the intangi bl e menace, Hi ero | ooked
all around, taking in the still, dark water, the nearer buil dings, and the
patches of floating plants. He noted in passing that Klootz' huge, flat
antlers were hung with the last shreds of velvet and were now al nost ready for
use as weapons.



But under the pale noonlight, nothing stirred. At last Hero signaled to
Luchare and thrust his pole deep in the nud again. Once nore, the ponderous
raft slid forward, headed for the w de openi ng between two towering ruins.
Frogs blinked and fell silent, their cold eyes goggling fromhuge lily pads
and bl adderworts as the cunbersome thing went by. Once it had gone, the
renewed chorus broke out in its wake.

As they passed into the first shadows of the shattered nonoliths, the raft net
with its first major check, a tangled nass of sone floating weed. Hiero ran to
the front of the raft (it had no real bow) and began to hack with his

pol e-kni fe while Luchare aided himby thrusting the cut portions aside.
Fortunately, there was deep water under the weeds; and, once cut, they were
little trouble. Still, it was arduous work, for the raft had to be poled a few
yards and then the cutting had to comrence again. It was to be only the

begi nni ng of such work.

Through the night, the raft's sl ow progress continued. Bl ack w ndows and
gaping rents in the rotted, ancient masonry | eered down at the wayfarers as

t hey struggled on. Once, a cloud of bats issuing fromone such ruin and
swirling up across the face of the nmoon nmade everyone junp, but beyond that,
not hi ng happened but hard work.

On two occasions they encountered a bank of thick nud, risen up invisible
under the water plants ahead, and were forced to backtrack and seek anot her
openi ng through the naze of the old city. Fortunately, there was one avail abl e
each tine. Again, while crossing wi de stretches of water (perhaps, H ero
reflected, the remains of ancient squares or parks), they had | ost touch with
the bottomentirely. He blessed God's aiding his forethought in cutting the
crude paddles. The silt-laden water was so cal mthat even these were
sufficient to nove the raft along until the poles could be brought into use
once nore.
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As the first light of dawn came into the eastern sky, the Metz | ooked forward
at his human partner, and sonehow both nanaged to grin. They were both filthy,
drenched in sweat, palnms blistered by their pole work, and it seemed that not
an inch of their bodies was unbitten by gnats and nosquitoes. But they were
alive and healthy, and they nust have come quite a di stance, which was sone
sati sfaction.

"I don't want to travel by day, not in this place," Hi ero said aloud. "Look
over there, a sort of sloping place. W can spend the day there and still be
at least partly hidden."

The rapidly growing light revealed themto be in one of the nunerous squares,
as Hero had cone to call them On three sides, vast and rotted stone
structures | ooned up far above their heads, pierced with countl ess w ndows and
anci ent scars and rents, black openings on nothing. Long vines and twi sted

i anas hid many ot her places.

The fourth side was nore hopeful, however, Some huge buil ding had evidently
col | apsed under the weight of the countless years, and in the not-too-distant
past. The result was a great pile of rubble and broken stone, thrusting up in
an irregular mound fromthe quiet waters of the |Iagoon. A few |arge bushes
grew i n one place, probably survivors of the original structure, but otherw se
it was quite bare of vegetation

Soon the raft lay in a shallow cove next to the island nound. Leaves covered
it, and to a casual inspection, it was one nore tangle of drifted | ogs. The
travel ers, two- and four-Ilegged, soon were huddl ed together under the clunp of
bushes, waiting in sticky irritability for the sun to rise even higher and add
anot her dinmension to their disconfort.

CGortn—what was the thing that frightened you? Hiero sent. The mind touch you
caught as we started, | nean.

Sonet hi ng new, the bear adnitted, as he tried to cover his sensitive nose from
t he crowdi ng nosquitoes. Only one, whatever it was; a bad mnd, quick, sly,
full of hate for everything not like itself. But not a human, not any aninal |



know ei ther. Maybe—there was a pause as the young bear refl ected—raybe, a
little like a frog, but one that thinks!

Wil e the others absorbed this, he added. It went away. Perhaps to find nore.
Wth this parting nessage, he covered his nose conpletely with his forepaws
and fell asleep. Hi s thick, biack fur saved himfrom nost of the other bites,
and he seened
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to have the ability to sleep anywhere, at any tine.

"We' |l have to keep watch," H ero said to the girl. 'Try and sleep, and |'I
take the first one." He wiped the sweat fromhis eyes with a filthy hand and
managed to get din in one of them As he rubbed harder, Luchare pulled his
hand down and from sonewhere produced a danp and (relatively) clean cloth with
whi ch she sponged his face, cleaning his eye out in the process.

"There," she said in a tone of satisfaction. "Now keep your dirty fingers out
of it. What do you think Gormfelt, H ero? Could he be imagining things? This
pl ace i s enough to make anyone have bad dreans, even a bear." She | ooked out
at the brooding |land, or rather waterscape, before them Even under the now
conpletely risen sun, the silent hulks of the past were not a pleasant sight.
The green vegetation mats of water plants, the vines crawing up the
bui | di ngs' shattered faces, the trees and bushes on their pinnacles, all added
to the feeling of desolation.

"He doesn't imagine things," the priest said. He was trying to ignore the
dirty, but enchanting, face so close to his and concentrate instead on what he
was sayi ng.

"There's something here, maybe a |l ot of sonmethings. | can't tap the nental
channel s, but | can feel thought going on around nme, do you understand. Maybe
several kinds of thought. We're going to have to be careful, very careful."
And | ucky, very lucky, he added to hinself.

Anot her | ong day passed. They ate and drank sparingly. The canteens were
runni ng | ow, and though Kl ootz and the bear did not seemto mind the | agoon
water, Hiero tested it and it was foul, full of green matter and with a
sickening snell. He did not intend to drink of it except as a last resort.

The sun reached zenith, and the afternoon began and sl oWy waned. Luchare
finally slept, and so did both animals. Save for the hunm ng insects, which
never ceased their myriad assault, no sound broke the silence. The towers were
enpty of bird life, and none appeared in the blue, cloudless sky. Listening on
all the mental channels known to him the priest could detect no coherent

t hought. Yet all around him intangible and in stealth, some spying, probing
presence seenmed to glare at them A busy undercurrent of activity was at work;
he
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felt it in his bones, but neither could actually |locate nor identify

it.

They had just repacked the raft and were easing the big norse aboard when they
froze in their tracks. The light of late evening still let themsee the
bui |l di ngs around themclearly, but their eyes could detect no nmovenent. The
frog chorus had barely begun

From out of the distant east, in the direction they thensel ves wanted to
travel, there came the sane strange cry they had heard the previous evening.
The frogs fell silent.

"Aoooh, aoooh, aaaoooooouh,"” it wailed nournfully. Three times it came, and
then there was silence once nore, save for the insect buzz. Slowy the frogs
began again, while the two animals and their human friends stood in the

gat hering dark, each imersed in his or her own thoughts.

"Ch, | hate this place!" Luchare burst out. "It's not like the rest of the
world at all, but some dead, wet, horrible wasteland full of npaning ghosts!
The City of the Dead!" She broke into tears, burying her face in her cupped
hands. Her | ong-held control had finally given way.



H ero noved to her side and put his arns around her and patted her back, unti
at length her wet face was raised to his, a question in the great eyes which
he had no trouble answering. He lowered his head and drank in the wild

sweet ness of her lips for the first tine. Her strong, young arns rose and

ti ghtened around his neck, and when the kiss finally ceased, she buried her
face in his jacket. He stitl stroked her back, saying nothing, his eyes
staring sightlessly over her head into the gathering night. The bites of a
dozen m dges and nosquitoes were unfelt.

"What was that for?" cane a nuffled voice fromhis shirt. "A present for a
frightened chil d?"

"That's right," he agreed in cheerful tones. "I do that to all the scared
brats | neet. O course, sonetinmes it recoils on me. | mght even get to |like
it."

She | ooked up at once, suspicious that he was |aughing at her, but even in the
last |ight of day, what she sawin his eyes was so plain that her face was
jamred back into his chest once nore, as if what she had read in his
expression had scared her. There was anot her short silence.

"I love you, Hiero," cane a small voice fromhis chest.
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"I love you, too," he said alnmpst sadly. "I"'mnot at all sure it's a good
idea. In fact, I'mfairly certainit's a bad one, a very bad one. | have been
set a task so inportant that the | ast sane human civilization may fall if |
should fail to carry it out. | need a further distraction like a third leg."
He smiled down at the angry face which had popped up again.

"I seemto be hel pless, however." He tightened his grip around the firm body.
"Wn or |lose, we stay together fromnowon. I'd worry nore if you were
sonewhere el se.”

She snuggl ed cl oser, as if somehow she could bind herself to him They stood
thus, the world forgotten until a mental voice whose very flatness nade it
seem sardoni ¢ broke in.

Human mating is indeed fascinating. But we are in a dangerous place to study
it. That is sonmething of which | feet certain.

This acted like a pail of cold water. They al nost sprang apart. Studiously

i gnoring the bear, who sat |ooking up at themfromthe mddle of the raft
where he sat next to Klootz, they seized their poles and pushed off into the
hunm ng, croaking dark. The nmoon bad not yet risen, but the stars were out,
and both of them had excellent night vision.

Once again, a night of toil and disconfort |lay before them Yet they detected
no signs of an eneny, though there were nonents when the appearance of one
woul d have cone as an al nost wel come distraction. On and on through the
drowned city they pol ed, hacked, and paddled their way. H ero fell overboard
once, but popped back up in a second, streanming foul, rmuddy water, at |east
cool for a few seconds.

The noon rose and nmade their task a little easier. The silent, black buildings
stared down from a thousand ruined eyes as they struggl ed past. Perhaps they
were follow ng boul evards and espl anades whi ch had once echoed to the tranp of
vani shed parades. Al were buried now, forgotten and |ost under the weight of
centuries of nmud and water

Luchare and Hi ero had become so inured to their toil that the first Iight of
dawn was a surprise, brought to their notice by the fact that they could now
see one another's faces clearly.

"My love," the priest said wearily, "if | look half as dirty and tired as you
do, | must be the worst-Iooking thing around.”

"You | ook nmuch worse,"” was the answer. "I may never Kkiss you again, at |east
not until | can scrape you off with a knife

THE PERI L AND THE SAGE

179

first." Tired as she was, the girl's voice was buoyant with | ove and

happi ness.
"Look at that dammed norse," Hiero grunted, changing the subject. "He's



getting back at me for all the riding, galloping, spurring, and general hard
| abor 1've put himthrough.”

Kl ootz was indeed asleep, only his great ears twitching under his antlers,

gi ant |l egs tucked neatly under his barrel. Beside him the bear also slept on
as usual allowi ng nothing to cone between himand his rest.

"They' re supposed to be on watch. We coul d have been eaten by now wi th guards
like that!"

"I know, Hiero, but we haven't been. I'mso tired and dirty it would al nbst be
arelief, anyway. \Were are we, do you suppose?"

The raft was drifting slowy al ong what once nust have been a m ghty avenue.
The cl ose-packed buildings on either side were so tall, even in their antique
ruin, that nmost of the sunlight never reached the water |apping at their
sides. As aresult, few plants grew here. The water, too, seemed nuch deeper
The two had been using the paddles for the |last hour or so.

They could see light far ahead and equally far behind, but great, ruined
structures hemmed themin on both sides. There were bays and gaps in the

| oom ng, noss-hung cliffs and walls of stone, shadowed niches and caves, but
the general effect was that of being in the bottom of some vast canyon. As the
daylight grew, this effect was heightened, rather than the reverse.

H ero | ooked about himcarefully. Then his eye returned to one spot; he saw
somet hi ng which sent a cold chill up his spine.

Luchare! H's nental voice jolted her as no spoken word could have. Don't nake
a sound. Look at that opening to the right, at the water through the big hole
in that building.

The gl oony |ight was neverthel ess quite strong enough to delineate the place

H ero was staring at. A huge masonry wall, or possibly a vast gate, for it was
hard to tell, had collapsed in a distant age. The water flowed through the
wi de gap and into a still pool, hundreds of yards across, conpletely

surrounded by nore shadowed and |l ofty structures as far as the two could see,
In the mddle of the pool, directly opposite the entrance to
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the watery "street" on which now rode the raft, a tall, thin object rose
directly fromthe surface of the quiet water. At first, H ero had assuned that
it was sone inanimate structure of an unknown type, perhaps a spire of sone

| ong- sunk house. But his eye had strayed back to it, warned by a physica
sense he could not define, and with a thrill of horror he saw that it was ever
so gently moving. Then the shape, |ike that of a giant anber |eaf, conplete
with ribs, or vanes, becane clear. They were | ooking at a col ossal fin, whose
owner lay just under the turgid surface of the water. The sheer bul k of the
creature defied the inagination

/1 must lie there in anbush, Hiero sent, waiting for what passes. If we stay
still, there's a chance.

I ndeed, a gentle current was taking them past the opening, although at a rate
whi ch seemed absolutely | eaden. The two aninmals still lay in the center of the
raft, apparently asleep. Yet both were not.

/ heard you, came Gorm s thought. Whai is the danger? | can see not hing.

Sonet hing very large, just under the water, came Mcro's answer. Do not nove.
It watches. It could eat this whole raft, | think. I will try to reach its

m nd.

Try he did, on every nental band he knew, including the new one he had | earned
to use while on Manoon. But as the raft lazily drifted on, he had to

acknow edge defeat. \Whatever nonster |ay enbayed back there, it sent out
not hi ng he coul d distinguish fromthe thousands of other |ife essences in the
waters around them The size of the thing was no clue to its nmental activity,
and its sheer bulk gave off no nental radiation, at |east not any that he
coul d perceive.

They drifted until even the buil dings around the place where they had seen the
fin were out of sight. Then and then only did Hi ero signal to Luchare to
resume paddling. And both did so with great care, being careful to splash as



little as possible.

They had stiil a very long way to go down the gl oony canyon when Hiero
excl ai med al oud, "Push her over to this side. J see something we badly need."
Between the two of them they got the raft wedged into the angle of a great
buil ding which jutted out a little beyond its fellows. Hiero told Luchare to
hang on and hold it there.
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"Look," he said, "we're in luck—a copper band around this | evel of w ndows."
He had glinpsed the sickly verdigris of the copper as the raft approached it
and remenbered their three-quarters-finished crossbows. Using his belt knife
and the pole's butt end, he nanaged to pry a strip weighing several pounds

| oose and onto the raft. Under the coating of verdigris, the netal was

unt ouched.

"I think it's bronze," he said, |ooking carefully at it. "Better than copper
too, lots harder. W have enough to tip a hundred arrows here. Lucky it lasts
forever."

Luchare shivered. "I'mglad too, but let's get nmoving. | still find this place
makes me sick. Al those old wi ndows seemto be watching us. And where are we
going to spend today? The sun's all the way up now, even if it |ooks so gl oony
down here.”

"I don't know. We'll have to keep paddling, that's all. Maybe we'll find an

i sland or a cove or sonething. Perhaps an opening in the side of one of these
bui | di ngs. One without an occupant," he added.

Despite the steady increase of light, they had little choice, save to keep
nmovi ng. The gentle current was growi ng stronger, for one thing, and for
another, no nore |large breaks in the walls of stone occurred. The eddying

st ream hel ped now, though; the opening at the far end of the long Iine of

buil dings drew rapidly closer, far nore rapidly than if they had been forced
to propel thenselves unaided. And the current al so had prevented the formation
of any mats of vegetation, so that no nore cutting was necessary.

Still, it was al nost noon when the raft shot fromthe darkness between the
tines of towering ruins and out into the sunlight. For a noment the passengers
were dazzled by the light, but when they saw clearly, Luchare let out an

excl amati on of delight and, dropping her paddle, clapped her hands together
They had emerged into, and now were drifting in, a small |ake whose cl ear bl ue
wat er indicated great depth and a probabl e cl ose connection with the Inland
Sea. Around its fringe, many buildings fornmed a ring, save in one direction,
the south, where a wi de gap was evident.

But it was the nmiddle of the |ake that held their attention.
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A small, green island, covered with bushes and pal mtrees and show ng patches
of grass here and there, rose out of the |ake's waters. Bright-colored
flowers, yellows and blues, glowed anid the herbage. And fl ocks of small birds
circled here and there, while a raft of mngled geese and ducks, brown and
white, fed in the shallows on the side facing the raft. After the days and
nights in the gloomand stench, the insects and frogs, the fear and the I abor
t he place | ooked |ike Paradise.

"Come on, Hiero," she urged. "Let's get over there quickly. That place is big
enough to have even a spring. W can get clean. Those trees may have fruit,
and we can probably get a few ducks. Hurry!"

But the priest stood i nmobile, holding his paddle. True, the island did indeed
| ook inviting. Perhaps too much so! He had not forgotten, tired though he was,
the stealthy sensations of the past few days, the weird calling in the
twilight, the feeling that the party were sonehow bei ng kept under

observation. This place was still surrounded by the drowned city and its
ravaged buil dings, attractive though it | ooked.

But fatigue won over caution. They had to rest somewhere, and both he and
Luchare were nearly at the end of their respective ropes. A so, the need for



food, fresh food, and cl ean water was urgent. And the ani nal s needed them both
as well.

"Come on, then," he said and began to paddle. "At |east we can hide there for
the rest of the day. But don't talk so loudly! This place is no Abbey home for
the aged and unwell! | still sense some strange nmental undercurrent that
scares nme, that | can't pin down."

A. gently sloping beach on one end nade the little island al nost perfect. And
there was a spring, or rather a dew pond, filled with clear, sweet water, set
in the island's center and surrounded by tall ferns and sweet-snelling
flowers. To make matters conplete, Hiero found a bed of freshwater clanms in
the shall ows of the beach, and the three carnivores feasted on the raw, juicy
shel I fish until they could hold no nore. Klootz paid the clans no attention
but began to put away pounds of grass and shrubbery at once.

By mid-afternoon, washed, cleaned, and with full stomachs, all were fast

asl eep, save for Klootz, who still roved the island, selecting the finest bits
of leaf and twig while nounting an alert watch at the same time. Even he had
rolled in the clear
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wat er, and now he was engaged at intervals in rubbing the last of the soft

vel vet off his great rack of gleam ng, black antlers. At tines he paused and

| ooked about, then, seeing nothing, fell to eating again.

So exhausted were the two humans that they slept through the afternoon and
nost of the entire night that foll owed. H ero awoke in the darkness before
dawn and realized at once what had happened. Before he could even forma

sel f-reproach, the bear's voice echoed in his mnd. You needed the rest.
Not hi ng has cone near. But still-sonething watches. | knowit, just as | know
the sun rises.

We nust be alert, Hiero replied. He stretched, feeling so stiff that he could
hardly nmove, although the sleep had done hima |ot of good.

Luchare awoke at the nmovenent from her place nearby. "Is that today's new sun
that dimglow? W nmust have had a long sleep. But | still feel |ike sleeping
again. |Is that w cked?"

"No, it's not. We're both still exhausted. Fm going to declare a rest day. |
think we can finish those crossbows and cut sonme bolts for themtoo, which
will make me feel a lot better. W're going to need sone nissile weapons for

hunting, if for no other reason."

The day began nore pleasantly than any in weeks. Hi ero managed to finish his
own crossbow and to cut sone bolts from seasoned dead saplings washed up on
the island s shore.

Luchare was no hel p, for she spent nost of the tine arrangi ng her hair,
bat hi ng, and pelting H ero with bunches of flower petals whenever she caught
hi m | ooking "too serious." At md-afternoon, he gave up on any further work
simply to lie with his head in her lap while she gossi ped about her past life
and specul ated on their future together

"I hope we have a long and happy one, love," he said at last. "But we're a far
and distant way fromit now. And you' ve never nmentioned, in all your gabble,
just what led you to run away from D al wah. An arranged narri age, one m ght
guess?"

She gasped in astonishment. "I knew it! You too were peering into ny nind!"
"No." He snmiled up at the indignant face and with his finger transfered a kiss
on the end of the dark, aquiline nose. "You adnitted you were no sl ave once

before. You're the daughter of one of your great nobles, | inmagine, because,
by your own
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adm ssion, only the priesthood and the nobility gel a chance to |l earn as much
as you have. So it was a fairly easy guess. How great a noble is your father
in your own country's terms, | mean?"

"The greatest," she said in dull tones. There was a sil ence.



"The actual king, eh?" Hero no longer smled. "Now that's a pity. Are you the
only child? It mght be inmportant."

"1 had one ol der brother, but he was killed in a battle with the Uncl ean. W
father wanted ne to marry and cerment an alliance with the next nost powerful
state. | knew, everyone knows, all about Efrem of Chespek. He beats and
tortures his concubines. H's first queen went mad and he had her blinded,

di vorced her as not being legally married, since the kings cannot marry people
who are physically mained, you see, and put her in a nunnery. That's what |
was runni ng away from"

"Can't say as 1 much blame you," Hiero said, chewing a grass stem "Il rather
was hoping to establish contact with various countries, especially yours, so
that | could open a trade route and, nore inportant, we could start to
recivilize your area. Stealing a princess, the only princess, is a bad start.
She bristled. "What do you nmean 'recivilize? 1'Il have you know, Per Desteen
nmy bearded priestling, D alwah is a great and powerful nation, with two walled
cities and countless churches and other big pal aces and buil di ngs of stone. To
say nothing of a great and brave arny!"

H ero smiled affectionately at her and said nothing. He rolled over on his
stomach and still said nothing, his chin pillowed on his arms, apparently
staring away off over the | ake.

"I see," she said after an even | onger pause. "Those things aren't enough to
be called civilized by thensel ves, are they, Hiero?l

"Well, what do you think?" he asked. "They go along with a basis of chatte
slavery, a stranglehold on wealth and education by a snmall, propertied class,
crushing taxes, a state religion which seens to have degenerated, at least in
part, into sheer superstition, and finally, incessant, bloody warfare wth
your nei ghbors. That |ast would be too silly and neani ngl ess in any case, but
it weakens your society terribly, just when it needs its strength the nost to
fight the Unclean and the raveni ng nonsters of your own forests. Now, you tel
me if that's civ-
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ilization. 1'd call it pretty advanced barbarismand a plain path downhill to
conplete ruin."

"1 suppose you're right," she said. "It's just that, having been raised as the
royal princess of D alwah and flattered and lied to by everyone fromthe tine
I could talk, I had no way of know ng anything could, or should, rather, beany
different.”

"I know," he said, patting her shoulder. "The anmazing thing, little princess,

is that you turned out the way you did. Not only lovely but smart, smart
enough to admt you don't know everything. The only kind of brains worth

havi ng, that is."

Her face bent over his, and he pulled her down. The tall grass hid themfrom
any observation, and he breathed into her ear, "Now?"

"I"'mafraid," was the husky, |owvoiced answer. "I'ma virgin. That's one
reason | was supposed to be so valuable."
"You'll be ny wife when we can find another priest. As far as |'m concerned,

you're nmy wife right now And ny |ove. Forever and ever, until God calls us
hone. That's what our marriage service says."

Her |ips cane down on his then and silenced him The grasses waved gently in
t he afternoon sun. Once there sounded a small cry, so soft and brief that even
the bear could hardly hear it.

These humans! he thought. At least that's over with and we can concentrate on
other matters. He drowsed too in the warm sunlight, half-listening to the
grindi ng sounds of Kl ootz renorsel essly denolishing his cud, over and over.
The island slept, the silence broken only by the nuted call of birds and

i nsect hum

They both awoke in early evening, or rather were awakened. Neither one said a
word as they quickly drew on their clothes. The nessages from Gorm Awake!
They come! had hit their two sleeping brains like a thunderclap. In the



instant that this took, the terrible wailing cry which had growm so famliar
to them came again, |ouder than they had ever heard it, and this tinme it did
not cease.

" Aoough, aaaouugh, aaaooough!"

Now, in great volune, it cane fromall around them In the

hal f-1ight over the twilight |agoon, their island no | onger seened

, a haven of safety, but a tiny norsel of helpless sanity in a
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chaotic and inplacable world. Hiero hinself spared a brief and regretful

t hought for their first |ove-making, sandw ched between perils and duties, a
nmonent al ready pre-dooned to evanescence

Wth the norse and the bear, they rapidly took stations in the center of their
i sl and. Around them the boom ng nmenacing wail grew | ouder still. "Aoough,
aaaooough, aaough!"

Now, clearly outlined in the yet strong light, the travelers saw their

enem es, and all knew at once that they had been watched fromthe begi nning of
their voyage through the drowned netropolis.

From every side but the open south they canme, in small, narrow craft, half
raft, half canoe, apparently nade of tightly bound reeds, pointed al either
end. From out between the encircling buildings, across the quarter mle of
open water around the island, the strange craft surged, propelled by their
owners' webbed hands, as well as paddles. And the white heads in the water
bet ween t he boats showed where many nore were com ng fast by sinply using
their native el enent.

A new Leemate! Take a frog, Hi ero thought, and stand himup; give hima

hi gh-vaulted skull and a pallid skin, white and sickly-1ooking. Gve himevil
bl ack eyes, |ike huge bubbles of sparkling, vicious jet. G ve himal nost man
size. G ve himknives of bone, as white as his skin, and spears offish bone
and bl eached bone clubs. And give himhate! As the things came steadily on
the priest thought of Gormis first inpression. A frog that thinks. Mist have
been a scout and we've been stal ked.

The wailing, sobbing cry which had filled the air suddenly ceased. And only
then did H ero realize that the frog-things thenselves were utterly silent.
The strange noi se had come fromthe buildings all around them but not fromthe
creatures thenmselves. WAs it a signal to attack? Who had rmade it? Many ot her
questions filled his mnd, but there was no time for any of them The first
attackers had reached the island and were swarmi ng ashore.

The priest's first instinct had been correct: get away fromthe | agoon and
nmeet the frog creatures on dry land. They ran awkwardly, half-hopping,

hal f-scuttling, and were obviously far less at ease with solid dirt under
their great, webbed toes than with the swanp ooze or water. Still, there were
many of
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them and only four of the travelers. But now Hiero had | apsed into the cold

killing fit of his Abbey training. Defeat was not even a consideration
Luchare got the first one. Her long | ance, the extendible javelin H ero had
taken fromthe Unclean priest, licked out, and a frog-thing's throat opened in

scarlet. A shower of the barbed bone spears cane whistling and everyone
ducked. One struck Hiero full on the breast and he gasped. It had hardly
penetrated the skin! The anphi bian Leemutes were no spearmen. Apparently their
skinny arns were not shaped for throwi ng. Even so, though this was a boost to
nor al e, quickly comruni cated to the others, there were apparently hundreds of
the ugly creatures swarm ng up the gentle slope fromthe water. And they will
be getting harder to see, H ero thought, for the light was now fading fast.
But again, the things' own physical characteristics worked against them As
the Iight died, they becane nore, not |ess, visible! A strange, spectral glow
emanated fromtheir dank, squanmous skins, and they were thus outlined in their
own | um nescence. A weird and frightening sight, no doubt, but not to trained
fighters, and by this time Luchare was one too!

Kl oot zf Hiero sent. To ne!



The big norse had been guarding the left flank while the bear held the right,
keeping his ground and scything with his great antlers at any Leenute who
ventured near. They were afraid of him and few of themtried that side.

Now he |unged forward between Hi ero and Luchare and, at a word, crouched. Both
swung up into the big saddl e, one spear couched to the left, the other to the
ri ght.

"Charge!" the priest shouted. Around the island, you big clown, sent his mnd
Cl ean up on them Follow us, Gorni

H ero had suddenly seen the best, indeed the only, nethod of attack. Once the
strange characteristics of the frog-things becane apparent, it was obvious.

I ndi vidually no nenace, they yet swarmed in such nunbers that they m ght pul
down an immbile foe if allowed to. But if attacked, and on solid earth where
their weak |and | egs nmade them doubly vul nerable, things m ght be different!
The giant bull nmorse was a creature such as they had never seen, and he was
al nost invulnerable to their feeble darts, which could barely do nore than
annoy him The | ow bushes
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and the few trees were no inpediment to his charge at all, and he sinply tore
t hrough the gl ow of the crowding frog creatures as if they were not there.
Their gaping nouths, rimred with needl e fangs, opened voicelessly in terror
and rage. But save for the stanping, snorting, and grunts of the norse, the
grow i ng of the bear, and the gasps of the humans, the strange battle was
fought in utter silence. Even as he thrust savagely with his spear, H ero
wondered at the creatures. He had been able to detect no nental activity at
all, and since they seened voicel ess, how on earth did the creatures

conmuni cate? Twice around the islet they charged, scattering havoc through

t hei r phosphorescent foes.

Suddenly, they had won, at |least for the present. Wth no signal that either
human coul d see or hear, a scuttling, shanbling rush back to the | agoon began
One instant they were surrounded by a hideous, glow ng pack of nightmare
denons; the next, innumerable blobs of living |light were ebbing away to the
water's edge. Even as Hiero signaled a halt, he observed that the dead and
wounded were being taken too. Probably to eat, he thought sourly, unwilling to
concede any decent values to the squandering Leenutes.

"They're gone," Luchare breathed, bloody |ance resting across the saddl ebow in
front of her.

"Yes, but not very far; |ook!"

The i sl and now was surrounded by a ring of cold fire! The anphi bi an horde I ay
in the water, aboard their reed boats or sinply floating; it was hard to tel
in the dark. But one thing was obvious: they were not going away. "1 think
they' Il be back all right, come first light probably,"” the priest continued.
"Anyone hurt here?" Are you all right, Gorn®? Kl ootz, any wounds?

Their weapons are weak. | thought they m ght have poison on the points, but
there is nothing. I amnot even scratched.

Kl oot z shook his great antlers angrily. Drops of dark, evil-snelling blood

fl ew back and caught his two riders in the face.

"Phew! | guess you're all right too?"

The man and wonman di snmounted and stood | ooking through the night at the weird
cordon of light,for a nmonent.

"Come on," Hiero said at length. "Let's clean our weapons and get sone food
into us. Then we can rest again. |1'll take first watch. 1've al nost finished
nmy crossbow, and | want to
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start to cut and trim some quarrels and bolts. The moon's rising again, and

t here shoul d be enough light."

"I"mnot staying asleep while you work!" his young |lady stated flatly. "Maybe
we can finish both of the bows between us."

The I ove and trust in her voice caused a pang deep in Hiero's breast. He had
not admitted how forlorn it all |ooked, even to hinself. What could the



norni ng bring but another attack, one in overwhel mi ng nunbers this tine? Hs
i deas about conpleting the crossbows were only to avoid having to face the

i nevitable. Ringed by water and countless aquatic foes, what help could they
count on in escapi ng? None.

A true Killmn never gives up, said one part of his training. A priest trusts
in God, said another. You've been stuck before', |ook at Manoon, now, said a
third. He |l aughed, a quick, short bark, and Luchare | ooked curiously at him
But she said nothing. She was |earning that her strange | over was a man of
noods.

"Al'l right," he said, "let's get busy, then. Qur two fur people can keep

wat ch. "

It nust have been well after m dnight when H ero suddenly stiffened, his
sensitive hands pausing, immobile over their work of cutting vanes for the
crossbow bolts. A strange nental signal had come to him Something inimca
nmoved in the night, but behind a shield he could not penetrate. Yet he was
conscious of it comng, |like a nenacing cloud, which still conceal s whatever
lies within its heart.

Qui ckly he woke the others, for Luchare had | ong since coll apsed, exhausted,
despite her earlier boasts.

| feel it too, came fromthe bear. What it is | cannot tell, but you are
right; it comes through the dark in our direction. It cones fromthere. He

i ndi cated the south, where the open water |ay.

"Uncl ean!” Hiero burst out in despair. "These dammed frog Leenutes must be
nore of their allies. The feeling hung around themlike an evil stench, and
couldn't put two and two together!" We should have tried to | eave earlier
even if it meant fighting our way through the line out there. At |east the
danger .fromthose things only hits at the body!

Patience, was the bear's cal mreply. You chose the best way you knew. You are
our | eader. W have escaped other traps.
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There was a pause, as if the strange, literal, ursine mnd was considering
somet hing new. Then there cane a note of sonething surprising to H ero—a touch
of humor. Let us nor die before we truly are killed.

H ero probed the star- and noonlit night, using all the new power of his own
m nd. The inchoate force continued to approach steadily, and at last, just
bef ore dawn, he too was able to pinpoint its direction, the same as that which
the bear had found. Wth the com ng of daylight, he guessed what he woul d see.
The fam liar "feel" of the eneny, even masked and hi dden, was unmi st akabl e.
Quietly, he gave his instructions to the others, not even excluding Kl oot z.
Luchare stared at him w de-eyed. "Must we die, beloved? Is there no way out,
no ot her hope?"

"I see none, dearest. They took me alive before, and they will nake no

m stakes this time. Fromnmy brain, fromall our living brains, they could
force know edge, a know edge whi ch woul d probably ensure their ultimte
triunph. The ancient weapons | seek would be an irresistible force in their
hands, plus whatever the bear knows and ny own new skills in mnd-fighting."
He smiled sadly down at the dark, haunting face, ringed by its tight, black
curls. "I have two death pills,” he went on. "Here is one. Klootz will not be
taken alive." Gorm can you die fighting? WII you?

I f necessary, was the answer. My Od Ones laid that on me, just as yours did.
When you give the word, that is enough. Still, let us wait for the dawn.
Luchare understood him "A fal se dawn," she said bitterly. "And one which
nmeans only night and death."

H ero mastered his grief for her, so young and | ovely, and spoke cal nmy,
concealing what it cost him "Gormis right. Let's not die before our tine.
Who knows what nay happen?”

H s arm over her shoul der, they stood on the highest knoll of the islet and
waited for the norning light. The two animals waited patiently by their sides,
the giant nmorse "snoofing" loudly at intervals as he tested the dawn breeze.



The phosphorescent glow of their enenmi es' bodies faded as the east grew pale
and the sun rose. Their ring of reed skiffs and slimy, white shapes stil
covered the water, however, and they gave no sign of noving.

THE PERI L AND THE SAGE

191

For the last tinme, the four now heard the awful wail which for them had cone
to synmbolize the city.

" Aaaough, aaaooough, aaaooough," it rang out, fromall about, its source as
nmysterious as ever. Far over the ruined towers it sounded, seemng to defy the
very day itself. At last it fell silent, and the red disc of the sun appeared
down one of the distant avenues of far-off buil dings.

And those who had hunted the four so long also cane with the norning. Qut of
the opening in the south came the hated bl ack shape of that strange vesse

whi ch had caught Hi ero. Perhaps, the priest thought, it was another like it,
but it made no difference. In that black hull lay their destruction, sure and
i nescapabl e.

The pallid Leenutes, their slippery, pale fornms gleaning in the nmorning light,
paddl ed and swam away fromthe prow of the oncom ng ship. A channel formed in
their ranks, and the bl ack vessel cane slowy through it until, its speed

di m ni shing, it coasted slowy toward the island. The guardian circle of
nmonsters re-formed behind it. And all the other frog creatures followed,
drawing in fromall sides until they occupied only one, massed in deathly
white on the side in which the black vessel lay and a hundred yards beyond it.
H ero had never ceased sending nental darts at the ship, indeed had
continually done so, even before it actually appeared. Now, as it cane to a
halt only a few hundred feet offshore, he ceased and nerely held his own
defense ready, waiting on the faint off chance that the Uncl ean m ght drop
their barrier. He knew well the chance was infinitesimal. He could fee
Luchare's body trenbling, but he shot a sideways gl ance and noted proudly that
her hi gh-cheekboned face was inpassive.

The adept who stood on the open bridge, surrounded by

human ai des and several Hairy Howl ers, spoke aloud in bat-

wah. He was not S' duna, but again the physical resenblance

"was uncanny. Yet Hiero was not fooled by the shaven head

and the cl ose approxi mati on

~ "Priest, we have you fast and your griny crew as well, “lncluding your
wench. Are you ready to yield wi thout a strug-

zT The voice, like S nerg's and S duna's, was resonant,

lie, and powerful. Its purpose was to intimdate, to weaken
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confidence, to inspire fear. It succeeded in none of its purposes. |nstead,

H ero | aughed.

"Still want ny brain, eh, Baldy?" he said. The di stance was so cl ose that he
hardly needed to raise his voice. Wth relish, he saw the pale skin of the

ot her redden, while the Howl ers started to chatter angrily. Hi ero spared a

gl ance at the foredeck. He frankly hoped the Iightning gun he saw t here woul d
be used on them The silver anul et which had guarded hi mbefore was no | onger
in place, and that had been a milion-to-one chance anyway. It would be a
qui ck end, and they would feel nothing.

But the two hooded nen who nanned the contrivance were well disciplined. They
sinmply stood at its controls, waiting for an order fromtheir master

The adept waved a hand negligently, and the noisy Howlers fell silent. The
shi ning head inclined gracefully toward Hi ero, and the priest was surprised.
"You are bold, priest of a forgotten god, courageous too. Qualities the

Br ot her hood val ues. W have you in our grip, but we need not close our hand.

VWhat if we still offered alliance? | confess.it freely, we could indeed use
your m nd, one of power and indomtable will. S duna sent nme, S cam one of
scarcely less authority, to reason with you, though why you still cling to the

animal s, especially that stupid bear, | utterly fail to see.” There was



genui ne puzzlement in this |ast.

The Metz hesitated not a second. "You lie, S cam and so do all your dirty
tribe! S duna even now fears nme, or else he would have cone hinself, to see ny
capture or to watch ny doom You have a machine in your ship to keep nmy mnd
fromslaying all of you. Well, cone and try with your weapons! | defy your

Uncl ean crew, your filthy, perverted Brotherhood, and above all, you,

shave- pated master of foulness. If you have us fast, cone and take us!"

For a second, staring over the cal mwater at the ship, only a stone's throw

di stant, Hiero thought he had succeeded. S camls face becane a |ivid mask of
horrid rage, and his hands twitched on the rail of the bridge. But, to Hiero's
i ntense regret, the adept controlled hinmself and did not order the instant
death the priest sought for hinmself and his friends. H's voice was now | ow and
grating, filled with venom and hatred.

"You seek a speedy death, priest, and when we have you on Manoon, you will
pray to your foolish, nonexistent god for
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it. And it will not come, no, it will not cone!" He turned to his swarning
foll owers, who had stood in silent obedience behind him "Put the ship's bow
on the beach and take them Take themalive!"

H ero freed his right armand rai sed his crossbow, which had hung fromthe
left, a new rmade, bronze-tipped quarrel in its slot, the bow cocked. He drew
aimon S cam who with his head turned saw not hing of his doom But he never

| oosed.

"Peace!" The new voi ce speaking in batwah was so strong and vi brant that, by
conparison, that of the evil adept seemed weak and sickly. Wth one word, the
voi ce took the whole situation under its control

H ero | owered his bow and frankly gaped, amazed at what he saw.

Around a corner of the islet, unseen by anyone, there had come a snmall wooden
canoe. In its stemthere sat an aged man, a paddle in his lap, his long, white
beard and hair flowi ng over his plain dress of brown cloth shirt, pants, and
soft boots. He seemed quite unarmed, save for a snmall belt knife. H's skin was
very dark, as dark as Luchare's, and his | ong, snow-white hair was al so just
as much a mass of tight curls as hers.

The Uncl ean | eader seened as stunned as Hiero by this appearance. It was a
second before he could gather his wits. Hi s glance darted about as he sought
for other enemies. It seened inpossible that one ancient had cone alone into
his power, as if out of thin air.

"What are you doing here, Elevener?" he demanded. "Are you mad to cone between
me and ny prey? Even your bands of crazy sentinmentalists know what we can do
to those who oppose us!"

El evener! O course! Hiero thought. One of the Brotherhood of the El eventh
Conmandnent. But what was he doing here? Was he indeed nad, to thrust hinself
into his enem es' power? A thousand questions jostled in his mnd

But the old man was speaking again. "Servant of evil, you and your brute horde
are sumoned to depart. Go at once and cease nol esting these wanderers,
two-1 egged and four. |, Brother Al do, tell you so, on penalty of your

i mredi ate death.”

This was too nmuch for S carn. Indeed, Hiero hinself was

becomi ng sure the old fellow had lost his wits. To threaten a

*huge ship full of devil's weapons, Leenutes, and Uncl ean
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warriors, while sitting al one and unarnmed in a canoe was certainly nadness at
its peak.

"We are favored by fortune, dotard, for we have you in our net as well as

t hese. Cease your senile nmaunderings and approach at once to surrender, lest |
| ose ny patience.”

Brot her Al do, as he styled hinself, rose and stood erect in his canoe. He
reveal ed hinmself as being very tall and | ean; despite his age, he bal anced
easily.



"W slay no one gladly, child of the Unclean, not even such as you." H's arm
thrust out, forefinger extended. "For the last tine, | tell you, begone, |est
| loose a destruction upon you! Can you not see your allies have fled,
summoned by that which

rul es thenf"

Hiero stared in fresh amazenment. It was true. As the talk had taken this new
turn with the sudden appearance of the old El evener, the frog Leenutes were
gone! Stealthily, silently, their living ring of bodies had vani shed. Not a
reed boat or |eprous white shape remained. The black ship and the tiny canoe,
a hundred yards separating them were alone on the blue, dancing surface of

t he | agoon.

Even S' cam seened taken aback. H's crew, too, began to mutter audibly, and one

of the Howers let out a piercing wail. But the adept still ruled.
"Silence, you chattering cowards! And as for you, you old troubl emaker, enough
of your ties and El evener gibberish! Approach and surrender or | wll slay

you!" Yet a new, sudden fear snowed in his ivory face, despite every effort to
control it. The old man had frightened him

Brot her Al do dropped his hantl, and an expression of sadness crossed his dark,
lined face. "So be it. The One knows that | do this unwillingly." Wth that he
sat down quickly in the canoe and raised his paddle.

And the black ship rose in the air!

Rose up, held in the pointed jaws of a fish of such bulk that it dwarfed the

i magi nati on. The thing's gleam ng, ivory teeth, Hiero saw in nunb fascination
were each as long as his own body! Not a sound canme fromthe crew. It was too
qui ck.

For one second the ship hung ten spans above the heaving, foam ng surface;
then the incredi ble nonster shook its vast head once and the big vessel sinply
broke in half. As the two fragments" struck the surface, the |eviathan

vani shed m a boi
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of water. Fromout of this, there emerged a forked tail easily a hundred feet
across! Wth a smash that al nost pierced the eardruns, it came down on the

| agoon squarely on top of the broken pieces of the Unclean ship and the
surviving men and Leernutes who now struggl ed and screaned in the water.

Brace yourselves', hold Klootz's legs, Hiero sent, seeing what was com ng. A
great wave rushed up the islet's beach, and in an instant the two hunmans and
the bear were waist-deep in the surging water. The priest's warning had cone
inthe nick of time, for the big norse held firmand they with him Gorm had
flung his strong forepaws around a leg as well, and H ero had held on to both
a leg and Luchare.

The water raced back as swiftly as it had cone, and the travelers stared out

at the transforned | agoon. There was a |ong snear of oil, a grow ng slick, and
vast rings of racing, foamng ripples, all coming fromthe place where the
Uncl ean ship had been. O the ship and its sinister crew, nothing remained. In
less than thirty seconds they had been totally obliterated, as if they had
never been. Only the small canoe, now half-full of water, lay rocking on the
surging water a few hundred feet away, its solitary occupant staring sadly at
the foul ed area of |agoon.

H ero et go of Luchare and strode down through the soggy grass and shrubbery
to the water's edge. As he reached it, he saw the canoe shooting in toward
him propelled by vigorous strokes of the paddle. In an instant its prow
grated on the sand and its tall occupant stepped onto the beach, his vigorous
nmoverent s bel yi ng his apparent age.

The two nmen stared at each other in appraisal. Hiero | ooked up at a face so
strong and yet so calmthat it seemed to have grown al nost beyond what coul d
be call ed human. The very dark brown, al nost black, skin was lined by a

t housand wrinkles, yet the skin itself was clear and healthy. The broad snub
nose surnmounted a sweeping, curly nustache which nmerged into the white beard

i nperceptibly. The frizzy white locks fell evenly to the old man's shoul ders



and were neatly conbed.

But the eyes were the clue to the whol e countenance. Bl ack as night, dancing
with light, they seemed to bubble with hunor and yet to be grave as a granite
monurrent at one and the sane tinme. They were eyes which loved life, which had
seen everything, exam ned everything, and were still searching for, and

196

H ERO S JOURNEY

finding, newthings to examine. In themcould be read great age and wi sdom and
al so the gusto and joy of healthy youth.

H ero was won over on the instant. He extended his right hand, and a | ong,
lean hand net it in a grip as firmas his own, nmet it and held it.

"Per Desteen, 1 believe, of the Randan Uni versal Church,"” the deep voice said.
"A man currently nuch sought for, by many sorts of people, for good and ill."
Wth a shock, H ero realized that Brother Al do was speaking Metz, fluently and

with no accent at all. Before he could say anything, the old man sniled
sheepi shl y.

"Showi ng off again, Per Desteen. 1 used to be good at |anguages and | |earned
all I could |l ong ago. And whom have we here?" He turned and gave Luchare a

stare as frank as that he had given her |over.
She smled and held out her hand. "You have killed our enenies. Father, and we
t hank you for saving us."

"Yes, princess of D alwah, | had to kill." He sighed, taking her extended hand
in his owmn left, for he still kept Hero' s in his right. He ignored the girl's
gasp at his know edge of her

"Killing is someti mes necessary,"” he went on in the same batwah, now | ooki ng
keenly at both of them "But it ought never to be a pleasure. W do not need
to kill for food each day, as do the | ower animals. A burden on ny mind, al

those souls, weary with vice and evil though they were." He released their
hands.

"W have nuch to talk of, we three. O rather, | should say, we four."
Creeling, friend, cane the thought directed at Gorm who had anbled up and now
sat gazing at the old man.

Greeting, Od One, the bear brain answered. W have nuch to thank you for. A
debt is incurred. It will be repaid.

If you fee! so, a debt there is, was the courteous reply. Now | et us speak to
one another. | am as the two humans have heard. Brother Al do, an Elder

al beit hunble, of the Brotherhood of the El eventh Commandnent. | was sent to
find you, if | could, and bring you to a place of safety.

Why? It was Luchare who asked, her thought pattern ragged, but quite
intelligible, evidence of her increasing confidence.

Why? Brot her Al do | ooked hard at her. Have you forgotten one who pronised you
safety | ong ago and passed into the eneny's hands to save you?
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"How coul d I ?" She broke into speech in her agitation. "You nean Jone, don't
you. Father? Is he alive? Did you save himtoo?"

Yes, | neant Brother Jone, child. And | did not nean to sound so reproving.
And al t hough | amindeed vastly older than any of you and probably all of you
at once, call nme "brother." The fur-man here, and he indicated Gorm knows mne
as an "Ad One." So | am But being a father inplies responsibility of a kind

| don't have or want. A father directs; | guide, at best.
"Per" means "father" in an old | anguage, Hiero sent in somewhat trucul ent
nmeani ng.

/ know, and | think your church nakes a m stake using it. But why do | wander
so? | nust be getting dimnvitted. Let us sit and exchange thoughts.

When they were confortably arranged on the fast-drying sand, H ero asked the
next question.

Are we still in danger, inmediate, | nean?

No, or | should not sit here. My brother out yonder will wait if | choose. He
nodded his head toward the still water. As they |ooked, first one battered



pi ece of wood broke the quiet ripples and then another. As they watched, a
growi ng collection of flotsamcontinued | o surface.

How do you control that thing? | never dreaned a creature that size existed,
or that if it did, that a level of intelligence that | ow could be nastered
You have a fewthings to learn, then. Per Desteen, was the al nost dry answer.
/1 would take a lot of training to teach you, and | don't mean to di sparage
your own powers. But it happens, in this case, to be neural rather than
cerebral. And it's not always reliable. But let's say that control of our
younger brothers and comunication with them are and al ways have been
specialties of ours. W are continually seeking contact with any life formwe
can reach. Brother Al do wapped his arms around his knees before continuing.

Look—tinme is inportant. Before we go further, | need information. This whole
part of the world is in a turnoil, nmental and physical, and all because of you
four. Now, then. Per Desteen, you lead this party. Suppose you tell me briefly
what you are doing here and the recent history of this group. I'll try not to
i nterrupt.
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H ero considered briefly. The question was, how much could he trust the

El evener? He had always |iked the men of the order he had nmet, but this was no
qui et teacher or aninmal doctor, but a nost form dable old nman, whose nental
powers were of an order which made the Metz awe-struck. \Wile he rum nated,
Brother Aldo waited patiently.

At length Hiero | ooked up and net the dark, w se eyes.

"I don't know what the Abbey Council would say, Brother," he said aloud in
Metz, without thinking, "but I think you are honorable and trustworthy. | will
keep one secret, the reason for ny mission, if you please. The rest is yours."
/ appreciate the conplinment, was the nmental answer. Use your mnd, please, for
it saves time. Also, we nust all listen and understand. Do not worry about a
m nd search by the eneny. That which lairs in the Dead Gty was w t hdrawn,
both itself and its creatures, the frog Leemutes, as you call them Nothing
else is left to hinder us, at |east nearby.

So, as the norning clinmbed into the sky, Hiero related the history of his
journey with Kl ootz, adding the others as they had joined him He started at
the Abbey with old Abbot Demero and hid nothing, save exactly what it was he
had been sent to find. On and on went the story, through the Taig forest, the
Pal ood, the shores of the Inland Sea, the Dead |Isle of Manoon, and at |ast,
the comng to the drowned city.

When he was through, Hi ero | ooked at the sun and was amazed that he had only

t aken about a quarter of an hour, for it had hardly noved.

Brother Aldo sat quietly and stared at the sand. At |ast, he | ooked up at al
of them Well, a good tale. You should all be proud of yourselves. Now | have
atale, less exciting and nore historic. But one you should know, indeed, nust
know, before we go further. And it starts, not two nonths ago, or even two
years, but five thousand and nore, in the ancient past, before the coming of
The Deat h.

THE SEA ROVERS

YOU LOOK ABQUT YQU, CHILDREN, CAME THE MESSAGE FROM brother Al do's mind, and
you see, in the world, greenforest and gl ade, blue sea and river, yellow
prairie and marsh. In themtoday lurk evil things, yet they also hold
uncounted sorts of beauty and wonder. The singing birds, the breathing plants,
the shy animals, the savage hunters, all have a place. Al one and unhi ndered,

t hey change slowy, one kind yielding place to another over the centuries and
mllennia. This is the ordered course of nature, the plan as the Creator
designed it.

But before The Death, things nost rapidly were changing. yes, and for the
worst. The entire world, as well as sinply here in what was once called North
America, was dying, it was being choked, strangled in artificially made filth
and its own sickly refuse. He pointed a | ean hand at the ring of ruined towers
gl ari ng across the | agoon.

See there! The whol e planet, the good round Earth, was being covered by those



things! G ant buildings blotted out the sun. The ground was overlain with
stone and ot her hard substances, so that it could not breathe. Vast nan-nade
structures were built everywhere, to make yet nore vast structures, and the
snoke and stench of the engi nes and devices used fouled the world's air in
great clouds of poison. He paused for a nmonent and | ooked sad.

This was not all. The Earth itself trenbled. Monstrous vessels, to which that
Uncl ean ship of yesterday would be a skiff.
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foul ed the very seas. Overhead, the air vibrated with the rush of great flying
machi nes, whose speed alone, by its vibration, could shatter stone. Al ong
countl ess stone roads, nyriad wheel ed machi nes, carrying ever nore goods and
peopl e, charged madly al ong, their poisonous wastes still further fouling the
al ready wearied air.

And then, there were the world' s people. The warring, breeding, struggling,
sensel ess peopl e! The peoples of the planet could not, or rather would not, be
brought to reason. Not only did they refuse to see how they were killing the
life of the world, they could not even see how they were killing thensel ves!
For they bred. Despite vast poverty, great ignorance, disease, and endl ess
wars, humans were still tough! Every year there were nore. And nore and nore,
until the cataclysmwas inevitable. Wse nmen warned them scientists and
humani sts pl eaded with them God and nature are one, they said, and hence
neither is nocked and defied with inpunity.

A few listened, indeed nore than a few. But not enough. Certain | eaders of
religion, nen ignorant of any science and any | earning but their own outdated
hagi ography, refused to heed. Ot her nmen, who controlled the world' s weal th and
sol diery, w shed nore power. They w shed yet nore nmen both to nmake and to
consume what they sold and still nore nmen to wage the wars which they fonented
in the name of one political creed or another. Races warred agai nst races of
ot her colors, white against yellow, black against white.

The end was quite inevitable. It had to come! Men of science who had studied
many species of mammals in | aboratories of the ancient world had | ong
predicted it. Wen overpopul ati on and crowdi ng, dirt and noise, reach a peak
madness renorsel essly follows. W today call that madness The Death. Across
the whole world, by land, water, and air, total war raged unchecked.

Radi ati on, hi deous cheni cal weapons, and artificially spawned di sease sl ew
nost of the humans then in existence, and nuch of the remaining animal life,

t 0o.

Nevert hel ess, a few had taken forethought. \Wen the poisons had partly

di ssipated (they are not all so yet, even now), a few remmants of our

Br ot her hood energed. Mbst were scientists of the day, specialists in a science

called "ecology,"” which is the interaction of all living things. The El eventh
Conmandnent, as we call it, not in nockery of the | nmenori al
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Ten, but in succession rather, was formally pronulgated. It is sinple: Thou
shal | not despoil the Earth and the life thereon

For five thousand years and nore, we have watched as humanity clinbed upward
again, trying our best to aid and guide a natural, decent reasceni, one this
time in harmony with nature and all life.

W have seen nmuch that was good and nuch that was not. Many of the pre-Death
beasts now have becone wise, as wise as humans (if that is wisdon). He sent a
t hought at Gorm al one, and Hiero could "feel" the bear's mnd shift nervously.
Brother Aldo's tale continued.

But | ong ago, a certain few survivors of other ancient sciences, principally
psychol ogy, biochem stry, and physics, also banded together. They sought
nothing less than to regain the ancient human doni nation of the world, which
The Death had finally ended. Al the machi ne-nmade horrors of life which had
passed away, to them were beautiful. They took many of the nore dangerous,
non-1 ethal mutations (although you call them Leenutes, Per Desteen, that is an
error of |anguage corrupted by usage) and bred themto their service and to a



hatred of normal humanity, any, that is, not yet under their own evil sway.
And these other groups fromthe past, we call, collectively, the Unclean. A
fitting nane.

It is the main business of these foul remants of the past to destroy any
rising groups of humanity which they do not thenselves control. If they cannot
easily do so, they strive to pierce their ranks, to become hidden councilors
or secret allies of any who desire to rule over their fellows. Per Desteen
you no doubt guessed as nuch. But you, princess, have you ever thought why our
people, for | amindeed one of you by birth, continually war against one
another to no end but evil?

For a long while, our Brotherhood watched these evil groups, unseen and
unknown to them There is a basic weakness to npost w cked people of this sort.
No matter how clever and determ ned they are, each wi shes absolute rule of al
the others. Hence, cooperation is always difficult for them a fact to bear in
m nd. We hoped, | say, that this flaw, this |lack of cohesion, would rot them
fromw thin and cause themto destroy thenselves. They were few, as were we,
and it seened possible, nay, probable.

Regrets are vain. W were mstaken. A tw sted genius op-
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peared in their ranks a thousand years or so ago and nanaged to forge a
political device which allows themto cooperate w thout rending one another
Now t hey form a dozen or so groups, each independent within its own geographic
area. Pronotion within each group lies in that group. But the Grand Masters of
each group are also a permanent council, which can override any one group or
mnority in the interests of the whole. A sort of vicious but permanent
oligarchy, well suited to evil, is the result.

It sounds like the Abbeys' organization, Hiero could not help interjecting.

It is. A good idea can usually be perverted to evil, you know. But let me go
on. The old lose their patterns of concentration easily. H s hunor flashed at
t he thought.

There are several rising groups of humanity on this continent, he went on. The
Kandan Confederacy, including the Metz Republic of the West and their
confederates in the East, the Owah League, is the npst advanced, in both
politics and science. The city-states of the Southeast, such as D atwah, are
strong in human potential, but crippled by social archaisns and rotted from

wi thin by agents of the Unclean. They nust be purged before they can be of use
in the struggle.

In the far West and South and el sewhere, too, are others. Wth themwe are not
here concerned, though |I can tell you that El eventh Commandnment Brothers try
to watch over them So then, we come to the here and now. In the last fifty
years, a concerted attack on the Kandan Confederacy has been steadily

buil ding. W had hoped it could be warded off unai ded, wi thout our direct
hel p.

For | nmust nake one thing very plain. The Brotherhood |I speak for seeks to
guard the whol e bi osphere.” W are concerned with LIFE primarily and hunmanity
only secondarily, indeed mainly as it affects all other life. | trust this is
clear.

Now t hen, we come next to minds, mnds and their powers, their powers and
their abilities and even structures! M nds!

W of the Brotherhood have devel oped nmental powers over several nillennia

whi ch have ai ded our purposes, indeed nade them possible. W grew
overconfident, feeling that we al one had these secrets. As we here all know,
this was folly! For the Unclean devel oped themtoo. although not in the sane
way, and they nmade curious nmachi nes and devices in their secret
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| aboratories, devices which expanded their nmental powers. And thus they becane
aware of us for the first tine and were filled with fear and rage as a result,
knowi ng very tittle but guessing a good deal of our long scrutiny of them



Ever since, they have sought to destroy us wherever they could. A nunber of
good men and wonen have died to protect our secrets.

"Brother Jone," Luchare breathed al oud.

Yes, Brother Jone. But he died swiftly and in silence, as we El eveners know
how to do. And he told us of you first, princess, so that we have sought you
ever since.

A new factor to consider, for you, thai is, since we have long studied it in
fascination, is that of the radiation-spawned growth of higher intelligence in
non- humans. Qur friend here (he indicated Gormwith a mental dart) belongs to

a new civilization. They are still observing humanity, we think. W have
extended a wel come to their rulers or wise elders, but they distrust us as
well as all other humans. So we wait, hoping that they will decide to aid us,
eh. Gornf®

I am young, was the quick answer. / go on ny journey of youth, where 1 wll,
as | will. The bear folk, the new bear fol k, are hidden and wi sh to remain so,
Yet nmuch of what | have seen will make themthink. | cannot speak for the Ad
Ones.

Good. | hoped, we ail hope, for no nore than a fair |look. | cannot think thai
t he Uncl ean have won, or will win. your people over to their side. And there

are the Dam People, too, of the northern | akes, neither friendly nor
unfriendly as yet. The Uncl ean have their How ers, and their Man-rats and
others still. Then there are things stranger yet, if that is possible. These
frog creatures you have just routed obey a different master again, sonething
cannot reach, which lairs in the depths of this sunken city. Wat it actually
is | don't know, but it is both old and nalignant, at least an ally of the
eneny, if no nore.

Stranger things yet, offspring of the atomand genetic fright-fidness, alien
and nysterious, lurk in the forests and marshes. Perhaps you have net sone?
H ero thought of the Dweller in tfie Mst and shuddered.

, | see you have. But not all are malignant. Sone are nerely indifferent to
humanity, others even benign. The world is full of pulsing, seething life, and

many wonders still remain, undiscovered.
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At fast, | amcomng to ny presence here. W knew you were bei ng hunted down
the coast. | have an idea by the way. Per Desteen, what it is you look for in

the South. But of that, nore later. He went on quickly before H ero could even
react in surprise

At any rate, it was decided to aid you if we could. W have cone, we

El eveners, to the conclusion that the Uncl ean are gaining great power, nental
and physical, too fast for us Brothers of the Eleventh to hope we can stop
them al one. Qur powers primarily are of the nmind and spirit. W need physica
strength, mechanical strength if you will, though we dislike yielding to the
necessity. | can tell you, Man of the Metz, that even as we sit here, Elevener
em ssaries are seeking to join formally with your Abbey Council and offer our
help for the first tine in battling the commobn eneny. This is a great
concession for us, the greatest in our whole history.

I nmyself volunteered to conme and try and hel p you. W did not know of the Lady
Luchare, though, as | said, we have | ong sought her el sewhere. W feared she
was dead. As such things go, | have a good deal of authority in our councils.

| ask you to let me join your party and go with you from now on. Two nights
past. | sensed a converging of mental forces in this place as | cane up from
the distant South. | struggled to reach you and was barely in time. Now we
have a brief, a very brief, respite until the Unclean rally. They are terribly
shaken by your mnd, Per Desteen. You hardly understand your new powers as
yet, but | can tell you that the ether was disturbed by you, half a continent
away! The Uncl ean guess you seek sonething inportant. They are determ ned you
shall not have it and that they, in turn, shall.

What does the group say? | do not ask the good deer, for, though his heart is
great, his mnd is not on a level with ours as yet: though that too may cone



in tinme. Thank you for enduring the rambling of the aged. H s thought ceased
abruptly and he sat back, [ooking fromone to the other of the three with his
sparkling black eyes.

Al this tale had taken no nore than a few noments. The nental pictures and
concepts succeeded one another so rapidly and so clearly that no anbiguity was
possi bl e. The bear understood quite as well as the nman and wonman. Despite his
asi des about age and acconpanyi ng decrepitude, Brother Aide's mnd
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nmessages were as lucid and sharp as any Hi ero had ever encountered.

Luchare spoke al oud, looking directly into the old nan's eyes. "I go wherever
H ero goes, now and always. But if ny word neans anything, | think we are very
[ ucky."

/ agree. | amgrateful for our rescue, too, but nore, | think we have a great

source of strength in our new friend. The future nay prove worse than the
past. Hiero sniled at the El evener and met an answering snile

My own Od Ones told nme that the Brotherhood were nmen we nighj seek help from
if necessary. Also, | can "feel" that this man is a friend. This cannot be a
lie. Gormstared at Brother Aldo with his weak eyes. Yes, he is a friend, this
human O d One. And he is very powerful. Let us not anger him

The priest could not tell whether this last thought was sinply a sanple of
beari sh hunor or not, but Brother Al do apparently could, for he suddenly
reached out and tweaked Gorm s nose. Gormpronptly fell over on his back, paws
over his nuzzle, and gave a superb imtation of a nortally wounded bear
conplete with gasps, tongue hangi ngs, and pitiful npans.

The three humans | aughed in unison, and only when his sides ached did Hiero
suddenly renmenber where they were and what had recently happened here. Hs

| aught er ceased abruptly.

"Yes, humor and death make odd conpani ons," Brother Al do said. "Neverthel ess,
the chem stry of life itself is compounded of both." He stared out over the
sunlit water.

Realty Hiero thought (behind a shield), too much enpathy can be unsettlingl
"I'f I may suggest a change of air," the old man's deep voice went on, "I think
we ought to eat and leave this area. | have a ship a few | eagues down t he
coast, waiting for nme, and us, if | were |lucky enough to find any of you. The
enenmy will be wondering at the sudden cessation of signals fromtheir party.
They may be in conmunication with that which rules the frog creatures over
there in the drowned city too. And ! can sense very little of its purposes,
save hate alone." : / can sense nothing at all of it, nor can Gorm | narvel
that you can. The priest's thought was envious.

Remenber, both, or rather all three, of you are very young children conpared
to me. Even a stupid man can learn a | ot
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if he has enough tinme granted him This tine, ali three mnds "sniled."

In no tine they had eaten and set off again, on the far side of the island,
their faces to the east once nore. They took the little canoe and the old

El evener's small supply of provisions, nostly dried fruit, aboard the raft as
wel |, and he lent a hand with the clumsy paddl es. Not surprisingly, he was
both strong and agil e.

The sunken city came to an abrupt end not far ahead, he now told them Another
hal f day's travel would have brought themto it and to dry | and. The Pal ood
curved away back to the north at this point and no | onger strayed down to the
Inl and Sea. Instead, wi de |ands opened out, prairie and great forest, sweeping
to the far distance and eventually the great salt ocean, the Lantik.

But they were not to go east for a long while yet; rather, their route |ay
south, across the eastern armof the Inland Sea itself. Somewhere to the east
of Neeyana, the trading port from which Luchare's captors had sail ed, Brother
Afdo hoped to strike a certain forest trail, without alerting the eneny.

That evening, on dry land, around a hidden canpfire, buried deep in sone
brush, they again sought to plan for the future.



"I'f you have no objection, | should like to try the Forty Synbols," H ero said
to Brother Al do. Gorm had vani shed on sonme private errand, and they were using
speech.

"Why should |I object? Precognition is an art, if that is the right word of

whi ch we El eveners know little. Qur teaching lies in other areas of the mnd
and spirit. But | cannot for the life of me see why it is wong to use such a
talent in a good cause. Save for the fear of becom ng skilled enough to read
one's own death. That might deter some people.”

"You may watch if you wish," the priest said as he drew forth the box and the
alb of his office. "There is nothing secret about any of this. W don't regard
it as being hidden, although we do think of it as a service."

When Hiero eventually canme out of the brief trance, he saw A do watching him
closely, and next to the old man, Luchare, her eyes gl eam ng with suppressed
excitenent.

"There is sone danger to your method, some that | had not quite foreseen,"”

Al do said. "Your mnd was quite open and the power of the thought nore than
enough to reveal you to a
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mental |istener close by. |I cast over you a net of surface thought, a sort of
mental screen, simulating the |Iocal small thoughts of animal and pl ant—eh,

yes, plants have thoughts, though perhaps not the kind you are aware of —+to
decei ve any spy who might be about."

"Thanks," Hiero grunted. He opened his hand and peered at the synmbols now
exposed on his palm

The Fish | ay uppernost. Water again! "That's no surprise," he said, after
explaining it to the El evener.

Next, there were the famliar little Boots. "Half nmy life has been a journey.

Now we have a journey involving water. Well, we knew that too." The hawk nose
| owered over the small, third synbol. It was the House.

"What's that one?" the girl asked eagerly. "lIs it good or bad?"

"Neither," was the answer. "It's the House. The sign itself is a peaked roof.

Its meanings are various and unfriendly. You know, or | guess perhaps you
don't, that the signs are very, very old. Many of the instructions and

meani ngs of their first nmakers are obscure, open to several interpretations.
This is one of them It can nean sinply 'danger indoors.’” O it can nean *get
under cover!' O it can nean an eneny building, or even a town or city, is
near. Not nuch help, really."

H ero | ooked at the fourth synmbol. It was a mnute Sword and Shield

i nterl ocked. "That means personal conbat for the one who casts the synbols."
He | ooked at Luchare and smiled at the worry in her eyes. "lI've drawn it three
times inny life so far. I"'mstill here." There was no nore to say. He put the
signs away and called to Klootz to come and be rubbed down.

Al three of them had been riding the norse, albeit at a slow pace. It was no
great strain on him and he had been feeding fairly well. Even at his
deceptive anble, he covered the ground faster than a man coul d wal k, and went
strai ght through things a man woul d have had to wal k around.

Two hours' jog the next norning along the shore brought themto a small cove
set deep in one side of a towering headland. As they appeared on the beach
Brot her Al do cupped his hands and let out a ringing shout, startling both the
humans and the bear, who had been sniffing sone tracks beside the path. Kl ootz
twitched an ear.

To the surprise of Hiero and Luchare, a section of |ow
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woodl and on the far side of the cove began to nove. Qut froma shall ow

i ndentation in the shore pushed a stout little, two-masted ship. Tree branches
had been | ashed to her |ateen-rigged nasts and nore branches and bushes woven
into a great net which covered nost of the hull.

Per haps a hundred feet |ong over all, she was painted brown and rose high at



both bow and stern. There was a tiny deck cabin am dshi ps between the masts,
and various bates and bundles |lying about here and there. Men noved briskly on
deck about various tasks, and a small row ng boat now pushed off and cane
shooting in to neet themas they came down to the water

They di smounted, and the two sailors who were rowi ng splashed out and pulled
the boat up on the beach. This allowed the man in the stemto step out
dry-shod. He did so and cane swaggering up to them Luchare put her hand to
her mouth to suppress a giggle.

"This is Captain G np," Brother Al do said. "He has waited for nme patiently and
has been a great service, both in the past and recently as well. No

nor e-renowned captain of merchants sails the Inland Sea. Captain, let ne

i ntroduce friends and your new passengers."”

Captain G np bowed profoundly. He was extrenely short and very w de, a washtub
of a man Luchare thought. His original color was hard to make out, for he was
so brown and weathered it might have been anything. He was bald, or perhaps
shaved, for a short, snoke-blackened pigtail thrust straight back Iike a bow,
or rather, stern sprit. He wore a kilt of dirty, greased |eather, boots of
undressed hide, and a green coat of wool, nuch stained and worn. He linped a
little, hence his nanme, H ero guessed, and his black eyes were beady with

i mpudent humor. Hi s hands, at the end of |ong arns, were surprising, being as
dirty as the rest of him but with long, delicate fingers. He carried no

vi si bl e weapon.

"dad to make yer acquaintance, all;" he said in understandabl e but accented
bat wah when the introductions were conplete. "The Brother's word i s good
enough for me. Now turn your dear pets |oose and let's get aboard. Wnd's fair
for the southward and it may shift." He spat sonething he was chewing in
Gorm s direction even as he spoke and started to turn away.

The bear, who had been sitting up on his haunches sniffing
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t he warm norni ng breeze, noved |like lIightning. One broad paw shot out and
intercepted the wad of spittle. Next, the young bear rose on his hind | egs and
advanced on the dunfounded sailor, who stood only a few feet away. Reaching
him Gorm peered solicitously into his face froman inch away, snorted |oudly,
and then wi ped his paw down the dirty green coat. The coat now bore a new
stain, as well as several |eaves. Gormsat down again and | ooked up at Captain
G np.

, The captain finally energed fromhis trance, his face now a shade pal er under
t he accumul ati on of snoke, dirt, and weather. Surprisingly, to Hiero at any
rate, he crossed hinself.

"Well, ride ne under," he exploded. "I never see the half of that. That ani nmal
can tal k! Who's he belong to?" he asked, swiveling on the others, who were al
smling. "I'Il buy him Jast name your own price! I'mas fair as any master

afl oat; ask the Brother here, now, if you don't believe nel"

It was some tinme before it could he brought hone to the little sailor that
Gorm was not for sale and thai he could think as well as a man. The captain
was still muttering to hinmself when Brother Al do asked himto warp his ship in
near the beach so that a plank could be run and the bull norse taken aboard

al so. This, however, seenmed to be altogether too much.

"Look now. Brother," he said to the old man, "I1've carried those kaws on
occasi on, back when I had an old storeship, on local journeys, mnd you, a day
here or there. But | can't take that great ox of a thing. Wat would people
think? My ship, Foam Grl, the finest thing in the trade, a dung barge? 1 ask
you, now? It's not considerate of you, Brother. Tal king bears, wonmen who ain't
proper slaves or w ves, that funny-Iooking northerner—o of fense, m ster—-and
now this animal nountain. No, it's too nmuch; I won't do it; my mind s nade
up. "

By the time they were aboard, it was al nost noon. Once W argunents had been
beat en down, the squat little captain proved both hel pful and extrenely
efficient. Alog pen was quickly built next to the deck cabin, and Kl ootz was



secured

straps so that he could not slip.

crew, Hiero noticed as the ship eased out of the cove, Wte* wildly varied
lot. There were dark nen who, with their curly hair, could have been Luchare's
or Brother Aide's cous-"W.:'8Wthere were men in appearance |ike hinself,

t hough he ffiSilfi.ti O Metz spoken, and also there were others. He saw
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whose eyes were an icy blue and whose hair was fiery red. He had read of
red-haired men in the ancient past, but had no idea that they still existed.
"They come froman island in the far North, fromwhat used | ong ago to be
called the Geen Land, | believe," said Brother Al do, who had followed his

gl ance. "They were probably outlawed, to be so far from hone."

"Do your Eleveners reach so far?" Hi ero asked. He clutched the rail as the
Foam G rl energed fromthe cove and a strong wind in the great triangul ar
sail s made her heel sharply.

"We do reach there, though we are called sonething else, a habit of ours in
many | ands,"” Aldo said. "One of the assistant witch doctors of the white

savages who were trying to kill Luchare was an El evener. That's how | got on
your track, my boy." He smiled sadly at Hi ero. "Yes, he would have let the
birds kill her. He had no choice, and he was next in line to be chief w zard,

or shaman. You see that then he could have influenced the whole tribe, to who
knows what good end. The eneny works on such primtive people, too, and we
cannot negl ect such chances. | amsorry, but that's the situation.”

"I'n other words," Hiero said bitterly, "you'd turn on me if you had a change
of mnd about how nmuch good it would do you. Not a very inviting thought when
we' re so dependent on

you. "

"I"'msorry," Brother Aldo said. "I was trying to be honest with you, Hiero.
openly allied nyself to you and gave ny word. Now, the man 1 just spoke of
made a cal cul ated decision to remain silent in pursuit of a |ong-held purpose.
Can you see no difference at all?"

"Possibly," the Metz priest said in a curt tone. "I amnot trained as a
casui st or debater of legalisnms. It sounds a bit col dbl ooded. Now I think I'lI
rest. I haven't slept in anything like a bed since Manoon." He nodded and

wal ked off to the little cabin, whence Luchare had already retired, taking the
bear with her, for Gorm surprisingly, was seasick and wanted to be shut up
away fromthe sight of the w nd-tossed whitecaps.

As Hiero, noved away, he missed the pain in Brother Aide' s eyes, which
followed himuntil the cabin door closed.

The following day and for several nore, the weather held fair. The travelers,
even Gorm grew accustoned to the wave
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nmoti on and enjoyed roanming the little ship. Klootz fretted, but H ero spent a
ot of time groonming himand keepi ng hi msoothed. Al so, the old Brother seened

able to calmhimat will, and Hiero actually felt a bit of jealousy at the
norse's fondness for
Al do.

The bear becane a prine favorite with the polyglot crew, who considered him
nmerely a very clever, trained beast and fed hi msweet things such as tree-sap
candy and honeycakes until his furry sides bul ged.

Luchare and Hiero had a marvelous time. The small cabin at |ast gave them sone
privacy and they nmade | ove constantly, with the fire and passion of superb
heal th and no conpl exes. Hi ero was worried at first, since the Metz Republic
had a universally known drug used to prevent childbirth and he had none with
him But a quiet word to Brother Al do about his fears produced sonme of it, or
a workabl e substitute. In fact, the old El evener had quite an extensive

phar macopei a stowed tfway in a snall sea chest, and H ero and he di scussed
various nedi ci nes by the hour

Captain G np al so proved an entertaining conpanion. Despite his funny face and
bow l egs, the little freshwater mariner ran a taut ship. Foam Grl was as



cl ean as her captain was soiled, and her strange mxture of a crew, though
noi sy and ragged, were also well disciplined. Most of themcarried | ong sheath
kni ves, and stores of boarding pi kes and swords were racked in | ockers around
the cabin. A portable arrow engine, a device |like a huge bow firing across a

grooved table, could be nmounted on the little poop abaft the wheel. It shot
six long arrows at once and | ooked to the priest-warrior |ike a useful weapon.
« "Never know what you'll need, not in these waters," Gnp said, while

di scussing his ship's armanent. "There's giant fish —and soneti nes we go
after '"emw th harpoons —and great beasts and pirates out for loot. There's
slavers as'll turn pirate ma trice if given a chance. And then there's the
Uncl ean. Been nore of them about in the |ast few years. And sonme of tbtar
boats go by magic. No sails, nothing. You can't outfight or outrun them not

if what | hear is true." Reflecting on the gun and his stay on the Dead Isle,
Hero silently

: '..e; JA4fe abounded in sun-flecked waters of the Inland Sea.
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School s of fish leaped fromthe surface, driven by |larger predators surging up
fromthe deeps. Once, as the Foam Grl passed a snmall, rocky islet, a

hal f -dozen sl eek, giant, flippered forms, great, toothed jaws snapping at the
end of | ong necks, roared at them fromthe shingle on which they |ay basking.
Gnp's nane for themwas O'r, and he kept a wary eye on themuntil the island
was out of sight.

"They have good fur and nmeat too," he said, "but it takes a whol e proper
flotilla and trai ned harpooners to go hunting that gentry."

It was the fifth nmorning, a gray one, windy and full of scudding cloud, since
| eaving the northern coast. Hiero |lay sleeping, his tousled head pillowed on
Luchare's dark, gl eam ng breast, when a sailor's hony hand beating at the
cabi n door aroused them bot h.

Hurryi ng on deck, they found Brother Aldo and the little captain standing near
t he wheel, staring back beyond the wake. The reason was obvious. A great,

dark, three-nmasted ship, all her square, brown sails set, was com ng up behind
themwi th the calminevitability of Fate. Even H ero, no trained nmariner

could see that the newcomer was eating up the distance between the two
vessel s. Her decks were black with nen, and an om nous twi nkle showed anong
them She bore a huge bl ack banner at the main truck, and gaudy red and white
ani mal s, nonsters, and human skulls were painted on her sails.

Hi ero | ooked at the nearest streaners on the mizzen ratline. These showed the
wi nd to be dead astern and growi ng stronger. The day was an overcast one, wth
a prom se of coming rain, but visibility was at |east a good mle. They were
seem ngly trapped.

Next, he stared at Aldo, their minds meshing as he did so, but on a "closed

circuit," limted to the two of them al one.
Uncl ean?
No, | think not, was the answer, at |east not directly. Bur a pirate, evil,

yes, and cruel. And | think al so, searching this part of the Inland Sea,

per haps on orders. The Unclean net is wide. Wen their own ship did not cone
back, they must have sent out new instructions, some to those they totally
rule, others to those whomthey nerely influence and | ead as yet. Their pawns
rather than their servants, it appears to nme. Try your
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own m nd. Sone of them seem not unprotected, which makes nme even nore
suspi ci ous.

H ero closed his eyes, gripped the taffrail, and concentrated. Captain G np
peered through a battered tel escope, nunbling oaths through his quid. On the
deck below, the first mate, a saturnine, black-skinned man with one eye,
served out weapons in silence to the little ship's crew. The teamof three nen
who manned the arrow engine were setting up their contrivance only a yard
away.

Brother Aldo was right, Hiero realized at once. The crew of the strange ship,
a large one, were indeed evil through and through. But it was the human evil



of wi cked nen, the scum which has always infested unguarded seas since the
first pirate robbed the first trader, five thousand years before the com ng of
Chri st.

Yet their |eaders' minds were guarded! Al the Metz could get was an

i ndi vidual aura radiating fromeach one, an aura of power and evil. But the

t hought s thensel ves were warded, even agai nst attacks on the new band he had
taught hinself to use on Manoon. The Unclean truly |earned quickly! For only
they coul d have provided the devices and training which made his nental
weapons usel ess. But not quite useless, he reflected. Only four of the minds
on the ship were shielded fromhim and the crew s were totally open

He felt for the steersman of the pirate, for such he now knew it to be w thout
any question. The man's nane, he |learned, was Horg, and his life had been

evil, his mnd a reeking cesspool. Turn the wheel, Horg, ny boy; edge off now,
that's it, away a few points, now quick! Yaw, the ship's in great danger.'
Hurry!

An exclamation from Captain G np made hi mopen his eyes. Astern of them the
square-rigger had cone up into the wind, her sails all flapping, the ship in
irons. Hiero shut his eyes and simultaneously fell Horg's mind die, as the
life weni out of the man. The eneny wasted no tine, though they had tost a
quarter of a mle.

But as the big ship cane around and back on course, a groan WHtt up fromthe
Foam Grl's idle sailors, who had been watching in fascination. A torrent of
oaths fromthe square little At“er 'drove them back to their work and cl eared
t he poop
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agai n, save for the hel nsman, the arrow engi ne crew, Al do, Luchare, and Hiero
Once again, the priest probed for the hel msman. But whoever was the nmaster of
the great ship was a quick thinker. One of the four shielded mnds now steered
the ship. Undaunted, Hi ero found a nearby sailor. H's name was G nmer, and his
mnd, if possible, was nore repellent than that of the dead Horg.

The hel msnman is your deadly eneny. He hales you. He is taking you into danger
He will kill you. You nmust kill himfirst! Quickly! Now Coldly and
ruthlessly, Hiero drove the craven will to the assault. Ordinarily a sensitive
and kindly man, he had no conpunction about slaying creatures such as these
sealice. Wasting fal se sentinent over the truly wi cked was no part of an Abbey
warrior-priest's training. The world was harsh enough on decent folk w thout
coddl i ng verm n.

But this tine he was frustrated. The mi nd he had overpowered was not all owed
to consummate its fell purpose. As (watching through G mrer's eyes) he crept
upon the hel msman, a sudden pain in the captive chest, a bl azing weakness of
the controUed linbs, halted himin his, or rather Gnmmer's, tracks. Then, as
G nmmer, too, died, Hero saw the arrow protruding fromthe sailor's chest.
Agai n he opened his eyes to the world as seen fromhis own body. He felt

drai ned of energy. "It's no good," he shouted to Brother Al do over the noise
of the rising rain. "They had good archers stationed about the ship in key
positions. Unless |I can get one of themunder control, |I'mlicked. They nust
have orders to shoot down anyone who even | ooks suspicious. And it's tiring ne
out. ! can't keep taking these people over in this rough and ready way,
forcing totally unknown minds to do whatever | want. It's drawi ng too nuch
nervous energy out of my own body. I'll try again, but it really doesn't get
easier. Just the reverse."

Actual ly, although he didn't want to adnmit the fact, Hiero was a bit ashaned.
He had been sure he could do a lot nore than he was able to do in fact. He had
felt that taking over a whole ship all at once would be easy. And now, in nere
nmonents, he was hal f-exhausted and seemingly frustrated as well.

Captain G np chose this nmonent to try a maneuver of his own. He bawl ed an
order, and the two big lateen sails slatted
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as the wheel spun and Foam G rl cane up into the wind, pointing as high as she



was able to. Instantly the ship's notion changed into a steep up-and-down chop
as she began to attack the waves instead of riding with them as she had done
on the previous reach. She now was headi ng al nrost due west, seem ng to charge
the gray clouds racing down fromthe northwest.

"Square-rigger's no good at pointing," G np shouted to his three passengers as
they clung to the heaving rail. "Maybe we can get above him" He was seeking
the protection of the wind itself, trying to nove Foam Grl closer to the w nd
than the eneny vessel. The wind would provide an invisible barrier if the
trick could be worked,

It could not. The great, lean hull of their pursuer cane around beautifully in
line with their stern. The square yards, tiny figures scranbling along the
yardarns, lay alnost flat, and the trysails and stunsails set fore and aft

bet ween t he mast now showed as they took the weight of the wind. Wth the help
of these sails and a huge gaff spanker on the mizzenmast, the big stranger
began to overtake them even nore easily than before, for her hull's length and
hei ght out of the water nmade far | ess of the steep wave action than the little
Foam Grl.

"She's really unprintably lovely," Captain G np shouted in adniration. The
squat sailor instinctively responded to the beauty of the other vessel's
design, even though it might nmean his own destruction. He baw ed another order
and Foam G rl paid off, back on her old course to the southeast, with the w nd
in her quarter. At least this way she did not have to fight the seas as well,
but could ride them Behind her, close enough to see her black hull lift and
the white bow wave, the pursuer came back too. She was less than half a nile
away. A white figurehead, [ooking Iike a woman's body, glistened with wetness.
Can you do anything? the Metz asked Brother Al do, once again nind-to-nind

/ am seeki ng what |arge water creatures are found here, was the old man's

answer. So far, | have found nothing. But | sense notion not far away.
However, it is uncertain, and | need a little tine. Can you reach one of the
archers you spoke of, or are you too tired? Any delay w Il help.

"I thought so!" G np shouted. Hi s one-eyed nmate had come and whi spered

somet hing to himbefore slinking back to his control of the | ower deck
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"Bald Roke is the man we have to deal with," the captain continued. "W can't
be taken alive. H s crew are cannibals and worse.” Luchare wondered to herself
how you got "worse" but said nothing." That ship's The Ravished Bride, and
she's manned by nmen, and other things, worse than any afl oat. Bald Roke woul d
skin his own sister alive for two coppers and a belly |augh. A good sail or

t hough, rot his dirty bowels, and that ship's a bl oody narvel ."

H ero only hal f-heard him Once again he was seeking the unguarded m nds of

t he enemy. He passed two non-human mnds, one a How er's, the other somnething
new to him and then found what he was seeking. In a | ower crosstree crouched
an archer arned with a crossbow, his gaze sweeping the deck as he watched for
any sign of nutiny or other dangerous behavior. H ero did not seek his nanme or
anything else. Wth the utnobst of nental strength he had left, he sinply went
after the man's own nerve endings, using the captive forebrain |ike a pair of
pliers. The archer screaned in horror as his weapon rose to aimat the Bride's
hel msnman despite his passionate attenpt to force it down.

Once again, Hero failed, though not by much. The bow went off and the quarre
sped on its way to bury itself in human flesh. But not the hel msman's.
Instead, the bolt drove into the brain of a man standi ng nearby. At the sane
time, the archer hinself died as three arrows and a thrown spear struck himin
turn. Hero clearly saw the captain of the eneny, who gave the order through
the archer's fading sight, even as the man pitched fromhis lofty seat into

t he heaving sea. Tall, gaunt to enmaciation, dressed in fantastic orange

vel vet, covered with jewels, his brown skull gleanming in the half-light, Bald
Roke was a strange and repellent figure. His thin, clean-shaven face was

di sfigured by a scar running across it at the bridge of his nose, a crooked
weal marking some past scuffle. Hiero felt himstaring even as the priest



wi thdrew fromthe dying body of his unwilling ally. Sonething el se he saw t oo.
Around the eneny | eader's neck was a heavy chain of fam liar bluish netal, and
fromit hung a massive, square pendant of the sane, alnost a shallow box. This
was the source of the other's protection, the priest knew, a mechanical mnd
shield. He felt even wearier as he opened his own eyes again. WAs there no
weapon he coul d command agai nst the hidden skills of the Uncl ean adepts?
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But he was, mercifully, given no tine to waste on self-pity.

"I'n the nane of Bl essed Saint Francis the Ecol ogist, they come!" Brother Al do
shouted. "Behold the children of the great waters!"

As he spoke, Captain G np ordered Foam G rl again into the wind and

si mul taneously had the sails | owered. They canme down with a crash, and all ran
to the starboard rail to gaze at the new arrivals.

Protruding fromthe water between the two vessels, for The Ravished Bride now
al so cane up into the wind and brailed her sails also, were two great heads.
For a nonent Hiero did not realize what he was seeing, and then he gasped, for
they were birds, although of nonstrous size. The sl eek, giant bodies were

al nost invisible under the tossing waters, but each was at |east two-thirds
the Iength of the Foam G rl herself. The beautiful heads and thick necks were
not, apparently, feathered, but alnost scaled and a |lovely, soft green. The
titani c beaks were straight, rounded javelins, each at |east twelve feet |ong.
The great, bright eyes darted nervously about fromone ship to the other, but
t he enornmous invisible paddl es kept the two avian nonsters in place,
responsive to the old Elevener's will.

"I won't have themattack if we can scare the other ship off," Brother Aldo
said to the priest. "Even the Lowan are not invul nerable, and that ship is
full of weapons.”

For a nonent the two vessels hung, bowsprits to the wind, while the crews
sinmply stared at one another and the birds, each seeming to wait for the other
to take some action. Then a human voi ce, speaki ng batwah, rose above the wi nd
and carried easily over the two hundred feet of foam ng water

"Ahoy, there, is that you, Gnp, you little tub of rat puke? Speak up
lardguts, if you're not afraid to."

Bal d Roke, his orange suit glittering even in the gray light of the cloudy
sky, hung rakishiy fromone of his ratlines, leering across at the Foam Grl .
As he shouted, his crew exploded in a stormof |aughter and obscene jeers,
glad to have a relief fromthe strain of watching the great birds, whose
appear ance seenmed sheer magic to them

Tin here, Roke, you dirty corpse-eater!™ Gnmp yelled int. "Better get your
carrion barge out of here before we turn our little friends |oose on it!"

you i ndeed?" Roke said, snmiling gently. He seened
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to ignore the giant birds, and Hiero silently gave himcredit

for possessing his share of nerve. Roke went on

"Tell you what, fatty, 1 think whoever runs these two pretty chi ckens woul d
have turned 'em | oose already, that is, if he dared. What do you think of
that, now?" Again his crew screamed in delight, and a sea of edged weapons was
brandi shed as they did. Roke waved one skinny hand and they

qui eted instantly.

"We could take you, birdies and ail, you little blubber bag, but it mght cost
me sone paint," the pirate continued, staring hard at the silent group on the

poop of Foam Grl. "So, being inclined for fun, 1'll nake you an offer, a
generous one. Gve us the dirty-looking rat with the paint on his nose and the
whi skers, and the girl. In return, you're free to depart. \What say you, short
pi zzl e?"

G np answered instantly, but not before spitting into the sea. "Go fry your
crew of man-eaters in human grease, Roke. You'll get nought fromus. But you

brag, don't you, about how tough you are, skinhead? | dare ycu to fight ne for
a free passage, under inland Seas Truce, man agai nst man, hand weapons of



choi ce. What do you say to that, you bony bag of slave girl's gauds?" This
time it was the Foam Grl's crew who shouted and brandi shed weapons, while the
Bride'5 crew were silenced. The wonderful birds still held their place, as if
they were mere ducks on some farm pond, Hiero thought absently. After a brief
colloquy with two of his subordinates, Roke swung back into the rigging, a
vicious | ook on his face, the

smle gone.

"Al'l right, you little blot of slinme weed, | take you. Anchor, and so will 1.
But not us two al one, see. Me and one of nmy mates will meet you and that

br own- ski nned savage with the painted face. herwi se no go, and | gives the
order to attack. What do you say now, turdhead?"

"They're determ ned on you, Master Desteen,"” Captain Gnp said in a | ow voice.
"They want you sonehow, and what's nore, Roke'll risk his whole ship and crew
to get you. Can you fight? Are you gane?"

"Try me,'1 Hiero said, slapping himon the back. In truth, he was tired, but
he saw no way out of this. "WII| these dirty rogues keep such a bargain if

t hey | ose?"

"Ch, yes!" G np was shocked. "Even the worst sea scum
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wi || honor a Seas Truce for single conbat. Ch, yes, have no fear. But Roke is
a notable Fighter. And who knows whom he'll bring with hin? W'd better get
ready." Captain G np turned and waved assent to Roke, who left the rigging at
once.

H ero now saw a ship's boat |aunched from The Ravi shed Bride; and while G np
arnmed hinmsel f, he explained that the chall enging vessel was al ways the scene
of the conbat.

"W have nought to lose," he went on. "AH of the others will be slaves if we
two are killed. But at least not killed and eaten. And if we win, we get their
cargo or a good part of it; all we can carry, at any rate."

Luchare hel ped Hiero strip to his pants and soft boots. Daughter of

sol di er-kings, she said nothing and did not need to, but he could feel her
body trenbling through her hands. He knew she woul d not survive himby a

m nute, should he fall. Brother Aldo sinply patted his hand and then turned
away, back to his control of the birds.

H ero wei ghed his short sword. He then turned and, froma pile on deck,

sel ected a heavy, square brass shield, curved fromside to side, for his left
arm Hi s poniard was thrust, unsheathed, into his belt. Wth his bronze hel net
on, he was ready. G np was now stripped to his kiit and was barefoot as well.
He bore no shield, but a long, gently curved sword, rather deader, sonething
on the order of an inmense saber, save that the point was slightly angled. It
was desi gned, obviously, for both hands. His arnms were very |long and rippl ed
with nmuscle as he waved the big sword delicately about. He no | onger appeared
comc, and his square jaw was set.

The boat of the eneny grated al ongside. Over the rail first cane die bald head
of the pirate captain, and behind himcame his partner. H ero shuddered
inwardly. A Leenute, and one of uoknown type! And it also wore a mind shield
about its neck.

.. The creature was as tall as a man and, Hiero realized, night be descended
frommen. It wore only a short leather , but its natural skin was a nass of
tiny, dull gray scales. no visible nose or ears, only holes in both places,
and eyes were | ashl ess under massive, bony brows. In one Aarmit carried a
si ngl e-edged, heavy axe; in the other, shield. The crew shrank away fromit.
Roke still wore his orange finery, and nunerous rings

220 H ERO s JOURNEY

glittered on his hands. Brooches and neckl aces spangl ed his stained jacket,
whi ch had sl ashed sl eeves for easy novenent. He carried a slender, straight
sword with a basket hilt and, in the other hand, a long, two-edged dagger.
The men of Foam G rl now scattered to the extrenes of bow and stern, with a
good few hanging on to the ratlines, but all well out of sword stroke.



"We fight around the ship. Skinny," Gnp said, "up to the forepeak |ine and
back to these steps. No holds barred, no survivors. You get forward now, we'll
stay here. At ny word we'll start for each other, you and Corpseface there
against me and ny friend."

The creature with Roke snarled, displaying a nouthful of sharp, yellow fangs,
but Roke | aughed jeeringly.

"Suits ne, Low pockets. But you and your mnd-tw sting nagician here ain't mnet
a dith before. Loaned to ne, he was, by good friends up north and west of

here. We'll see how funny you think he is in a mnute."
H ero spoke for the first time, in a calmvoice which nevertheless carried
easily. "I know your fine friends. Captain Roke. They are ampong the living

dead. The grave yawns for all of themand for this creature and for you as
well." His vibrant tone seened to carry flat certainty.

For a second, Roke appeared to pale. If the horrid thing with him the @ith
was new to the company of Foam Grl, the Metz priest was equally so to him
and despite his new anmul et's protection, Roke was unsure of hinself. But he
was a hardy scoundrel and rallied.

"d ad you found a voice, \Whiskers. W'll mark your pretty paint in a few
seconds. Cone on, Daleeth, let's get forr-ard.” In a noment all was ready. The
ship fell silent, save for the creak of tinmbers and straining cordage as her
anchor |ine sawed the hawsehol e. The two rogues who had rowed Roke and the
@ith over clung to shrouds above the rail by their boat's painter, eyes
glittering with excitement. A sea bird called, far off, a faint, piercing cry.
Fromhis place to Hiero's right. G np shouted, "Go!" and marched forward. The
four, two and two, one to each bul wark, advanced cautiously toward one
another. This care al one woul d have told anyone of experience that trained
warriors were neet-
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ing. There would be no headl ong rushes and novi ce bl underings here. Al four
of them knew t heir business.

H ero faced the dith, and the two captains, tall and short, each other. They
met on either side of the little cabin, alnost exactly am dships. A vagrant

gl eam of sunshine nonentarily pierced the racing clouds and illum ned the foul
creature's axehead as it advanced, but aside fromthat, it was a thing of dead
hues, gray-scaled skin, gray garnent, and lustreless eyes. Yet it was alert,
and every rippling nmuscle reveal ed power and agility. Nevertheless, it
advanced slowy, very slowy. As it came cautiously on, H ero heard the clash
of metal to his left, where the other two had comrenced. As any trained
swordsman does, he watched fixedly his foe's eyes for a sign of its

i ntentions.

Those eyes! Geat, sonber, enpty pools, seeming to have no bottom Even as he
wat ched, they grew larger. Larger! The @ith was no nore than a few yards
away, its axe poised on its shoulder, shield | owered. And all Hi ero could see
were the eyes, the round, lightless caverns of enptiness, which seened to
swell and grow until all else faded. Far off, he heard a woman scream
Luchare! The eyes vani shed, shrunk to normal size, and the consci ousness of
where he was returned. Al nost too |ate!

Refl ex and training saved Hiero. The old, retired Ranger Sergeant who had
first trained himhad al ways stressed one point in the Abbey school of arns.
Close in! "Look," the old veteran had insisted, "always try to close in quick
particularly if your opponent |ooks better than you. There's no nonkey tricks
with sword or spear at sonmeone's throat fromtwo i nches away, boys. Gve |uck
and pl ai n neanness a chance!"

Hero felt the wind of the heavy axe as he dived under it, not trying a bl ow,
but sinmply shoving with his shield s boss at Ae Aith's body. Until he was
ready and agai n unshaken, he Wanted no nore of those eyes!

Hypnotism No nmind shield guarded agai nst that! Roke, or perhaps the creature
itself, had been very clever. Alnpst, Hi ero had been lured into the axe, like
a calf to the slaughter, helpless to avert the death stroke. Had not Luchare



screamed, he would i W be dead. «'; e He westled nowwith the scal ed thing,
his shield arm hol d-
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ing off its axe above him its own shield keeping his sword arm | ocked in
turn. It gave off a mephitic foulness, and its skin seenmed to radiate a chill.
Its hissing breath was a charnel stench, but he kept his head | owered to avoid
the eyes. God, but it was strong!

H ero summned all his own strength and sinply shoved, at the sanme tine
springi ng backward. The axe fell again, but he was beyond its reach. For a
second, he faced his eneny, panting slightly, watching the pointed chin and

t he shoul ders, but never seeking the eyes. He crossed his shield over so that
it hid his body and | owered his short sword so that it hung at the end of his
arm Dimy, he was conscious of the clash of arns continuing on the other side
of the cabin, but he kept his attention riveted on his foe. He heard Kl ootz
bel | ow hi deously, knowi ng his master was in peril, but he paid no heed.

It advanced again, axe held high. Was it inviting a | ow thrust? he wondered.
He had troubl e breaking the habit of years and never |ooking at the enemy's
eyes, but somehow he nanaged it.

Then the Aith charged. As it came, the axe cane down in a sweeping stroke and
H ero sprang back, ready to spring in again as the axe struck the deck. He had
fought few axenen, and it was al nost the death of himfor the second tinme. The
dith's powerful arnms straightened and the bl ade of the axe swung, cutting a
sideways arc with all its speed undi nini shed, straight at H ero' s knees.

This time, instinct took over and the priest |eaped straight up in the air.
Even so, the followthrough of the Aith's shield armstruck his thigh, a
second after the axe itself hissed by under his feet. The inpact sent him
reeling backward. The downward heave of the deck now caught hi m dead wong as
he went, and he stunmbled away, fighting for his feet, fetching up with a
ringi ng crash against the m zzennmast. Wth a grating cry as hideous to the
ears as its appearance was to the eyes, the Aith charged again, axe on high
cl awed toes raking the planks of the deck

But Hi ero had never quite left his feet, though now he was crouching. And this
was the chance he had been waiting for. As the @ith | eaped forward, the edge
of the square brass shield, |like some strange quoit, cane spinning at its |egs
with all the force the Metz could put behind it. Wen he had crossed the
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shield over his torso nonents before, Hiero had al so freed the arm straps
which held it, in preparation for just this nmaneuver

The skimm ng shield now took the brawny | egs out fromunder the alien creature
as neatly as if it had been tripped. The Aith crashed to the deck, prostrate,
arnms outflung, its nosel ess visage striking the wood with an audi bl e thud.
Even as it struggled to rise, the heavy, short sword came down on its scal ed
head, splitting it as a crow splits a cobnut. There was a rush of dark matter
the great linbs twitched once, and then the foul life departed.

The priest managed to recover his shield and he ran clunsily forward past

Kl ootz's pen, ignoring the norse's bleating as he went to where he could stil
hear the clash of steel. The strained silence of the crew and their eyes gl ued
to the scene up there told himthat the issue was still in doubt.

It was indeed. As Hiero arrived, winded but with shield up, he saw Captain

G nmp block a high thrust of the pirate's sword and barely niss bei ng skewered
by the long dagger held in the other's left hand.

"I"'mcomng," Hero yelled. "Hold hima second, and I'Il help take care of
him" This was no matter of chivalry. In a stark, four-handed duel of this
sort, it was expected that the survivors should have won by any neans
possi bl e, save only illegal weapons such as bows. No quarter

But Hiero's voice breathed new life into the little nmerchant skipper. Al though
his hairy torso was covered with blood froma dozen mnor slashes, he stil
possessed plenty of energy. He stood, eyeing his equally bloody foe for an
instant, and then ran in with a great whoop, the |long, two-handed sword held



hi gh over his head. Nothing |loath, Roke cane to neet him his eyes mad with
rage and di sappoi nt nent .

As they both charged, G np proved what his |long, curved blade could do

Amazi ngly, he seenmed to fall forward on his face, but his |left hand caught the
deck and held himoff it. At the same time his long right arm clenched fist
now holding the long hilt by itself, swept out in a flashing backhand arc,

i ke some nonstrous scythe.

It was too |ate for Bald Roke, seasoned battler though he was, to check
hinmself. He tried with his own sword to deflect the terrible blow, but all the
force in Gnp's squat frane was in its onward rush. The razor edge of the
great sword cut in
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bel ow the pirate's el bow and severed his sword armin turn as neatly as a

sci ssor cuts a thread. Passing on-through, it drove deep into his orange
finery until checked with an audi bl e sound by sonme bone. A shower of bl ood
sprayed out as Roke strove to keep to his feet, even while life faded fromhis
gl azing eyes. He took two tottering steps toward his enemy, who never noved,
spread out like a four-legged beast on the pitching deck. One armstil

gri pped the bl oody sword, which had now slipped fromthe now scarlet tatters
of Roke's dress.

Then, with a choked sigh, all ended. One instant Roke towered up, his poniard
raised in a last defiance; the next, he lay a crunpled heap of bl ood-soaked
rags, his severed forearmlying near him still clutching his basket-hilt
sword in its death grip. There was silence again.

Then the crew expl oded. The shouting al nost deafened H ero, but he managed to
lurch over and help the captain to his feet before enbracing him Then a dozen
pair of hands tore them apart and carried themin triunmph to Foam Grl's poop
there Luchare, her eyes blazing in triunph, waited for her |over.

Even as he hugged her in turn, forgetting G np's blood and the dark ichor of
the Adith, Hi ero suddenly began to |l augh. For out of the ship's cabin,

unbi dden, had cone a peevi sh thought.

What's ail this noise? Wiy can't | get some sleep?

The | azy bear had slept through the whole night and the entire chase and
subsequent battle. Now he was demandi ng to know what on earth was happeni ng!
Still holding Luchare, H ero watched in silence as the two bird giants, the
Lowans, dived suddenly into the curling seas and di sappeared, their vast

bodi es as easily handled as if they were dabchi cks. He saw that Brother Aldo

| ooked very weary, as weary as he hinself felt, and he realized that the old
man rmust have greatly exerted hinself to have held the two bird-things
obedient to his will for so |ong.

G np was now everywhere, personally |looting Roke's corpse, bellow ng orders,
and calmy warping the Foam Grl alongside the Bride as if the latter were
some peaceful barge he dealth with for hides every week in the year

But his confidence seened quite justified. Aside from sone haggling over the
worth of the Bride's cargo, there was no apparent aninosity between the crews.
The pirates were as villainous a crew of unhung ruffians as Hiero had ever

i mag-
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i ned, but not even the single, dirty-looking How er offered so nmuch as an
insult. Indeed, various scurvy wetches bawl ed coarse praise of Herb's skil
wi th weapons along with sundry odious conplinments to Luchare's appearance and
probabl e amatory skills. These latter drove that young lady quickly into the
cabin, her ears burning.

While G mp checked The Ravi shed Bride's cargo along with a burly thug who was
now her tenporary new master, Hi ero sat on a bench and expressed surprise to
Brot her Aldo that such utter scoundrels would honor anything at all, let alone
freely give up val uabl e goods.

"A pirate ship did violate the Inland Seas Truce in ny lifetime, Hiero, |ong



ago, long, long ago, but ! can still renenber. Everyone, pirate, raider, and
arnmed merchant, sought her for a season, and eventually she was found and

trapped. The crew, such as were not killed outright in the battle, were first
i npal ed, then flayed alive. The captain, who had caused it to happen, lost a
joint of each finger and toe, armand |l eg, every day until he died. The sane

severed joints, broiled, |I believe, were his sole sustenance until then," the
ol d man added thoughtfully. "If a captain even suggested such a thing now, I
suspect his crew would kill himbefore he succeeded in drawing his weapons."

"But how about the Unclean? Surely they honor nothing? And where are those
other two nmen with the nechanical nmind blocks? | can't detect them any nore.
Have t hey sonmehow escaped?"

"That's interesting,"” Brother Al do said, his eyes brightening. "Only one
answer | can see. They're in the drink, my boy, put there by their own fell ows
for sone foolery or other, such as suggesting a truce violation. O nmaybe just
sinmple fear of the Uncl ean devices by her shipmates. No, they haven't es-
"We'd better get the two mind | ocks that Roke and ny ftiend, the dith, had,
in fact right now, while | think of it," the priest said, starting up with a
groan. H s side bore a great, blackened brui se where he had struck the nast,
and he ached all over.

Brot her Al do chuckled. He patted the |eather pouch which

| »i ng over one shoul der, and something w thin clinked nusi -

.;,«»% "I had G np take care of that right away. None of the
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common sailors wanted to touch them anyway. W'll have a | ook at them you and

I, when a little leisure presents itself." As he spoke, sonething stirred in
the depths of Mcro's nenory. \Watever it was could not rise to the surface,
however, and he dismissed it with a sigh. Gher matters cane nore easily to
his attention.

"Wuul d those birds really have attacked the pirates?" he asked.

"I'"d have hated to do it, but yes, | think so. I think I could have made
them" The chocolate skin of his face had |l ost its usual glow, and Hi ero saw
that Brother Al do was a very old nman indeed. How ol d? he wondered. Now, as

t hey watched the two crews transshi ppi ng boxes and bal es of goods fromthe

| arge ship down a gangway to the Foam Grl, the El evener went on. "Who knows
how it woul d have ended? Six tons or so of squawki ng, flapping Lowans woul d
make even that big ship ook smaller, especially if they were trying to cone
aboard! They're not at all comon, you know. |'ve seen themonly three or four
times inny life."

"It was a great feat, both to sumon and to control such vast things," H ero
said in honest admiration

The old man shrugged off the praise. "My business, H ero, and 1 think you have
| earned nore in a few nmonths about such things than | did in a great many
years. But something else is troubling you."

"Yes," the Metz said, his voice |l owered so that no one nearby could hear him
"That thing I killed, the Aith, Roke called it. It was a m ghty hypnoti st,
you know, and dammed near got ne under a spell. Only Luchare's shriek brought
me out. What was it? The crew threw its body overboard quickly, and | never
got nmuch of a look. Surely it belongs to the Unclean.”

"I got little nore of a |look than you, but | did try to examine it when | took
the mind lock fromits neck. G np got the other one for me." Al do paused. "W
have heard runors of new nutations, what you' d call Leenutes, new and nore
dreadful ones, which did not grow by accident from anci ent genetic danage.
No—these new creatures have been bred and trained frombirth in the Uncl ean

| aboratories and fortresses. This Aith thing could be one such. Certainly J
never saw anything like it before."
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"It was like a loathsome reptile crossed with an even nore w cked and
repel |l ent human," Hiero said.

"A very typical concept of the Unclean it sounds, doesn't it?" Brother Aldo



asked. He seenmed to expect no answer and sinply continued to stare blankly
away over the gray and tossing seas.

4- 10 *

THE FORESTS OF THE SOUTH

NI GHT LAY OVER THE ANCI ENT PORT OF NEEYANA. A FEWsnall craft noved on the
surface of the moonlit harbor, nmostly skiffs taking crews out to sailing ships
at anchor. No cargo had noved on any of the |ong piers and wharves since
sunset. In the narrow, murky streets leading to the harbor, a few dimlights
gl owed where a street held a few taverns for late roisterers. Now and again a
furtive, solitary shape noved in the shadows, bent on some dubi ous errand or
ot her, but no honest man ventured out at night in Neeyana unless well guarded
or simply desperate. Too long had evil had its way with the ol d harbor town,
and now only those under the protection of that sane evil could wal k
unchal | enged, save in broad daylight or in well-arned conpany. Yet cargo had
to nove, and no other seaport served this southeastern corner of the Inland
Sea. Hence the east-west trade passed through Neeyana, in haste and fear on
one side and grudgi ng reluctance on that of the other, which ruled. A greater
tribute could hardly have been paid the nmercantile instinct of the human race
than the fact that the trade continued and in sone sense even flourished.
Fromhigh in a tower, indeed the actual highest point in Neeyana, two dark
shapes wat ched over the nighted harbor bel ow and the noon-rayed expanse of sea
beyond, out to the black Iine marking the northern horizon

"Al'l seems usel ess against this fantastic crew of intruders,"”
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a harsh voice said. "Watever we do, whatever weapons we use, it seens to nake
no di fference. The chief eneny bursts our bonds, evades our strokes, and
destroys our ships wthout trace. Nothing seens capable of arresting his
progress, even nonentarily. A pretty pass we've cone to!"

"1 agree," a second voice said, as like the first as a twin. "But consider
They, or he, for we have no idea what his allies actually represent, has now
passed through two Circles. The Yellow, ours, lies before him unless he turns
back or goes el sewhere on a tangent. And both ideas seemto nme unlikely. He
has al ways nmoved in this direction since we first had word of his com ng. And
the Blue Master, S duna, is also coning

her e!
"So he too will cone here, our foe will, or at |least near to here. In fact,
have news. He is coming. | just cane fromthe instrument room Two of the new

Vocoders registered by the Blue Circle are noving this way across the sea. W
have established that the Blue Brothers gave out four! Three to ship-nen in
this area, nmen we know well, |led by Bald Roke. And one, mark you, to a dith
The dith was along to keep Roke under control if necessary.”

"And now?" The first harsh voice was eager.

"Two of the instruments are gone, destroyed, at a guess. Two are turned off,
but, of course, still registering on our screens. | would hazard the four
original owners, the Gith included, were now dead and that the eneny,

unwi tting, has pocketed the two remaining instrunents, perhaps for study. A
guess, but | think rather a good one." There was a pause.

"Now, | believe, we can start to sumon sone of our own forces. The Yell ow
Brothers at least will not fail the cause!"

There was silence again as the two dark shapes, their hoods drawn in the
nmoonl i ght, stared out over the old town. The stone parapet on which they

| eaned had | ong ago encircled the belfry of an ancient church, but the tai

t ower now housed only nightrmare evil.

Far off in the east, a faint |light gave prom se of com ng dawn. The figures
turned and vani shed fromthe tower.

"W will have to trust to our wits, at |east as much as any Uncl ean chart,
H ero." Brother Aldo's long, dark forefinger pointed to a line on the map
spread out before them "For one
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thing," he went on, "we can't read ail of it."

The bear drowsed in a comer of the little cabin's heaving deck, the flickering
lantern light making himl ook |arger than he was. At the round table, its base
clanped to the deck, sat the Metz, Brother Al do, Luchare, and Captain G np,
all trying to interpret the secrets of the strange nap.

"W El eveners have learned to read sonme of their synmbols, over the years, that
is," Brother Aldo went on. "But things such as these naps have seldomfallen
into our hands in ny lifetime, which is not a short one. This nmust be a

preci ous chance.

"See here!" Hs finger traced a thin, crooked line fromthe Inland Sea which

i nclined roughly southeast by east. "This is a trail | have not used in nany
seasons. It lies to the north of the track over which you were brought,
princess. That particular one is the najor route between the Lantik coast and
this sea of fresh water on which we nowride. It goes to Neeyana, here." H's
finger indicated a circle.

"Now, as you felt in your bones, child, Neeyana is wholly given over to evil.
This mark | know wel |, an eneny mark, unchanged for hundreds of years. It
nmeans 'ours' and, see here, it overlies the whole city. Still, trade, sone of
it quite innocent, passes through. The Unclean suffer it, taxing it not too
heavily, but gathering a good deal of information and al so using the traders
as a cover for their own agents and schenes.

"Well, so do we! And | would wager we generally know nore of their plans than
they do of ours.

"But | wonder." Again his gnarled finger traced the narrower |line of the

northern trail. "This goes through the forest, and H ero, ny friend, you have
never seen our southern trees! Look here, now, |ook, a patch of another
circle. Blue it is. Wthout trying to figure out the enemy color chart, | can

tell you what that nmeans. A desert, and deadly one, for it was caused by the
radi ati on of The Death. These blighted deserts and simlar strange,

radi oactive spots are generally shrinking, but they still exist, and a few
even spread, so long was the life of the deadly cobalt bonbs, and the stranger
life they engendered. Hence the blue. For on our own maps these places are
colored blue also, 'cobalt' being an ancient pre-Death word for that col or
"So, Hiero, the large Dead City you seek seens to lie near to that waste, or
on its northern edge. In the distance are ot her

2}2 H ERO S JOURNEY

Lost Cities, but nuch further on to the east. Still, | would feel better if |
could see the map the Abbey rulers gave you. If you will trust ne."

There was a brief silence. The lantern creaked at the end of its short chain.
No one spoke.

"Surely you trust the good Brother, Master Hi ero?" Captain G np burst out. He
banged his fist on the table. "Wy, he's saved all our lives a dozen times
over in the past, and yours twice | knows of!"

H ero | aughed, his swarthy, hawk face clearing on the instant. "Sorry, Brother
Aldo. You're quite right. G np. | apol ogi ze. But Abbot Denero laid it upon ne

to keep this secret. My mission, | nean, or at least its ultimate goal. 1 find
it hard to trust anyone at all. The Uncl ean have so damed many di sgui ses!
"Still, if I can't tell my real friends by now, |1'd better give up! And | nean

you too, Captain! Here's the map, then. \Wat do you think, Brother?"

"Ah!" For a mnute or so, the curly white beard al nbst touched the surface of
the Abbey map as the old nan pored over it. Then he straightened and | ooked at
the others, dark eyes glowi ng, the whites |ike newivory.

"I thought so. This is a very old map, Hi ero, or rather a new copy of an old
map. There are things on here | did not know still to exist and others which
know for a fact not to exist at ail, at |least for many centuries."

"In other words," the priest said, "a quite unreliable guide?"

"Yes and no. Alone, with no other aids, definitely yes. But with ne and with
the Uncl ean's own set of naps, perhaps not. For, as | said, there are things
on here, on your map, which are now covered by ancient forest and evil waste
and yet which could perhaps now be found again."



They pondered this for a while as the even rhythm of the Foam G rl never
changed, rocking up and down, up and down, as she rode the long swells running
to the south. Above their heads, the lantern snoked and swayed in tune wth
the shifting notion. It was two days after their battle with the pirates.

A di scussion of routes continued. H ero had still not nmentioned what he
ultimately sought and he had no intention of doing so. The fewer people who
knew, the better, even if utterly trustworthy. He could always kill hinmself if
trapped, in which
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case the eneny would still be left uncertain as to his true goal. He knew nore

strongly, as each |league rolled under Foam Cr/'s keel, that the Unclean woul d
fay a nation in ashes to gain one of the ancient computers. Wth such a
device, they would be literally invul nerable.

He saw that Brother Al do was |ooking at himexpectantly and brought his
attention back with a start.

"Sorry, | missed that |ast remark."

"Well, G np knows of no harbor, at |east none inhabited, on that coast where
the northern trail conmes down. He says it's untouched forest right down to the
edge of the sea. But we'd better try and find that trail head all the sane.
Even overgrown, | feel it is our best chance, and it heads straight to that
desert. And one thing about the great woods is that there we will be on ny
ground. The Uncl ean do haunt the forests at times, but even with their beast
and Leenute allies, they do not know them not as we do. And, Hiero, you are a
woods ranger too, even if only of the smaller woods of the Taig, which we

sout herners know to be stunted and shriveled." H s |aughing eyes nade the
others smle at the jest.

"Al'l right," Hero said, folding the maps and stowi ng them away. "How far from
Neeyana is that trail end, do you think?"

"I'f that map, or rather all them maps, are right, not rmuch nmore'n fifty mles
up the coast," Gnp said. Hs small eyes stared beadily at them "There's
sonmetines a few savages in the woods around there, nostly a wee kind of red
dwarf man with poi soned arrows, that like to shoot at ships when we conme in
for wood or fruit. Til do my best to get you in to where that |line there ends,
but how you'll find it in themtrees is beyond me. And the ani mal s! Wiew "
"Good," the old man said. "Never mnd the beasts, Gnp. You'll be safe enough
in our good ship here. The high forest does not reach out into your bel oved
waters. H ero, we have a little time now and we should make land in only a few
hours nmore. What do you say we exam ne those m nd | ocks which we captured from
the eneny? | have themright here.”

In a noment the two strange devices were laid upon the table before them
Luchare | ooked at themw th | oathing, but Hi ero and Brother Aldo with
interest, while G np's battered face seened to reflect both attitudes.

The | ocks thensel ves were of the curious, oily-looking bluish
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nmetal which Hiero had noticed the Uncl ean favored. The heavy neck chains were
of some other netal, lighter in weight, though the color was not dissimlar
The nysterious mechani sns | ay inside square cases, about three inches around
and a half inch thick. There were certain nmarks like witing incised on them
but no one there, not even old Al do, could read them Qher decoration there
was none. And there were only very faint visible seans and no catch, or

openi ng, on them at all

"Don't you suppose,"” Luchare said, |ooking closely at a fine seamline, "that
it woul d be dangerous to break one? Are they guarded in sonme way, do you
think, so that a person opening it wong would be hurt?"

"That's possible,” Hero said. He lifted a case and held it to his ear. Was it
his imagination, or did he hear an al nost inperceptible humr ng inside?

"No, | hear nothing," Brother Al do said, on being asked, nor did the others.
"But 1 know very little of such things," he continued. "To be quite honest,
few of my order do. W have concentrated on devel oping enpathy with all life

t hrough our natural nental powers, and again, quite frankly, we dislike



mechani cal devices of any sort. This nay be a mistake. | think nyself we may
have gone too far in the anti-machine direction. There's no reason that a

[imted nunber of nachines cannot help the world, if they are controlled and
properly designed. And we had better Figure out the working of many Uncl ean

devices or we'll be in real trouble. But I'"'mnot the man to do it, |I'mafraid.
Actual ly, Hiero, you' ve had a lot of experience lately with their devices. You
shoul d know as much as anyone not actually in their ranks, | would think."

H ero stared gloonmily at the two shining objects on the table. Once nore
somet hing gnawed faintly at his menmory, some random t hought, but again it
seenmed too elusive to come to the surface of his mind

'The only gadgets |'ve seen, that is, Unclean devices," he said slowy,
"weren't much like this. There was Luchare's lance, which is a thought

anplifier as well, and that conpass-thing | also took off S nerg, way back up

North. | had to destroy that; remind me to tell you about it later. Then there
was the mnd prober they tried to use on nme at the Dead Isle. And the nachine

I call the lightning gun, which blasted ne down. | think it shoots charges of

static electricity, though God

THE FORESTS OF THE SOUTH 255

al one knows how. These are mind bl ocks and they must be miracles of design
they're so small.""

He sighed. "I can't figure themout at all, and yet sonething keeps telling ne
to be awfully careful of them Maybe Luchare's right; some expl osive or poison
or something of the sort lies inside for the unwary."

"Well, | better go on deck," Gnp said, rising. "Landfall can't be many hours
away, no, nor dawn neither. And | don't want to run on an uncharted rock, not
off this coast!"”

"I"'mgoing to bed, and so is Hero," Luchare said firmy. "W'Ill need all our
rest tonorrow, and only that |azy bear is getting a proper anmount of sleep."
"You're right," Aldo said, also rising. "But old men don't need much sl eep
princess, so I'll walk the decks with our captain. Perhaps I'l|l get a nmessage
or two."

H ero yawned and pulled off his boots, sitting on the edge of the bunk. Beside
him Luchare had already cl osed her eyes. She fell asleep like a child, he
noted, in seconds. Damm it, what is there about those nmind | ocks thai worries
me so? He glared at the things as they lay, still glinting on the table, then
bl ew out the lantern. Whatever it was could wait.

The long, wailing cry, "Land-hooooo," woke himup on the instant. Light, the
gray light of dawn, was stream ng in through an open cabin porthole. And then
as he sat up, he renmenbered! The menory was of the conpass machi ne he had
destroyed weeks ago, far up in the Palood! It had been a telltale, an Unclean
hom ng device! And, for a dead rat's skin, so too were these damed mi nd

| ocks!

In an instant, ignoring Luchare's startled cry, he was on deck, bellow ng for
the captain, yelling for Brother Al do. Both appeared instantly and watched in
horrified fascination as he snmashed both | ocks on the deck, using a handy

bel aying pin. As he did so, he gasped out the reason, and the alarmflew in
their eyes. Only when the deadly things were powdered netal did he | ook up and
see where Foam G rl was headi ng.

The forest of the South! Not a nmile away rose a rank of such trees as he had
hardly dreamed possi ble, even though he had been warned what to expect. The
actual shore was invisible, screened by rank growth, npstly bushes and shrubs,
all of different shades of green. And behind themin turn reared up the giants
of the forest, show ng bl ack bol es, brown trunks,
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tan bark, and all the hues and permutations of brown to black, wth reddi sh
glints here and there. The Metz alnpbst had to arch his back to see their

i ncredi ble tops. Around sone of the great trunks and hanging fromthe |ofty
branches, there tw sted vines and |lianas of every hue, some of whose girth

| ooked greater than that of Foam Grl's hull! Spotches of color, nostly

bl azi ng reds and yell ows, here and there reveal ed the presence of giant,



flowering plants which clung to the trees far up their enormous |engths.
Through G nmp's proffered tel escope, Hiero could see a mass of intertw ned,
smal l er plants festooning every vacant space between the boughs. The snells of
the titanic forest reached out across the water to them a medley of strange
scents and nusky perfunes. Beside Hi ero's head, Klootz suddenly bellowed from
his pen, as if in greeting to a wood greater than any he had ever known. The
answering call of sone strange nonster, a thunderous roar, echoed back faintly
fromthe distant shore, and a flight of large, white birds rose fromthe
foliage directly in front of them A physical wave of warnth seenmed to reach
out to them

"Can you get her in quicker?" The priest turned to Gnp in question. "I'm
suddenly horribly afraid. W' ve given someone a constant clue to our position
for over two days. And we're not far from Neeyana, which they control." He

i gnored Lu-chare, who now canme on deck fully dressed and nmoved up to his side.
But she seened not to mind and bent to adjust her boots.

"Well, Master Hiero, you can see the sails are half-brailed,” the little
seaman said, "f don't dare go ramming in at full speed. W' ve got three good

| ookouts in the bows and forepeak. But there may be anything from sunken | ogs
to nice, pointed rocks just under the surface. A few nmonents nmore shoul d do,

t hough. "

In the sun of early norning, the little ship saile'd slowy in to the towering
green wall of jungle ahead, a light breeze carrying her snmoothly over the
gentle swells. The humof a tiny surf beating on the roots and tangled
deadfal | s of the shore now cane to them

H ero finished a brief and private prayer session, but he was still nervous
and inwardly cursing hinself. Now he sent out his mnd inpul ses, w shing he
had t hought to wake up hours before and start doing it to them Beside him
Brot her Al do stood, eyes shut, seeming nmerely to breathe in the warm scents
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of the forest as they grew increasingly strong.

H ero clutched the old man's brown sl eeve suddenly. Foam Grl was now only a
few hundred yards off the tangle of plants which nade up the actual edge where
forest net sea

"There's something comng fromthe west! | can't probe it! There's a nind
guard, a big one, like the one on that Unclean ship you sank! They're com ng
fast." He felt sudden angui sh. What was there he had failed to do?

Al do instantly turned and rapped out an order to the captain. "G np, put us
ashore, the ship too, and get your crew mustered. Hurry, or we're all dead
men!" There was no benevol ence on his face now, and the high, black cheekbones
were ranparts of decision. H's great eyes blazed with inperious wll.

G np now vol | eyed orders in every direction, at the sanme tinme aiding in
rigging the arrow engine personally. The one-eyed mate, Blutho, took the helm
as the two great crescent sails rose and were hauled up full so they filled to
the breeze. Foam G rl put her nose into a trough, rose on the next |long swell,
and rushed headl ong for the tree-girt shore.

Over the hubbub on deck and the swirl of activity, H ero becane aware of

Luchare pressed against his side, buckling on his weapons. | failed, he

t hought to her as he adjusted his battle helnet. It did not occur to himto
speak.

Nonsense, came her cal manswer. No one el se warned us at all. You've carried

all the weight, nostly al one, for weeks. Even as his brain received the
answer, he felt wonder at both the ease of her nessage and the cl oseness of

t hei r combi ned ment al - physi cal contact. Being conpletely nale, he could not
help his mnd going further. / wonder if we could yet, he thought, toying with
the idea of |ove-naking simultaneously by mnd and body, sonething he had not
so far dared attenpt.

Probably, came the pronpt answer, but this is no tine for it, you clown! Go
get Klootz ready - |I'll watch the bear. It was like a (friendly) dash of ice
water. He blinked and cane back to the present.



The big norse was wild with excitement, and Hi ero had to use his own mind
hard, like a curb, to quiet himdown. Barely was he saddl ed when they struck
Foam G rl nosed straight and hard into a solid nmass of outthrust roots and
stunted, nmangrovelike trees with a prolonged, grating crunch. Many men on
deck, who were con-
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centrating on their tasks, were jolted off their feet, but nothing worse
happened. Fortunately, the sea ran deep here, right up to the shore, and this
made their crash landing fairly easy.

"Ashore, everyone!" came G np's stentorian shouting. He had conferred with

Al do constantly as they raced in, for, like any really good ganbl er, he never
hesitated a moment to cut his | osses. A squad of hardy rascals hurled

t hensel ves of f the bowsprit, chopping nadly w th axes and heavy cutl asses at

t he packed vegetation. Nothing but a rat or small nonkey coul d have got

t hrough that tangle of growth unaided. Behind this gang gathered nost of the
crew, now arned and | oaded with hastily snatcheoVup supplies and energency
gear. G nmp and Blutho led them and behind them in turn, were Aldo, the girl,
and the priest, who |l ed the norse and the bear, though "l ed" was not how Gorm
saw it. Al of the humans, save those using the axes, were watchi ng down coast
to the west. As they | ooked, the black, slimshape they had grown to dread
appeared, nosing around a point not a mle away, white foam curling under the
sharp prow.

At the sight. Gnp hinself seized a broadaxe and, shoving his nen aside, fel
upon the green matter before himlike a fury, using great hew ng strokes which
severed foot-thick vines like so nuch string. Those of the men who could find
a footing near himredoubled their own efforts. Brother Al do noticed the arrow
engine crew still stoutly manning the machine on the poop and now ordered t hem
away wWith the others.

From the Uncl ean ship, now coming like a storm a distant screech came down
the wind. At the sanme tinme, a flare of vivid blue Iight w nked from her

f or edeck.

"The lightning gun!" H ero and Luchare cried together. A hundred yards off the
stern, a colum of steamrose suddenly from a white-capped swell.

"Come on now," G np screanmed, now out of sight in the green growth. "W've cut
a path for you and it wi dens. Shake your stunps, you |azy bastard whoresons!"
This latter epithet was addressed to his loyal crew, who now scranbled off the
bowsprit like so many ants. Behind them H ero |ed and urged Kl ootz forward,
Luchare wal king on the other side of the bull's head. Gorm | eaped of f the deck
and followed the men in a second. Brother Al do, ninble as a cricket, clanbered
after him
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Klootz trod warily over the tangle of ropes and discarded gear at the bow The
priest and the girl soothed himwith soft words as the great brute cautiously
exam ned the jungle ahead. Only Al do was yet still in sight, beckoning them
eagerly on. For sone reason, the forest's warnth struck H ero only now, it was
as if they were entering a furnace, though a danp one. Kl ootz paused,

hi ndquart ers bunchi ng.

Whoever was aimng the lightning gun finally got his range. There was a

ri ppi ng crash, and | ooki ng back in horror, the humans saw the after half of
the little cabin sinply vanish in a cloud of white incandescence. The wave of
awful , attendant heat al nost scorched their back hair.

The bull norse let out a terrified bawm and sprang straight forward off the
ship, dragging the two with himas they clung frantically to the reins. Mre
by luck than anything el se, the animal headed straight into the ragged gap cut
by the crewin the foliage. Brother Al do | eaped aside just in tine to avoid
being tranpled to death and, picking hinmself quickly up, scuttled in their
wake. In a second, the enpty Foam Grl, sails and cordage slatting in the

of fshore breeze, was the only sign that anyone had been there. The snoke of a
brisk fire ascended into the norning sunlight fromher blazing cabin and

m dships. Wth a sudden rush, the fire ran up the stays to the peak of the



mai n mast, and in another instant, the peaked sail burst into a flaning

bl ossom of orange |light. The crackling bolts of the lightning gun continued to
strike through the snoke and haze, but the electric charges sinply bl asted

hol es at randomin the green curtain of plants on the shore; for the gunners,

t hough now very close, could actually see nothing. At length the order to
cease fire was given. The black ship lay hove to, close in; while from her
deck, sharp eyes tried in vain to discern through the snoke what had becone of
their prey. It was a patently usel ess exercise, and soon the |lean hull turned,
t he hidden engines started, and the Unclean ship swept away back down the
wooded coast to the west. In a few m nutes she was out of sight. The now
furiously burning Foam Grl sent a colum of reeking black snoke high in the
air, fromwhence it was bent inland by the wind, over the tops of the enornous
trees. Nothing noved on the shore, save a few small birds.
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Far away, in a crypt deep under the earth and cobbles of old Neeyana, a figure

turned away from an instrument board with an exclamation of disgust. "Is this
your vaunted efficiency?" the hooded shape hissed to another standi ng near
"The Yellow G rcle would show the Blue, eh? I'lIl have a word with your Masters

in due season!" S duna of the Blue Circle, enraged and frustrated, left the
chanmber, his cold rage going before himlike a noxious cloud. AD who felt it
shrank away and hid thensel ves, but el sewhere in the Unclean citadel, new
orders were given and the servants of the Yellow Gircle sprang to new action
Anot her stroke unaccountably had fail ed, but the chase would not be given up,
not while one of the Dark Brotherhood remnained.

The canp that night, set deep in the canopy of the great trees, was not a
cheerful one. The seanen, long used to the open air, felt the dank heat and

t he snot hering darkness as doubly oppressive and frightening, even though G np
and Bl utho maintained a stern discipline and al so continually pointed out that
no lives had been lost. Both H ero and Luchare nursed bad bruises from being
dragged through the thickets for a hundred yards in Klootz's initial panic.
Two small fires kept some of the gl oomaway, and a | ow barrier of fallen | ogs
and branches encircled the canp, providing at |east some psychol ogi ca
protection, if nothing nore.

But the vast tree trunks rising out of the limt of firelight into the upper
dark, the nysterious cries and sounds of the encircling jungle, and the

bl azi ng eyes which stared out of the night at the fires, all conbined to nmake
the nmen huddl e together and talk in |ow tones or not at all

"W were lucky to find this clearing,” Hero said, stoically trying to avoid
noticing his battered arns and | egs. He knew Luchare was equally in pain and
al so saying nothing, and his heart went out to her. They sat a little apart,
with the bear and the norse, the latter now peacefully chewi ng his cud.

Brot her Al do had vani shed earlier, saying only that he woul d be back before
nmoonri se. "Not that the noon will shed rmuch |ight down here,"” he added.

"I guess he went to find that trail, that is, if anyone can find it," the girl
said. Her dark face was drawn and tired in the [ight of the flanes.

THE FORESTS OF THE SOUTH

241

"Listen to that, will you!" Hero said, springing to his feet, hand on sword.
Al the others had | eaped up, too, as a perfectly appalling racket burst out
not far away, hideous, earthshaking screans of rage rising above a deep
hoarse bellowing, as if the father of all cats had attacked the granduncl e of
all bovines. The bell owi ng sound al one nade Klootz's | oudest efforts sound
like a baby's squall. As suddenly as they had begun, the frightful sounds died
away, |eaving everyone hal f-deafened. The ordinary screeches, yells, and how s
of the night resuned, aided by the sounds of countless stridulating insects.
The nen slowy settled down again.

A |l arge beast indeed, cane a placid thought fromGorm And it was attacked by
one alnost as large, which it slew Now it is very angry. | think | would tel
the nmen to be quiet. Very quiet,



H ero dashed to the nearest group, hissing for silence. One | ook at his face
brought conpliance. If the bear warned, he had learned, it was as well to
listen. Soon all the nen were waiting, weapons drawn, not noving, but sinply
crouched and staring nervously around and outward.

/1 comes, was the bear's thought. Be ready.

The Metz stood next to Klootz, trying to shield Luchare, who faced the sane
way into the dark as he did. It was to the south, he noted idly, trying to
detect the creature's mnd as hard as he could. Presently he thought he had
found it. The brain was not too unlike that of the norse, but far, far nore
stupid, and now filled with insensate rage and nuch pain as well. Hiero tried
to probe it, but the animal was sinmply too newto him He had not realized
previously how alien the mnds of the great herbivores really were and how
much sinple affection and |ong, nutual training had to do with his contro
over the big norse. He tried again, but the brute mind was too fall of mad
rage for any inexperienced hand to take over its control. And Al do was absent.

No, |'m back, cane a quick, clear thought. Get out of its mind, Hiero, and
| eave me alone! 1'Il try to turn it. Hurry!
Now everyone could hear the nmonster. A footfall, so ponderous it actually

shook the forest floor, began to echo at a steadily increasing beat. G eat
snorts and grunts sounded.

Get away fromthe fires! came the old man's thought.

Hastily Hi ero passed it on, and G np and the nmen began
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to scurry away to either side. Luchare pulled Klootz's head around, and the
two tugged himoff behind the buttress root of a great tree, clearing the
flimsy canp barrier as they did.

Now t he incredible steps broke into a crashing run, and al nost at the sane
time, the creature gave voice. Its fight with the slain attacker nust have
been further away than he realized, the priest thought, as that awful, ringing
bel | ow al nost shattered his eardruns.

Qut of the dark it came, perhaps just such a titanic bulk as nmust have peopl ed
the earth for mllions of years in the past, before the com ng of man. Now,
due to incredible hard radiati on and consequent forced nutation, the sane
conditions of life had once again given such creatures another, second chance.
Its great, brown head, short-trunked on a heavy, columar neck and carrying
upper and |l ower pairs of ivory tusks, towered up at least twenty feet above
the terrified nen. The close-furred giant body sloped frompillarlike front
legs to shorter ones in the rear, and as it passed, the Metz sawits tiny
tail, a mere afterthought, flapping in the air. Fresh wounds on its flanks
gleaned red in the firelight, and the small, ruby eyes gleanmed also as it
sought for fresh enenmies. But the fires seemed to distract it. It charged
straight and hard at the nearest and careened right through it, sending
burning logs spinning in every direction. Its voice rising to a new volune, it
charged the next fire and scattered that also. Wthout ceasing its incredible
rush, it blundered across the little clearing, through the barrier, and into a
gap between two nonster trees. Even as the light died, it vani shed from sight.
Everyone stood, appalled, in the gathering gloom listening as it |lunbered on
and away, crashing a course off into the distance, still roaring hideously as
the pain of its burned feet, added to the previ ous wounds, reached the tiny
brain. Al nost before one realized it, the sound had died away in the distance
and the "normal" noi ses of the night forest once again resuned.

"Al'l right, nen," Brother Aldo's voice came cheerfully. "Let's get those fires
going again and build up the barrier. It won't be back, but other things my.
Hurry up now, no tine for idling." The old El evener, appearing out of nowhere,
stood in the nmddle of the clearing, helping Gnp and Hiero direct the work
until all was as before, except that the barrier was now chest-high at |east.
Wien new wat ches had been set, he
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told Gnmp to turn over conmand to Blutho and join them At this point they



di scovered that three men were missing, all ordinary seanen.

"Probably ran off in a panic and got |ost or ate by something,"G np said

phil osophically. "If people won'f |isten, what can you do? | tell them no-good
swi pes a thousand tines, "Stay here with us,' but they know better!"
"I"'mafraid you're right," Al do said. "Let us be glad it's not worse. At |east
| can detect no Unclean activity, only the Poros, that poor, sinple beast

whi ch bl undered into us."

"Poor beast!" Luchare burst out. "That great horror!"

"Well, yes, | think so," was the gentle answer. "This is his forest, you know,
princess, not yours. He had just been in a terrible fight and he thought he
saw nore enemies in us. | sent himto bathe his burned feet in the Inland
Sea," he added, "and now he'll feel better." H's tone was exactly that of a
nur se whose spoil ed charge had been soot hed.

H ero smiled to hinself. The El eveners were indeed the guardians of all life!

He rather approved, he realized, though it would take a long time for himto
see t he Brobdi ngnagi an Poros as the sinple-mnded child that Brother Al do

obvi ously did.

"Now that that's over, 1 think | can keep us from being bothered by any nore
of the forest people, at least tonight. And | have found the trail, you'll be
glad to know." The old fell ow beanmed at themin pleasure and stroked his curly
beard affectionately.

"I"ll be glad to know a Iot of things," G np said aggressively, "such as who's
going to pay me for a new ship, not that there's another like old Foam G rl,
mnd. And all her cargo, too, gone in a wink, plus the juicy plunder \ clained
from Roke's ship, and hard-won that was. Al in all, Brother, \ could have
retired on that lot, and nmy men too. Wo's to pay us, eh, and when and al so
where? Are you going to wander about in this wood until we're all ate by

somet hing |ike that wal king nountain we just missed?" Despite his gl oony
words, Hiero noted that the little seaman's eyes were still bright and his
ridiculous pigtail still perky. Though he would have died rather than admt
it, Gnmp was a pure romantic, actually one of those people who revel in
constant excitenent and new ventures. He liked pay, of course, if he could get
it, but it was
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only secondary, and so was his grunbling. Now he cocked an eye fromH ero to
the old man in question

Brot her Al do knew his man. "Wy, Captain, can't your hardy nen stand a little
di sconfort? Surely those who' ve ridden out gal es and fought canni bal slavers
and angry sea beasts aren't afraid of a few days' walk in the woods?"

Luchare and Hi ero grinned at each other in silent conpani onship. "Few days
wal k in the woods" indeed! But it was the right note to strike with the squat
littl e seaman.

"I"ve got the toughest crew afloat," he boasted. "Wy, Roke's men would al
have run when that big beast cone ranpagi ng through here. No, those nen'l
follow me through hot pitch. But what about our pay? And where are we going
now?" H s voice was eager on the | ast question

"Well," Aldo said, "1 have no real right to prom se anything like this, but
if, mind you, if our Ruling Council agrees with ne, all your damages wll be
paid, including the loss of your ship. After all, you are on El eventh

Conmandnent busi ness, are you not?"
"Your word's good with ne, Brother,"
that. But what now?"

"I can supply some answers there, Gnp," the Metz interjected. "W're going
sout heast, the Brother and I, and | guess you and the crew had better cone
too." He waved his hand around at the nonster tree trunks and the shadows at
their feet. "I don't inmagine your men are going to want to strike off al one,
are they? Three are gone already. |'ve probed the night with ny nmind and so
has Al do, and we detect nothing. | fear they indeed have provi ded soneone a
qui ck dinner. Can you make this danger plain to those who remai n? W nust stay

G np said. "You can't say fairer than



t oget her . "

"Yes," Aldo added, "and tell themH ero will conmand the whol e expedition from
now on. This trip is land work, and we need | and discipline and experience.
will assist him of course, and you'll remain in direct command of your own
peopl e. "

"Suits ne," the sailor said. "There won't be no problem about that. |I've got

thirty men, no, twenty-seven; forgot those scourings that run off. Plus me and
Bl ut ho. W& have food for two weeks, but only seven big water skins. How s this
pl ace for water?"

"I'"ll find you water and gane too," Al do answered. "W'll |eave at dawn. The
trail is less than a mle fromhere, overgrown
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but still a good road. The beasts use it and so can we, but humans don't seem
to have been over it for a long time, at least as well as 1 can tell in the
dark."

As the nmoon gl eaned through the far-off branches and the fires died down to
orange coals, they tal ked on, planning as well as possible the next day's
march. At intervals, H ero probed the night for eneny mnd sweeps, but

encount ered not hi ng suspi cious. The high forest teemed with life, but it was
natural to it, predators and prey, fur, scale, and feather

Eventual |y they slept, though with watches set and regul ar changes of guard.
The next norning Kl ootz, to his annoyance, was | oaded with supplies. Behave
yourself, Hiero told him /'// get to ride you soon enough. The norse bul

was, in fact, trained to carry burdens on occasion, so that his irritati on was
a matter of pride. He had carried urgently needed supplies to nore than one

i sol ated Kandan village in the past. Now he shook his great, black antlers and
brayed until Luchare's ears rang. The forest answered with a chorus of screans
and yells, and the day's march began

First went Hi ero and the bear, scouting the path. Next cane the mate and his
pi cked crew of axe and cutlass men, ready to cut through any bad obstructions.
The main body of seanmen wider G nmp canme next, all arned with swords and pikes.
A small group of picked bowen followed, and last of all, the norse, Luchare,
and the old El evener. While he disliked being separated fromthem Hiero

hi nsel f had chosen this march order as being the nost sensible. It gave thema
tel epath at each end of the colum, and danger was nore likely to come fromin
front than the rear.

As Brother Aldo had promi sed, they soon struck the old trail. Hiero's instinct
told himthat it ran al nost due southeast; and al though snmall bushes broke its
surface here and there, it was still easy marching. The sailors cheered up and

began to sing, songs which Luchare appeared determined to ignore while
careful ly menorizing sone of the worst to try later on her lover. Part of the
cheer, Hi ero | earned when they stopped for a noon neal, was due to a crafty
runor of Gnp's that they were in search of a great buried treasure. This
artless tale has .seldomfailed to arouse sailors of any time or nation, nor
did « now.
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H ero could not help wishing as he strode along, alert for any novenent, that
he and Luchare were alone to explore the wonderful green world all about them
The heat had now conme to seem nornmal and, in the shadows of the great trees,
not even very oppressive. Stinging insects were surprisingly few, perhaps
because bird fife was so abundant and vari ed.

Monkeys, | arge and small, chattered overhead, and other small beasts, of
unknown types to the Metz, scuttled up and down the | ooping vines and
tendril ed grow hs which shrouded the nonster trees. QCccasional huge footprints
in the earth, none very new, renewed the know edge that not all the life of
the forest was small. And once, the bear shied suddenly from what appeared to
be a snooth, shallow ditch across the trail itself. Hiero raised a hand to
halt the colum and summoned Brodi er Al do. The great, rounded fold in the |eaf



mol d of the road was stunning in its inplied nessage, but the old man
confirmed it.

"Yes, nmy dear boy, a serpent. Let us hope we do not neet it. They are very
hard to control nentally and al nmost invul nerable to any weapon. | shoul d judge
this one to be eighty feet." He said no nore and wal ked away. Hiero | ed off
agai n, considerably shaken and now even nore alert.

Qccasional |y, due perhaps to outcroppi ngs of poorer soil or perhaps of hidden
rock, the forest opened, and grassy glades filled with flowers formed sunlit
breaks in the green gloom It was in one of these that a new nenace reveal ed
itself.

The priest and his attendant, the bear, were hal fway across the gl ade, which
was no nore than a hundred yards in extent, when sonething | ong and | ean, or
rather two sonethings, erupted fromthe edge of the wood to their left and
raced for the colum at a speed so incredible that Hi ero never could decide on
it afterward. At first heading for him the two creatures swerved and pl ucked
the two | eadi ng axenmen behind Hiero instead, sweeping themoff their feet

wi t hout even breaking stride or hesitating. Before anyone could even raise a
weapon, they were gone! A vague visual inpression was left on Hiero's
forebrain of animals rather |ike giant, distorted foxes on legs like stilts,
nottl ed dark brown on a fawn background, each one with a crewman gripped in
great, grinning jaws. There had not been tinme even for the men to scream

Bel atedly, he realized, he had used his mnd to deflect the attackers form

hi nsel f, used it subconsciously, as a man hal f-asleep raises an armto defend
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hinself froma blow He explained this to Aldo when they all halted and al so
tried to excuse his conduct. But it was Luchare who snapped himout of it.
"Don't be so stupid! I'msorry those men were killed, too, but you didn't kil
them And how many of us are alive because you have the abilities and courage
to use them when you do! Now say a prayer for those two poor souls and go back
to being our |leader!" She turned on her heel and stanped off to the rear of
the Iine again, Klootz foll owi ng obediently in her wake.

"W're down to twenty-five lads now, but she's right, Master Hiero, she's
right, you know. Wthout you, there wouldn't be none of us. No one blanmes you,
| can tell you that." G np had overheard the dial ogue, and his earnest,
perspiring face now expressed his feelings.

Brot her Al do patted his shoul der affectionately. "Hiero, why not blame ne

i nstead? | am supposed to know these woods and the dwellers in them Yet |
never even noted or felt the minds of those swift creatures which took those
two. In fact, to be honest, they are totally newto ne, and not yet in our

records at the Central Institute, |I suspect. So take heart. And renenber, we
all still rely on you."
"Ail right, |I suppose | couldn't help it. But | feel dammed inadequate to

serve as |leader all the same. Let's go." The seanen marched in silence for a
long while after that.

At dusk, they found another canpsite between three great trees and built a
strong barrier around it. But |late that night, sonething | arge reached over it
and sinmply removed one of the two seamen posted as sentries. The man's fading
scream al erted the canp, but his nate had been facing the other way and thus
had no real idea what had happened.

"His mind doesn't exist,"” Hiero said in a |low voice after a noment. "He's
dead, thank God. \What are we going to do, Aldo? W can't go on this way. By
odds it ought to be one of us next. These poor devils are getting grabbed
because they have no concept of what dangers to expect. Should one of us stand
wat ch, do you think? I'mat ny wits' end!"

Eventually it was decided that H ero and Luchare (she insisted on thai) should
keep a waking, if not tal king, watch half the night, and Brother Al do and the
bear, who were great friends, the other half. This in addition to two seanen,
who
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woul d wal k guard on roughly each quarter of the night. It seemed to work,
since for the next two nights there were no attacks, though Hiero felt that
this was due to luck nore than anything el se.

On the fourth day since |l eaving the coast, they cane at length to a fork in
the trail. Both the left and right paths seened to go roughly in the direction
they wanted, but one inclined somewhat to the east, the other nore to the
sout h.

They called a halt to consider this matter, since in any case it was al npost
time for the noon break and neal. Hiero's and the girl's crossbows, and their
heavy, bronze-tipped quarrels, had supplied themw th plenty of small gane,
got by ranging only a little wide of the trail. The local wld creatures,

t hough often savage enough, were singlularly unwary of nen, a fact mat Brother
Al do and me priest found encouraging, for it showed that few human travelers
had used this country.

As they inspected all of the maps, Brother Al do | ooked increasingly doubtful
"No fork shows here at all! Long ago, but, mind you, nmy menory is still fair,
| used this road and there was no such fork then. Yet roads made by gane, and
this trail sinply took one over, you know, don't change much over the
centuries. Not unless the land itself does, if a river, say, should dry up or
a new vol cano arise."

He wal ked over to the fork and peered down at the actual junction of roads,
where a col ossal tree, against which he resenbled a fly on a wall, towered up
at the apex of a broadening triangle of forest. The nen were eating silently,
wat ching as their | eaders debated. Overhead, the unending canopy of green
shi el ded them fromthe burning sun. The m ghty wood | ay somol ent under the
hush of noon, only an occasional bird song drifting down through the. |eaves.
Al do cane striding back, his eyes still downcast.

"We' || take the southern fork, 1 think, unless there's an objection. It would
seemto skirt the desert on the map nore than ne old road did. 1 never went
that far nyself, but turned off before the open spaces began. But | amstil
puzzled as to why a plain fork like this should exist on a road no one human
uses, for animals sinply don't do such things." Thus they crossed over the
border into the real mof Vilah-ree, unknow ng.

For sone mles, the newroad, or rather trail, for it was no
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different fromthe one they had been using, marched steadily on, w nding
around and through the great tree trunks as it had for days. But late in the
aft ernoon, Hi ero became conscious of a change and held up a hand to halt the
colum and at the sane tinme to sumon Luchare, Aldo, and Gnp to him

"So you've noticed too," was the old man's coment. "Wat do you think?"
"We're going down a very long, gentle slope, into a river valley, | guess. The
trees are nostly the same, but there are nany nore hangi ng nosses and |ichens
and great ferns too. The ground isn't wet, but the air's damper. And | hear a
ot of new bird calls and songs. Wat have you noticed, Al do?"

"That animals are very few, and nmostly far up in the trees. No | arge beasts
use this trail at all, no dung, no footmarks, nothing. And yet 1 seemto fee
somet hi ng hovering at the edge of my thought, alnost in reach but not quite.
Your mnd, boy, is nore powerful than mine in many ways. Try using it and see
what you can pick up. But do be careful!"

Luchare | ooked anxi ous for a second; then her ebony face becane a nmask as she
assuned the role of the king's daughter. G np | ooked nervously about them at
the | eaf-strewn ground. This was out of his sphere of know edge entirely.

H ero closed his eyes and | eaned on his spear, which he had thrust point
downward into the soft earth, while he sent his mind abroad.

He touched upon the minds of many small, shy creatures at first: birds high
above, lizards on tree |linbs, toads and snakes in the nmold of the forest
floor. Wder and wi der he sent his nental net, seeking for any trace of
intelligence with every atomof his powerful brain. At length he was sure



that, for very many niles in a circle fromwhere they now stood, no nind

exi sted which he could contact on an equal |evel. He began to w thdraw

mental ly, closing and tightening the nental circunference of his "net," but
still watching closely for any trace of an observer, spy, or eneny.

Then a strange thing began to happen. He caught no trace of coherent thought,
no actual conmunication, but he knew all the same that sonmeone was there! And
in his mind a face conmenced to form The face of a wonan!

O was it? he wondered. The face was long, the chin pointed, as were the snall
ears, just visible under the helmet of hair. And the hair itself? If it was
hair, he wondered. The tight,
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al nrost capli ke covering | ooked as nmuch like feathers as it did anything el se
and seened to rippie with alnost a life of its own. And the eyes! Long and
slanted, with vertical, yellow pupils, their color was a shifting, opal escent
green. No human had such eyes! Green indeed was the overall inpression which
the face conveyed. The pale, snooth skin and the strange hair seened to have
overtones of green, as if the forest had exuded a mi st which covered the
creature who watched him Yet it was a femal e presence which observed him

For he was under observation. That nuch was clear. The strange and beauti f ul
(for it was both) face saw him and although he coul d detect neither m nd
speech nor nental contact of any sort he knew, yet he was sure that the entity
behi nd the strange eyes was fully aware of him and his conpanions. And he knew
too that he had been allowed to see the face of his watcher. As this thought

stirred in his mnd, the i mage vani shed, |ike a burst bubble, one nonent

clear, the next utterly gone. But still the watch over them was not rel axed.
This al so he knew. He brought his mnd back to the trail and opened his eyes,
to find the others still watching him

"You have found sonething,"” Aldo said instantly. "I can see it in your eyes."
"Somet hi ng, yes, or someone. We are under close observation. But | can feel no
m nd touch at all, which is strange and, frankly, nmakes ne nervous. Even the

Uncl ean nmind shields are detectable as an i npression or shape, though the

t houghts they hide are not. But here..."

As he tried to explain the picture he had received, he saw a stormof fury
begin in his love's eyes and instantly stopped the narrative to take hold of
her shoul ders and shake her gently.

"Now | ook, foolish one, a female seen once is no cause for jealousy. |I said
she was lovely in a way, yes; but, 1 feel, not altogether human either. So
stop the femal e anger, eh, and let ne go on?" H's clear gaze nmet her eyes, and
at length she snil ed.

"Al'l right, 1 guess | amjealous. But 1 don't like beautiful green wonen, whom
| can't even see, |ooking at my man!"

"Quite so," Brother Aldo said inpatiently, "but we have other concerns,
princess. H ero, does this strange creature, who nust be one of a group, seem
danger ous?"

"1 don't know, frankly. But | do feel there is power there,
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and power of a kind I can't even grasp, behind that face. That in itself is
qui te enough to make ne nervous."

"But what are we to do? Shouldn't we go back, before this invisible witch or
what ever casts a spell on us?" Wiat little he could grasp of Hiero' s tale nmade
Captain G np very nervous. He was a man who coul d face any physical danger
with a bold face, but unseen (to hin) green faces and nental warfare were
somet hi ng el se agai n.

You know, he may have a point. This was Aldo's m nd speaking directly to

H ero. Maybe we are being warned and should go back, retrace our path, and
take the other trail. But he was interrupted froma strange source.

You cannot go back, came the bear's cal m nmessage. The way is guarded now. You
can only go forward, where the—(his thought was untransl atable, but conveyed



an inpression of great power) wi sh you to. H s nmind said nothing nore, and he
sinmply sat up on his haunches and sniffed the danp airs drifting down the
trail.

Can you hear-—whoever is watching us? Do they, or she, talk to you? Do you know
their purposes?

| cannot tell you how | know, Hiero, was the answer. / was told to say what |
said, but not by the way you use your mnd. It is the same way | know which is
the way home. | just KNOW that's all. Gorm s thought conveyed the idea that

t he process he was tal king about was quite inexplicable in human terns. As a
matter of fact, he was partly wong, for Hiero's own sense of direction was

al nost as good as the bear's. But the sub-nental comunication wave or channe
bei ng used was certainly nothing either the old El evener or the Metz priest
had ever dreaned of.

What bl ocks the return path? was Hiero's next question

Li sten, cane the answer.

From far back up the |ong, gradual slope down which they had lately cone,
there echoed a cry. The rippling calls of the strange birds above them were
hushed, and only the cry could be heard, though it cane froma |ong, |ong way.
It was hard to describe. Luchare called it a "cross between a noan and a
grow ." H ero thought it sounded nore like the how of an inconceivable wolf
in great pain. Brother Al do kept his own counsel. \Watever it was, it had to
be very large, and the note of savagery in its voice was unm stakable. One
word that sub-
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surmed all others in describing the sound m ght have been "disquieting."

ft is a great beast, greater than anything | have ever seen. And it guards the
back trail for those who sent it. W nust go on. The bear's nessage was

unequi vocal

H ero | ooked at Brother Al do, who shrugged. For the first time since they had
met, the priest thought the old fellow |l ooked tired. Again he wondered how ol d
Al do was.

"Let's get the nen noving, G np,
us, that's all."

"They know that all right, Master. They can hear that rmuch as good as you!" He
turned away and barked an order.

As they marched on, the great clunps of green and brown noss, sone of it

| ovely, others sinply grotesque, increased in nunber- The area to the right
and | eft of the path becane obscured, both by the nbsses and huge ferns but

al so by a greenish haze, not a fog, H ero thought, but nore as if the light
off the trail had sone different properties, which ordinary eyes could not
penetrate. He tried probing with his mnd, at randomintervals, both forward
on their route and back, as well as to both sides, but gained no know edge. He
could not even tap the m nd of whatever horrific beast waited behind them
Those who controlled it also shielded its thoughts. A great feat, he thought
glumy. H's own hard-won powers seened those of a child by conparison

You are needed, suddenly came a thought from Gorm

Who—e? Hiero was startl ed.

Yes. | don't know why. Those who speak to ne are not clear, perhaps do not

wi sh to be. But you, and no one else in the party, have a task to do. O else
we all are trapped.

H ero kept marching, crossbow slung | oosely over one arm his spear over his
shoul der. Only his hel net was m ssing, too heavy for |ong marches for himto
be instantly battle-worthy. Needed for a task? This grew stranger and
stranger. He was wanted, personally, and if he failed, why, the whole party
peri shed! He said a few soldierly words into his nmustache, then crossed

hi nsel f and automatically asked God's pardon for bl aspheny. Neither attitude
struck himas contradictory. On they went, acconpanied only by rippling bird
song.

Just as the light faded, they emerged into a |large, noss-flcored clearing. The
men suddenly shouted as they saw what

Hiero said. "Tell thema big animal's behind
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stood there, but Hero, Gnp and the one-eyed nmate beat them back, cursing and
shoving until some senbl ance of discipline was restored. Still, it was hard to
bl ame them as G np said

In the center of the clearing were three I ong, wooden tables. There were not
seats, but none were needed. The tables were |aden with steam ng earthenware
platters, all carefully covered against the evening danp, and on themtoo, at
regul ar intervals, great clay flagons reared up, stoppered in a suggestive
manner .

After alnost a week of constant danger and a diet of hardtack and tough, wld
gane, it was an incredibly seductive display.

"Wait a minute!" G np screanmed, waving about the heavy staff he had been
carrying. "Suppose it's been dosed, you sorry catam te bastards! D you al

want to choke on poi soned grub, you niserable, nother-delighters?”

Eventually, with even Brother Aldo and Luchare, of both of whomthe nmen were
in great awe, hel ping, things quieted down. Wen they did, and he got a chance
to look nmore closely at the food, Hi ero received anot her nessage, again from
Gorm

The food is safe. W can all eat. | tell you, H ero, the dd One says you are
needed! Fromthe bear's nind came a picture of the strange femal e face! So
this was the O d One of whoever held them the |eader of the unknown forest
creatures whomthey could not even sensel

Wth Hiero' s assurance passed on, all fell to, the majority cautiously at
first, but after Hiero had tasted each dish, with nore confidence. Indeed, the
food was delicious, nostly strange, cooked vegetabl es and tubers, but also
pil es of some sweet bread, all very subtly flavored. There was no neat. And
the clay flagons contained an odd, herb-flavored wi ne which nmanaged to grow
upon the pal ate as one drank

"There's no poison,"” he told Aldo. "I'mtrained to detect it. There's nothing
to harm anyone, |'msure of that. We're being hel ped, that's all, but why?" He
had told the old man of Gormls message, but it meant nothing to himor to
Luchare either, except that she refused to nove nore than a foot fromhis
side, determ ned that he was not goi ng anywhere to see anyone wi thout her

At length, satiated, the seamen stretched out on the soft grass, groaning.
Surprisingly, no one was drunk, for the strange wi ne seened only to

exhilarate. As night fell, under the canopy of the trees, the men were soon
asl eep, save for the two wal ki ng
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a watch and Hi ero and Luchare, who shared the first guard. The bear and
Brother Al do al so slept.

It was an utterly still night. No birds called any |onger, no aninmals noved in
t he undergrowth. Overhead, no life could be detected. The whol e forest seened
to lie under some hushed spell. Even the great, rounded piles of nbss suddenly

seened tense and expectant to Hiero, as if listening in the dark. One snall
fire was all that could be got to light, and it sputtered dismally as the far
m sts of night closed in.

Hero first felt his |l egs growi ng weak, with considerable surprise. But there
was no poison! his mind cried out, even as he slunped to the nossy ground. H s
fadi ng sight showed hi mLuchare |ying next to him and, beyond her, the two
sailors, also fallen. And then into his mnd cane only a green haze, which
swirled in clouds and weaths across his vision. He fell that some secret |ay
behind it, but what it was renmai ned un-reachabl e.

Then the mists cleared. He opened his eyes and | ooked into those of Gornis
"dd One," the strange creature who had wat ched, guided, and finally trapped
themall.

He lay in a room long, narrow, and hi gh-ceilinged, which noved under him
somehow. He swung his | egs over the edge of the bed, for such it was, and

| ooked about himin amazenent. In a backless chair before him staring calmy
at him sat the woman, for such she was, whom he had seen first in his own



m nd and second in that of the bear. She was nude, her small, firmbreasts
erect and provocative. QGther than a necklace and a slimbelt, both of which

| ooked like fine nmetal nesh, she wore no ornanents. Her greenish-white body
was utterly hairless, he noted, and the strange covering on her head seened a
cross between oval, green feathers and tiny brown | eaves. Yet it was
unm st akably part of her, a natural growh, not a cap

She was i ndeed very beautiful, yet even as the nanhood in himrose to the
sexual challenge of her shape, he was also driven off, repelled by her

al i enness. For she was not really human at all, and the | ovely outward
appear ance of her body seened a mask for sonething utterly different. To his
still-dazed nind canme an unbi dden thought. Wy, it's as if a tree or a flower

had tried to be a rabbit or a cat!

Now he could see that the roomwas |it by candles, fat candl es, which burned
in wail sconces and cast a strange per-
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fume as they burned. Save for the chair, a small table on which stood sone
wooden goblets and a jug, and the carved wooden bed on which he now sat, the
roomwas enpty. And it swayed! Even as he realized suddenly where he nust be
and the notion of the wooden floor shook him a thought cane into his mind and
he knew that his captress was speaking to him

W (are) in the trees, high, high above, as you (guessed?). / (can) tel

(what) you think but not speak/tell/talk back (?) except by an (effort). W do
not speak so/thus/in a manner. Her thought was painfully slow and | ooking
into the green, slanted eyes, Hero realized that it was actually physically
pai nful to use her mnd this way. She was forcing herself to do it, despite
the hurt it caused her.

How do you speak, then? Who are you? his nmind asked. He was feeling clear of
head and he noticed that he still had his sword-knife and dagger. Hi s strange
captors had not restrained himin any way, apparently, and he was becomn ng
intrigued as he | ost any fear.

She trilled at him A string of golden syllables came fromher lips, as |ovely
as the rippling of a woodl and waterfall, tinkling over polished stones.
"Vilah-ree" was as close as he could cone in speech, and he said it softly.
"Vilah-ree." Now he knew one source of the continual bird nusic they had

hear d.

At his attenpt, she shook her head and sang again. Her teeth were dainty and
small. Again he tried to imtate her voice and then gave it up. Vilah-ree, he
t hought, / can't say your nane properly, | fear, not in your |anguage. You'l
have to accept nmy mnd speech instead or let Vilah-ree do.

Then, even as they gazed at one another, the thought of Luchare and his
conpani ons came to him Wat was he doing, talking like an idiot, while his

| ove and his friends were drugged and hel pl ess, God knew how far away! Were

t hey even alive?

The cal m expressi on vani shed from Vilah-ree's face as well, and her
full-1ipped nouth opened in apparent distress. A stream of gol den, chimng
notes poured forth as she tried to tell himsonmething. Realizing that it was
futile, she fell silent, and he felt her thoughts on the edge of his mind
agai n.

No (you are) wong! We (have) hurt none of the other

untransl at abl e/ (ear\ h' p\ odders!). Look into/at ny m nd!

As she becane nore practiced, the flow of nmessage and pictorial comunication
bet ween t hem became easier, just as
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it once had between hinself and the bear, though indeed he always felt the
bear to be the less alien of the two. Next she showed himthe canp where he
had fallen into a drugged dream but now it was guarded by a high fence of
some thorny bushes. And around it at intervals stood silent, white figures, so
like Vilah-ree as to nake it plain they were her people. Al, he noted
absently, were female, and he thought, God help themif the crew ever wakes
up!! Luchare, Brother Aldo, and the bear lay apart, on a great bed of | eaves,



and even the bull norse slunbered in an angle of the thorn stockade, | ooking
as if he had been newy slain, save for the rise and fall of his great sides.
W need you, ny people and I, Vilah-ree thought, when he had satisfied hinself
that all of his party were well and unharned. Her gol den-puptled, fathomn ess,
green eyes were close to his as she drew her chair nearer. A faint, |lovely
scent —of fl owers? bark? honey?—ane to him and her strangeness seened to ebb
| eavi ng her both vul nerabl e and desirable.

What do you want? Hi s counterthought deliberately was harsh, as he strove to
break through the glanour, the witchery, of her near presence.

She considered hima nmonent, then rose gracefully to her feet, pale, rounded
hi ps swayi ng as she wal ked to the end of the room

Come—+ will show you. She drew aside a | ong wooden shutter on a track, and
sunlight poured into the room She beckoned with one white arm and he rose
and joined her, striving to mask his wonder as he | ooked out.

They were in the top of one of what nust have been the tallest trees in the
great forest. Below themfor mles stretched a green canopy of |eaves and
branches, sone of the latter thenselves as i Mmense as nornal trees. The room
in which they stood was partly hollowed out, partly built into one such, in a
way Hiero did not quite fathom but which seemed to be a graft onto the living
tree itself, one which Vilah-ree nade plain did not injure it. But he had not
been brought just to see the beauty of the daylight on the roof of the forest.
She pointed, and he | ooked to the east and saw her eneny.

Far away, fringing the eastern horizon, lay a great, barren expanse of enpty
sand and rock, its pinnacles and jagged buttes glinting in the norning sun
But cl oser, between the desert and
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the forest, part of neither and repelling both, |lay sonething else.

A vast, ugly splotch of color, conmposed of nauves, dull oranges, oily browns,
and sickly yellows, it seened to have eaten into the green edge of the tree
worl d I'ike a hideous, running sore. Wthout thinking, Hero reached into his
belt pouch and brought out his far-looker. Wth the eyepi ece adjusted, the
strange area was brought up close, and involuntarily he shuddered- It was

i ndeed an evil |andscape.

Even under the sun, the giant puffballs and huge, clustering toadstools |ooked
di seased. O her strange fungi, both hanging and dripping foul ichor, covered
all the other things in sight, He could see the shrouded shapes of many vast
trees, every inch covered with | oathsone growth, the trees obviously dead,
their tortured skeletons serving as a prop for the bloated |ife which covered
them AH of the colors and shapes were painful to | ook at, none appearing
natural or the work of things that grew by nature's design. Even as he

wat ched, a bl oated bag of some nonster puffball sort exploded, and the view

was nmonentarily darkened by the billions of tiny spores scattered for hundreds
of yards.

Slowy he I owered the spyglass fromhis eye, then turned to his silent
conpani on.

What can | do about this? The plant world wars against itself? This | ooks
truly evil, but why not use fire, unless you fear it, of course? Surely this

pl ague of fungi is not invul nerable.

Look again, cane her thought. See if you can see anything noving.

He did her bidding, sweeping the distant area until at |ength he caught sign
of a movenent. Adjusting the focus, he watched carefully until he had | ocated
it again, then drew in his breath in a gasp

Over a bare patch of ground between the forest and the blight, there flowed a
thing, a nonster nade of living sline. It had no apparent head or |inbs, but

i nnurer abl e, wavi ng organs rose, long and slender, fromits soft back. Its
gross body seenmed conposed of dark, rotted velvet, and the slender rods were
ti pped with sonething soft that glowed with a putrid orange fire. Yet it was
not without purpose. Its intent, quick novenents bespoke intelligence and
organi zed will. Now, as
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H ero watched, it suddenly paused, and all its |ong pseudopods or tendrils
qui vered. Then the whol e mass wheel ed and slid over the ground in a new
direction, toward a clunp of bushes at the edge of the still, living forest.

From t hese bushes bounded a creature |like a huge, short-eared rabbit, running
for its life. It had del ayed too | ong, however. One of the balls of reddish
foul ness on the end of a slender feeler touched it fleetingly. It gave a
convul sive spring and fell dead, as if struck by lightning. The slinme creature
flowed on until it covered the body, no snall one, as Hiero could judge. In
only a few seconds it noved on again. \Were the animal's body had been was
not hi ng, not even grass, only a danpness festering on the bare earth under the
rays of the sun.

Again the Metz lowered the far-1ooker. Is there nore? his mind asked.

Much nore, cane the answer. That thing, and (it is) one of many, is only one
weapon of | he House. Now into H ero's mnd there came a picture of a strange
obj ect, sonething perhaps |ike a peculiar building made of brown, still wet,
soft rmud. It had no truly straight lines, yet sonehow it seened to maintain a
basi ¢ four-sided structure, which yet shifted fromone detail to the next,

t hough only in small ways. A vaguely rectangul ar wasp's nest, made of soft
muck and big enough for many nen to live in. But it was alivel O at least it
apparently noved and shifted, and ripples seened to run across its surface.

If the slime-thing he had just seen was foul, at least it seemed to answer to
the basic laws of life. But this object or creature was repellent beyond
belief, repellent because it was utterly unnatural and ab-human in a way |ike
not hing Hi ero had ever seen before.

Then, and only then-he renenbered the | ast cast of the synbols on the north
shore of the Inland Sea. Here was the House! He | ooked at its inage in
Vilah-ree's nind again and shuddered.

4- 11 *

THE HOUSE AND THE TREES

| WANT MY WOMAN AND |  WANT THE OLD MAN W TH THE BEARD and | want the bear
And | want them now | need then

The curious di sagreenent and di scussi on had gone on for over an hour. Hiero
had | earned nuch about his task, but he had not been able to nake his own will
inthe mtter felt. Vilah-ree could not, or perhaps would not, see that he
wanted at the very least to consult with his partners. To her, he al one was
all that was needed. Suppressing as egotistic a thought that her ideas about
hi m had nore behind themthan a desire to see himdefeat the House, he
returned to his patient argunent.

He had | earned that the House—er whatever notivated it; Vilah-ree was not
clear on this point—stayed hidden in the center of the fungus blight or
infection. It had appeared, seemingly fromout of the desert beyond, sone tine
ago—agai n, how nuch was not clear—and at once had attacked the forest edge.
Not hi ng seened to harmit or its attendant fungi very nuch except fire, and
it, or they, attacked and ate everything renmpotely organic. The spores raced up
and rotted healthy, giant trees, the nmoving sline nolds devoured all animal
and small plant life, the toadstools grew from decaying plant matter

overni ght, and the great puffballs englobed snmaller plants and sonmehow

i ngested them Any organi zed attenpt to interfere was nmet by bolts of mental ?
psychic? at any rate, invisible, force emanating fromthe House itself.

Vil ah-ree and her people were not warlike in any case and they were hel pl ess
before this foul
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onsl aught. They had no physi cal weapons beyond small bows and spears; and,
whil e they could blank out their nmnds to Hi ero, the House sonehow coul d

al ways detect them and hold them paral yzed until a giant slime nold was
sumoned to feed! And they needed the forest. Wthout the trees, they would
die, Vilah-ree made that plain.



What about thai very big aninmal guarding our trail, which you put there? Wy
not use that? he asked.

He had noticed that Vilah-ree never smled, but now he detected sonething |ike
hunor in her mind, or at feast a thinly veiled anusement. He was given a

pi cture of one of her white-skinned wonmen swi nging a strange, flat, wooden
device on a long cord, swinging it in great circles around and about her head.
He had not seen one for many years, not since his childhood, but he recognized
the bull-roarer he had once used to frighten his first girls. Its whirring
roar sounded |ike a hideous nonster indeed!

Your friend, whomyou call the bear, had a picture of a terrible creature put
into his mind. If such a creature truly lived, we would be hel pl ess before it
oursel ves. Thus he convinced you in turn. He | aughed, only half-bitterly. They
had been ensnared by a bluff and a harm ess sl eep drug!

One other thing had H ero | earned, or rather, deduced. Fromhis menory of the
maps they carried, it appeared that the blight of the House covered nuch the
very same area he wished to search! Here a pre-Death city supposedly |ay

hi dden under the edge of the desert. This made him slightly nore phil osophic
about his capture by the tree women of Vilah-ree. It |ooked as if a struggle,
or at least a penetration of the horror caused by the fungus attack, would
have been necessary in any case.

You attack the House with your mnd, your mind which is so strong, cane her

t hought again, reiterating this same sinple thene. Whileyoudoso, we will burn
t he foul ness of the House. Her green eyes reveal ed no feelings of any kind.

H ero | ooked over the bal cony again, over the forest roof at the distant
splotch of livid colors which was her eneny. He sighed, wondering how he coul d
get through to her. Perhaps, he thought, a new tack woul d be nore useful

What happens to us if we defeat the House? he sent bluntly. WII you let us
go; help us in our journey?

For a nonent she did not answer. Then her thought sone-
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how seened hesitant. Do you wish to go so nuch? There was something w stfu

and puzzl ed about her mental question, alnost like the attitude of a child who
cannot understand why it has been told to stay hone al one.

The priest studied her as coldly as he was able to. She was |ovely indeed,
what ever she was, but her strangeness increased with acquai ntance. The pal e
ivory body, the calm scul ptured face, and those enerald eyes were al
enchantnent. And ail, he reflected, seened |less and | ess to be human! Wo was
Vil ah-ree, or rather, what?

VWhere are your nmen? On inmpul se his thought was sharp and qui ck. Wiy do they
not fight for you and hel p destroy the House? Are they afrai d? As he sensed
her confusion and alarmat his questions, he continued to probe. But suddenly
her mnd sinmply went opaque, "vanished,"” in fact, as it had when the travelers
first had wal ked the trail far below Unless she willed it, he could not even
detect her thoughts, let alone interpret or control them

They stared at one another, the very human man and the al nost-woman of anot her
race, each entity seeming to nake up his or her mnd, each one dueling for
position. It was Vil ah-ree who weakened first, or appeared to do so, at any
rale.

Qur nen are—el sewhere, cane her thought suddenly. They do not fight: no (wong
nmeani ng), they cannot fight. Thus | was desperate/hel pless until you cane.
Now-how soon can you fight the House?

H ero | eaned back agai nst the wall and matched stare for stare. The question
of her strange people's absent nal es had seened to bother her, but the tree
queen, if that were truly her role, recovered quickly.

Pay attention, his mnd said. Listen carefully to what | tell you. Until the
three, the worman, the old man, and the bear, are brought here and wakened, or

| to them | will do nothing. Do you understand? You know little of nind
warfare, Vilah-ree. | need advice and help, help of a kind you cannot give. |
will not bargain further. Release the three | naned and we will try to aid



you. And the others nust be guarded and kept safe until the struggle is over
in one way or another. They can neither aid nor hinder, but are in our

keepi ng.

In turn, she debated with herself. Her next thought was cold, but her anger
neverthel ess came through it. / could slay
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themall, and you with them Wy should |I not?

Go ahead; | quite agree that you can. But since you need us, | nmarvel at the

stupidity of such a thought.

Again their eyes nmet. He saw an enmotion in the green depths this tine which
surprised him It was nore |like the anger of a wonan, al nost, he woul d have
said, a jealous anger. But it passed, |eaving nothing but gold bars on

pel  uci d ereral d.

Yes, she replied. W will neet a! the foot of this tree. Wait, while | go to
see to it. She turned and was gone, flipping right over the side of the

bal cony in a way that made Hiero's heart catch a beat. He rushed to the rai
intine to see her pal e shape dropping through the branches al ong a tangl e of
great vines at a speed he woul d have thought inpossible. In an instant she was
out of sight, but a chorus of gol den, chimng notes poured up through nyriad
| eaves. It was answered on all sides, though he could see no one, and he knew
a host of the tree wonmen nust be concealed in attendance all around.

Havi ng descended nore slowy, helped by two wonen to his annoyance, an hour

| ater he was enbraci ng Luchare, while Gorm blinked in the background and

Brot her Al do beaned inpartially at the score of armed, cold-faced, naked
dryads who surrounded them He seened actually delighted by the discovery of
the tree people, pleased to such an extent that their own m ssion appeared

m nor by comparison. He actually patted Vilah-ree on her shapely runp, just as
one m ght pat a dog; and stranger still, she did not appear to m nd and even
patted hi m back, her face inmobil e!

"Lovely, Hiero, just lovely! Imagine, a whole new race of these |ovely beings
produced by The Death. They rmust have lived here a long tine, to be so adapted
to tree life. Remarkable! And aren't they pretty things, too? Vilah-ree, ny
dear, you nust tell ne all about your people when we can tal k together, eh?"
"I can't stand the way they | ook at ne, especially that one," Luchare

whi spered agai nst Hiero's chest. She nmeant Vil ah-ree, who was indeed staring
at her with unconmon interest.

Tell your woman | wish to speak with her. Alone. Vilah-ree's nmind was gl aci al
but utterly clear. Before the priest could even frane a query, she added, Tel
her she will not be harmed in any way. But | nust talk to her! The intensity
of the |ast
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t hought was such that H ero. who was unprepared, was al nbost stunned by it.
"She wants to speak with you privately. She says it's terribly inportant,

t hough | have no idea why. Are you able yet to keep a closed channel with a
strange m nd?"

"I think so," Luchare said slowy. Sonmething of the tree woman's passion
seenmed to have reached her, for, with no nore ado, she rel eased her |over and
followed Vil ah-ree, who strode away into the forest. Hi ero watched the
contrasting light and dark bodies, Luchare's being only mininmally covered by
her shorts and jerkin, until they were out of sight around a huge tree bole.

"Now what do you think that neans?" he asked Aldo. "I have a feeling Vil ah-ree
is trying to pull sonmething clever. She won't hurt Luchare, will she? If she
does, by CGod...!"

"Calm maintain calm" was the old man's soothing answer. "I cannot read her

m nd, my boy, but | can read other things, attitudes, faces, eyes, even nuscle
tensi on. These curious tree wonen have no gift for intrigue, | am sure of

that. And | think tying is al nost inpossible for them On whom woul d they
practice it?
"No, this is sonething female, purely female, if ny guess is right. Vilah-ree



wants nore information about us and deci ded we stupid nales couldn't give it,
or perhaps understand exactly what she wanted, that's all."

To Hiero's relief, the two reappeared after not too long a tinme and cane
wal ki ng back to the group at a brisk pace. Luchare was actually smling,

t hough for some odd reason, she had trouble neeting her |over's eyes.
Vilah-ree paid himno attention, but seemed, to a casual glance, to be nore
rel axed.

"Ch, she just wanted to tal k. Never seen a woman before, | guess. She's not so
bad," was Luchare's vague answer to the priest's question. "Goodness, how
lovely it nust be, living here in this great woods and never seeing anot her
soul ." Her lovely aquiline profile, etched in dusky clarity against a

droopi ng, light green frond, seemed pensive. \Watever had happened, Hiero
thought, it at |east had not frightened her. He w shed nonentarily he had
eavesdropped, but he knew he could not have lived with hinmself afterward, had
he done so.

Vil ah-ree conversed briefly with some of her attendant
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worren, and now she cane up to them again. Puzzled by her new attitude, H ero
wat ched her stroke Luchare's armin passing, noting that Luchare seenmed in no
way annoyed by the caress. Wnen! Wio knew what they were thinking?

"W are to go now and inspect the enemy," Aldo said. "I have been talking to
her majesty here, for your guess was right, Hi ero. She's the queen and
apparently sole ruler. She wants us to eat first, though."

After a delicious but hasty meal of the fruit, vegetables, and bread which the
tree wonmen served, they were on the way through the aisles of the mghty
trees. If they were following a trail, it was apparent only to their guides, a
dozen of whomranged in front, while a simlar group brought up the rear. Even
Hi ero, trained hunter and accustoned as he was to forests and silent novenent,
had never seen anything like Vilah-ree's people. Like |Iovely, pale ghosts,
they slipped through the lofty ferns and over the huge, noss-hung | ogs, never
di sturbing a | eaf and making | ess sound than a hovering noth.

Twi ce they paused for brief rest periods. It was around md-afternoon when the
tree women scouting in front began to fall back, joining the main party.

Ahead, the humans could see a nuch brighter light, and they knew t he edge of
the forest nust be here at |ast.

Gorm to whomthe whole situation had been carefully expl ai ned, halted, sat

up, and then sniffed the breeze. Dirty air, came fromhis mnd. Sonething |ong
dead, but not-dead, up there in the light.

Long dead but not-dead! The Metz drew in a deep breath and exhal ed | ong and
hard. On his palate now lay a faint filmof corruption, an evil stench of sone
vileness or other. Drifting through the sweet scents of the forest it cane, a
wavering masma of rotten life and seething putrescence, unnatural simpiy
because it was alive and not dead, as anything so decayed | ong shoul d have
been. The odor of the House!

W dare go very little closer, cane Vilah-ree's nmessage. W have | ost nany of
our peopl e, whomthe House sonmehow caught and hel d unnmovi ng whil e they watched
fromthe forest edge. Then, those things you saw canme—and fed!

Now Hi ero began to put into effect the plan he previously had worked out wth
the others. He advanced with caution, his mnd probing for any sign of
reasoning life, though not ne-
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glecting any | esser creatures either. Wth himthe bear went prowing, and the
priest could feel his strange mnd al so reaching out, feeling for alien or

i nimical contact of any sort.

It had been agreed that this would be the order of their approach, if not of
actual battle. Remaining behind themw th Vilah-ree, Al do and Luchare woul d
link minds and prepare to aid if they were needed. But this first nove was

i ntended to be a reconnai ssance, nothing nore.



"Still, we may get drawn in by this thing," H ero said, when they had

di scussed the possibilities. "Gormand | are old veterans now, but we stil
really know nothing of this House creature, not even what it is, let alone
what it actually can do. Renenber, it can detect the tree people, by their

m nds apparently, and we can't! That's enough to make one cautious."

"Then why can't 1 cone, too, and help you? | won't be left in back!" Luchare
was furious.

"Listen, |love, we've been over this a dozen tinmes. You haven't the nental

trai ning, although you're |earning. You know that Gorm can use his mnd
better. Brother Aldo has to stay here to help try and anchor our minds if we
need him And you can help only there, by adding your mental energy store to
his." H s voice was patient, since he knew the sole reason for her anger was
fear of his going into danger without her. Eventually, with Al do hel ping, she
had been argued into aqui escence, however unw |l ling. The plan nmade so nuch
sense that she could really argue no | onger

As man and bear slowly advanced over the nmpbss and through the undergrowth
which ringed the great tree bases, the sunlight grew steadily. H ero paused,
seeing for the first time at close range the shrouded skel eton of a forest
giant, bulging with repul sive growhs, through a gap in the yet living trees
ahead. There were no large animals in the area, not even small ones detectable
by his mnd. The exceptions were a few enornmous greenish flies, their plunp
bodi es shining in the sun with iridescent hues as they buzzed over the plants
about them Hiero brushed one away, a fluttering, pulpy thing alnost three

i nches | ong, which hovered near his face for a noment.

Still his mind net nothing. Watever |urked out there in the foul profusion of
rot was qui escent. Cautiously, the two went on, their thoughts neatly
over | apping as they spread wider and wider, like ripples in a pool
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As they approached the actual border of the living forest, the dead trees,
each festooned with horrid growh, becane nore evident. For some tinme, the
reek of the strange fungi had been growing in their nostrils, and now Hiero
swi tched over the breathing through his nmouth alone, so foul and purul ent had
t he odors becone. No warning of any attacker could penetrate that frightful
stench, so why not cut it off at the source? Noses were no good here.

The great flies were still comon, indeed seenmed to be increasing in nunber,
but nothing el se noved. At |ast, unable to go further, they paused behind the
last living tree near them and stared out over the awful panorama spread

bef ore them

Directly in front, a vast puffball, its pocked, white circunference many yards
in diameter, reared up in bloated isolation. To the left, a forest of nonster
t oadstool s, stenms brown and broad, nottled unbels a sickly orange, stretched
out of sight, broken only by the pul p-covered columms of the dead trees rising
intheir mdst. On the right, the dead trees thinned, for here a finger of the
outer desert had | ong ago crept closer to the woods. But now an uneven nound
of various smaller fungi, of all shapes and ocherous and bilious colors,
extended into the middl e distance. There was no normal growth in view not
even grass, hor any bare ground not covered by some sline or smear or |eprous
nmuck.

No sound, save for the nmuted buzzing of the flies, broke the silence. Under
the great heat of the afternoon sun, they saw faint steanms and noi st cl ouds
rise at intervals fromthe surface of the noxi ous grow hs.

Slowy, ever so slowy, they edged closer to the border of crawing horror
that was the blight. Still nothing stirred out in the nightmare world into
whi ch they | ooked and al so sent their roving brain inpulses.

Then—having lured its prey as close as it could by sheer inaction—+he House
struck! And it was the nman who took the brunt of the bl ow

Never in all his varied experience had Hero felt anything quite like it. An
actual chill seemed to settle through his body, paralyzing his will and
nunbi ng his nerve endi ngs. Though his personally devised mnd guard had been



kept at full strength, the attack passed through his screens as if they were
nonexi stent. Yet not quite. The very |last one, the one which guarded
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the control of his own mnd, was untouched. But though he could see and hear
no muscle of his body could so nmuch as twi tch. Through eyes whi ch happened to
be | ooki ng half that way when the sweeping assault cane, H ero could see Gorm
frozen, one forefoot raised. He knew that the bear was equally hel pl ess, and
in so knowi ng, he despaired.

For with the attack of the House there came know edge of the attacker. And

t hat know edge chilled not the body, for that indeed was al ready nunb, but the
very soul, the inner being. Steeped in evil and all vileness and cruelty were
the adept w zards of the Unclean. But they were neverthel ess of hunman
ancestry, and thus, nmalign though they were, they yet preserved a tincture of
humani ty.

But the House was other. Sonehow, after The Death, but in the ancient past, a
strange and awful mating had taken place, triune perhaps, between a nyceli al
spore, an anoeboid sline, and, sonewhere, sonehow, an intelligence. O perhaps
the intelligence grew fromthe slime and gai ned the spore, then took a
different direction fromall other life. Whatever had happened, the result was
abnormal , beyond normality in fact. In some ways like the Dnmeller in the Mst,
t hat seem ng enbodi ment of total evil, yet even further fromthe upward path
to reason and | ogi c was the House.

Fiercely, Hiero strained to free his linbs. At the sanme tinme, he tried to |ink
his mind with Brother Aldo and Luchare, back in the forest. Neither effort was
successful. He could nol nove and he seenmed enclosed in a curious, icy nental
shell, so that any outside contact was severed and cut off. His link with Gorm
had vani shed as soon as the attack began. His brain was still clear and
unhanper ed except by the screen, yet he could neither nmove his body nor

comuni cate with others.

Through the screen about him now another attack, if that was what it was,
began. The House was revealing itself. As the imge of Vilah-ree had first
appeared in his mnd, despite any real nethod of communication, so now the

m sty outline of the thing itself began to build on the beslined earth fifty
yards in front of him He knew it was not real, but only what he was being
willed to see; that the physical body or structure, he did not know what,
actual ly, of the House was nowhere near, but well hidden, sonewhere out in the
depths of the foul world it had built for itself. But stay-was that world so
foul ?
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Even as the wavering shape of the House began to condense and apparently
solidify before his eyes, so too a new thought crept into his mnd. The House
was alien, different, yes. Bui was thai enough to make it evil? Had it too not
aright to live? The siren nmessage infiltrated his own thoughts very, very
subtly. Hi s inner screen was not so nuch pierced, for the House seened

i ncapabl e of doing that, as persuaded, soothed, and his m nd was thus
ensnared. Yet not quite.

For as the gl anour of the strange spell grew upon him his inner being
realized two things. First, the House was utterly alien, sonething which
shoul d not be; and second, the House was not one entity at all, but nany m nds
of things all swarnmng |ike so many maggots in and through the gelid and

gel ati nous structure. The creatures, whatever they were, were both in and pan
of the ghastly thing which nowreared itself to a height of many feet in front
of him to the eye as nmuch real as his own hand.

And he was being invited to share, to join! He too could take part of the work
to come, the great work of cleansing the surface of the earth, so that only
the living House remai ned, surrounded by the nonstrous, nutated fungi which
were its weapons and its seed. The House's brownish, oily structure seenmed to
shake as he watched, horrified yet fascinated. Strange faces began to appear



on its shifting surface, to leer invitingly at him and to vanish again into
the mass, only to be replaced by others, equally foul and evanescent. All
invited him Cone, they seened to say; |eave your nortal shell and beconme one
with us and live forever.

Then, in his despair, for though he was not tenpted, he

was utterly helpless, there cane a new factor. It was the bear

H s thought cane obliquely sonmehow t hrough the nental

sphere of thought with which the nonster had surrounded the

priest. The strong mnd was |ike a draught of cold air.

/ am here. It does not understand me at all, | think, and it uses a sending or
a force which mght indeed hold me if | were only what | seem a creature of
instinct and enotion, as once my people were. It is afraid of you, that | can
feel, but not of ne. The bear's thought was full of ningled anger and al so
craft. Yet Gormwas giving away no points, nor counseling hasty action, Hiero
realized, only waiting to see what he hinsel f wanted.
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They—er rather, it—grows inpatient, cane a fresh nessage. There are nany very
strange mnds there, all mxed, but naking one, like in an anthill or bees
nest. It will not wait much longer, he added. // is tired of your refusing

whatever it is it w shes. Now+t sunmmons sonething from outside. The cool bear
m nd was clam detached, as if what were happening had no relation to hinself.
The Metz had drawn on his own inner resources at the sane tine, deducing,

anal yzing, form ng conclusions. Sinply knowi ng that he was not cut off had

gi ven himimense strength of purpose. There had even been time for a battle
prayer of split-second |ength, but in due and proper form&od preserve his
warrior through all trial. Anmen.

Can you reach outside? Get Atdo and above all tell himto bring the weapon we
have ready. |'mgoing to keep struggling and focus the attention of this thing
on nysel f. Hurry!

He felt Gormis mind withdraw and then he renewed his own struggle to escape,
trying every level, every nmethod he had taught hinself or ever been taught, to
pi erce the web around himand free both his brain and his |inbs.

The House now wi thdrew its sucking bl andi shments and its horrid appeals for
alliance. It still sat before him or rather, it kept its repulsive,

m rage-simul acrumthere, but it settled down to watchful waiting. Even as he
renewed his apparently fruitless assault, he decided Gormwas right: the House
was afraid of him or at |east wary. He nust be sonething very different from
anything it—er they—had ever encountered before. He wondered if the bear were
havi ng any success in reaching the Elevener. In a few nmonents they woul d know.
Now, through the ground itself, he felt a notion, hardly even a vibration
nmerely a faint stir, an alnost inperceptible trenor. Something was on the
nmove, and he knew, or guessed, what that sonething was. The sli me-nol d-things,
or one of them were coning to feed. H's eyes | ocked on the House, not able to
nove at all, he saw and suddenly understood the cloud of bloated flies
hovering in front of his face and realized then that they were the eyes of the
House and had reported his coming. This, then, was how the thing penetrated
the forest fringe and guarded its borders.

Suddenly the House vanished fromhis sight. In its place there appeared the
quaki ng, soft bulk of the sline-thing it had
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sumoned. He did not believe that its appearance directly before himand the
envani shment of its ruler were accidents. Unable to nove at all, by a
refinement of cruelty he was to be nmade to see his destroyer coming and know
what it was that devoured himalive.

Coldly, never relaxing his struggle to be free, yet to the outward eye sinply
standing stil! and peering forward, he watched the eyel ess bulk glide toward
him The creature was far |arger than he had realized when seen at a distance.
The soft, plush mound towered far above his head, and the | ong rods which



sprang fromit, each tipped with that poi sonous orange gl ow, were at | east
four times the length of his own body. It paused and then cane on again,

t hough more slowy. All the long rods were aquiver, their lengths rigid and
yet soft, as soft as the purple pile surface of the unearthly shape. Now it
was just in front of him blotting out the view of all beyond. He breathed a
prayer and al so continued the struggle without a second' s hesitation
wrenching his nind about its strange, invisible prison as an eel hurls itself
against its woven willow trap, w thout success perhaps, yet never giving up
Unflinching thus, he faced his doom and so he saw the horror struck down, even
as it reared over him

The bl azing crossbow bolt had barely sunk to the feathers, deep into the pul py
fl esh, when another followed, burying itself not a foot away fromthe first.
Slimer, longer arrows came in a sheet after that, each one with flam ng tow
tied tightly to the shaft. One of the nost ancient devices of man, the fire
arrow, was being used against a hell creature spawned out of science-w ought
cat acl ysm and devastati on

Over his head, the rain of burning arrows continued, and he realized that
Luchare and Brother Al do nust have brought the tree wonen to their aid,
conquering sonehow their fear of the blight.

The slime nmold reared up and shook in its agony, and for an instant Hiero
thought it would fall upon and slay himin its death throes. Fire ran in
coruscating runnels down its rounded, shifting sides and | eaped into bl azing
light on the phosphorescent pseudopod ends, the clean Iight of honest fire
burni ng out the poi sonous phosphorescence by which the thing slewits prey.

At this nmoment, the mind control vani shed. The House,
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unnerved by this sudden and unexpected onsl aught, released its prisoners. No
less alert than Hero, Gorminstantly turned on his own stout |ength and
scuttled for his life, the warrior-priest racing hard on his furry heels, in a
few seconds they had reached and passed the clean wood's edge. In an instant
nore, Hi ero again was squeezing the life out of his dark love, while to her
right and left, Aldo and Viiah-ree directed the dryad archers as they stil

| aunched their blazing shafts out into the territory clainmed by the House.
Gorm pronmptly sat down and began to lick hinself.

Satisfied that Luchare was unharmed (and that so was he), Hiero turned to | ook
back, still keeping one armfirmy about the D alwah girl's shoulders. It was
a wonderful and awful sight.

The ravening nolds and fungi of the blight all shared one terrible weakness.
How t he House had guarded its territory fromchance |ightning, H ero could not
i magi ne, but it nust have had sone nethod, for now the whol e border of the
foul infection was ablaze. Fire wapped the scorched body of the giant,
predatory sline nmold, now withing feebly in its death agony. But yell ow
flames raced over the ground, sneared and barren as well and bl ooned on the
mushroom forest, causing the great, stalked unbrellas to explode as the heat
scorched them The col ossal puffball in the middle foreground expl oded as the
fire struck it, and each tiny spore becane an instant coal, a second later a
cinder note. The great, nmurdered trees becane living candl es of flanme as they
too burned, fromthe caught fire of the shroudi ng grow hs which had slain
them Bl ack, greasy snoke, foul and reeking with all the unpleasant scents of
the burning fungi, weathed the scene and began to drift into the forest
beyond, where it nmet and drowned the perfumes of the wood.

H ero | ooked at Vilah-ree anxiously. |Is your wood dry? WIIl the fire spread?
Better to burn than be killed by that, was her answer. But the forest is
moist. Only two nights ago it rained. And we know how to keep water noving

t hrough the ground, ny people and |I. She did not el aborate and turned away to
wat ch the hol ocaust of the blight. He could sense the exaltation in her al nost
i nhuman nmind and spirit as the eneny of her bel oved trees and her strange
peopl e suffered the fl anes.
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As dusk grew, though occasionally choking and coughing, they still watched the
destruction of the foul growmh fromtheir vantage point at the forest's edge.
When ni ght came, the snoke and filthy vapors hid nost of the stars; but at

| engt h, when the noon rose, there came a breeze out of the north, which drove
much of the shroud away before it out into the waste. To their surprise, no
fire was now visible in the distance.

"Do you think it raced through the whole area that quickly?" Hero was frankly
puzzl ed. Al do | ooked thoughtful

"No, ! think not, not fromwhat you have told nme. And there is the question of
the Iightning, which we discussed also. |'d judge this House creature had
found a way of quenching the fires and has w thdrawn, hurt perhaps, but not
dead. W won't know until norning how far the fires actually went. So let's
wait, or rather, rest while we can."

Soon all three humans were wapped in cl oaks and bedded down on the soft noss
under a clunmp of fem The bear was already snoring a few yards away. As he
drifted off into slunber, Hiero' s last thought was of Vilah-ree, watching the
stars as the snoke cleared. Once, through half-shut |ids, he saw her watching
himas well, her lovely face seenmingly chiseled from al abaster under the
moon's rays. Then he fell asleep

H s dreans were vague and formess for a long tinme; then—slowy they began to
take a shape, to tell a story, half still a dream half lovely reality, but

all enchantnment. He was awake in the dream wal king through the darkling woods
under the pale stars, all alone. Nothing nmenaced himand he carried no
weapons. |ndeed, he wore no clothes and seened to need none. Geat fireflies
lit his way, and patches of pale, |umnous bl ossons seemed to mark a path for
hi m under the shadow of the vast trees. On and on through the titan forest he
seened to drift. He was goi ng somewhere, but where he knew not, save only that
journey's ending nmeant delight. Enticing scents both followed and | ed himon
the breeze.

At length, in a noss-hung bower under the arching branches, he caught a
glinpse of an ivory form He sped toward it, calling out, only to have it

flee. But froma few yards away rang out a rippling chorus of golden notes,
qguesting, calling, nocking.

"Vilah-ree," he called, or seened to, "Vilah-ree!l Don't be afraid! Don't |eave
me." Again the gol den-throated notes, the
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song or speech of sonme mmgi cked paradise bird, rang out. Driven now by burning
desire, Hero foll owed down the aisles of the nmoonlit forest, his feet seening
to have wi ngs, seeking nothing but the maker of the song, oblivious to al

el se.

Now he glinpsed her poised tiptoe on a | ow branch, next a marble arm beckoned
froma fern thicket, but always when he pursued, she would be gone.

Yet he seened in the dreamto grow in strength, not weaken; and at length, in
a tiny, open glade, where short-stemmed flowers made a soft carpet of the
floor, the dancing white formseened to falter and even stunbl ed as she fled
fromhim The next instant he had caught and held her. In the strange, green
eyes now raised to his, he saw such a storm of passion that alnost, for it was
but a dream he woke in fear. Then his own fires flared again and he covered
her soft lips with his own, crushing the cold, sfimbody to him forgetting
everyt hing except the miracle of desire.

And so the dream went and so the dream ended, for H ero |lost the thread, and
all the lovely imges and feelings went swirling and di ssol ving, down into
obl i vi on.

It was m d-norni ng when he awoke. To his surprise, his first sight on opening
his eyes was Captain G np, standing and bellowi ng at some of his men to "I ook
alive there, you binnacl e-butted slop-eaters.”

Peering around, the priest saw that only a few of the tree wonen were in
sight, standing together against the far side of the clearing. There was no
sign of Vilah-ree, and he sighed, renmenbering his dream But all of the seanen
were nustering before him |ooking well and hearty, as Blutho and G np shouted



and bul | ydacmmed theminto place. And Kl ootz was snorting nearby, tethered to a
stunp. Hello, you big down, his master sent, eyeing the great, polished
antlers and sl eek hide appreciatively, have a good rest? A wave of affection
cane fromthe bull's mind in answer, affection and a wordl ess question which
was still very clear to H ero. Wien do we | eave, when do we go, when do we
fight, nmove, get on with the struggle? Al these sentinments welled fromthe

m nd of the norse and he snorted loudly, pawing the soft earth into great

cl ods.

"I see our big friend wants to | eave. Have you had enough
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sl eep, or at |east sonme sweet dreams?" Brother Al do stood smiling down at him
having quietly come out fromthe forest behind.

"Where's Luchare, and the bear too?" H ero got up and stretched, still feeling
curiously though not unpleasantly tired despite his |long sl eep

"1 believe she and Gormwere invited and went for a little visit to Vilah-ree.
They shoul d be back soon. As you can see, the seanen and Klootz are in fine
fettle. The men think they got drunk and have just waked up, and | have not
disillusioned them 1 did, however, nention that the tree wonen were not to be
touched, being under a protective spell which would kill anyone who did so. It
seens to have proved effective. Curiously, the nen appear satiated and
uninterested in wonen. Odd for sailors, wouldn't you say?" Hiero | ooked
suspiciously at the old man, but Aldo net his eyes frankly, his high
cheekbones gl eanmi ng darkly over the spotless white beard.

"What shall we do now?" Al do went on, changing the subject. "Wuld you like to
see the waste where the fire killed the fungus plague? 1 have sone ideas about
the next nove, but I'd Iike yours as well. Wiy not have a bit to eat first,

t hough?"

The nmen greeted Hiero boisterously and obscenely as he picked up sonme cold
rati ons and beckoned G mp to follow him They all felt they were living in
some strange and inconprehensible world to which he was the only sure guide,
and they felt fine as long as they could see himand his conpani ons, neani ng
the girl, the Sage, the bear, and the bull norse, all well and ready for
anyt hi ng.

"What's going on here, Master Hiero?".G np asked as they picked their way to a
bur ned- over mound where a forest giant had fallen in flanes the previous
night. Fromthis em nence, whence tiny curls of acrid snoke still rose into
the sunlight, they | ooked out over the late battlefield.

Far away, rolling and undul ating, the |and stretched, bl ackened now and
scorched by the cleansing flames. But in the renote di stance, yet well before
the crags and | ofty sand dunes of the desert proper, the fire had cone to a
halt. Even with unai ded eyes, they could see that the strident ochers,
repel l ent mauves, and sickly orange hues of the House's crop were still in

exi stence. From a qui ck glance around, H ero figured that the House sonmehow
had saved about a third of its realm He
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pull ed out his far-looker and adjusted the | enses. The edge of the fired area
was five miles off at |east.

The House i ndeed had possessed a trick in reserve, he soon saw, and as he saw,
described it to the others. G np had been brought up to date earlier by old

Al do, so that he needed only a linmted anbunt of explanation

As the fire had raged down upon its lair, the House had sonmehow forced its
brood of fungi (perhaps a special breed) to exude a gunmmed foam of sticky
bil e, which hardened on contact with the air. Watever the stuff was, it nust
have been conpletely fireproof. Now a ragged, brownish wall of it, sonething
i ke congeal ed glue, glazed over and pitted with holes and bubbles, fornmed a
ranpart between the toadstool forest beyond and the burned | ands. Here and
there in the latter, snoke curled, nmostly fromvast, still-snoldering |ogs,
but the main fire showed no sign of reviving. Barren though the aspect now



was, Hero felt it to be far nore cheerful than the real mof the House when
that was flourishing. Hs mnd could detect no sensation of the nonster, but
he knew from experi ence that nmeant not hing.

Now he could see, looking to right and left, that snmall parties of the tree
worren, armed with bl azing torches, were setting fire to any small bits of the
bli ght which the fire of yesterday had mi ssed, chiefly on the edge of the true
forest itself. No seed of that filth was to survive if they could help it!

The day was becoming overcast, with a hint of rain to come in storm cl ouds
building towers far to the south. As they |left the mound, they specul ated on
the chance of carrying fire further into the territory of the House and what
that vileness mght do in retaliation if further provoked.

"I don't think it's at the end of its resources, frankly," Hi ero said.

"Indeed not, if what you tell of its strength is true, and also what | could
feel of the nmental barrier it was able to erect between us. How | hate to

| eave a wicked, unnatural thing Iike that alive. In a few years, perhaps even
less, it will attack again, and we will not be here to save these wonen and
their tree world the next tine."

"Have you asked where the tree wonmen's nen are?" Hiero said, his mnd off on a

t angent .
"No, and if | had, |'msure the answers woul d have sati sfi ed
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no one. These strange, |lovely creatures have a secret. Perhaps their nales are
very ugly, perhaps timd, or perhaps the wonen dom nate them so, they are
never allowed out in public. Wiy not sinply accept it and not waste tinme on
profitl ess specul ati on? They seemto be our friends at any rate.”

"Yes." Hi ero sighed. "But | had a strange dream strange but beautiful. It
was— He ceased suddenly, for G np was |ooking at him oddly and had stopped
wal ki ng.

"Did your dream have one of themwhite-skinned gals in it, now, Master Hiero?
Just you and her maybe? A real nice drean®?”

"As a matter of fact, yes." H ero was too old to blush, but he felt
enbarrassed. "How did you guess that, G np?"

"Because ne and Blutho and all of the boys, mark you, even old Skelk, who's a
bl eedi ng grandfather, we all had the same dream Each one of us had just one
gal, see, and all to ourselves. N cest dream we ever had, we all agrees. And
do you know, none of them naked wenches will even tafk to us this norning!
How s that for a peculiar situation, eh?" H s snub-nosed face | ooked both

pl eased and regretful.

As they wal ked on, Hi ero was very thoughtful indeed.

At | ength, when they were back in the cathedral shade of the great trees,

Brot her Al do asked to see the Unclean nmap again, and the three of them bent
over it.

"The scale is not quite the same as the Abbey map," the priest said, producing
that one also. "But it seems to nme that the area | nust search is quite close

to us." He indicated the symbol marking the site of the ancients. "It nust be
here, | think, in the angle somewhere between the true desert, the southern
coner of the blight caused by the House, and the very end of the forest. I'd

put it, at a rough guess, between twenty-five and thirty-five niles away.

You' re used to charts; what do you think, G nmp?"

The squat little sailor stared hard at both nmaps before answering. "That's
close to ny reckoning also."

"And mne." Brother Al do folded the maps and returned themto Hi ero. "Now
cones a tinme for hard decisions, ny boy. Have we fulfilled your agreenent with
Vil ah-ree? The House is wounded and driven off but hardly destroyed. And yet—1
feel time presses. There were great waves of nental force used yesterday, both
by us, mainly yourself, of course, and al so by
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that foul thing out there. In Neeyana and perhaps nearer, too, there are both



instruments and evil minds which would take great interest in such phenonena.
You have been ruthlessly pursued by the Uncl ean overl ords since you slew that
adept far up in the North. Do you think they have given up entirely?"

"Not S duna, at any rate! He swore he'd kill jne or die hinself, and 1 believe
him You can't lie at that close range and decei ve anyone as trained as 1 am
No, they haven't given up. And S duna was apparently a person of great power
in their councils.”

"So | think as well. The main eastern trail to the Lantik Sea lies to our
sout h, perhaps no nore than four days' good march. If | were the eneny, |
woul d be hurrying eastward along that trail even now, and when | had gone as
cl ose as possible to the area, that is, our area, whence came the nental

di sturbance | had detected, I'd head north. Let us say, to be on the safe
side, that a week fromyesterday divides us fromour foes. Maybe nore or naybe
| ess, but a week seens safe.”

Yet while the old El evener spoke, his words were being refuted. Al that he
had said was quite correct, but he, and Hiero too, had gravely underestinated
both S duna's cunning and his malice. An arned and arnored host had been
collected in the country east of Neeyana, and that host had been on the march
for four days, even as the three took counsel! But of this devel opnent they
wer e ignorant.

As they debated, the clouds overhead grew darker, and a noist wind fromthe
south seened to prom se that rain would cone soon

Sooner than the rain, though, came Luchare. They heard her singing to herself,
some song of D alwah, apparently, for H ero could not understand it. She
energed froma path under the trees and cane up to them her face soft and
dream ng. Around her upper armshe wore a lovely, tw sted torque of gold, with
gens, nostly green, carved as |leaves, set in its surface, so that the effect
was that of a vine.

"Li ke my present?" she snmiled at Hiero and linked her arms around his sinewy
neck. "Vilah-ree's farewell gift to me. Gorms still talking to her. She
thinks he's the nost interesting of all of us and wants himto cone and |live
here.”

"Exactly why should Vilah-ree give you a present?" he nused, fingering the
heavy arnl et, which possessed sone of
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t he strange beauty of the giver. "She didn't give me anything, did she?"
"Ch— | oaned her sonething she wanted. And maybe she did give you sonething.”
Her face was now pressed into his buckskin shirt and he could not read her
eyes. He felt his suspicions growing as the bits and pieces of evidence in his
mnd fell suddenly into a pattern he had been trying not to see. He

strai ghtened up and held the lovely, dark face firmy between his two hands,
so that she was forced to I ook at him The other two tactfully had noved away
out of earshot.

"Where are Vilah-ree's nenfolk, my little vixen princess?" H's voice was

hal f -angry, half-anused, as he studied the black, defiant eyes. There was a
silence, and then she made up her nind

"There aren't any. Her people live a long tine, though, when they stay in and
near their trees. And they need nen, poor things, to have children. But the
children they do have are always nore girls. They hope that someday, sonehow,
a boy will be bom They don't even seemto know how they first appeared here
or who or what they are. But they know that human travel ers pass south and
east of here. And sonetinmes when a lone traveler or just a few canp for the
ni ght, they-well..."

"Have a very nice dreanP" Hiero asked. But he was smiling at her and,

encour aged, Luchare somewhat timdly snmiled back. "So you nade a deal, and

got put out to stud. For a bracelet. Wll, it's a nice one, I'lIl say that."
She wrenched herself | oose, her breast heaving violently. "Ch—you—ran!
suppose you think | liked the idea of your making | ove to her! And | never

heard of the bracelet until this norning!" She tore the lovely thing off and



threwit at himas hard as she could. He was barely able to get his arms up
and catch it to prevent a broken nose. Then he ran to her, for she was weeping
bitterly, hands pressed to her eyes, the tunbl ed, corkscrew curls hanging
around her face |ike sone odd but beautiful foliage.

Cone on, love, he thought. / was only fooling. You fell sorry for her, didn't
you?

She gul ped and buried her face in his chest again, choking back the sobs

bef ore she coul d even use her mind

Yes, of course | did. Any real woman who was honest woul d.
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She's never had a man and she fell in love with you. Wen she said to ne (it
was hard to understand her at first, too) that |1'd have you al ways, but could
she have just one night, well, | forgot any jealousy. But it was still the

hardest thing |'ve ever done, and don't you forget it!
"Ch, Hiero," she said aloud, her voice sad, "do you know what her | ast thought

this nmorning was?" Maybe mine will be the first male. Do not forget ne, you
who have himfor always. "I alnost cried right then."

He patted her back and nmade encouragi ng mascul i ne noises. "Don't cry, love,"
he said. 'Tm not nad. Besides, | did have

a delightful dream"™

She | ooked up, saw that he was grinning at her, and finally managed a smile
"Look, | don't want to hear any nore about it, all right?"

At this point the seanen appeared in marching gear and order, com ng out into
t he open near them jabbering, and craning their necks as they saw the

bur ned- over waste for the first time. Blutho and G np halted them and cane

over to join the two. Brother Aldo returned as well, |eading Kl ootz, and Gorm
energed fromthe shadows of a giant tree's base. Al were now ready, and Hiero
took up his place in the | ead again. But though the bear still went with him

the priest now rode upon the bull morse. Klootz's eyes gleamed with pl easure
and he bugl ed, a hoarse, bellow ng cry which echoed under the cloudy heavens
and through the humid air until the echoes died away into silence beneath the
arches of the mghty wood

H ero | ooked back, hoping for a glinpse of the wood sprite whose dream he had
shared, but he saw nothing. Once fromthe now silent forest, a golden burst of
song rang out, but whether it was Vilah-ree or not, he never knew.

They will follow us along the edge of their realm came Aide' s thought from
the rear of the columm. They wish to know if the House is alive and think you
can tell them So the queen told Luchare.

It's alive, he sent back. But | hope we can avoid it. | nade no inpression
before. Are we carrying coats?

Yes, in a clay pot. W can kindle fire in seconds and we have many arrows
ready, on ny order to G np.

Let's hope they won't be needed.

They marched south at a steady pace al ong the wood edge,
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which towered like a ranpart of green, with brown bark only rarely glinpsed.
Cccasionally, small bursts of flane off to their right showed them where the
tree wormen still set fire to patches of unfired blight, working their way
south on a general level with the colum. Eventually even this ceased,
however. They stayed a quarter of a mle out in the waste; and tranpi ng over
the bare burn, which was only gently rolling, the men made very good tine.
They halted for a brief meal and then went on. Toward evening, the

| ong-gat hered cl ouds rel eased a torrential bath upon their heads, and
visibility became so poor and the newWy bared earth such a glutinous nud that
it was obviously silly to carry on. They made canp under the trees and had
trouble even there in getting a fire to light. Eventually one was got going,
under a lean-to, and they nanaged a savory stew for supper. The rain was warm
t hough, and all there were seasoned travelers, to whoma little extra water



nmeant not hi ng.

It rained nost of the night. When dawn cane, they knew they were reaching the
end of the forest at last. The trees thensel ves were changi ng. Pal ns and
acaci a-li ke shrubs began to appear in quantity. The real broad-|eafed giants
dwi ndl ed and soon no | onger occurred at all. The heat steadily increased. To
the south, wi de, grassy plains became dimy visible, rolling through thinning
copses of trees to the distant horizon. On their left, the outlying fingers of
the eastern desert drew nearer, and with the desert canme the all-too-famliar
livid colors of the fungus belt. Down there in the south of the forest, the
fire had hardly touched anything, for the House had not conme so close to the
trees, indeed was a nunber of mles away. Perhaps the absence of the great
trees nade the area less attractive to it.

However, there was plenty of wild game. Beasts resenbling deer and creatures
like | arge-horned antel ope grazed in herds here and there, only noving slowy
out of the men's way. Mdst were unfam liar to Hiero. Once they came upon a
short-tailed, striped brute, half as big as Kl ootz, which was feeding on the
carcass of something fully three times the norse's size. They wisely skirted
this scene, and the huge carnivore, which | ooked |ike a cross between a bear
and a ten-tines-magnified | ynx, was content, or possibly replete, only
growing in tones of thunder. That night they built both large fires and a
hi gh stockade, making canp early in order to construct the latter. The
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bel | owi ngs and roarings all about them made this nove seem a wi se one. This
was evidently not a country which either knew or feared nen.

The next norning -dawned cl ear and hot, the humid air perfumed |ike a breath
of summer. Flowering grasses scented each step. On this day they turned and
mar ched east, and all the | eaders were in front. The time had cone, by al
their reckonings, to search for the Lost CGty. Maps were no | onger of use.

As they advanced out into the sem -scrub, sem -desert area, the colors of the
House drew i nexorably nearer. Soon they could distinguish individual grow hs,
gnarl ed objects like giant, oil-brown shelf fungi nostly, and squat puffbal
things of dirty purplish red and yell ow, whose pocked surface exuded sone
shiny substance equally repellent. The things were unlike the northern

grow hs, but the hardened nmuck did not exist here, evidently not having been
needed. They had lost all traces of the great fire, in fact, for it had never
cone this far to the south.

H ero called a halt. "I'"mnot putting our necks into that dammed, horrid
thing's trap without a very careful search,” he said. He indicated the first
huge nmagenta puffballs. "Those things aren't half a mle away. That's quite
cl ose enough, judging fromm own experience."

Al do | ooked thoughtful. "We should, by all that's holy, be alnost on the very
site you're looking for, Hero. In fact, we may be right on top of it. | can't
see anything to indicate this wasn't always a plain, but that's true of many
buried cities." He patted the priest's shoulder. "I hope you' ve al so thought
that it may be hopel essly buried, son. W'll do our best, but who knows when
t hose symbol s were copied onto the maps, and maybe recopied a hundred times
over?"

Luchare refused to be discouraged. A curious ally, as unexpected as he often
was, was the bear.

"We can't have cone this far, under such |eadership, to find nothing!" the
girl cried. Her faith rebuked Hi ero's own, and he said so out | oud.

"We' || need a careful search, but let's look in an expanding are. G np, you

and Blutho tell the nen we're hunting a city under the ground. Any scrap of

human occupation, any sign, anything at all, should be marked down at once."
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Gorm s sl ow thought was as stubborn and cool as ever, There have been many
humans here once. | feel it in ny bones. Somewhere, not far away, the human
city is hidden.



H ero had been afraid the nmen nmight panic over the thought of a pre-Death city
bei ng uncovered due to the possibility of disease or radiation, but G np
reassured him

"They' ve seen you and Brother Al do do such wonders. Master, | don't doubt
they'd junp into a fire if so be it was you said to." H ero had been touched,
nore than he believed possible, by this affirnmation of the seamen's trust and

[iKing.
Everybody spread out now, except in the direction of the blight. No one was
anxious to get too close to that barrier of evil-looking growth, and the

seamen gave it a wide berth.

After sone hours, the group had become so widely scattered that Hiero grew
nervous about them Sonme of the nmen were little nore than dots on the southern
hori zon. There were few animals in apparent evidence out in this dry scrub
area, but who knew what |urked beyond the next bush? He had G np sound the
ship's bugle in the recall, and felt better when the men straggl ed back again
with no | osses in about a half hour. He ordered a rest and neal while he took
counsel again with the El evener, his girl, Gorm and Captain G np. The sky was
cl ear, but new thunderheads piling up in the south gave warning of nore rain
to cone.

"There's only one conclusion that | can draw," H ero said reluctantly. "If the
maps are correct and the city is not a mle beneath us and is even renotely
accessi ble—well, we're too far to the west."

"1 fear you're right. | amreaching the sane unwel cone concl usi on out of
necessity." Brother Aldo stared at the wall of repulsive fungi rearing itself
over the fow shrubs and bushes to the east. "W shall have to search nore
closely that way. And we shall have to be very careful, eh?"

"You're not going without ne!" Luchare seized Hiero's arm "Once was enough.”

"You'll do what you're told or be spanked." Hi ero' s tone was absent, his gaze
bent on the distant but nenacing barrier. "W will do exactly what we did
before, Aldo. You and Luchare will serve as anchors, so to speak, again. Gorm
ought to be better at reaching you this tinme, having had nore practice. He and
I will penetrate in that direction. Keep the nmen ready
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with the fire arrows." He had been keeping the bear in touch by mnd as he

spoke.

This is the best way, Gorm said. W have no choice, he added.

H ero kissed Luchare gently, repeated a brief orison for both of them and
started wal king toward the masses of ugiy color which walled off the east.
Gor m wal ked about twenty feet to his right, seem ngly unconcerned and sniffing
busily. Behind them the girl held tight on one side to the old nman's arm and
on the other to Klootz's bridle, and in back of the two, the sail ors gathered
under their leaders in a dense knot. Smoke curled fromfirepots they had kept
ki ndl ed, and bownen were ready in front.

As al ways when going into danger, Hiero felt the old thrill and the interest
of what he was doing rise and suppress any natural fear. Carefully, ignoring
the blight as if it did not exist, he searched the ground for any trace of
humanity's anci ent presence. As he did, he maintained a constant nmental [|ink
with his four-footed partner. Half an hour passed, and al ways they drew
steadily nearer the nold | ands of the House.

Wait! The conmmand thrilled Hiero. He saw that Gorm had gone tense and now
stood, weak little eyes peering about, emtting great "snoofs" and "woofs"

t hrough his tw tching nose, as he sought for sone elusive scent. There is
nmet al sonmewhere, came his thought again. // is very faint, though; don't nove,
and I will try to locate it.

Slow y the bear anbled forward. This part of the scrub and sand area had a few
| ow mounds thrusting up through the flattish surface, and eventually Gorm

hal ted before one of these, a rounded tumul us which rose sonme five feet above
t he surroundi ng plain. Thornbushes grew fromits sumit, and tussocks of brown
grass sprouted here and there. Gormsniffed the base of the mound carefully



and then began to walk around it, Hiero followed at a little distance, keeping
the bear in sight, but not interfering with himin any way.

The eastern side of the nmound, that which faced the fungus realm was steeper
and | ess rounded than that on the west. The blight growh itself was now only
a few hundred yards away, and Hiero tried to repress a shudder as he thought
of it. Wth an effort, he wenched his mind back to the task at hand.

The bear rooted at a small pile of rock lying at the base of
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the nmound. Still saying nothing, he noved a little farther on and | oped down
into a place where a long, |ow depression, still noist fromthe previous rains
of two days back, lay before the now abrupt face of the hillock. Gormrose on
his hind | egs and began to paw at the upright slope before him using his |ong
claws with a curious delicacy. A cascade of sand and small pebbles rattled
down into the depression, and darker earth was reveal ed where it had been
Not hi ng daunted, the bear continued to pick away, as carefully as a wonan
doi ng fine enbroidery.

Here, cane his thought, as cal mand unexcited as ever, here is nmetal, very,
very old human work. | can do no nmore, and you wilt have to see what it tells
you. He stopped his claw ng and dropped down to all fours. Over his head, the
priest now saw that a patch the size of a human face had been cl eared of al
earth. The snooth, bl ackened surface of sone ancient, metal thing showed

t hr ough, perhaps a wall, perhaps—even though he hardly dared to think this—a
door!

The man | ooked thoughtfully at what Gorm had reveal ed. The bear sat watching,
his task over, waiting for the next step. Hiero marveled at the fantastic
power of scent his ally had displayed. Detecting the ancient, alnost odorless
nmetal under a good foot of earth, and at such a di stance, was well-nigh

i ncredi bl e.

Humans sinmply have no noses, was the bear's answer when he was thanked. / need
your eyes often enough. W nake a good team But H ero knew he was pleased al
the sane.

Next he sumoned the others with his mnd. Now that he was actually at the
site of a vanished civilization, he felt awed and in need of sone help. If he
and the bear should nanage to find a way down into the buried world beneat h,
they mght be utterly cut off. It was tinme to take a few nore risks, despite

t he House and the nearness of its creatures and creations.

While he waited for the others to arrive, he picked at the earth with the |ong
dagger, his excitenment rising. Slowy, a long, upright surface of dark
corroded netal, white underneath when scratched, began to appear, patinated by
mllennia of time and by secretions in the covering earth. Even as Brot her

Al do and Luchare cantered Kl ootz around the corner of the tumulus, he finished
his work. A door stood reveal ed, un-
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marked in any way, but with the snmooth stunp of what nust once have been a
handl e on the right side.

"Well, we have a success. But we are very close to the House, or at least to
its mnions, aren't we?" Aldo stroked the surface of the door. "Wo knows what
lies under this ancient thing? But—ae are here and we had better make sone
qui ck decisions. Gnp and the men are coming on foot and will be here shortly.
What are your ideas, Hiero?"

Eventually it was decided to | eave the quiescent nonster alone, but to

mai ntain a constant watch and guard upon it. But the question of how to do
this was nore difficult. Al four, Luchare, Aldo, H ero, and the bear, were
absolutely determned to go below if entrance could be gai ned. Wo, then

woul d transmit orders to the men at the surface? Suppose trouble were
encountered far bel ow, how woul d any hel p be sumobned?

A conprom se was made possible by a suggestion of Lu-chare's. Her suggestion
was sinple: why not try and see if any of them but npst especially the bear
could comunicate at all with Captain G np by using m nd speech? This radica



but obvi ous sol ution had been overl ooked.

At once they began to practice, after G np had been carefully coached in what
was to happen. The tough little skipper was very nervous, but he was no
coward. Wien he was assured by the three humans he had | earned to trust that
he woul d suffer no harm he rel axed and nade his mnd as receptive as
possi bl e.

He flinched visibly when H ero's thought of a sinple "good day" reached his
consci ousness. Finding it did no harm he soon rallied and, screwing up his
face, tried his hardest to send nmessages of his own. This proved inpossible,

t hough the faces he nade had Luchare in stitiches. But in a very short tineg,
really, he could "receive" fromall four of them They tested his reception of
the bear's thoughts over and over, at Hiero' s special insistence.

"I'f we encounter, God forbid, the House or anything else down there, then Gorm
may be the only one to get through. | would have been dead—and he al so—+f he
hadn't reached you the last time. His mental channel is so different froma
human's, it never seens to occur to an eneny it's there at all."

Al was in readiness at |length, and they began to work on
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the door. It was a sort of white bronze, to all appearances. lron or stee
woul d not have lasted so |long, they knew, but this netal was new to them Not
even the Metz priest had exam ned the particul ar Abbey archives which spoke of
al um num al | oys.

Despite their carefully cleaning all the remaining dirt away fromthe netal
frame, the door refused to budge. "Small wonder!" Luchare said. "If 1'd stayed
shut that |ong, neither would |."

Two spearheads were broken in attenpts to | ever the stub-bom portal open. Its
facel ess slab continued to defy them It was the little mariner who sol ved the
puzzle, using his commobn sense. G np had been peering all along the crack

bet ween the door and its janmb, his eye glued to the crevice as he followed it.
"See here," he said suddenly. "That there's a catch of some sort, that is. But
it's not on the side near that little knob, but down here on the bottom "

A qui ck gl ance showed themthat the sailor was right. A heavy shadow showed
where a bolt had been rammed into the hole in the netal janb. And better yet,
the janb seened slightly warped there. Another hastily requisitioned spear was
jamred into the slot. The tough ash stem bent and creaked, but slowy,
groani ng and protesting, the door began to rise in the air! No one spoke as

H ero and G np got their hands under it and continued to force it up. As it
rose, previously invisible lines formed across it, and it began to buckle. It
was a folding door, of a kind none of them had ever seen before; and as it
rose, it bent al regular intervals and then slid back into a recess just above
its own top. Fortunately, no dirt had sifted into the narrow storage space
above, a tribute to its ancient buil ders.

A |l ast shove pushed the door up and as far in as it could be made to go. The
two nmen stepped back, perspiring and breathing hard, for the effort required
had been a strong one.

Before themall, as they stood in silence under the hot afternoon sun, a dark
openi ng yawned. Fromit cane a breath of cool air, not unpleasant, but vaguely
stale, like that of a suddenly opened and | ong-unused attic or closet. Mre to

their interest were the broad netal steps which could be seen gently curving
down to whatever |ay bel ow One seaman started a hal fhearted cheer, but he was
hushed by his fell ows. Wio knew
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what they had opened? They felt the monent was too solemn for any cheering.
"What about |ight?" Luchare said practically. No one had thought of it, of
course, and they |ooked di smayed. But common sense triunphed. Two of the
earthenware firepots were produced, which left three nore in reserve. Luchare
took one unlit, and Brother Aldo the lighted other. The extended w cks gave
about as nmuch light as a candle, which was deened enough. At any rate, it was



t he best they could do.

Gormwent first, his small eyes gleam ng with excitenent for once. Then cane
the old man, clutching a |ight and his heavy staff. Hiero, sword ready,

foll owed cl ose. Last came Luchare with the reserve |light and her spear ready,
t he one which Hiero had taken from S nerg so | ong before and so many niles

di stant.

As they descended, the light frombehind grewdim until it vani shed
al together. Soon they were relying entirely on the pottery |lanp. Luchare
carried a small skin of oil, hopefully to replenish these, but no one knew how

long their quest would | ast.

The stair wound downward for an apparently interm nabl e distance. Gorm s nose
could detect no sign of life, and Hiero's periodic mnd sweeps caught nothing
either. They paused at intervals to nake sure they could still reach G np and
his men, and each tinme the contact with the sailor's mnd proved easy. He was
not al arned, having been warned they would attenpt this.

Eventual | y, after what seemed hours, the stair energed fromits tunnel onto a
broad surface. The fleeting shadows showed that they were in a |large, open
space of sone kind, and their very footfalls seemed to echo in the distance.
Both Hi ero and Gorm detected nmovenent at the same tinme, high up and far away.
A ghostly chittering and squeaki ng came ever so faintly to their ears.

"Bats!" Brother Aido said. "This place comunicates with the outside air
somehow. " The inplications were disquieting. Wiere did the other entrance to
this buried realmlie? And who or what had access to it?

Luchare had been exam ni ng somet hi ng she had noticed while the others tal ked.
Now she called themover to see it.
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On a sheer wall were set a large group of switches, each one nunbered in sone
archai c script.

"I"'mfrankly scared to touch these,"” the priest said. "Wat do you think?"

"So aml," the old nman said after sone debate. "But | think we nust. Qur oi
may not last long, even if we husband it. There nust be other sources of I|ight
down here, and we desperately need them | feel we nmust take a chance. CQur
whol e venture is a terrible risk. This is only another such."”

H ero snothered his doubts and pressed the first switch. For a second, nothing
happened. Then, to their gasps of wonder, around them grew a di m gl ow of
light. It grew steadily brighter by degrees, until it finally stopped, well
short of direct sunlight, but casting an efful gence perhaps equal to that of a
very overcast day.

They were standing on a platform set high on one wall of an i Mmense cavern

+ 12 *

AN END AND A BEG NNI NG

THE VI EW OF THE M GHTY CAVE OF THE ANCI ENTS WAS ONE to make a first sight a
qui et and reflective one. How far below the earth they were, they could not

i magi ne, but it nust be a very long way indeed. Yet this giant's del ving was
apparently artificial! The long, dimy glowi ng bars of pale |ight hanging far
above fromthe invisible roof (rem nding Hiero of the blue |lights on Manoon)
which now illuninated the whol e great space showed that clearly, though there
wer e obvi ous dark gaps where they had fail ed.

The walls, stretching out of sight alnost, were geonetric and regul ar, sharply
cut in the shape of a pentagon fromthe bedrock of the planet. Above a certain
hei ght they were unfinished stone, but below that, to a distance of sone
thirty feet above the floor, they were snoot hed and polished. The glint of
nmet al showed where many of them were actually panel ed. A w de circul ar space
ran all around the structures in the center, separating themfromthe walls.
"Look at those things, will you!" Hiero' s voice was | ow and reverent. The nany
great, shrouded shapes, standing about the floor, covered with the dust of
countl ess centuries, were vast, al nost beyond the conprehension of nmen of a

| ater day. There was spiritual fear both in his voice and in his mnd. These
nmust be the actual devices of the | egendary pre-Death era. Perhaps they

t hensel ves had hel ped | oose The Death upon
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the cowering world above! Ingrained in every reasoni ng human, save for the
Uncl ean, of course, was such a horror of The Death that gazi ng upon things
such as this was very like a glinpse of Hell itself. Brother Al do's face was
rigidly controlled and m ght have been carved of jet, but the repulsion in his
eyes was clear. Luchare had actually fallen to her knees. At only seventeen
even after all she had been through, an actual glinpse of the titan engi nes of
the | engendary and horrific past weakened her | egs as perhaps nothing el se
coul d.

H ero bent and hel ped her up, and as they noved together to the heavy netal
rail of the platformfor a better |ook, he kept an arm about her

As they | ooked up, they also saw a spider's maze of slender catwal ks and
beams, strung fromw res and netal cables, but so far off in the upper gl oom
that many of them | ooked suspended on not hi ngness. The hush of many centuries
brooded over them Above them higher yet, glowed the lights, in turn hiding
the ceiling fromwhich they hung.

"You could put a reginment, ten reginments, of Metz Frontier Guards in here and
| ose them" was Hiero's awed coment, half to hinself. His mnd was staggered
by the imensity of the place. And nore than that. He knew what he was
supposed to be | ooking for—the conputers, if they still existed. But howto
find then? O anything else, in a place so huge and alien? True, he knew
certain nanes, certain synbols in the dead | anguages, but would they be

obvi ous, would they even be |egible? H's task, now that he had actually
arrived at one of the ancient sites, suddenly seemed inpossible,

Luchare had left him and she and the white-bearded El ev-ener were now
exam ni ng sonething on the far side of their platform where a netallic,

boxli ke structure thrust itself out on the floor. As he was about to join
them he felt Gorm s sudden thought.

The bats have all gone. Where did they go? There is sonething | don't like
about this place, Hiero. Bad air is entering far off on the other side.

snell, very faintly again, the son of deadness which yet noves.

H ero used his far-looker while sweeping the area with his mnd as well. There
was no real sentience in the ether, but the small minds of a few of the bats
were reveal ed, far away and getting further still. They had left by an

i nvisible ceiling hole.
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some natural crevice perhaps, and were inpossible to read for direction. The
far-1 ooker showed not one opening indeed, but several, black tunnel entrances,
two, perhaps a half nmile off, on the opposite, eastern side of the man-nade
grotto. As he | ooked, he saw yet another far off to the left, on the south
side of the cavern. And around one of those on the west were things which did
not appear artificially constructed. There seened to be dark stains, perhaps
pool s of noisture, there, as well as he could see fromthat distance and in
the poor light, the upright objects arranged in clunps. He had been in caves
and seen stalagmtes and stal actites before, but these appeared different
somehow. Was there not a di mglow about then? However, he forgot themas Al do
spoke.

"Hi ero, cone here," the old nman said. "I think we have a way to get down, if
we can still trust the incredi ble mechanics of a | ong-dead age. 1 have seen
drawi ngs of things like this. This box-thing goes up or down on this track set
against the wall. That is why the stairs, which | imagine were only an
energency exit, go no further. Conme and | ook."

He explained to the three of them using his mind, how an el evator worked. He
and Luchare had been cl eaning off the control sw tchboard of its accumnul ation
of dust, and the three buttons were now easy to see. He next tested them by
reaching around and in, while hinself remaining on the platform Wth a creak
t he ancient thing began to nmove slowy down. He stopped it quickly.

"I thought so! 1 know the words. The bottom black button is 'down,' the top



'up.' The red one | don't know, but red was often used for danger, so we will
ignore it. Let's get in. Hero, what are you doi ng now?"

"Mai nt ai ni ng conmuni cation with the surface. Gnp and his crew are still al
right. They're canped now and set up for the night. | wanted a | ast mind check
before we got into that thing."

Despite the pleased certainty in his voice, A do would not have been human if
he had not been nervous as they all clinmbed aboard the elevator. The |ayers of
dust were over six inches thick on its floor, and they had already | earned to
nmove slowy to avoid stirring it up any nore than was necessary. Fortunately,
t he dust nust have contai ned much powdered rock, for it both rose slowy and
settled quickly.
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The el evator ran on two netal tracks set deep in the cavern's wall, and these
had allowed only a little deposit of any kind to adhere. But of course the
machi ne was ol d, old beyond the concept of even its designers. It creaked and
groaned om nously as it started down, and the noises did not decrease as they
sank |l ower. Sone long-ruptured circuit made them stop at each level, and it
took an al nost physical effort on Hero's part to push the button and restart
the contrivance afresh. There were five sinmilar-appearing platformlevels, and
even the bear, who had been shielding his thoughts, |let out an audible "whoof"
of relief as they settled at last to the base of the shaft. They all felt the
sane. But their relief was to be short-1lived

As they left, farsighted old Al do, who was the |ast one out of the netal cage,
reached back and touched the "up" button. He had decided to find out if they
could return again in a pinch. Now his cry of dismay alerted themall. The

el evator would not nove. For ten mnutes they poked, prodded, and fiddled with
the nmechanismand tried at |least to |ocate the power source. The latter nust
have been buried deep under the floor, for they could find nothing. Thus they
were five storeys |lower now, with no known way back to the surface.

"I woul d wager we nust be at least half a nile down altogether,” A do said
soberly, putting their common thought into words.

W will have to find another way out, came Gorm s cool thought. At |east we
are on our own feet, not in that thing which noves. The alien mechani sm had
rasped the ursine nerves nore than he cared to adnit.

Around them now, in the nuch dimer light of the cavern floor, |ooned the
dust - covered shapes of what had to be the great machi nes and devices of the
past. Fromthe platform far above, many of these things had | ooked to be of
nodest size. Now it was seen that all were large and many were absolutely
nonst r ous.

H ero wal ked over to the nearest, intrigued by sonething puzzling inits
shape. He used the shuffling wal k, which they had | earned stirred up the | east
floor dust, and he gently brushed the coating of inches-thick grine away from
the surface of the shrouded object, while the others waited.

"I thought it |ooked odd!" H's | augh stirred renote echoes in the dusty aisles
and corridors between the silent bul ks and
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rebounded from cornices and projections far above.

"This is a cover! Al these things are protected. Look, you can lift it and
see what is underneath." He raised a conmer of the heavy plastic wapping,
still noving slowy so as to avoid raising any nore dust than was necessary.
The soft gl eam of a netal base, untouched for thousands of years, net their
eyes, which by now were accustoned to the dimlight.

Excited, the soldier-priest ran to the next great object and then the next.
Al were covered with thick plastic sheeting, a substance whi ch nocked the
centuries, and the netal underneath appeared untouched by any corrosion or
other of time's ravages. Hiero drew his dagger and began to cut pieces of the
pl astic away, for the huge sheets were far too large to be pulled off by their
puny efforts; many of the devices they covered were as high as a two-storey
buil ding and half an acre in extent.

"Hiero," came the El evener's stong voice. "I think we had better be told what



we are seeking, don't you think? | have no wish to pry, but..."

"OfF course. | nmeant to tell you earlier, honestly. There's been so nmuch on ny
mnd. | sinmply forgot."

Whil e they stood about, or |eaned on the buttresses of the incredible

machi nes, he gave thema nental, closed-circuit recapitulation of the Abbey

m ssion, -descri bing the | ost conputers, or at |least their purposes, as well as
he coul d and explaining carefully why the Abbeys felt they were so inportant.
"I'f what Demero told me is true, and | believe every word," he concluded, "we
need one of these things desperately. The attacks against us are nounting and
coordi nated. Qur defense and any counterattack won't have a prayer unless they
are also conmpletely coordi nated. "

Al do had no nore questions. Now that he knew what to took for, he began at
once to exam ne the nearest nechani sns, seeking |labels or identity marks of
any kind. The others joined in, the bear helping himto lift the plastic
covers, the girl aiding her lover in the same task

An hour | ater, they paused in their work, |ooked at one another, and | aughed.
Sweat and disturbed | ayers of dust had covered themall with a pale mantle,
and even the bear |ooked a furry ghost of his former self.

"Let's see," said Brother Al do, who had been witing in a
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smal I book he had produced. "We have found nothing so far about conputers,

H ero." The priest wiped a griny forehead with an even dirtier hand and tried
to concentrate. Brother Al do's know edge of the ancient |anguages was vital
now, since Hiero hinmself had been able to nenorize only a few sinple wrds and
phrases before setting forth.

"W have found 'engines,' that is, machines," Al do continued, "and we have
found other things, controls apparently. \Wat these engines ran on, their
power source, by the way, baffles ne. Unless,"” and he | ooked very grave, "it
is the lost power of the atomitself, which caused nbst of The Death when

m sused. But | prefer not even to think about that." H ero did not see fit to
mention that he felt the Unclean well might have redi scovered that particul ar
power source. It was only a suspicion, but he had never ceased wonderi ng what
silent engines drove their dark, sailless ships.

"W have found 'air-conditioning' and 'thermal control,'" Luchare put in.
"Yes, but these are things, as | said, which occur in other sites |I have

visited. They nean fresh air and artificial heat, that's all. W have no idea
how they did these things, but we know they are neither weapons nor
computers."

"We're poking around out on one edge of this place," Hero said, after a
nmonent' s thought. "How about heading for the mddle? If there is an

i nformati on storage center, it mght be there, logically. | amtrying to
recall how the place | ooked fromup top, and I think there was a circul ar
space, with things set about on it in some regular pattern."

This plan was adopted, and they began a circuitous approach toward the center.
Time and again they found a pathway or aisle blocked by some rearing hul k or
other and had to go around or even retrace their steps. Hero felt they were
all mnute creatures trapped in sone vast and i nconprehensi bl e maze.
Eventual |y, all coughing and sneezing by now, they emerged froma corridor
between two long lines of machinery into the open space which Hiero had
glinmpsed fromfar above. For sone tine they had been moving up a very gentle
slope, and it was now apparent that this radial point in the center was set
hi gher than the rest of the cavern. "Probably a system of drains

AN END AND A BEG NNI NG

295

buried under all this dust so they could flush the place down when it needed
cl eaning," H ero said.

They coul d see things of interest at once. Before them stood a vast,

sem circular control board, its function very clear, since of all the things
they had seen, it alone was not covered by plastic. Yet it had been, that was



evident. For piles of plastic sheeting, mnus any dust, lay here and there, as
if each section had been ripped fromthe control board and cast aside at
random The thirty or so seats which were set in the floor in front of the
board were not uncovered, however, and still retained their plastic shrouds.
On the board's center, several small, unwinking lights, three anber and one
red, glowed in what was obviously the main panel, since it lay in the center
of the great board's gentle arc. The three humans stared for a nonment, only
realizing by degrees what was indicated by all this.

"Sonmeone's been here," the girl breathed. "W could it have been? How | ong
ago? Look, those lights nmust have been turned on." She spun around suddenly,
as if to catch soneone or sonething stealing up behind them Yet nothing
nmoved, save for thenmselves. The dusty relics of the nost ancient past towered
up in forgotten majesty around them only the three tiny lights of the board
the sole indication that Iife was not extinct in the relics of a vanished age.
The bear noved slowy forward and began to sniff. Cone here, his mnd said.
Sonet hi ng has been here and it has left a track. Something we know, was his
gri mafterthought.

Stepping forward, Hiero | ooked down and saw what Gorm had found. A broad,
grooved mark, its greasy path only slightly tinged by dust, came fromoff to
their left out of yet another aisle in the bulking engines. This trace went
along the front of the control board, occasionally broadening into a w de
snear where the plastic sheets had been flung aside, and then vani shed agai n,
down into the gloomof still another canyon in the forest of silent nmachines.
The nessage was cl ear. Sonething had conme, uncovered and exam ned the board,
and then gone away again. Had it turned on the |ights somehow? \Were was it
now and when would it return? H ero shivered. Watever had made this strange
mark was certainly not human, and even before the bear's next nessage, he felt
he knew what it was.
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That House-thing or one of its creatures has been here, came Germs cairn
thought. Can't you snell it yet? In his four-footed friend's nmind, Hiero
caught the irritation at his duller senses, but he paid no attention

Swiftly, now he relayed a warning to the other two. At the same tine, he bade
Luchare relight the |l anp she had extingui shed when they had managed to get the
cavern lighting systemactivated. Fire had been their only weapon agai nst the
House before, and it mght still save them should the nonster reappear, or
should it send its servants.

"See here!" Al do had been exam ning the portion of the board where the three
small lights gleaned. "I can read these signs, or sone of them Sone words
such as 'gantry' and 'silo' are newto nme, but here are '"mssile |launch' and a
| ong series of nunbers. W have found sonething terrible here, Hero. This is
a place which sent out into the air the flying Death itself, the great

machi nes whi ch travel ed over and above the whol e world, shedding foul poison
and radi oactive destruction.” He was shaken to the core as he | ooked down at
the silent board. "Perhaps," he added in a | ow voice, "perhaps sone of those
things are still waiting, waiting to spread nore death, even after five

t housand years." No one spoke, even the bear's nind, perhaps appalled at the
t hought that they mi ght be able somehow, by nistake, again to | oose such a
horror on the world.

It was Hiero who recovered first. His active brain sinmply could not mull over
the past for too long. He had come here to find sonething, a weapon in fact,
and instead he had found a deadly eneny, which if not actually present, was
certainly not too far off. These matters transcended any broodi ng over

vani shed tragedi es.

"What are those lights?" he asked, his voice deliberately brusque. He wanted
to shake Aldo out of his present npbod and stir himto new activity. Tough as
he was, the El evener was a very old man, and he was facing in the flesh, so to
speak, things he had thought of only as the abstract conponents of a
nightmare. But now it was a living, revived nightmare, whose return to the
worl d he dreaded nore than any nere bodily peril to hinself.



Wth an effort, Brother Aldo returned to the present.
"Those lights? All of themare narked with one word un-
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derneath. The two yell ow ones say 'standby,' which | believe neans "wait.'" He
peered closely at the red bead on the smooth, black panel. "This one says

"alert,' which neans "be on guard.1 A nmoment, though! A line of inlaid silver

| eads away to another area, over here to the right." Mittering to hinself, he
st epped around two of the chairs, still tracing the line of bright nmetal with
his eye. The others followed in his wake, waiting for a translation. The |line
wander ed about for a distance along the board, at last coning to rest on a

bl ack, ovoid projection. Under this bulge were nore letters.

"Let's see now," the old man said. '"Lift cover for total self destruct.'" He
turned and faced them "Did you by any chance understand that?"

/ did, Gorm said unexpectedly. You are beconmi ng very careless with your m nds
down here, all of you. You radiate even while using your human speech. You
have found an old thing which will destroy all of this whole place, and us
too, | gather. H's mnd was qui et and anused again. One woul d have thought he
was describing his |ast neal.

"I"'mgoing to lift that cover," Brother Aldo went on in steely tones, ignoring
the bear. "The best thing I know about this awful place nowis that we nay be
able to destroy it. |I frankly regret having aided you to come here." H's
passionate hatred of the pre-Death artifacts around himrang in every syllable
of his voice

"Let me," Hiero said quietly. "Don't forget, |I'mnore used to machi nes than
you are. You | ook over ny shoulder and tell me what you read there. | won't do
anyt hi ng wi thout perm ssion, | pronmise." So strained and taut had both Al do's

brai n waves and his speech beconme, Hiero was beginning to fear the old man
woul d do sonething irrational

The El evener closed his eyes for an instant. Wen he opened them he suddenly
| ooked nore at peace, and a faint snile touched his nouth.

"I caught a fragment of your thought, boy," he said. "You are quite right.
must not give way to enotion, and | was very close there. You go ahead, and
"Il try to supervise if | can.”

The Metz exani ned the al nost conical, black projection. He saw that it had a
knurl ed edge, obviously designed for fingertips,'and he began to turn it. A
screw nechanismslowy revolved, and as it lifted, he saw both what |ay

under neat h and
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the wi sdom of such a cover. Wth sudden death for the whole area in one
control, a screw opening allowed tinme to circunvent a madman or an eneny bent
on self-destruction. A sinple hinged affair would have been too easy.

Under the cap, which he laid carefully aside, was a thing |like an uncovered
dial. Arow of thirty nunbers, engraved in the archaic systemof the ancients,
bordered a curved slot. At one end, set sideways in a smaller slot, was a

poi nter. Studying the mechanism H ero saw that the pointer could be pulled
up, out of its own slot, and noved down the larger to any of the nunbers
desired.

"Those are hours, or hour synbols, 1 feel sure.” Al do peered over his
shoulder. "It nust be that one can set the thing for up to thirty hours and

t hen—+he whol e pl ace goes."

"Suppose they're mnutes, not hours, or sone other unit of time we don't even
use any longer?" Hi ero asked dryly. Luchare gasped behi nd t hem

"It says 'hours* here." Aldo pointed to a pair of tiny letters, which Hero
had not even seen, at the base of the slot. "This is an abbreviation, but one
| have seen many tines."

"Sorry," the priest said. "I'magetting junpy. Wiat do you say we have a neal ?
It nust be well into the night up above, and i imagine we all could use sone
food. "

Once their stonachs had been called to their attention, all were indeed



hungry, and Gorm protested bitterly that he was being slighted when Luchare
gave out each agreed-upon ration

You're so fat you could live for a week on nothing at all, she said, poking
his plunp sides. Do you good to go w thout for a while.

Hi ero wondered to hinself, as he ate the dried neat and biscuit, whether the
water would last until they got out. He said nothing to disturb the others.
They had brought only one |large water skin with them and when all had drunk
it was only a bit nore than half full. The all-pervasive dust had made
everyone very thirsty.

Barely had they finished when the bear suddenly rose to his feet, apparently
sni ffing, head erect.

Not hi ng comes, was his thought. It is the mnd of Gnmp (here a pictorial
conposite of the little captain was nade clear). He tried to reach us. There
is trouble up above.
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Instantly both Hiero and Al do shut their eyes in an effort to tap the sailor's
mnd far over their heads, up on the surface of the dark plain. It was ful

ni ght now, on the portion of the world' s surface nearest them

Gnmp felt themat once, and they could gather the relief in his nmnd as he
did. He was not, of course, used to sending nessages this way, but they

persi sted, probing and questioning, until out of junbled i mages, enotions, and
attenpts to comunicate, they got his story, or at least the gist of it. This
was the tale:

A lone guard, for the others were asl eep, had heard sonething noving in the
brush and had the sense to keep quiet and awaken G np. That worthy had found
two nore nen accustoned to noving quietly and had awakened one-eyed Bl ut ho and
put himin conmand, with orders to arouse the canp and get under arns in
silence. Gnp and his two trusties sneaked out and presently heard a man, they
t hought, noving, off to the south. They stole closer and were able to see, in
t he nmoonl i ght presumably, a nunber of nounted nen on hoppers. (On what ?—Hi ero;
Never mind, I'Il tell you later-Aldo.) G np cleverly anbushed one such person
killing the mount and capturing the rider wi thout noise. This man, for it was
a man, had been taken back to their canp and hastily interrogated. Wat they
had | earned was di squieting. A small, hand-picked arnmy of the Unclean, both
men and Leemutes, were conming fromthe south (the rider had been one of an
outer screen of scouts) and were heading for a "buried world," one to which
they had a "door." They were |led by naster adepts (G np called them
"magi ci ans") and they were hunting a terrible man fromthe far North, a
danger ous eneny who had to be slain at ail costs. The captain wanted advice
fast, for he now could hear the approach of the army itself. That was all

H ero wasted no time. The prisoner was to be decently killed at once. The
seanen were to take Klootz on a |l ead and nove north as fast and as quietly as
possi bl e. The prisoner's body was necessary, since he mght otherw se be

m nd-traced by the enemy. H s total absence woul d probably be ascribed to wild
beasts or to an accident. As usual, H ero wasted no sentinent on the Unclean
and their vassals.

-H s task done, he turned to the others and expl ai ned. Al do
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had heard everything, but Luchare and Gormhad to be filled in. The girl

poi nted out the obvious clue, though the others had al ready guessed.

"They're heading for a '"buried world.' It nmust be this one! Hero, Gormtold
us we were using our nminds too |loudly. They nmust have been |istening sonmehow.
There has to be another entrance, and they know it, W're trapped!"

Gormwas | ess excited by the news and even a bit snug. |'ve been telling you
for sone tinme that you were using your nminds wo rmuch, but it can't be hel ped
now. We nust find a way out somehow. W have before. He seemed unafraid and
not even interested very much. He added: Tell nme when you want to start,
Brother Aldo patted Hiero's shoulder in his kindly way. "The clue, Hiero, |'m



quite sure, lay in our battle with the House. The waves of mental power that
struggl e gave off must have been easy to detect. Don't blanme yourself, ny dear
fellow The Unclean were a bit smarter for once than we gave themcredit for
bei ng. Al so, they nust have been a good deal closer than we thought, nust have
been well on their way to reach us, fromout of Neeyana. No one's fault, but
we really have to think now "

"It's S'duna,"” Hyero said bitterly. "He's sworn to kill me or die trying. He
must have done sone brilliant calculating, all the sane, to estinmate where we
were heading so well." He | ooked about at the dimy lit vastness around them
"How in God's name we can either fight or escape is beyond me." Hi s shoul ders
sagged vi sibly.

"Thi nk!" Al do thundered, no | onger sounding kind. "You are the warrior, as
well as the priest, and this is no time for resignation. One thing even | can
point out. They are still terribly afraid of you. Wiy el se have they not used
their mnds, |ocated and captured G np? They are using nmind shields, those
nmechani cal things they hide behind. For fear of you, that's why! Now take that
fear of the eneny's and use it!"

Luchare said nothing. She came close and put her hands on his shoul ders and

| ooked at him just |ooked, her eyes full of love and trust. Then she patted
his cheek once, lightly, and noved away, humming softly to herself. Her nman
was there, and he would find a way out. How was only a detail

The twi n appeal was sufficient to gal vanize Hi ero out of his
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nmonent ary despair. The strange, huge vault in which they were apparently
incarcerated lost its brief terrors. Once again he was able to reason, to
plan, to look at all sides of the problem Brother Al do saw the changed
expression and the tightened jaw and waited, content. Their |eader was back

wi th them agai n.

The nonent he began to think ahead once nore, two factors occurred to him The
House was one and his unfulfilled m ssion the other

"Spread out, but mark your path in the dust so you don't get lost, you two,"
Gorm go with Luchare, G ve warning of the House or any enemy. "Brother Aldo

| ook for signs, nanes, | guess, of conputers, if the damed things ever were
kept in a place like this.'1

"They were," was the answer. "W read that it was the conputers which sonehow
sent these terrible weapons out into the world and told them where to go and
whomto kill. Certainly there is one here at least." He turned and strode off,
swinging his staff and clutching his own small knife, with which to cut any
enshroudi ng plastic. Luchare and Gorm were al ready poking about, off in

anot her direction. The bear was so sensitive to danger that he was a superb
sentinel, and she had forgotten she did not understand the anci ent |anguages
and thus could be of little real help.

H ero badly wanted to be alone. He had some mental probing to do and, once

t hat was done, sone very careful planning. Already the germ of an extrenely
grimidea had come to him an idea fraught with horrible risks, but also one
whi ch night be of trenmendous benefit.

H s mind he sent roving ahead, seeking out the eneny. In a nonment he found
him or rather them and he was sonewhat shaken as a result. He had forgotten
to ask Gnp if his prisoner had worn a nmnd shield. For all the mnds he now
encountered had them and he could not even nake an estimate of how many there
were. All he could do was estimate the physical distance fromhinself to an
oncom ng conjoint aura of defensive screens. Like a great blob of energy, it
was advancing fromthe south and above, at hazard, no nore than a nile away.
It was a real feat, he ruefully acknow edged, to shield so many in such a
short tine.

Coldly he assessed his own and his conpani ons' chances.
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One thing was clear: the Uncl ean somehow had acquired a good know edge of this



pl ace and thus were coming on without hesitation. Did this nmean they had been
here before? He considered this. It seenmed doubtful, on reflection, that they
had. Only the central switchboard, of the entire conplex, had been di sturbed,
and that recently. And he knew who, or what, had done that!

No, the Unclean Masters nust have ransacked their own accunul ated files and
records, just as the Abbey Council had done before sending himout on his own
qguest. The place was marked on the eneny map he had | ooted fromthe dead
adept's body. No doubt the eneny had other charts as well, with nore detail ed
directions. This cavern woul d have been one of a |arge nunber of places

i ndi cated for eventual exam nation, when tinme and manpower permtted.

But that plan had been changed when S duna and his allies had determ ned to
follow him now their single greatest fear and eneny, to his doom And they
had found hi m sonehow, half by guess and half by detecting his mind s energy
bursts when he fought the House, that is if Brother Al do were right. He
probably was. That struggle indeed nust have registered a long way off, to

t hose who were watchi ng and aware.

Al this went through Hero's mind in no nore than an instant. He was
standi ng, |eaning actually, on the central control panel as he thought, and he
now made a sudden gesture and freed the cap on the destruct device. And as he
did, he began to consider the House. Fromthis thought, his decision hardened.
Hi s hand noved.

The Metz next replaced the cap and then wal ked qui ckly away, in the direction
of the eastern tunnels or openings he had glinpsed fromthe platform There
was a relatively clear path and he noved fast, although with caution
Meanwhi | e, he contacted the bear and Aldo on a wavel ength Luchare coul d not
yet follow and told thembriefly where he was goi ng and why. He had not
forgotten the House and its nethod of nental anbuscade. Should he not

conmuni cate at regular intervals, they would cone after him

At this point he suddenly saw the slinmy track of whatever creature the House
had sent out, approaching the sane corridor he was on fromthe left. He could
see that, ahead of him it continued on down the very aisle he had chosen. He
instantly
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chose the next gap to the right and placed hinself in a parallel alleyway

bet ween ot her lines of mechanical colossi. No sense in going to the thing's
front door. He had seated a quarrel in his crossbow and now |ighted the spare
firepot as well. The crossbow bolt had oil -soaked cloth wapped around it, and
he could light it in an instant were it necessary. And if |'mgiven an

i nstant, he added to hinself.

Now a new sensation cane to Hiero. Over the musty, stale snell of the whole
pl ace, there came to his nostrils a famliar whiff of organized corruption
The bear nust have detected this all along, he realized, even if it were far
fainter here than up on the surface. Sickly sweet and abhorrent, it came to
him the stench of the living rot which was the hall mark of both the House and
its realm

He stooped under and rounded a |l ofty comer of sone agel ess nechani sm and then
qui ckly ducked back again. Before himwas the work of the nonster!

Here, far underground, the fungi were stranger even than those on the surface.
It was as if the House saved its nmore delicate and cherished outgrowths for
this hidden realm And it was obvious that they needed no light, for many of
them glowed with an evil light of their own naking.

A broad, dark pool, full of floating scum had formed where the floor had
actually sunk or coll apsed near the east wall of the great cave. Water
trickled steadily over and down a broad area of sliny rock, for this wall was
unfi ni shed, indeed hardly even snoothed down by the craftsnen of |ong ago. An

under ground spring must have burst forth in ages past and still flowed into

t he pool, |eaving by sone hidden outlet.

Around this sinister tarn, which was many yards in extent, there grew a foresi
of tall, gently tapering spires of soft, living matter. Several men's hei ght

they were, colored with pallid and crepuscul ar shades, ugly, faded violets,



i nsi pid yell ows, and debauched, bl eached oranges. On top of sonme of them

gl owed round areas of foxfire and di m phosphorescence. This was the light, the
priest realized, which he had glinpsed far off when they first entered the
cavern.

As he watched this buried, obscene parody of a living wood, Hiero was noved by
its allure as well as by its horror. Totally alien and awful were the purposes

of the House, but it could still create an eldritch beauty. He checked his
m nd sharply at
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this thought and exanmi ned his own reasoning, fearing a nental trap, an
allurement into which the entity called the House m ght be subtly trying to
draw him

But there was no contact, and he knew he was truly free. Besides, sonehow he
had the feeling that this was a place of utter privacy to the House, a hidden
chanmber of repose which the nonster deened inaccessible and utterly safe. How
he knew this, he could not have said, but perhaps his terrible struggle with
the lord of the fungi had allowed himto fathom if only unconsciously, its
enotions and thought processes; he had thus established a strange rapport wth
hi s enemny.

At first he thought nothing noved, and he was about to energe hinmself when he
caught a flickering shadow out of the corner of his eye and instantly froze.
The forest of fungoid spires was truly alivel

The things' novenments were so slow and rhythnic he had al nost m ssed them but
now t hat he watched carefully, he could see it all. The unnatural forns were
not rooted or fixed, not even as nmuch as a mushroom but were moving, ever so
slow y, about on their broad bases. As he watched, fascinated, he saw that it
was |ike a nockery or sinulacrum of sone stately dance, or even a solem
religious service. The weird beings, plants or whatever they were, would
approach one another slowy until their sides touched; then a rippling notion
seened to run up and down their entire I ength. Those whose crowns glowed with
t he pal e phosphorus seened to deepen that glow in these encounters. Too, as

t hey approached each other, a clot of sline or soft, bulging flesh devel oped
at their bases and then dissolved as they retreated in the sane, al nost

i nperceptible fashion, to begin their peculiar gyrations anew with a fresh
partner.

The ghastly things were sentient in sone way, of this he felt sure. Just as
the great slinme nolds he had nmet far above were able to sense enemies or their
food, so too were these living fungi able to feel, to react, perhaps even to
know. Had he reveal ed hinself, he was sure that he woul d have been detected,
if not even captured and slain. He drew back further into the shadows of

what ever vast nachi ne was gi ving himshelter

The living cones, or fungus candles, for they were thinner than a normal cone
shape, partially masked the black rift of
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t he tunnel which opened on the far side of the water. It was a tunnel, of that
he was sure, its sides were regular and snooth, too rounded to have occurred
naturally. Once, in renote ages, it mght have been a mpjor entrance to the
under ground hiding place of the great missiles. But the slime and nuck which
coated the lips of the entrance proved that nothing human had passed that way
for many |ong years.

Well, he had learned all he could. He quietly slid further back, away fromthe
stagnant water and the evil, living spires of nold. Wen once out of sight, he
began to run, always angling toward the south. One portion of his brain,
meanwhi | e, had kept a ceasel ess watch on the inchoate but collected nental
force which he knew represented the Uncl ean horde. Since they had steadily
advanced, there was only one place fromwhich they could be com ng, and that
was one of the tunnels in the southern wall. A fairly clear road nust exist to
it fromthe surface, and the Uncl ean | eaders would be nmoving into and down it



as rapidly as possible.

He paused and cal cul ated various tines for a monment. No trace of his mind or
that of the others could the eneny now detect. This he felt sure of, for his
powers had becone such that he could have kept a protective shield over nany
nore than just four minds, even if Aldo were not on guard. In any case,
defense was always far less effort than attack, for it could be maintained
with and by an unconscious effort of mnd. No, he could check on the eneny's
progress, but not the reverse. Aldo had been right. Their fear of himwas such
that they were relying on physical strength and hidi ng under their mechanica
m nd screens.

Now he sent messages to his conpanions to join him whether they had found
anything worth taking or not. He sinply stood still and waited, until they
cane. In a few nmnutes the white beard of the aged Al do appeared around a
corner, and the other two cane only a little bit behind. The priest was so

wr ought up, he noticed nothing of the small package Luchare carried.

"Look," Hi ero said, stooping. He traced a design in the dust of an engine's
buttress next to him It was hard to see in the dimlight, but there was just
enough when he added that of his little I anp.

"Here's where we are. Here's a pool of water over on the east side. The House
has an exit here. I'Il tell you about that
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|ater. Over here," his finger drew yet another circle, "is the southern
entrance. S duna and the Uncl ean nust be coming this way. That el evator
machi ne i s broken, and we can't go back. Al right, we're going out the way
the enemy cones in, to the south. But you'll have to do exactly what | tel
you." He paused and grinned, his face quickly | ooking years younger on the
instant. "Even then, there's a good chance it may not work. It depends on two
things. One, S duna's so eager to get ne, he'll stop at nothing and,
hopefully, not think straight. Two, so will somebody el se, not think straight,
I mean. Ch, yes, and neither of themknows or is aware of the other at all
That's the equation, and it has to be perfect to work."

Brot her Al do | aughed, honest, chuckling laughter. "I see your plan, | think.
It may work out totally, but if not, well, there's still a great load off ny
spirit. Tell me what you want us to do."

Gorm who had been kept informed simultaneously, sent a quick thought. A
terrible idea. Lei's hope it works. Luchare sinply pressed herself close to
hi m

"Here's what we do," the priest went on. "You go this way, over to the

sout hwest wall, and hide the best way you know how. I'Il find you. | have to
go back where | came from Now hurry!" He kissed the velvet cheek gently and
then spun on his heel, erasing every thought but those needed for the task
ahead. The Uncl ean arny was very cl ose!

Returning to the evil pool of water was easy, for his own marks in the
untrodden dust of centuries were sinple to follow In a matter of mnutes he
was peering around the corner of another machine at the dark water and the
nmovi ng ni ghtmare garden (if such it was) of the House. In the dimlight, the
living candles still noved and stank

He took a careful aimw th his crossbow, lowered it, having once got the
range, and raised it again. In the interval he had lighted the oily rags bound
around the quarrel fromthe rekindled firepot. He rel eased the trigger, and
with a hiss, the now blazing dart shot across the water and deep into the
pul py substance of the tallest of the noving towers of putrescence.

The reaction was instantaneous. As he had prayed, the horrid things were every
bit as inflamable as their fellow fungi far above, up on the earth's surface.
The fire raced over the tall, withing shape in seconds, and the sudden

whi ppi hg nove-
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ments and frenzied gyrations of the nold beast touched and set fire to a half
dozen of its fellows in hardly less tinme. Hiero had been readyi ng anot her



bolt, but so speedy was the awful destruction he had wought with only one
that he stayed his hand.

At the same tinme, there came into his brain a terrible shrilling, a piercing
vi brato, on an incredi bly high wavel ength, which rose and fell like the
skirling of sone denoniac orchestra. He knew he was hearing the death agony of
the foul things and, being a kindly man, felt nomentary sorrow even for these.
Then he remenbered his mission and stepped into the open

The noving spires, such as were not already alight and withing in their fiery
death throes, were aware of himat once. He had been right, he realized; the
creatures were indeed sentient! Immediately they knew himto be the author of
their msery. The tall colums bent as one in his direction. He could feel an
al nrost material wave of venonous hatred emanating fromthemas their fell ows
bl azed and shook all around them The very slime with which their novenents
had coated the naked rock was itself flanmable, and fresh runnels and gutters
of nmoving fire sought out nmany of those who were nowhere near their burning
fell ows.

The spl endor and horror of the sight alnmbst made hima victimhinmself. One of
the awful spires, whose top was as yet aglow with only its own poi sonous
foxfire, bent until it pointed in his exact direction. Then, fromits crown, a
dully glowi ng series of blobs were launched in Hero's direction. So
unexpected was the attack that he barely had the presence of mind to | eap
aside as the first ball of glowing slinme raced his way. Even so, it splattered
al nrost at his feet, and one mnute fragnent struck his right hand. The pain
was savage, and only the instant application of the oil-soaked rag he stil
clutched made it die down-. He hastily backed away, keeping on his toes, so
that the next poisonous mssiles came nowhere near. Actually, if one stayed
alert, he realized, they were easy to avoid.

AH the while he was praying for something el se. He had provoked the rul er of
this foul realm carefully and deliberately. Wiere was it? Had he guessed
wrong? M nd and body keyed up to the highest degree, he backed sl owy away
fromthe inferno of the dying fungi. The stench of the corrupt and burning
bodi es, and the thick, greasy snoke, nmade even this close
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proxi mty al most unbearable. Were are you. House, damm you? And even as he
bent his thought upon it, it cane.

He had been wat ching the gapi ng nouth of the tunnel beyond the pool, a task
made increasingly difficult because of the swirling snoke weaths and
nauseating reek, for he was sure this was the entrance to the creature's lair.
Perhaps it was, but there were others.

Al most before he had tinme to realize it, a surge of filthy liquid overfl owed

t he near edge of the buried, underground pool and sent a wave of fluid
corruption racing over the floor in his direction, and the bul gi ng, gel ati nous
horror of the House began to emerge out of the water. As it grewin size, it
sent one bolt after another of nental force at the | one nan.

It was well that H ero had arnored hinself against this very tinme. In odd,
waki ng noments, ever since his first encounter with the nonster, he had
careful ly anal yzed his Medusa-1ike power of paralysis, and he had deduced that
its true strength lay in an attack on the psyche, rather than on the actua
brain. The enotional centers of the body were its targets, not the reasoning
process, and in the subconscious alone could it establish its unearthly

st rangl ehol d.

One renmote corner of his mind registered mld surprise at the relatively
nodest size of the alien nonstrosity. Its brownish, slinm bulk was not too
much hi gher than his own head and scarcely nore than five or six yards in
total width. It still preserved the odd, four-cornered shape which had nade
Vilah-ree nanme it, but the lines noved and shook, the angles continually
re-formed in peculiar abhorrent and sickening ways. Hiero saw also that it
could nmove on its bl obby base, just as the horrible candle-things did, and
that it could nove fast. Also now, long, glistening tendrils or pseudopods



sprouted fromits upper parts and waved hungrily as it slid rapidly in his
direction over the floor. And all the while its ravening hatred and power beat
upon his mnd. Hs own rapport with the alien growh had becone so strong that
he understood why it laired so deep here and what actually he had done when he
had attacked the fungoid spires. The pool was the center of not so nmuch a
garden but nore (though not entirely) a harem

The seal which he had painstakingly set upon his inner being held. Even so, he
prayed for strength as he backed away fromthe water and into the aisle in the
machi nery from which he
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had first cone. After himflowed the nonster, and behind it, in turn, canme the
remai ni ng spires.

No nore did the House use its vile blandi shnents to make himan ally and thus
attenpt to lure himwithin its reach. For it recognized him Its hatred of the
one bei ng who had ever broken its power and had hel ped destroy nuch of its
awful ki ngdom overcane it, until its strange conposite mnd could think of
nothing else but to obliterate the inmpudent minikin before it. What—did the
very inner parts of its buried realm its hidden mates' playground, hold no
safety fromthis feared and dreaded eneny? On, on, and slay! Its speed

i ncreased, and its groping, vibrissal pseudopods flailed the dead air as it
sought to rend him

Carefully, judging his speed to a nicety, Hero fled fromthe thing and its
pack of followers. The assaults on his mind he repelled, content nmerely to
ward off the House's attack and not to try to retaliate. Any such trial on his
part m ght serve instead to open new conmers of his own brain to fresh and
unknown assaults. Who knew of what el se the nonster was capable if all owed,
even for an instant, to forget its mad rage?

Down the silent, dust-laden corridors, under the dimillum nation of the
glowing bars of mllennia-old light, the strange chase continued. The hunman
fled; the living lord of the slime sought to overtake him and extinguish its
bitterest foe fromthe earth. Save for the light footfalls and breathing of
the man and t he sucking, slithering noise of the fungoid pack's progress,
there was utter quiet. The deadly race, to an observer, woul d have appeared
some strange and voi cel ess charade or shadow show. The squat House and the
tall, dozen remaining nold pillars sped on; the man ran; the shrouded, ancient
machi nes were backdrop

Al ways, the priest led his pursuers south, shifting a little back and forth so
that it would not be too obvious and straight a road, but never going very far
fromthe |ine he had chosen. And now, at length, there fell upon his ear a
sound for which he had yearned. It was the distant vibration of a Iegion of
peopl e noving, the faint but distinct echo of many feet! The Uncl ean host was
upon them and nmust even now be debouching into the great cavern

Still, husbanding his strength, H ero ran on; and, inplacable as ever, the
alien master of the nmold-things and its |ast mnions
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followed on his track, centuries-old dust by now coloring themall the sane
pallid gray.

At a certain intersection of two opposing aisles, Hiero suddenly increased his
speed. Hi s careful appearance of fatigue was suddenly shed, as quickly as that
of a parent bird whose apparently broken wing has I ed the searcher far from
its huddl ed young.

Now he turned and darted away at full speed, taking the House by surprise as
he did so. He flashed away toward the south wail and then—barely before

| eaving the shelter of the machi nes—darted into a narrow gap between two huge
engi nes and was gone. One instant the House thought it had himtrapped, the
next he was utterly vani shed!

Raveni ng, the unstable, shifting bulk increased its speed, layers of filth and
dust flying as it sped forward in the manner of sone Brobdi ngnagi an snail on
its rippling base, its slender mates coming on in its wake.



H ero, now two hundred yards off and well to the left of his forner track
peered cautiously out toward the open, the southern end of the ancient cave.
What he saw nmade himdraw breath in exultation

Pouring into the cave, rank upon rank, file upon file, came the nmassed forces
of the Unclean. Even as he watched, the | ast ones entered the great cave, and
the tunnel gaped enpty behind them At |east two hundred creatures were

al ready stream ng across the open, some of them men in dark uniform cl ot hes,
armed with pikes, others Leenutes in their own skins. He recognized red Hairy
Howl ers, brown Man-rats, and, far off to one side, a clunmp of the new things
he had first encountered on the ship, the Aiths, their gray, scaly hides
glistening. Not far fromthe entrance itself, marshaling their forces, were a
group of nen in dark cloaks and hoods. The adepts were preparing for a naster
stroke, and he smiled grinmy as he thought that only one nan was the cause of
all this preparation! Truly, the eneny had not been properly challenged for a
[ ong time.

And then it happened. The first part of his desperate scheme came to fruition,
just as he had planned it and willed it, but (down inside) never dared believe
it woul d.

Qut into the open fromthe central passageway, charging along in its blind
rage, seeking the hated human and oblivious of all else, cane the House!
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From his vantage point, Hi ero could see it all, every stage of the weird
ensui ng drama. All novenent ceased instantly out on the quarter mile of open
bet ween the nachines and the cavern wall. Not a man, not an Uncl ean nutant,

stirred. The little group of hooded masters of evil were frozen, standing with
their heads together, as if turned to ice in the mddle of their plots.

He spared a glance for the House. It too had checked and cone to a halt, and
for once its own unstable, wobbly outlines were not noving. Alittle way out
in the open fromthe street he had just quit, it halted, its acol ytes

notionl ess also. Us pursuit was forgotten as it strove to adjust to a new
situation with all the power at its command.

I"mright! the priest exulted. The strange, nesmeric power of the House was
unaffected by the Uncl ean nechani cal screens, screens which Hi ero hinself had
been unable to penetrate. The House, really did not operate on the brain at
all, and the bl ocking power the Unclean scientists had devised was therefore
usel ess against it.

Around him surging in a way which to his sensitive nmnd was practically
physical, H ero could feel the ferocious wills of the Unclean overl ords
struggling to be free. But the only free brains in the House's environs now
were his own and those under his protection. The nmonster's pressure upon his
had ceased as it grappled with its new and unexpected foes. It had never had
so many creatures to control before and it was having a hard time hol ding them
i mobile. Hiero, observing fromthe "outside," so to speak, could actually
feel, with his mind, the House's efforts to maintain its screen as the swarm
of eneny beings tried to break the hold it had laid on their bodies.

But now the priest was hinmself in notion again, running hard to the left al ong
the southern tier of silent engines. He kept in the shadows, and neither the
House nor the Unclean arny seened aware of his flitting shape, engrossed as
they were in their silent grapple.

In a few monents he spied tracks in the dust ahead of him coming fromthe
center of the mechanical maze, and followed themio an al cove between two
canopi ed buttresses. Here, Brother Aldo, the girl, and the bear were waiting,
the humans' feres strained and intent and even Gorm shaking w th excitenent
and shifting nervously from one paw to anot her
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Cone on\ Hiero sent. Don't even think fromnow on if you can help it. |I'm
going to keep covering your mnds. Aldo—build a reserve shield under mine, if
you can. Now, let's go—fast!

"Hiero," Luchare cried, trying to say sonething, but the blazing glance he



spared her made whatever nessage she had di e unspoken

They were only a few steps fromthe open space on the south, and he | ed them
quickly out intoit. He felt Luchare, whom he was actually |eading by the
hand, trenble at her first sight of the nassed eneny off to their right, but
she never faltered. Behind them the other two trotted in their wake, raising
yet nore dust. By now, Hiero thought, we nust be visible. God help us if ny
screen drops.'

The House did indeed sense their notion somehow. Despite the efforts it was
putting forth to hold the Uncl ean ranks inprisoned, it spared another bolt for
them Hi ero warded it off, using his new technique, w th al nost contenptuous
ease. Once one knew how the House operated, its traps were not all that
clever, and besides, now it could spare only a fraction of its strength.

But to the other enemy, who had never net it before, its nethods were deadly
i ndeed. Strain as they might, the Unclean armnmy, masters and sl aves, Leemute
and human, could not nmove a nuscle. Two evil forces worked to all ow the good
freedom

Soon Hiero was conpelled to pass close to a squad of black-clad soldiers with
dark, metal helnets and | ong spears. They had been racing toward the northern
section and the House had caught and held themin md-stride. Their eyes

gl eaned with deadly hatred as the four |oped by, but they could not twitch so
much as a finger to inpede their progress.

Anot her such group and anot her they passed, living yet |ocked |ike statues in
the foul enmbrace of the fungoid horror

Next they passed what had been a crouchi ng, bounding crew of giant Man-rats,
creatures Hiero knew well fromthe past as devilish foes, huge, mutated
rodents with all of human reasoning ability and cl awed hands as capabl e as any
man's. Their fists now clutched sharp knives, clubs, and long | ances, while
their brown-furred bodi es bore el aborate harness and equi pnrent. But no nore
than their human allies could they break
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the grip of the House on nuscle and nerve. Only the red eyes glared with hate.
Next, close to the nouth of the tunnel itself, the fleeing four canme to the
hal f - dozen hooded shapes of the enemy conmanders. O those | ooking his way,

H ero coul d see the know edge and hatred flare in their eyes as his little
group passed by. But though they would, he did not doubt, cheerfully die in
order that he too might be slain, they were as hel pl ess as the stupidest and
| east of the evil servitors in their forces. For it was obvious that they did
not understand the House's power and nethods any nmore than had the
warrior-priest hinmself when he first encountered it.

H s crossbow slung, he carried his sword-knife in his right hand as he ran

| eadi ng the panting Luchare with his left. But his fear that one or nore of

t he Uncl ean woul d free hinself proved groundless. On past the last of them a
pair of Howl ers whose acrid stench supervened even over the drifting reek of
t he House, he sped, the others close behind. They were actually into the
tunnel now, and he saw at once why the enemnmy had chosen and used it.

Before them still clear in the remaining |light of the cavern's gl ow ng rods,
stretched a snooth, level ranp, thirty feet across, curving up in a gentle
spiral sweep into the gl oom ahead. Many heavy feet had beaten a path down the
dusty floor; the dust had hardly had tine to settle, but the way ahead seened
cl ear enough.

The priest stopped and relit the firepot to which he had stubbornly clung ever
since he had shot his flaming arrowinto the living towers of the fungi. They
woul d need sone |ight ahead, for they were leaving the artificial glow of the
| ost cavern.

He rel eased Luchare's hand, pushed her on, and waved the others past. In
silence they noved, obedient to his orders. Alone, Hiero watched the scene
bel ow for a last, fascinated instant. About his head, he had never stopped
feeling the surging currents and giant forces in contest as the Unclean tried
to free thensel ves and the countergrip of the House still stubbornly kept them



trapped in its invisible nesh. One | ook only he spared, seeing for the | ast
time the sline-bedewed, grayish shape, its attendant pal e cones towering over
it, and between
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it and hinself, the equally silent, notionless |egions which had cone to
destroy him

The Metz turned and ran, holding his lanmp high as he caught up to the others.
They had not gone far, but were waiting for himonly a little above. A do held
the other lanp, and Luchare was just filling it fromthe now depleted oil skin,
whi ch she cast away. They did not light it but fell in behind H ero and began
their upward journey. He set a sharp pace and no one questioned it, but they
were all too exhausted to run, and a brisk wal k was the best they could do.
"How |l ong can it hold them do you suppose?" Luchare gasped at | ength.

"Long enough," Hiero said curtly. "For God's sake, darling, save your breath!
W're not out of danger yet. The ancients had exact tine devices and 1 don't!
Just keep wal king and try to keep your nmind a blank."

She did not flare up in anger, for she recogni zed by now that his orders had
reason, and they trudged on in silence. The light showed the ranp to be al nost
featurel ess, a great tube, lined with some age-defying substance, which had
been cut into the earth and rock with mcronmeter precision by its |ong-dead
makers. Once or tw ce they passed a sealed opening in the walls, but they did
not stop. There were no lights visible, and only the flicker of their little
lanp lit the way.

Thi s rmust have been the main path, the priest reflected, driving his weary

| egs forward and upward. They had been walking a long tine, at least it felt
like forever, but he dared not rest. The forces trapped in that place behind
them were too awful to take any chances with. But tal king m ght ease the
strain.

"Did you find any conputers?" he asked at | ength.

"No," was Aldo's answer. "Such a search mi ght take a week, or a nonth. But
Luchare found sonething. She is carrying it. Do you think the Unclean can
free thenmsel ves? They have the man and beast power to find anything there. And
what about the House? It is so powerful, Hiero. What might it not do with the
know edge of the past?"

"The house cares nothing about the past or machines or weapons. | know what it
thinks or feels as well as anyone human that is, now alive. It has no use for
nmechani cal devi ces,
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but only what it nmakes or grows itself." He forgot Luchare's find as his worry
reasserted itself.

"Yet it, or perhaps one of its creatures, was |ooking around at the contro
board. Don't forget that."

"I know." Hiero's laugh was grim "And it had no idea what it was doing, |I'm
sure of that too. Yet it nay have given us a way out by its action. How | ong
have we been wal ki ng, do you suppose?"

"At |east an hour, | should think. Are we safe yet?"

"No. Keep wal king. We've got to keep on till we drop, if necessary. | can
still feel the pressure behind ne. And the House is weakening!"

"Can they kill it and follow us? Maybe we can block this tunnel, then."

Luchare's tone was defiant, her attitude that of the princess she was. Hero's
heart warned to her.

"Maybe we can," he said nore cheerfully. "But it hasn't quite let go yet. It
never had to control so many powerful minds before, all alien to it and al

trying to break loose. It hasn't dared nove, | can feel that, all right.
Perhaps it's sumoning sonme of its carnivorous slime nmolds. And the Uncl ean
are still there too. | can feel all their mnds, even under their screens,

like one big ball of force."

"I also," Aldo admitted. "Wat an amazing creature the House is. How | would
like to knowit, to learn what it thinks, feels, and wants fromlife." His
tone was wi stful



H ero glanced at his aged ally in amazenent. The El eventh Commandnent really
enbraced everything, it seened!

W are close to the good air. Gorm had been waddl i ng unhappily al ong, his pink
tongue hangi ng out and his fur an inch deep in gray film Now he scented
escape fromthis underground world he disliked, and his spirits lifted.

H ero nonentarily covered the lanp with the edge of his cloak, and they al
strained their eyes. Was there a faint |essening of the bl ackness ahead? The
very thought revived their flagging energy.

Soon it was a reality. As the light grew, Hiero slowed his pace. "There may be
a rearguard,” he said. "They'd be fools if there weren't something of the
kind. Let ne probe a bit while you three rest and catch your breath."

H s mnd sped forward ahead of them seeking any intel-
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ligence that m ght be lurking above at the tunnel's nmouth. But he coul d detect
not hi ng, not even the shrouded energy which he had | earned nmeant an Uncl ean

m nd shield. Unbelievable as it seened, the whole force of the eneny had
apparently plunged into the bowels of the earth, so overconfident of his
destruction it had | eft nothing behind.

He told the others this, and they went cautiously on. Three nore great curves,
and the light was quite strong enough to make the guttering | anp unnecessary.
The faint calling and piping of birds came to their ears now, and even the
human noses coul d catch the sweet scent of the air which poured down the
shaft.

"Let me go first." Hiyero took the | ead again and soon saw the great, opened
doors ahead. He absently noted the shattered hi nges and, when he stepped

out side, the cleverness of the device anmazed him For the two huge doors were
made of sonething on the outside which initated weat hered, gray rock and yet
whi ch nmust have been far nore inpervious than any granite. The Uncl ean had
been indeed cunning to penetrate their secret and so quickly follow on his
traces.

Al this raced through his mnd as he drank in the cool air of the tropic
dawn, but he urged the others on as before.

"Hurry," he said, "hurry! W can't delay yet! W may not be safe for hours!"”
He gave Luchare, who was stunmbling, his armagain. He was oblivious to the
packet to which she clung with her other hand, for her tel escoped spear was
now tucked through her belt.

The four set off to the south over the boul der-strewn waste onto which the
huge tunnel had opened. Linping and staggering, they went on, no one
gquestioning Hiero's iron determnation or right to drive themthus. Al do now
frankly | eaned on his heavy staff, something no one had seen hi mdo before.
Still they staggered on, their breath com ng in painful gasps, their nuscles
twi tching and burning. The ground was sem -desert, tall weeds and thornbush
growi ng up through patches of rock and scree. The cool air of dawn gave way to
t he burning heat of norning and (very slowy now) they hobbled forward. Tine
seened to pass with terrible slowness.

Then it happened. Hi ero, who had been listening both with his mnd and his

ot her senses, felt it first.

AN END AND A BEG NNI NG
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"Down!" he shouted and, falling, pulled Luchare close to him Al do, too, fel
prone, while the bear sinply collapsed.

First cane a gentle trenor of the earth, so slight it m ght have deceived them
into thinking it was a muscle spasm of their own overused bodies.

Then the earth began to shake and heave, rising and falling in a great wave,
as if the tiny atons of flesh which clung to it were being tossed in sone

i nconcei vabl e bl anket. For the first time, Gormlet out a how of sheer
terror.

A distant, nuffled roar filled the air. Slowy the heaving of the troubled
earth died away. A ringing in their ears also ceased. They raised their heads
and | ooked at one another. Hiero was the first to grin, his white teeth



flashing in a countenance so dirty it |ooked like pure mud. Then Al do | aughed,
a deep-throated, ringing sound. Hard on his heels a bird began to sing near by,
tentatively at first, then bursting into its full series of rippling cadences.
Luchare ki ssed Hi ero. Wen she pulled her lips away, she nurmured drowsily,
for she was al nost asleep from sheer exhaustion, "Wat was that?"

"That," Brother Al do answered as he hel ped them both up, "was the button

mar ked ' sel f-destruct' on the central control board. Right, my boy?"

"Yes. | gave it four hours. \Wat a race of nmen! After five thousand years
their death still works! At |east the Unclean got nothing fromthem Nothing
but destruction. The House too. And yet—f it hadn't held them | couldn't
have done it."

They | ooked north in silence. Were there once had been a wide, level plain, a
vast, shallow bow had now appeared, its sides and rimof raw tunbled earth
and chunks of riven rock. The low trees and scrubby bushes had vani shed, | ost
in the nibble caused by the great expl osion

"We'd better nmove," the priest said. "Klootz and the nen are apt to be way up
north by now, and we need to push on as soon as possible."

"Your road should be easier henceforward,” A do said, the sun highlighting the
gray in his once snow mane and beard.

"I hope so," Hero said wearily. "But | still haven't found a conputer. And
this army of theirs wasn't a real percentage of what the Uncl ean coul d put
into the field if they wanted to.
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"Besi des," he added, "S duna's not dead. 1 would have known sonmehow if he'd
been down there. He wasn't. W have an appoi ntnment to keep sonewhere, he and
1."

"You may no! have found a conputer,” the old man said, "but | ook what Luchare
is carrying. She found a stack of these things on an apparently adandoned
desk. Possibly soneone's study area. | could read the title. Try it yourself."
Hal f - nunmb from what he had been through, Hiero scanned the title of the snmall,
flat book which Luchare had handed himw th one finger. "Principles of a Basic
Conputer,” he read in halting English, the |lost |anguage. Inside were plastic
page after plastic page of diagrams and close-printed text. He could say
not hi ng and felt choked. Here was how a conputer could be built, perhaps by
anyone! The other two smiled at the look on his dirty, sweat-streaked face.
"Look," Aldo said, using his finger in turn, "it says, 'Volume /.' Luchare
found a stack of them And she has the other two, Volunmes Il and IlI, as well.
She called ne over and | read off the titles. But | think she knew, sonehow,
even w t hout ne!"

Wrdl ess, Hiero pulled Luchare's armaround his waist, and the three humans
and the bear began to retrace their steps, noving north |ike cripples over the
barren and shattered | andscape. Gormtried to have the |ast word, or rather

t hought .

No one ought to nove so fast, he grumbled. Fromnow on, let's try to nove at a
cal mer speed.

The worl d noves at a certain speed, Al do answered, after a bit. W all mnust
learn to nove with it.

GLCOSSARY

Abbeys, the; Theocratic structure of the Randan Confederacy, conprising the
Metz Republic in the west and the Otwah League in the east. Each Abbey has a
mlitary-political infrastructure, and the Abbey Council functions nuch as the
House of Lords in eighteenth-century England, with all science and religion

al so as its prerogatives.

Bat wah: Trade Lingua franca; an artificial |anguage used throughout the areas
bordering the Inland Sea, and well beyond in sonme pl aces.

Buf fer: G ant bovi nes, probably nutated bison, which mgrate in vast herds

t hrough the western Kandan regi ons on an annual basis.

Chespek: Small kingdomon the Lantik Sea, often allied to D al-wah and equal |y
often at war with its immedi ate nei ghbor



Circles: Administrative areas, named by color, of the Unclean and its Masters
of the Dark Brotherhood. Hiero passed through three, the Red, Blue, and

Yell ow, as he went south and east. Until his journey, their existence was
unknown.

D*al wah: Largest and nost devel oped of the east coast states on the Lantik
Sea. A kingdom organized as a benevol ent des-

319

J20

H ERO S

GLCSSARY

321

poti sm but where commoners have few rights. A debased

branch of the Universal Church exists.

Dam Peopl e: Aquatic rodents, of human intelligence and nore than human bul k,
which live on artificial lakes in the Metz Republic, under terns of nutua

tol eration; probably mnutated beaver

Dar k Brot herhood: Their own nane for the Masters of the Unclean. The fact that
they use the word "dark" indicates that they sought universal conquest and,
nore inmportant, gloried in it and realized that they were, in fact, basically
evil. Mddern Satanism in its real sense, is a parallel. (See Crcles;

Uncl ean.)

Deat h, The: The atonic and bi ol ogic blight which destroyed the mgjor
popul ati on centers and nmost of humanity, sone thousand years in the past.
Still a name of dread and ultimate nmenace in Mcro's day. "All evil came with
The Death" is a proverb

Deserts of The Death: Patches of ancient atom c blight, where there is little
or no water and scant or no vegetation. Yet life exists in these horrible

pl aces, though nost of it is inimcal and strange, bred from hard radiation
and a ferocious struggle to survive. Sone of the deserts are hundreds of
square mles in size and, in Hero' s day, avoided |ike The Death itself. They
are rare in Kanda, but nmany exist in the South. Blue, radioactive glows mark
the worst of them at night.

El eveners: The Brot herhood of the "El eventh Conmandnent"” ("Thou shall not
destroy the Earth nor the Iife thereon.") A group of social scientists who
banded together after The Death to preserve human culture and al so | ove for
all life, and know edge thereof. This group perneates all human societal life
and, though opposing viol ence, battles the Unclean, often in hidden ways.
Forty Synbols: The tiny wooden signs that a trained priest-exorcist carries on
his person. By putting hinmself (or herself; there are priestesses of great
power) in a trance state, the priest can "forelock," or to sone extent see the
future, using the synbols.

Frontier Guard: The arny, or enbodied forces of the Metz Republic. The O wah
League has a similar group. There are sixteen "legions," self-contained units,
in the Metz Republic. They are under, not the Republic's orders, but those of
t he Abbey Council, which in turn reports to the Lower House (Assenbly) on its
deci si ons, which are always approved. Priests usually lead and direct the
Fronti er Cuard.

I G@ith: Arecent formof Leemute, possibly bred froma reptile

(by the Uncl ean. A hunmanoid, scaled and very strong physically, utterly the
slave of the Dark Masters. G okon; G ant descendants of our present-day hogs,
whi ch roam i the northern forests. They are much-sought-for as neat but
are | very dangerous to hunt, being clever and the size of extant

oxen when adult.

I

I Hairy Howl ers: One of the commobnest and npbst dangerous va-

fel rieties of Leenmute. They are great fur-covered, tailless primates,
highly intelligent, and used as soldiery by the Unclean. They hate all humans,
save their Dark Masters. They resenbl e

i huge, upright baboons as much as anyt hi ng.

I Inland Sea, the: The great freshwater sea formed by the ancient merger



of the Great Lakes and covering roughly an area of all their present outernost
boundari es. Many islands exist, and rmuch of the Inland Sea is uncharted. Ruins
of ancient cities dot the shores, and nmuch conmerce, interrupted by piracy,
noves on the waters.

Kanda: The area of the ancient Doni nion of Canada has kept its old nane,

al nost unchanged, though much of it is unknown in H ero' s day, save for the
central parts of the Metz Republic and the Owah League, in west and east,
respectively.

Kandan Uni versal Church; The state religion of the Metz Republic and the O wah
League. An amal gam of nobst current Christian beliefs, with a strong core of
traditional Roman Catholicism though there has been no contact with Rone for
mllennia. Celibacy is |long gone, as are many other beliefs and attitudes held
by the ancient churches. A related sect, though nuch
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corrupted and debased, is the state religion of the east coast kingdons and
states, such as D al wah.

Kaw. A beast of burden used south of the Inland Sea, both for agriculture and
for raising, as is the Korean ox of today. A |large bovine, probably an al npst
unal tered nmenber of some ancient stock of donmestic cattle.

Kill man; A highly trained warrior of the Metz Republic, who has taken

i ntensive training, much of it psychological, in warfare and the use of al
known weapons. Killmen are officers of the Frontier Guard automatically, but
al so rangers of the forest and special agents of the Abbey hierarchy. Hero is
unusual , though not exceptional, in also being a priest and exorcist. This
conbi nati on of talents is highly approved but rare.

Lanti k Sea, the: The Atlantic Ccean, though with nuch-altered western
shoreline. No records exist of any trans-Atlantic contacts for over three

t housand years.

Leenute: A word neaning an ani nmal, or other non-human creature of “human
intelligence, which serves the Unclean. Gorm the bear, would never be
described as a Leenute, nor would the Dam People. The word is a corruption of
the phrase "lethal nutation,” neaning an ani mal whi ch cannot survive to
replicate under natural conditions, but its nmeaning is now altered to nean
"inimcal to normal humanity," and even normal life of all kinds. New
varieties (such as the frog creatures Hiero found) are continually appearing
as discoveries spread. Not all such new finds are | eenutes, however.

Lowan: A species of incredibly large, flightless water bird, fish eaters and
di vers, which are found in renpte areas of the Inland Sea. Though very shy,
Lowan have few enem es, since an aduli can reach eighty feet in length, with
wei ght in proportion. They are unconmon, and thought by many to be a | egend.
Luci noge: An Abbey drug, used to enhance the spiritual powers of its adepts
and priests, especially when they are seeking mnd contact. Al so a rel axant
and, in small anount, sleep-inducing.
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Manoon (the Dead Isle): Arocky island in the north-central Inland Sea, the

pl ace of Hiero's captivity. One of the main headquarters of the Dark

Brot herhood's Blue Circle.

Man-rats: G ant, man-sized rodents of high intelligence, a ferocious type of
Leenute, much used as warriors by the Unclean. Probably nutated Rattus

norvegi cus, which they resenble in all but brains and bul k.

Metz: The domi nant race of Kanda. A corruption of the ancient word Metis, a
termused for a racial stock of mixed Caucasian and Anmerindi an strains. The
Spani sh word mestizo has the sane root and neans the sane thing. The Metz
survived The Death in an undue proportion to other races, mainly due to rura

i solation and the fact that they existed in snmall, sonewhat isolated groups in
nore renote areas. Atonmi c and bacteriol ogical blights thus slewrelatively
few. The Gtwah League Metz tend to be lighter in color, due to nore Caucasian
genes.

Morse: The basic riding and pl ow ani mal (though only scrub stock is used for
the latter) of the Metz Republic, which first bred them and, to a | esser



degree, the Gtwah League. A very large and intelligent variety of the
present - day noose, the |argest nmenber of the deer famly. (Mose have been
tamed for riding and carriage pulling in nbdem Scandi navi a, though not often.)
Neeyana: The largest port in the southeastern area of the Inland Sea. Though
legitimate trade passes through it, the Unclean actually rule, through a

nmer chants' council dom nated by their appointees. In fact, the main
headquarters of the Yellow Circle of the Dark Brotherhood is buried under the
town. No one untouched by evil lingers in Neeyana. (Possibly a corruption of
"I ndi ana. ")

O wah League: The eastern sister state of the Metz Republic. The League, which
takes its nane fromancient QGttawa, is smaller than the Republic, from which
it is separated by a vast expanse of wild | and and Taig, through which run few
roads. But close contact is maintained as well as possible, and the
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Abbeys are a unified structure in both, serving the League governnent in the
same capacity as in the Republic.

Pal ood, the: Geatest of all the northern narshes, the Pal ood stretches for
hundreds of miles along the northern edge of the Inland Sea. It is avoided
even by the Uncl ean, and many strange forms of life not found el sewhere exi st
inits trackless fastnesses. Terrible fevers often wack those who venture in,
and its boundaries are largely uncharted.

Per: Corruption of "father." Title of respect for a priest of the Kandan

Uni versal Church

Poros: Monstrous, four-tusked herbivore of the great southern forest, perhaps
twenty feet tall at the shoulder. Its ancestry is unknown.

Snakeheads: G ant, ommivorous reptiles, found in small herds in the depths of
the southern forests. Prinmarily eaters of soft herbage and fruit, they wll

al so devour carrion and anything el se sl ow enough to be caught. Sonething very
i ke a bipedal dinosaur, though bred fromsonme snaller reptile of the
pre-Death days.

Snapper: Seemingly the living snapping turtle, grown to the size of a snall
car. A universal pest of any |large body of water, being ferocious and al nost

i nvul ner abl e.

Tai g, the; The great coniferous forest of Kanda, not too unlike that of today,
but contai ning many nore deci duous trees and even a few palns. The trees run

| arger on the average than those of today, though nowhere near the size of
those in the far South.

Uncl ean, the: A general term neaning the Dark Brotherhood and all its servants
and allies, as well as other life fornms which seek, through intelligent
direction, to destroy normal humanity and to subvert natural |aw for evil

pur poses.

Were-bears: Alittle-known variety of Leenute. Not truly bears at all, but a
sort of grisly, night-prowing nonsters, short-furred
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and possessed of strange mental powers by which they lure victins to their
doom The things have been glinpsed only once or tw ce. Though of the Uncl ean
they seemto be allies rather than servants. Their origin is unknown.
Fortunately, they seemrare.
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