
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   One and Many
 
    
 
   The commanders ahead had believed his words and trusted his honor. In doing so, they had taken a terrible risk. The men who followed them now put their lives on the line. They had chosen to stand for what was theirs, and they had aligned themselves with him. They stood and died to help their own escape to his side.
 
   Now they were his own, and he would not let them stand alone.
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   Preface
 
    
 
   This work is dedicated to all who live by their own free minds, hearts, and conscience.
 
    
 
   Writing it was an intensely personal creative process, with a great many of my ideas, feelings and reflections on life woven into it, underneath the surface of the story. That said, it is not an allegory or a commentary on modern politics, religion, or events. I've tried to create a world with its own history, cultures, beliefs and ideas. I hope it is one you enjoy exploring.
 
   It is also a story written by and for adults with an adult view of life. It contains explicit violence and sex. If these are not to your taste, feel free to pass it by. The Storm's Own Son is the first volume in the Storm and Fire trilogy, which itself is written as a single whole. For that reason, though this volume tells a complete story arc, it does not tell the complete story.
 
    
 
   The best to you,
 
    
 
   Anthony Gillis
 
   June 9, 2014
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   1. Hand of the Prophet
 
    
 
   Talaos knew what sat before him on the vacant-eyed horse. They had been mentioned many times in the books of the Prophet. He looked upon one of the Twelve Hands, the personal messengers of the Living Prophet himself. They were said to have given up almost all individuality, and to be in direct communion with their master.
 
   They had great power, but were still mortal men. When each died, he was replaced, so that there were always twelve.
 
   The Hand continued to ride forward, past the no-man's land in front of the enemy army, through the ranks of the enemy delegation, and straight toward Talaos.
 
   Talaos watched his true enemy approach. He restrained the impulse to leap to the attack.
 
   Without pause or attention to those around him, the Hand reached Maxano's position in front of Talaos, and the general was forced to step his horse to the side. The Hand then stopped and surveyed Talaos from behind his eyeless mask.
 
   For his part, Talaos ignored the Hand, and shouted to the enemy commanders before him.
 
   "Generals and warlords, this thing in the golden mask is your enemy! Here in Hunyos we are playing at war for land, treaties and concessions. The Prophet plays both sides, and for far larger goals! Wars like ours were once fought in the Eastlands. Now, all the opposing sides are gone, and the Prophet rules everywhere. And now he is here!”
 
   Some at least listened, thought Talaos; others cowered or held aloof, and many looked at him with hatred.
 
   The Hand spoke, and again the eloquent voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once. "Ask this one, then--where are the Prophet's armies? All mankind, regardless where they dwell, are of the same people. Believers in the faith serve those of their homes, and they honor their oaths. Even desiring peace, they serve. They were found even in the army that this one claims as his, until he betrayed them. What does he serve, but himself?" 
 
   Talaos answered, "The Prophet needs no armies when he raises them here! In Avrosa, believers in his faith betrayed their city and their own people. They violated the ancient laws! They burned innocent people alive on pyres! They handed control of their army and their city over to the rule of the Prophet. What do I serve? At risk of my own life, I put a stop to it all!"
 
   The Hand of the Prophet made no reply. Instead, he rode slowly and silently closer.
 
   "Men of Hunyos," roared Talaos, "the sides in this war are not what you have thought! They are us, all of us on the one, and on the other, the Living Prophet."
 
   Hostile words came his way from several of the commanders and others in the delegation. Gavro, however, gave him a long and appraising look. Maxano glanced around him with a hint of dismay, as the discipline of his officers unraveled before his eyes.
 
   Meanwhile, the Hand stopped and surveyed Talaos in silence. At last he spoke. His voice became closer, focused in tones of command, and clearly directed at Talaos. Power shimmered in the air with the words, "You are both man and spirit. It is a very great curse upon your soul. Lay down your arms, dismount your horse, and step forward to seek forgiveness."
 
   Talaos laughed.
 
   The wind picked up, and overhead, the clouds grew darker.
 
   The Hand, who thus far in his physical motions had hardly seemed to acknowledge the world around him, tilted his masked face slightly up at the sky. Then he turned again to Talaos, unseen eyes aimed directly at his own.
 
   Talaos felt a malevolent will, something like what he'd felt from the copper eyes in the House of the Prophet. Not so completely inhuman, but far more powerful. For a moment, he thought of twelve sets of eyes upon him rather than one. Twelve sets of eyes, twelve minds, as one, hostile. Then, he thought he felt something new from those twelve minds. Comprehension.
 
   The Hand suddenly wheeled his horse and rode hard back to the enemy camp.
 
   Talaos felt the urge to chase after, to leap at the enemy with blades flashing. He wanted to strike down the Hand with lightning. Wished that like his ancestor the Storm Lord, he could wield it directly with his own hands.
 
   A peal of thunder rolled in the darkening sky.
 
   He felt the power rising in him, and the fury.
 
   There was the enemy before him, riding away, escaping.
 
   But, he had come under a token of truce. He had given his word and pledged his honor.
 
   Maxano, and the commanders around him, looked at him with startled expressions. 
 
   "Your eyes…" said the senior enemy commander, voice trailing off.
 
   Those he thought to be supporters of the Prophet stood back, some calm, some putting hands to weapons, others cowering, with mingled fear and hate in their eyes. The other emissary of the Prophet still stood quietly by, placid in his robes and bare feet.
 
   Talaos spoke again, and his voice rose loud as thunder, "Men of Hunyos! Before you is a choice! Stand for your homes, your kin, your honor, and all else that is yours, or throw them all away and become slaves to things that no longer even have souls to call their own!
 
   "I, Talaos, have made my choice! All who reject the Prophet are my friends, and welcome in Avrosa. Together we can end this false war and drive out the true enemy!"
 
   With that, Talaos wheeled his own horse and rode back for Avrosa.
 
   As he went, he could see the refugees in their thousands, walking with burdens of goods and songs of the faith of the Prophet, on their way to the enemy camp. Among them there were the captured Easterners and a few former soldiers of the allied army. Most ignored him, wrapped in their songs, but some made signs as if to ward off evil, or glared his way.
 
   It was done, Talaos thought as he rode. Just as the Prophet had thrown events into motion, so had he. Now to see the consequences.  As he approached his delegation, he could see their expressions, varyingly curious or apprehensive. Another thought came to him. If the Hand of the Prophet were going to strike at him, it would likely come today or tonight.
 
   It was his task, thought Talaos, to ensure others were safely out of the way when it came.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Darkness was falling, and the fires of the enemy army formed a great half circle around Avrosa. The sky brooded black with looming clouds. At the rampart of the keep, Talaos considered the events before him. The enemy had spent the day assembling siege equipment, building mantlets and digging trenches of their own, outside those that now formed outer defenses for Avrosa. They had not attempted to come within artillery range.
 
   In the early afternoon, a body of about three hundred troops had made its way down from the hills to the west and joined the invaders. Talaos thought it likely they were from Ipesca.
 
   He'd had time to observe the enemy camp, and saw there a distinct area that looked to be under the control of emissaries of the Prophet. It had a very large, tan and white tent which might be a House of the Prophet, a green one of nearly equal size with stretchers and other things connected with healing around it, and a smaller, white, circular tent. The smaller tent sat at the center of three symmetrically overlapping circles inscribed in the ground like sparring rings, but much deeper cut. Surrounding and joining them all was a larger circle.
 
   Talaos thought it likely that the tent was for the use of the Hand, though his readings had suggested they did not actually sleep. Even so, he'd seen no direct sign of the Hand since he'd returned to Avrosa.  He suspected he might see such now.
 
   Vulkas, standing nearby with his war mattock resting at his side, spoke in skeptical tones, "You sure you want to do this? Eight is better than one."
 
   "You'll keep your distance. Whatever comes will be coming for me. The fewer people around to get hurt along the way, the better. I've already made a risky gamble that they'd wait until night."
 
   "You know we'll be around where we can see things," replied Vulkas.
 
   "I know. You can decide for yourselves once we see, if we see, what it actually is. Men or monsters you can fight. If it is magic or something else, I don't want anyone else in the way."
 
   Vulkas nodded. The other Madmen gathered round, and Talaos gripped their forearms in the military handshake. Then he made his way to the old tower. It was the one place, he thought, where he might be remote enough from others to for them to be safe, yet able to see what was coming. He'd given orders for all others to stay clear of it.
 
   Soldiers crowded the walls. He greeted them on his way, and gave orders to officers as needed.  Ahead was the causeway from the wall to the old tower. Nearer was Liriel in a dark, wine-colored dress, looking out over a parapet. She had silver rings in her ears and on her wrists, her eyes had heavy rims of kohl, and her lips were painted a somber black. She turned as if expecting him, and walked his way. 
 
   "Talaos," she said, "I do know some things about magic and its uses. I could help…"
 
   He smiled, and ran his hand through her long spiraling hair. He felt its soft touch, like caressing shadows around his hand. She drew close.
 
   "That may be," he answered, "but you will not be atop that tower with me."
 
   "As you wish," she replied. Then she looked up at him with tears forming quietly in the corners of her dark eyes.
 
   He pulled her close, tight in his arms, and kissed her. She calmed. He put a hand under her chin and smiled. She attempted a smile of her own. Then he let her go and went on.
 
   Talaos reached the causeway. As per his orders, there were no guards at the door of the tower itself. If something or someone came for him, he would welcome and face them. He entered the tower and climbed the steps, passing levels empty of soldiers. He reached the room of observatory equipment, cleaned up by his orders, though still not in use. He took a look at the carving of the Storm Lord, who he now accepted as his forefather, and his thoughts reached across two thousand years with a sense of common purpose. Then he ascended to the top, and from there to the small watchtower.
 
   At the very top, he could see before him a panorama of red and black. Thousands of enemy camp fires burned amid the darkened plains. Torches lit the city wall, and stars the black sky.  Behind him, the lights of the city twinkled in white and yellow, and then uttermost blackness of sea and sky beyond. All around, the wind, which had quieted during midday, rose again.
 
   He threw back his cloak. His city and his own: he stood ready to defend them with his life.
 
   By his power and fury, he would defend them.
 
   Both rose in him now, slowly, like thunder rolling across a vast empty landscape.
 
   Distant thunder rolled over the unseen mountains.
 
   Time passed, and the night grew darker. Down in the vast enemy camp, campfires burned low. He watched the area where the Prophet's believers were centered. He was not surprised that the refugees had gathered there. The large tents were brightly lit. A vast crowd surrounded the one he thought to be the House of the Prophet, and many people were coming and going. 
 
   A song rose from the Prophet's camp. He listened. It had two interwoven themes, each sung by separate choruses. One, in Imperial, was being sung by a great mass of people outside the House of the Prophet, and it had words of justice for evildoers.
 
   The other, smaller and more coordinated, came from inside the House itself. It was in the Eastern speech used by the Prophet's followers. He could understand a little now— there had been copies of the history and the book of laws in the Prophet's speech written apparently for instruction, in both the original and transliterated Imperial script.
 
   Talaos looked to the smaller tent where he thought the Hand might be. There was a faint greenish light within. Then, in the overlapping circles around the tent, another verdant light appeared.  It seemed to well up from the bottom of the deep-carved trenches, growing fainter near the surface.
 
   The round tent suddenly unfolded from inside, in three neat pieces. Each was held via a long staff by a priest in robes and a white cap. They wrapped themselves in the sections of the tent like cloaks, or even more so, like shrouds, and then kneeled facing inward. They placed their staffs on the ground before them, touching to form a triangle. In the center stood the Hand of the Prophet with arms crossed at his chest, hands open and palms facing in. He directly faced Talaos, and from head to foot radiated flickering green fire.
 
   Talaos readied himself.
 
   Thunder rolled more closely now, booming over the hills, and lightning played on the peaks.
 
   Time passed, brooding and unsettled.
 
   Lights grew fewer and dimmer in the enemy camp, and the soldiers dwindled on the walls of Avrosa. However, around the House of the Prophet, the crowd had grown vast.
 
   The songs grew stronger, more coordinated. The singers of the second theme were now in perfect unison, as if singing with a single voice, slow and rhythmic. It was almost soothing, calming in its methodical, powerful cadence. The light in the depths of the circles of power around the Hand grew brighter.  Talaos thought, though it was hard to tell at such distance, that wisps of green-lit mist curled up from it.
 
   He would see what they had for him, and they would see what he had in return.
 
   He'd pieced more together from his readings, more about the power of the Prophet and its sources. It drew on, fed on, and consumed life, whether willingly through collective effort and sacrifice, or unwillingly through life-draining sorcery and the burnings on the pyres. Green was considered the color of life in the Prophet's belief system, but not necessarily life given.
 
   As expressed through his writings, the Prophet saw no contradiction between his sources of power, and his ultimate goal of collective godhood for mankind through the annihilation of the self. Talaos agreed, though he made very different judgments about it.
 
   The singing continued, on and on.
 
   Before him was death, a power preying on life and founded on the death of the self.
 
   His own will to life rose to challenge it.
 
   Lightning cracked in the sky over the plains, and thunder boomed.
 
   Mist rose, green and luminous, from the circle around the Hand.  It rose in a column, silent and swirling. The three priests in shrouds lowered their heads in unison.
 
   Talaos thought he saw activity in the rest of the enemy camp. Men scrambled and no doubt boggled at the sight in their midst.  He could certainly see gaping among the defenders on the walls. Kurvan was commander of the watch tonight, and he could hear the warlord bellowing at men to keep in order. 
 
   The column of luminous green mist rose, higher and brighter from the circle of the Hand. As it rose, Talaos could see that it was forming three separate intertwined columns, each centered on one of the kneeling, prostrate priests. Thought it was hard to see at this distance, it looked as if those priests were slowly withering in their shrouds, their bodies thinning and sinking to the ground.
 
   He gathered his own life and power to challenge what he faced. One against three. One, himself, a single life, mind, will, and power against the collective power of his enemies. Power surged through him, radiating from within and crackling faintly along his skin. The wind grew stronger. Torches and campfires sputtered. Lightning now cracked high above over the enemy camp.
 
   The three columns grew and began to twist, to turn his way. They now seemed to be made of many moving shapes; hands, eyes, and mouths, forming and vanishing. They spiraled slowly around one another, roiling and changing. They snaked and twisted their way forward, nearly a hundred and fifty feet above the enemy camp, coming ever closer.  They passed the camp and reached the outer defenses.
 
   On the walls, men watched. Some stood ready, others backed away with fear.
 
   Talaos had given them their orders, and they were not to hinder whatever came his way.
 
   Around himself, Talaos sensed something else. Something new. On the circular battlement of the main tower, he could see faint shapes, outlines of black in the blackness. They seemed to balance or float on the very battlement itself. He'd seen shapes like them before, at the circle of standing stones.
 
   Spirits.
 
   The three lines of green mist were twisting and snaking their way across the outer defenses, and nearing the walls. Men cleared away from the place where they looked likely to cross. Elsewhere, soldiers were gathering. Many must have risen from sleep. There was tremendous noise in the enemy camp, and torches were being lit.
 
   Talaos called to the storm.
 
   Lightning cracked over the city, and great peals of thunder boomed.
 
   Power crackled in Talaos's hands and around his head, blue-white in the darkness.
 
   A faint, light rain began to fall. The spirits began to move in the ring below Talaos. Shadows and outlines in black. They moved. They twisted, as if dancing, and began to circle. The shapes were varied. Some looked like men and women of ancient times, others like beasts, others yet were of beings he'd never seen, but all had clear forms, each their own.
 
   The snakes of mist passed over the walls, they neared the tower. They twisted and coiled. Shapes, faces, hands and arms appeared and disappeared, yet seemed to coordinate with collective purpose. Even over the wind, Talaos could still hear the songs from the camp. The movement and changes in the snakes were in time with the songs. 
 
   Down below, at the plaza at the base of the tower, there were sounds as of struggle, of fighting. From his place high overhead, he couldn't see what was happening, nor did he have time to find out.
 
   The serpents, twisting around one another, reached the battlement. The spirits danced in their circle. The serpents made to pass, then suddenly recoiled. Talaos put forth his will and called to the lightning. A great bolt struck down from the sky at the serpents with a crash of thunder that shook the stones. The luminous green mist parted and swirled outward, then coalesced again
 
   Green faces of mist sang silently amid the serpent-like lines, in time with the voices far away. The faces were blank, identical, neither young nor old, neither male nor female. The three lines coiled back, then smote, sharp and fast as a serpent's strike, against the ring of dancing spirits. Then a spectral battle began, as mist entangled and attacked the spirits. Black shapes wielded ghostly weapons or shadowed fangs to strike at the mists.  Here and there, spirits flickered away into nothingness.
 
   Talaos raged with fury.
 
   Living or ghosts, men or spirits, he would protect his own.
 
   If the storm above could not do what he required, he would.
 
   For he was himself the storm.
 
   He gathered power in his hands, lines and arcs of brilliant light radiating far out into the darkness and flickering against the stones of the watchtower.
 
   Below, more spirits were rising to the battlements, as others perished in the mist.
 
   Talaos roared, voice louder than the thunder, and cast his right hand outward.
 
   Power like lightning shot in a great crackling line from his outstretched hand to the nearest of the three lines of mist. It withered. A hundred feet or more of it simply vanished. The other two recoiled as far back as it had vanished. Then, together, the three lines snaked forward again. The storm raged all around now, and the wind howled. Rain began to pour from the sky.
 
   Again the serpents of mist attacked. Faces upon them sang as they struck. They reached the circle of dancing spirits, and the ghostly war began anew. Faint outlines of ancient weapons, shadowy hands, and black-lit claws struggled with tendrils of mist like grasping hands.
 
   Then, down on the top floor of the main tower below, living men appeared with very real weapons. Thirty or more of them poured up the ramp. They did not seem to see the spirits.
 
   "There's the abomination!" one shouted, pointing up at Talaos.
 
   "Demon!" roared another.
 
   Talaos cast his hands forth again. Lightning hurled from both of them, arcing between himself and the serpents of mist. He poured forth his fury. One snake flickered back, far back, across the plain. Then another. Talaos did not stop, did not relent. Lightning streamed on and on.
 
   The men below raced to base of the watchtower and began to climb the outer stairs.
 
   Two lines of lightning tore into the third serpent. It vanished entirely.
 
   The first enemy reached the top of the tower.
 
   Talaos turned with rage and blasted his foe with lightning from his hand. The man screamed, briefly, as he flew backwards into the sky, then his charred corpse fell to earth.
 
   Below, the other foes began screaming as well.
 
   Talaos looked down. The spirits had paused their dancing and found the men.
 
   Some of the invaders fell to the floor shrieking in maddened terror. Others halted in their tracks, as if their hearts had stopped, and fell over dead. Some slew themselves. A few suddenly changed expressions, with black-misted eyes, and turned to slay their fellows.
 
   However, Talaos still had his own battle to fight. Far away, the singing went on. He could see the remaining mist serpents reforming and crossing the plain. He stretched hands once more, aimed at them. Lightning, his lightning, arced far across the plain. It struck them, and they vanished completely. He then tried to strike the Hand of the Prophet, but the distance was too great. He felt something as well, the cost of the power he was wielding. The first hint of weariness grew within him.
 
   Below him on the tower, the screaming stopped.  The spirits, still growing in numbers, began to dance again, circling around the battlement.
 
   Talaos paused. He watched them. He listened. He heard and felt the rhythm of the dancing spirits. It was very different from that of the Prophet's singers. It was wild and only barely coordinated. Each dancer moved as they wished, in accordance with their own nature. Each was free, and each their own.
 
   His rage calmed, and Talaos felt instead the free, wild exultation of life. His life, the strange life of the spirits, the lives of his people in the city. Each life, mind, body and soul, each their own. Cooperating as they wished or needed, but ever separate. Free.
 
   He laughed with joy amid the thunder, rain and wind.
 
   Primal joy, fey and free, welled throughout him.
 
   Weariness vanished.
 
   He laughed with the very joy of creation as the spirits danced.
 
   But out there on the plain was death made manifest, idealized and perfected.
 
   Impersonal, void, collective, lifeless, tamed and joyless. Oblivion raised to an ideal.
 
   It sought to put an end to all argument, but he would give it one anyway.
 
   He laughed again, but now with another joy, the wild joy of destruction.
 
   From the untamed sky above, he called the lightning.
 
   Lightning came.
 
   A mighty bolt from the sky struck the great tent, the House of the Prophet. There was a green flash. Then another bolt and another answering flash. Then more. Again and again he called the lightning, hand in motion and voice roaring with life.
 
   Wind howled and raged against the Prophet's tents.
 
   The great crowd of singers outside began to falter, some fled.
 
   There was tumult in the enemy camp. Fires went out in the rain.
 
   Lightning, again and again. The Hand glanced briefly at the House of the Prophet. There were answering, chanted voices within, and the singing changed. The green light around the House grew stronger, far stronger. As the Hand turned back, he uncrossed his right arm, aimed it toward Talaos, and a brilliant emerald flame burst around his outstretched, white-gloved hand.
 
   Talaos laughed, a roaring, echoing laugh like thunder in a whirlwind, and far louder than the storm. Across the city, people stopped at the sound.
 
   A great bolt, his bolt, brighter than any he'd ever seen, illuminated the sky and struck the Hand of the Prophet. The earth shook. The green light of the circle went out. Smoke rose from a blackened pit where the Hand and the withered priests had been.
 
   The singing stopped. Wailing screams rose from the House of the Prophet, screams in perfect unison that faded away into eerily harmonious lamentation.
 
   The spirits danced on.
 
   Talaos laughed and shouted with the joy of them, on and on, then at last he calmed.
 
   He stood tall atop the watchtower with his cloak blowing in the wind, raised his open right hand to the spirits in solemn greeting, then brought it to his heart. The spirits seemed to slow in their dance, and bowed, but they did not stop. They circled wider, spiraling outward, slowing further, and then faded into the night.
 
   The storm began to calm.  The lightning ceased and the wind slowed. Only the rain, steady rather than driving, remained.
 
   Out in the enemy camp, however, noise and tumult continued
 
   On the walls and in the city, his men looked up at him, or out at the destruction among the Prophet's tents. They had the look of men who'd just won a battle, yet mingled with awe or fear. Talaos could hear other noises, the shouting of his Madmen, coming up the stairs below.
 
   Then exhaustion caught him at last, and he slumped against the parapet of the watchtower. He grinned a weary but happy grin, and waited in the rain and dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   2. Choices
 
    
 
   "Talaos, you all right?" shouted Vulkas from the base of the watchtower.
 
   In answer, Talaos leapt over the parapet and landed lightly on the floor twenty feet below.  The Madmen reacted by first moving to defensive positions, then grinned as he landed.
 
   Larogwan stepped forward, clapped him on the shoulder, and laughed, "So, do you think you might be done arguing against being called the Storm Lord?"
 
   Talaos nodded and grinned, then replied, "Thirty men got up here to kill me, and it sounded like there was commotion below. What happened?"
 
   "It seems that a hundred or so followers of the Prophet decided not to leave after all," answered Larogwan, "about sixty of them were from our army. Those thirty were the ones that got through."
 
   "Well and madly done," said Talaos.
 
   The Madmen grinned, save for Epos hidden in his helm. Kyrax made his way in the dark toward the battlement. 
 
   Vulkas looked around at the bodies. "I saw that one you sent flying off the tower, but this lot died in all sorts of ways, and none of them look like lightning."
 
   Talaos took on a more solemn expression. "Spirits were here. They circled the battlement and helped me fight those snakes of mist. When these men arrived, the spirits weren't pleased."
 
   Vulkas nodded. Imvan grew pale. Firio looked around nervously. Epos made no sign of his thoughts.
 
   "Well then, glad they could make themselves useful after all," said Larogwan.
 
   Halmir, however, took on an expression of solemn wonder, and turned in a circle surveying around him. He raised his axe, brought it to his chest, and then spoke, "Honor upon them, and gratitude to them." With that, he began to speak quiet words in his own language.
 
   From the battlement, Kyrax shouted, "By all the bloody hells! Come look at this!"
 
   They went to join him.  Talaos could see soldiers out on the darkened plain, leaving the enemy camp and making their way by torchlight toward Avrosa. Some were in straggling lines, others in ordered companies. Among them were many makeshift tokens of truce. At the camp itself, there were signs and sounds of fighting.
 
   Talaos looked for Kurvan, and saw him atop the keep with Aro, Megaras, and Adriko nearby. They looked to be in close discussion. Aro motioned to a messenger, who sped away. Talaos could guess where the messenger was bound.
 
   He leaned over the battlement and shouted in a thundering voice, "Form up troops in the plaza, then open the gates! Admit any who will swear oath to fight against the Prophet!"
 
   The officers below looked up at him in momentary confusion.
 
   "I command it!" he boomed, carrying over the wind.
 
   They saluted and sprang into action. Faintly under the wind, he could hear their shouts, "We obey!"
 
   Then he turned to the Madmen, "Follow me to the gates. There will be much to do."
 
   Together they descended the many flights of steps. At the ground level, several down from the wall causeway, was a high-ceilinged chamber with pillars, banners, and old trophies of war on pedestals.  There were stairs down as well, separate from the main stairwell. Though Talaos had heard there were little-used storerooms below, he'd never been there. However, he now had a strange feeling. Something was amiss. He could feel presences. Spirits. Though they had returned to their usual invisibility, he could feel them, and something else. He turned and made for the stairs down.
 
   "Talaos?" said Larogwan.
 
   "Follow me," he replied.
 
   They descended the granite steps in the open stairwell.  The stairs spiraled around and down through a tunnel of huge blocks cut from the same stone as the scene of the Storm Lord. Further down, it opened again to a lofty, dome-vaulted chamber full of dusty trophy armor, old statuary, and the tattered, bloodstained banners of enemy cities.
 
   Still, the strange feeling drove him on.
 
   The stairs followed the curve of the wall around to a landing made of a single large block of stone. The rest of the floor was of old mosaics. The lower half of the walls were cut from solid bedrock. A torch in a sconce next to the base of the stairs illuminated the place, and another burned at exactly the opposite point.  There was a wooden trap door below, closed.
 
   Talaos went straight for the trap door.  Firio skittered past to take a look. He knelt down and examined it with an expert eye.
 
   "This was locked," Firio said, "but not now. Someone used something to burn through the bolt instead of picking it. Want me to open it?"
 
   "No," replied Talaos, who then walked forward, knelt down, and pulled the inset bronze handle. It opened with some slight resistance from rarely-used hinges.
 
   Faint light shone below, a mingled light as from many sources. Talaos descended steps cut from the bedrock. He passed another short tunnel, after which the steps opened to a circular room with walls carved in scenes of ancient Avrosa. Against the walls sat numerous dusty chests piled among other odds and ends, and six iron doors recessed in niches.
 
   Shadows, faint and flickering, circled along the walls.
 
   In the middle of the bare stone floor, however, an elaborate circle of glyphs and runes looked fresh-drawn in chalk, and at the intersection of each set of lines within the circle burned a candle. In the very center of the circle, Liriel lay slumped over with folded legs, as if she had been sitting cross-legged, but then fell into sleep. Beside her sat a full chalice and a bloody dagger. She was very pale.
 
   Talaos leapt from the side of the stairs and raced across the floor toward the center. As he did so, the shadows fled before him. He crossed the circle, and instead of his feet merely smearing chalk, waves like wind radiated from him. They blew out nearby candles and entirely cleared the floor in his path.
 
   The shadows vanished.
 
   He reached the center and took Liriel in his arms. She felt cool to the touch. He could see that she had a sharp cut along her forearm, covered with dried blood. The chalice smelled of blood as well. He held her close and tilted her head back, then felt her neck and chest. She breathed.  He kissed her, and her eyes opened.
 
   "Talaos…" she whispered.
 
   "I'm here."
 
   "Is it done?" she asked, voice faint.
 
   "I have destroyed what was sent, and the sender," he replied, "though I might well have died, if not for help from your spirits."
 
   "Not my spirits…" she answered weakly. "They had to choose for themselves… I just….. made a beacon for them to see."
 
   "Thank you. How I thank you. But don't ever do something like this again."
 
   "Is that a command?" she whispered, smiling.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I obey," she said with quiet earnestness.
 
   Talaos then added, "We're going to the physician Demistas."
 
   "Demistas?" Liriel whispered, falling asleep again. "Yes, that ought to do…"
 
   Talaos held her close, kissed her, and then lifted her up as if weightless. 
 
   There was no time whatsoever to deal with it now, but he made note in his mind to talk to the Avrosans about inventorying the many things down here.
 
   "Meet me at the plaza by the gates," he said to the Madmen.
 
   With the others, he sped up the stairs. They soon reached the ground level, and then the corpse-strewn plaza outside. From there, Talaos ran at a full sprint toward The Waverider with her in his arms. People stared in astonishment at the pace he kept. Some greeted or saluted him, and a few, to his surprise, bowed. At the speed he maintained, it took little time. He reached the place. A pair of startled Avrosan guards opened the doors, and he raced in smooth soaring leaps up the steps.
 
   "Demistas!" he roared.
 
   The physician emerged from the infirmary, and followed Talaos as he carried Liriel to his room. Even as they went, Talaos told him the story. The man's face took on a cool, professional expression as he examined her.
 
   "With enough rest, she'll be all right," he said, "though I have a few things to help."
 
   "Thank you," Talaos replied. Then he kissed Liriel's forehead, and held her hand.
 
   She stirred and made a faint smile.
 
   Talaos then raced back downstairs, out the door, and across the city toward the gates. Even at a distance, he could hear voices and activity. After a short journey through the streets, he found the Madmen. They reached the plaza, where ten companies of allied and Avrosan troops formed a wide cordon around a growing, milling mass of troops in uniforms of cities from the other army. 
 
   At the gate itself, Talaos could see Kurvan and Aro on horseback with another company of troops, acting as gatekeepers to a much larger body of soldiers outside. They were allowing them to enter in ones and twos as shouted oaths were sworn.
 
   Further into the city, past the ordered companies of troops in the cordon was a small, but growing crowd of unorganized allied troops and Avrosan civilians. Someone saw Talaos.
 
   "The Storm Lord!" the man shouted.
 
   Then a chorus of cheers erupted, using that name. Soldiers saluted and civilians hailed as he passed. The troops in the cordon, those nearby, made way for him with arms in salute. Beyond them were the milling soldiers that had only shortly before been enemies.
 
   Talaos shouted to them, voice above the wind and rain, "Welcome, friends and brothers!"
 
   There were stunned expressions, then shouts of recognition.  The closest men hailed him, and raised arms in salute. Behind them, others followed, and then more.  In moments, the entire mass of them, several hundred men, were turned his way with arms across their chests in salute.
 
   They made way before him, clearing a path as he walked to where his commanders sat on horseback. With them, Talaos could now see, was his former enemy General Ilirio. He strode up to them. The officers, Ilirio included, saluted him. He returned it.
 
   He nodded to his commanders, and then addressed Ilirio. "How many more might come? And what other commanders are with you?"
 
   Ilirio replied, "Thousands more, possibly as much as a third of the army. Maxano of Kyras, Gavro of Imperi, and Hadrastus of the League of Five are in command. There were others, but they are dead. One was murdered by some of his own men. The three I named fight with a rearguard, covering the way for the rest, and sent me to be sure you were good for your word."
 
   "You can see and judge my word, general," replied Talaos. "Now I go to help Maxano."
 
   To the Madmen he said, "Help the commanders here keep order."
 
   He turned to his commanders and the soldiers around them, "All of you will stay here. We won't risk things turning on us. Add more officers to accept oaths. I'll need a horse."
 
   "I just so happen to have one," said a familiar voice. Talaos turned to see Adriko riding up on his brown horse, with Talaos's black horse, Honor, fully equipped at his side.
 
   Talaos shook his head.
 
   "It's strangely as if I know you," added Adriko. "Also note the full quiver of javelins."
 
   Talaos stepped forward, shook Adriko's hand, and leapt astride Honor. 
 
   He rode out the gate. All around a great press of soldiers waited to get in. He raised his right hand in greeting, and shouted in a voice carrying over all else, "Swear your oath at the gate, in the old way. Swear by the honor of your souls to fight against the Living Prophet, and you will be welcome as friends and brothers!"
 
   They hailed him and saluted as he passed through and into the wider scene beyond.
 
   In the corridor through the outer defenses, scattered lines and companies of soldiers made their way under token of truce. Further out, beyond the reach of the city's artillery, there was battle. A large body of mostly cavalry fought against a vast mixed force that closed on three sides. All across the plain, smaller bodies of troops moved to join those retreating toward Avrosa, but they were harassed by troops of enemy cavalry.
 
   The commanders ahead had believed his words and trusted his honor. In doing so, they had taken a terrible risk. The men who followed them now put their lives on the line. They had chosen to stand for what was theirs, and they had aligned themselves with him. They stood and died to help their own escape to his side.
 
   Now they were his own, and he would not let them stand alone.
 
   He rode on. He drew his long blade in his right hand, held high.
 
   Talaos focused his will and his power. He rode Honor into the face of the enemy.
 
   Power gathered in his sword. It arced, blue-white, from the blade.
 
   Soldiers parted, wide-eyed, at the sight of him. Ahead was the front line of battle. He could see Gavro shouting orders and wielding a spear from horseback. The general ran an enemy through, withdrew, wheeled his horse, and fended off another foe at spear point.
 
   Some distance away, Maxano directed squads of cavalry. He had a bandage on his arm. Further off, a giant of a man in bronze and gilt armor wielded twin long swords, laying waste to foes around him. He wore an unusual cylindrical helm with a conical top, crowned by a red horsehair plume. His cloak was blood red, and much blood splashed his armor.
 
   Advancing against them was another commander— a tall, thin general in blue-green cloak and gear, wearing an ornate chain shirt. Talaos recognized him as one of those who had smiled at the approach of the Hand of the Prophet. The enemy leader was drawing and hurling javelins even as he shouted commands, and with each throw, a soldier died.
 
   Gavro was closest of his new allies. Talaos hailed him, voice booming deep. "Gavro! I am here! Rally the others and retreat!"
 
   The latter turned his helmed face toward him, shook it in amazement, and then nodded. Talaos made for the enemy. He roared, and power crackled along his blade. Most horses would have panicked at the terror of it, but not this one, not Honor.
 
   The front ranks of the enemy here were light horsemen in a thin line, with heavy infantry behind. Talaos gripped his horse with his knees, let go the reins, and drew a javelin with his left hand. He focused his will on it, and it flared to life with blue-white energy. He hurled it. There was a crack in the air, and it struck the nearest foe like a thunderbolt. The enemy horsemen toppled with a blasted, burnt hole in his chest.
 
   Now he had their attention.
 
   He drew another javelin and did the same. Focus, flare, throw. Another horseman died, hurled backward from the saddle and dead before he hit the ground.
 
   The footmen behind were not braced for a charge. He crashed into them with his long blade scything. Electricity crackled and power trailed glowing behind the sword as it moved. A man fell, cleaved diagonally from neck to lower ribs, and fell in two pieces. Another foe advanced on his left side, raising blade against his horse. He leaned in the saddle and aimed a kick full in the man's face that sent him toppling backwards in a spray of blood.
 
   Talaos then wheeled and cleaved a foe's helm in half, and his head with it. Blue-white power sprayed outward from the wound along with the man's red blood. Then he wheeled again and drew another javelin his left hand. 
 
   Ahead of him was the enemy commander, the javelin-wielder. Talaos drew back, focused power on his own javelin, then hurled it. The commander raised his left hand, and there bound to it was a disc of copper. It flickered with green light. The enemy deflected the javelin in mid air as power flashed around the disc, and then hurled his own at Talaos with superhuman force.
 
   Talaos wheeled and dodged, but it made no difference. The javelin aimed true and struck him anyway. He roared in pain as it pierced his breastplate, then pulled it back out with a flash of power and cast it aside. He charged the general at full gallop. As he went, he considered that if not for his armor, that javelin would have run him through.
 
   To his right, another officer moved to block his path, equipped as one of high rank and probably a tribune. The man had a long sword and round shield with a blue lion on white. Talaos brought his long blade, arcing with his power, down on that shield, and with a flash it split in half. The sword cleaved into the foe's chest and he fell back, dead.
 
   The enemy commander made to draw another javelin. Faint green light flickered in his right hand. After the last, Talaos had no illusions of dodging it. Talaos focused his mind. He knew what he had to do. The distance was not far, but his horse would be too slow. A few times before the world had seemed to slow down around him in battle. He knew in fact it was he who sped up. It drained him, but he would have to do so now.  Unlike before, he would have to try to do so consciously.
 
   He focused his will, his intent, and his power. 
 
   The wind picked up again, and the rain grew stronger. 
 
   The commander drew back his arm. All around, the world became sluggish. Talaos rose to his feet in the stirrups. The commander threw, and the javelin soared across the plain.  Faster than anything on that plain but Talaos himself, it flew true and deadly. Talaos climbed to the back of his horse atop the saddle, drew his short blade to join the long, stood for a moment, and leapt.
 
   Talaos flew through the air at the oncoming javelin. He turned, whirling with his long blade arcing around and down. Power crackled around it as it went. He twisted and cut the javelin in half a moment before it could pierce him. The pieces flew apart with a slow radiance of green and tumbled harmlessly sideways against him.
 
   He flew at the enemy commander with both blades whirling. Green light flashed in answer, but his arc-lit blades cut through the shielding power. He scythed the enemy general from the saddle and sent him flying back from his horse in two pieces. Then Talaos whirled onward, leaping and spinning with his blades in motion. To the left, a slain foe, to the right, another. He sheared heads from shoulders and legs from bodies.
 
   Confusion and chaos spread all around, unfolding so very slowly.
 
   Talaos called to the sky, and lightning struck among the enemy troops on the plain.
 
   He moved down the line of enemies. They were slow, weak, confused, yet presumed to strike at him and his own. He cut them down as they tried. One, then two, then more in a line. Cutting them apart from his fleeing friends. They began to move a bit faster. This time he sensed the change as it approached. He withdrew back toward his waiting horse.
 
   An enemy horsemen wheeled, slowly, to block his way with leveled spear. He ran. He leapt. The horsemen sped up, step by step. Talaos flew behind his guard, short blade sweeping horizontally, and cut the man's head from his shoulders. Then he spun, landed, flipped, and vaulted into the saddle of his own horse.
 
   All around him, both friends and enemies were speeding up. Things had changed. The enemy reacted with fear and confusion. They pulled back, trying to form ranks. His new allies wheeled and spurred their horses away, galloping toward Avrosa.
 
   Far away, other enemy commanders were shouting amid the confusion, trying to organize their milling troops.  Talaos called lightning down to the ground between his friends and his foes. The enemy recoiled. 
 
   Then Talaos felt it. The beginning of exhaustion. The first hint of darkness.
 
   He wheeled and rode his horse at speed along the gap between the confused enemy and his fleeing allies. Power crackled in his hands and on his brow. Light shone in his eyes, and he roared in primal fury at the hundreds of men facing him.
 
   All today had faced choices. He chose to stand and protect those who fled.
 
   He howled to the sky, pointed his right hand and his sword toward a place in front of the enemy line. Lightning struck from above. Men flew, blasted in all directions.
 
   The darkness rose.
 
   The enemy at last rallied. Arrows came flying his way, and a moment after, javelins. He cut one apart in mid air. Another struck his leg. Soon, one would strike his horse.
 
   That wouldn't be right. The beast hadn't chosen. It obeyed, but it didn't understand.
 
   He looked behind him. Maxano, Gavro, and the bronze-armored giant he presumed was Hadrastus had the rearguard in good order and riding at speed. Thousands more were already far ahead, in the sheltering reach of the artillery, and on their way to Avrosa.
 
   In the sky, the storm directly above him was dense, roiling, and black, but toward the horizon in all directions, it had frayed, vanished, and stars sparkled in the sable sky.
 
   Javelins and arrows. He wheeled and dodged, keeping his horse out of harm.
 
   In wrath he called down another strike to his left. Thunder and flying corpses.
 
   Then another before him. Smoke and charred bodies.
 
   Then a last, to his right. Death and ruin.
 
   Black exhaustion loomed within him.
 
   The enemy near were in chaos, but behind and on either side, they were rallying in their thousands.
 
   He wheeled his horse and galloped away. The enemy followed, slowed by the confused mix of infantry and cavalry, of wounded and healthy at its front.  Yet still, they followed. Ahead of him, his allies were at the gates. There was a great press of men there, waiting to get in. The men he'd left in charge would now have a choice of their own. He trusted them to make the right one.
 
   Talaos wheeled and turned to one side, then another. Taunting the advancing enemy, always just out of reach. He heard angry shouts of command. Thousands of men pursued him, past the no-man's land of open plain between the enemy camp and the outer defenses.
 
   He laughed a great thundering laugh at the enemy. They came on.
 
   They passed the second line of trenches. Talaos laughed again and gave his horse a pat on the shoulder. Honor galloped, swift as lightning, toward Avrosa. Behind him, and too late, the enemy seemed to realize their danger.
 
   Catapult stones and ballista bolts shot from the walls, towers, and keep.
 
   A maelstrom struck behind him, sending blood-spattered corpses flying in all directions.
 
   The enemy retreated to safety. Safety ahead awaited his thousands of new allies. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   3. The Sorting
 
    
 
   A great mass of soldiers gathered outside the gate. Thousands. Talaos could see Maxano, Gavro and Hadrastus shouting orders, forming their soldiers into orderly companies. He rode up and hailed them.
 
   Maxano nodded and greeted him in reply, "Hail, Warlord. You asked for a choice, and we've made what many would call a mad one."
 
   Talaos replied, "Does it seem so mad to you, after what you've seen tonight?" 
 
   The general shook his head, "No. What you said this morning rang true for me, after weeks of answering to the Prophet's emissaries without any clear reason how we'd come to do so. But, what we saw tonight… I would have thought the Prophet would have found a quieter way to kill you, and one less likely to horrify half the army."
 
   "I think the Prophet wanted to do more than just kill me. He's tried before. There is something within me that he wants utterly destroyed."
 
   "I'm glad he failed. I've never seen a magus of such power as you…" said Maxano. "Or as free of ritual and preparation."
 
   "I am no magus," replied Talaos. "All that I do comes from within." 
 
   The general surveyed him in surprised silence.
 
   "I could've told you he was no magus!" shouted Gavro, "Those are inborn gifts, just a lot more of them than we've ever seen in one man!" With that, Gavro rode up and took his arm in the military handshake, then continued, "Sorry for ordering my men to kill you at all costs, back there at the pass. I'm sorry for them too. Stupid waste of lives."
 
   "You fulfilled your oaths as I did mine," replied Talaos, "and any reasonable man would have thought stabbing me a hundred times would do the job."
 
   What Talaos had meant as the humor of that fell flat, as men all around looked at him with uncomfortable expressions.
 
   Hadrastus, nearly seven feet tall, rode up in his gilded bronze armor on a huge, armored horse. The giant removed his helmet and greeted Talaos with a salute. Under his helm, Talaos had expected to see a strong, heavy face like Vulkas. Instead his features were graceful, and his complexion was very pale for a man of Hunyos. Talaos had seen a look like that before.
 
   Cratus's bodyguards, The Twins. Jotun.
 
   He spoke, "General Hadrastus, I am glad you made your choice, and are with us."
 
   The general bowed slightly in his saddle, then replied in a rich, deep voice, "There was no other choice to make. My mother was from Jotun, and told me the old tales. When I saw your eyes, and then your lightning. I knew. The line of the Summer Kings still lives on."
 
   "The Summer Kings?"
 
   "There were once two lines of kings in Jotun, each ruling half the year. The Winter Kings were a line of shamans and sorcerers with gifts of ice and snow. They were long-lived and patient. The Summer Kings were mightier, with powers such as you have, but their lives were usually short. Each felt when his time was upon him, fathered a single son, and then died. Though, they never died by the same means.
 
   "After many centuries, a Winter King at last grew weary of ruling only half the year, and made ready for a war of powers. To avoid such a war, the Summer King left Jotun for the south, never to return. Though, in Jotun they wish for that return even now. It was perhaps five hundred years ago. In the end, the Winter Kings couldn't rule on their own. Their power withered, and now small feuding kings reign in Jotun."
 
   The men nearby, generals, officers, and soldiers, stood quietly. Closer to Avrosa, the questioning and the oaths went on.
 
   At last, Talaos spoke, "In this city of Avrosa there was a hero who, if the stone carving of him is true, was from Jotun. He stood atop a tower and defended the city with his lightning against two fire drakes. I think he was my ancestor, more than two thousand years ago."
 
   "Two thousand years?" answered Hadrastus, "I don't know much of history that far back. In Jotun, they say the Summer Kings were restless, and sometimes wandered during winter. It is also said that they ruled for many centuries, but not since the beginning of time. As they left for the south, so they originally came from it, and for all their wives of Jotun blood, they were not in their origins men of Jotun at all."
 
   Maxano, who'd been listening to all of it, surveyed Talaos with something close to disbelief. Talaos thought it the look of a practical man who has suddenly found fantastical things to be real. And so they were.
 
   As if in reply, Maxano added, "All of this reminds me, what do you think the Hand meant when he said you were both spirit and man?"
 
   "I have been told that by another besides the Hand," answered Talaos, "and though I know it is significant, and believe it to be true, I don't know what it means. What I do know is that we have business to attend to."
 
   The three generals nodded.
 
   "I have asked all men here to swear an oath in the old way to fight the living Prophet before they are allowed into the city. Beyond that, your choices are your own."
 
   The three generals saluted, and he returned it. Then he rode on and went back to the work of organizing their men. As he neared the gate, however, he saw another familiar face. It was Captain Iadro, of Ipesca, and it was a very great surprise to see him.
 
   "Captain Iadro!" shouted Talaos.
 
   "Borras?" replied the hard-faced captain, with stunned surprise in his voice.
 
   Talaos laughed, "Sorry, I'm afraid there was a limit to my honor as a blackguard, and though everything else was true, my name is actually Talaos."
 
   "Talaos? Ha! So you're… this storm dictator or whatever they're talking about?"
 
   "So it seems," smiled Talaos. "What news from Ipesca?"
 
   The captain's hard face turned harder, and dark. "Things got strange. I didn't like it. All of a sudden Rocani was taking orders from the Prophet's people. When he got tired of it, somebody assassinated him, and then we had some bloody fighting. The Prophet's people came out on top, and decided it was time to go to war."
 
   "What made you change your mind?"
 
   "I never liked it, but orders are orders. That business in the camp tonight though was enough for me. A few lads and I decided to make a run for it."
 
   "Welcome then!" said Talaos, gripping the man's arm, "Follow me, and be ready to make an oath to fight the Prophet."
 
   "Oh, I'm ready," said Iadro, blackly.
 
   Even so, Iadro was shocked when Talaos reached the gates, and the assembled glittering generals and officers all saluted Talaos.
 
   "How in all the hells did you pull all this off…" whispered Iadro to him.
 
   "Long story," replied Talaos, "longer than we have time for now."
 
   Iadro nodded, and then boggled again as Talaos greeted the commanders. "Gentlemen, this is Captain Iadro of Ipesca. Have him give the oath. I think he'll have a lot of useful news, and let's see if we can assemble him a company to command."
 
   Nods and salutes followed in reply. Then, Adriko took Iadro aside and started asking questions. Talaos noted with approval that as he had ordered, Aro and the others had stationed a great many more officers to take oaths, and the pace of admission to the city had vastly increased.
 
   However, that brought something else to mind. He addressed the assembled commanders, "Since it is now clear that not all followers of the Prophet willingly left Avrosa, all soldiers in the army are to take the same oath as the newcomers." 
 
   The officers looked at him in some surprise.
 
   He addressed them in commanding tones, "We are in a new stage of the war, not its end. There is still a great army outside these gates, ready for battle, and now united in purpose. When we face them, we need to be so as well."
 
   Now there were interested expressions. Kurvan regained his bearlike grin.
 
   Talaos continued, "We will next discuss how to organize the men to take the oath, and in the process, how to organize for a counterattack on the plain." He then turned aside to a messenger nearby, "Find Patrician Akaros and convey my order to summon the Council of Avrosa in the hour before dawn."
 
   The messenger saluted and sped away.
 
   Talaos planned to formulate a similar oath, one vowing rejection of the Living Prophet rather than vowing war, to be required of the civilians of Avrosa. In a single day, both in his army and his city, he intended to carry out a sorting, and cull the remaining enemies from his midst. Then there was more to do.
 
   He thought Ilirios had been optimistic about a third of the enemy army defecting. Yet still he estimated, when all was counted among the original allied army, the Avrosans, and the newcomers, he would have at least twenty-one thousand men under his command against perhaps twenty-four or twenty-five thousand enemy. 
 
   If they could break the enemy out on that plain, break the forces that, whether through intent, caution, or ignorance, had stayed in the service of the Prophet, it would open a whole new stage of the war. His war. He had once thought of the sides as him and the Living Prophet, but he now thought of his side as far more. He had accepted Avrosa, and with it Hunyos, as his home, and tens of thousands of men and women here had given him their loyalty.
 
   He had accepted that loyalty, and with it duty. Now he would see this through.
 
   There was much, very much, to do. He began the discussion with his commanders.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Liriel smiled up from a blanket at Talaos, as he stood next to the bed in his room at The Waverider. She looked much better than she had the night before. He held her hand and had another hand on her cheek. The physician Demistas, nearby, smiled and left them alone in the room, closing the door behind him. Sunlight filtered in through the slatted, curtained window.
 
   She sighed, and said in a tired voice, "I'll admit that was a reckless thing of me to try." 
 
   "Very. That might be my influence at work," he smiled, "but don't give in to it."
 
   "I gave in to you the moment I started to know you."
 
   And so she had, he thought. She'd nearly died, helping him. He kissed her forehead, then sat on edge of the bed and took her in his arms, cradling her safely and protectively.
 
   "Thank you, for what you did, and risked," he said at last.
 
   She sighed again, and lay there for a time until she dozed off. After a little while she woke up, as if remembering something, and spoke.
 
   "Talaos, one of the spirits, a strange one, an old one, said something to me. When they speak to me, it is almost like mind to mind, and usually language doesn't matter, but this one was difficult. If I understood rightly, he said to me that in helping you, he was at last fulfilling an oath made to someone called the Storm Father five thousand years ago."
 
   "The Storm Father?"
 
   "I don't know. They never explain themselves, and you know I'm no historian."
 
   "Still, that gives us something," he replied, though fearing it might have to wait.
 
   She shifted and rested her head on his lap, looking up at him with her black hair all around, and spoke again. "I must have missed some things. What's happening out there?"
 
   "Close to five thousand troops from the enemy army have defected to our side. I made them swear an oath to fight the Living Prophet to be allowed to join us."
 
   "I swear on the honor of my soul to fight the Living Prophet, now and forever," she said.
 
   Her oath, with mention of forever, was sweeping enough to worry him. But it was done.
 
   He tilted her head up, kissed her lips, and went on.
 
   "This morning before dawn, I assembled the commanders from all factions and made them swear the same oath, then sent them out to take oaths from the allied and Avrosan troops. After that I did the same with the Council of Avrosa, and they are going to administer an oath to reject the Prophet to every citizen of the city."
 
   She smiled, "I suspect that will draw out a bit more trouble."
 
   "I hope so," he replied. "Next, I'm reorganizing the army for an attack out on the plain. If everyone does their part, we can be ready by first light tomorrow."
 
   "You've never been one to waste time," she sighed, pressing herself closer to him.
 
   He smiled.
 
   Liriel wrapped her uninjured arm around his leg and looked into his eyes with a new glint in her own. Then she whispered, "I know you'll be busy into the night. Would it be presumptuous of me to say I'd love it if you took me before you left?
 
   Talaos doubtfully eyed her still-pale face and her salved and bandaged arm.
 
   She seemed to understand, and said, "I've never minded pain that much, and you… your touch reminds me to love life. I missed it last night. I missed you. I… I'll beg…"
 
   He put a finger to her lips, and replied, smiling, "No need."
 
   Gently, he removed her sleeping gown, then his clothes. He ran his hands along her bare, slender body, and gazed at her fair face, with its high cheekbones, slender chin, and big dark eyes with their long lashes and arched brows. All was framed in her shadowy hair, and he was reminded of the shadowed spirits of the night before.
 
   Talaos looked into her dark eyes. There was surrender there, and mystery. She had seen strange things with those eyes and the mind behind them.  He ran a hand gently down her side, from her breast to her knee, then up the inside of her thigh. She shivered, parted her legs, and spread her arms aside.
 
   He thought about the meaning of something that neither of them had discussed. She was a woman who had an inborn gift of understanding, of speaking with the spirits. And she had said, as had the Hand of the Prophet, that he was both a man and a spirit. She looked up at him with intense eagerness, hunger even. Her lips parted. 
 
   She thrilled as he slid his hand along her neck, her cheek, and back into the shadows of her hair. He slipped the fingers of his other hand between her parted legs, and she moaned.
 
   He curled his fingers within her, and whispered. "If I am spirit and man, united in one, then there is another kind of union of them both, when I am with you and inside you,"
 
   "Yes," she moaned, "I wish I understood… but it's natural and right, to us."
 
   He smiled as he teased inside her, "We are each true to our natures."
 
   "We are…" she whispered.
 
   Talaos slid his fingers out. He moved with between her legs, strong yet with gentle care for her hurts, and entered her. She gasped and thrilled with a sudden, breathtaking intensity of passion. He took her, bodies in union, and minds intertwined with the mystery of each other.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The hour was late. Before him, in the council hall of Avrosa, were assembled all the key commanders in his now sprawling allied army. For all their differences, Talaos thought it had been a productive gathering.  The commanders were now talking among themselves, itself a good thing after hours of discussion driven from the top, but now it would be his task to set them in a common direction. He took a few moments to survey and consider them.
 
   There was Adriko, his friend and old commander, now a sworn retainer under the old laws that guided so much of the lives of fighting men in Hunyos. The catlike mercenary, adaptable, opportunistic, yet honorable and relentlessly competent, was a living testament to both the seriousness with which the soldiers of Hunyos took their oaths and laws, and the flexibility with which they applied themselves to situations as they emerged.
 
   In the Republic, thought Talaos, where there had been no serious war in forty years, a new one would likely lead to a great many things being sorted out the hard way. Here in Hunyos, that kind of sorting, of what worked and what didn't, of the weak from the capable, had been happening relentlessly for two generations. There were many implications to that.
 
   The other officers, before him, were examples of that sorting in progress.
 
   Kurvan; his first friend and supporter among the original leadership of the army, had adapted himself to answering to a man who'd been a new recruit at the bottom ranks of his army not so long ago. The freewheeling and practical-minded hillman warlord fought with reckless courage, and led with canny skill. He'd be in the forefront of any battle.
 
   Aro; the sharp-mannered general of his league of towns, in his segmented armor and red cloak. He'd been the first to understand what was wrong with the behavior and beliefs of the Prophet's followers. He was a skilled and clear-eyed organizer, with a keen tactical mind.
 
   Tescani; the hard-eyed mercenary warlord was, as always, bristling with weapons in his heavy armor. It had taken Talaos a long time to realize that Tescani had been supporting him from the beginning. The warlord had said he saw Talaos as the main chance, but how far that went was, even now, a mystery. Tescani's troops were as disciplined and dangerous as he was.
 
   Lurios; the polished, coolly arrogant officer had proven his capability at the pass, and his loyalty during the fighting in the streets after Sanctari's death, yet in many ways he remained an enigma to Talaos.  The Aledri troops were iron-disciplined, and growing more so under Lurios.
 
   Mordvan; the tall, lean tribune in the red-brown of Teroia had come to his position as the last man standing, with his general dead and his senior tribune still bedridden and unconscious after nearly dying during the assault on Avrosa. The soldiers of Teroia were disciplined and capable. Talaos hoped Mordvan's loyalty was matched by capability as a commander.
 
   Drevan; Talaos's friend since the battle of the pass, the short, energetic cavalryman was leader of Megasi's forces here only due to the disgrace of every officer above him. On the other hand, he had proven himself at the pass, and he and most of the black and purple uniformed Megasi men were eager to wash away the shame of their former general's cowardice.
 
   Ordias; the best thing that could really be said for the stout, brown-clad and suddenly risen captain from the League of Padra was that he was definitively untainted by Dromno's treason. Talaos thought the troops of that league, after so much dissension, were probably the weakest of all his forces. But, time would tell.
 
   Megaras; the trim, intense, black-haired man was, at thirty-two apparently the youngest ever to wear the silver breastplate and gray uniform of the General of Avrosa. He'd been a junior tribune prior to being purged for opposition to the Prophet's ascendancy in Avrosa. He would likely have been marked for death had not Talaos overturned everything, and in turn was now intensely loyal. Thus far, he'd proven competent and eager to do whatever he could for the cause. With an army that Talaos was building as fast as possible, he hoped he'd promoted the right man.
 
   Maxano; the aristocratic General of Kyras, in his white, black, and gold, was probably the most surprising of all the commanders here. He'd switched sides and given up his post as senior commander of the enemy army, risking all on the rightness of Talaos's cause. Word was that Maxano was a very experienced, capable general, and his discontent at answering to inexperienced philosophical zealots had greatly contributed to his defection. Talaos intended to try to avoid the mistakes of the Prophet's emissaries.
 
   Ilirios; the stout, older, general of the city of Mileno, in his silver segmented armor and purple-red uniform, seemed an unlikely defector as well. He certainly showed no fanaticism for Talaos's cause, but it had been the very fanaticism of the Prophet's emissaries that repelled him to begin with. By all accounts, he was a competent officer.
 
   Gavro; at the battle of the pass, in his then blood-stained green cloak and battle-scarred armor, the tough General of Imperi had ordered Talaos's death at all costs. Now, they were together fighting against a greater foe. It was strange that many of the cavalry who’d fought with such grim mercilessness on both sides, including men who'd stabbed him atop the pile of their fellows’ corpses, were here now ready to chance their lives with him. Talaos felt honored to have such fearless men of war at his side.
 
   Hadrastus; the towering, fair-skinned, bronze-armored General of the League of Five was half Jotunheimer. He might well be, through some long-ago foremother, his distant kin. Of all the men in the army, he had the most unusual reason for loyalty, and Talaos wondered what might come of the tale of the Summer Kings. If he was the heir of such, he intended to live up to it. Talaos thought Hadrastus had certainly proven his fearsomeness in battle. 
 
   Beyond the senior leaders were massed rows of tribunes, chieftains, and captains. Together, they made a large and unwieldy group, assembled by happenstance. It would be his job to forge them into a cohesive leadership. Talaos was thankful that some of them had decades of experience to draw on. His powers and decisiveness had carried things a long way, but tomorrow would be a large scale battle, and these commanders' depth of experience would be key to victory. 
 
   In total, the army had twenty-one thousand men ready to take the field tomorrow. There were four thousand light cavalry and nearly a thousand heavy, five thousand irregulars and hillmen, and fully eleven thousand heavy foot. He had built a large force of Avrosan militia centered on his old Hounds. They were at the ready, but most of them had other duties tonight.
 
   Talaos considered the strategic situation. There was a great deal more he'd learned from Maxano and the others. The alliance of Idrona and Kyras had taken a chance in concentrating their forces here in the far south so quickly after their victory at Drenic. They'd intended to catch Sanctari between a still untaken Avrosa and their own forces. To do so, they'd left Teroia and other hostile cities and towns threatened, but not besieged, in between.
 
   That said, they still had forces further north, besieging Drenic and several smaller towns allied to Teroia. One of the Teroian-allied cities up there, Kossos, was apparently a major center of the Prophet's faith. That would present problems. With Avrosa cleared, the enemy cities of Idrona, Etosca, and Savaric were the remaining others where the Prophet was strongest.
 
   After Drenic, the enemy fleet had been unable to follow up with any decisive victory at sea, and the two fleets had continued their ongoing stalemate until the great storm had thrown them both into chaos. Maxano hadn't word on events after that.
 
   He thought as well of the larger means of war available to him, and the goals. Hunyos, much like the Republic, had wealth founded on crafts, manufactories, and trade. In the Republic that wealth had been turned to many ends, including art, literature, philosophy, and science. Here, such things had, to an increasing degree, been neglected in favor of the study of war.
 
   That focus on war meant he had many experienced commanders, and brave, disciplined soldiers. But so then did the other alliance. An evenly matched war of such men could drag on a long time, and ruin the country in the process. If they could win this battle, Talaos thought it likely the unity of the other alliance would continue to fracture. That would open new opportunities he'd need to exploit by means outside of battle.
 
   The unity of his coalition was itself fragile, as were all such things in Hunyos. He might now be the leader of this army, but the army itself had no unity beyond him, and several of his commanders represented cities that were, at this moment, fighting on the other side. He intended to follow through on his sweeping statements about fighting for a Hunyos free of the Prophet, and that shared purpose might keep them together for long enough.
 
   From there, what? 
 
   Would the Living Prophet invade to support his allies? He wasn't known to have much of a fleet, but that could have changed. What about old Dirion? If the Prophet was powerful up there now, what might come of it?
 
   In the end, there were still too many unknowns. Now though, it was time.
 
   He'd appreciated General Sanctari's gift for short, decisive speeches, and hoped to emulate that approach himself. He stood up and raised his right hand for their attention. In the disciplined tradition of Hunyos, they promptly quieted.
 
   "Commanders," he said, voice deep and clear, "Tomorrow we begin a war like no other in the history of Hunyos. Here, wars have been for land, property, gold, or honor, gained by one and lost by another. Now we face something that would take them, and much more, from all of us together. For our cities, our kin, our freedom in this wide world, our oaths and our honor, we will fight against those who have none.  For each our own, we will fight.
 
   "We've made our plans," he continued, "and in the hour before dawn, we will begin."
 
   He extended his right hand in welcome and expectation.
 
   "Commanders, are you ready?"
 
   To a man, generals, warlords, tribunes, chieftains, and captains rose.  As one, they saluted. Talaos returned their salute, and regarded them with pride and brotherhood. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   4. Decision
 
    
 
   They readied for battle under a blue sky. Before them, on the plains to the west, waited the enemy. Behind them, to the east, lay Avrosa and the sea. Here, under cover of the artillery, were arrayed twenty-one thousand men. Talaos stood watchfully, ready to give the command.
 
   Overnight, he'd sent out thousands of militia and civilian volunteers to fill in the outer trenches and traps, while leaving the inner in place, and to collect the sharpened stakes. They’d gone in dark clothes and without torches. The enemy must still have had some idea something was amiss, but by their inaction, they’d demonstrated they hadn't understood on what scale. 
 
   The traditional arrangement for armies fighting on open plains was to have heavy infantry in the center, screened by a front line of irregular skirmishers, heavy cavalry as a strike or enveloping force to one side or the other, then light cavalry and more irregulars on the flanks. The enemy was arranged in exactly that manner, with their fifteen hundred heavy cavalry to the north, on Talaos's right.
 
   Upon discussion with his commanders, Talaos had opted to try something different.
 
   Leaving aside militia, the enemy outnumbered them by four thousand. Talaos had fewer heavy cavalry, but after the battle of the pass, Adriko's nighttime raid, and the unequal distribution of successful defectors, he had far more light cavalry than the enemy.
 
   On his far right to the north, beyond the end of the enemy formation, he had Tescani. The warlord’s disciplined and armored troops were ready fend off encirclement or to take the hammer blow of the enemy heavy cavalry. Tescani's troops carried pikes for this battle, and were trained to use them. Beyond them, extending north and east to the coast, were embedded thousands of sharpened stakes culled from the trenches. It wouldn't stop a patient approach, but would disrupt formations and make cavalry maneuvers difficult.
 
   Next to Tescani were Drevan and the Megasi infantry, eager to regain their honor, even if it meant taking the brunt of an enemy attack. Left of the Megasi troops were somewhat less than half of the combined allied light cavalry. Their job, however, was not to fight on that flank at all, but to do something he hoped the enemy would not expect. Behind them were Ordias's troops from the League of Padra, reinforced by half of the allied heavy cavalry. Left of the cavalry on that side was his main center force of heavy infantry.
 
   Chosen for their discipline and reliability, Lurios and the Aledri spearmen held the right flank of the main force. After that came Ilirios with defectors from Mileno and the League of Five. Megaras and the Avrosan troops stood at the very center. To their left were Maxano and the defectors from Kyras, then Mordvan and the Teroians. On the left flank of the main body stood Gavro, with the tough troops of Imperi. Behind the main force waited a reserve made up of troops from Aro's League of Mesion Hill, and the other half of the allied heavy cavalry. Talaos had given General Aro himself overall tactical command of the army.
 
   In front of the main body was a screen of irregulars, far lighter than that of the enemy army. Left of the main body, at a pivot point, towered the giant Hadrastus and with him a picked group of the biggest and most heavily armed and equipped soldiers from among all the units of the army.
 
   On the far left of his army gathered an unusual force, separated by a gap from the rest. It comprised Adriko with more than half of the light cavalry, Talaos himself with his Madmen and his Wolves, and hidden in remaining sections of trench line, swarms of Kurvan's hillmen irregulars. Small groups of the stealthiest hillmen, experienced hunters and trackers, had crept out in the last hours before dawn and taken up hidden positions further out, among the fields and farmsteads. There they waited for the right time to show themselves.
 
   He had Avrosan militia on the walls, manning artillery under the direction of Theron and his engineers, and more ready behind the walls as a secondary reserve if things went badly. Most of his Hounds were now either in the Avrosan army or militia, but some still stood ready in secret, to lead the resistance if the city should somehow fall.
 
   As the two armies faced each other across the level plain, Talaos surveyed the enemy.
 
   When still expecting a siege, they had partly completed their own trench lines. They now had their heavy infantry set up defensively behind the central parts of those trenches. Behind the main body of troops, archers and siege artillery stood ready to fire over the ranks. Talaos thought that together with the trenches, it made for a powerful defensive position, from the front.
 
   The enemy's large body of skirmishers, including mercenary and hillmen irregulars, were arrayed in front of the trenches and were no doubt intended precisely to draw his own main force piecemeal against that defensive front.
 
   Then there were the Avrosan exiles and the remaining emissaries of the Prophet. The fighting men had, it appeared, been integrated into the enemy army, but the civilians had gathered before a new House of the Prophet, a tent at the center back of the enemy army, between the main body and the distant baggage train. Talaos had little idea what they could do in the absence of the Hand, but he'd seen their communal power enough times to know better than underestimate it.
 
   He had hoped the Avrosan exiles would leave for friendlier places, but was not surprised they'd chosen to stay, no doubt in hopes of shortly reclaiming the city.
 
   Maxano and the other former enemy commanders had said there were supply columns and small units of reinforcements on the way, but no additional large bodies of troops coming by land. The location of the enemy fleet, however, was a significant question. From the beginning of the war, the enemy’s navy, though smaller overall, had benefitted from better unity, as it centered on Idrona, the greatest maritime power in Hunyos.
 
   To guard against an unwelcome arrival, the ten ships of the Avrosan navy, bolstered by six commandeered merchant ships, patrolled the waters outside the harbor. They were heavily armed with fire ballistae, but had been stripped of marines to reinforce the army. 
 
   Talaos considered the various possibilities, but knew it was his task to keep the enemy guessing at what he might do, not the other way around.
 
   He wore a new breastplate, one in darkened steel with the clouds and thunderbolts of Avrosa embossed in silver. His decorated cloak as dictator, gave an easy way to spot him in the crowd. Honor had full quivers of javelins in place of saddlebags.
 
   Talaos considered the clear blue sky overhead. It would have to do.
 
   His army was ready. He chose the time. He gave the word to prepare.
 
   Messengers sped on fleet horses to Aro and the other key commanders.
 
   Adriko was nearby. He glanced over at him. The other gave a mirthful look in reply.
 
   "Not a bad little get together," said Adriko, "though our guests don't seem to understand they've overstayed their welcome."
 
   "Hopefully, we can help them remember." 
 
   "Steel does wonders to jog the memory, or at least the head," answered Adriko. 
 
   "And they'll have plenty of it, shortly," added Talaos with a harsh smile.
 
   With that, he turned to the Madmen behind him. They were all mounted and ready, though Vulkas seemed less than thrilled to be on horseback again. On the other hand they'd found him what was probably the biggest warhorse in the city, so at least he ought to keep up with the rest this time. Of the others, Epos was notable for having a heavily armored horse in the style of Tescani's elite cavalry.
 
   Firio balanced in his old spot at Larogwan's back, though some bemused engineers had rigged him a kind of standing saddle to replace his precarious perch on saddlebags. He wore and carried a vast array of daggers and darts on his short, thin frame.
 
   Two of those daggers had been carefully considered gifts from Talaos: the twin lightning daggers of the Easterner assassin. They'd been made by a magus in service to the Prophet, but in the manner other enchanted weapons, they had permanently imparted power of their own. If there was any lingering power of the Prophet over them, he couldn't feel it, but it would show soon enough in battle.
 
   As would a great many things today.
 
   "Ready, men?" Talaos asked with a grin.
 
   "As I'll ever be," replied Vulkas. Even so, he had a look of grim eagerness on his face.
 
   "I sure am!" grinned Firio, almost dancing with energy as he stood on his perch.
 
   Larogwan laughed, "Aye, and who am I to keep Firio out of the fight?"
 
   Kyrax snorted. Epos and Halmir nodded.
 
   Imvan, on a horse with no less than four quivers of arrows, gripped his bow.
 
   Talaos, who'd been marking the time in his mind, paused.
 
   He raised his right hand.
 
   "Now, men!" he shouted, and motioned forward.
 
   As they started slowly forward, the enemy's light cavalry spread out into a thinner line for envelopment, with irregulars forming up behind. However, Talaos had something else in motion. Since he had first given word, the light cavalry on the right flank of his own army had been filtering away, a rank at a time, and galloping to the left behind the infantry ranks.
 
   The enemy must now be realizing what was happening, he thought, but they'd waited too long to react. His light cavalry from the right flank filed into their appointed places with Adriko on the left. Their old place on the right was taken by Ordias's troops.
 
   When everyone was together, Adriko's force sped up to a trot. The catlike mercenary officer now had more than three times the cavalry of the other side. With his soldiers, he began to ride out beyond the end of the opposing line. Behind them, Kurvan's hillmen came pouring out of their hiding places in the trenches, howling ferocious war cries.
 
   Talaos, the Madmen, and the Wolves now maneuvered to their own appointed place, to the right of Adriko, toward the junction point between the enemy's flank and their main body of heavy foot. Toward, but not directly at.
 
   As they rode, Halmir made a smile at the clear sky. He then raised his spear and spoke, "This sunshine does not matter. For today, you are the storm, Talaos. As are we all."
 
   Facing them, far away, the enemy light cavalry and irregulars on the flank watched the change in the situation. Being soldiers of Hunyos, they took on grim expressions, at the ready.
 
   On the far left, Adriko's massive cavalry force sped into a gallop. They readied javelins and bows.  Adriko brought his weight of numbers and speed to bear at the thin, vulnerable far end of the enemy line. Behind him, and behind Talaos, hordes of hillmen howled as they charged. Talaos could hear Kurvan himself, on foot with his men, roaring an off-key song about dead enemies, lively women, and barrels of honey mead.
 
   Close by to his right, the chosen men with Hadrastus advanced slowly. The outnumbered main body and the right wing of Talaos's army stood their ground as ordered, outside the deathtrap of the enemy's trench, shield wall, skirmishers, archers, and artillery.
 
   Talaos focused his mind on the task ahead. He had seen that his power was at its greatest during storms, and had noticed the strange synchronicity between his desire for a storm, and the presence of one. But at the pass, and elsewhere, he'd seen he could do much even without a cloud nearby. And today, there was not a one in the sky.
 
   Halmir had been very right; today he would be the storm.
 
   The enemy cavalry wheeled to face Adriko's larger force. Talaos had much to do, but first he would interfere with their plans. He held the reins in his left hand and drew a javelin with his right. He focused his will and intent. He summoned his power. He poured it into the weapon. Ahead was the inner edge of the enemy's light cavalry. They were still far off, beyond the range of even long bows. There was an officer there. He drew back his arm, and cast.
 
   With a crack like thunder, the javelin shot across the plain. It struck the officer in the center of his chest and flew out his back in a spray of blood and electricity, then went on into the stomach of a rider behind. Both men fell off their horses, dead. The cavalry nearby reacted by separating from the main body to face Talaos.
 
   Behind the opposing cavalry, enemy irregular infantry gathered; mercenaries, skirmishers, and hillmen. They were far outnumbered by Kurvan's forces. Further off to the left, Adriko swept his force in good order around the end of the enemy line. 
 
   Galloping ahead with the Madmen and Wolves, Talaos looked for another enemy officer. He saw one, several ranks back among the cavalry. It was the plain-clad general who'd said 'Praise be' when the Hand of the Prophet had arrived. Talaos drew a javelin. Again he focused and poured power into the weapon. He drew and cast.
 
   The javelin arced across the plain. It neared the enemy general, and was answered by a flash of green light. However, the javelin pierced the protection of the Prophet and struck the general in the ribs with a gout of blue-white lightning. The man lived for a moment, clutching at the javelin, then slumped in the saddle with smoke pouring from his mouth and nose.
 
   Two hundred cavalry in front of him, bereft of senior officers, still organized as best they could. They charged his way with lances lowered and javelins drawn. Behind them ran mobs of irregulars on foot. Further left, the main enemy cavalry force, a thousand strong, bravely formed a line to face Adriko's four thousand.
 
   Far out on the plain, enemy irregulars moved in squads and loose companies to consolidate and prevent Adriko from flanking their army. Some of these came under attack as they passed isolated farm buildings, ambushed by Kurvan's hidden troops. Meanwhile Kurvan's main force of more than eighteen hundred hillmen swarmed forward.
 
   To the right, the force of men under Hadrastus advanced toward the enemy. Heavily-armored shock troops wielding great axes, mauls, and war mattocks; they went forward slowly and in good order, well out of artillery range and waiting for the right time.  Further right, the main body continued its standoff with the enemy.
 
   Farther yet, to the north and east beyond the plains, Talaos noticed something else. Out on the sea came warships, a hundred of them or more. He strained to make out colored pennants, but the distance was too great. Then he saw a great flagship of three masts. On the largest of its sails was painted the blue-green trident and twin dolphins of Idrona. It could only mean the allied fleet had been defeated or scattered.
 
   Talaos knew the timing of the arrival of that fleet was anything but accidental. The officers and men who’d defected to his side had been unsure of the exact whereabouts of their fleet. It was now clear someone had known, and Talaos wondered what the means of communication and coordination might have been.  
 
   The ways of the Prophet came to mind, and that boded ill.
 
   Ahead, he was closing on the enemy. He had to act now. He shouted to one of his Wolves nearby, a fast, skilled rider of distinctly wolfish manner named Adrus.
 
   "Adrus! Send a message to Tescani that I am coming to help! Ride hard, now!"
 
   Adrus nodded, with purpose in his eyes, and made the dangerous maneuvers to thread his way out of their charging formation. Once clear, he wheeled and sped back across the open plain.
 
   The enemy was closer now, almost within bow shot. Talaos looked for another target. He saw what was likely a captain shouting orders. He once more poured power into his javelin, drew, and cast. The javelin flew like a thunderbolt across the distance and straight into the open face of the man's helm. The foe’s head exploded backward in a spray of crackling energy, and he toppled. A group of horsemen drew their bows, and arrows fell among Talaos and the Madmen. To his right, Halmir roared and pulled an arrow from his chain shirt.
 
   Imvan drew back his own bow, fired, and put an arrow through the throat of one of the enemy archers. Talaos drew another javelin, focused power on it, and cast. Another enemy rider fell dead. The cavalry charging their way outnumbered them two to one, but were in growing disorder. Imvan dropped another horseman, and a Wolf did the same.
 
   "Men! Javelins!" shouted Talaos.
 
   Together he, the madmen and the Wolves drew javelins. Only Imvan and a few skilled archers continued to fire their bows. Together they cast. The front line of enemy horsemen toppled. Then came the counter cast, poorly coordinated from the leaderless enemy ranks. Even so, a few Wolves roared, and some died.
 
   Far out to the left, Adriko had closed on the enemy cavalry. Then there was an awesome sight, and testament to Adriko's skill at organization. Nearly a thousand archers fired at once, and moments after, three thousand men drew and cast javelins in almost perfect unison. The enemy light cavalry, hundreds of them, melted away in a chaos of dead men and wounded horses.
 
   Further out, the enemy's flanking force of irregulars retreated in disorder before Kurvan's scouts and raiders. Behind both Adriko and Talaos, the rest of Kurvan's horde was following, running and leaping across the plain. 
 
   Talaos's main army to the right was holding, as ordered. By now, he imagined, the enemy there would be getting frustrated at his inaction. He was certain that the enemy fleet would sometime soon use its overwhelming superiority to keep his own at bay while it landed reinforcements for the enemy. That might take a while, but so would the battle.
 
   He'd promised Tescani he'd come, but there were things he could not neglect on the way.
 
   Ahead, close now, was the enemy cavalry.
 
   "Javelins!" he roared, and again his Madmen and his Wolves drew and cast. They threw at the very moment the enemy reached again to draw their own. It was a crucial moment of advantage. The second volley of javelins threw the enemy into disorder. Here and there, both sides traded arrows, but Imvan and the Wolf archers got the better of it.
 
   Both sides rode hard, and soon they would close in battle.
 
   Now was the time.
 
   Talaos focused his will, his rage. The enemy was before him under a blue sky.
 
   But he was the storm.
 
   He let go the reins. Both his hands were free. He called for the power from within, and lightning crackled in his hands.
 
   The onrushing enemy looked upon him with startled eyes.
 
   His own shone with power.
 
   He stretched out his hands, and lines of lightning shot from each. He swept his lightning slowly across the enemy ranks, and men were blasted backward off their horses, burned and dying, or incinerated in the saddle. Left and right he swept, dealing death. At last he stopped. A handful lived; nearly fifty other men screamed and died atop terrified horses. Other horses nearby panicked, throwing their riders into confusion. The enemy formation dissolved.
 
   Then they were upon them.
 
   Firio, Halmir, and a few others threw weapons at close range. More enemies died. Talaos reached the first living foe. The man had a long spear and attempted to run him through. He grabbed it and hurled the man backward off his horse with his own spear. Then Talaos flipped the spear and lanced the next horseman behind. To his right, a Wolf ran an enemy clean through the skull with a long spear. 
 
   Epos fought as a good cavalryman, wielding shield, horse and long spear in coordination of defense, maneuver and attack. He ran one foe through, then another. Vulkas used his war mattock like a battering ram, glanced an enemy's long spear aside, and sent the man flying with a crushed chest. The others came on wreaking havoc.
 
   Talaos ran another cavalryman through, then pulled the long spear back and laid about with it as a staff. He cracked one foe across the face, crushing it inward with a spray of blood. He did the same across another's helmeted skull. The man toppled, but the spear snapped in half. Talaos then drew his long blade and began scything men from their saddles.
 
   Small, whirling noises caught his notice. Firio, standing on his foot saddle, was throwing dagger after dagger, and nearly every throw caught its mark. Larogwan before him cut men and their horses down with sweeps of his long axe. Halmir and Kyrax had joined Epos, and together the three wielded long spears to run down foe after foe.
 
   Vulkas was having difficulty with two foes. He seemed to grow annoyed, and with a mighty roar raised his war mattock overhead with a single hand. The giant then brought it crashing down on one of them. The man's head vanished in a spray of gore. Then a Wolf's spear toppled the other foe. All around, the disorder in the enemy ranks had made the fight a confused melee, and that favored his Wolves. The enemy was dying fast.
 
   For a moment, Talaos had no enemies immediately around him. He took stock.
 
   Further ahead the enemy irregulars on foot still advanced, but they looked less than confident.  To the left, Adriko had either killed, unhorsed, or routed the entire enemy cavalry force. He was sweeping the enemy irregular line up in his wake as he went.
 
   Kurvan's men were now closing and catching up. The leading elements had already reached a few unhorsed stragglers from the enemy cavalry. Some foes that fought were quickly cut down. A few gave oaths of surrender, and were sent out of the fight.
 
   To his right, he could see the main body of the enemy. The companies closest to him had turned to face what they would reasonably expect to be an attack.  Behind and to the right, Hadrastus's assault force waited at the ready.  Talaos smiled. Their time was coming soon.
 
   Far off beyond the coast, he could see enemy ships full of soldiers approaching the shore. Other ships were forming a line, facing south toward his greatly outclassed little navy. He'd given his fleet orders to protect the harbor, and delay any attack by sea. 
 
   But with no experience as an admiral, and no effective way to get word to them during the battle, he would now have to trust in the officers he'd appointed. He turned to the fight at hand.
 
   The few remaining enemy light cavalry before him were in disarray. Some men had wheeled and threaded back through their own irregulars, likely hoping to form up with the cavalry fleeing Adriko. The enemy irregulars themselves, hundreds of them, were scattered in loose squads and companies. He'd seen what Kurvan had done against cavalry with irregulars during the taking of Avrosa, and didn't want to be on the receiving end of something like it.
 
   "Form up!" he shouted to his men, "and wait for the hillmen!"
 
   It wasn't long. Kurvan himself turned up, growling with a kind of joyous fury.
 
   "Come on lads!" the warlord shouted, "There's heads that need splitting!"
 
   Together Talaos, the Madmen, Wolves, Kurvan, and the hillmen horde charged the now hesitating enemy. Talaos roared and cut down men left and right before him. Ahead and to the left, Adriko rolled up the enemy in the direction of the main body, the archers, and the artillery. As they pressed the retreating enemy, Adriko, Talaos, Kurvan, and all their forces would soon be in the range of that artillery. Behind and to the right, Hadrastus's force still waited, just outside the range of enemy fire. That was the very reason he was here, thought Talaos, and now it was time to act.
 
   As they advanced with clouds of howling hillmen all around, Talaos turned to his Madmen and Wolves. "Now men, as we planned, we're going to make straight for those siege engines and the companies of archers around them. Don't stop until we reach them! Our job is to clear the way, so that Adriko and Kurvan can hit them from behind while Hadrastus rolls up their flank!"
 
   The Wolves listened with hard eyes and grim looks.
 
   "Well," roared Talaos, "are you in the mood for some killing?"
 
   Black, bloodthirsty cheers erupted from his men.
 
   He formed his men up in a loose wedge with himself at the point, the Madmen next, and the Wolves behind. With a motion of his hand, they raced across the plain, ahead of their own forces and straight toward the near end of the line of catapults and ballistae.
 
   Ahead and to the left, Adriko turned inexorably back toward the main battle. Behind, the hillmen were sweeping forward like a tide of death. All around Talaos, disorganized groups of enemy irregulars milled about in confusion. A larger group of mixed infantry and cavalry began to form up and turn his way. They had a young captain at their head in the uniform of Kyras.
 
   Talaos shouted, thundering across the plain.
 
   "You're on the wrong side! Maxano fights for Kyras! Do you fight for the Prophet?"
 
   The officer looked as if uncertain how to react. He paused. Then, with sudden decision, he threw down his arms and rode hard their way. Many of his men did likewise. Others behind them scowled.
 
   One tough-looking fellow shouted, voice faint in the distance, "I fight for the Prophet!"
 
   Talaos spoke to the young officer as he approached, "Find Warlord Kurvan and give him your surrender. We'll welcome any man who swears he doesn't serve the Prophet!"
 
   The man nodded as he rode on, with his rag-tag troops behind him.
 
   Ahead was the man who'd said he fought for the Prophet, and around him were swiftly gathering dozens more. These men had announced their true loyalty. Talaos felt wrath rise within. He decided to make an example and an impression. He sheathed his sword and raised his open hands again. He summoned his anger and his power.
 
   He focused.
 
   Power gathered in his hands.
 
   Lightning cracked in the air before them and arced in blazing lines at the enemy. Flashing light, fire and death followed. The ringleader and dozens around him fell with burning skin and smoke rising from their blackened eyes and mouths.
 
   Then Talaos and his Wolves rode past the disoriented survivors.
 
   Talaos shouted his challenge again, over and over, "Quarter and welcome for all who give oath against the Prophet!"
 
   Routing soldiers began to surrender, all around. Others, in ones and twos, or small groups, fought on. Some of these shouted words in support of the Prophet, or called curses on Talaos as they fought. Others did battle in grim silence, stood their ground and died as men.
 
   Before him, growing closer, the enemy archers and artillery waited ready. Some ballistae and catapults wheeled to face Adriko and Kurvan's onrushing tide. Talaos grimly wondered whether they were willing to fire among their own men to strike his. Among the enemy main body, he could see activity as small groups of men detached to deal with his threat. 
 
   He could hear activity of another sort in the camp of the Prophet, behind the artillery and surrounded by a small reserve and rearguard. The thousands of Avrosan exiles, and other followers or emissaries of the Prophet in civilian garb, sang in a close mass. They swayed together as they sang, and their united voices carried far on the wind.
 
   Farther to the right, enemy light cavalry wheeled and raced to help against Adriko. The heavy cavalry, however, seemed to be staying put, as if waiting for something. As he gazed beyond them, Talaos could see why. There on the shore, enemy galleys had landed at the shore while larger ships had launched boats. From them all, hundreds of soldiers were disembarking. His small navy had been driven back.
 
   Tescani and Drevan would soon be surrounded.
 
   All around the followers of the Prophet, the singers at the camp in their thousands, a faint green light began to flicker, visible even in the sunshine.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   5. Gift and Sacrifice
 
    
 
   Talaos and Honor hurtled toward the waiting enemy. Behind him were the Madmen and the Wolves. Their horses had been at a gallop through much of the battle, and would soon tire. They had to do this first. They had to succeed.
 
   They passed the last of the routing irregulars and broken enemy cavalry. Some tried to surrender to him as he passed. He knew Adriko and Kurvan had more than enough men handle things. Ahead, the enemy had shifted a company of heavy spearmen to guard the flank of the archers and artillery. The nearer companies of archers themselves now faced his way and readied their bows. Further off, enemy light cavalry rode hard their way.
 
   Two enemy ballistae and a catapult turned their way and fired.
 
   Bolts the size of spears and a stone half the size of a man came flying their way.
 
   One of the bolts fell short. The other skewered a horse, it tumbled, and one of his Wolves went flying forward. The man crashed to the ground with shattered limbs. The catapult stone hurtled just behind the rearmost of his Wolves and hit the ground with an explosion of earth.
 
   Talaos snarled in sudden anger and called upon his inner storm once more. 
 
   He extended his right arm, focusing power through his body and into his hand. He unleashed a long, single bolt of lightning. It arced far across the plain, beyond the range of anything else but its target, and struck the ballista that had downed his Wolf.
 
   The machine shattered in a spray of fire and splintered wood. Men fell back, roaring and screaming with burned, bloody faces. The crews of the other two siege engines stayed at their posts, reloading. Behind them, the rest of the artillery still faced the main line of Talaos's army.
 
   Three hundred archers drew their bows, aiming at Talaos, his Madmen and Wolves. A hundred enemy spearmen set themselves with round shields in a wall in front of the archers.
 
   Talaos still raged with the storm. His storm. 
 
   He stretched his right hand, and a long bolt of lightning arced across the plain.
 
   It struck the front line of spearmen. Electricity blasted through shields and armor, and out the backs of dying men. He swept his hand in a line to the right, sending charred corpses flying. Then he swept back again, aimed further back, cutting through ranks of archers.
 
   Bowmen nearby ducked aside to avoid death, or fell backwards as bodies flew into them. Disorder spread through their ranks. Those further off held fast and prepared for the moment he'd be in range. It wouldn’t be long now.
 
   His eyes flashed with lightning, and it arced in his hand. He swept his line of lightning across the ranks of archers, and back again. Some men at last began to break, backing off in fear or dropping to the ground. A few turned to run. Many fired too soon, in anger, frustration, or panic, and dozens of arrows fell harmlessly to the ground before him.
 
   Then the rest unleashed their bows. A hundred arrows flew across the plain and landed among Talaos and his men. Some struck him, though he paid them little mind. There were shouts of pain and screams of horses. Here and there, Wolves toppled or horses tumbled.  
 
   Imvan and his bowmen returned fire. They systematically picked off not the archers, but the guarding spearmen. Arrows found gaps in armor above or below shields, or went through the open faces of helms.
 
   Now they were drawing into javelin range.
 
   "Men! Draw javelins!" roared Talaos.
 
   A hundred men drew them as one.
 
   Another ballista bolt soared across and ran a Wolf through at the shoulder. He went flying backward off his horse in a spray of blood. Then a catapult stone flew their way. It crashed to earth in front of Talaos, bounced, and rolled toward him. No time to wheel, he thought. He gripped his horse tightly, and it made a mighty leap over the stone. 
 
   While in the air, Talaos shouted, "Throw!"
 
   He sent his javelin launching like a thunderbolt into the nearest remaining spearmen. The soldier toppled backward with electricity arcing from his shattered ribs. The other javelins fell among spearmen and archers, throwing their surviving ranks into disorder.
 
   Then the storm reached his foes.
 
   The Madmen and Wolves hurtled into the broken ranks of the enemy, weapons stabbing, slashing, and crushing all around them. They smashed their way through the remnants of the spearmen and the companies of archers. Enemy officers shouted. Other archers, further down the line, turned to face them, but hesitated to fire amid the chaos of their own men.
 
   The enemy's forces on this end of their artillery line were broken in disorder. Behind, Talaos heard Adriko shout, followed by a great shout from his four thousand men. With that, the hillmen began roaring anew, and the combined force came charging at the exposed enemy flank. 
 
   To what was now Talaos's right, back toward his own army and Avrosa, Hadrastus gave a mighty shout, and his picked force of shock troops began to advance. Further ahead of Talaos, the enemy's other force of light cavalry had come from the far end of the field to counter his advance. They now formed up before the camp of the Prophet, and prepared to charge his way. 
 
   "Men! At the artillery!" he shouted. His Madmen and his Wolves advanced forward ahead of him amid the press of siege equipment. They dismounted to fight. The lightly armed crews retreated. Archers attempted to reposition and began firing sporadically at them. Arrows glanced off the great beams of the siege artillery. Now thought Talaos, he and his men had some cover. 
 
   Talaos was still mounted. He went hurtling toward the next body of archers. He judged the distance, stood up in the stirrups, then climbed to the back of his horse. Few but Honor would have accepted it without surprise or panic. Then Talaos vaulted forward. He hurtled through the air. Archers fired wildly at him. He felt arrows glance off his armor and helm. One pierced his thigh, and others ripped his skin, though he paid them no heed.
 
   Power coursed through his body. He drew his swords in midair as power arced and crackled along the blades. He landed, whirling among the archers with scything blades. He spun and cut. A man fell without a right leg, another without his head, and a third cut clean in half at the waist. He dodged a sword and brought his own short blade up through an archer's light chain shirt and then through his ribs. He pulled the sword, spinning, and kicked the man backwards into a group of his comrades with such force that they went flying, too.
 
   Then he remembered the arrow in his leg and ripped it out with a spatter of blood. Behind him at a distance, Honor trotted serenely as if merely enjoying the sunshine. The Madmen slew and burned their way down the line of siege equipment. The Wolves spread out behind and around, driving the now-broken archers before them.
 
   The enemy light horse were bearing down on them, but now Adriko and his far more powerful force were not far away. Kurvan's men came behind Talaos's troops, roaring and howling in battle, offering surrender, and slaying all who chose to fight.
 
   The enemy main body, thousands of heavy infantry, took notice. They would have closed to make short work of Talaos and his little vanguard if not for two problems of their own. The first was that behind Talaos, to the south, Hadrastus had reached their right flank with his shock force. The huge, heavily armored footmen wielding great axes, mattocks, and two-handed swords, were already wreaking havoc.  The second was that the main body of Talaos's army now advanced in oblique order, with cohorts marching forward to support Hadrastus against those enemy cohorts bereft of archer and artillery support.
 
   Talaos smiled as archers fled before him. All was as planned, he thought. He had chosen well in Aro, and his trust in the others was being rewarded. But, from his new position on foot, in an area crowded with fighting men, siege artillery, and massed cavalry, he had no way to see what was going on further away in the battle.  The verdant green light had grown stronger over the Prophet's camp, and the slow, sonorous singing went on and on. It rose louder and grew ever closer to perfect rhythmic unison.
 
   Ahead was a catapult still intact, a big, long-ranged thing with a lofty crossbar. The crew had stopped working and withdrawn in good order. Talaos sheathed his swords, sprinted and leapt across the intervening distance. He soared, flipped in mid air and landed in front of the catapult. Then he vaulted upward with his own momentum and landed lightly atop the crossbar.
 
   Once there, he did not like what he saw.
 
   His army was in good order, but at the shore, the enemy had completed their landing of what might be as many as six thousand men, and they marched toward Tescani. The latter looked to have pulled up a great many of the sharpened stakes nearby and set up a hasty palisade. Behind it, his pikes massed in a half-circular line facing the sea. Drevan and the Megasi troops had moved to a position behind Tescani, guarding his back against the original enemy force.
 
   Out at sea, things went ill. The Avrosan navy had engaged the enemy fleet with fire ballistae, and several of the latter were now aflame. However, other enemy vessels had closed on, boarded and captured at least half of the outnumbered and lightly-manned Avrosan ships.
 
   Something else entirely was happening at the camp of the Prophet.
 
   The vast, singing crowd consisted of men, women, and children, young and old. There were very few men of fighting age among them, as those had been sent into battle. Most of them stood close together in a huge circle, swaying in time with their song. That song now approached perfect unison. The entire vast crowd flickered faintly with wisps of green light.
 
   A ring had been dug in the ground around that circle, fully three feet deep, and in its depths was a faint green mist. Just inside the ring, thirty-six tall stakes had been driven into the ground. People stood at them with hand clasped behind their backs. They were not tied, and they sang as they stood there. As Talaos watched, blazing light like verdant fire burst around them.
 
   In the center of the great crowd there was another, much smaller circular trench, with mist like the other. Thirty-six priests and priestesses in robes and white caps and shawls stood around it, spaced regularly and clasping hands as they sang.
 
   Inside the smaller circular trench was one final circle of people. Twelve warriors in heavy armor stood there, facing outward, so close their shoulders touched. They glowed with green light that grew ever brighter and flickered upward like flame.
 
   Six of them were men of Hunyos with large round shields, breastplates, and open-faced helms. Four were Easterners with leaf-bladed swords, scale armor, rectangular shields, and helms with visors in the form of smiling, bearded faces. Another had gear Talaos recognized only from descriptions in history books; the long, heavy chain coat, tall, narrow shield, and lofty, tapering closed-face helm of the knights of old Dirion.
 
   The last warrior was lightly armored, and bore a small round shield and a curved sword. He was short and lean with raw-boned angular features. Talaos remembered Cratus's strange bodyguard from what seemed a lifetime ago. It occurred to him this might be a plainsman.
 
   One of the people standing at a stake was a very old woman. She seemed to wither in the flaming light, dropped to the ground and did not move again. At another stake stood gaunt young mother with a frail, young infant bound to her side. She sang amid the green flames, but her child squirmed helplessly, screamed, and then was still.
 
   The glow around the warriors brightened.
 
   Talaos burst into fresh anger. Rage filled his heart, and furious power arced out from him in all directions. Lines of blue-white lightning wrapped around the catapult and shot into the ground. Others radiated far out into the air around him.
 
   Talaos roared, his voice thundering far across the plains. 
 
   Heads turned all around and from all sides, in shock.
 
   He raised his right arm, hand aimed toward the center of the singing circle. He unleashed a massive bolt, a line of lightning searing bright even in the midday sun. There was a flash of green at the outer trench line. His lightning stopped and struck in midair at that point. Blue-white energy crackled and sparked outward. Green light appeared around it, swirling like mist. It glowed brighter and spread until a verdant dome of it became visible, with the trench as its boundary. It rose far over the heads of the singers.
 
   Another singer at a stake, a thin, sickly-looking old man, fell and was still.
 
   Talaos howled like raging wind. He poured forth his power. The line of lightning grew stronger. Energy flickered out from along it in all directions. Enemy soldiers backed away. His Madmen gathered close before him, and his Wolves further off, around and behind. Enemy arrows flew their way and fell among them.
 
   The twelve green-lit warriors turned in perfect unison in their close circle, turned till all faced Talaos. Their eyes lit with brilliant green-white light, like emerald furnaces.
 
   He was aware of a great roar behind him as Adriko and Kurvan's forces arrived. He heard clashing sounds of battle further off to his left, southward, where Adriko's cavalry must even now be fighting the outnumbered enemy. However, he could pay it little heed. There was another battle before him that he must win.
 
   His raw power, searing blue-white lightning, poured with rage into the swirling dome of green light. The dome began to flicker, to falter. Two more singers at the stakes fell.
 
   The twelve warriors with eyes of green flame raised their right hands.
 
   At the dome of green light, a gap burst open in swirling tatters around his lightning. The bolt shot through but stopped against another, smaller dome of green around the twelve warriors. Lightning arced and splashed explosively in all directions. Singers nearby flew backwards with charred bodies.
 
   From the outstretched right hands of the twelve warriors came spiraling, flickering bolts of radiant green fire.
 
   Talaos leapt forward off the catapult. He landed on his feet, roared, and a maelstrom of wind blasted outward from him. It hurled the Madmen and Wolves several feet further away. The luminous green bolts converged at exactly the spot where he'd been, and for a strange instant, everything seemed to grow silent. Then an inferno exploded, bright as an emerald sun.
 
   The catapult crushed into the ground, shattering, flattening and withering all at once, as if the wood weathered a hundred years in a moment. Two of the closest Wolves were knocked flat, then withered, burned and died as they lay on the ground. Others, more fortunate, were blown off their feet and hurled far backwards, singed as with fire.
 
   Talaos, closer than anyone else, stood fast in the blast wave. He felt searing, withering agony burn through his body and being. The crackling aura of blue-white power around him flickered, faded and went out.  He breathed, and it felt as if his lungs filled with fire. His flesh withered, healed, and withered again as his life and vitality struggled with the raw death consuming it. Then, over in an eternal instant of pain, the blast was done.
 
   In agonized fury, he called the wind once more. A gale hurled itself against the circle of singers, passing through the green mist around them. They pressed against one another for support. Some toppled from their feet and ceased singing. Others dropped to the ground, braced themselves against the wind, and continued.
 
   "Madmen and Wolves, to me!" Talaos roared, voice howling above his own gale.
 
   With grim faces and hard eyes ready for vengeance, they came running.
 
   As he fought down the pain in his still-seared flesh, Talaos thought what he might do. He'd learned brutal lessons watching the way the Prophet's followers acquired and used power. His own source was very different, but he would see if it could be used in a similar way. The gale faded, and he reached his right hand to Vulkas standing near. The latter gave him a grim nod and extended his own. Talaos gripped his forearm in the military handshake. 
 
   He willed it. He felt it leave him.
 
   Vulkas stood bolt-straight with surprise. His eyes crackled with faint, blue-white light, and it flickered along his war mattock. He grinned.
 
   "What in the hell?" snapped Kyrax.
 
   "Now you!" roared Talaos in reply.
 
   Looking something far beyond doubtful, Kyrax stepped forward.
 
   Talaos gripped his arm, and more power flowed out from him.
 
   Kyrax gave a ferocious snarl, with faint-flickering eyes and crackling weapons.
 
   "Talaos!" shouted Larogwan, pointing at the ring of singers.
 
   Brilliant green light flashed there, from the center of the circle.
 
   "All of you! Hands out, to me!" roared Talaos.
 
   Madmen and Wolves extended their right hands to him, in a great ring around him, over shoulders and past weapons. Only the closest reached him directly, but it would have to do. He took a breath, focused, and hurled a gift of power outward, flowing through his followers.
 
   There were feral, deathlike grins from the Wolves, under blue-white gleaming eyes.
 
   The Madmen, even silent Epos, made low primal howls.
 
   Talaos staggered with sudden exhaustion. He fell to one knee. The world reeled.
 
   Then, over the circle of singers and priests, the twelve warriors leapt with ghostly silence. They leapt superhumanly high and far, and swept faint swirling trails of green fire with them as they soared over the singers. Then, silent and graceful and still in motion, they landed as one. Swift and purposeful, they stalked in unison toward Talaos and his warriors. Those whose faces were visible wore serene smiles.
 
   "At them, men…" said Talaos in a low, hollow voice. His body refused to move. He struggled to fight weariness, excruciating pain, and the spreading blackness within.
 
   His Madmen and Wolves walked grimly forward to face the enemy with light in their eyes and power crackling on their weapons.
 
   Talaos smiled, as waves of agony wracked his body. He smiled in thought of what he'd just done. The Prophet drained others of life and power to fuel his own, then distributed that power to those more useful to his cause. Talaos's power welled from within, and he'd given freely of it, with his right hand, to the loyal and true men, friends, brothers, who'd stood with him through war, death and fire. He had no idea how long it would last for them, or everything it might do, or even whether he'd regain it in time, but he cared not. Loyalty given had been rewarded, when needed most.
 
   The twelve green-lit warriors advanced in silence. Their steps were in perfect unison, yet they moved at different speeds, those behind fanning out until they'd formed a line. Emerald flame flickered around them as they walked. Some soldiers on the enemy side backed away in fear, while many others came running to join them, swearing oaths in service to the Prophet.
 
   Fast as the Madmen and Wolves walked to meet them, others were swifter. A squad of Adriko's charging horsemen reached the leftmost of the green-lit warriors. It was the tall man in the armor of old Dirion. The first horseman's spear shattered and burned against his green-glowing armor. Then with barely a glance their way, he swept the long, heavy sword in his right hand toward the horsemen. A wave of searing green fire blasted outward in its wake. Men and horses toppled backward screaming as they withered and died.
 
   In response, there came a shouted order from somewhere further away among Adriko's cavalry, and two hundred javelins or more poured down on the green-lit warriors and the men behind them. The ordinary enemy soldiers died in dozens, but javelins striking the twelve warriors withered to dust amid flashes of verdant fire.
 
   Then the Madmen and Wolves were upon the twelve. 
 
   Vulkas roared, louder than Talaos had ever heard him. Like a towering beast he roared, his mattock raised high and arcing blue-white power. He brought it crashing down upon a green-lit warrior in armor of Hunyos. The foe raised his large round shield, and the mattock crashed against it with a thunderclap. The enemy staggered, but his shield held, and he swept his sword to strike. 
 
   An Eastern warrior brought his green-flaming sword at Kyrax, and it seared a smoking line along his round, red and black shield. Kyrax snarled curses and brought his own sword low at the other's armored guts. The point struck the armor with a flash of blue-white against swirling green. 
 
   Epos thrust with his spear straight at a green-shrouded, calmly smiling, warrior of Hunyos, and it struck like a thunderbolt against the other's oval shield. With a loud blast, electricity shot through the other side. The warrior then pulled back and stabbed a long sword at Epos. Green fire raged all around as the blade struck his armor.
 
   Larogwan faced an Easterner, trading strikes of lightning and fire. Halmir roared with hatred at the Plainsman and threw a crackling blue-white axe at the foe. The plainsman raised his small, green-shrouded shield to block, and the axe struck with an explosion of crackling power. The shield shattered, but then the plainsman spun low and brought his sword past Halmir's guard and into his side. Flame flashed and Halmir stumbled backwards.
 
   Imvan fired arrow after arrow at the twelve warriors. Each burst with blue-white power upon striking amid swirls of green light. Firio cursed under his breath and drew his twin lightning daggers as he advanced on the twelve warriors. 
 
   All around, Wolves leapt upon the enemy. They slaughtered ordinary enemy soldiers like sheep. Against the twelve, they leapt, struck, and retreated, then struck again. The warrior of Dirion blocked a Wolf's attack with his tall shield and brought his long blade down, trailing green fire, into the Wolf's shoulder. The Wolf snarled under blue-white eyes, brought his blade past the other's guard and through the heavy chain shirt. The warrior of Dirion took a step back and wrenched free of the blade. Then the Wolf toppled back as the green flame spread from his shoulder and seared away his life.
 
   Talaos watched it all helplessly as he struggled to master his weakened, withered body.
 
   He would not let them fight alone.
 
   Agony coursed through him. He mastered himself. He rose to his feet. Pain. He put it aside. He focused his mind and will. Blackness was growing. He forced it down. He sought for the spark of his power within.
 
   The power of the Prophet still flowed from the singers to the twelve warriors, and the singing went on and on. He was faintly aware of hundreds, thousands, of soldiers in battle all around. Volleys of arrows and javelins rained down on the green-lit dome over the Prophet's singers. There were children there, put on a battlefield by their own parents. He had to stop this, had to give orders. He had to face the warriors. He had to move. The sight of the mother who callously sacrificed her own child was more than he could ever forgive.
 
   Anger rose in him at the memory.
 
   Ahead of him, his men were fighting hard, but the twelve warriors moved with superhuman strength and speed. There were no other enemies left nearby, only the twelve, but they were forcing his Madmen back, step by step. The Wolves swirled around them. The warrior of Dirion ran one through, and green fire blasted out from the man’s back.
 
   His Wolf. Another warrior and brother dead.
 
   Fury. Power.
 
   Talaos drew his swords, and electricity traced along the blades.
 
   He roared and leapt at the warrior of Dirion, whirling in the air with blades arcing around him. Landing and still whirling, he swept the enemy's shield aside with his short blade and scythed his long blade into the gap in the other's armor made by his fallen Wolf. There was a blast of blue-white lightning, and green light recoiled in mist-like swirls from the blow. The warrior of Dirion staggered back, yet even now kept his shield and sword high.
 
   Something else changed. He heard a rending sound, like a veil being pierced. The light from the Prophet's camp, which had never left the corners of his vision since they'd come to this part of the battlefield, suddenly went out. He now heard hundreds of javelins and arrows striking flesh, and the singing dwindled into silence. Yet there was not a single scream.
 
   Too late. Fighting for his life. Nothing to be done. But he raged.
 
   Firio, unnoticed as always, crept close to the far end of the enemy line, where a green-lit warrior of Hunyos did battle with a half dozen Wolves. Suddenly he leapt upon the enemy and struck home with both lightning daggers. Mingled lightning flashed as Firio's gift of Talaos's power joined with that of the daggers. Then the lightning exploded, and the enemy fell with his torso in one direction and his legs in another. His light went out at last.
 
   Vulkas roared with furious joy. He had black, seared wounds in many places, but still he roared. He brought his mattock down on his foe's shield yet again. The latter had many blackened score marks of its own. This time the mattock crashed through, and the foe went back sprawling, but not dead. Then a group of Wolves pounced on the foe with stabbing spears and blades, and he died as his green light flickered out.
 
   Talaos scythed and stabbed, raining death and fury on the warrior of Dirion. The enemy returned with superhumanly swift slashes that sent searing waves of fire and force around them. At last Talaos saw an opening as the foe, slowing at last, lunged at him for a killing blow. He avoided it, spun, and brought his long blade scything around to shear the enemy's head from his shoulders. As he fell, green flame sprayed from his neck instead of blood.
 
   The plainsman, swirling with green light, whirled and scythed his own blade in combat with Halmir. The Northman suddenly leapt backward, grabbed another hand axe, and hurled it into his foe's face. Power flashed, and blue-white triumphed over green. The plainsman fell back with his face charred and cleaved in half.
 
   The other Madmen, backed by swarms of Wolves, now piled upon the remaining foes. It was a brutal fight, fought with superhuman speed and strength on both sides. The green-lit warriors had brilliant emerald flames in their eyes, and those of Talaos's men crackled with lightning. Weapons flashed and lightning struggled with searing green flames.
 
   One by one, the remainder of the twelve fell. 
 
   At last Talaos, his Madmen and his Wolves had the burnt and blackened field to themselves.  But only for a moment. Hundreds, then thousands of his horsemen and howling hillmen poured all around them and into the back of the main body of the enemy. All around was carnage. Enemy soldiers lay dead or surrendered nearby, but farther away, battle on a massive scale still raged.
 
   Talaos roared a primal, vengeful, triumphant challenge to the world. 
 
   His Madmen and Wolves roared and howled to the sky.
 
   Then it caught up with him again. Talaos staggered in sudden exhaustion and reeled backwards. Larogwan and Vulkas caught him and helped him stand on unsteady feet. He gave a grim nod of thanks, then looked at his men all around. The lightning grew fainter in their eyes now, but it still flickered in the depths.
 
   He smiled with pride and drew himself up, standing tall amidst his brothers in arms. "Now men, we've got more work to do. Out by the sea, Tescani and Drevan are fighting for their lives. We'll not let them stand alone."
 
   Nods and grim looks passed around.
 
   A cheerful, easy voice interjected, "First, you'll need some horses."
 
   Talaos turned to see Adriko, in battered gear and splashed with blood, but otherwise looking as if he'd just gotten done with a relaxing ride through the countryside.  He had officers and messengers around him, and a long string of horses. Some were their own, while others were clearly scavenged or captured. Vulkas's huge horse was among them, as was Honor.
 
   "Talaos, I keep having to bring you your horse," smiled Adriko. "I know you are warlord, dictator, and leader of our army, but you can find a cheaper stable hand than me."
 
   Talaos laughed. "I'll see if I can find you an assistant," he answered, "but now I need to go deal with that army that came ashore." As he spoke, Talaos called Honor to him. The horse came, and he vaulted into the saddle.
 
   Adriko nodded, "Tescani and Drevan look like they are fighting hard down there. I haven't had word from Aro in a while, but I can see we have things in hand on this side."
 
   With that, Adriko gestured to the battle unfolding to their southeast. Kurvan's hillmen had swarmed behind the enemy heavy infantry while Hadrastus was rolling up the end of the line with his shock troops. Talaos's main force on this side, men of Imperi, Teroia, Kyras, and Avrosa, had driven off the enemy skirmishers and forced the enemy main body back from their own trench. They were pressing relentlessly forward, and getting very much the better of the fight with their foes. It was also clear that substantial numbers of men in the enemy army on this side were surrendering rather than fighting on.
 
   In hand indeed, thought Talaos. "Adriko," he said, "detach as many cavalry as you think are needed to help mop up here, but gather the rest and follow me."
 
   Adriko smiled and saluted.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   6. Death and Life
 
    
 
   Talaos, Adriko, the Madmen, the Wolves, and three thousand light cavalry swept along the open plain. They rode fast as they could, far behind the enemy main body and well out of range of bows or javelins. 
 
   Behind them to their right, the southeast, the enemy's right wing was coming apart under assault from three sides. Squads of troops cut off from their fragmenting ranks were either surrendering wholesale, or shouting oaths to the Prophet and fighting to the death.
 
   Directly behind them, due south, was only death where the artillery, archers, and the camp of the Prophet had been.  Yet further back, bands of irregulars gathered prisoners and raided the enemy baggage train.
 
   Ahead of them to the northeast, the enemy still held. Retreating siege engineers and archers had made a stand behind the left of their main body, and were even now firing into Kurvan's oncoming hillmen, but without anything like their original numbers or cohesion.
 
   At the allied right wing, farther northeast, the troops from Mileno and the League of Five advanced to join the other heavy infantry in battle with the enemy. The Aledri troops, however, held in a defensive position. Aro had made them pivot and form the corner with a new line running roughly east and west, perpendicular to the main battle. He'd committed his reserve of troops from Mesion Hill to form the main part of that line, and bolstered them with companies of mercenary irregulars and the troops of the League of Padra. He’d also pulled the heavy cavalry on that side back, and joined them with his reserve cavalry. Both were now trotting east behind the infantry ranks toward the far end of the new line.
 
   For their part, the enemy had kept their own body of heavy cavalry in a single large force, but shifted them to threaten Aro's new improvised line. Further northeast, swarms of enemy irregulars now charged toward the isolated troops under Tescani and Drevan. Beyond even them, thousands of the enemy that had come by sea locked in battle with Tescani's men. Others swept around south to surround them.
 
   There was no time to waste. Talaos and Adriko rode on with their relief force, swift across the open plain. Ahead, small bodies of enemy irregulars, mostly hillmen, scattered before the three thousand cavalry riding their way. Talaos resumed his challenges, calling on them to declare against the Prophet and surrender. Some did and went south. A few instead tried to rejoin the larger battle. Others fled west, toward the waiting hills and escape. Here and there, groups of men made oaths or vows to the Prophet, stood their ground, and died.
 
   At last they reached the end of the open area behind the enemy main line. They wheeled right, turning northeast. Directly ahead now were the enemy irregulars attacking Tescani. The enemy heavy cavalry seemed to have noticed their arrival, and began to adjust their formation in response.
 
   Adriko shouted to Talaos as they rode, "If they decide to come visit, fifteen hundred heavy cavalry can deal a lot of pain to three thousand light."
 
   Further off, Tescani's improvised palisade of outward-facing stakes looked a bit like a fortress. A fortress under siege. The army that had arrived by sea, more than six thousand in total, comprised largely heavy infantry and light skirmishers. They were supported by a few troops of light cavalry, and at least five companies of massed archers. With them as well marched a body of three hundred very heavily armed irregulars. Talaos thought them shock troops, like those under Hadrastus.
 
   "We'll need help from Aro's new line, and especially the heavy cavalry," Talaos shouted to Adriko.
 
   The latter nodded, but then replied, "No way we'll get a messenger past all those irregulars."
 
   "I think I have a signal that might work," replied Talaos. 
 
   With that he focused his mind. He thought of the things he'd seen today, and what they'd meant, what it was they were fighting against. There ahead was Tescani, who for his own reasons had supported him in his rise to power, and there was Drevan, friend and brother in arms since the pass. Now, Drevan held the line again, surrounded and against overwhelming odds. 
 
   Not alone for much longer, if he could help it.
 
   He sheathed his long blade and raised his right arm to the clear blue sky. Then he gathered lightning in his open hand and shot it, crackling bright, high over the heads of all the warring soldiers. That caught the attention of many.
 
   Ahead on the plain fought soldiers of many kinds under numerous officers. He could see one among the enemy he remembered, a mercenary warlord he'd noted as a supporter of the Prophet. Now the enemy bore down on Drevan with swarms of irregular infantry and cavalry.
 
   Talaos lowered his arm, stretched his hand to the distant foe, and called forth his lightning once more. It arced across the plain and struck the warlord in the back. There was a flash of green, and for a moment the enemy seemed to hold under the protection of the Prophet. Then something gave, and lightning sprayed out from the man's armored chest.
 
   That caught the attention of all.
 
   There were drums and trumpets from Aro's command group, to Talaos's right. The general’s improvised second line began to advance north in good order. At their near end, they were joined by the Aledri heavy foot. At the far end of the line, east toward the sea, the allied heavy cavalry wheeled around and toward the enemy.
 
   Adriko shouted orders and sent messengers galloping to his officers. His light cavalry fanned out into a great, wide line in three divisions of roughly a thousand each. Talaos, his Madmen and his Wolves formed a vanguard in the center. Together they swept the disorganized companies of enemy irregulars before them. Now, at last, the enemy committed their heavy cavalry.  Wheeling away from their position facing Aro's line, they swept toward Adriko.
 
   "Ah. That's not very friendly," quipped Adriko, drawing close to ride at Talaos’s side. "They're hoping to either scare us off, or catch us between themselves and the forces coming inland from the fleet, and I'd guess the irregulars will try to close any holes."
 
   Talaos thought about that, and replied, "How much time would you need to escape the trap and get further around to the coast, behind those enemy infantry fighting Tescani?"
 
   "Just a few minutes, I think."
 
   "Then I'll create a distraction," replied Talaos.
 
   "You do have a gift for that," smiled Adriko.
 
   Talaos motioned to the Madmen and Wolves. They sped up and wheeled at an angle to the right, even as Adriko began to turn his force slightly left, toward the northeast. Talaos went galloping straight at the enemy heavy cavalry. They were heavily armored men in breastplates over chain shirts, with greaves, vambraces, pauldrons and thigh armor. Even their horses had some armor. They carried oval shields and wielded lances and long swords.  A gilt-armored general led them, and Talaos recognized him as yet another of those he'd noted in support of the Prophet.
 
   And with that, Talaos knew how to start.
 
   He focused his mind and will. He drew upon his power. He extended his right hand and unleashed a lightning bolt straight at the enemy general. Blue-white power cracked into the man, and was answered by a shimmering green glow from his gilt-engraved armor. The general raised a long spear that suddenly flamed with green along the point, and motioned his men to charge straight at Talaos.
 
   Black weariness appeared again within, reminding him his lightning was costly. He'd have to be more careful. Talaos had another idea. He had javelins left. The distance was still great, but so was his reach. He shouted to his men, "Follow me! I'm going to make them angry."
 
   There was another senior officer to the left of the general. Talaos thought likely a tribune. He drew a javelin, poured power into it, and hurled. The javelin struck the man in the throat, arcing lightning, and severed his head from his body.
 
   Then Talaos chose another. An officer to the general's right. He drew and cast, but missed. He tried again. The javelin soared across the plain and struck the man through the shoulder, well above his heart. It might have been a grievous but not fatal blow, except that the lightning then stopped the man's heart, and he toppled in the saddle.
 
   Talaos, the Madmen and the Wolves rode hard across the plain. The enemy was closing to cut them off, though with decreasing order after losing two senior officers in moments.
 
   He drew another javelin and found a target. This time, he chose the cavalryman holding the largest banner near the general. He cast, and his javelin struck the center of the man's chest. The bearer flew backward off his horse, and the banner fell to the earth under trampling hooves.
 
   The enemy general now seemed furious, and many of his men with him. They pursued Talaos, with Adriko’s main force momentarily forgotten. Now though, Talaos himself headed for the very trap intended for Adriko.
 
   He and his men had been gradually shifting back northward again, and now raced almost due east across the plain. To the south, his right, was Aro's advancing line of heavy footmen. Ahead and to the left was Tescani's besieged position; terrible, bloody fighting was taking place there. Behind and to the left, Adriko wheeled around to strike at the flank of Tescani's besiegers. His forces cleared enemy irregulars as they went.
 
   If not for Tescani, Drevan and their men, the invasion force of six thousand would have closed on the allied right flank before Aro could have organized a defense. The enemy might have been able to turn and deal effectively with Talaos’s own flanking assault, and the entire battle might have been lost. But those with Tescani had paid a terrible price.
 
   Talaos thought he could probably escape the pursuing heavy cavalry, but that would leave Tescani and Drevan's men exposed to nearly fifteen hundred fresh and well armed enemies. On the other hand, far ahead, Aro's heavy cavalry were trotting forward along the far end of the infantry line. There were nearly a thousand of them.
 
   That would even things.
 
   Talaos decided to make himself yet more annoying to his pursuers.
 
   "Ride ahead of me, men!" he shouted to the Madmen and Wolves.
 
   They did, and Talaos went from lead in the formation to the tail. Behind him were their fifteen hundred pursuers. He slowed down further. He forced down his pain, focused his mind and readied to pay the price. He extended an open right hand behind him and drew upon his dwindling power. A long arc of lightning shot toward the enemy. A cavalryman fell dead. He swept to the left: more men charred and dead. To the right, and more.
 
   He felt weariness rise and darkness spread. Felt the cost of the power he was wielding.
 
   The enemy closed on him. Arrows and javelins hurtled his way. He cast forth his lightning again, and more foes toppled. Then yet again, as the blackness rose. He pushed it down and away. The enemy seemed to have forgotten all else but killing him. They drew closer. 
 
   He shouted to his men ahead, "Men! Bows and Javelins!"
 
   Not all had javelins anymore, but those who did, drew them. Imvan turned in his saddle with bow ready. He fired, and an enemy dropped with an arrow through the eye slit of his closed helm. The others threw javelins. Many struck home, and more enemies fell.
 
   Talaos watched his men in action, and could see they still moved and acting with greater strength and accuracy than they had before he'd gifted them with his power. He recalled what was said about making magic objects, and wondered how much of it applied to living things. He also reminded himself that what he had gifted might well be gone from him forever. So be it.
 
   Honor ran hard. The horse was faster and stronger than most, but had galloped through much of the battle, more than was healthy or than it could sustain. 
 
   He had a thought.
 
   Talaos put his hand to the horse's shoulder. He poured power and will into the touch. He gave it as a gift to the brave beast carrying him to safety. There was a flicker of light, of lightning in the horse's eyes, and a crackle of power in its straining muscles. Honor neighed, snorted fiercely as if in challenge to the world, and now seemed to chafe at their slow pace.
 
   Exhaustion. So little left. So much spent, or gone. He swayed in the saddle.
 
   One more thing to do.
 
   He raised his right hand to the sky once again. He focused mind and will, and fired a thin bolt of lightning skyward.  Ahead, the friendly heavy cavalry approached. He trusted their commander would see, size up the situation, and make useful choices.
 
   Talaos squeezed his legs and gave his horse a clap on the shoulder. Honor bolted forth, galloping at full sprint, as if fresh at the start of a new day. The enemy fell behind. He slumped forward in the saddle, weary to the core. 
 
   Between the siege around Tescani and Aro's advancing line, open space grew narrow, disappearing fast.  Talaos's force drew their pursuers into that narrowing gap.  Ahead, the allied heavy cavalry suddenly wheeled and charged straight at his pursuers with leveled lances. Behind him, he heard shouts. Too late, the enemy realized they had gone from setting a trap to being caught in one.
 
   Honor sped across the plain and caught up with the fleeing Madmen and Wolves. Half asleep with weariness, Talaos focused his mind and drew back gently on the reins. He took a place among his men. He summoned yet more life and energy from his dwindling reserves within.
 
   "Now men!" he roared. "We ride to help Tescani!"
 
   They sped up, galloping straight toward the oncoming friendly heavy cavalry. There were gaps on either side, like gates between the heavy cavalry and Aro's advancing line on the right, and Tescani's fortress of pikes and stakes on the left. It felt like trying to escape a colossal cage made of four parts, and each part was made of hundreds, or thousands, of men. The gaps, the gates to escape, would soon close.
 
   Behind them, the enemy heavy cavalry began to slow. They no longer had room to maneuver properly, and Talaos thought their commander was likely trying to turn them and get out before being pinned on three sides.
 
   Talaos looked back over his shoulder and saw that Adriko had decided to make the enemy's task more difficult. Light horsemen with bows detached from Adriko’s main force, and wheeled to fire into the rear of the enemy heavy cavalry. Talaos's own task now was to ride through the gap on the left and press north to disrupt the end of the invading army's line.
 
   "All speed! To the left!" he shouted.
 
   The friendly cavalry ahead wore closed-faced helms, but Talaos imagined their faces bore surprised expressions. Still, they held their ranks in good order. Talaos and his men raced through the gap as it closed, and out to the coastal plains beyond. The trap closed behind them, with the enemy heavy cavalry caught between their allied counterparts, thousands of advancing heavy infantry, Tescani's palisade of stakes, and Adriko's raining arrows.
 
   Talaos and his men wheeled out, northeast around the palisade. Ahead, enemy spearmen locked in combat with soldiers of Megasi. Both sides looked weary and depleted. The enemy broke and fled before his force. Next was a gap in the enemy line. At the same point inside the palisade, the Megasi troops merged into those of Tescani. Corpses piled in heaps all around, and the line of the stakes was damaged and broken. It was the weakest point in the entire defending perimeter. The enemy clearly saw it, too.
 
   The enemy's body of heavy irregular foot, marching in from the coast, now charged toward the broken and corpse-piled stretch of palisade. They were three hundred heavily armored men with mattocks, two-handed swords, and long axes. Among them were men with weapons flickering with green light.
 
   Talaos knew what had to be done. If Tescani and Drevan could hold just a while longer, Aro's thousands would join Adriko's, and they would drive the enemy into the sea. If they could hold.
 
   "Madmen and Wolves!" he shouted, mastering inner exhaustion. "At those men!"
 
   They roared and galloped toward the enemy.
 
   The charging shock troops saw them coming and turned, still sprinting, to face them. The enemy advanced on foot, but they were three hundreds against one, and wielded long, heavy weapons of great use against horsemen.
 
   Talaos knew that for all they'd done on horseback today, his Madmen and Wolves were not mainly cavalry fighters. The horses had been running since the fight at the Prophet's camp, and were near exhaustion. He made a quick decision. Their horses had brought them, but they would do the fighting. 
 
   "Men! Slow your horses, together now, dismount, and charge!"
 
   Talaos reined Honor, his men followed likewise, and then all leapt from their horses. Without pausing, they raced at the oncoming enemy. Talaos, swiftest of all, drew his twin blades. Faint flickers of lightning traced along them, drawing on depleted power. Pain coursed through his weary, wounded, seared body, but he pushed it aside and ran on.
 
   They were upon the enemy. He leapt, whirled with spinning blades and cut the heavy iron head from a maul with his long blade, kicked its wielder aside, and landed to run his short blade under the chin of the man's helm. As he spun to the next foe, he saw the onrushing wave of his own men. Their eyes sparked with lightning, and power crackled on their weapons.
 
   Talaos fought the shadowed weariness within himself even as he fought his foes. He lunged, turned, and cut down another. Behind him, Vulkas swept his mattock to send a massive, heavily armored enemy flying backwards. Another near giant brought a two handed sword down to cleave Vulkas's skull. The latter spun with almost superhuman speed to bring the heavy head of his mattock up in defense, and the great sword shattered against it. The foe ducked with a gauntleted fist under Vulkas's guard, but was interrupted as Larogwan cleaved his skull with a blue-white sparking axe. Talaos leapt again, spun sideways past a foe's raised axe, kicked another's face in mid air, and landed as his sweeping long blade beheaded a third.
 
   Behind, Firio now moved faster than could clearly be seen, and drove his lightning daggers home in one enemy after another with blasts of light and smoke. The other Madmen and Wolves roared to the attack, but against them now came men with weapons and armor that flickered faintly green. A mighty battle began, with men on both sides swinging deadly blows, dodging, kicking, and hurling weapons. 
 
   With lightning in their eyes, the fury of the Madmen and the Wolves raged against their massed foes. Talaos leapt and spun and slew as weapons struck him on all sides. For all the men who'd surrendered in the great battle behind, here quarter was neither asked nor given. Grim men fought to the death on a blood strewn field, while great armies advanced around them.
 
   At last, it was done. Talaos, his Madmen, and his Wolves stood amid three hundred fallen foes, guarding the gap in the line of their friends. Talaos looked around him. He'd lost thirty more Wolves thirty more brothers at arms. But, they'd done it.
 
   Aro's line of thousands now reached them. The enemy began to withdraw from Tescani's carnage-strewn palisade and back toward the sea. Farther off, to his left, he could hear the thunder of cavalry as Adriko moved to intercept them. In the other direction, inland and to the south, he could hear many thousands of marching feet. That would be his main army, wheeling to face the remaining enemy.
 
   There would be more fighting, but his generals knew their business. He felt his weariness rise again, inner blackness growing past his efforts to control it. He had expended tremendous amounts of his power today, and given much of it, likely forever, to loyal men now both living and dead. He'd lived through withering death that should have killed him, many times over. 
 
   Yet there was still more to do.
 
   Even as the enemy line rolled up, at the far point of Tescani's position, hard fighting continued. He motioned to the Madmen and Wolves, and they passed through the very gap in the palisade they'd just defended.
 
   Around them, many soldiers of Megasi lay dead or wounded. Others stood, leaning wearily on their spears or propped against their large round shields. He saw a decurion he recognized and hailed the man. The latter saluted, and Talaos returned it.
 
   "Decurion," he said, "do you know where Drevan and Tescani are?"
 
   The man looked downcast. "I'm sorry, Warlord, Drevan is dead. When last I'd heard, Tescani was fighting with the front line of his men, off that way…"
 
   The decurion pointed in a direction further north.
 
   Talaos thought black thoughts, gave the man a grim nod, and went on with his troops.
 
   He and his weary men threaded their way through groups of exhausted , wounded soldiers. Ahead, at the north palisade, sounds of fighting still rang. He sped up. Tescani's remaining healthy men were massed there with long pikes, stabbing over the tattered, corpse-strewn barricade of stakes as arrows and javelins landed among them. 
 
   But even as Talaos raced wearily to help, the enemy began to withdraw, first in good order, then in haste. He heard the thunder of hooves, and Adriko’s thousands of cavalry came from the west, sweeping along the coastal plain between Tescani's palisade and the shore. 
 
   From the far south of the battlefield to the far north, he and Adriko had fought, and however little it yet felt like it, the day was won. Victory. Talaos thought wearily, victory at a price as yet unknown.
 
   Now though… Where was Tescani?
 
   Blackness grew within. Exhausted. Spent.
 
   He saw one of Tescani's grim captains, hailed the man, and they exchanged salutes.
 
   "Captain, where is Warlord Tescani?"
 
   The captain was bloodied and bandaged. His armor dented and his cloak rent and soaked with gore. He looked bleakly at Talaos, and motioned to follow.
 
   Men all around stopped, nodded grimly to Talaos and saluted. He returned them and stumbled onward. Further on, he saw great piles of dead on either side of a gore-spattered stretch of palisade spikes. There on the bloody ground, back propped up against enemy corpses as if they were cushions, sat Tescani. Officers and men stood all around him, silent and bleak.
 
   Tescani tilted his scarred, square-jawed face, just slightly, and his hard eyes appraised Talaos. He gave a weary nod. His heavy armor was rent and caked with dried blood. Arrows had found gaps in even that mighty armor, and they were buried deep. Talaos walked to the dying warlord on unsteady feet, and dropped to one knee in the gore-soaked mud beside him.
 
   "We held…" said Tescani with grim, cold pride, but his voice wheezed. He coughed, and blood came from his mouth.
 
   Talaos nodded and gripped Tescani’s forearm, and the latter returned it in the military handshake.
 
   "You held, and the day is won," replied Talaos.
 
   Tescani mastered his coughs, and spoke again, voice hoarse, "I said you were the main chance. I'll put in a good word for you… in the hells…" 
 
   No, thought Talaos.
 
   He had power left. Some. He used it. With his hand still on Tescani's arm, he poured forth his power as he had for others this day.
 
   Tescani narrowed his eyes as if unsure what was happening, then they flashed with faint light. The warlord looked startled, almost disbelieving. Then he took on an expression of purpose. He wrenched his arm free with sudden energy and stared in grim hatred at the arrows in his body. To the visible shock of all around him, he ripped them out one by one. He winced with agony, then calmed as the wounds began to heal. "What in the hells…" he said, voice low. For a moment, he brightened, closer to human happiness than Talaos had ever seen him. Then he took a look at Talaos, and grew grim again.
 
   Talaos felt the drain of everything he'd done. The world spun in shadows around him. Nonetheless, he rose to his feet. Then his legs gave way. Tescani leapt to his feet to catch him. Others joined to help, and a dozen strong arms supported their leader. He steadied, rose, and appraised the scene around him. No enemy in sight remained under arms and in battle. All had surrendered, fallen, or were in headlong retreat.
 
   Victory indeed. 
 
   “We’ve won, men!” he shouted, his own voice now hoarse.
 
   Cheers and salutes answered in reply from hundreds of soldiers. However, those who watched him for any length of time looked worried.
 
   "Men, find me somewhere to sit. I have more work to do," said Talaos.
 
   Soldiers stared in brief uncertainty, but then moved into action.
 
   They had only grim things to work with, and so they worked with them. With surprising speed, his men built him a kind of crude, massive throne of the corpses of fallen enemies, framed and braced by stakes and spears, with round shields for a seat and a back atop the bodies.
 
   Talaos surveyed the strange throne of fallen foes, and thought it good.
 
   He took his seat on the shields, and rested his swords across his lap. The men all around looked as if they still watched a dying commander, but it was no longer Tescani. Some placed enemy weapons and banners at his feet.
 
   He surveyed himself, and thought it was not good. He had far more, and more serious, wounds than he'd remembered getting, a testament to how little notice he took of them anymore. His flesh still showed visible burns and withering from the blast he'd taken, and much that might have healed him had gone out to others instead. So be it, he thought.
 
   Talaos raised his right hand, and all the men around gave him their attention. "Bring our gravely wounded here, all that cannot walk on their own. I command it."
 
   Men boggled, but saluted, shouted their obedience and went swiftly into action.
 
   The first was brought before him, a hard-faced mercenary serving with Tescani. The man had many cuts, and his entire right side was shredded by great stab wounds. He was pale with loss of blood. Talaos took his arm and poured forth a bit of power. Not like what he'd given the Madmen and Wolves, for he no longer had it on that scale, but with luck enough to help this man live.
 
   The soldier's breathing became stronger, and his eyes focused. There was only the faintest spark in them, but it was the spark of life. He looked surprised to see his supreme commander there, and made to salute, but had not the strength. Talaos saluted him instead. The soldier gave a grim smile as he was carried onward.
 
   The next wounded man was a soldier of Megasi. He was hardly more than a boy, and his youthful face seemed almost peaceful, but his right leg was gone above the knee. Someone had tied and bandaged the wound, but he'd lost vast amounts of blood.  Talaos took his arm and gave him a spark. The boy opened his eyes confusedly, but with life.
 
   Then came the next, and the next. It went on and on, for there were many wounded.
 
   With each life bolstered, he felt his own fade. The blackness was strong now, covering his inner world in shadows. It grew, looming as it had at the pass. He fought it, pushed it back and away. He clawed within for life and power.
 
   Some of his soldiers watched what was happening wide-eyed, others lowered their eyes to the ground. The Wolves and Tescani's tough veterans looked blank and grim, staring as if at things far away. Only his Madmen, who knew him best, and who'd been with him before when he ought to have died, seemed more hopeful. Even so, they watched him cautiously.
 
   More gravely wounded men, and more. They'd done well in this battle, but still he knew there must be many near death yet not yet at it. He ordered they be brought to him from across the battlefield. Others, including most of his commanders, arrived and watched. Talaos worked on. More wounded men given life, and more lost within. At last, he could no longer raise his own hand. He slumped in his throne. His eyes closed as the darkness won.
 
   His mind turned to the immense depths of blackness within him. He'd faced that darkness without fear, but with tremendous resistance. He'd fought it, clinging furiously to the light, and at the pass it had found him anyway. He focused his mind on what he must do in this war, and that he must stay alive to complete it. With that focus, he looked straight into the blackness itself, and through it.
 
   An abyss opened before him in his soul, and he leapt.
 
   He seemed to soar through shadowed chasms, opening into an unknown beyond. He felt time change, seeming to slow as it had when he'd been in the mightiest grips of his fighting rage. He felt almost as if he could see it. There were vastnesses of time; deep ages within him, within what he was. He followed them on through the darkened void. 
 
   He sought, and reflected.
 
   Darkness was part of the storm, just as much as light and lightning, and as much part of him. He embraced it at last, and comprehended.
 
   There within, in the age-old depths beneath the blackness, was the storm itself. The seed of his purpose and source of his power, roiling and raging with clouds of uttermost darkness and arcs of lightning bright as the sun. Darkness and light, destruction and creation, death and life.
 
   All within.
 
   A name came to him. A name a spirit had spoken to Liriel. A memory within.
 
   The Storm Father.
 
   Father and founder of his line. The first of the gods, and the last to die.
 
   The last act of a dying god. The last gift of a dying father to his son. The last seed and spark of the gods was within him, passed from father to son through the long ages since.
 
   The source. His source. It was there, within him and within reach.
 
   Yet something was in the way, or some things. He knew them.
 
   The nine seals. They were real and had stood for eons, scattered and hidden.
 
   Nine Seals of the World, between him and that which was his.
 
   He raged, hurled his fury within, but to no purpose.
 
   Now was not the time, and he could not reach them, not undo them, not break them yet.
 
   But he would.
 
   He smiled. He could not yet directly touch the source, but he had found it, and could draw upon it again. And it was mighty.
 
   As was he.
 
   He laughed, as darkness and light, clouds and lightning, raged forth from him.
 
   He opened his eyes.
 
   Men, commanders and officers, wounded and well, his Madmen and his Wolves, all looked at him, transfixed with sudden awe.
 
   Lightning arced from him, and lines of it rose far into the sky. Waves of visible blue-white power washed outward from him like a wind over the men of his army. Where that wind swept, wounded men grew stronger, and the dying held back from the brink.
 
   Overhead, where there had been a clear sky moments before, vast black clouds formed. They spiraled outward from a point in the sky directly above him. As the clouds spread, they piled higher overhead, and thunder rolled in their depths.
 
   In the House of the Prophet, in the grip of the Prophet’s inhuman guardians, he had once seen with an inner eye. Then, he’d had no idea how it had happened, but he now called upon that power with intention. He stretched his mind's eye around him, seeing in all directions where his body's eyes could not. He looked across the battlefield to the men standing in arms, or prisoners kneeling, all of them gaping at the sky. He looked further, to the shore, where his army had captured galleys of the enemy, and then the sea beyond, where numerous enemy ships had reformed, still powerful. He sent waves, wind, and lightning against those ships, and they foundered.
 
   Still further out, his inner eye grew unfocused, straining as against a haze or fog, but he saw brief images of great armies mobilizing in the north, and fleets across the eastern sea.
 
   Then, one more thing caught his gaze. A ship was coming. A ship of the Western Isles. 
 
   Coming with the storm, the storm he'd become.
 
   He remembered one of Miriana’s prophecies, and he smiled.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   7. Change
 
    
 
   Talaos sat upon his throne of fallen foes, amid the blood and carnage of the battlefield, and held council with his commanders. Dark turbulent clouds slowly wheeled in the sky, and their brooding depths flashed with lightning. Out at sea, the wreckage of enemy ships tossed amid crashing waves. The arcs of lightning around Talaos himself had subsided, but his eyes still radiated brilliant, blue-white power.
 
   General Aro stood by with many others. He seemed unfazed by the scene around him or the sight before him, and was making report in a measured, sharp voice. "General Ilirios fell by a javelin, and Tribune Mordvan was with the front rank of his troops when he took a spear through his throat. None of the senior enemy commanders lived through the battle."
 
   Talaos replied, "And what of the men?"
 
   "We lost roughly two thousand dead, all told. A third of those were here at Tescani's redoubt. The total would have been more, if not for the power you wielded today."
 
   There were uneasy glances by some at the sky overhead.
 
   Aro continued, "Enemy losses were far greater. Seven thousand dead from their main army, and again it would have been much higher, but your power healed their wounded as well. At least two thousand, nearly all hillmen, irregulars, and cavalry escaped to the western hills. Sixteen thousand surrendered. Of those, I think many could be convinced to switch sides."
 
   Aro then looked to Adriko, who'd been closer at hand for the fight against the invasion force that had come by sea. Talaos nodded.
 
   Adriko reported, "Alas, the soldiers that came by sea weren't so eager to surrender. I think they had a higher proportion of the Prophet's people among them, and that contributed to their unreasonableness. Four thousand or so of them died fighting, about fifteen hundred surrendered, and a few hundred managed to escape to the sea. Well… Went to sea to drown."
 
   Talaos took in the knowledge. Two thousand men of his army lay dead, and eleven thousand of the other. They were grim numbers. Yet for a battle they'd begun outnumbered on an open plain, with odds worsened further by a powerful enemy relief force, it was well done.
 
   The true outcome of the battle was even more one-sided. A mere few days earlier, the other side had sent more than thirty thousand by land and six thousand by sea, against his sixteen. Five thousand had defected to his side before the battle, and more than seventeen thousand had surrendered during it. Of the thirty-six thousand the other side had begun with, there remained perhaps two thousand in arms, fleeing without order.
 
   Yet even that was not the full tale. A messenger arrived from Avrosa with news of the fleet. The man saluted Talaos, and gave report. "Storm Lord, ten of the enemy’s ships escaped north, but the rest foundered in your waves or burned in your lightning. Of our sixteen ships, eight were lost early in the fighting, but the rest are safe in the harbor."
 
   Some of the commanders around seemed surprised at the use of the deferential title given Talaos by the Avrosans. A few others, glancing at the circling clouds overhead, looked as if they were mastering concerns of their own.
 
   What the messenger reported matched exactly what he'd seen reaching out with his mind. The enemy had lost ninety ships or more, either captured or sunk. If reports on overall enemy strength were still accurate, that would be the greater part of their fleet.
 
   He turned to other messengers and officers with reports. It went on for a long time. Then, Firio returned from a special mission of his own.
 
   "Did you find anything, Firio?" asked Talaos.
 
   "I found the bodies. The general that came by sea had the same amulet. Just like on that general in the main army, and on the priest," said Firio.
 
   He showed Talaos three identical, circular golden amulets. Each was inscribed in fine detail with complex geometric lines and glyphs centered on a small white crystal. Talaos could sense power on them. He'd suspected the enemy had some means by which they'd coordinated so well, a means that had bypassed Maxano. Perhaps these were that means.
 
   "He had this too…" added Firio. With that he handed Talaos a small, golden scroll case of complex design. 
 
   Talaos trusted Firio to have handled any surprises it might have. He opened it, and read the scroll within. Then he raised his right hand once more. "Generals Maxano, Hadrastus, and Gavro, come forward," he said.
 
   The three did. They saluted, and Talaos returned the gesture.
 
   "Take a look at these orders, and this list of names," he said to them."This was carried by the general commanding the army that arrived by sea."
 
   Maxano took the scroll, and together they read. Hadrastus, towering in his blood-caked bronze armor, seemed calm, but Gavro scowled and Maxano looked almost wounded.
 
   The former senior commander of the enemy army spoke, in a pained voice, "These are secret orders from a closed council of representatives from several of the factions in our old alliance, including my own city of Kyras. They are orders for the removal from command of a number of officers in our army, including myself, Gavro, Ilirios, and Hadrastus. Trials were to follow. The orders predate our defection by more than a week."
 
   "It seems," said Talaos, "you were being watched, and judged. And that judgment was based on something other than your loyalty to your cities and towns."
 
   "Indeed…" said Maxano resignedly.
 
   "Commanders," said Talaos, "we have much more to do, and discuss. When the dead are all gathered, they will be honored and buried, with funeral pyres for those accorded them under the old laws. Then you will assemble the prisoners, healthy or wounded. Every one of them that is conscious will be offered the same oath we have all taken.
 
   "Those who swear to fight the Prophet will be enlisted in our army. Any who swear instead for the Prophet, or try to fight, will be killed. The rest will be demobilized and barred from military service for the duration of the war, or until such time as they change their minds. Once that is done, we'll need to plan for the coming campaign. Officers, we have much to do, but tonight, the men may rest."
 
   With that, Talaos rose from the throne of corpses. Hundreds of soldiers nearby saluted him. He felt the strength in his body and spirit, the imperishable storm within. He calmed the winds in the black-shrouded sky, but the lightning remained in his eyes.
 
   Many of the Avrosans nearby now bowed low to him. Beneath military restraint, the others had varied reactions to that act, but some looked shocked.
 
   Shouts of "Storm Lord!" rose from some among the crowds of soldiers.
 
   He mounted his horse and rode toward Avrosa. His Madmen, his Wolves, and many officers and messengers formed up and followed behind. Out on the open battlefield, soldiers, Avrosan militia and prisoners in thousands worked to gather bodies, weapons, armor, gear, and the immense amounts of baggage from the enemy army.
 
   As he passed, they stopped, some in awe, others fear, many more both. The men of the army saluted. Many of the Avrosans bowed, and a few kneeled. Prisoners watched him in disbelief. He continued on. Before the gates of the city, vast crowds of Avrosan civilians gathered, and many more waited inside. They watched him worshipfully, and many kneeled as he passed.
 
   Talaos stopped and addressed them in a deep, resonant voice. "People of Avrosa, stand. You will not trade one master for another."
 
   Then he rode on. The people rose, but the worship did not leave their eyes. He continued through the city to the old tower, ascended the many flights of steps to the top. There, he watched the work proceeding out on the battlefield. Messengers and officers came and went, and he attended to business as they did, but still he watched.
 
   Hours passed, and as the light faded in the western sky, the work was done. Fallen soldiers of his army were gathered in cairns at the edge of the hills, and those of the enemy in great pits. Those accorded the honor of funeral pyres were sheltered in the city. Great tent camps spread outside the gate as shelter during the long hours in which oaths would be administered and men sorted. Much blood and carnage remained on the battlefield, and on dusty, bloodstained men of war. From his gathered clouds, he called a gentle rain to wash both land and men.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos stood with Demistas the physician in a room at the house of healing. Before them both, in clean white beds, were the remaining lost ones. They were those Talaos had rescued from the House of the Prophet and from the iron stake. There were eight who'd resisted all cures, including the little girl and the convicted murderer. With them also was a ninth, Milo the musician, who was lucid at times and babbled his tuneless songs at others.
 
   He'd found the families of those who'd had such. Two had none that had survived the Prophet's mercy. He'd discovered that the little girl's mother had died of illness, and her father, who'd had some spark of magical gift for befriending animals, had already been consigned to the flames. The little girl's crime was to have been his daughter, with hints of the same gift. Her name was Droniel, and she had an aunt still living in Avrosa.
 
   Demistas looked at Talaos, and his eyes, with wonder. They shone from corner to corner with blue-white lightning at all times now, though the intensity varied with his mood. They were blazing bright at this moment.
 
   He walked to the closest of the lost ones, a middle-aged man. There was no more physical healing to be done, so the kind of gift of power he’d used on the battlefield would be of no help. Unsure what he might do, he tried to reach to the man’s mind as he had within himself. He found nothing. Perhaps, he thought, what he sought was buried more deeply. He focused his mind, searching. After a few moments, he understood. The difficulty was not the man's mind, but his own. He simply lacked a gift of the right kind. He might heal, but the minds of others were not his to explore.
 
   Perhaps there was another path. Perhaps he could leave a lamp to light the way, and let them choose to follow or not. He put a hand to the man's brow, and imparted a spark of his power within. Rather than let it infuse and spread, he left it to shine, ready for the taking. He stood there, and time passed. 
 
   At last, the man's eyes flickered with some hint of awareness. He stared about him, recoiled at the brilliant glow of Talaos's eyes, but then fell into a natural sleep.
 
   Talaos went to the next, and did the same. This time there was no reaction even after a long while. He could do no more, at least for now, and moved on.  He went to each in turn, with varying results. One awakened, two slept, and another did not respond at all. Next he reached Milo, who at the moment was babbling. He gave a spark to the musician and the babbling stopped. The man looked at him with sudden intelligence. He smiled, but then sat quietly, deep in melancholy reflection. Talaos put a hand on his shoulder, and then continued his work.
 
   Next was Savro, the man who'd raped and murdered his maid. Talaos put his hand to the man's head and imparted the spark. Savro's vacant eyes came almost immediately into focus. He looked at Talaos with a sudden startled expression, then his eyes narrowed.
 
   "Where am I?" Savro asked.
 
   "The House of Healing," replied Talaos, voice cold.
 
   "What happened to the Prophet's people?" the other said, suspiciously.
 
   "They're all dead."
 
   "Wha… Who're you? What's wrong with your eyes?"
 
   "I am Talaos, Dictator of Avrosa. There's nothing wrong with my eyes."
 
   "Dictator! I… Can you give me a pardon?" replied Savro with sudden hope.
 
   "Very much the opposite. I helped you reawaken so you could face your fate with full awareness of what was happening, and why," answered Talaos.
 
   Savro panicked. "Uh… it wasn't my fault! I mean, uh, it was somebody else! Please believe me!" 
 
   Talaos ignored him and summoned the vigiles he'd had waiting by the door. They dragged Savro away as he blubbered for mercy. He watched the man go, thinking of the relentless internal logic of the Prophet's laws, under which punishment was meted on the innocent, and what amounted to mercy was given to the guilty.
 
   Talaos shook his thoughts free of it, for now he had a more hopeful task.
 
   He went to the seven year old girl, little Droniel, put his hand to her forehead, and gave her the spark. A long time passed. At last, her eyes opened.  She looked up at Talaos and his radiant eyes with wonder.
 
   He called Droniel 's aunt into the room. The woman sobbed and hugged the girl, and then little Droniel hugged Talaos. He couldn't recall when in his life, even as a small boy, that a child had ever hugged him. He smiled and patted her head. To his dismay, Droniel 's aunt bowed low before him, then took and kissed his hand. With that, they departed, as Droniel waved him a goodbye.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos held Liriel in his arms. They lay on her new bed, in her regained and restored townhouse. It was a tall, narrow place of three stories in a poorer part of the city. She'd been able to recover many, but not all of her old things. Those related to the practice of her craft had largely been destroyed or burned by the followers of the Prophet. She'd gradually acquired replacements, and a certain comfort had returned to her home. In that comfort, they had something almost like a private moment between two lovers. Almost, except for his soldiers stationed outside on the street.
 
   She looked up at him and ran her fingers through his black hair. He'd had it cut for the first time in a long while, and while it tousled at the top and at his forehead, it was military trim around the back and sides. He had a thought that she missed the old unkempt strands.
 
   "Talaos," she said wistfully, "the light never leaves your eyes now, the darkness is never gone from the storm of power around you, and I think I understand you less…"
 
   He held her close.
 
   She went on, sadness creeping into her voice, "Although I knew from the beginning it wasn't true, I've enjoyed my fantasy that you would linger here in Avrosa, with me…"
 
   Talaos replied reflectively, "I'll be going to war, but I'm not leaving Avrosa forever. Nor am I going endlessly far away."
 
   "But you're still going to war, and an unknown fate," she replied.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "My heart is with you, wherever you go."
 
   "But your soul is here, in Avrosa," he smiled.
 
   "Yes, here in these stones of my birth. And I have this sense that events are moving on, and moving us apart. Still, come what may," she said, sadly, "I do love you."
 
   "I love you," he replied.
 
   She wrapped her nude body around him, and nestled her head against his chest.
 
   After a while, she seemed to cheer a bit, and mentioned, "Did you know some say Avrosa is the oldest city in Hunyos?"
 
   "Yes. As Carai is in the Republic. The weight of ages is here, and the strength."
 
   She smiled at that. He kissed her, and wondered what was to come.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   He sat on his chair of office in the council chamber. His swords rested across his lap, and his eyes shone. As his old armor and gear were damaged beyond reasonable repair in the battle, he now wore a simple military tunic in the dark gray of Avrosa. Around him stood the Madmen and the mace bearers. Soldiers and civilians crowded the room. Much had been discussed, and much more would be.
 
   With the end of the standoff and the enemy blockade, ships from northern Hunyos had finally reached Avrosa. There'd been a squadron of five allied warships, a large and heavily guarded supply convoy, and a lone, fast ship bearing dispatches and news.
 
   Whether by swift-riding messengers, or some means of the Prophet, news of the battle had already reached the north. There was turmoil in several cities, on both sides, as factions with varying views of the war, of the mass defections and of the Prophet, struggled in council chambers and on the streets.
 
   There was also news from further afield. Rumors of intervention by the Republic had subsided, but had been replaced by worries about what was happening up in Dirion.  There'd been long-simmering unrest among the old ruling people, the old stock, and a great many of them had turned to the faith of the Prophet. That much, Talaos had already heard. Other news he had not.
 
   The Plainsman kings had been fighting among themselves until very recently.  In a matter of months, many of them were killed or subjugated under the rule of a king from the east named Khurvrik. This king had publicly declared his faith in the Living Prophet, and drawn many followers from the old stock of Dirion in the remnants of their cities. Rumors were that Khurvrik was soon to declare himself Great King of the Plainsmen, a great king such as they had not had in forty years. Talaos had kept in mind his vision of great armies massing in the north. On the other hand, there was no news from the Eastlands.
 
   His allies had a unique chance, now, to consolidate power before the other alliance could recover. The true enemy, the Prophet, would not be idle after the loss of his Hand and so many followers. 
 
   Talaos now awaited a new report on the administration of oaths from General Megaras. Strange as the intense loyalty of the Avrosans seemed to him, it made them very good choices as emissaries among the enemy prisoners. The lean, solemn general stood before him in his gray uniform. He saluted, bowed, and spoke at length.
 
   "Storm Lord, we have completed our work with the prisoners, and I have great things to report. By your deeds, your might, by the respect accorded the commanders who changed sides to join you, and by your act of kindness in healing their many wounded, the enemy came over to us in great numbers. Sixteen thousand, one hundred and fifty two men gave oath to fight the Prophet, while eight hundred and sixty one would not.
 
   "Seventy-eight were not in condition to answer, and are at the House of Healing. Two hundred and thirteen, mostly men who'd been caught unwillingly rather than properly surrendered, declared for the Prophet and were executed. Fifteen managed to seize arms, attacked our emissaries, and died fighting."
 
   More than sixteen thousand had made the oath.
 
   That was far, far better than he'd hoped. It meant he would march with at least thirty-five thousand. If efforts to recruit mercenaries, hillmen, and to better organize the Avrosan militia went well, it might be as many as thirty-seven or thirty-eight. 
 
   Talaos knew they would now need to begin work on their plans for the organization of new units and chains of command. With an army assembled from such a wild variety of sources, they dared not leave things to chance.
 
   He could also tell that something else was in the works among the Avrosans. Megaras cast a look at Akaros, and the latter at Tribune Nerio. Talaos surveyed them and arched an eyebrow. Akaros rose and bowed. Talaos motioned for him to step forward.
 
   "Storm Lord," said the elder Patrician. "Your tremendous courage is well known to all, as is the amount of harm you are exposed to in battle. We, the people of Avrosa, fear for your safety, and wish that you might have defenses capable of withstanding such things as you so often face."
 
   Talaos smiled and replied, "It is true I go through armor quickly."
 
   "Well… yes." replied Akaros. "And your life's blood. Storm Lord, men have just today completed the task you assigned, to search and catalog the contents of the old tower. They discovered a hidden chamber annexed to the lowest level, and there found a number of things thought lost. One of them is very significant. I… May I tell an old tale of Avrosa?"
 
   Talaos nodded.
 
   Akaros began, "Four centuries ago, Avrosa was mightier among the city states than it is today. The very height of our power was under the leadership of Dictator Adrastos. He overcame a coalition of many cities against us, and laid tribute to nearly half of Hunyos.
 
   "One of those cities was Imperi. In those days, they too were more powerful, with much wealth and knowledge left from the time of the old Empire. The war with them was particularly brutal. When Imperi at last submitted, they sent Adrastos a gift as token of surrender.
 
   "That gift was a set of finely crafted armor, bearing the clouds and thunderbolts of Avrosa.  An ambassador from Imperi donned the armor before Adrastos, his generals, and the Council of Avrosa. Then he called upon men to strike him with swords and spears.
 
   "Even after many attacks, he and the armor were both unharmed. For that armor was enchanted, and the enchanting of it had cost the magus Kaunos, a patriot of Imperi, the greater part of his power. The ambassador presented the armor to Adrastos, and he accepted it.
 
   "A short time later, Adrastos decided to don and test the armor himself. He was a great warrior and a man of gifts. He put on the armor to spar with his officers and champions, even as a great crowd, the ambassador among them, watched. While he used a blunted blade, he let his opponents use sharp ones, to see what the armor could do.
 
   "Being skilled, Adrastos fought for a long while, knocking opponents from the ring with none coming close to striking him. At last, one did, with but the lightest of taps to the shoulder. Without a word, Adrastos fell dead. His heart was stopped by a bolt of lightning within the armor.
 
   "Then the ambassador laughed and boasted that he himself had a gift. He was immune to lightning. He said he was proud to die for his city, and indeed was slain by our people on the spot. 
 
   “We went to war once more with Imperi and plundered it so thoroughly that it never recovered its primacy in Hunyos. However, without Adrastos, our army was set upon and defeated on the way home, and the ancient things we had taken were scattered among many cities, or lost. The armor, however, was locked away and, as it turns out, its location forgotten."
 
   The room went very quiet.
 
   "Storm Lord," finished Akaros, "we would like to offer you this armor."
 
   A great many complex and uncomfortable expressions spread among the assembled crowd. Talaos raised his hand for calm, and replied, "You offer me armor that, while nearly invulnerable, was specifically made to kill its wearer as part of an assassination plan?"
 
   "Yes, Storm Lord. We wouldn't offer it at all," replied Akaros, "except that you yourself have gifts of lightning."
 
   He smiled in reply, "As you have guessed, I am immune to it. Will this armor fit me?"
 
   "We believe that it will. Adrastos was a tall man, like you."
 
   "You have chosen well," replied Talaos. "Thank you, I will accept it."
 
   Akaros bowed and gestured to Nerio. Talaos nodded, and the tribune sped off.
 
   Talaos and his officers then discussed plans for their command structure, now that they knew how many men they'd have and from where. Some time passed, and Nerio returned with a pair of soldiers and a magnificent set of armor.
 
   It was a muscled steel cuirass with heavy shoulder pieces, steel pteruges hanging from a wide belt of engraved plates, greaves, thigh armor, vambraces, and a high-crested helm with cheek guards. All the steel was black, with bright, raised silver designs of wreaths, clouds and thunderbolts. Intricate silver geometric work ran along the rims. 
 
   Talaos looked at the pieces. As he did so, the Avrosans watched him with what he thought could be best described as soaring confidence in his invincibility. That confidence was clearly not shared by all the officers in the room, and suspicious, fearful looks passed around.
 
   "Gentlemen," said Talaos, "if the Avrosans wanted to assassinate me, they could have found a more subtle means. I trust them, and so should you."
 
   With that, Talaos stood and put on the cuirass, the piece with the trick of lightning. He thought of tapping his own chest with his sword, but then wondered if it might not properly trigger the magic. He turned to the man he could best count on to recklessly take the next step.
 
   "Kyrax," he said, "hit me in the chest with your sword."
 
   The discontent among the officers grew visibly more apparent. Some rose to their feet.
 
   Kyrax muttered, but stepped over and gave Talaos a forceful crack with his blade.
 
   Talaos felt nothing, and the armor wasn't so much as scratched.
 
   He smiled and sat back upon his chair of office, eyes still radiant with lightning. "Thank you, I will wear it proudly," he said to Akaros and the other Avrosans. Turning to his commanders, he continued, "Now, gentlemen, it is time to consider the tasks before us."
 
   All in the room quieted, and waited on his word.
 
   “Assembled in this hall are warriors from all across Hunyos, who served in both armies and fought on both sides at the battle of Avrosa. The greater part of both armies now stand together, ready to face our true enemy, but the time is short. Many cities and towns are in the hands of traitors, or deceived by them, and they will raise new armies. Even now, a king openly sworn in service to the Prophet rises to power on the plains. On the throne of the fallen, I had a vision of fleets gathering in the Eastlands, and if true, they could have no purpose but war. 
 
   “Hunyos divided will surely fall, and then this land will find itself under a boot to make old Dirion’s seem gentle. Unless we act, the pyres will spread in Hunyos, burning its sons and daughters alive to feed the Prophet’s power. Unless we act swiftly, the enemy will come for us as we fight among ourselves. Unless we act decisively, traitors among us will aid the enemy when he comes.
 
   “Commanders, all of you have sworn oaths to fight the Prophet. I trust each of you to do so, come what may, but I see only one path to victory in that fight. Regardless of prior alliance, the leaders of each city, town, and hill clan must now choose where they stand. We must free Hunyos from those who choose the Prophet. We must sweep Hunyos from south to north, now, while they are still in disarray.
 
   “If any of you reject this plan, and wish instead to fight the Prophet in your own way, you are free to leave.”
 
   Talaos surveyed the room. His words had but clearly and directly stated things they had all discussed. Even so, now would be the test.
 
   All of them remained in their places, alert, quiet, and at the ready.
 
   He regarded them with pride and gratitude as he continued. “Even in the greatest haste, combining our forces into one effective army, and organizing for the march north will take time. While we do so, we must ensure trouble doesn’t arrive from our flank. That means that Ipesca and the hinterland of Avrosa must be secured. Warlord Kurvan, are your troops ready?”
 
   The latter replied simply, “Aye. We leave before dawn.”
 
   Talaos gave him a solemn nod of thanks, and then addressed the others, “As for the rest of us, we have much to do. We begin now.”
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos considered many things as he climbed the old tower. He passed the levels where he now had his Wolves billeted, the level third from the top where the Madmen were now based, and then the second from the top where he'd set up an office and a bed. He spent little time there, as he no longer slept at all. Still, this tower, more than anywhere else in Avrosa, now felt like home.
 
   Climbing higher, he took an observation chair from among the astronomical equipment on the top interior floor. It was a heavy, ancient thing of bronze and brass, engraved with lines, circles and archaic numbers. He carried it himself to the top of the watchtower, the highest spot in the city. He surveyed the familiar sweeping vistas around him. Then, he sat, centered himself, and focused his mind.
 
   He intended to cast his inner sight far afield, as he had on his throne of the fallen amid the battlefield. At first, it was more difficult. Then he had been at a moment of epiphany, with his power at its greatest and his mind free of distractions. He worked to clear it now.
 
   With his inner eye, he gazed.
 
   Around him, the city and the great army camp outside thrummed with life and activity. Large scale preparations for war went on everywhere. He'd moved most of the troops out of Avrosa to get them ready for the coming campaign. On the plains around, soldiers from both armies and many places now marched together, practicing formation in their new units.
 
   On the western road through the hills, he saw Kurvan's expeditionary force making its way to Ipesca. It comprised a large main body of heavy cavalry and foot, with vast clouds of hillmen spread for miles on either side. From a distance he could see Ipesca itself. Smoke, too much smoke, rose there. As he drew closer to the town, a shadow, or perhaps an opposing will, obscured his sight.
 
   Further north, small bodies of hillmen made their way toward Avrosa, and refugees from the enemy army made their way north. Some of them were even now in battle against irregulars or groups of soldiers coming south. Further off yet, the same obscuring veil appeared, as if the world were shrouded in a subtle, yet concealing, fog.
 
   He found, too, that the farther out he looked, the more difficulty he had focusing or controlling what he saw. He turned his eye south.  In the countryside south of Avrosa, part of its territory, life was returning to normal. Even now, his emissaries were in the villages administering the oath against the Prophet and finding a friendly welcome.
 
   Beyond that was the wild forested region where the mountains, the hills, and the sea came together at the far southern end of Hunyos. He swept his vision out to the sparkling sea and saw merchant ships here and there. Then he moved east and back north, around the coast.
 
   There it was, not that far from Avrosa now.
 
   It was as he'd seen in his vision on the battlefield, but now far closer: a ship of the Western Isles, with high sides and tall masts bearing tremendous sails for a ship its size. Designs of waves and dolphins decorated those sails, and vines and leaves its painted hull. He could see the crew at work, led by a captain in a bright yellow-green cloak.
 
   There was something, not light exactly, but a kind of greater clarity surrounding that ship.
 
   He smiled, descended the watchtower, and made ready for a walk to the harbor.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   8. Return
 
    
 
   Talaos sat in his chair of office as dictator on a stone plaza adjoining the main docks in the harbor of Avrosa. He wore his armor, the deadly armor of the dictator Adrastos, with its black steel and its silver wreaths and thunderbolts. He had a new, dark gray cloak of office over his shoulders. His swords rested across his lap, and his eyes shone with lightning.
 
   Behind him stood the Madmen and his Wolves, and beside him were the bearers of his maces of office. All around waited officers and dignitaries of Avrosa, and two companies of spearmen formed an honor guard.
 
   The ship of the Western Isles was guided by a pilot boat to its destination at the end of a long stone quay.  Sailors climbed down lines, tied the ship in place, and then lowered a ramp. A small crowd of merchants and passengers descended. 
 
   They were then greeted by the white-haired old harbor master in his gray tunic and cloak, two of his assistants, and a crowd of dock workers. The harbor master himself escorted a particular group of passengers while his assistants attended to the others. Meanwhile, crew and dock workers began to unload the ship.
 
   Talaos had sensed it with his inner sight, but the reality still amazed him. There they were, and all together.
 
   There walked Katara, tall beneath her long, golden braids. She was clad in an outfit of northern garb that he'd only seen on her once or twice; a calf-length, long-sleeved dress of plain wool over leggings, fitted tight at the waist and ribs by a brown leather bodice with a great many engraved bronze fittings. Her long sword and a round shield were strapped to her back. She wore her headband with bronze discs at her brow and a watchful look in her eyes.
 
   Sorya stalked silently beside the Northwoman. Clothed entirely in black, her form-fitting dress was slit at the sides over tight pants and high boots. She had her cloak thrown back, and her dark hair blew free in the breeze. She had a wide, black leather belt around her tiny waist and, he thought, almost certainly a pair of daggers hidden behind it. She had continued her new habit of heavy kohl around her exceptionally large, dark, flashing eyes, and even at this distance he could see them widen in surprise.
 
   Last and most surprising, there was Miriana. Her red-brown hair was longer than ever and flowed past her hips in great, loose braids tied with bright-colored ribbons. She wore clothes like he'd never seen, but guessed were of the Western Isles. Hanging low around her hips was a long, flowing, dark green skirt embroidered with borders of white leaves. A band of white cloth with green leaves wrapped around her full breasts, but her small waist was bare. She’d thrown a light, loose, green cloak back from her bare shoulders. Her eyes sparkled merrily, and she bore a gentle smile on her face, as if none of what she saw around Talaos was a surprise.
 
   As well it might not be, for she was a prophetess.
 
   Seeing Miriana, Talaos was now certain that she’d been the source of the clarity that had surrounded her ship, like a living counter to the veils and shadows of the Prophet.
 
   With the three walked Miriana's father, and Talaos remembered he'd never learned his name. In Amari, the tall, lean man had seemed wolfishly strong and hale for one so old, but now even more so, as if activity and danger had been good for his health. He’d replaced his red magistrate's cloak with a plain black one, but he still wore his gilt armor and his twin long swords. His white hair blew in the wind, and his expression was of frank disbelief.
 
   The four approached, reaching the end of the quay and crossing the plaza toward him, Talaos smiled. He'd told those in his delegation only that he was expecting visitors important to him. He’d done so in part because until now, he hadn't been sure if it was true. Many, he thought, must be wondering at the sight of three such tremendously varied young women and an old man in the armor of a general of the Republic. He felt momentary catlike amusement at the situation.
 
   Then a wave of long-repressed emotion washed over him. There approached three women he loved, and three he'd been unsure he would ever see again.  Again, there they were, walking his way, all improbably together.
 
   The harbor master guided them to a spot in front of Talaos, bowed low, and departed.
 
   Katara solemnly bent to one knee before him. Talaos reflected on her oath of loyalty in Carai. Miriana, for whatever reasons of her own, dropped to her knees, but looked up at Talaos brightly, almost playfully. Sorya looked at the other two women as if they'd gone mad, and then at Talaos as if the whole world had. But when she attempted to look him in the eye, she seemed to find it too much and cast her own eyes down uncomfortably. Miriana's father stood tall and watchful, surveying the pageantry before him.
 
   Talaos thought about how much had happened, and how much had changed since he'd last seen any of them. How much he, and quite likely they, had changed as well. It felt like lifetimes, though it had been but part of a year. He wondering what distances there might be between them now.
 
   But there was the sparkle in Miriana's eyes, and doubt was not his way.
 
   Talaos rose from his chair, and his entourage snapped to attention.
 
   He took a step forward to Katara, put a hand under her chin, and guided her to her feet. She looked at him, gray eyes guarded. He thought she had her emotions locked away, but not safely locked.  He put his left hand to her shoulder, and she put hers to his. She gazed appreciatively at the long scar on his face, and the many other, fainter ones around it. With his hand still under her chin, he guided her closer. He tilted her head up and gently kissed her.
 
   Behind him, Talaos could sense subtle but amazed reactions from many of those with him. Still, all of them, even the Madmen, maintained order thus far. But, he thought with an inner smile, he had more shocks for them.
 
   He whispered in Katara's ear, "Soon."
 
   She nodded, and made a faint smile as he stepped back.
 
   Then he went to Miriana. She gazed directly and almost rapturously into his eyes, and her fair young face glowed with joy. He smiled at her, and she sprang lightly to her feet. He put a hand to her cheek, and she stood on her toes. Even then, he towered over her. He tilted her head back and leaned close. She suddenly wrapped her arms around his shoulder and neck, and then kissed him with such passion, and for so long, that at last he had to gently guide her to stop.
 
   Talaos, with a mixture of senses and inner sight, was aware of the stronger but still repressed reaction in the crowd, and of Miriana's father's weary resignation. Behind him, he sensed Kyrax make a very quiet whistle, and Larogwan silence him with an elbow to the ribs.
 
   He whispered in Miriana's ear, "This time, we speak to your father."
 
   She beamed.
 
   Next he went to Sorya, and she avoided his gaze. He ran his fingers through her hair at the back of her head, and gently, but inexorably, pulled her closer. For a moment, she seemed as if she was going to try to wrench free, but instead stood there, looking miserable.
 
   "Sorya," he said, in a calm, firm voice.
 
   She shook with visible, overpowering emotion. "Talaos, how did… you do all this? Who… what are you?" she whispered, almost panicked.
 
   He replied simply, "I am the man you knew, but I am also the heir of the Storm Father, who was the eldest of the gods. As for all this, it is a very long story."
 
   That answer didn't seem to help, and she tensed in his hands, shivering. Talaos thought about their parting, and the days that had preceded it, and what else Sorya might be feeling.
 
   "Sorya," he whispered, "come visit me tonight, by yourself."
 
   "Where do you live? Sleeping in some big palace?" she said with quiet emotion.
 
   "No, near the top of an old tower. I don't really sleep anymore, but I have a bed there."
 
   That seemed to snap her to, and a faint hint of her old wicked smile returned.
 
   He held her in a short, intense kiss, then stood straight and guided her by the hair to look into his blazing eyes. She stared wide eyed for a moment, then averted her gaze.
 
   Talaos turned and walked to face Miriana's father. "General," he said, "when last we met, I never learned your name. However, welcome to Avrosa."
 
   "I am Auretius," the old man replied with cool formality, "and I thank you for your hospitality, Dictator Talaos." 
 
   "I would be honored, General Auretius, if you would join my commanders and I for a meal at midday. Then later, could you and Miriana meet me in private? My officials will arrange for accommodations."
 
   At last, the wonderment of the situation seemed to get the better of the old general, and he looked around again at the delegation for a moment before replying. "Yes, of course."
 
   Then Talaos raised his right hand to his equally wondering officers and officials. "We return to the council hall," he said.
 
   Soldiers saluted, Avrosans bowed, and the Madmen, other than Epos, grinned. Then they all took their places in the column as Talaos set forth with Auretius and the women in tow. 
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "If you wouldn't mind, general," said Maxano to Auretius, "I'd be honored to hear your first-hand account of how you held the pass at Nausica." 
 
   Miriana's father pondered for a moment, and began.
 
   Talaos smiled, listened, and learned. There had been lively conversation among the commanders today. Maxano, with decades of experience in the field, had also proven to be a scholar of war. In particular he was interested in the Republic's war with Dirion, which had been larger by far than any fought in Hunyos since the downfall of the Empire. He had known of Miriana's father by reputation and was immensely pleased to meet him in person.
 
   As Auretius went on, Aro and Tescani joined in with questions. Talaos noted the similarities between the two, despite vastly different origins and careers. Both were coldly calculating in their way, consciously aware of their roles as leaders, endlessly attentive to details in preparation, yet alert and opportunistic in actual battle.
 
   Then Adriko, running late, joined them with a catlike smile. He poured himself a tall cup of wine, slouched into a chair, and began to listen attentively. Talaos thought of the traits he attributed to Aro and Tescani, and leaving out coldness, thought how well they applied to Adriko as well. Or, he thought as the story unfolded, to Auretius himself.
 
   There were a great many things still to learn, Talaos thought, and yet a few common traits that supported success. Traits that many of his commanders had in abundance. He smiled and listened on.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos sat with Miriana and her father in a well-appointed parlor in the council hall. Aides had brought them refreshments, but they'd made little small talk. Auretius had warmed and opened up at the meal of commanders, but was now withdrawn again. Withdrawn and waiting, thought Talaos.
 
   Miriana was very much the opposite. She smiled brightly now, but she'd been distant earlier, eyes remote as if seeing things far away. Talaos, now that he had learned to recognize and control his own, far less sweeping inner sight, thought he at last had an idea what such times might be like for her.
 
   Miriana leaned forward intently in her chair. She gazed at Talaos in a way that, to him, felt as if she was basking in, almost touching or tasting, his presence and his aura of power. The look in her luminous eyes was very distracting. Her rounded, half-parted lips were as well. However, right now, they had much to discuss. 
 
   Talaos looked at them both, and began, "I think it would be good to start with the tale of how I came to where I am now."
 
   Auretius nodded as Miriana continued to raptly watch Talaos. He decided to trust that in their time with Sorya and Katara, they would have discussed at least something of his life in Carai, and so he began his tale from the time of his ascent into the mountains.
 
   He went on in as much detail as he thought was relevant. Miriana's father seemed startled at the story of Talaos's fight with the Ferox. So much so that he had questions.
 
   "A pack of them?" asked Auretius.
 
   "Yes. I know they are said to be solitary creatures, and I've thought since that the green mist in their eyes meant they were controlled or influenced in some way by the Prophet."
 
   "I would agree." replied the old general. "Though even so, they are supposed to be impossible to tame, and they are known to quickly die in captivity."
 
   Talaos considered that, and the strange kinship he felt with the Ferox. They were creatures dangerous and free. The thought of them being enslaved through magic stirred a hint of anger within him. At that moment, Miriana and her father both showed sudden reactions. Light from his eyes shown on their faces. Her expression seemed almost ecstatic.
 
   "Dictator," Auretius said, "I can see why the Avrosans have given you the title of their ancient hero. Though the light never leaves your eyes, for a moment they blazed like suns."
 
   "That is very much part of the tale, though I think Miriana already understands more than she has said," replied Talaos. Then he continued.
 
   Both of them were fascinated by the story of the gods on the mountainside, and Auretius noted he'd heard of those carvings, but had felt too old to attempt such a climb. Miriana grew very attentive during the story of the standing stones, while her father brightened with professional interest during Talaos's tales of military life and battle. Auretius had known of Sanctari by reputation. He was knowledgeable of the military old laws of Hunyos, and noted that the Republic had never developed an equivalent. While her father was merely interested in the story of the House of the Prophet, Miriana actually grew uncomfortable, and even a bit angry, at the tale.
 
   Talaos decided to leave everything of importance in, and told of his relationship with Liriel, her gift and her magic as a sorceress. Then it was Auretius's turn to look uncomfortable.
 
   Miriana, however glowed, and spoke excitedly. "Can I meet her?" she said. "I hear the spirits, but can't really talk to them as she does."
 
   "If she's willing," he answered. 
 
   "She is right about you being both spirit and man, though that isn't the whole story."
 
   "I know," he replied. Then he went on again.
 
   The tale of the Hand of the Prophet, and the battle, put them both on edge. Independent of Miriana's gifts, they'd both known of the Hands by scholarly study. The great battle of the allied armies was of immense interest to Auretius, while Miriana seemed to drift back into her exploration of Talaos's eyes.
 
   At last he concluded. The old general paused reflectively, and then turned to Miriana. She broke off gazing at Talaos to look at her father.
 
   Auretius bore a thoughtful, even philosophical expression. He spoke to each of them in turn. "Miriana, I know you have much to say, and I think it would be best if I step out so that the two of you can speak plainly. After that, Talaos, could we speak in private?"
 
   "Yes, of course," replied Talaos.
 
   Auretius departed. There was a pause. Miriana watched Talaos expectantly, leaning forward in her chair toward him, and he smiled in reply. 
 
   “Let’s start with the story of your journey,” he said gently.
 
   She nodded and began in a lilting and cheerful voice. "Well, as soon as you left, my father resigned as magistrate and got some things put in order. We traveled light on fast horses… The wind was fresh from your storm! We stopped in Piros. I had this feeling you'd been to the observatory tower. So I climbed it and had a vision about the Western Isles. I knew they would be there, though I didn't know who they were."
 
   Talaos smiled.
 
   Miriana went on, "In Carai, my father talked with some old friends, and they gave us use of a military courier ship.  It was wonderful feeling the sea air on my face. The Western Isles are very peaceful and green, and how lovely it would have been to stay! But I missed you…
 
   "They weren't hard to find. I knew as soon as I saw them.  Right there near the port, and thinking about going to find you, though they weren't sure where you were. At first, Sorya was suspicious of me, and I think she was a little nervous when she found out my father had been a magistrate. Katara asked me questions to be sure I knew you, but since then she's been a friend."
 
   As Miriana continued, Talaos thought she began to be swept up in her own thoughts. Her voice deepened and her style of speech subtly shifted, it became more lyrical and more remote.
 
   "One day I climbed a wooded hill, and found a circle of standing stones. The answer came with spirits on the wind. We found the right ship. When we got closer, I could feel you. Then I saw you from afar. You were a storm rising to the sky, crowned with lightning brighter than the sun, and black with lightless depths! I saw you seated on a throne of corpses, but I was not afraid."
 
   Talaos smiled again, and answered, "From that throne, I saw your ship coming with the storm."
 
   "The storm Talaos," she added, beaming brightly.
 
   "You were a lamp of clarity in a world shrouded with mist," he replied.
 
   Miriana rose from her chair, walked over to Talaos, and sat at his feet with her knees folded under her. She answered with sudden fierce pride, "The Living Prophet sees, but wants no other to. He sets his power against all others, but I now set mine against his. And my power grows!"
 
   "He will come for us," answered Talaos, looking down at her with understanding, and an intense desire for every aspect of her. "I saw armies in the north and fleets in the east."
 
   She looked up at him with her luminous eyes. He saw the eagerness in them, and felt his strange, potent connection with her. She gazed at him for a time, then began her reply, "I saw them, too. Talaos, you have a gift of sight, yet…"
 
   He finished, "…Yet I am not a prophet."
 
   "No," she said, voice now soaring and strong. "You are beginning to have such sight as the great ones had. I first saw a glimpse when we were together. Talaos, the storm. Son of the Storm Father in a line down the ages since men overthrew the gods. Talaos, god of my heart. I said to you I would never have another, not that I could not. I will have no other man but you."
 
   Talaos looked deep into her eyes, and replied, "Miriana, you should have stayed in the west, in safety."
 
   "There is no true safety for me now," she said earnestly, her voice softening again, "but I'm safest with you. And I love you."
 
   "I love you, more than I can say," he replied.
 
   He took her hand, and they sat there for a long time in quiet intensity of feeling. Then he leaned over in his chair, tilted her chin with his free hand, and kissed her.
 
   "Miriana, I think I'd best talk to your father now," he said, releasing her hand.
 
   "All right," she sighed, and reluctantly rose. With a sudden mischievous smile, she bent forward, kissed him again, then turned and walked out of the room with a sprightly step.
 
   He watched her go with many thoughts as he awaited her father. Auretius walked in and returned to his seat. Talaos poured them some wine.
 
   They sat quietly for a moment, then the general made to speak. "Talaos, I've been Miriana's sole protector since her mother died. My second wife, Aradea, was a person of gifts and a brilliant scholar. She was widely read, particularly for one so young, and you can see that those traits and habits passed to Miriana. Even so, I had no idea, none, of the scope and power of Miriana's gifts. Not until you… arrived in her life. She is becoming like someone from an old tale."
 
   Talaos nodded.
 
   "And so, Talaos, are you," continued Auretius. "Leaving aside what I've seen, and what you've said, your men have told me astonishing things. Even the seven champions who founded the Seven Realms had no gifts of such might. I've read of nothing like them outside of legends from the age of heroes.
 
   "The closest I can think of is a fragment I once read of a tale of that time. It seems, and I have no further details, that someone called the Radiant Emperor ruled the Eastlands and warred against another called the God King who ruled the Southlands. The Westlands were caught in between, and a mighty hero with powers of fire and wind rallied an alliance to defend them, but fell in the very moment of his victory."
 
   "God King? That might have been long before the age of heroes," replied Talaos with great interest.
 
   "The fragment implied that the great old ones, or gods, had already fallen," answered Auretius, "so I do not know what God King meant. If they have any basis in fact, such events would have been fifteen hundred years or more before the founding of the old Empire, and so at least three thousand years ago.
 
   "However, the reason I speak of it is that you, and my daughter, are extraordinary people of that kind, capable of shaking the world. And if any of the old tales are guides, such gifts become very dangerous for their wielders."
 
   Talaos replied earnestly, "I will protect her with all my power, and with my life."
 
   "I believe you, from the outside world. But what about yourself?"
 
   Unsure how to reply, Talaos at last asked, "What do you mean?"
 
   "Despite the dangers, Talaos, and despite how you began in her life, if it were just you and her, and what I can see between you, I couldn't think of a better match for her. I'm tempted to see it as the kind of almost fated love one sees in tales… or that I felt for her mother. 
 
   "But instead, you have this… complexity. There are Sorya and Katara, who I do like, though their relationship with you, and each other, baffles me. Then of course there is this Liriel, the sorceress here in Avrosa.” Auretius fixed Talaos in his gaze, looking without fear into the lightning of his eyes. “Where does Miriana stand in all that? What would you imagine I'd think, or what I’d fear for her?"
 
   "I truly love Miriana, and always will," answered Talaos.
 
   "And these others?" replied Auretius.
 
   "I love them all."
 
   "Four women?"
 
   "That's right, each in their way. You loved each of your wives, didn't you?"
 
   "Yes, both and truly. But I was a widower when I met Aradea."
 
   "Why would it be less so because I love them at the same time?"
 
   Auretius paused, and seemed to consider that for a while, as if grappling with new and foreign concepts. At last, he replied. "Will you treat her with care and respect?"
 
   "Yes, for as long as I live."
 
   Auretius brooded in deep reflection. His piercing eyes softened, and looked far away in a manner that reminded Talaos strangely of Miriana herself. At last he turned back and spoke with finality, his voice simultaneously quiet and authoritative.
 
   "Then let's hope you live a long time."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "Storm Lord, she is here," said the Avrosan guard outside his door.
 
   "Admit her," replied Talaos.
 
   Sorya walked in like a cat cautiously exploring new ground. She looked with doubt around the ring-shaped chamber, built as it was around the wall of the central stairwell.
 
   Talaos had a desk, a table with several chairs, a pair off tall bookshelves, a number of chests, and a smallish bed here. Eager Avrosans had donated some carpets and hangings to brighten the place, but it was still very much a level in a military tower, and an ancient one, rather than a place built for living. He himself wore a simple, gray military tunic over loose-cut pants and black boots.
 
   "You sleep here?" she said, eyes wandering the age-haunted room.
 
   "As I said, I don't sleep anymore," he answered, smiling.
 
   "I… That still just baffles me…" she replied, shivering with nerves.
 
   Talaos gazed at her. She'd changed into a low-cut black dress in the style of Carai, and had done up her hair in the big, loose-hanging bun with the long bangs framing her face. She had wine-colored paint on her lips, and kohl around her eyes. Despite the sensual effect she’d created, she seemed distant.
 
   "Sorya…" he said, extending a hand. 
 
   She stepped forward uncertainly, looking up at him with her big eyes.
 
   "Sorya, I know how long you wanted me to yourself. You know that will never be. But, understand, that does not mean I am with you any less, or that I care about you any less, or that I hold anything back with you. Have you come to some peace with it?"
 
   She stood before him, quivering with a degree of nervousness he'd never seen in her. "Yes," she answered, "I've made my peace with sharing. It's easy with Katara of course, as close as we've gotten. I… don't understand Miriana at all, but she's respectful of me, and Katara, and I know she loves you with all her heart."
 
   He put an arm to her slender waist and pulled her closer. He gazed at her, and thought how much he'd missed her. She averted her eyes from the lightning within his.
 
   "But," he said, "You aren't sure how deeply I really feel about you, are you?"
 
   "No…" she whispered, and tentatively touched his arm.
 
   "I love you, Sorya. I love you. I always have," he said.
 
   "By the hells, you bastard, you've kept a mystery about it!" she said, with sudden intensity, arched eyebrows, and the old fierce look on her face. "I don't understand you…"
 
   He replied reflectively, "I know. There are many things you might never understand about me, but it will be up to you to choose to be with me, or not, as I am."
 
   "Oh, I choose!" she said, eyes flashing, throwing her body against his. She clung to him and pressed herself against the growing hardness under his tunic, "I love you! I love you more than is good for me! I've been coming apart at the seams without you…"
 
   "Then look me in the eyes, and make your peace with what I am," he said.
 
   She faced him, eyes wide and lips parted. She seemed to struggle for a long while, then the wicked smile, her smile of lust and mischief, returned in full and at last. "Yes, I have," she replied, looking straight into the lightning of his eyes.
 
   He smiled and ached with longing and love for her. It felt like a lifetime since Carai.
 
   "One more thing," he said. "You understand the dangers of what I'm doing?"
 
   "Danger was what brought us together in the first place. That I can handle."
 
   Talaos undid the clasp at her waist and slipped the light dress from her body. She had nothing on underneath. She smiled and gazed at him hungrily. He pulled his tunic and boots off, and she undid his pants. They faced each other naked.  After a seeming eternity, he thought, they were together again.
 
   Her small, high breasts were there before him, and her nipples were hard. Her slender curved hips, the tiny little triangle in between, and best of all, her wicked smile…
 
   "Something on your mind?" she said in wry tones, eyes flashing.
 
   He held her tight with his left arm around her waist, then moved his hand to her firm, cupped bottom. With his right hand, he grabbed her hard by the trailing bun of her hair. She gasped. He tilted her head back, kissed her neck from ear to shoulder, and then put his teeth to the skin, biting hard. She made a little yelp, then moaned.
 
   Sorya reached her hand between his legs, gripped him hard and began to stroke. "I… have missed… this!" she said, voice almost hoarse with passion.
 
   Still gripping her by the hair, he tilted her head again to kiss her. She parted her lips hungrily, and he pressed his mouth to hers. He forced his tongue inside her, and she battled it with her own. She stroked him wildly. He gripped her bottom hard, then slipped a finger in between and inside. She half-screamed as she began grinding her hips against him.
 
   Then, without warning, he took her in his arms as if she were weightless, carried her to his bed and bent her over the edge. She shivered, breath panting expectantly. He pinned her down with one hand at the back of her neck and spanked her hard across the bottom with the other.
 
   She gasped with mingled pain and pleasure.
 
   He gripped her hip, forced himself almost violently inside her, and began thrusting wildly, fast and hard. The bed shook.
 
   "Yes!" she screamed, "Yes! Unh! Yes! Unh! Yes…"
 
   She released, juices soaking the bed, then again, and then a third time.
 
   He unleashed inside her, so forcefully that she screamed again, and so soon that she looked over her shoulder in surprise, for their nights had been long in Carai.
 
   Then, immediately, he began again. Hard and fast and deep inside her. He laughed, and without explanation, added, "It's going to be a long night."
 
   She startled, sucked in her breath, squirted her juices again, and somehow managed a reply, "Oh… yes, please! Till I'm sore!" 
 
   "There are a lot of ways to make you sore." he added with a wicked smile of his own
 
   "As if… mmm… that's new!" she gasped.
 
   That got her another hard spanking as he pounded her against the bed.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The early morning air was cool up here, as the sun rose over the eastern sea. They'd walked along the walls all the way to the furthest tower on the north side of Avrosa. Tall and built half in the deep water around the promontory north of the harbor, it offered sweeping views of the sea and countryside. Talaos posted guards on the floor below and on the adjacent stretch of wall, but they had the top of the tower to themselves.
 
   Katara stood at the battlement and watched gulls dive on the seashore. She wore her northern garb. Talaos thought she still seemed guarded, reflective, with emotions locked away. Sorya stood behind Katara, in her black dress from the night before and a plain gray cloak borrowed from Talaos. She was smiling as she braided the Northwoman's golden hair. 
 
   Talaos watched them with a contented smile, then took a spot at the battlement to Katara's right and surveyed the shore below. He wore his knee-length dark gray military tunic, baggy pants, and black boots. His cloak of office as dictator was thrown back over his shoulder.
 
   "It is strange to think," said Katara, "that ships landed on that shore to the north, unloading thousands of enemies, and there the gulls play and the waves lap without care."
 
   Sorya answered, "In Carai, I used to look for things like that, little bits of peace, when I could get away from whatever trouble I was in at the time."
 
   "From trouble in the north, to trouble in Carai, to trouble here," replied Katara. "Much like you, Sorya, or like Tal, it follows me, and I follow it."
 
   Sorya finished braiding Katara's hair and went to stand by her left side at the balcony, pressing close as a fresh breeze blew from the sea. Katara took her hand.
 
   "There's a reason we're all together," said Sorya quietly, with a wry smile. "Though I think Tal's more of a creator of trouble, maybe the lord of trouble."
 
   "I have enough titles at the moment, thank you," smiled Talaos.
 
   Katara watched as soldiers in the vast camp to the west began to form up for morning drill and their other tasks for the day. She let go of Sorya's hand and stepped back from the wall to face Talaos. The three of them stood close. She lowered her gaze, and spoke to him.
 
   "My lord, may I ride with you today to see the army?"
 
   "Yes," he replied, "and tomorrow you will ride with me to war."
 
   She then added, with repressed intensity, "And you will have me, my lord?"
 
   He replied, "Yes, tonight."
 
   Then Katara smiled, and raised her eyes to his. He extended his hand and she took it. Then she took Sorya's again, and finally Sorya took his. They stood close in their circle, hands clasped, as brightening sunshine warmed their skin.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos rode through the camp with the Madmen behind him. Katara rode up to his side. He had never seen her on horseback before, but was not surprised she was an expert rider. She'd put on a chain shirt over her outfit from the morning. Her gray eyes gleamed, and her long golden braids shone in the sun.
 
   "Good morning again, my lord!" she said brightly.
 
   "And you, my love," he replied.
 
   "I have never seen an army together so large," she said. "How many did you say?"
 
   "When Warlord Kurvan returns, we'll have more than thirty-seven thousand."
 
   They rode past a company of heavy cavalry, trotting out of camp to practice maneuvers in their full armor, with oval shields at their side. The men saluted Talaos, and he returned it.
 
   "It must take a great deal of food to feed them all, and equipment to supply them. Will your supplies last?" she considered.
 
   "It does, but we have enough to last a while. Our opportunities will run out much sooner, and so we prepare."
 
   Katara listened as they rode, and watched the activity around them with interest. Then she turned with another question. "My lord, leading so many must take a lot of planning and cooperation among your captains, and a great many of them at that."
 
   Talaos nodded, "It does. In Hunyos, armies have senior commanders who discuss plans in council. Below that are officers called tribunes, then captains and decurions. Each has their place in the chain. The chieftains of the hillmen don’t use titles of that kind, but their families and clans have an order of their own. "
 
    "There is a lot of experience in war here," she answered, "however different it is from what I learned at my father's side. Where do your companions fit? The Madmen here?"
 
   Talaos grinned, "They're my friends, from the time we were ordinary soldiers."
 
   Kyrax interrupted, "Damned fucking right, and don't you forget it!"
 
   Katara turned in surprise, then watched for Talaos's reaction.
 
   "Katara, meet Kyrax," laughed Talaos, "and while we're at it, Larogwan, Firio, Halmir, Vulkas, Imvan, and Epos."
 
   She nodded gravely.
 
   "Don't be swept away by Kyrax's charm and polish," added Larogwan.
 
   "Polish?" she replied, perhaps processing the term.
 
   "His good manners!" boomed Vulkas.
 
   "Ah, I see," answered Katara, guardedly and uncertainly.
 
   Then Halmir rode close, and bowed his head to Katara. She nodded in solemn reply.
 
   "Lady Katara," he said, "I am of the eastern Schald, and it may be that I can translate from the south to the north. This man Kyrax is famous among us for his rudeness. Knowing him so well, it is a matter of jokes to imply he is otherwise."
 
   "I'm rude?" interjected Kyrax, seeming genuinely confused.
 
   Katara laughed at last.
 
   "So your father is a king?" asked Firio brightly.
 
   "He is," she replied, "but I am not on good terms with him anymore."
 
   "Still, you're the first princess I've ever met!"
 
   She smiled.
 
   They passed several companies of heavy footmen in breastplates and low-crested helms, wielding spears and large round shields in formation training.
 
   Katara asked Talaos, "My lord, do you have time to train with me?"
 
   "I wish I did," he replied. "Would you like to ride with the Madmen today?"
 
   She beamed, "I would, thank you!"
 
   "It is an honor to have you with us, Katara," said Imvan, in quiet earnest.
 
   "We have a certain, eh, colorful style of working together," added Larogwan. "But once you get used to it, you might find us not such bad company…"
 
   "I think I can become used to it," she smiled, then added, “Larogwan, you are from the Seven Kingdoms, yes? How did you come to be here?”
 
   “Aye,” he answered. “From Cor Anwin, though it has been a long time since I left. You would’ve been a little lass, if you were even born.”
 
   “Larogwan’s older than the hills,” grinned Vulkas.
 
   “Coming from a man the size o’ one…” snorted Larogwan, “But in answer to your question, Katara, I was in the army, and when the war ended I found things too quiet at home, and went looking for trouble.”
 
   “You chose wisely, in coming to Hunyos,” added Epos, to the surprise of all, and without any hint of humor in his deep voice.
 
   Larogwan chuckled, and continued, “Don’t worry, that’s the last time he’ll speak till the morrow. In fact, I found trouble closer to home. At the time, and with all due respect to Halmir, his cousins the western Schald were giving a bit of it to their southern neighbors in Voschen.”
 
   The old warrior paused, waiting for a comment, but Halmir merely made a grim smile.
 
   “Now Voschen,” Larogwan went on, “might be one of the Seven Realms, but its folk seemed half Northman to me, and were happy enough to crack a few Schaldic heads in return. Still, with the odds they faced, they had plenty of work for mercenaries, and I was happy to take it…”
 
   “Tell her about the Southlands, and the snakes!” interrupted Firio.
 
   “No lad, I don’t want to talk about the snakes again,” answered Larogwan with sorrowful-seeming shake of his head.
 
   “Are the Southlands full of snakes?” asked Katara.
 
   The old warrior maintained his solemn composure, though a hint of twinkle appeared in his eye, “No more than Hunyos, or not much more, but my, ah, work, took me to a place with more than I ever care to see again.”
 
   The Northwoman nodded.
 
   Larogwan suddenly smiled, “If I must deal with beasties, better it be a variety. Wolves and boars, for example…”
 
   Talaos glanced over his shoulder and grinned, while Kyrax snorted.
 
   “…or even a big lumbering ox,” continued Larogwan.
 
   “That’s bull to you, old goat!” retorted Vulkas, without turning around.
 
   “There’s bull all around…” added Kyrax, flatly.
 
   Katara laughed again. Talaos thought it perhaps the lightest and most carefree he’d ever heard from her.
 
   They rode on for a while longer, as Katara joined in small talk with the others. At last Talaos decided it was time to take his leave. “Madmen,” he said, “continue the tour of the camp with Katara, then feel free to spar, if she wishes.”
 
   Nods came in reply.
 
   He turned to Katara. “Till tonight,” he said.
 
   She spurred her horse to him. He smiled and took her hand.
 
   “Till then,” she answered.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Liriel greeted them at the door. They entered, and his guards waited outside. Talaos gave Liriel a kiss while Miriana watched in fascination. Liriel then greeted Miriana, and what Talaos thought to be a look of deep understanding passed between the two women.
 
   Liriel then peered into Miriana's eyes and made a wistful smile. She put a hand to the younger woman's cheek. "You're flush with newfound power, my dear," she said.
 
   Miriana smiled brightly.
 
   "I remember that feeling," continued Liriel, "when I was like you, so very young, and newly in control of my gifts. Ah… But you are far, far more powerful."
 
   "I am different." replied Miriana respectfully. "A prophetess, but I only hear the spirits sometimes, when they wish. I can't talk to them like you, and I haven't learned the things you have. If you wanted to teach, I'd love to learn from you."
 
   Liriel warmed, "With luck, we'll have that chance. If you have time, let's talk awhile."
 
   They took chairs. Liriel poured them a little tea. Talaos smiled.
 
   And then began a conversation between the two women. A conversation about things in ways implicitly understood by two who lived half in the world of spirits and things unseen. Talaos thought it was one of the strangest he'd ever heard. Strange, and fascinating.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Katara stood before Talaos in his chamber in the old tower. The guard closed the door behind her . She was dressed in her clothes from the day, but without her chain shirt. Talaos wore loose Hunyos-style pants tucked into his black military boots, but had taken off his tunic to wash just before she'd arrived. She surveyed him, and the room, with interest.
 
   "I like this place. It has strength," she said.
 
   He smiled, and replied, "I do too. Better than any lavish quarters I might commandeer."
 
   Her gray eyes took in his face and body, and his scars. However many healed, he always acquired more, and the scar on his face from the Ferox always remained, as did the slash of the glyph sword on his chest and shoulder. He was conscious of her gaze, and how much he'd missed her. He put his right hand under her chin, and she smiled.
 
   She reached her own to his cheek and touched his scar, then dropped it to his shoulder and ran her fingers along the scar there. "I like these too," she said, "and the lightning in your eyes. Everything you have built shows the truth of their meaning, and why I named you my lord."
 
   Talaos smiled again and roamed her with his eyes. Her full lips and golden braids were as lovely as ever. Her fair skin had lost a bit of the light golden tan from sunny Carai, and looked almost ivory before him. Her gray eyes were beautiful. Despite her stern demeanor, she shivered. 
 
   She knelt before him, and bowed her head. He put his hand under her chin, and she rose.
 
   "And I'm glad to have you at my side again, in strength and trust," he said to her, "but don't forget that I love you, Katara."
 
   "I love you, my… I love you, Tal," she replied, as sudden emotions flooded her voice.
 
   She looked into his eyes and pressed close, with her hands roaming the muscles of his chest and arms. He put his tight around her waist and kissed her for a long time. They undressed as old feelings unlocked at last, and Talaos led her to his bed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   9. Unleashing
 
    
 
   Talaos rode through the crowd inside the great gate of Avrosa in full gear of war. With him went his mace bearers, the standard bearers of the city, and several commanders. The militia and vigiles maintained order, keeping the main way through the plaza clear. Avrosan soldiers were making many farewells to loved ones. It was in stark contrast to outside the gates, where soldiers of the allied army would be looking forward to the chance to go home.
 
   A chance, yes, but first would be war.
 
   Some of the allied soldiers had found lovers in Avrosa, as had many of his Wolves, and they made farewells of their own. Talaos thought most interesting of all was the scene ahead of him. The Madmen gathered as planned near the gate itself. They were dismounted, standing by their horses, and with them were several women.
 
   During their stay in Avrosa, Kyrax had made his rounds with the staff in several places of paid companionship. What was surprising was that one of them came to see him off. She was a short, buxom woman with masses of black hair bound with the traditional wide red fillet of brothels. She had slightly snarling lips, dark, high-arched brows, and hard, glinting eyes. Talaos thought she resembled Kyrax in female form, and suppressed a smile at the image.
 
   Vulkas and Halmir entertained a group of younger women with feats of strength. Halmir supplemented things with bits of intense-sounding northern poetry. Epos had his helmet off, and it reminded Talaos that for as rarely as it was seen, the deadly mercenary had the kind of face women favored. He must also have actually talked at some point, for he was kissing a beauty with long, golden-brown hair.
 
   Much to Talaos’s surprise, Larogwan spoke quietly and closely with Bera, the gambling house owner they'd rescued from the House of the Prophet. Even Firio had found a girl, a short thin, pale young woman with a pretty face and a sly manner. Only aloof young Imvan stood alone, though there were two very young women not far away, shyly watching him.
 
   Talaos had a thought that Imvan, deep in whatever thoughts of his own, might not have noticed them. On a sudden, playful, catlike instinct, he rode his horse to the young women. They gazed up at him with the adoration that had become almost universal among the Avrosans, and bowed low.
 
   "Rise and stand tall, women of Avrosa," he said.
 
   They looked at him with awe and a sudden air of seriousness at being so addressed.
 
   "That young man," said Talaos to them quietly, pointing to Imvan, "is one of my seven companions and brothers in arms, a warrior who has faced death a hundred times and more. He stands alone, and you might think he is too great a mystery and challenge for you. But you could be brave, and go speak with him."
 
   Talaos thought the two young women seemed determined to prove their bravery to the Storm Lord, and they strode boldly forth to talk to Imvan.
 
   He now turned to the Three, as he'd nicknamed them, just riding up to join him. There was Sorya in her black garb, armed to the teeth and riding uncertainly on a black horse. He knew she'd had no practice as a rider in Carai, and doubted she'd acquired much since.  However, her uncanny natural balance and dexterity seemed to somewhat counter her inexperience. 
 
   Katara rode expertly in chain armor and gear of war on a brown horse. She wore a steel cap on her head and a keen, almost hungry expression on her face.
 
   Miriana rode a white horse, and had changed into a dress of Hunyos. It was dark Avrosan gray, slit on both sides, and fitted tight at the waist. She had pants underneath, tucked into high black boots. She wore weapons that Talaos was certain her father had helped her fit. Despite her somber garb, her expression was as if they were all going out for a picnic rather than to war.
 
   Talaos rode up to them with greetings, then addressed Miriana, "Are you sure?"
 
   "I'm safer with you than anywhere else," she said brightly, "not to mention the biggest army in this entire part of the world!"
 
   He smiled, and then turned to her father. "General Auretius," he said, "I'd be honored if you'd join my command group as an advisor."
 
   "I would be honored to do so," Auretius replied, long-buried emotions visible under his cool demeanor. "It has been a long time since I've ridden with an army… Not since I retired, before Miriana was born."
 
   The old officer had been given a full kit of gear by the Avrosans, including a gray tunic and cloak. Aides in the army had cleaned and polished his armor. Armorers had taken out the old knocks and dents, and had fitted it with new straps. He looked very much at home in it all and rode tall in the saddle on a strong black warhorse.
 
   While the army formed up outside the gates, Talaos talked with his commanders and wrapped up final plans for the army’s departure. Some rode out to their units while others returned. Adriko arrived, sorted out a few things, and quickly left.
 
   After some time, Kurvan rode up on his huge, thick-set horse. He had his great axe on his back and a craggy grin on his face. His shaggy black hair looked wilder than ever. Out on the plain behind him, his troops were swarming in to rejoin the army. "Hail, Talaos!" roared the warlord.
 
   "Kurvan, welcome!" replied Talaos. "What news from Ipesca?"
 
   "It was ugly, but we got the job done," Kurvan replied. "The Prophet's people locked the town up tight. Your lad Iadro found some friends to open the gates late at night. I'd thought things would be bad in there, but they were getting food from across the mountains. No idea where the gold was coming from to pay for it. They had a lot of pyres though, with wooden stakes. Burning all the time. Like they were trying to get it done before somebody stopped 'em."
 
   Then Kurvan made a grim, dark smile, and growled in a harsh way that reminded Talaos that, friend though he was, the warlord also made a terrible enemy.
 
   Kurvan went on, "We stopped 'em all right! Had to crack a lot of heads to do it. When those were dead, we sent the rest north. They were singing prayers for your death. The people left in Ipesca are definitely on our side."
 
   Talaos saluted him with a fierce smile of his own. "Well done. One city and one town clear, now only thirteen cities and a hundred towns to go."
 
   "You're a ray of sunshine, Talaos!" growled Kurvan. Then his eyes turned to Talaos's new companions. He scratched his craggy chin.
 
   "Kurvan, this is General Auretius, who was a commander in the army of the Republic during the war with Dirion."
 
   "Dirion!" answered Kurvan, eyeing Auretius's armor and white hair. "I was a boy when you were fighting that war. Thank you for getting those bastards' boots off our necks. Guess it didn't help 'em that pretty much every city, town, and clan in Hunyos refused to send our armies to join theirs. Dirion pulled so many of their own men away to fight you, they didn't have enough to stop us when we started killing their tribute collectors."
 
   Auretius nodded.  Kurvan gave him a solemn salute, then turned to eye the three armed beauties on their horses. He made a low, quiet whistling sound, then looked curiously at Talaos. "Talaos, now you've got madwomen to join your Madmen?"
 
   Miriana shouted back in a sprightly voice, "We're his wives!"
 
   Kurvan burst out in a huge, growling laugh.
 
   Talaos was caught by surprise by Miriana’s words. The thoughts they conjured up were anything but domestic, and he suppressed a very wicked grin. Sorya flashed a sudden surprised glare at Miriana, then recovered and managed a smirking lopsided smile. Katara gave no reaction except a slight, thoughtful nod of her head.
 
   The men elsewhere were moving into place, and now things would require his direct attention. Talaos raised his right hand, and all around silenced. "Officers and standard bearers of Avrosa and the allied army, form up to depart! Bearers of the maces, The Three, Madmen, to me!"
 
   As the Madmen scrambled to join him, he noticed happily that the girls he'd sent to Imvan gave the beaming young hillman patriotic kisses before departing. He smiled, rode forward and took his place in the growing line. At the front were the Wolves, then the Madmen. Firio sat backwards on his special saddle behind Larogwan, and gave Talaos a merry grin. Talaos himself was next, flanked by the mace bearers. Behind him were Sorya, Katara, and Miriana, then the commanders and the standard bearers. After them rode a large body of aides, messengers, and musicians with trumpets and drums.
 
   Talaos raised his right hand again, then motioned them all forward.
 
   They rode out of the gates as crowds cheered them from the city and to the vast body of soldiers assembled on the plains beyond.  All around, soldiers were packing up tents and supplies. Porters from among the prisoners helped load pack horses, then hoisted loads on their own backs. Scouts already rode ahead. As they went forward, commanders and messengers rode out to units, and others joined his command group. 
 
   The vanguard of cavalry under Adriko, three thousand strong, began to ride. Talaos and the command group rode behind them and past the waiting troops. Hadrastus and his five hundred shock troops then took their place behind the command group. Next, the lead elements of heavy infantry under Lurios filed into place. They marched in good order with uniforms and round shields in the colors of many cities and towns.
 
   They rode on, north up the road, as the rest of the army completed preparations to join them. Behind the main body would be the baggage train, and then a rearguard of three thousand more cavalry.  Swarms of hillmen and irregulars walked in scattered groups on either side, with the larger part of them inland, on the left under Kurvan.
 
   As they advanced, a storm gradually gathered ahead of them. It rolled slowly north on an upper wind. Sorya and Katara looked up at that storm with surprise. Miriana beamed. Soldiers throughout the army watched those clouds with awe, but without surprise, for they knew their commander.
 
   Talaos himself felt a moment of grim, harsh, vengeful pride. He smiled, with eyes blazing bright blue-white, and hints of power crackling around him. The Prophet had sent three sorcerers and six warriors to kill him with a mob of thugs at their back. Now, here he was with nearly forty thousand, the largest army fielded in the Westlands in forty years, marching to war against the Prophet.
 
   Hunyos, all of it, was before him, and he would sweep it from south to north.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The vast camp sprawled out across the plain under the fading light. Behind them to the south stretched the line of hills, and before them the road ran north to the crossroads, with its routes to Teroia and Aledri. Irregulars patrolled the perimeter on watch, while beyond it numerous random camps of hillmen made any quiet approach unlikely. At its center the camp was organized like a town, with rows of tents like houses. Tescani had suggested the idea of using the stakes from around Avrosa to make a palisade perimeter. Talaos had approved the idea. They'd supplemented the stakes with a shallow ditch, and so their town was a fortified one.
 
   In the very center, the black, purple, and gold allied command tent sat surrounded by standards and banners. In front of it spread a cleared square.  Smaller personal tents for individual commanders stood elsewhere around the square. Talaos had raised his personal tent in a spot directly opposite the command tent, near his close companions like the Madmen and The Three.
 
   However, he now stood in front of the command tent itself, facing a group of chosen volunteers. He’d organized them into teams of three. Each consisted of an Avrosan civilian as his personal representative, and two representatives of the allied army. One military representative in each trio was from a city or town in the alliance of Teroia, the other from the alliance of Idrona and Kyras. All of them watched as he spoke.
 
   "Some of you can expect friendly welcomes in your home cities, and others likely not. Presenting such a broad, united front will show the honesty of our position, and that may sway some. Even so, you are taking a great risk, particularly those of you whose cities are now in turmoil. Anyone who wishes to leave may now do so.  All who remain will make oath."
 
   None of them left.
 
   Talaos administered the oath, leading them with words in the old form. "I swear on the honor of my soul to spread word of the liberation of Hunyos, and to call upon those for whom I bear message to cast away the faith of the Living Prophet and expel all who follow it. I am prepared to die in this task."
 
   All present, more than three hundred of them, made the vow with him.
 
   Then Talaos presented each of them with a copy of a message he'd had drafted. The messages each opened with a general call to throw off the faith of the Prophet, a series of arguments against what the Prophet's followers were doing in Hunyos and a suggestion to administer and enforce an oath of loyalty in the form he'd used in Avrosa.
 
   The latter part of each message was tailored to its target city or town, discussed known specifics of its situation, and depending on what those were, gave promises or warnings. If the first part of the messages was a velvet glove of appeal and reason, the latter was an iron fist of force, and to free those places already in the grip of the Prophet, he was prepared to use both.
 
   Once all were handed out, he walked among them and gave each the military handshake. As he took each messenger's hand, he put forth a bit of power, and that messenger showed the slightest flash of light in his or her eyes. While each was small, the cost to him in total was great. However, his power replenished far faster now, and he bore it lightly. When it was done, he returned to the front of the tent and concluded, "Now, each of you will need neither sleep nor rest for the next several days. You will go on foot in your trios, by whatever route is expedient, but different trios will not travel together. Now, be ready."
 
   They saluted him, and he returned it. He raised his right hand, and then motioned for them to go. They filtered out of the square in various directions, one trio at a time. Talaos returned to the command tent and readied to discuss plans with the senior leaders for some hours. After that, he planned to return to his tent for a time and use his sight.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The hour was late. Talaos sat alone in his tent on a small folding chair. He had a narrow folding cot bed, much as Sanctari had used, a chest for papers and other small items relating to command duties, and a rug for a floor.
 
   He sat quietly and focused his mind. It was more difficult tonight, as he had a great many concerns. Still, he continued seeking clarity. He could see, sense, his tent around him, then his Wolf Adrus, on guard outside. Through inner sight, the man’s wolfish air seemed more pronounced. His short black hair and stubble framed high cheekbones, a strong nose, and piercing, alert eyes that gleamed in the torchlight as he stalked the perimeter.
 
   The darkness of night affected Talaos’s inner sight less than it did his outer, and after a time, he began to perceive the wider camp. Then he swept his gaze in a circle. To the south, toward Avrosa and Ipesca, was greater clarity, but to the north the mist, the shadow of the opposing will, had grown denser. He wondered at the sheer power of the Prophet, who could shroud vast regions of the world around him, and at how far the Prophet's own sight must reach. 
 
   He considered that, whatever the Prophet could see, it still must have limits. Otherwise, he, Talaos, would be long dead. With such extraneous thoughts, his focus of mind weakened, and he returned to things closer at hand. Miriana’s circle of clarity had grown with each passing day, and within its reach, sight was easier. Something was odd though. It seemed to be shifting, moving. No, he thought, Miriana was moving.
 
   She was moving his way, and would soon be at his tent.
 
   With that, his focus failed, and his inner sight ended. He looked around him. There was a shadow, quietly creeping just outside the back wall of his tent. He smirked and made quietly for the spot, prepared to pull up the side of the tent and pounce. Outside, he heard a playful whisper.
 
   "Nice try!" Miriana teased, "But I see you… in my mind, and I… Aiiieee!"
 
   There was quick motion outside as Miriana was scooped up by someone much larger and stronger. Talaos rushed to the tent wall, pulled up a section of it, and looked outside. There, his quick-thinking guard, perhaps not as easy to see with inner sight as Talaos, held her like a rabbit. She was unsuccessfully trying to escape. Adrus looked at Talaos, humor sparkling in his eyes, and waited for instructions.
 
   "Send her in," he smiled.
 
   Adrus brought Miriana around to the front and none too ceremoniously dropped her to the rug inside the entrance. Then he saluted Talaos with a grin and returned to his post.
 
   Miriana looked up at him from her position sprawled on her back. She had on put her skirt and top of the Western Isles, and had tightened up the long braids of her hair which now splayed all about. Her white cloth top had gone loose, half baring a breast. She was propped up on one side by an elbow, and her legs bent up at the knee, spread wide.
 
   Talaos sat in his chair and laughed. "You might want to leave the stealth to Sorya."
 
   She arched her eyebrows, propped up another elbow with her chest perking upward, then replied, "I saw you coming, and that was my goal."
 
   "How is it," he smiled, "that you can be the woman and prophetess testing her power against the Living Prophet himself, and yet the girl sprawled on the carpet before me?"
 
   "Being very young, as everyone reminds me, helps," she replied innocently. "But are you so different? How are you the master of the storm with lightning in his eyes, the commander of this huge army, and yet the sarcastic man who enjoys teasing everyone?"
 
   "You could always find some nice, polite, normal merchant," he replied with a smirk.
 
   "All right, I don't want normal, and I might like the teasing," she laughed, gazing into his eyes and absently pulling her skirt higher up her smooth, fair legs. "But, I'm not a girl, am I?"
 
   "No. Thanks to me," he answered, arching an eyebrow.
 
   "Thanks to you, I've been thinking of that night ever since… and whenever I could, hiding away at night to think of it in private, sometimes till my fingers got tired," she added, turning over onto her stomach and peering up at him with her big eyes. Her skirt was pulled up high enough to leave the end of her bare, pert cupped bottom peeking out. She spread her fair prone legs wide apart.
 
   "Are you doing that on purpose?" Talaos said with a smirk and raised eyebrow.
 
   "No!" she replied with a pout. "Well, maybe a little. I have really missed you."
 
   "Miriana, come to me," he said in an offhanded tone, sitting comfortably.
 
   She squirmed forward out of her skirt and propped herself up on all fours. The hair in one of her braids came partially loose and fell half over one of her eyes. She peered up at him and crawled forward the short distance to his chair. Then she kneeled back, sitting on folded legs and nude below the band at her breasts.
 
   He put a hand to her cheek, and she thrilled to the touch.
 
   "Still no fear," he smiled.
 
   "No, not with you," she answered, eyes adoring. Her voice became a bit deeper and more womanly, "Or what I really mean is, I master my fear with you. You are danger itself, but you're my protector."
 
   Talaos untied the knot that held her top in place, and it fell from her chest. She shivered with expectation, and her full, high, firm breasts heaved above her small waist. Her pink nipples were hard, and as she leaned forward, they almost touched him.
 
   "And here you are, naked before me," he smiled.
 
   "Naked before you, and before the lightning in your eyes!" she said, watching them with fascination. "I don't understand why so many people are afraid to look at them. I could stare into them forever."
 
   He raised her chin, and her lips quivered. He leaned forward and kissed them.
 
   Then, like a sudden fire blazing into light, she threw her arms around him and kissed him, over and over, lips roaming his mouth, then his neck and back again. He gripped his fingers in her hair, tilted her head to the side and kissed, then bit her neck. She gasped.
 
   He stood up, feet planted on either side of her knees, with his body immediately before her. He pulled his tunic up and off. He felt her hands at his hips. She pulled his undergarments off, slipping them to the floor. He looked down.
 
   Miriana was staring at his erect hardness, fascinated as if seeing one up close for the first time, which he realized, she was. He smiled down at her.
 
   "I was never this close, never like this, when you made me a woman," she said, as she reached to touch him gently with her fingers.
 
   He thrilled. She gently, tentatively, kissed the end of it and peered up at him from under her long lashes and through wild, loose strands of hair. He ran his fingers along her cheek. She experimentally ran her tongue along his shaft. He moaned. She beamed proudly and slipped her mouth around the end. He took her gently by her hair and pressed himself deeper in her mouth. She gasped in surprise, then relaxed, taking him deep.
 
   Talaos began to thrust in her mouth, slowly and gently at first. He looked down into her luminous eyes, and she gazed up into his as they blazed with lightning. A hint of mischief appeared in her eyes, and she twirled her tongue around him. He laughed and released in her mouth. She reacted with a start, but didn't pull away as she swallowed. Then she smiled. He pulled out, and she licked her pouting lips with a kind of triumphant smile.
 
   Then he gently pushed her back, onto the carpet. She beamed at him, radiant with joy and expectation. She ran her hands wildly over his body as he spread her legs apart. She kissed his chest and neck with eager, intense desire.
 
   He gripped her hard in his arms, kissing her ear, neck, shoulder, and nipple, then biting his way back up them. He felt her skin prickle as she moaned, then screamed with delight. She met his eyes again, and he could see the luminous power in hers.
 
   With a teasing smile on his lips, he slipped two fingers inside her.
 
   "Oh!" She gasped as he curled and thrust in her with his fingers, hard and fast. She screamed and released. He felt the juices flow over his hand.
 
   Then he pushed her legs back and up, resting on his shoulders. She looked surprised for a moment, but immensely pleased.  He thrust himself inside her, hard and pounding deep. He held her petite body tight with one hand while bringing the other between her legs, playing with her as he thrust wildly inside.
 
   Moaning and gasping, she released again.
 
   Talaos thrilled with the raw power and pleasure of the moment. There she was, this beautiful young woman beneath him, fair and delicate. Yet not so delicate, for he could sense her own power, the radiant clarity, like light, that shone from her, growing ever stronger. Miriana, woman and prophetess. So unlike him, yet his kindred soul. His lover. His love. His.
 
   He unleashed inside her, and she screamed, releasing with him.
 
   Then, without pause, he turned her over; her smooth, fair little body on all fours again. He kneeled behind her and thrust furiously as she screamed in ecstasy, releasing once more. Roaring with primal, furious lust, he unleashed in her again as she screamed and joined him.
 
   Talaos pushed Miriana to her stomach with her legs spread wide. He thrust deep inside her, pressing her beautiful, curved hips hard to the carpet, and the hard ground beneath. He pumped and thrust and pounded her as she released, over and over.  She made small panting gasps. He took her furiously with bright-burning eyes, unleashing in her again and again.
 
   Then at last, he paused, and kissed her neck as she lay there panting.
 
   He turned her back over.
 
   As he did so, he sensed something.
 
   She smiled, eyes otherworldly and piercingly intense. A visible light shone in them.
 
   He paused and looked into her radiant, faraway eyes. His own blazed with lightning.
 
   "Talaos…" she gasped. Then her voice rose, soaring and strong, "Storm son of the Storm Father. Last of the old gods and first of the new. Life and death, creation and destruction in your hands. Storm Lord and Storm Father, and father of our children to be. They and me, one and three, three times three, and nine shall be. Please… let it be… oh please…"
 
   He kissed her lips, then her forehead, and the world returned to her eyes.
 
   "Tal…" she whispered.
 
   "It is all right," he replied. "I have you, and you are safe with me."
 
   She smiled. The light in her eyes faded, her body relaxed, and she fell asleep in his arms.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   10. Clouds and Lightning
 
    
 
   Nearly forty thousand men marched in power, northeast along the coastal road. Scouts rode far ahead. First in the great column itself were the vanguard of three thousand cavalry under Adriko. He wore mismatched, though expensive, armor, a dusty black cloak, and a catlike smile on his face. After the vanguard followed a hundred men, the Wolves fierce and grim. Next were seven mighty ones on six horses. The Madmen rode casually, confidently at their ease. Their eyes sparked faintly with light.
 
   Behind the Madmen rode Talaos, in his black and silver armor and his gray cloak, with power in his eyes and lightning in his hands. At each of those hands rode a bearer with a mace. Sorya, Katara, and Miriana followed close behind him.
 
   Next rode a body of commanders in armor of many kinds and colors; sharp-eyed General Aro, erudite Maxano; the General of Kyras and former leader of the enemy army; General Auretius, once a victorious commander of the Republic; Tescani, the cold, grim mercenary warlord, and many others. After the commanders came riders carrying the standards and banners of many cities and towns. Next followed soldiers with trumpets and drums, then messengers and aides on horses. After them came a body of infantry, massive men in varied heavy armor, bearing huge weapons and wearing fearsome expressions. The bronze-armored giant, Hadrastus, led them.
 
   After Hadrastus’s shock troops marched disciplined companies of spearmen led by the proud, aristocratic Tribune Lurios. He walked on foot at their head. Behind the spearmen marched thousands of footmen and archers of many sorts in a long line, and behind them an immense train of baggage. At the rear rode three thousand cavalry more, led by General Gavro. He sat thoughtful and brooding under a dark green cloak.
 
   On all sides swarmed hillmen under many chieftains, all led by Warlord Kurvan. He'd been gathering them from near and far as they marched, and those few chieftains aligned with the Prophet had fled north.
 
   Ahead of them sprawled the great port of Teroia, the second largest city of Hunyos, and their ally. It made a great expanse of high, wood-tiled roofs and brick walls with bright paint. A long, tapering point of land curved east, out from the main part of the city, and sheltered a vast harbor. The golden domes of a council hall and a library gleamed in the distance.
 
   Messengers from Teroia arrived with welcome, and rode swiftly back with his greetings. The gates of the city were open, and cheering crowds gathered outside them and atop the walls. Seeing that welcome, Talaos thought it was a good start.
 
   Talaos made a grim smile with mixed emotions. He was glad for the welcome, but remembered his old commander Sanctari, who had been General of Teroia. Aides in his service carried Sanctari's books and effects, there to be delivered to his widow and such of his sons as had survived Teroia's many wars.
 
   Ahead of the army, and well beyond Teroia now, Talaos's black storm rolled north, gathering strength with flashes of lightning. Overhead was a blue sky. Ahead of even the storm, his messengers fanned out northward across Hunyos.
 
   He raised his right arm for the army to halt. Word passed and trumpets blared. Then, with only the Wolves and the command group, he rode forward past his own lines. Men saluted as he went. The army would be camping north of Teroia, but he had business with the council of patricians.
 
   There they waited, standing at the garland-decorated gates. Fifteen men and women in purple cloaks and gold, laurel wreath diadems. As he approached closer, the vast crowd of Teroians watched his eyes and the power crackling around him. Some gazed with wonder, others with fear, yet others lowered their heads with averted eyes.
 
   The patricians at least mastered themselves and waited for him with calm expressions of welcome. Teroian soldiers in red-brown and officers in gilt breastplates stood by. The Wolves ahead stopped and parted, forming a corridor for him to pass. 
 
   Talaos reached the patricians, and they raised hands in welcome. He returned the gesture.
 
   "Welcome, Dictator Talaos," said a dignified-looking, white-haired man in the center of their group. "I am Patrician Deneus, and this is the Council of Teroia. We formally extend you friendship and hospitality, and given the greatly changed composition of your army, we offer you and your commanders alliance under a new charter we have prepared."
 
   "Thank you, patrician. I will review the new charter in your council hall with my commanders, and may have counter-proposals. Given the uncertain situation, the troops formerly with the opposing alliance have sworn oaths to me personally as warlord. Together with those of Avrosa and my other forces, the majority of the army are now in my direct service. That creates certain considerations."
 
   The councilors now surveyed him with greater respect, and, he thought, nervousness.
 
   He, however, had more. "Have you received my delegation of messengers?"
 
   "We have," replied Deneus, "and we agree with your plans. The followers of the Prophet are very few in Teroia and do not operate in public. General Sanctari, when he served on the council, was strongly opposed to letting them preach here, and for that we are thankful."
 
   "In regard to which," replied Talaos, "I have General Sanctari's effects, ready for return to his family. He was my mentor, and I honor his memory."
 
   Deneus seemed to warm again at that. "He was a great man and a good friend. His widow will be at the council hall today, and I will arrange porters to help her transport them."
 
   Talaos nodded, ready to begin, but Deneus seemed to have something more to add.
 
   "If I may, Warlord," he said. "When our supply convoys returned from Avrosa, they had a great many things to say, which were confirmed by your messengers. If I did not see with my own eyes, I would have doubted them, or thought you were simply some sort of clever, if powerful, magus. They call you the Storm Lord in Avrosa, after an ancient hero of theirs. Is it true you are him reborn?"
 
   "No, but the Storm Lord was my ancestor," replied Talaos, in a voice heard by all around, "and it seems I share similar purpose. He fought a pair of great fire drakes to defend Avrosa, while I fight the Living Prophet, and so defend Hunyos."
 
   Deneus had one more question, and he looked doubtful of the answer. "Is it true that the storm which swept north this morning was summoned by you, and that you conjured the storm that destroyed the fleets of Idrona and Etosca?"
 
   "Yes," replied Talaos.
 
   There were wondering looks in the gathered crowd, and a growing wave of talk.
 
   Talaos and his command group, with the Madmen, Sorya, Katara, and Miriana, followed the patricians and their entourage into the city. He liked the place. It had wide boulevards and open plazas. Dense brick and stone apartment blocks of three to five stories lined the streets, with shops on the first floor. Bright, decorative paint lined doorways and windows. The houses of the wealthy tended to open on the streets here, as they did in the Republic, and to his mind that implied a place of greater civic peace than feud-haunted Avrosa.
 
   Though nothing like as large as Carai, Teroia was at least twice the size of Avrosa. There was much wealth here, and much strength. Teroia was said to be the greatest remaining center of learning and knowledge in Hunyos. He'd need them all for the war to come.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "I believe we are in agreement," said Patrician Deneus, "regarding terms of alliance."
 
   As he spoke, the other councilors nodded. Around them the grand council hall of Teroia, rich with marble and the trophies of old wars, gleamed by lamplight.
 
   "And the troops and ships?" replied Talaos.
 
   The discussion had gone on for quite a while. As they'd wrapped up, he'd had the growing impression the patrician was holding something back, or had something hidden. However, at present, nods passed among the patricians.
 
   "Yes," answered Deneus, "from between the force that had originally been intended to reinforce Sanctari and reserves pulled from the garrison, we can provide you with another three thousand foot and horse for the allied army. We will commit the surviving ships of our navy, provided the allied fleet agrees to operate under overall command of our admiral, Naxos."
 
   "That is both acceptable and a good idea," replied Talaos. "Divided command was our weakness earlier. Remember that supreme military command rests with me. However, I'm no sailor, and will let Admiral Naxos do his job."
 
   "Excellent," replied Deneus. "I must also thank you for healing Tribune Valanus. Given the pressures of time, we intend to formally promote him to General of Teroia without delay."
 
   "I was glad to. Now, as for my requests from the library of Teroia?"
 
   Here Deneus seemed more hesitant.
 
   "The maps and recent books are, of course, easily done. So too the book on magic, though I admit with some reluctance. However, the other text you requested, the set of leather scrolls, is some thirteen hundred years old, and the only artifact of its kind we have left to us from early Imperial times."
 
   "And do you have any scholars that can read it?" asked Talaos. 
 
   "No," Deneus admitted, somewhat uncomfortably.
 
   "I do. General Auretius, from the Republic. We can prepare copies of the translation, and return one to you with the original scrolls. Until then, I will keep them safe and under guard."
 
   Looks passed around the table, and quiet conversation. At last Deneus replied.
 
   "Very well. We will arrange for them to be sent with you."
 
   "Thank you," replied Talaos.
 
   Looks passed around the table, and he could see that they had something more.
 
   "If you don't mind," said Deneus, "we also have an emissary from Megasi, who was sent here to speak with you."
 
   "Of course."
 
   Deneus spoke with an aide, who left the room and after a short while returned with a trim, brown-haired man of medium height and about Talaos's age. He wore tunic, breastplate, and cloak in the black and purple colors of Megasi. The emissary greeted Talaos with a salute.
 
   "Greetings, Dictator Talaos," said the man. "I am Captain Garion, sent as emissary of Megasi, and bearing word of friendship and alliance from my city."
 
   "Of course, Captain," Talaos replied. "I'll be ready to discuss specific terms when I reach Megasi, but I'll guess you have something more."
 
   "Yes, Dictator," Garion answered, "I must report that the countryside and roads near Megasi are threatened by a warlord of the coastal hills named Larikos. With so many of our own soldiers away on campaign, we haven’t been able to deal with him ourselves."
 
   "And you want me take care of the problem?" smiled Talaos. "Do you know how much support he is getting from Etosca and Idrona?"
 
   "None, Dictator," answered the emissary. "Larikos remained neutral in the war. By all reports he became a follower of the Prophet some years ago. However, around the time news of your victory at Avrosa reached our area, he executed the Prophet's emissaries in his territory, and, it seems, proclaimed some new faith of his own."
 
   "A new faith? Centered on what?"
 
   "Him, it seems," replied Garion. "We'd assumed he'd gone mad, at first. But reports are that he wields sorcery, and he’s been gathering followers.” 
 
   Talaos considered the news. A man who'd started out interested in the teachings of the Prophet had then decided he'd rather be the teacher. It brought Cratus to mind, and particularly the way in which the latter had revealed himself as a sorcerer. However, Cratus had been secretive about it all, while this Larikos had openly broken with the Prophet. And also, he’d known Cratus all too well, while he knew nothing of Larikos. He decided to avoid any assumptions about what might really be going on. He replied to the emissary with an arched eyebrow. “Are you sure he isn’t a potential ally?”
 
   The latter replied in gravely serious tones, “He has declared against both the Living Prophet, and you."
 
   “Even so, I plan to begin by talking to him. What kind of following does he have, how many warriors, and does he have a stronghold?”
 
   "His followers are largely folk of the coastal hills from his clan and those related, but they’ve been growing. We believe close to a thousand are equipped for war. He’s based in a ruined fort, deep in the hills. It is said to be some centuries old."
 
   Talaos considered the information, but had further questions, "Once you no longer feel threatened, what additional forces can Megasi provide for the war, and what has been done with General Pelias?"
 
   "At least a thousand troops, Dictator, as well as our fleet. As for Pelias, we agree with the reports you and your officers sent with him by sea, and he is currently stripped of all rank, under arrest, and awaiting trial. We have also expelled the followers of the Prophet from our city, as per the request of your messengers."
 
   "Very good," said Talaos. "Convey my support to your council of patricians."
 
   "I will, sir," replied Garion, smiling. With a sharp salute, he turned and departed.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "So, what are the hillmen in this region like?" asked Talaos.
 
   "Those aren't hillmen," replied Kurvan, as a frown crossed his weathered face. "Hillmen, like me, like Imvan, live in the western hills next to the mountains. Have since before the Empire, since who knows when."
 
   They went on horseback as they talked, riding northwest along the inland road with Hadrastus and his vanguard of heavy foot. To their right was the tangled mass of wooded hills between the friendly city of Megasi and enemy Etosca. On the left was a fertile farm country of gentle rolling valleys. Gray, hazy clouds loomed overhead. Talaos turned again to the warlord.
 
   "Who lives in these hills then?"
 
   Kurvan scratched his chin. "They're a mix. Partly of folk not too different from people in the towns and villages around here, or Megasi even. That and something else. Another folk going back a long way, but not kin to mine. They've got a tough reputation, and not in a good way. Lots of fighting their own cousins, old feuds, bandit work, that kind of thing."  
 
   Talaos surveyed the steep, dark tangled hillsides. "Is that the other reason why there are no good roads through those hills?"
 
   Kurvan growled, "Most likely. It's too bad, because if there were, we could cut days off the march to Etosca. Even after visiting Larikos."
 
   The warlord was right about that, thought Talaos. The hills continued east and became a wide peninsula stretching into the eastern sea that then broke up into a tangle of thinly populated islands. Those islands had been the scene of the long naval standoff earlier in the war. It was a formidable obstacle by land and sea, made worse now.
 
   "First we've got to visit him, and see what needs to be done." said Talaos. "And for that, we'll need to cut down on the chances of things going wrong. Meanwhile we keep the main army marching on its way. How many hillmen can you spare?"
 
   "Whatever we send into the hills will also be our cover on that side. So, probably close to half. The other half can keep their guard on the plains."
 
   "Good," replied Talaos, "I'll let you decide how you best want to use them, so long as they keep the country around tied up, and prevent any surprises while we go in."
 
   With that he turned to Hadrastus. The giant walked alongside them in his bronze plate armor, with his helm off and a reflective expression in his pale blue eyes. 
 
   "General Hadrastus, your job will be to follow behind me, to be on hand at the right time if we have trouble. You’ll be backed by the Wolves. If we come under attack by large numbers of warriors, try to keep them pinned down while I deal with Larikos himself."
 
   Hadrastus nodded, but then replied, "You'll be taking a great risk."
 
   Talaos and Kurvan laughed.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos, the Madmen, Sorya, and Katara stalked through the dense forest of the valley bottom under a gray sky. Woods-wise Imvan scouted ahead. Sorya and Firio crept silent and stealthy along the flanks. All of them wore light outer cloaks of forest green. Talaos, at the head of the main group, had his hood pulled very low to cover the light in his eyes. He compensated for the reduced visibility by use of his inner sight.
 
   For a moment, he was reminded of the assault on Drosta's camp, but this was a far more uncertain situation. They would use stealth to get as far as they could, but there would be no unnoticed dispatching of guards or casual walks to the center of power. In any case, only two miles behind followed Hadrastus's force of five hundred, and few of them were stealthy.
 
   Larogwan walked close by, and said in a low voice, "It's a little too quiet, all in all."
 
   "Kurvan's got a lot of men advancing on either side back there," replied Talaos, "so I'd expect to hear something soon."
 
   Imvan suddenly stopped in his tracks. Talaos motioned for the others to do the same. The young hillman paused for a long while, surveying ahead, then crept back to Talaos's position.
 
   "Village ahead," whispered Imvan, "recently lived in, but no one there that I can see."
 
   Talaos nodded, turned to those with him, and motioned for them to gather around. "It looks like we're expected," he said, "which means it is time for speed to take precedence over stealth."
 
   Kyrax and Vulkas both brightened and grinned, while Halmir and Katara took on grim, yet expectant expressions. Larogwan shrugged, and Epos was silent in his helm.
 
   Talaos called Imvan, Firio, and Sorya to him. "You three, though, should try to stay stealthy. Keep apart from the main group, and if we meet any trouble along the way, be ready to give them a surprise."
 
   "I love surprises!" smiled Firio.
 
   Sorya smirked and nodded to Firio, "You and I flank, with Imvan in the lead?"
 
   "That works," said Firio. "Imvan?"
 
   Imvan nodded gravely, and started forward to the right in careful silence.
 
   "Everyone else, with me," said Talaos, and he in turn continued on.
 
   The tall trees loomed overhead, and the slopes on either side grew steeper. They reached the little village, a cluster of a dozen ramshackle, poorly constructed wooden houses, with pens full of sleepy hogs.
 
   "Imvan was right," said Larogwan. "Looks like they dropped what they were doing and left in a hurry."
 
   Talaos nodded, and motioned them onward. The valley continued to narrow, and grew steeper. There was a clear and well used trail from the village running uphill, with towering trees overhead. They went on for a while in the shadows as the valley became a gully. The gully became a shallow depression on a hillside, and the trail switched back and forth until it reached a ridge line. Near the top were very old-looking garden terraces dug back into the slopes. Atop the ridge itself stretched a ramshackle patchwork of fenced pasture. Shaggy, half-wild looking goats grazed in the weeds and grass.
 
   As they passed them, Vulkas nodded to Larogwan, "Good to see your cousins are here."
 
   "Aye," answered Larogwan, "and you'll not be wanting to pick a feud with us."
 
   Woods ran along the right of the ridge line, while more pasture sprawled to the left. The trail here joined with another and became a kind of small road running down the center of the ridge. There was another village further on at the end of the ridge, then a belt of woods, and finally higher ground where several ridges came together at a forested hilltop. The enemy's stronghold was atop that hill, as he'd been informed, but there was something odd. 
 
   "I think that is a place of death…" whispered Halmir.
 
   In the distance could be seen what indeed looked like the ruins of a fortress, but it was carved from the rocky peak of the hill itself. Its lofty battlements formed a pentagon of five equal sides. At each corner loomed a squat circular tower, and the outer face of each tower was sculpted into the stylized, blocky face of a snarling beast. All of it looked ancient and weathered. He saw no visible gate, gatehouse, or even a ramp.
 
   A great many people crowded atop that fortress. Talaos had a sense of something else in the place, of a hidden and unfriendly power.
 
   "Halmir, I think you're right," he said.
 
   "Talaos, I might be inclined to wait for Hadrastus," said Larogwan, "but I'll guess you have other ideas."
 
   Talaos made a darksome smile in reply and continued forward. Imvan and his smaller group vanished into the woods on the right. The road, such as it was, was rutted and muddy. The goats grazed peacefully in their pasture behind weathered, moss-grown fences, but there was still not a person to be seen outside of the fortress. 
 
   Katara drew close to Talaos and spoke, "I see no one, but it feels like a trap."
 
   "No doubt it is," he replied, "and it will be interesting to see what form it takes."
 
   The Northwoman gave him a wondering look.
 
   Vulkas, who was close by, chuckled. "We Madmen did earn our name, Katara." 
 
   "It is worthy of honor," she replied gravely.
 
   The second village, though larger and a bit better constructed, was as empty as the first. They passed through it and onward toward the waiting fortress atop the hill. As they neared the point where the woods along the right of the ridge merged with the larger belt of woods around the hilltop, Talaos could make out new details. The thick, crumbling battlements had no crenellations. Armed men gathered along the walls, and archers in four of the towers, but the closest tower held a tall post with a crossbar, like a gallows.
 
   Standing on that tower was a man draped in a white cloak. He held a long gleaming knife in his right hand. Around him gathered women and children. Talaos stretched his inner sight. Seen that way, a cloud brooded around the man, but not like the Prophet's shadows.  It was more like mist in the air, a mist of red.
 
   "That's Larikos in that closest tower," said Talaos.
 
   "What's that bastard doing with all those kids up there?" growled Kyrax.
 
   They passed through the belt of woods, and came to a gently upward-sloping meadow. There was no cover of any sort between the outer belt of woods and the dense forest on the final, central hill. Talaos motioned for them to stop just before the end of the trees.
 
   "That trap Katara talked about," said Talaos. "This would be a likely place for it."
 
   With his inner sight, he sensed that Imvan, Sorya, and Firio were hidden to the right in dense undergrowth. Katara and the rest of the Madmen waited behind him. He took stock of the situation. At Megasi they'd told him the enemy had a hilltop stronghold, but it wasn't supposed to be so intact. Larikos was also clearly well prepared. He decided that if he couldn't end things quickly, they'd have to wait on the main force after all, and that could mean a siege.
 
   Then his thoughts were interrupted.
 
   "You gonna hide in them woods all day?" said a plain, rough-edged voice that reminded him of Dromno. It reverberated from the fortress, louder than anyone's could be without magic.
 
   From here, he had a better view. Larikos stood on the crumbling lip of the battlement itself. He was a tall, lanky man with a long, gaunt face and long brown hair, and a lofty, tapering bronze helmet on his head. He threw back his cloak, revealing white robes mottled in random patterns of red-brown, and waved his long knife in the air.
 
   Besides Larikos, most of the people visible along the walls were dressed ordinarily enough in tunics or dresses of common Hunyos style, and simple earthy colors. There were a few others, all women it seemed, in mottled white robes of their own.
 
   "Well? I know it's you. C'mon, Storm Lord!" yelled Larikos.
 
   As he spoke, several children of various ages climbed precariously on the battlement close around him. Behind them, a group of women and older boys were performing some kind of labor around the gallows.
 
   That was odd too, thought Talaos. Whatever was going on up there, waiting longer wasn’t going to help. "Main group," he whispered, "with me.” 
 
   With that, Talaos stalked forward out of the woods with six companions.
 
   Larikos laughed, a wild, high-pitched, scratchy-sounding laugh like steel scraped over stone. He waved his knife in Talaos's direction and shouted, "Seven of ye? Haw! Well, I heard you had balls, stormy! I know you got my hills swarming with them that call themselves hillmen, but they ain't close enough to do ye much good right now!"
 
   Talaos called out to Larikos in a booming, yet cheerful, almost friendly voice, "So Larikos, what made you change your mind about the Prophet?"
 
   Larikos, chuckled and replied. "He got it all wrong! People gotta come together and make sacrifices, no doubt about it, but some gotta rise to something greater. Some, but not all."
 
   As Larikos spoke, and Talaos drew closer to the base of the hill, the work of the others on the tower became clear. A man in the uniform of Megasi was hauled up, bound and hanging by his feet from the scaffold. He didn’t move, and it was unclear if he was alive. His companions reacted with varying degrees of surprise, but Talaos forced down his revulsion and showed no outward change in manner.
 
   "And you're going to lead them?" asked Talaos, cheerily, as he continued forward. In his mind, he gauged the distance.
 
   "That's right, I'll lead ’em, all of ‘em!" answered Larikos. "I'm the one… wait there a second…"
 
   With that, Larikos leapt down from the battlement, behind the children, and walked over to the soldier of Megasi hanging upside down from the gallows. Swift and sure, as if with much practice, Larikos cut the man's throat with his long knife. The women and older boys around put cups underneath to collect the blood.
 
   There were growls from among the Madmen. Vulkas muttered in a low voice, "Talaos, what's your plan?"
 
   Talaos didn't answer, though by his will the clouds overhead gathered and darkened. As he advanced, he shouted to Larikos again, "So what makes you the one?"
 
   The latter hopped back up on the battlement with a silver cup full of blood. The children there clung close to him. Larikos took a drink while others near him passed cups around and sipped.
 
   Then he answered, "Simple! It was always in me blood. Then the Prophet's people came poking around here for old secrets. They said they was lookin’ for sinful things to destroy. Haw! Well, I already found some things they didn’t need to know, and they found some others I liked better'n I liked them!”
 
   "Like what?" asked Talaos as he continued his approach, and his estimations. He thought he'd only get one chance. He'd need to advance ahead of the others. For the sake of accuracy, he decided to risk the archers on the other towers. He had no desire to hit those children by mistake.
 
   On the battlement, Larikos handed the cup to one of the smaller children, who sipped, while a woman in a white robe handed him a bronze hand axe of an odd, sickle-bladed design. Talaos prepared to sprint, and to call the power that would slow the world, or rather speed himself and his perception faster.
 
   "Like this!" shouted Larikos. He hurled the axe far out from the hill, over the forested slopes and half the meadow, farther and faster than any arrow, and aimed straight for Talaos.
 
   Talaos dodged, but the axe turned toward him with a buzzing noise as it flew. However, he called on his power in reply, and all around him now seemed to slow. The axe moved faster than anything he'd faced, but not so fast as him. He watched as it approached, spun as it veered in midair to strike him, and caught it in flight with his left hand. He felt tempted to hurl it right back, but thought better of it.
 
   It was a very long way, but he thought he could make the shot. His eyes blazed, and he stretched out his right hand. A bolt of lightning arced far across the sky to the tower. It struck Larikos full in the chest.
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   In his surprise, Talaos returned to the speed of the world.
 
   Larikos laughed again, and he taunted. "That the best ye got? Lightning don't hurt me!"
 
   Katara, walking on Talaos's right, watched the scene with an icy glare on her face and in her gray eyes. Kyrax snarled. Vulkas made a kind of low rumble in his throat as he swung his mattock in a circle. Halmir, Larogwan, and Epos walked in silence. They were still outside the range of even long bows.
 
   Talaos turned to his companions, “Halmir, javelin!”
 
   The latter threw him one, even as he dropped the axe to the ground. In one sweeping motion he caught the javelin, drew back his arm, and cast.
 
   Faster even than the axe, it flew straight at his foe
 
   Larikos, however, leapt from the battlement with sudden and superhuman speed of his own. The children, far slower, lingered all around. The javelin passed through the spot where the warlord’s chest had been and soared harmlessly over the fortress.
 
   In fury, Talaos called the storm. The clouds overhead roiled. Lightning from the sky struck the tower to the left of Larikos. Archers burned and died as their bodies hurled in all directions.
 
   Again lightning, and the next tower to the left blasted with the ruin of armed men.
 
   The archers on the other two towers began to run, dodging for cover.
 
   Too slowly. Another strike, and another, and more archers died.
 
   The men, women, and children that crowded the top of the central fortress wore no armor and showed no visible weapons. Talaos spared them, and many began to run, vanishing into some unseen stairs or ramp down to hidden levels below.
 
   Now something else happened. From the snarling mouths of the bestial towers came a reverberating sound. With it thundered a transparent shockwave, radiating outward. Talaos could see its power in the air, like waves in water.
 
   It moved fast, as fast as him and his lightning.
 
   Trees shook on the hillsides and branches snapped, flying outward.
 
   It struck Talaos and his companions. They went flying backwards through the air. Talaos tumbled and flipped to his feet. Even as he did, he felt something else, a power that attempted to snuff out his magic, like a breath on a candle. He braced himself as it howled against him. His aura of power, without and within, flickered but held and reignited.
 
   He took a step forward as his friends rose armed, ready and angry.
 
   While they'd weathered the blast, Larikos had not been idle. There now came creaking metallic noises from five spots along the base of the hilltop. Hundreds of armed men and women poured out of hidden tunnels at those spots. They carried a vast, motley array of weapons. Only a few had armor, but they charged fearlessly with wailing battle cries.
 
   "To me!" Talaos shouted to his companions.
 
   Behind, he heard sudden cries of pain, followed by gurgling noises and crashes to the ground. Talaos glanced behind him and saw at least fifty more enemy warriors creeping through the woods. Some of them were already dying by the hidden hands of his friends. He struck another down with lightning, then turned back to the charging mobs.
 
   At least a thousand had now poured from the hill or emerged from other hidden places nearby. Some, mostly wild-looking, lightly armed young men, sprinted in great loping strides ahead of the others, faster and for longer than was normally possible. They howled as they ran. A few were shirtless, revealing intricate tattoos on their torsos in spiraling designs with what looked like glyphs. The tattoos were so recently made that the skin around them was still bleeding raw. They closed to attack.
 
   He stretched his right hand in the direction of the fastest and closest of them, a lean, shaggy youth who leapt yards with each stride and spattered foam from his bloodstained mouth as he howled. Talaos unleashed lightning, and the foe's upper half incinerated. 
 
   Another of the howling, feral-looking men closed on Katara. She spun and cleaved his right arm from his body in a spatter of blood. He turned with a snarl, picked up his fallen sword in his left hand, and leapt at her. The whites of his eyes were heavily bloodshot with red.
 
   A third man, with red eyes and bared yellow teeth, reached Vulkas, but the giant brought his mattock around in an arc that sent the man flying twenty feet backward. He crashed into the grass with a shattered hip and ribs. He tried to rise like a broken insect, snarled, and shambled forward a few steps in a very unnatural looking way. Then he fell to the ground again. Blood poured from his mouth, but he continued to try to crawl forward with a look of fury in his red-shot eyes.
 
   "Bleeding bloody pigfucker!" shouted Kyrax as he skewered another of the red-eyed men, only to see the enemy leap backward off the blade and charge again to the attack. Kyrax blocked him with his shield, spun, and cut the enemy's head off. That stopped him.
 
   Katara cut the head from her one-armed foe, then turned and cleaved the head of another in half. He dropped, but a third man leapt at her with a raised axe. The enemy was interrupted by Epos's spear, but pressed forward, pushing along the spear and still howling. His howling was at last stopped by Larogwan's axe through his face.
 
   Larogwan himself then would have faced a spear through his throat, but Katara cut the spear with a leap and downward slice of her sword. Then together, they cut down the spear’s wielder, a howling woman with bloodshot eyes and matted, tangled hair. Halmir had turned the other way, fighting the men who had crept through the woods. These advanced in silence under cloaks of mottled browns and greens, and they fought and died like normal men.
 
   Imvan and Sorya emerged from hiding. Imvan fought with leaps and stabs of his short sword. Sorya struck a foe through the throat with her dagger, then vaulted up a tree as three others closed on her. She threw a dagger into the eye of one. A second suddenly fell with a blast of green-white lightning as Firio and his daggers appeared seemingly from nowhere. Then Sorya leapt from her perch like a striking cat to cut the throat of the third.
 
   As they fought, Talaos blasted one foe after another, He raked lightning in a line and cut down twenty foes at once, but many more were now recklessly upon them. He drew his swords, whirled and spun. The blades arced with lightning, cutting down foes on all sides. Even so, the numbers and ferocity of their attackers began to tell. Talaos and his companions fell back, surrounded as the enemy closed on them. He thought to himself that it would be a good time for Hadrastus to arrive.
 
   He was not disappointed.
 
   With a mighty shout, the half-Jotunheimer giant charged from the belt of woods, and after him five hundred mighty soldiers, heavily armed and armored. With them were Talaos's Wolves, who made howls of their own. They smashed their way through Larikos's howling mobs. Talaos and his companions cut down the last of the feral, red-eyed vanguard, in some cases having to hack them almost to pieces before they stopped.
 
   Together, they forced the enemy back, step by blood-soaked step, toward the hill.
 
   Talaos sheathed his swords and kindled the lightning in his hands. He glanced at the tower and saw that Larikos stood on the battlement once more, though now without his children close by. Even at this distance, Talaos could see the man’s eyes were blood red. Larikos hefted a spear and hurled it far beyond normal range. It skewered one of Hadrastus's soldiers.
 
   In wrath, Talaos sent a brilliant blue-white arc of lightning into the crumbling stone at Larikos's feet. Rock shattered in the blast and flew in all directions. Larikos leapt straight back with superhuman speed and agility as the spot where he'd stood collapsed outward and stones fell a hundred feet to the hillsides below. He let loose another screeching laugh.
 
   The enemy fled in full retreat toward the base of the hilltop. The entrances to the tunnels there had been skillfully concealed with branches and vegetation under the shade of dense trees, yet the heavy iron gates inside were of crude and recent-looking construction. They were still wide open to receive the fleeing warriors. Talaos again called lightning from the darkened sky. It struck in the path of the fleeing foe. They panicked, turning this way and that, and were smashed, ground into the earth, by Hadrastus's force of mighty ones. Smashed as if struck with a hammer.
 
   The hammer of Hadrastus, thought Talaos, even as he called down the lightning.
 
   It occurred to him that Larikos, or someone under him would size up the situation soon and prepare for siege He shouted to his men, "To the gates! Now!"
 
   Firio ran far ahead of both friend and foe, racing so swiftly he appeared more a blur than a solid form. The gates began to lower. Firio raced through the closest one. From within came sudden sounds of commotion. Talaos drew his long blade as he sprinted after Firio.
 
   Then blood sprayed from underneath the almost-closed gate. 
 
   The gate stopped, and then began to rise again. The others were all shut. Such enemies as hadn't escaped through them now attempted to retreat uphill to the base of the walls, or ran in panic toward the far side of the hilltop.
 
   "Ignore them!" thundered Talaos. "Get inside that fortress!"
 
   Inside, he could see Firio fighting against a growing number of enemies. From his left hand, he sent a long arc of lightning inside. It filled the tunnel with light and noise as a foe's charred, headless corpse fell to the ground.
 
   As he approached the tunnel, arcing with such power that lines of lightning crackled several yards out from his body, the defenders at last panicked and fled to the darkness further inside. Talaos calmed his lightning, as he preferred Firio alive, but did not slow down. He reached the tunnel mouth.
 
   "That was well done!" he shouted. "Now we wait for the rest."
 
   Firio grinned.
 
   They did not wait long. The Madmen arrived next, and their eyes flashed with lightning. Not far behind them were the Wolves. The rest, lacking gifts of power from Talaos, trailed more slowly after.
 
   "Follow me and take this place!" roared Talaos, and together they advanced into the depths under the hill. They found no opposition. He saw many side passages, but only one clear, straight main way. It ran inward until it opened into a vast, domed and vaulted chamber carved out of the rock at the very center of the hill. Stairs up alternated with tunnels – the one they'd used, and four others like it.
 
   Archers waited on the steps all five sets of stairs. They fired with haphazard lack of coordination at Talaos. The arrows glanced off his armor. He struck them down one stairway at a time with searing gouts of lightning. Charred corpses flew in all directions. By the time he turned to the next to last, the survivors fled up the stairs instead.
 
   Talaos followed them silently, but with eyes blazing blue-white in pitiless fury. Behind him came his Madmen, Wolves, Sorya, and Katara.  Hadrastus with his mighty ones spread throughout the place. They poured up the stairwells, and such few foes as were foolish enough to turn and fight were cut down without mercy.
 
   At the top they found another level centered on a low-ceilinged, round chamber lit by torches. Numerous doorways opened to side passages, and those passages were full of cowering women, children, and elderly. Only one set of stairs led up.
 
   "Madmen and Wolves, with me!" shouted Talaos, "Others, take prisoners!"
 
   He charged up the stairs, arcing lightning. Ten more men and women with red eyes and maddened expressions came leaping down, swinging clubs, axes, and swords. Talaos blasted them with lightning again and again. They stopped only when their bodies were burned or shattered to the point of destruction.
 
   The stairs opened into what looked like a guard room, and then a final flight went to the surface. Talaos charged up, rounded and faced what was to be seen. At the top he found many signs of the destruction he’d wrought with his lightning. There was also something else. A vast circular platform of wood and pitch sat in the center, and from it flames began to rise. Around it gathered the white-robed women and a motley collection of people of various ages. Most of the adults were tall. Even the children had red-shot eyes and tattoos.
 
   The women in white robes held knives, dripping red with gore, and what had looked at a distance like patterns on their robes were now seen to be spatters of dried blood. There were corpses piled near the tower with the gallows. Some were in military uniforms of various cities, and others in the simple clothes of followers of the Prophet.
 
   Atop the smoldering wood at the center stood Larikos. 
 
   The crowd around the fire glared with bloodshot eyes at Talaos and his companions. Though few looked like warriors, they had a variety of weapons. Talaos noticed that the adults resembled Larikos to a degree rare except among close kin, and the children under about age seven, all of them, looked eerily like him. Some in the crowd crouched, with feral expressions, as if to attack.
 
   "Call off your family, Larikos!" warned Talaos.
 
   "Nothin'll call 'em off till the blood magic fades!" answered Larikos with a smile, as flames rose around him. His robes turned to ash, and he stood naked, his entire body covered in intricate tattoos. He bore a bronze torque and amulet around his neck and bracers on his arms. All were carved with glyphs and fitted with onyx stones. His long knife gleamed red in the firelight, and at close range it could be seen to be ornately carved and engraved. The flames harmed him not at all. He had a crazed look in his blood-red eyes, and he laughed.
 
   Talaos took a step forward, toward Larikos and his maddened folk. He felt the waves of heat that blasted from the bonfire.
 
   "See?" shouted Larikos, wildly brandishing his knife amid the inferno. "By my blood and birth, I don't feel fire. By what we found, I don't feel lightning. Signs are there, stormy. I'm meant to be master! My kin and I, and them that worship me, we'll be the drovers, and the rest o' you the cattle. Like the old days! Now come here and I’ll prove it…"
 
   Larikos looked like he meant to continue, but he was interrupted as a spear flew through the flames and lodged in his chest, then another. He snarled and pulled them out. Talaos glanced, and saw Katara and Halmir with icy glares of their own.
 
   The latter laughed again, spitting blood. "C'mon, storm boy! Come fight me!"
 
   Talaos glanced at Larogwan, who handed him Larikos's own throwing axe. He called the rain, and driving sheets of it began to put out the flames.
 
   With shrieks and howls, the red-eyed people attacked.
 
   Then Talaos hurled the axe at Larikos's throat. The man dodged with inhuman speed, but not far enough. The axe missed his neck, but cleaved clean through his right shoulder and upper chest, flew past the flames, and skittered into the stones beyond. Blood poured from the terrible wound. Too late, Larikos seemed to realize the flaw in his plan, and he charged toward Talaos amid the sputtering flames. His nearly severed arm moved unnaturally, still gripping the knife. Blood poured from his wounds. Where it fell, it boiled and hissed in the fire.
 
   Larikos snarled in rage through dark-stained teeth as he advanced.
 
   All around the red-eyed folk fought with fury, but no coordination. Talaos’s companions restrained the children, but most of the adults were inhumanly strong, too strong to be caught, and attacked with knives, fists, and teeth until cut down. Their leader began to stumble and slow, yet still he came on.
 
   Talaos raised his blades.
 
   A dagger flew through the air and lodged directly between Larikos's eyes. He fell at last.
 
   Talaos turned. Sorya stood nearby with another dagger at the ready and a darksome smile on her face. Talaos gave her an appreciative nod.
 
   He stopped for a moment to survey the grisly scene.
 
   Larikos was dead, and his crazed kin lay dead or captured all around. A terrible stench arose from the pile of sacrificial victims. Corpses of enemy warriors, slain by his lightning or his men, were everywhere. The Madmen and Wolves stood by at the ready. Behind them Hadrastus arrived with several of his mighty ones, the heroes of the battle outside the gates and hammers of their foes.
 
   It was done.
 
   "We're going to clear this place," shouted Talaos, with thunder in his voice. "Take the prisoners, and anything of potential use or value.”
 
   He paused again, and considered everything he’d seen today.
 
   “Then we're lighting fires.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   11. Legacies
 
    
 
   "Sorya, step forward," said Talaos, before a large gathering of officers and soldiers in the central square of the camp.
 
   She did so, though with nothing like military formality.
 
   "By the old laws, these spoils of the fallen enemy are yours."
 
   With that, Talaos handed her Larikos's bracers. Talaos and Miriana had, between their abilities to sense power, such knowledge of magic as they had, and pointed questioning of Larikos's surviving followers, determined that the bracers had enhanced Larikos's speed and reflexes beyond even what he'd gained by his blood magic .
 
   Then Talaos continued. "Katara, step forward."
 
   She did so, and in exactly the manner a soldier of Hunyos might have.
 
   "By the old laws, this spoil of the fallen enemy is yours," he said, and handed her the torque that protected against lightning.
 
   "Halmir, step forward."
 
   He did so, and with the same words, Talaos presented him with the bronze throwing axe. The axe that turned toward its target in midair.
 
   Then Talaos announced to them all, "The amulet of Larikos and the knives he and his priestesses wielded were, by all accounts, used to draw power from the blood of those he sacrificed and to give it to those with the glyph tattoos. They will be destroyed. The many other items that had no magic, including Larikos's bronze helm, treasures, and coin, will be divided equally among all who fought."
 
   There were cheers at that.
 
   "We have another matter of great importance today," announced Talaos. “Hadrastus, step forward.”
 
   The latter, and the volunteers he’d commanded against Larikos, stood in formation at the right wing of the assembled soldiers. The towering general now walked to stand before Talaos. 
 
   "General Hadrastus, you and your chosen men won a victory yesterday over the forces of Warlord Larikos, with crushing might and the sudden, swift fury of a gale. I therefore give them a name, the Stormhammers. From this day they will be a permanent unit of the allied army, and you their commander.”
 
   They exchanged salutes, as the assembled men cheered.
 
   Hadrastus returned to his place in front of his men.
 
   “Now,” said Talaos, addressing the crowd, “all assembled, I present you the Stormhammers, heroes of the battle of the Eastern Hills. Hail the victors! Hail your brothers in arms! Hail!"
 
   Hundreds of men shouted and saluted. Talaos recalled the day when he, Adriko, and their friends had stood before Sanctari, to the same words and salutes. And just as on that day, it was swiftly done. Today, however, there was one last matter to attend.
 
   Talaos raised his right hand, and the crowd quieted.
 
   Captain Garion, the emissary of Megasi stood by with an assembly of dignitaries from his city. Talaos nodded, and the officer stepped forward.
 
   “Warlord,” said the captain with a salute.
 
   As he returned the gesture, Talaos reflected that Garion had addressed him as Dictator when last they met. He wondered as well why one of the civilian leaders had not come forward with Garion to speak. However, he said simply, “Speak.”
 
   “On behalf of the Council of Megasi, and other leading citizens of our city, I thank you for ending the threat of Warlord Larikos. As promised, our soldiers and ships are even now mobilizing for service. The Council has also authorized and sent a gift of gold to be given to each of those who fought that day. In reply to your terms of alliance, however, we have a new proposal.”
 
   Talaos thought doubtfully of that, but resisted the temptation to reply with a skeptical, cutting remark, and merely answered, “I will hear it.”
 
   To the surprise of many around, Garion made a half-bow, then continued, “Warlord, as you know, with the disgrace that followed the conspiracy of Pelias, Megasi has few senior officers. Some of those who served with him may be able to redeem themselves in time, but now, in the midst of war on such scale, is not that time.
 
   “Moreover, you are already well underway with reforms in your army that effectively break up the usual system of command based on faction. The Council of Megasi offers our forces to serve under such officers as you appoint.  And therefore, the Council, those assembled here, and the list of citizens named in the scroll I carry, offer you allegiance as our warlord.”
 
   Talaos reflected in some surprise. It was a very unusual step. In what he knew of the history of Hunyos, it had been vanishingly rare for a warlord to gain even brief allegiance from the leaders of a city-state, and never under such circumstances as now. It would give Talaos complete control of Megasi’s military without corresponding domestic control of the city. Yet through him, it would give those who swore such allegiance a freer hand and far greater power within their city than they could otherwise attain, short of the always-risky step of appointing a dictator.
 
   He considered what it might mean, but quickly decided.
 
   “I accept.”
 
   Garion saluted Talaos, as did the assembled dignitaries. “Hail Talaos! You command, and we follow!" they shouted in words set by the old laws, however new the usage.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   In his tent, at camp on the road past Megasi, Talaos made careful study of another set of items they’d captured at Larikos’s stronghold. Items he hoped would add to their store of knowledge. A set of thin bronze tablets had been found in a locked room in the labyrinth of tunnels and chambers under Larikos’s hill. They were inscribed with stylized pictures and writing in a script of glyphs. Clearly very ancient, he found the artistic style slightly reminiscent of the carving of the Storm Lord.
 
   One tablet showed scenes of blood sacrifice, led by a figure wearing the items Larikos himself had worn. Another showed that figure bowing to a massive seated man wearing a simple crown or band on his head, while people who wore tall plumes stood by. Talaos was inclined to doubt Larikos had been able to read the writing, any more than he himself could. Then again, magic was dangerous, and the lunatic and his folk had some way of avoiding killing themselves while dealing in some very dark, cruel forms of it.
 
   Who knew what secrets had been kept in those hills?
 
   Either way, he thought it served as a reminder that there were other powers in the world besides himself and the Living Prophet, with goals of their own.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos led his army northwest, advancing in might around the bend of the hills. He considered the situation. They were nearing one of the borders between the alliances in this part of Hunyos. Not far ahead was the junction of a road that ran diagonally from Aledri in the southwest. Some miles further, another road went northwest to Imperi.
 
   Volunteer irregulars had been arriving from the countryside, and small contingents from towns allied to Teroia and Megasi. In total, he had something close to forty-five thousand in the army and another ten thousand on sixty ships in the fleet.
 
   As he rode, the Madmen carried on a light conversation among themselves. Behind him rode The Three; Sorya, Katara, and Miriana. Sorya had gained tremendously in skill on horseback over the past few days, though she'd gone through obvious discomfort along the way. Today, she'd been more outgoing, watching the doings of the vast army. From the beginning, Katara had had observed everything with tremendous interest, and had many questions. However, they'd all been quiet for a while as the army went on in the sunshine.
 
   Without preface, Miriana spoke, and her voice was strong and clear, "A group of horsemen approaches, riding hard from Aledri, and behind them march companies of soldiers."
 
   Talaos surveyed the distance and saw nothing, nor could he feel anything. However, he was not Miriana. He motioned a messenger forward and gave the order, "Find Tribune Lurios, and inform him that messengers and troops are coming from Aledri, then gather a troop of swift riders and go meet them."
 
   The man saluted and sped off. Other business followed, with messengers and officers coming and going, all saluting gravely. A few were picking up the Avrosan habit of also bowing to him.
 
   Sorya had watched it all with interest. She seemed to think it time to break her silence. She rode up to Talaos with her wicked smile. "So, with this kind of work load, do you wish you'd taken that job as a crew captain from Palaeon?"
 
   Talaos laughed. "That, or the gang I was starting. To think I could have had my own patch of grubby street to fight for!"
 
   Katara seemed to find that of interest and rode a little forward to join them. "Why would you wish that, when you are a king with more men than all the kings of Vorhame together?"
 
   "Well… We were making jokes, and I'm not a king," he answered with a grin.
 
   Katara replied in great seriousness. "I know you are not yet called a king, but who could stop you from claiming it, with the power now in your hands?"
 
   He laughed, and replied, "Even if I wanted it, it doesn't work like that here. No one in Hunyos would stand for someone calling themselves king. They had enough of that during the century that Dirion extracted tribute from them."
 
   Katara nodded carefully, as if considering concepts alien to her. 
 
   Far ahead, on the edge of the horizon, Talaos's storm kept pace with them, though it gradually spread east and west as it advanced.  Fresh winds blew from the south, and the air behind was warm.
 
   Watching his storm, Talaos considered another reason for his indifference to such titles. His personal power, his magic, was now greater than any ruler he'd heard of other than in ancient tales. Except, of course, for the Living Prophet, and he did not call himself a king. And, however right his cause, his men followed him to a large degree because of that personal power, because he was the man who could summon such a storm. 
 
   He'd used that power and the aura of his victorious success to build a mighty weapon, forged of men and steel. No title would make that weapon any more or less real. Then again, he thought, it might make it firmer in his hand.
 
   The Avrosans called him Storm Lord, and it meant far more to them than his title as dictator. However, the original, ancient Storm Lord was a hero of Avrosa, and though known to a scholarly few elsewhere, it was not a name or title to put his weapon more permanently in his hand. He intended to turn all the armies of fractiously, locally patriotic Hunyos in a single direction to face their true enemy. To do that, and keep them there, it would help to make use of something with meaning for everyone.
 
   The old Empire was remembered in Hunyos with the same awe as it was in the Republic. It was from Hunyos, from Imperi, the city founded intentionally as a neutral ground originally untainted by old loyalties, that the Empire had been governed for nearly eight of its ten centuries.
 
   The name Imperi itself, the city of victorious command, was taken from the title of victorious commander awarded to only the Empire's greatest heroes. Even during the collapse it avoided the dishonor that tainted titles like First Citizen. Ironically, the title that gave the old Empire its very name was never much used by the autocratic rulers of the last, worst days.
 
   A title with meaning, he thought, though one that must be earned.
 
   Imperator.
 
   Time passed under a bright blue sky, and they neared the junction of the roads. A dust cloud became visible to the southwest. A troop of twenty horsemen raced ahead his way. Lines of soldiers marched slowly, far behind. The horsemen reached the junction of the roads behind the vanguard, but ahead of the Wolves.
 
   They wheeled and turned south, hailed the Wolves, and rode on. The captain at their head hailed Talaos and they exchanged salutes. He looked doubtfully at Talaos's eyes, but maintained his bearing. Talaos noticed the man had cuts and a bandaged wound on his forearm. Several of his men had small injuries as well.
 
   "Hail, Warlord!” said the captain. “I bring news from Aledri on behalf of the council."
 
   "Speak."
 
   "We received your messengers, and there was dissent on the council. Fighting followed, but those loyal to Aledri prevailed. Three patricians and four hundred citizens fought to the death for the Prophet. Five hundred more now walk in exile, north toward Imperi. Some of the citizens were in the army.
 
   "The council has confirmed promotion of Lurios to general, as well as alliance under the terms negotiated between yourself and Teroia. They have dispatched a thousand soldiers to join your army, but must retain the rest for defense, in case of attack from Imperi."
 
   Talaos replied, "Thank you Captain. Let the council know I'm pleased to accept, and that I will soon solve their problem with Imperi."
 
   The captain smiled, saluted, wheeled his horse, and rode back to his city.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Generals Aro and Gavro sat with Talaos in the command tent on a bright, windy morning. The army was now at the junction of the road that gradually turned eastward toward Etosca, and the other that went northwest toward Imperi.
 
   Old Gavro had a faint grin on his weathered, scarred face. The General of Imperi wore his dusty green cloak and rich but battered segmented armor over a chain tunic. His crested helm sat on the table next to him, and a behind the grin, tension could be seen in his hazel eyes.
 
   "Are you ready for this?" asked Talaos.
 
   "As ready as I can be to march with an army on my own city," growled Gavro in reply.
 
   "I think you'll convince them to switch sides easily enough," replied Talaos.
 
   "And if not," added Aro, sharply, "We've got forty thousand men to back up your five."
 
   "I sure as hell hope it doesn't come to that," answered Gavro. "Imperi is still my city, and my son and daughters are there with my grandchildren."
 
   "Sorry," said Aro, "I should've thought of that. My wife and my four children are back home at Cosica, near Mesion Hill."
 
   "No offense taken. I'd guess yours aren't grown yet," replied Gavro.
 
   Aro smiled, and for a moment the sharpness softened on his face and in his features. "No. My oldest son is fourteen. The littlest is my daughter Clea, and she's three."
 
   Talaos made a smile of his own, thinking of the two hard-edged generals as fathers and family men. Then another, unrelated thought occurred to him. "Aro," he said, "your league is named for Mesion Hill. What is it?"
 
   The general considered and replied, "It’s a tall, grassy hill with a flattened top. In the center of that top is a circular open space, floored with solid rock, and surrounded by a ring of ancient standing stones.”
 
   "Like rune stones?" asked Talaos interestedly.
 
   "Not like them," answered Aro. "Much bigger and squarer cut, with capstones connecting the pillars into a ring at the top. They're not carved with anything.”
 
   "Sounds like you spent some time there, Aro?" asked Gavro with a grizzled smile.
 
   The latter replied earnestly, "People go there to settle disputes or make oaths, or to watch such things. It is also the place where representatives of the league meet from time to time to make major decisions."
 
   Gavro nodded.
 
   "Do you mean things like treaties and appointments?" asked Talaos.
 
   "Exactly," replied Aro. "It was where the decision was made to join the alliance of Teroia in the current war, where I was originally elected general by the representative towns, and where the Champion of Mesion Hill is decided."
 
   "Champion? With competitive sparring duels like at Kyras?"
 
   "Yes, but instead of every holding the post for three years, as there, our champion is indefinite until successfully challenged, or they die or resign."
 
   "I'm surprised I hadn't heard of it," replied Talaos.
 
   "My league isn't exactly the center of news in Hunyos, and it has been nearly twenty years since the last champion won his position."
 
   Talaos had been watching Aro as the latter spoke, and something in the way he said it triggered a bit of intuition in Talaos's mind. He looked at Aro with a wry smile, "You're the current champion, aren't you?"
 
   "Yes," answered the other, "though it is true I don't advertise it. The champion has the right to carry this sword, and in battle there are advantages to it being a surprise."
 
   With that, Aro drew his short sword and handed it to Talaos. The latter had never taken a close look at it before. It had a sturdy hilt with a heavy, square pommel and a matching cross guard. All were gilded and carved with intricate knotwork, and the pommel was set with a red stone. A circular glyph inlayed about a quarter of the way down the length of the blade included symbols that Talaos now recognized represented fire.
 
   "This is a fine weapon," he told Aro. "How long has it been in use?"
 
   “About two hundred years," replied the general. "It replaced an earlier sword that was plundered when the champion was killed in a war against Megasi. I don't know what happened to the older one after that."
 
   Talaos grimly reflected on Hunyos and its endless wars.
 
   "I'm glad you're with us," said Talaos. Then, turning to Gavro, he added, "And you as well, General. With any luck, we'll put a stop to internal wars like that for a while."
 
   "Hopefully a long while," answered Gavro, scratching his chin.
 
   Aro, however, had another thought, "Talaos, there's a spot like Mesion Hill further north. A place called the Elder Hill. I've always been interested in seeing it, but never had the chance. This war might provide that chance.  It's supposed to be exactly centered between Kyras, Namaia, Idrona, Etosca, and Imperi."
 
   Gavro looked like he was chewing on a thought, and added, "I've heard of that place. Almost like the center of a five-pointed star. They say there used to be a school or something there, back during the Empire. Supposed to be some ruins that are even older."
 
   That struck Talaos as significant, though it brought to mind another thought. "Imperi was founded around the end of the second century of the Empire, wasn't it?"
 
   "That's right, and I'd guess you know the history," answered Gavro. "Neutral ground and all that. But in Imperi, we say our city was founded on the ruins of one a lot older. Not that we know much more about it, but that's the story."
 
   Talaos nodded in interest, and replied, "If we get the chance, I'd like to visit the Elder Hill as well. If nothing else, it might serve as neutral ground for our times."
 
   Gavro nodded with a grim smile, but then glanced at the brightening sun outside the entrance of the tent. "Well, guess I'd better get started."
 
   Talaos and Aro in turn gripped his forearm, then he took a step back and they exchanged salutes. The old general turned and walked toward the duty that awaited him.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos sat in the lamp-lit command tent with a chosen group of companions. Gathered at two tables in the center sat Miriana, her father Auretius, and three with roots in the northern countries—Katara, Halmir, and Hadrastus. Sorya had joined them a bit later, out of curiosity.
 
   On the tables spread a map of the world, made in Teroia, and several books. The latter included one of the Prophet's books from Talaos's collection, an old history of the world belonging to Miriana, and the even older set of leather scrolls from early imperial times, loaned from the library of Teroia. Other than a brief introduction in imperial-era script, those last were written in an archaic form of the imperial language and alphabet. It was a form Talaos and Miriana knew in part, but only Auretius could properly read.
 
   Katara was speaking. Many there had already heard what she had to say, though Halmir and Hadrastus had not. "The stories are much like what Halmir has said,” she noted. “There were those said to be touched by the storm in Vorhame, and I have heard Narhame, in years not so long ago. It was said there was a warrior like that in eastern Vorhame when my father was young. I am afraid I have not heard the proper tale of his deeds.
 
   "Another was a tale of a man, I think maybe two hundred years ago, who was a warrior and seithman in service to kings in my part of Vorhame. He could call the lightning down on foes, and became a great hero and commander. Yet in the end he was slain by arrows soon after his son was born. When the son became a man he sailed to Narhame and was said to have fought in the wars there when the tyrant High Kings were first rising to power."
 
   She then made a regretful expression, and continued, "It was the man of that time who came to mind when Talaos first called upon the storm, when I knew that he was my lord. I wish I had spoken more of it then, but time was short and I did not think one had a direct connection to the other."
 
   Halmir replied, "And now, instead of your lord being simply a man with gifts of the storm, he is descended from the Summer Kings of Jotun.
 
   "You see, Talaos," said Katara. "You are a king after all. By right, the king of Jotun."
 
   Hadrastus seemed bemused by that discussion, and interjected, "That would require going there. Still, my mother made it clear the memory of the Summer Kings is still strong there, and with everything the Storm Lord can do, I'd wager his claim would be taken seriously."
 
   Talaos was surprised to hear Hadrastus use the Avrosan title, and smiled at the unlikely project of becoming king of a distant northern land. He spoke, "I think we've got a lot of problems to solve close at hand before going off to the far north."
 
   Miriana beamed radiantly at the entire discussion, then looked at Talaos with the intense fascination she'd so often shown since their reunion. She added, "A king, and scion of the gods…"
 
   Last of the old gods, and first of the new, she'd said in intimacy with him. He'd asked her not to spread that phrase, because it would set a great many unknowns into motion. At the moment, he wanted to learn of the history of the old gods—why and how men overthrew them.
 
   Katara looked at the leather scrolls, and then at Miriana. She asked, "And these will tell the tale of the gods?"
 
   "Yes!" replied Miriana. "Well, in part. I don't think we'll know the full tale unless we can learn to read glyphs and the elder runes, if then."
 
   Katara nodded. Miriana then turned to her father.
 
   Auretius surveyed the younger people around him, and began, "I've prepared a translation, though the age of the material makes it difficult. These scrolls are verbatim, untranslated, copies made in the third century of the old Empire from originals that were supposed to have been composed more than a thousand years earlier.
 
   "The tale they relate is something like two thousand years older still. It speaks of a time when gods walked the earth and ruled humanity as kings and queens. There were many lesser beings who could claim some trace of godhood, but their chiefs, the true gods, were the nine great old ones.
 
   "The first and eldest of the gods was the Storm Father. If I understand correctly, the other gods were in some way his younger peers or kin, but all of them are implied to have been many thousands of years old. The nine were the eldest of the first generation of men and women, and that generation were shards of a first man or spirit of mankind who freed himself, or sundered himself in opposition to a primeval source, which I could read as either chaos, nature, or mindlessness."
 
   "And what of men overthrowing the gods?" asked Talaos.
 
   "If I have read correctly, in the earliest days the gods walked the world freely among mankind as elders or chieftains. Then, after some great struggle in the very distant past, alluded to but not described, they decided it would be best to take a firmer hand as rulers rather than guides, and established a capital atop a great mountain. After long ages, in a time when there were many great heroes in the world, including those of the blood of the gods, humanity in general had become powerful, and they chafed at rule by the great ones.
 
   "It seems the first successful battle of mortals against the gods was fought in a vast city by the sea. Nine heroes challenged a great one called the Taker Beyond. I believe this closely resembles an old tale from Carai.”
 
   Talaos smiled in agreement. "The old obelisk in Carai is supposed to commemorate a great victory of nine heroes of the city over a more powerful enemy hero or, I think, god. The phrase, 'It was here that the first battle was won,' is still used to commemorate that battle."
 
   "The scrolls imply they thought they might attain immortality, or alternately, overcome death, by defeating him," continued Auretius. “There were nine battles and nine gods slain." 
 
   "And nine seals placed to contain their power, scattered around the world," added Talaos.
 
   The others looked at him curiously, but Miriana replied, "Oh, that explains quite a bit!"
 
   Everyone, even Auretius, looked at Miriana curiously following that comment.
 
   "Magic faded from the world in those days, or rather was no longer replenished properly, until it declined to the remnant we know today," she answered.
 
   Katara contemplated that, and asked her, "Then why have people not noticed?"
 
   Miriana shook her head, "It happened very slowly, for thousands of years, and stopped declining during the time of the Empire. Because it was so slow, people didn’t pay attention. Now they just think heroes in old tales sound greater because they are old tales… not that they really might have been greater."
 
   Hadrastus stretched his long legs, and added, "The old tales of the Winter and Summer Kings had the mightiest of them further in the past, and most of the truly great tales of heroes in Hunyos are from pre-Imperial times. But Miriana, I’ve never heard of what you say now. Studying tales and history is one thing, yet how would you know for certain?"
 
   "Didn't Talaos say?" she replied, surprised with a suddenly shy, awkward expression.
 
   "No," the giant answered.
 
   Miriana looked at Talaos, peering up at him, waiting on his word.
 
   Talaos considered that he'd never really explained the three women to his most of his men, and had thought there to be some advantage in that. Formidable as each was in her way, he still felt protective of them, and Miriana most of all.  Then again, he considered, her power was already a kind of protection in turn. The very power that looked like clarity to him was fog to the Prophet. However girlish she might sometimes act, she was a woman and a prophetess.
 
   "Miriana, are you ready?" he asked.
 
   "I am not afraid," she answered. 
 
   Talaos addressed Halmir and Hadrastus, who didn’t know, "Miriana is a prophetess."
 
   Both men's faces showed visible wonder. Hadrastus spoke, "A true prophetess?"
 
   "Yes," Miriana replied, beaming with pride, "and the most powerful with such gifts since the Living Prophet himself!"
 
   "Stories say that those with the gift of prophecy often come to swift ends…" replied Halmir, with awe and concern seeming to struggle for mastery in his voice and on his face. As the emotions rose in the Northman, a very faint flicker of lightning appeared in his eyes. There was one among them who hadn't been in battle with Halmir, and hadn't seen it.
 
   Auretius spoke, "And this is the sign of the gift of power you made, Talaos?"
 
   Talaos replied, "Yes. My direct gift of power to the Madmen and the Wolves. I came to know it was permanent for the recipient, unlike what I did later when healing others, or when I gave energy to my messengers.”
 
   Then without explanation, he rose from his chair. “This brings another idea to mind."
 
   The others stood, and waited on his word.
 
   "The reason those with the gifts of prophecy come to such ends, as, increasingly, do others with obvious and powerful gifts, is that the Living Prophet seeks them out to slay them.  Miriana is at my side because, though we're marching to war, here we have thousands of soldiers to help protect her.
 
   "Yet she also now protects us, for her power clouds sight of us from the Prophet. I think two things flow from this. First, with Miriana as the foundation, we will gather the gifted of the world, those who are willing, to our side. Second, we will form a corps of guards for those gifted. They will be fighting men chosen for loyalty and courage, and they will be called the Stormguard."
 
   He turned to Auretius. "General, would you organize and lead such a force?"
 
   Auretius replied without hesitation, and steel flashed in his voice. "I will happily bring death to any who try to harm Miriana, and will protect those like her. I’m an old man, Talaos, but so long as I still live, I will do this."
 
   "Thank you," replied Talaos.
 
   However, there was more.
 
   He then raised his right hand, ready to address them all.
 
   Auretius, Hadrastus, Halmir, and Katara drew themselves up in positions of stern attention. Sorya watched him interestedly, and Miriana's eyes brightened with understanding, as if she knew what might be about to happen.
 
   "For what is to come, you will need great strength. As I have given with my right hand to Halmir, so I will to each of you. Hadrastus, step forward."
 
   The half-Jotunheimer general did so, mastering his awe.
 
   Talaos gripped his arm in the military handshake.  Power left him, in the same permanent manner as that given Halmir himself. The giant drew himself to his full height. He seemed somehow even more massive, stronger and more dangerous than he had a moment before. His eyes crackled faintly. Talaos released his arm and Hadrastus stepped back to make a salute. Talaos returned it.
 
   "Auretius, step forward."
 
   "Talaos, you need not do this," replied the old man.
 
   Talaos smiled, and took his arm. He power poured outward. The general stood straighter as visible strength returned to his body and limbs, though he grew no younger and his hair remained white. Lightning blazed powerfully in his eyes.
 
   Auretius looked shocked, but when he spoke, his voice was strong. "I… haven't felt like this in years. Thank you… I will try to use it well."
 
   Talaos nodded, and they exchanged salutes. Then he turned to Katara. She had lowered her eyes and bowed her head.
 
   "Katara, step forward," he said. She removed her torque against lightning, stepped forward, and he took her arm in the military grip. He gave her a gift of his power, and she looked up with sudden furious joy, face bright and eyes shining. She looked no taller or stronger, but unlike the others, hints of visible power flashed all around her body.
 
   "I will ride with your storm on winds of war," she said, voice like a rising gale.
 
   He gave her a fierce smile as she kneeled, rose and took her place with the others.
 
   Sorya watched him intently with a lopsided smile.
 
   "Yes, you next, my love," he said with a laugh.
 
   She stepped forward and presented her arm in a decidedly unmilitary fashion. He gripped it, and his power went into her. She twisted in surprise, but he didn't let her go. She calmed and smiled a wicked smile under eyes with hints of lightning in the depths. He let her go, and she stepped away silently as a shadow, with more than human grace and speed.
 
   Miriana looked to be having giddy difficulty restraining herself from stepping forward. Talaos smiled and motioned her over. She made it in two bouncing steps, but then she peered into his eyes and grew suddenly more serious. A thoughtful, distant expression crossed her face, and a faint visible white light appeared in her eyes. She presented her arm solemnly, but then spoke."The union of our powers, within me, will have effects that cannot be undone."
 
   "Will your powers of prophecy be diminished?" he asked.
 
   "No," she said, "but you are a force of change, and it will alter them. Other powers, I do not yet know what, might emerge. Nor do I know whether or how I will control them."
 
   "Do you fear this outcome?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Then so be it," he replied.
 
   He took her arm and his power entered her. The white light in Miriana's eyes grew stronger, yet now it had faint motion within. Talaos let go her arm, and she stood for a moment uncertainly. All seemed still. Then she suddenly arched her back and spread her arms wide. Her eyes shone like white suns, and Talaos sensed a swift increase in the brightness and scale of her aura, the clarity about her. 
 
   Miriana gasped, took a step back, and began to stumble. Her father stepped forward to help, but Talaos was faster and caught her in his arms. He helped her gently to a chair. After a moment, the light faded again in her eyes, though it did not vanish completely, and she smiled.
 
   "I'm all right," she said happily. Then she turned to Talaos with a wondering, sympathetic expression and, it seemed, a new thought. "My love… Your ability to give your power to living things, to people, is not something others with gifts possess. Not in these times. I have just seen that it is something the gods could do, but…"
 
   Talaos raised his hand with a smile, and she grew quiet. Despite the power given, he was unwearied. He sat calmly down at his chair and spoke again.
 
   "All of you, accept what I have freely given. It is yours now. On the throne of the fallen, I faced death within myself, and since that time I have learned to master ways of sight without and within. Using that sight, I sought for what was strongest in each of you, and hoped to help you make it stronger yet. The lightning will fade in time, except when you feel need to use your new gifts, but the gifts remain yours."
 
   The others acknowledged, each in their way.
 
   And so it was done. Once more, it was done, he thought. The others might not understand, but he now knew, as he'd guessed Miriana did, that what he had given was permanent not just for the recipient. For him, it was gone forever. Far, far from the sum of his power, but still, enough that he could sense it. His power, as he used it from day to day, replenished, but its greatest extent, its maximum, was now less. 
 
   As each of theirs was now greater. They would need it, and he was glad of the price.
 
   But still, his own power was now less, and he would have to be conscious of that. At least until he could touch the source. To do so, he would need to break the nine seals, in whatever form they might be.
 
   He would break the nine seals of the world, and take what was his.
 
   The first was in Carai, but he would find the others.
 
   There was much to do before the time was right, but the time would come.
 
   And when it did, let the Prophet fear.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   12. Purifying Flame
 
    
 
   He could see the smoke rising over the eastern horizon. Etosca was still far away, but the smoke rose far into the cloud-dappled blue sky. There was so much smoke one might almost have thought the city was burning. Almost.
 
   The road they now traveled ran almost due east toward the coast. To the south, on their right, the river Pedra flowed down from the mountains. Further south rose the massif of coastal hills. To their north spread a rolling plain, gradually growing flatter as they approached the coast.
 
   A visit in power to Imperi by troops under Gavro had convinced the long ago capital of the Empire to switch sides. Even now, Maxano was riding further north to Kyras, where reports said things were swiftly moving in their favor. The main army had been receiving the alliance or submission of towns all along the way.  Even so, and however unavoidable, the detour around the tangled coastal hills had cost a great deal of valuable time.
 
   Ahead of him, Larogwan eyed the rising smoke and turned to speak. "That looks less than good."
 
   Talaos nodded, "Etosca is one of the biggest centers of the Prophet's faith in Hunyos."
 
   Kyrax, riding beside Larogwan, snarled and spat.
 
   Miriana, who had seemed to be looking far into the distance, turned with sudden clarity in her luminous eyes. "Etosca is shrouded in emerald shadows. People are dying on many pyres, and they look like torches in the darkness. Some have empty eyes, but others are afraid. They are all screaming. Living people are singing, and others are walking north to Idrona." 
 
   Talaos felt it flash, whirling outward from him in a maelstrom.
 
   Miriana turned to him with shocked comprehension.
 
   Fury.
 
   Power flashed in his hands and crackled all around him.
 
   He roared, "Companions, to me!"
 
   Talaos spurred his horse and rode fast, east toward Etosca along the left flank of the army. The Madmen and Katara followed, while the Wolves poured out of the column to join him. After a moment, Miriana turned and gave Sorya a fierce, intent look. Sorya returned a blackly mischievous smile, and together they spurred their horses after the others. Behind them, old Auretius set his face in a grim expression and rode hard in pursuit.
 
   With the general rode six more men, the first of the Stormguard. They were all veterans of the battle at the pass. As the frame on which more would be built, one bore the rank of captain, and the others that of decurion. They carried shields painted with what Talaos, by his right as a warlord, had chosen as his personal symbol. It was his own blade, pointing down with six radiating lightning bolts, all in silver on a black field. 
 
   Ahead rode the vanguard under Adriko, now grown to nearly five thousand cavalry. A messenger saw them coming and rode at a full gallop ahead to alert his commander. As a result, as they neared the front ranks of the vanguard, Adriko himself wheeled around and rode swiftly their way. His curious expression grew darker as they approached.
 
   Talaos shouted to Adriko, "Bring two thousand cavalry with you. Keep the rest with the main force!"
 
   Adriko arched an eyebrow and nodded, then remembered himself and saluted. He wheeled back east ahead of them, shouting orders to his troops.
 
   Talaos and his companions raced on. They galloped over the last low rise, and the city came into full view. Etosca was smaller than Avrosa, partially situated on a low promontory extending into the sea, and roughly diamond-shaped. The southeast side held a harbor, the northeast was guarded by a low wall facing the sea, and the two western sides by stronger walls with low sturdy towers. Out at sea, his fleet had already arrived and blockaded the city. Etoscan ships sat abandoned at their quays. The city had two gates, one southeast, one northwest, and a towering citadel occupied the corner between them. The lines of smoke rose from just beyond that citadel.
 
   Talaos focused his will, his anger, and his power. A few scattered clouds drifted over the city. They grew larger and darker, and began to rotate, centered on a spot directly over the burning pyres. He thought of death and wrath for the keepers of the pyres.
 
   But what of those on them?
 
   Death and destruction were his, but so were life and creation. Life, for those on the pyres, if there was still time.
 
   He laughed.
 
   Some of those riding with him turned their heads.
 
   The rotating clouds above Etosca grew suddenly and swiftly greater. A vast thunderhead loomed over the city, spreading outward. He called the life-giving rain, and it poured down in sheets. The smoke from below increased, rose in great masses, then gradually began to subside.
 
   Talaos focused his mind and stretched his inner sight. Under his clouds, the Prophet's deep green haze shrouded the city. As he and his companions approached, Miriana's power began to drive back the haze, but he could not yet see the pyres directly and could not safely strike at the men and women who tended them.
 
   Miriana! He'd called for his companions, and she was among them, but he had a moment of doubt at the choice. Then again, she was a power in her own right, as much as Sorya and Katara, and now she had the Stormguard.
 
   They raced on toward the city.
 
   At the northern horizon, he could see a great press of people departing along the coastal road.
 
   He stretched his inner sight to see them more closely, and struggled with the veils of the Prophet. There were perhaps two thousand soldiers and many thousands of civilians, led by priests in robes. They had great trains of baggage. Nearly all were singing. 
 
   Near the front of the body a few people walked in pure white robes, bearing gleaming, copper-bound staffs like those of the three men he'd fought in Avrosa. From his readings of the Prophet's own texts, he knew now that they were called correctors. Their white staffs of pain were meant to teach, in a way, and unto death if necessary. With them as well were healers of the Prophet, dressed in robes of mostly green.
 
   He saw eight riders in white and green robes. They were likely what he'd once called by the general term sorcerers, but now knew to be the Prophet's own form of magi. Depending on their roles, they were either termed cleansers or guardians. Those who'd come for him in Carai were cleansers. The guardians were battle magi who varied widely in their specific studies and powers.
 
   There was one man on a lean gray horse, dressed somewhat like the assassin who'd killed Sanctari. Talaos had learned there were several orders of assassins, each with different names and traditions. Sanctari's killer was of an order called the Bolts of Retribution. 
 
   A great deal of power in service of the Prophet had fled the city, no doubt escaping north to Idrona. There, they would continue to serve their cause, and he was tempted to turn and stop them. But no, something else was happening in the city. Despite the rain, fresh smoke, in more scattered patterns, began to rise from somewhere. That meant burnings were still somehow going on. Time was short. He must reach the city. 
 
   Ahead, the walls grew closer. He could see no soldiers on the battlements. The road they were on led to the south gate. Its low gatehouse had strong crenellations and a wooden roof to deflect arrows, but no soldiers.
 
   The wind and rain increased all around. Talaos raced forward on Honor, and as he rode, he called lightning from the sky onto the gatehouse. A bolt struck, and shards of blackened wood flew in all directions from the shattered roof.
 
   He roared with fey, deadly laughter.
 
   A second bolt, and the stones shook. 
 
   Another, and fires lit, then sputtered out in the rain.
 
   Another, and a great stone fell from the battlement.
 
   He was close now, far ahead of his companions. Practical consideration cooled his wrath for a moment, and he slowed his pace so the others could catch up. Sorya surveyed the scene of destruction at the gate doubtfully, while Miriana seemed distant. The rest bore grim, warlike expressions.  They approached still found no soldiers on the walls, atop the gate or at the citadel.
 
   "Vulkas!" shouted Talaos, "Do you think you could lift that stone?"
 
   He then pointed to the huge stone that had fallen from the gatehouse.
 
   The giant's eyes flashed with hints of lightning, and he answered, "Is that a challenge?"
 
   "Yes. Are you sure you're up to it?" replied Talaos with a wry smile, though his voice thundered. "Let's see if you can throw that stone through the gate."
 
   Vulkas grinned and boomed a bellowing laugh in reply. He dismounted and strode forward with his mattock, stretching and flexing his massive frame as he went. He reached the stone and set the mattock aside.
 
   The giant picked up the mighty block of fallen stone. His powerful muscles strained, then he roared with power flashing in his eyes. He spun, whirled once, twice, three times, and then cast the stone as if he were a living catapult. It spun as it flew and crashed straight into the center of the gates. They split apart, shattered, and the remnants flew backwards.
 
   Even the Madmen boggled at the sight.
 
   "Talaos," said Halmir, "I fear you gave us more than you thought."
 
   "But no more than you needed," Talaos replied.
 
   Vulkas stepped over to his war mattock, and hefted it with a grin.
 
   "Well done, Vulkas!" Talaos shouted. "Now! All, with me!"
 
   Talaos raced forward, galloping his horse toward the gate as the others followed. As they drew closer, he could see a fortified courtyard beyond the gate, with the citadel on one side and low internal walls on the others. Bricks, stones, and paving tiles had been piled across the center to form a crude barricade. It was too high to leap on horseback.
 
   "Dismount! We go on foot," he shouted to those with him. "Each Wolf take a javelin!"
 
   Then, on foot, they went through the gates and over the barricade.
 
   "This looks like a fine place for a trap," said Larogwan, thoughtfully.
 
   Talaos was inclined to agree. The citadel loomed on their left. On the right, past the walls, tall buildings crowded densely around, with plenty of rooftops, balconies and windows from which trouble would come. Thus far none did, and all remained silent.
 
   At the far end of the courtyard stood an arched iron gateway with the remnants of a pair of wooden gates. Most of the wood looked to have been pried loose recently, and in a hurry. As Talaos looked around more closely, he could see that a great deal of wood had been removed from balconies and the roofs of the buildings nearby. He saw no people at all.
 
   Further on, however, matters were different.
 
   Beyond the arched gate ran a wide road lined with largely dismantled wooden merchant stalls. Side roads led deeper into the city. At the far end rose a second barricade of debris and rubble, and atop the barricade waited thirty-six soldiers. Beyond them stretched a great plaza full of blackened, rain-soaked pyres. A tremendous amount of activity was going on there. At one end of the plaza, opposite the citadel, loomed a vast House of the Prophet.
 
   He could now see the sources of the fresh smoke. It poured out from the windows and doorways of residential buildings all round the plaza. What were they doing?
 
   Talaos walked forward under the shadowed sky. As he went, he stretched his right hand toward the enemy atop the barricade. He sent a searing beam of lightning toward their line. A flash of verdant power answered, and the lightning splashed around in all directions just in front of the waiting soldiers.
 
   That was unsurprising, he thought. Rather than expend power uselessly as he had against the Prophet's camp during the battle of Avrosa, he decided to make use of the help he had with him. He drew his swords. They were good, strong in his hands. Power coursed through his body and flowed into the blades.
 
   "Form a line!" Talaos called out.
 
   The Madmen flanked him on one side, Katara and Sorya on the other. Miriana began to join them, but suddenly stopped, looked his way, and met the warning in his eyes. She stepped to the back. Her father drew his twin long swords and stood by her side with the Stormguard. The Wolves completed the first rank on either side of Talaos, and then formed another behind.
 
   "Forward! Stay with me!" he shouted.
 
   They advanced at a steady pace, weapons ready. The enemy soldiers stood ready. They looked to be men of Hunyos, as did their gear. They were irregulars, variously equipped with round or oval shields, armor ranging from segmented breastplates to chain shirts, and a variety of weapons. For all their diversity of gear, they shared peaceful, calm, smiling expressions. He took a better look at them. Some were old men, others were barely of fighting age.
 
   Behind him, he heard Miriana's voice, clear and strong. "When the pyres went out, they began chaining people inside and pouring oil over them. There are thousands of people in that plaza and in the buildings all around, but most are dead. Soon the fires will bring it all down."
 
   The soldiers ahead kept their placid, smiling expressions, but shifted to fighting stances. 
 
   Talaos raised his right hand and the long blade with it, in gesture to stop. "Wolves, ready javelins!"
 
   Seventy men did so.
 
   "Throw!"
 
   The javelins soared and struck. There were green flashes of power in response, but not enough. Javelins struck home, and most of the men atop the barricade fell. After all his experiences with the Prophet's followers, Talaos had expected something more, but they simply fell and died. All but a dozen, and those stood their ground. Something was wrong… but what?
 
   "At them," Talaos said grimly.
 
   Talaos made a whirling leap to the top and cut an enemy in half at the waist with his long blade. Katara cleaved another from shoulder to hips with her heavy sword. Kyrax snarled and skewered another. Wolves killed the rest, and it was done. 
 
   From atop the barricade, Talaos surveyed the scene before him.
 
   Kyrax and Sorya cursed aloud.
 
   Twelve iron pyres rose from a great platform of brick in the center of the plaza. All around stood two hundred or more improvised wooden posts, no longer burning, but blackened and smoldering in the rain. Half-burned corpses, hundreds of them, of all ages, were chained around the posts. Rain sodden ashes sat piled in heaps nearby, and in them could be seen the blackened remnants of body parts. Twelve priests and priestesses of the Prophet stood singing atop the platform.
 
   Fires rose from buildings all around, and screams resounded from within. Groups of strong-looking men, easily two hundred or more in total, converged from buildings all around toward the steps around the platform. Those that arrived began singing.
 
   Other than followers of the Prophet, not a living person was to be seen.
 
   The song sung by the priests and priestesses was slow, sonorous, and in the speech of the Prophet. Talaos had an uneasy feeling.  He raised his hand and sword for attention. "Stormguard, stay with Miriana and Auretius!" he commanded. "All others, to me!" 
 
   They leapt from the barricade and raced forward to the great brick platform.
 
   Ahead, each of the twelve priests and priestesses stood themselves before one of the iron pyres. They moved in unison and sang as one. Around them, the last of the other men had gathered. The latter sang a song of justice and retribution in Imperial, but between each verse were words in the Prophet's speech, and those words were sung in time with identical words in the song of the twelve. A faint aura of green appeared above the crowd, and then luminous emerald flames flickered to life around the twelve priests on their pyres.
 
   Talaos sped up, running now, and all but Sorya and Firio began to fall behind. His rain still poured from the blackened sky, yet it made no further difference.
 
   All around the square, great bursts of red and orange flame suddenly licked up from the windows of buildings. The screams stopped. The verdant flames at the pyres grew, towering over the priests and the iron posts. Talaos with his fragmentary knowledge of the Prophet's speech, caught a phrase of the song. It sang of merciful pyres, cleansing humanity of its sins and selfishness.
 
   He heard Miriana's voice again, startlingly loud, carrying over the wind and rain, "Soon the fires will bring it all down. All sacrificed in the flames, them and us!"
 
   The twelve spiraling columns of emerald flame grew until they merged. The maelstrom then began to roil, circling around the platform of the pyres. The priests stood at the iron posts with their hands clasped behind their backs. Their flesh began to wither, yet still they sang, and their voices grew louder. 
 
   Talaos halted in his tracks, and as he did so, called out in a voice loud as thunder, "Stop! All, to me! Form up behind me! Miriana to me! All to me!"
 
   The singers in the crowd walked forward, stepping calmly into the whirling inferno of green flame. They walked forward toward the iron posts. Their flesh began to wither, and yet they sang. The first of the singers in the crowd, wasting and dying as he walked, reached an iron post. He kneeled down atop the chained corpses and touched the post.
 
   Talaos turned to look back. The others gathered behind him. They pressed close in a shape somewhat between a wedge and an oval, with him as the point facing the emerald flames. Those who had shields raised them. Miriana had made her way to the center of the press. She stood straight with her arms at her side, palms out. Her eyes radiated a brilliant white light. Behind her, her father stood at the ready with swords drawn. The Stormguard formed a circle close around them both, shields locked in a black and silver wall.
 
   Talaos knew Miriana was going to do whatever was in her power to shield them, and so would he. He sheathed his sword and raised his right hand, palm out toward the maelstrom of green fire. He focused his mind, focused on life, on vitality, on the raw, dangerous, furious life giving vitality of the elements, on rain and wind, on all that was untamed and free. He called upon it to shield them and formed an image in his mind of how he would do so.
 
   He made it manifest.
 
   A maelstrom of his own roared outward, formed of black, shadowed cloud and searing, crackling white bolts of lightning. It whirled, spinning clockwise from the center point of his hand like a great arc-lit shield of darkness. Where it struck the ground, debris scattered and wind blasted outward in all directions, but the main force of it swept under and back to the left, to rise again and circle around. His shield grew, rising far above and spreading to the left and right as it spun, until it blocked visible sight of the platform. The whirling vortex of verdant flame towered above, and it grew blindingly bright.
 
   With his sight, he pierced his own shadows and saw those around the iron posts. The singers in the crowd had all sunk to the ground, lifeless and unmoving. The priests and priestesses looked more like gaunt, time-withered corpses than living men and women, yet they sang on in perfect unison.
 
   Behind and above him, the sense of clarity around Miriana was stronger than it had ever been. Yet that was not all. Power, a new kind of power blazed from her, and made a faintly visible light all around them. Union of the powers, he thought, and another of her prophecies come true.
 
   The vast shield of black whirled outward from his hand, winds faster than any gale. Clouds and shadow flashed with arcs of searing light. Beyond the blackness, his blackness, the priests and priestesses stopped singing.
 
   As one, in voices that were at once gentle, yet louder than the wind and storm, they called out a single word in the Prophet's speech. He knew it, and it made two words in Imperial.
 
   Purifying flame.
 
   An emerald holocaust roared outward from the platform, and with it came annihilation. Corpses fell to ash, wood aged and withered. Buildings shook. Searing green fire blasted against his shield of storm and shadow. There was no heat, only a blinding light and a terrible feeling of death. The fires at the center roiled in glowing green coils and splashes. Flames licked around the rim of the shield, but met resistance behind. They roared and flashed against a sphere centered on Miriana. Some pierced it, and there were roars of pain.
 
   The green flames raged onward in all directions. They mingled with the red natural flames in the burning buildings and fires spread despite the rain. In the city around them, buildings toppled and fell. Great clouds of dust blew outward with the expanding flames.
 
   Then, in but a moment, it was over.
 
   All around them was devastation.
 
   The walls and towers of the citadel, and other places built strongly of stone, still stood, though the stone now looked weathered by many years. Everything of wood, or supported by wood, had collapsed. Where the corpses of the victims had been, nothing remained but black burnt marks in the paving stones next to corroded iron chains. The House of the Prophet stood untouched. Its light, varnished wood and white stone were as clean and strong as the moment before the blast.
 
   Talaos calmed the storm in his hand. The wheeling shield of black gradually shrank, slowed, and dissipated away. The light around them faded. Talaos turned to look at the others. Miriana stood with a beaming, triumphant smile, and her radiant eyes shone with pride. The rest looked grim, as if merely happy to have survived.
 
   But they had. All of them.
 
   To the core of his being, Talaos knew they were now the only living things, whether men, spirits, or animals, in the city. Purifying flame indeed, he thought blackly.
 
   "We kept them alive!" said Miriana, voice soaring.
 
   "But only them," was Talaos's grim reply.
 
   She closed her eyes, calmed, and opened them again with her faraway look. He knew she was searching with inner sight. As she did so, the others rose, dusted themselves off, and readied. At last her eyes returned to things around her, and her face grew sad.
 
   "You're right," she said. "There is not a person or a thing left that I can see inside the walls, not even plants or insects. No spirits. Nothing. Outside though, our horses are all right."
 
   As Miriana spoke, Talaos's rain poured, and the flames around the city began to die.
 
   "What now?" asked Larogwan, glumly.
 
   Talaos took on a grim expression, and darkness brooded in his heart. He answered, "Now we go back to the gate to find Adriko. When the army arrives, we're going destroy the House of the Prophet. Then we'll sack this place, taking anything of use with us to support the war. The rightful owners are all dead, and the thieves and murderers are traveling north."
 
   Firio brightened at the mention of plundering.
 
   Talaos turned to him, without any brightness of his own, "Yes, Firio, you may. I have special work for you. Find ways to get into any places that still might be locked or hidden at the citadel, the library, and elsewhere. There will be things of use and value they missed, or were forced to leave behind for lack of time or transport." 
 
   Sorya listened and added, "Count me in."
 
   He nodded, "Talk to Firio, and work out a plan."
 
   She smiled her wicked smile. Talaos did not reciprocate. 
 
   They returned to the gate and found the horses indeed well, if skittish. Adriko rode up with his two thousand men behind him. Talaos was reminded how little time had actually passed while they were in the city. Adriko had a quizzical, doubtful look on his face. He reined his horse and saluted Talaos.
 
   "Adriko," Talaos said coldly, "the followers of the Prophet have left a dead city."
 
   The latter looked at the smashed gates, the empty walls, and the half-ruined buildings of Etosca with curiosity, then replied, "Dead, as in everyone who wasn't one of theirs? I saw the dust cloud on the horizon, going north. I'd assumed they were the Prophet's people."
 
   "Yes," answered Talaos, voice icy black. "They sacrificed everyone. Men, women, children, and every other living thing here."
 
   Adriko put two fingers thoughtfully to his chin, and his other hand on his sword. He stood there for a moment as a deadly look grew in his eyes, and then replied, "Everyone… And then they ran? I wouldn't mind showing them what I think of that. In great detail.” He paused, regained his usual control, and added coolly, “We should also take stock of what they’ve left behind. It would be good to use it against the Prophet."
 
   "And we will," answered Talaos. "We're going to ride back and gather the light cavalry, all but a few companies for picket duty, while the main army sacks the city. Anything that can be traced to our Etoscan troops or their slain families will be given to them. Everything else will be kept by the army. Once the light cavalry are gathered, you and I are going to take them and pay the Prophet's people a visit on the road."
 
   Talaos paused, staring with cold eyes into the north, and then went on. "They have a substantial force of soldiers with them, two thousand or more, and certain special servitors of the Prophet. They include his own form of magi, the warriors with staffs called correctors, and at least one assassin like the man who killed Sanctari."
 
   Adriko made a smile like that of a cat pondering prey. "Ah, but these days we have nine thousand light cavalry, and we have you. I trust you are not in a forgiving mood."
 
   Talaos remained silent. 
 
   His silence masked barely controlled inner fury. Black, turbulent thoughts battled one another. With nine thousand men on swift horses, and the storm at his command, the only meaningful limit on what he could do was the limit he placed on himself.
 
   And in his seething, hidden rage, he doubted what that might be.
 
   Most, though not all, of those escaping north were unarmed civilians. But then, whether by intent or fearful inaction, they had sanctioned what had happened here. Thousands of their own people, men, women, and children, betrayed and burned, screaming on the pyres or in the buildings of their own city.
 
   From the leaders to the least, they had taken some part in this.
 
   And they would be in his power.
 
   Adriko awaited his word.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   13. Conqueror
 
    
 
   Talaos rode beside Adriko with nine thousand horses thundering behind. They raced north on the open plain between Etosca and Idrona. The road ran alongside them to their east, and a wide farm and pasture country of small towns and villages spread to their west. Scattered clouds dotted the sky overhead.
 
   On the road, ahead and to their east, something close to twenty-five thousand people trudged wearily north. Most were on foot, though many were on horses or wagons. The great majority were civilians. Men, women, and children.
 
   The rear of the ragged Etoscan column was guarded by about a thousand infantry. Some wore the white of Etosca, and others varied gear. Three hundred spearmen and two hundred archers marched in ordered companies. The rest were equipped in motley variety and walked in densely packed, haphazard masses.
 
   Adriko surveyed them with arched disapproval. "They don't march in loose, easy order like irregulars should. I'd guess they were collected from other units based on their loyalty to the Prophet rather than cohesion. And recently. Brilliant."
 
   "And I'd guess," answered Talaos darkly, "based on what we saw, that a lot of the men in those units who weren't loyal to the Prophet ended up dead in the streets, or on the pyres."
 
   "Etosca used to have more than forty thousand people," remarked Adriko.
 
   "A few hundred of those are now with our army," replied Talaos, "nearly all from among the families now dead."
 
   "I kept that in mind when I selected my light cavalrymen to stay back on picket duty. We don't want hotheads getting out of hand here… present company excepted," replied Adriko.
 
   Talaos managed a dark, mirthless laugh in reply.
 
   As they spoke, they passed the rear of the Etoscan column, far out of archery range. The Etoscans continued on, though armed men gathered on the flank of the column facing Talaos's army. Up at the head of the column were assembled leaders, officers, priests, correctors, sorcerers, and the assassin, as well as most of the enemy cavalry.
 
   "Is it too much to hope for that lot up ahead to be interested in negotiation?" asked Adriko, in what someone who didn't know him might think a serious tone.
 
   "The negotiations with the leaders are going to be one sided, and short," replied Talaos with a black, icy semblance of humor. "After that, the rest may be more reasonable."
 
   "What if they start singing, and something starts happening?" asked Adriko.
 
   "Then they die."
 
   "I like it." Adriko smiled the smile of a cat, and motioned to men riding behind them with horns. The call went out and passed down the line.
 
   Nine thousand cavalry sped across the plain, past the Etoscans, then wheeled, fanned out, and half-encircled the head of the enemy column, though from a safe distance. The Etoscan leadership, military commanders, patricians, emissaries and priests of the Prophet had watched them ride and were conferring and giving orders.
 
   The great civilian column came to a slow, uneven halt. Messengers were racing back on horses. Starting at the head of the line, behind the leaders, the masses began to sing.
 
   Adriko smirked, and turned to Talaos again, "Your cue?"
 
   Talaos laughed a thunderous, fey, terrible laugh, and raised his right hand to the sky. A vortex appeared thousands of feet in the air over the enemy leaders.  Black, swirling clouds grew and spread outward in a spiral. The enemy were prepared, and in moments, a faint green light appeared, flickering around and over the leaders.
 
   He knew that his reputation had much preceded him, and they would be expecting lightning, as had been the case with the troops at the barricade at Etosca. However, on the ride north, he'd been thinking of further uses for his fast-whirling storm shield. Uses anything but defensive.
 
   The darkened clouds overhead circled and spread. They piled into the sky, forming masses that spread miles in every direction, until they at last merged with those south over Etosca. Those overhead began to rotate and took on a greenish-black color. At the center of the rotation, a patch of cloud dipped low like a cone pointed to earth. It spun faster and dropped lower. 
 
   Adriko made a quiet whistling noise.
 
   The whirling cone of black dipped lower, spun faster and faster, and became a tapering column. The enemy leaders now began to wheel their horses in disorder, some scattering one way, others another.
 
   Talaos laughed with merciless joy, and the whirlwind, the roaring column of wind and black cloud, struck earth amid the densest group of enemy leaders. Flashes of green appeared in answer, but to little effect. Men and horses were hurled this way or that. The whirlwind flattened some on the spot, while it lifted others into the sky, ripped them apart and flung the remains far through the air. Then, faster than any horse, the whirlwind skipped to the next group.
 
   Amid the destruction, lightning now cracked down from the sky to strike at leaders who'd thus far avoided the whirlwind. Three of the enemy sorcerers managed to escape both. They drew their horses close together and raised wands of bronze and copper. He thought they were likely guardians, battle magi of the Prophet.
 
   "Adriko!" shouted Talaos, leaping from his horse even as they pointed their wands toward him. "Clear away, with your men!"
 
   The latter needed no encouragement and wheeled swiftly back with all nearby. In the same instant, Talaos sent his horse fleeing after Adriko. He called his whirlwind toward the sorcerers, but not quickly enough.
 
   From the three wands shot searing bolts of fire, spiraling and braiding their way across the sky. In an instant, they reached Talaos, and an explosion of searing heat and flame exploded around him. He stumbled. The grass for yards around him burned and died. His own power blazed around him as he fought to avoid being charred to ashes.
 
   His lightning faltered, but the whirlwind he'd set in motion reached the guardians. It swept them up and sent them hurtling to crash in broken ruin far across the plain. Talaos poured his own power through his body to heal his blackened, blistered flesh. He rose with wrath and sent his whirlwind to its next target. Then his lightning began again.
 
   Adriko had not been idle. He sent companies of horsemen wheeling in at the confused enemy soldiers to launch volleys of javelins, then wheel away again.  Far at the back of the Etoscan column, infantry of the rearguard were running their way, open and exposed on the plain. Adriko sent his swift light cavalry at them with javelins ready.
 
   The great mass of civilians in the center faltered in their singing, and many now dropped to their knees, or fell flat to the earth in panic. Some continued singing in small groups, but lost their cohesion. Others seemed to quietly meditate.
 
   With the destruction wrought by Talaos, and the slaughter made by the swift, wheeling groups of cavalry, organized resistance in any form soon came to an end. Most of the soldiers lay dead. Of the leaders and the special servants of the Prophet, there were none left alive.
 
   Talaos remounted his horse and rode to roughly the midpoint of the unorganized mass of Etoscan civilians. He quieted his storm overhead and raised his own voice to thundering volume. He called to them in tones of pitiless command.
 
   "Followers of the Prophet! Lay down your arms and all other gear of war! All of them on the ground! Do so, and you will be allowed to continue north. Refuse to do so, and you will be slaughtered. Choose now!"
 
   There was stunned silence. After a moment, quiet voices passed among the milling thousands. There were still many priests among them, and these conferred. It went on for some time. At last, thousands of people placed weapons on the ground. Those few who had armor or shields removed them and dropped them. The majority were already unarmed, and simply stood by.
 
   When it seemed good to him, Talaos spoke again in a thundering voice carrying for miles across the plain, "Now, you may go, but you may not return!"
 
   Then, in their thousands, the refugees of Etosca, the followers of the Prophet, continued on their way. They had with varying degrees of complicity stood by as nearly half of their own people were put to death for whatever supposed sins. Even so, Talaos had spared them. They continued wearily north to Idrona. When they had gone sufficient distance to make further trouble unlikely, Adriko rode up to Talaos with an expectant look.
 
   Talaos in turn nodded, and spoke, "Yes, gather it all up, anything of use or value, then follow me back to rejoin the main army outside Etosca."
 
   Adriko smiled merrily as Talaos rode fast, back toward the dead city.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The council of war gathered in the command tent. Outside, the vast camp stretched across the plain. The night sky was black with clouds. Talaos sat on his chair of office as dictator of Avrosa. Around him were most of the key commanders of the army.
 
   Gavro was speaking, and the tough, gray-haired, green-cloaked General of Imperi looked pleased. "Another thousand are on the way, ready to join us at Idrona. Word is that Maxano should have things in order in Kyras soon enough. There's talk of acclaiming him dictator. Some of the Prophet's followers were fleeing north toward Mileno, and others east to Idrona.  I imagine Kurvan will have something to say about those."
 
   The huge hillman warlord growled, and rose to speak in his turn. "Yep. I've got irregulars and hillmen in the country almost as far north as Namaia. We're not letting any more get to Idrona. With all the power we’ve brought to bear, the towns between here and Namaia don't seem too keen to fight. Some of 'em are sending troops to help us.
 
   "I don't have anybody as far east as the coast north of Idrona, so trouble could still be happening up there and I doubt we’d know it yet. Out west, most of the hill chieftains have come around, and the ones that haven't have been running or dying off quick."
 
   Talaos nodded, and added, "That's good news. My messengers are back from Namaia. The council there agreed to enforce my demand to exile the few of the Prophet's people they had, but otherwise they want to keep their neutrality. The smaller towns have so far all agreed as well, though there aren't many of the Prophet’s people until you get north of Namaia."
 
   He then turned to General Lurios of Aledri, who he'd put in charge of most of the regular heavy infantry. The polished, trim, aristocratic young commander stood to speak.
 
   "I've focused on reorganizing our troops by equipment, rather than leaving them ordered by city or town of origin. We're getting better cohesion and focus of loyalty on the army as a whole. While we siege Idrona, I'll put them through proper formation drill."
 
   Tescani spoke next. The cold-eyed mercenary warlord now also had charge of siege operations. He spoke in a voice like gravel. "Idrona's got double lines of ditches all around the walls, and plenty of artillery. Word is plenty of supplies too. But they've been taking in a lot of refugees. Followers of the Prophet. Hard to say how many of them will be any use. Mostly I think they'll be trouble, and mouths to feed.
 
   "On our side, we've got plenty of everything now, except wood. The forest north of Idrona will give us that. Besides what we build, I have confirmation the artillery and siege equipment from Avrosa is on its way by sea. Should get there a day or two after we do."
 
   Adriko added, "And, I've got enough light cavalry and irregulars in the countryside south of Idrona to keep them from getting any ideas about surprising us on our way up."
 
   Hadrastus then joined in, "The Stormhammers now number over a thousand, and we'll be ready for the assault, when the time comes."
 
   Talaos nodded, and spoke, "All good. Aro, could you summarize our forces overall?"
 
   The sharp-eyed, sharp-voiced general rose in his red cloak. and addressed the assembled commanders. "In total, we have forty thousand troops in the main force, five thousand in detachments inland as far as Kyras, and roughly ten thousand hillmen and irregulars in the countryside as far as Namaia. There are reinforcements of at least five thousand more coming in from outlying cities. Eighty ships block Idrona, carrying twelve thousand crew and marines."
 
   Looks passed around the room. It was the largest collection of forces assembled at one time, in the service of one leader in Hunyos, since the fall of the old Empire.
 
   Talaos smiled, then spoke again. "We should have more on the way later. I have word that Drenic and Lazla have at least expressed support for their existing alliance with Teroia, which effectively means us. I’ve heard nothing back yet from them regarding my personal messengers. Given the level of support for the Prophet in Kossos, we should make no assumptions about them continuing as allies. There’s no word yet at all from Mileno and Savaric.
 
   "However, with Kyras switching sides, Idrona, Mileno, and Savaric will be the only cities left on the other side. If Idrona falls to us, we'll be in a strong position to put an end to the war, on our terms.
 
   "One more thing. Since the Prophet's hunt for those with magical gifts makes them our natural allies, I've sent a second set of messengers across Hunyos in search of them. We'll see who turns up, and what they can do. Since the Stormguard will be their protectors, I'll turn to Auretius."
 
   The old general now took his turn, speaking in his eloquent voice. "I've put my efforts into finding experienced soldiers with the right temperament and character, rather than training  recruits. I have sixty men ready, and they are sixty I trust to stand fast."
 
   Further discussion passed among the commanders, including plans for the rest of the march north and the initial encirclement of Idrona. When the hour grew late, Talaos raised his right hand to speak, and the group quieted.
 
   "Commanders, it is good. We've taken the largest and most unlikely collection of troops in the history of Hunyos, and have begun to forge them into a united fighting force unlike anything seen here since the fall of the old Empire. We'll put it to the test at Idrona. But when we've won, we should consider what this means for the future, and for all of us.
 
   "The enemy is still there, in Dirion, and across the eastern sea. Divided, we'll be picked apart one by one, as we almost were. Let's remember the lessons we're learning."
 
   There were nods and words of agreement around the room. Then the commanders saluted him, and he returned it. They departed to sleep in preparation for a new day of work awaiting them. Talaos however, had a night's work ahead of him. With so much to do, his study of the language of the Prophet had fallen off lately and he hoped to renew it. And, it would help take his mind off what he'd seen at Etosca.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos had added a variety of cushions and extra blankets to the comforts of his tent. With them he'd made a kind of sprawling, informal bed or couch, and sat there reading by the light of a pair of lamps on his bookshelf. His back was propped against a pile of cushions in turn braced against his cot. He had a book in his left hand, and his legs stretched out comfortably.
 
   Miriana was curled up at his left side, her head propped beneath his arm, between his chest and a big pillow. She was reading another of the Prophet's books. Her dusty clothes were piled in a corner, and she was wrapped in a blanket. Her masses of auburn hair flowed loose over his bare waist.
 
   Outside, a gentle wind blew, and a squad of men, both Wolves and Stormguard, stood on duty. The Madmen had taken up a rotating command on watch, and Halmir was in charge at the moment. From outside the cloth door of the tent, the Northman spoke in the informal way that only he, his fellow Madmen, and a handful of others still used with Talaos.
 
   "Talaos, Sorya and Katara are here. They would like to visit you," he said.
 
   Talaos smiled, "Send them in."
 
   Miriana peered curiously up over the top of her book as the two women entered, then smiled. Sorya nodded at them. Katara bowed her head to Talaos and smiled at Miriana.
 
   Talaos observed them with curiosity, then spoke with a teasing glint in his eyes, "The wind is a bit gentle to have blown you randomly to my tent, particularly in those clothes."
 
   Though wrapped in cloaks, Sorya and Katara were both clad lightly in dresses, and looked well cleaned and washed. The two women looked at each other, then back at Talaos.
 
   Sorya spoke, "Tal… We were… missing your company tonight. I know this is the first quiet night you've had in a while, I do… but…"
 
   He smiled, "I wouldn't mind the company, and it wouldn't hurt if we all shared a little quiet. There's room."
 
   Katara surveyed the array of cushions and blankets, and made a little smile, "My lord, it is as if you expected us."
 
   "In truth," he said, "I did."
 
   Miriana beamed at them, "I've never seen you both in dresses at the same time before… and Katara, you hardly ever. You look beautiful!"
 
   Sorya seemed unsure how to reply, but Katara smiled. Then the Northwoman had another thought, and added, "Thank you, Miriana, and you as well. I wondered, could I borrow that book of the Prophet's history? I am curious about what lies he has to tell."
 
   Miriana smiled, "I just finished it today, in fact. If you can get past his preaching, it actually has a lot of interesting stories. It's over there, on Tal's table."
 
   Sorya gave Miriana a lopsided smile. "How you manage to ride a horse and read at the same time is completely beyond me."
 
   "It's relaxing," replied Miriana casually, as if it was a common thing.
 
   For her part, Katara walked over to the table, undressed without any sign of self-consciousness, picked up the book, and walked over to Talaos's right side. He kissed her. She rested her head against a pillow at his shoulder, pulled up a blanket, and began to read. Miriana watched her curiously the entire way through.
 
   Talaos watched Katara with interest as well. Literacy was said to be far from common in Vorhame, still less so in the Imperial language. But tales, history, and poems told from memory were great and valued things there. Katara had once said that her father, before they fell out, had acquiesced to her curiosity and given her a tutor. That tutor was a highborn, scholarly young woman captured from the Seven Realms by raiders of Narhame, who had later escaped to Vorhame. Katara had learned much from her.
 
   While Katara acted, and Talaos and Miriana reflected, Sorya stood there in some apparent discomfort. At last she spoke, "Ah… I, um… Miriana. I didn't know you'd be here. I guess I should've thought this out. It's a little bit…"
 
   Miriana seemed undisturbed. "I don't understand why you're shy with me. You and Katara sleep in the same tent, and you used to share the same cabin on the ship. You must have seen each other naked many times. Why would I be so different?"
 
   That only seemed to increase the awkwardness of the moment for Sorya. "Yes, but she and I have known each other a while, and we've been… together… with and without Tal."
 
   "I know. I pictured you together, even before I met you," replied Miriana, as if Sorya had stated some obvious fact about the weather.
 
   "All right, but Miriana, aren't you jealous of us dropping in like this?" continued Sorya.
 
   "Why would I be?" Miriana replied. "We make a kind of family. Husband and wives."
 
   "Again, who said we were Tal's wives?" replied Sorya, though she'd at last given up her struggle and begun to undress.
 
   "Aren't we, in our hearts?" Miriana answered.
 
   "Yes," replied Katara, without looking up from her book.
 
   Sorya finished undressing and walked over to Talaos's left side. Then she asked him, earnestly, in a quiet voice, "Do you really have room in your heart for the three of us?"
 
   "Yes. I love you all, and who can define the limits of love?" he answered reflectively. Then, with a hint of his more usual edged humor, "There might only be so much time and attention in life, but we're all here together in one spot, and that simplifies things."
 
   She sighed, "That it does. Wife? Hmm…"
 
   Then Sorya slid her slender body over both Katara and Talaos, kissed him passionately, and then slid back to squirm out a space between their hips. She put her head on Talaos's stomach and curled herself tight between them, an arm around his hip and legs twined with hers. Miriana's wild hair spread around them all.
 
   Talaos smiled, in wonder at the beauty of the world and love for the women with him. Several times Miriana had called the three of them his wives. The first time perhaps in jest, or half in jest, but quite seriously now. Three wives. Three women who'd come to him from the far end of the world, braving danger and the teeth of war to ride at his side and share his tent.
 
   He thought too of Liriel. She had once said he'd freed and conquered her as he'd freed and conquered Avrosa. Both she and her city had submitted to him, given themselves to him, and loved him. Yet, they remained very much their own. Liriel had chosen to remain in Avrosa, as was her right. 
 
   But these three were here, now, together with him. They'd returned across half the known world and cast their fates with his, come what may. If any women in the world had claim to be his wives, had earned it with their hearts, minds, and deeds, it was these three. Of course, for centuries in this part of the world it had been rare, even scandalous, to take more than one spouse.
 
   Then again, he reflected, why? It was said to be otherwise in the Southlands.  Even here, such mores had never in practice prevented the powerful from keeping concubines, or the unscrupulous from carrying out affairs. He considered his role as leader, and that everything he did was watched by those who followed him. However unprecedented his deeds, he still operated firmly within the laws and customs of Hunyos, and the expectations that went with them. Someday, he thought with a smile, he might change such expectations, but probably not now, in the comfort of this moment.
 
   He sat happily for a long while, reading in the lamplight with Miriana and Katara at his sides doing the same. Sorya, at his hip, quietly fell asleep. A while later, Katara began to yawn as well, and put down her book. She turned to him, and he put a hand under her chin as he kissed her. She smiled and ran her hand along the muscles of his chest and arms.
 
   Musingly, she said, "Husband… Lord and husband of my heart."
 
   He smiled and gazed into her eyes happily. She curled herself against him, head at his shoulder, breasts pressed against his chest, and body pressing Sorya between them. She put an arm across them both, then fell almost immediately to sleep. He wrapped his right arm around her, and with it held the two of them close.
 
   Miriana continued to read intently for a long time, until at last even she grew tired. She yawned, put down her book, and turned over to face him. The blanket fell from her fair, voluptuous little body. She stared for a while, with fascination, into the lightning of his eyes.
 
   Then she said, wistfully, "It must be wonderful not to grow tired. Sleep is such a bore."
 
   "I always thought so," he replied, "and life is short."
 
   "Not if you become a god."
 
   "We shall see."
 
   "And we would be your three wives… one and three… three wives, three loves, three fates bound with yours… three fates…" she whispered, with a hint of lofty distance rising in her voice.
 
   "Peace, my love," he said, gently.
 
   "Ah… sorry," she smiled, then some new thought grew in her eyes, and in an intense voice she added, "No matter what comes, I love you. No matter what!"
 
   She leaned over, legs folded under her and breasts brushing him. He kissed her for a long time with his hand around her bare, smooth waist and hip. Then he gently guided her back, and she curled up with her head on his chest between Katara's and Sorya's.  She sighed, and slept.
 
   He no longer had a comfortable way to hold his book, but he didn't mind. He put it down, and his left arm around her, and then sat deep in his thoughts through the hours until dawn.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The lofty walls of Idrona, largest and mightiest city of Hunyos, were packed with soldiers. Artillery engines of many sorts sat ready atop the towers. Others had been positioned on recent-looking wooden platforms built along the walls. The great port city surrounded a vast circular harbor, and that harbor was full of ships bottled in by Talaos's now greatly superior fleet.
 
   From seashore to seashore around the roughly half-hexagonal walls of the city, a trench had been dug; or rather, an old one deepened and reopened to the sea. Beyond it stretched a shallower trench full of sharpened stakes. The space in between looked to be a perfect killing zone, where assaulting soldiers could be cut down by ballistae and archers.
 
   Against those formidable defenses, Talaos had nearly fifty thousand men in his besieging force. Here at hand arrayed nine thousand light and two thousand heavy cavalry, twenty-five thousand heavy footmen, thousands of irregulars and archers of all sorts, siege engineers, hillmen, and his various special troops.
 
   Even now, as he watched, Aro and Tescani had the initial encirclement under way. With many years of experience between them, it was unfolding with precision. Light cavalry patrolled both at the innermost and outermost perimeters while the formations of heavy foot slowly took up their places surrounding the city.
 
   Engineers were already measuring the first of the inner siege trench lines. That first one would be safely far from even the longest ranged artillery. Others surveyed the outer trench line that would guard them, along with a palisade, in the event of an attack by a relieving army.
 
   He'd had good news from the north, from Lazla, Drenic, and the large town of Caunea between them. All three allies had held fast and were now implementing his call to exile the Prophet's followers. Only Drenic had them in any numbers, but it seemed they’d been driven out after bloody street fighting.  Kossos, further north, was another matter.  The city was now dominated by followers of the Prophet, and had formally renounced its previous alliance. However, neither had it declared for anyone else.
 
   To the northwest, Maxano had faced some tough fighting from partisans of the Prophet, but had emerged victorious as Dictator of Kyras. Word was he had an army on the way. Mileno, former ally of Kyras and Idrona, had never had more than a handful of the Prophet's people. It had quickly switched sides, and without much trouble implemented his call to exile.
 
   All across the countryside, the local warlords and leagues of towns had come around, and leaders opposed to doing so had usually soon found themselves out of power, or out of life. That left Savaric, the farthest northern city in Hunyos, as Idrona's last declared ally. They had killed Talaos’s messengers and refused any further entreaties, even through neutral parties. A rumor spread that they'd sent diplomats north, to the plainsmen kings in old Dirion.
 
   All this Talaos considered as he sat astride Honor.  The Madmen, Wolves, wives of his heart and numerous officers and messengers stood ready around him. Behind were standard bearers and musicians, on hand to give signals as needed.
 
   As he watched and reflected, tough general Gavro rode up on a sturdy brown horse. His weathered green cloak was thrown back behind him, and his lined face was tense. They exchanged salutes.
 
   "Gavro, what news?" hailed Talaos.
 
   "I have a report from a deserter on the other side that the magus Belios, in Idrona, has agreed to support the Prophet's cause."
 
   "A magus? I'm surprised he hasn't been burned already," replied Talaos blackly.
 
   "I talked to our Idronan renegades to find out more about him, and it sounds like he's famous enough that the Prophet's people were afraid of the backlash," answered Gavro.
 
   "Then I wonder what made him convert to the cause so late in the game," said Talaos.
 
   "Who knows? Unless he already was, in secret. Can't be too sure these days."
 
   "True. So what can he do?" asked Talaos, leaning over close from his saddle.
 
   "They said he is an expert in doorways, paths, and travel, whatever that means in practice," replied Gavro.
 
   Talaos considered that, and the possibilities. "Well, at least he likely won't be hurling eagles of fire at us, but it could still be bad."
 
   Gavro nodded, seemed to reflect for a few moments, then added, "It's a rare thing for a magus to get involved in war or politics. Still, one thing I could do is send a messenger to see if old Larissa in Imperi thinks the situation is serious enough to do something."
 
   "Larissa?"
 
   "She's a magus of the same order as Aradion of Kyras. Having killed him won't help your cause, but won't necessarily hurt either. She's a difficult woman either way, and at least ninety years old. Still, she knows a lot about magic, and that couldn't hurt."
 
   Talaos nodded, "Then let's find out."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   14. Vengeance
 
    
 
   The late afternoon sun shone through sluggish clouds, as they lingered in a windless sky. There were torches on the walls and towers of Idrona, and many thick trails of smoke rising from what Talaos knew pyres burned in the great plaza of the city.
 
   He walked with the Madmen through the vast camp of his army on his way to the command tent for the meeting of commanders that closed each day. With him were several, including Aro, Kurvan, Gavro, and Megaras.
 
   "Tescani joining us tonight?" asked Kurvan, voice rolling cheerfully.
 
   "He's coordinating the placement of siege equipment," replied Talaos. "He should be with us later."
 
   "Glad he likes that kind of thing," mused the hillman. "It'd put me to sleep."
 
   Talaos smiled. He turned to Aro, "What's the word from Lurios?"
 
   Watching Aro, Talaos thought the general had gained some additional gray hair lately. He worked almost as hard as Talaos, but without the same lack of need for sleep.
 
   Aro replied, "Lurios is pleased, though I doubt his men know it. He's taking several companies of foot on a long perimeter patrol tonight to remind them they've got more to learn. What about Adriko?"
 
   "He got back from patrol earlier," replied Talaos. "He's dug up a few more nests of the Prophet's people in the towns west."
 
   "Not one to pull his punches, Adriko," said Gavro, with approval. "I like the sharp edge under that easy talk."
 
   Those who'd known Adriko longer smiled and nodded.
 
   After meeting with the commanders, Talaos planned to have a talk with Miriana. He'd noticed his inner sight was less clear today beyond the immediate area surrounding her, and the mists and veils of the Prophet were thicker. To his inner sight, they gathered over Idrona like an impenetrable green-black fog, and he doubted it could mean anything good.
 
   They reached the cleared square in front of the command tent. It sat flanked by dozens of banners of cities, towns, leagues, and warlords. His personal standard now stood with the others. It bore his insignia of a sword with six radiating lightning bolts in silver on a black field. Around the square were tents with logistical and administrative functions, as well as personal tents of the senior commanders. He thought with a smile that the wives of his heart now shared his each night.
 
   However, the smile vanished as he again considered the Prophet's fog. There was something else as well, some edge that seemed wrong. Things had been too quiet in Idrona.
 
   They approached the command tent itself.
 
   "You all right?" asked Kurvan, shaggy brows furrowed.
 
   "Something's wrong," answered Talaos, "though I can't place what."
 
   The commanders took on grave expressions. They looked at Talaos, and then around.
 
   Commotion could be heard, off to the left.
 
   Talaos and the commanders turned that way.
 
   Miriana came running at a full sprint. She wore her short, practical dress of Hunyos over pants and boots. Behind her trailed Auretius and nearly the entire hundred Stormguard. She shouted to Talaos, her lilting voice high and loud, "They're coming! Tal! I don't know how I missed it! They're coming!"
 
   Talaos acted with instant decision. He thundered in a voice that carried across the vast camp, "To arms! Wolves, to me! Commanders, to me!"
 
   Aro, drawing his sword, shouted a question to Miriana, "Who is coming? Where?"
 
   "Assassins, coming here by magic!"
 
   All around drew weapons, for none doubted her. Armed soldiers rushed to join them. Sorya came sprinting from a meal hall further out in camp, almost too fast for the eye to follow. Katara burst from Talaos's tent in a chain shirt. She had her sword in her right hand, and the Prophet's book of history in her left. She seemed to remember it was there, and cast it aside.
 
   On instinct, Talaos summoned his whirlwind shield. The disc of roiling arc-lit black began to spread and spin forth from his open left hand.
 
   Far away, on the walls of Idrona, there were shouted orders, and dozens of siege artillery fired at once. They fired with flashes of verdant light. Green-flaming stones and bolts soared across the fields, farther, much farther than any should have been able to fly.
 
   A faint shimmer filled the air, and all around now seemed to share Talaos’s sense that something was wrong. Some men reeled unsteadily on their feet. Directly facing the command tent, the air before them parted, rent open like a curtain.
 
   Stones and bolts blazing with green fire crashed with great explosions amidst the camp.
 
   Before them, a hole opened in the world.
 
   Talaos leapt forward, turning his vast-spreading shield to face it. A wave of searing green flames roared out, as if from a newly-opened furnace. It blasted against his shield, raging against the rage of his own power. Yards out, beyond the edges of the shield, more fire blasted in all directions. There were screams as men withered and died.
 
   His power and the Prophet's contended, wearing at each other. At last, the flames ceased, even as his shield faded and dissipated. Beyond loomed a vast opening in the fabric of the world, the size of a city gate. Through that gate came warriors, men and women shrouded in verdant fire, with eyes like emerald suns.
 
   Talaos roared and unleashed the full might of his rage in a gout of lightning from his open right hand at the first of them. It arced blue-white and a foot thick into a tall Eastlander warrior in green-glowing, scaled armor. The foe waded forward into the storm of it; a step, then another, as his green light faded and flickered out. Then he ignited in blue-white flames and fell dead. The others, dozens, poured through all around. Defenders moved into action to face them.
 
   Through the gate in the world, past the invaders, he saw a great plaza. Dozens of pyres burned there. An army of heavily armed soldiers advanced behind the green-lit invaders. There was also something else…
 
   Then he was interrupted.
 
   A corrector, a woman with a white staff radiating brilliant emerald light, charged his way. He blasted her with lightning. She advanced a step as the first foe had, then toppled in ruin.
 
   To his left, Aro fought with sweeping parries and stabs against a warrior of Dirion wreathed in green fire. He matched his enemy's powerful magic with his own tremendous skill. The skill, Talaos considered, that had made him the Champion of Mesion Hill. The sigil on Aro's sword glowed crimson red. Aro got past his enemy's guard, and his sword suddenly blazed with red fire. He cleaved the green fire of the enemy and cut the man down.
 
   Talaos wielded his lightning to cut down a third charging enemy, another corrector, and then a fourth, a giant in chain armor wielding a great axe. More foes came on. Hundreds of enemy warriors with faint flickers of green about them followed behind. Most were of Hunyos, but there were at least a hundred Eastlanders among them.
 
   And then he recalled what else he’d glimpsed. There they were…
 
   Among the Eastlanders strode three Hands of the Prophet, their steps in perfect unison. As they walked, spheres of emerald fire, bright as the sun, ignited in their upraised right hands.
 
   How could both he and Miriana have failed to see them?
 
   No time now.
 
   All around him, the Madmen and Wolves fought the invaders. An Easterner in scale armor ran a Wolf through in a blaze of green fire. Another Wolf cut the leg from a corrector at the knee, and his fellows pounced on the fallen foe, stabbing and chopping. 
 
   Talaos blasted lightning with both hands against the oncoming Hands of the Prophet. Verdant light shimmered. The lightning splashed, crackling in arcs around the enemy, yet not touching them. In perfect step they continued forward. They stretched their hands toward Talaos.
 
   Katara arrived to his right, wearing her torque and swinging her sword with a wild northern war cry. She cleaved the head from a green-lit warrior of Hunyos. Two correctors turned to her, and with flashing staffs moving fast as thought, forced her back. 
 
   Aro and Gavro together fought a superhumanly swift warrior wreathed in verdant flame and wielding twin long swords. Then, as if from nowhere, a masked assassin of the Prophet appeared behind Aro and thrust a dagger carved with skulls and twisting worms through the gap between his armor and helm. The general's flesh rotted outward from the wound, as if decaying weeks in an instant, and he fell dead. Talaos snarled in fury.
 
   The three Hands of the Prophet advanced in the face of the full power of Talaos's wrath. He poured all that he had into stopping them, and still they stalked forward. Then they cast the radiant fire from their hands.
 
   Great spheres, flying green suns, hurled past his lightning and into him. Instead of blasting outward, the flames coursed around him, eating inward, withering and searing his flesh. Still, the three Hands came onward, and their steps were as one.
 
   Agony. His body ignited in the flames. He fought even to think, let alone to move.
 
   To Talaos's left, Sorya appeared behind the Prophet's assassin, as previously unseen as he had been. She struck like a snake, but far faster, and ran her dagger through the other's throat three times in an instant.
 
   To his right, Kyrax and a Wolf dueled a flame-wreathed warrior of Hunyos till the latter's light began to fade. Kurvan arrived roaring and growling. He brought his great axe down onto the beleaguered foe's helmed head and split the man nearly in half.
 
   Talaos was still enveloped in an emerald inferno. He mastered himself and drew swords. He poured power into them till both he and they blazed and arced with lightning. It mingled and battled with the enemy's fire as his flesh burned and healed, over and again.
 
   The Hands of the Prophet stepped toward him, and as one, they drew long, ornate, twisting daggers in their right hands. He snarled, roared with wild primal fury, took a step forward, and then another. He laughed, even as his flesh burned, and charged them.
 
   A tremendous wall of invisible power pushed back against him. He continued forward, step by slow forced step, as if against a gale, or in a dream.
 
   In perfect unity, the Hands drew back their daggers, and green light flowed and twisted on the blades.
 
   Around them all poured dozens of enemy soldiers, with hundreds more behind. Talaos was faintly aware of Miriana, behind and to the left. She stood surrounded by the Stormguard as they fended off enemies. Her father whirled his twin long blades as an assassin leapt through the air at her. With a sudden upward sweep the old general brought both blades through the enemy's green-lit chest.
 
   Miriana herself was calling something out, over and over, and her eyes blazed.
 
   Then he heard them.
 
   Eleven voices in his mind, much like the three cleansers when they had come for him in Carai. These sounded more lofty and remote. They spoke in unison, and not to him. "Eleven are and shall die. Twelve new shall be," they said with varying voices, but words as one. "Three shall make this sacrifice. Eight the rest. So it shall be. The unholy one hears. Soon he will know. Yes, our soul and Prophet, soon he will know."
 
   He'd heard the voices of the cleansers only when they were coming to claim his soul.
 
   Talaos had a bad sense, a premonition, and acted instantly. As he pushed slowly forward, he poured power from his spirit into his weapons and his body. As he'd given to those with him, as magi sacrificed to make items of power, so now he sacrificed himself to himself.
 
   The three daggers swirled with liquid green mist, like poison on the blades.
 
   Drawn back, ready.
 
   Three gloved left hands moved simultaneously to their golden masks.
 
   Somewhere behind, Miriana screamed, as if in surprise or realization.
 
   As one, in perfect harmonious unison, the Hands of the Prophet removed their masks. The faces underneath were serene, but where their eyes should have been were voids. Not darkness, but nothing at all, receding to infinite, peaceful, empty distances. With their right hands, in smooth simultaneous motions, they plunged their daggers into their own chests.
 
   They silently fell. 
 
   From the voids of their eyes, swift as thought, came three things like spirits. Not ghostly forms, but coiling wisps of faintest green on the very edge of even his sight. They passed from their eyes into his, and his lightning went out.
 
   He felt sudden coldness, malevolence, a void like death itself, and he staggered.
 
   Three ghosts, wraiths, shades of the Hands, were in the depths of his own soul, sweeping toward the source, his source of power. However, in doing so, they in part also revealed their intentions. He knew. He understood. They would cut him off from his power, rip his living spirit from his soul, and then, if his body could be destroyed, remove him forever, with a cleansed soul, from the world of the living.
 
   In his inner depths, he raged and fought them, his spirit struggled with them, held them back, and they began to circle.  Relentlessly, patiently, endlessly, they circled.
 
   He lived, but he was cut off from his source, his magic, his power.
 
   Then he became aware of something else. The flames around him were subsiding. His cursed armor was still at his chest, and even now soldiers of the Prophet were striking him with many weapons. They fell harmlessly against his impenetrable armor, but stripped of his magic, that same armor would now have struck him dead. It would have, if not for his sacrifice of life and power from his spirit to his body. He had a few sparks of power he could wield, thanks to that sacrifice, but when it was used, he would get no more.
 
   Still reeling, fighting his inner war, he looked all around as if in a dream.
 
   Hordes of foes still poured through the gate. Behind the enemy soldiers gathered a vast mob of civilians, with torches or motley weapons in their hands and righteous surety burning in their eyes. All across his camp, enemy artillery struck home again, spreading fire and ruin. There sounded noises of alarm, and cries warning of traitors in their midst.
 
   On the walls of Idrona, the green fires went out, and there rang a great blast of horns. He thought he saw the city gates open. Around him, his friends and allies had fallen back in a retreating half-ring while the enemy advanced. The Madmen battled hard and fearlessly, each in their way as the mighty men of war that they were. The Wolves fought with snarling fury, yet increasingly, they were cornered.
 
   Immediately around, enemy warriors stuck him again and again. Some few found their way past his armor to draw blood. His body, full of life and power, healed swiftly, yet less so than before. He watched it all, detached. There was something else. Something in the sky.
 
   A sound. The beating of great wings.
 
   All around, fighters from among both friends and foes shouted. Some pointed at the sky, or cowered from it.
 
   He had to wake up. He had to act.
 
   He set his spirit to guard the source inside, like a wall, a ring, or sphere of defense. The three shades of the Hands circled, putting him under siege from within. This he did, and then trusted his inner world to hold for now, as he must deal with the outer.
 
   Without warning to those around him, Talaos whirled into motion. His blades crackled with traceries of lightning. They arced with their own power, now forever separate from his. He swept his long blade through the throat of a warrior of Hunyos, and the man's head fell from his body. He blocked the sweep of an axe by another with his short blade, and brought the long around to run the man through at the ribs. He spun and scythed two Easterners to the ground.
 
   The others then scattered from him in all directions, but not because of him.
 
   There was a sudden shadow.
 
   He looked up.
 
   A mighty serpent, long and thin, shining red with vast black wings, descended on him with deadly speed. Its sinuous, scaled body was as long as a ship and its wings greater than any sails. It had four short legs that ended in rending claws the size of curved swords, and a long, narrow head with many spines, gaping jaws half the size of his body, and teeth like spear points. It looked down at him, and unleashed a long blast of red and gold fire.
 
   He leapt aside, a mighty leap of many yards.
 
   Where he had stood, the flames blasted outward in all directions. Some of the enemy soldiers closest at hand were covered in flames and died screaming. One of the green-shrouded warriors stood within range of the blast, but weathered the flames and fought on.
 
   Fire or not, the enemy continued to pour through the gate.
 
   Talaos readied himself, weapons up and watching the fire drake as it hurtled from the sky. Heedless of friend or foe, the drake crashed to earth and onto Talaos in a fury of rending claws. He spun to avoid being crushed, then parried with his blades. The lightning-wreathed steel scraped along the black claws with a sound like metal on metal. Sparks flew.
 
   Molten venom spat from the dragon's mouth as it snapped at him. He whirled and dodged. One of its mighty black claws raked his armor with a trail of sparks, yet left not a scratch. He looked into its eyes, and saw brilliant red flames… yet they were veiled by a cold green mist that swirled and fought with the flames inside.
 
   As the drake thrashed and twisted, snapping at him, it heedlessly crushed enemy soldiers left and right, yet still they came on. Behind them, thousands of true believers waited for their chance. Something had to be done about that gate, but there was nothing he could do.
 
   He whirled and dodged, avoided strikes by the drake, and in reply struck the mighty scales of its armored body. His blades left scratches and score marks. It was strange to see the power of those blades, yet not feel it pouring forth from him into them. The drake snapped at him again and again. He moved swiftly with his vital and powerful body. Swiftly, but not as before. He felt, knew, he could no longer quicken himself to the pace of lightning.
 
   Behind him, something else was happening.
 
   Battle raged around Miriana. She stood under siege, with the Stormguard her walls, and her father a terrible, death-dealing champion at the gate. She herself had a brilliant, white light in her hands and eyes. She turned them both toward the portal. Her light grew suddenly brighter, as if she were a beacon for the world.
 
   The drake instantly twisted in her direction, almost like a puppet pulled by a string. Fires rose in its depths and smoke came from its mouth. Talaos hurtled himself at it, leaping through the air and smashing against its scaled jaw. The creature's massive head shifted slightly to the right before it could let loose its line of fire. Instead of Miriana, flames blasted into massed ranks of the Prophet's own soldiers. They screamed and burned and died.
 
   Talaos continued, using his own momentum to vault atop the drake's head. He landed just behind the great horn-like spines where its skull met its neck. Swift as thought, he sheathed his long blade and gripped one of the horns to avoid being hurled loose as the monster shook its head to dislodge him. The drake flipped and snapped, coiling to bring its claws to rend him. Its great wings crashed around the square, crushing friends and foes.
 
   He tried to find a good angle to drive his short blade into the base of the creature's skull, but with its titanic, violent motion, he failed, and failed again. It flipped on its side to crush him, and he vaulted around over the horns, then back again as it righted itself.
 
   As he and the drake struggled, he had many strange, brief vantage points. There were dead of both sides everywhere. The enemy line pressed and expanded outward, but he now had troops pouring in from all around. Many of the warriors wreathed in green flame lay dead, but those remaining spread devastation among his regular troops.
 
   He saw the Madmen and Katara in pitched battle with a band of the green-shrouded warriors. He watched Kurvan rally soldiers to try to hold the line against the hordes pouring through the gate. There was Sorya, moving and weaving like a shadow in combat with an enemy assassin. He saw poor general Gavro's body, broken and crushed by the drake's claws. 
 
   Further off, Hadrastus now stood beside Auretius. They fought hard as the citadel of what was now an island fortress surrounded by a sea of enemies. With them were the Stormguard with their black shields, defending to the last. Miriana stood at the center, her eyes luminous, and from her hands a great wave of light hurtled at the gate.
 
   There was the gate, and it began to flicker. It suddenly rippled, and the men partway through were cut in half in sprays of blood. Then the gate vanished.
 
   The fire drake roared and again made for Miriana. This time, it moved slowly, deliberately, and crushed all in its way. It blasted flame before it, burning Wolves, Talaos's soldiers, and the enemy indiscriminately. There was little time.
 
   He sheathed his long blade and pressed his hand to the back of the drake's neck. He sought within himself for lightning, sought a way past the three shades that besieged his spirit. He called the storm, but it did not answer. He summoned lightning, and it did not come. The dragon paused, as if sensing what he was trying to do. It coiled for another effort to dislodge him. 
 
   But Talaos then had a new idea.
 
   Calling and wielding lightning required tremendous power, and he no longer had it. He was cut off from the source. But he still had a little outside it. He recalled the lost ones from the House of the Prophet, the people he had freed from their inner prisons by giving them little lamps to see by in the darkness of their minds. Lamps they could choose to follow or not.
 
   This drake was enslaved by the Prophet. Enslaved as the Ferox had been. He raged at the idea that such a creature was mastered against its will. It was by nature free, fey, dangerous; like the Ferox, like him. It might still try to kill them all if free, but at least it would no longer do so under the Prophet's direction.
 
   He climbed forward atop its scaled head, just in time to avoid a sweep of great claws, and put his right hand to the drake's angular brow. He felt the power, almost the last spark of his inner power, leave him. The green mist immediately vanished from the drake's eyes. The creature stopped in its tracks, frozen in place. Then it recoiled on its hind legs, sinuous body rising high in the air. It spread its wings and flapped them with a gale of wind.
 
   Then it launched into the sky. Talaos slid backwards along its skull, barely catching himself on the horns. He instinctively gripped its neck with his legs, as on a difficult horse, but soon realized he would have been better off letting go. For in moments he was hundreds of feet in the air. He looked around him and saw the extraordinary sight of the battlefield, all of it, visible as if he stood on a mountain top. 
 
   Almost directly below was the half-circle of death and combat, where the enemy assassins and warriors had poured through the gate against his surprised defenders. His men now held a line, growing hundreds of them against shrinking hundreds of the surviving enemy. Only ten or so remained of the warriors wreathed in green fire.
 
   Destruction and confusion reigned elsewhere in the camp. He could see circles of devastation where flaming catapult stones and ballista bolts had struck. Small knots of what must be the traitors fought against much larger groups of loyal men. Many thousands of other men in his army were moving about in leaderless confusion.
 
   At the perimeter of the camp, what looked to be a hastily organized defense under Tescani and Adriko fell back in the face of a huge sortie column from Idrona. The enemy had sent at least twelve thousand men out to the attack, no doubt hoping to rout his army in the confusion. They wore the gear of many cities and towns, but they fought with purpose, and without fear.
 
   It had almost succeeded. No, he corrected himself, it might yet.
 
   Then his brief musings were interrupted as the drake remembered his presence. It circled, then swept back down to earth, and Talaos wondered what was about to come. When they reached ground, the creature shook its head yet again, this time so violently that Talaos was at last hurled loose. He flew through the air, found his balance, spun, and made a rolling landing in the field of burnt carnage where the gate had been.
 
   He flipped to his feet and stood facing the drake. It advanced, turned and darted its jaws onto a soldier of the Prophet, bit the man in half, then continued forward toward Talaos. It glared at him ferociously, red flames burning bright, strong and free in its huge eyes. Talaos stood, facing it. He drew his blades. Come what may, he thought, he was proud of what he'd done. If the beast wanted to try to kill him now, it would of its own choosing.
 
   It stared at him, snout three feet away, with depths of crimson flame in its catlike eyes.
 
   Acrid smoke poured from its nose and mouth.
 
   The light grew searing bright in its mouth, golden-red fire welled out from within.
 
   It raised its head to the sky and let loose a gout of fire, then turned and lowered it directly into the center of a great press of the Prophet's soldiers. They burned and died. It lurched forward and caught one of the green-shrouded warriors in its black claws. The verdant flames burned its massive hand, blackening the red scales. In rage it flung the man a hundred feet through the air.
 
   Then it spread its vast wings again.
 
   Wind knocked fighters off their feet, all around, and the dragon took to the sky.
 
   It made for Idrona. As it reached the enemy sortie force, still pouring out the open gates of the city, it let loose a long blast of fire among them, then it circled and made another. It turned for a third as the screams of the dying rose to the sky. Shouts and trumpets rang from Talaos’s forces near the front. Then the drake flew over the walls and swept down, roaring with fire, onto the great plaza.
 
   As the dragon fought, Talaos leapt to the attack with power crackling from his blades. The nearest enemy were a squad of Easterners, hastily forming up with short spears to face him. He flipped into the air, whirled and sheared the points from two spears, then landed past them. As he landed, he aimed a kick that sent one soldier flying. He spun and scythed two men down at the shoulders. He dodged swords and spears, blocked with his short blade, and ran another foe through.
 
   Some of the enemy struck him as he fought, and their weapons glanced harmlessly off his enchanted armor. However, he noticed something new. Cut off from his power, and with his might running low, he could feel the faintest of jolts each time the armor was struck. It was not exactly pain; more a sudden rush of feeling, like surprise or the heightened focus of battle, but in his heart.
 
   Then, a squad of his own men reached him, and the remaining foes died.
 
   "To me, men!" Talaos shouted, and led them behind the enemy line at a place where swarms of foes fought Katara and the Madmen.
 
   Vulkas smashed enemies left and right. Halmir and Epos each locked in mighty duels with green-shrouded warriors. The green flames had grown low, and the emerald light in their eyes was no longer so bright. He could not see Kyrax, but he could hear his cursing, and there was an unpleasant, wet gurgling sound in the Madman's voice.
 
   Katara swung wildly about, cutting foes down with icy fury in her gray eyes. Imvan fought beside her, dealing death with a long sword. Firio appeared on Talaos's side of the enemy line, darting so fast he blurred with the motion. He put a dagger through a foe's back with a blast of lightning, then darted away as the next man glanced to see what had happened.
 
   He could see no sign of Larogwan.
 
   Talaos hurtled himself into battle at the enemy. His troops nearby, mostly Stormhammers and soldiers of Teroia, gathered around him. Sorya appeared. She shot him a dark smile, and then struck like a viper at an unsuspecting foe. The battle nearby turned into a slaughter. They pressed and slew the beleaguered enemy.
 
   All nearby foes lay dead. Talaos looked about him, and saw that hard fighting still raged on the other side, near Miriana. He crossed the square toward the battle and his soldiers swarmed with him toward the enemy. As he went, he saw Megaras lying atop a pile of enemy dead. His body was pierced with many wounds, but might still be alive. He went to the young general as his men swept past to fall upon the enemy. The Avrosan’s eyes were half shut, but they opened when he saw Talaos. He made a weak smile.
 
   "Storm Lord…" Megaras said, with soaring hope on his torn, blood-soaked face.
 
   Grim, icy thoughts passed through Talaos's mind. Megaras trusted implicitly that he would heal him. And what power had he now?
 
   He tried, and took Megaras' arm. Inside, he fought again with the patiently circling shades. They countered in unison, and held. He tried again with fury, and they hurled him back. He tried once more, failed, and accepted the truth. He returned his eyes to the outer world, called on what little strength he had, and gave a spark to Megaras. It was nothing like it should be, but some faint shadow of strength returned to the loyal general's face, and he smiled. Even so, it was far from clear he would live, as it was for many of his own around. Many others were already dead. And now, he was truly spent, and could heal no more.
 
   In fury, Talaos raced to the front, leapt over his own soldiers and at the remaining living enemy. He cut them down relentlessly, savagely, whirling and scything as he went. These men had no doubt been chosen for their fanaticism, and they asked for no quarter. It was good, he thought, for he would give them none.
 
   At last it was done. All the enemy in or near the square were dead.
 
   As were a great many of his own.
 
   And the battle was far from over.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   15. The Price
 
    
 
   From across the carnage-strewn square, Talaos saw Kyrax sitting propped against a barrel, covered in blood. Larogwan lay on the ground next to him.
 
   Miriana was nearer, unharmed, and seemingly unfazed by the carnage around her. As he passed, she shouted to him, "I don't think their magus can make another portal so soon!"
 
   "Officers, messengers, to the command square!" shouted Talaos. His voice was deep and loud, but no longer reverberated with thunder.
 
   Men ran to him. He shouted orders, or dispatched them to get news of what was going on elsewhere in the battle. As he did so, he made his way toward his fallen friends. Kyrax lay on the ground with terrible wounds at his legs and ribs, while Larogwan had taken a crushing wound to the head. His skull was broken inward on one side.
 
   Both men should likely have died, but the vitality Talaos had imparted to them kept them struggling on. He walked to them, and knelt at their sides. Sorya, Katara, and the rest of the Madmen gathered around. Though he knew better, he took Larogwan's arm and tried to heal him. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   Spent, and with no way to draw more power.
 
   Kyrax blearily looked over at him, paused, then spoke. "Talaos… lightning's gone from your eyes. Can't be fucking good…"
 
   No, it was not, he thought. There was something more. He felt tired. Not the black weariness of drained power, but simple physical exhaustion from fighting a battle. Inwardly he cursed. He restrained himself from fighting the shades within. He'd find some way around them, he thought, but for now it was useless. He needed strength, a source of magic, of power. He searched.
 
   Ah, but there it was before him, like tempting poison.
 
   His armor.
 
   The armor meant to kill its wearer. The curse he could now faintly feel. He now knew enough about magic to understand his armor drew on the raw elements, on nature around it, to deliver its deadly jolt. In an arcane way, its source was mechanical and derived from the outer world rather than from within, but it was otherwise much like his own.
 
   If drained of power, he still retained his skills, gifts and knowledge. He felt carefully, with the shreds of inner sight he could still use, for the nexuses of power in the armor itself. He felt them, traced their lines, and found places he could intentionally touch from within.
 
   He tried.
 
   Agony coursed through him, radiating out from his heart.
 
   All around him startled in surprise and shock.
 
   But he had it. He could use it, even if only a little, a very little, at a time.
 
   He drew on it again, and the pain hit him. He kept the pain, but gave the power, the life to Larogwan. The terrible head wound began to heal.
 
   Talaos drew yet again. This time, ready for it, he gave no outward sign of his agony. Pain from his heart. Pain for him. Life for his friend.
 
   Gradually Larogwan healed. Flesh knit and crushed bone returned to place. He opened his eyes, looked up at Talaos, and made a faint, weary smile. "Ah… I guess it's my turn as the one who ought to be dead. Eh? Your eyes…"
 
   "Don't worry about that, just sit still."
 
   Larogwan made another faint smile, and Talaos went through the process of healing once more. When he thought it good, he turned to Kyrax.
 
   The latter glared at Talaos, "Eh? I'm all right, you crazy bastard… I'm fine."
 
   "Kyrax," said Talaos wearily, "shut up."
 
   At a loss for words, Kyrax did so.
 
   Pain and healing. Again, and then again.
 
   With black humor, he mused that at least this didn't drain him with dark weariness, the way healing had before he found his source. However slow it was, he could keep this up as long as he could take the pain. He could take it a long time, he thought.
 
   Satisfied that they would live, he then made his way around the battlefield, giving orders and healing every gravely wounded soldier nearby who still lived, starting with Megaras. The Madmen, Sorya, and Katara followed him, as did an ever-changing group of officers and messengers. Kurvan sprang into action at his command, organizing troops nearby.
 
   Miriana walked his way with Auretius, Hadrastus, and the surviving Stormguard. She looked into his eyes, and tears formed in hers. The woman who'd been unfazed by fire, slaughter, and a drake coming her way to kill her, cried at the sight of his eyes.
 
   "Miriana?" Talaos said, quizzically.
 
   "Oh Talaos…" she sobbed, "They're within your soul now, aren't they?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   There were curious looks from others, at that. Talaos had thought, and now was sure, that no others had really understood what had followed the suicides of the Hands.
 
   None but Miriana.
 
   Miriana walked forward and wrapped her slender arms around his waist. She looked up at him, mastered her tears, and spoke, "I don't know how I can help, but I'll try, my love."
 
   He kissed her forehead and held her for a brief moment.
 
   Then he turned to Hadrastus. "Gather the Stormhammers and any else ready to follow immediately. Go in haste to help Tescani and Adriko deal with the sortie!”
 
   The giant saluted and left at once, gathering soldiers about him.
 
   Talaos continued on, corresponding as he went. Messengers began to return with news, and he quickly dispatched them again. It seemed the traitors in the camp were fanatics who'd been willing to taint their souls with oathbreaking for the sake of the Prophet. They hadn't been many, but they'd been ready to die in order to create as much chaos as possible throughout the camp in time with the other attacks.
 
   Sounds of destruction were coming from Idrona, and even from where Talaos stood, he could see many new lines of smoke rising from the city.
 
   Miriana spoke again, "The Prophet's fog is lifting over Idrona, and I can see a little. The drake is burning and destroying everything and everyone bearing signs of the Prophet. It has been struck with the Prophet's green fire and with many arrows, but keeps on. It seems almost mad with vengeance."
 
   "Does it understand? The tales always describe drakes as cunning beasts," replied Talaos.
 
   "I think drakes, and some other creatures of the world, have their own kinds of intelligence," replied Miriana. "Of a very different kind than ours, but no less for it. Drakes in particular are creatures of great gifts and perception."
 
   Talaos nodded, "I suspect it can sense the signs of the Prophet, as spirits can. I'd rather not let that creature die fighting alone."  He turned to the others around him. "Follow me. I'm going to get the army in order, and then we're going to take that city."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The scene ahead was one of violence on a colossal scale. The army that had come forth from Idrona was in chaos. The drake had wrought tremendous destruction. Long lines of scorched earth and incinerated men crossed the battlefield, yet the disorder it had induced had proven far more damaging to the enemy than the fire itself. The hammer of Adriko's light cavalry and the anvil of Tescani's heavy troops slowly smashed the disorganized enemy to pieces between them.
 
   Overhead, the low, dark clouds still brooded, but made no sign of rain.
 
   On the walls of Idrona, the drake's fires burned in many places where artillery had been. Catapults stood abandoned as the crews ran for their lives. The dragon wheeled, dived, struck, and rose to strike again. It swept over the plaza, the citadel, and the walls. Most of the remaining operational ballistae had been turned inward or upward, and were even now firing at the drake, as were great clouds of arrows. Some of the shots struck true.
 
   Fires spread in the city, and great columns of smoke now overwhelmed those of the pyres. Talaos reflected that if only he could summon a storm and call lightning on the defenders, victory might be at hand, much destruction might be avoided, and many, including the drake, might yet live. As it was, the creature was wounded in many places, yet in its fury, it attacked again and again. Talaos wondered how long it would keep on, but was sure that if it did, it would die.
 
   And there would be no storm.
 
   He had officers, messengers, and musicians around him, ready to convey orders and announce signals. He shouted commands. "Move the artillery forward into firing positions!" As he worked, he reflected on what had happened, and who had been lost. Aro, Gavro, and many others. Friends, allies, and brothers-in-arms. Now ready only for their funeral pyres.
 
   In the chaos unleashed by the surprise attacks, his army’s his army had taken terrible losses. Every soldier who died was a man who would never see his own again; a son, husband, father, kinsman, or friend lost to someone. More than two thousand men were lost today. Yet, those that remained burned for revenge, and with numbers bolstered by others pouring in from the countryside, nearly fifty thousand marched to exact it.
 
   "Archers and heavy foot! Advance!" Talaos roared.
 
   The orders went out. In great ordered masses, the men moved forward. The enemy force in the field, the force sent to break his disordered army, were now themselves retreating back to Idrona in disorder. A chaotic press of enemy soldiers gathered at the gates.
 
   Unfortunately for them, Talaos had already sent word to Adriko to risk the enemy's artillery to cut them off with cavalry. The enemy would then be trapped outside, and in his power.
 
   He turned to Kurvan at his side. "Now is the time. Hillmen and irregulars from all sides, close off any gaps around the sortie column. Then help Adriko close the jaws completely."
 
   Kurvan saluted, made a fearsome growl with vengeance in his eyes, and rode off to lead his troops. Talaos watched him go. These enemy soldiers, like those who'd attacked through the portal, were exiles and volunteers from all over Hunyos, self-selected for loyalty to the Prophet, and he was beyond mercy for them.
 
   The Prophet had thrown everything on hand in Idrona in support of what had clearly been a well-planned effort. That plan had almost succeeded. Almost, but not.
 
   The Prophet had taken his power, but he lived.
 
   And now, it was his turn to act.
 
   Still, his means of action had grown more limited. It would sooner or later be noticed that he could no longer call the storm. Without sheer personal power and the awe that went with it, he would need other means to convince those not persuaded by logic or loyalty. He would need firm temporal power. His time to consolidate that power was short, and dependent on overwhelming, total victory. He intended to now have that victory, and with it, make a lesson and warning for the Prophet.
 
   He watched matters unfold, received messages, and gave orders. Officers and companions sat on horses nearby, including the wives of his heart. They had been quiet for some time. Sorya looked as if she once more felt out of place, among commanders as vast formations moved into battle, but still she watched with interest. Miriana's eyes were distant, and Talaos knew she sought knowledge through her visions. Katara looked fiercely eager, yet constrained, like a chained she-wolf.
 
   Talaos turned to her, and spoke. "Katara, would you like to go with Kurvan's forces?"
 
   She turned his way, eyes intense and bright, "If my lord allows it," she answered.
 
   "Yes," he replied, "go to battle."
 
   She bowed to him, spurred her horse, and rode fast to catch up with the hillman warlord.
 
   Then he turned to Sorya with a wry smile.
 
   "Oh no, not me!" she replied, "Too large scale. I'll watch from here."
 
   He grinned his own wolfish grin.
 
   Miriana at last spoke, and her voice was clear and strong. "There is trouble in Idrona between those who follow the Prophet and those who do not. The others are blaming the Prophet's followers for the devastation by the fire drake."
 
   "They're right," replied Talaos.
 
   Several thoughts occurred to him. In Idrona, the Prophet's followers were supposed to have been a minority, but a dominant minority, of the total population before the war. With all the exiles and refugees, they were probably now an outright majority in the city. With everything he'd seen so far, he had no doubt those guests, along with the native followers of the Prophet, were now acting like masters. Such a situation could easily become explosive.
 
   He'd planned for a brutal assault on the city, but infighting in Idrona itself might quicken things, and save a lot of lives. Lives of those opposed to the Prophet, at least. But, in his current state, how to accomplish it?
 
   The tiny amount of power he could take from his murderous armor was enough to heal a fair number of people, though at great cost to his body. It was also enough, at the price of constant pain, to keep lightning in his eyes, for those who needed to see it.
 
   It was not, however, remotely sufficient to call wind or lightning, let alone a storm. Not even with clouds already in the sky. He'd tried uselessly to fight his way past the three shades, but perhaps there was some other, more clever way. Whatever that might be, he’d have to discover soon.
 
   For this was the time.
 
   Far ahead, toward the city, the artillery had reached their positions. He motioned a group of messengers to him, then gave further commands, "Give the word. The artillery are to use fire. Target the walls away from the gate."
 
   They saluted and sped off.
 
   While it would be bad to have stray fire landing among his own troops in the battle by the gate, fire on the walls would cut down on enemy artillery and archers, and would likely spread. It was rarely used in Hunyos, because the normal way was to pin the enemy down without gratuitous destruction, then negotiate terms. However, he was uninterested in terms.
 
   Megaras rode up, returned from duties on the army's right wing. Talaos turned and noted that even with what he'd done to heal him, the general still looked wounded and weary. Even so, he’d unflinchingly returned to duty.
 
   "General Megaras," Talaos said, in audible range of all the officers around, "I'm going to the city. You are in command of the main force in my absence, including all allied forces save those under Tescani, Adriko, and Kurvan. I command it!"
 
   "I obey, Storm Lord!" replied Megaras, saluting as he lowered his head in a bow from the saddle.
 
   Talaos returned the salute and sped his horse toward the battle at the gates of Idrona. He brightened the lightning in his eyes, using the power meant to kill him, and endured the pain. He rode on and on, past the fighting and slaughter around the now-trapped enemy sortie to his left. Hillmen swarmed all around. Overhead, ballista bolts wrapped in flaming pitch shot across the sky at the walls of the city. Great catapult stones crashed against the towers. Behind him, slow and sure, marched tens of thousands of men in massed formations.
 
   Ahead, Adriko's cavalry swarmed around the gate. They’d cut down all nearby. The huge drawbridge over the trench sat lowered and unattended, as the upper levels of the gatehouse above burned. The gates behind stood ajar.  Dismounted attackers were attempting to force the gates themselves, while defenders behind tried to push them closed. As they struggled, mounted horsemen attacked the beleaguered defenders with swords and javelins.
 
   The top of the gate castle was a burnt ruin, but arrows still rained on Adriko's men from hidden firing positions. Talaos raced ahead and troops rallied around and behind him. He spurred Honor to a full gallop straight at the gates. His men fighting there took heart, while the enemy grew dismayed.
 
   By now, they would have all heard stories. Stories of the havoc he'd wrought when he summoned the whirlwind on the plain, or earlier when he'd called a storm in a blue sky from atop a throne of corpses, or earlier still when he'd struck down a Hand of the Prophet in a duel. Or, most directly, the merciless slaughter he'd inflicted when he led the assault on Avrosa with weapons arcing lightning. 
 
   He drew his twin blades, and they arced lightning again. Only he knew that their lightning was now their own, and not his. His eyes blazed, with power that cost him pain for every moment. He took more of that pain, let it spread and intensify. In doing so, he drew more power, faster, from the armor meant to kill him.
 
   He shouted to the enemy soldiers fighting at the gate, and his voice boomed loud as thunder, "Flee or die!"
 
   Many of them broke and fled. Others took on grim expressions, and stood to fight. 
 
   But fighting was a skill, his skill that he'd had long before his power, and he had swords that blazed lightning, and armor that was almost invulnerable. He stood in the saddle, then leapt at the enemy with swords scything. His own men cleared out of the way. He ran and spun, wreaking slaughter as he went. 
 
   In moments, every enemy at the gates lay dead. Adriko's men forced them open wide and poured through behind Talaos. Ahead inside the city blazed a hellscape. Buildings burned and black smoke rose to the sky.
 
   Talaos turned and shouted to his men in the same booming voice. "Hold the gate, but do not follow!"
 
   Again, he drew pain, and increasing physical harm, death, closer to him in trade for scraps of power. Though all he could accomplish with it were small things, they would have to do. He ran onward though a great wide street strewn with charred bodies. Towering blocks of houses and shops on either side were either burnt, burning, or blackened with soot. He caught a glimpse of the drake overhead, full of arrows and ballista bolts, bleeding, and flying unsteadily on torn wings. Yet it seemed its rage and its purpose would not allow it to stop.
 
   A kindred spirit, he thought.
 
   Soldiers, civilians, and refugees roamed here and there before him. Seeing his blazing eyes and arc-lit weapons, most fled at the sight of him. Those foolish enough to fight fell beneath his pitiless blades.
 
   Still more death, drawn in, taken into his heart. Not like the darkness of spirit he'd known in times of fading power, before he’d found his source; this was the visceral, looming death of his body, a death that would leave his inner world free for the taking. Deep in his soul, the shades, the parasites, the enemies, sensed his growing weakness. They sensed what he masked from the outer world beneath his lightning.
 
   They took notice, and readied to take his soul.
 
   Ahead was the great square. Few dared to stand out upon it now. Many, many soldiers and followers of the Prophet lay dead all around. From windows and sheltered places in buildings nearby, archers continued to fire at the soaring, circling, fire-spewing drake.
 
   From the plaza, he could be seen by those archers, and the many thousands of others hiding all around. From there, he could be heard anywhere in the city. He charged on, gathering feeble streams of power within, at the price of agony and ever more imminent death. A few foolish enemies ran at him, hoping to bring him death in their own way. He leapt, whirled, and cut them down. In full sight of all, he loosed a small dart of lightning full in the face of one man, and the foe fell back with ash where that face had been.
 
   Talaos's own death loomed closer, and his body wracked with waves of pain from his heart. He pushed through it and ran on. He reached the center, the great platform of the pyres itself. There was no living thing within a hundred yards of him, but there were many thousands further out, and they would be able to hear him.
 
   He raised his voice, thundering over the fires of the drake and the shouts of the defenders. Arrows landed around him as he spoke. "People of Idrona! Your city burns, thanks to the Prophet! Cast out the traitors who serve him and the foreign enemies they have allowed in your city! Drive them out now, and kill them if they resist! Leave Idrona under their rule, and I will leave only ashes where this city once stood!"
 
   There was tumult at that. Voices raised and sudden violence erupted. Overhead, the dragon circled. It circled lower and lower, until it at last landed at Talaos's side. It looked at him, and he at it. He thought that in its strange eyes of fire, there was curiosity.
 
   Bloody fighting began all around. Bodies hurled from windows. Soldiers were pulled down by mobs of civilians and beaten to bloody stains on the paving stones. People who'd been standing side by side in seeming peace turned daggers on each other, or put hands to throats. Mobs from one side or the other chased frightened victims. Blood pooled on the streets.
 
   And, though the dragon had stopped, still the fires spread.
 
   He drew more power through his armor, and with it more death. He felt his connection to his body weaken. The shades within seemed to sense their chance. For the briefest moment, they loosened their watch around his spirit and the source it protected, and grasped for his soul.
 
   He laughed, slipped past them, and drank a great draught of power.
 
   Like water for his parched soul, life amid death, he drank deeply.
 
   They recoiled, bonded, fused into a new kind of collective whole. Rather than an image of them circling his inner spirit, he now envisioned them locked in a sphere around it.  He sensed they were giving up their power to strike at him from within, but now had far more thoroughly shut him off from his power. Shut off until he could find some way to force past, destroy them, or cast them out.
 
   But they were too late. His trap had sprung, and it had worked.
 
   He healed his reeling, dying body.
 
   He shouted to his army in a thundering, echoing, booming voice that carried for miles around, "The gates are open! Seize the city! Spare those who are loyal to Idrona and Hunyos! Death or exile for the followers of the Prophet! I will put out the flames!"
 
   Then he called the rain, great merciful sheets of it, emptying the clouds above.
 
   Last, he turned to the drake at his side, as it stared at him. Its wounds were many and terrible. He extended his right hand, and it recoiled. For a moment, they watched each other. Eyes of lightning met those of fire. Then, perhaps as a sign of trust or understanding, it lowered its long, scaled, spiny head, until its angular brow was within reach. 
 
   Talaos touched it on the brow with his open hand.
 
   Power flowed from him to the dragon. It was healing power, not shared forever, but still gone from him. It took a tremendous amount of it, but at last the wounds healed. Arrows and bolts pushed out from the scaly skin as the flesh beneath mended. The charred black faded from its scales, and brilliant, crimson red shown forth again.
 
   The drake gave him a fierce look. It whirled its vast, snake-like body in a circle around him, pouring fire in all directions around them as if in warning to the world. The falling rain steamed and hissed in the flames. Then the dragon spread its great wings. Talaos stepped back, and the mighty creature soared skyward. It circled once, then sped north, fast as the wind.
 
   Somewhere far to the north, east of Jotun, Talaos had once read there were great and wild ranges of mountains where ice and fire drakes still lived. He hoped that was where it was bound. After all he had spent, he still had a bit of his own liberated power left, and he decided to hold on to it, for when the time would be right.
 
   Around him, the murderous bloodshed went on, though the blood was now washing away in the rain. None on either side dared come anywhere near him. He watched it all and laughed wildly amid the storm and slaughter.
 
   Ahead of him, down the road from the gates, a great body of cavalry advanced with Adriko at their head. The commander rode at ease in the saddle, and eyed him curiously.
 
   Talaos commanded him, "Sort out which ones are against the Prophet, then help them."
 
   Adriko surveyed the scene surrounding them with as much enthusiasm as he'd shown, so seemingly long ago, when Talaos had gotten them chosen for the mission against Drosta. Still, he showed no sign of arguing. He shrugged, saluted, and set to work.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   16. Imperator
 
    
 
   Exactly centered between the cities of Kyras, Namaia, Idrona, Etosca, and Imperi stood the grassy, flat-topped rise called the Elder Hill. It and the city of Kyras aligned along the remnants of an ancient road pointing toward mountains in the far northwest of Hunyos.
 
   However, those other places were far away, and here under the blue sky was the Elder Hill itself. At its top rose a lofty, weathered stone platform of nine steps. The remnants of fluted stone pillars stood along its perimeter. The gentle slopes around were lined with the foundations of other buildings, and ancient cobbled streets radiated outward to the surrounding plain. Nearby could be seen woods and other low, rolling hills, but only this one had such ruins.
 
   Around two sides of the stone platform were planted standards and banners of every city, free town, league, and acclaimed warlord in Hunyos. The third side, at the back, was clear.
 
   Below the fourth side of the platform spread a stone plaza. A great crowd of men of war slowly gathered there. Most of them were officers in crested or plumed helms, with cloaks in colors matching the standards of their cities or leagues, but with them stood hillmen chiefs and tough mercenary warlords. The crowd divided into two roughly equal halves, with a clear corridor down the center leading straight to the stone platform.
 
   A great army, tens of thousands, gathered on all sides on the plain around. Though it included soldiers from every power represented by the standards gathered around the platform, the army was organized along very different lines. It stood in cohorts by function, independent of city, town, or region of origin.
 
   Nine hundred feet from the platform, the straight road reached a place where the remnants of a circular colonnade surrounded a weathered, glyph-covered pylon. That pylon was of stone far older than the pillars around it, or those lining the platform, though not the platform itself. The ancient road continued on for some distance beyond the place before dwindling into the grass, but in a direct line some half a mile further on was another low hill, covered in light woods. At the top of that hill rose a ring of standing stones.
 
   Talaos stood in front of the pylon, facing the platform. He surveyed the scene with an intense, solemn expression and lightning in his eyes. Lightning bought, every moment of it, with pain. He wore the source of that pain and power, the black and silver armor of the assassinated dictator Adrastos of Avrosa, but not his cloak of office as dictator. In his hands he held his drawn swords, and they crackled with their own lightning.
 
   Around him gathered a small group of his closest companions, with no ties or allegiance to any other power in Hunyos. Adriko, Auretius, the seven Madmen, Sorya, Katara, and Miriana. He and they waited as the crowd of representatives gathered in the plaza.
 
   His mind was also on those who were not here. Aro had wanted to see this place, but had only come for his funeral pyre as a fallen commander. Gavro was gone too, and so many others, from his Wolves to the many fallen soldiers of his army. But, he thought, they had also lived with honor, fought for something worthy, died with courage, and been remembered by the army gathered here.
 
   Now, today, that army had another task.
 
   Before him, beyond the pillars, the Wolves gathered in loose, casual order. Fifty-three remained of those he'd gifted with power at the battle of Avrosa. Lean, strong, swift, sharp-witted Adrus now stood as their commander. Flashes of lightning gleamed in his dark predator's eyes beneath a plain, black steel helm. His gray and black patterned cloak was thrown back, revealing chain armor, greaves and a deadly array of weapons.
 
   On either side, in two formations of orderly ranks and files, stood the Stormguard in their black uniforms and black shields painted with silver swords and thunderbolts. They had grown to more than three hundred.
 
   At the center of each cohort of Stormguard was another, smaller group of men and women. There were thirty-one in total. These latter had little in apparent common in with one another. Few looked like warriors, some were old, and two were barely more than children. However, Talaos knew well they had something in common. Magical gifts. Gifts that marked them for death at the Prophet's hands. The Gifted were volunteers who had come from across Hunyos, with oaths of service sworn, and his protection given.
 
   Talaos knew, though few others did, that there was one more with gifts, farther off, guarded by a detachment of eighteen Stormguard.
 
   Miriana turned to Talaos. She wore a green city dress of Carai, much like the one she'd worn when they'd met. This one was made to her small but voluptuous frame, and cut revealingly. She wore it with confidence, and had even added some jewelry. However, her long, nominally braided auburn hair looked as wild as ever.
 
   The prophetess spoke in a strong voice, "Liriel is in place, at the center of the circle."
 
   Talaos nodded with a smile.
 
   Sorya, however, turned to Miriana with sudden interest. She was dressed in new black clothes, with a side-slit dress of Hunyos over tight pants and knee-high black boots. She wore many weapons and a voluminous black cloak with the hood pulled low to her kohl-lined eyes. Talaos thought she clearly reveled in the darksome effect.
 
   "Liriel? She's here?" said Sorya to Miriana.
 
   The latter replied lightly, as if repeating something mundane, "Talaos sent her a letter, but I think it was the spirits who really convinced her to come."
 
   "The spirits?" replied Sorya, now with almost catlike curiosity in her voice.
 
   "Yes," continued Miriana in the same casual tone. "Not all of them of course, but hundreds are gathering at the standing stones behind us, to take their part in this."
 
   Talaos considered that he'd made Liriel vow to never again use magic that, in helping him, would harm herself. Her gentler alternatives had taken a great deal of preparation, but they had worked well. When this was done, he planned to visit her and come to some sort of peace.
 
   At this point, Kyrax seemed unable to restrain himself. The short, burly, black haired man had a sturdy helm over his thick-browed eyes, and bristled with weapons. He wore new segmented armor and a tunic in geometric patterns of red and black. On his back was a new round shield, painted red with a black boar. His face, however, had its same old scowl. He spoke. "Hells! Hundreds of spirits back there? I hope they're friendly."
 
   "So long as we're with Talaos," answered Miriana brightly. "They'll be bound to him soon, in his service."
 
   "An army of spirits," noted Katara, with approval.
 
   The Northwoman wore her same chain shirt from the battle of Idrona, though it had been repaired. Her long golden hair was braided and bound with bronze rings, and she wore a steel cap on her head. She had a clean new tunic of blue underneath, cut long past the knees almost like a dress, and wore greaves and vambraces of Hunyos that she'd scavenged from somewhere. Her long sword was drawn and in her hands, and a plain round shield hung at her back.
 
   Halmir spoke to Katara, in a thoughtful voice, "Whether the spirits are any more willing to take orders than their master is something to be seen, but they will make mighty allies."
 
   The Northman had a new chain shirt, reinforced with steel plates at the front and back of his torso. Underneath he wore a plain brown leather tunic. His golden-red beard was braided with copper below an antique northern steel helm found at Etosca. His blue-green eyes glittered with hints of lightning through a face plate of ice drakes carved in knotwork. On his back he carried his bronze axe and a round shield of plain wood painted with a red gryphon.
 
   "Speaking of which, Talaos," added Larogwan with a smile and a twinkle in his green eyes, "there must be a little more to the story of how you chose this place."
 
   The old soldier wore a long coat of finely worked steel scale armor, over a center-split leather surcoat. His gray-streaked, light brown hair had grown out a bit, and he had it bound with a gray wool headband. He'd also grown a short beard on his chin, shaved on the sides. A steel helm sat tucked under his left arm. He bore a sword and axe at his belt. An oval shield of green was strapped to his back, painted with the face of a gray and very stubborn-looking goat. 
 
   Talaos turned to him in reply with a lofty voice, but smiling with a hint of sharp humor, "Well clearly, this place has the advantage of being in perpetual dispute, and not subject to anyone's clear claim. It is also equally distant from Kyras, Namaia, Idrona, Imperi, and Etosca, and is not far from the center of Hunyos as a whole. It makes a fine neutral ground."
 
   Vulkas laughed. The giant's dark green eyes sparkled under his heavy brow and shaved head. He wore a new tunic of heavy brown leather reinforced with ornate discs of iron, not originally intended to be armor at all, scavenged from the ruins of Etosca, and had his war mattock at his side. He'd recently added iron-reinforced leather bands at his forearms and shins. The large iron disc at the center of his chest was carved with a bull in low relief. "C'mon Adriko, or Talaos if that's your real name, tell the whole story!" he added.
 
   Adriko himself stood by amusedly, but did not interject. He wore what Talaos thought might be the first set of matched armor in his career; masterfully crafted, polished steel breastplate, pteruges, greaves, vambraces, and open-faced helm issued from Tescani's personal armory. Talaos thought it might be a point of pride for Adriko that his patched gray tunic and dusty black cloak still looked scavenged from a battlefield.
 
   Talaos made Vulkas wait for a while, with a wry smile, then at last answered, "Fortunately for you, between myself, Auretius, Miriana, and the library of Teroia, we've been able to piece some things together. This place is the site of many ancient events of importance. Those standing stones behind us date to an age when gods, spirits, beasts and mankind shared the world with more understanding than they did in later times.
 
   "This obelisk was raised in honor and obedience to the gods in a time when they ruled mortals as kings and queens. The gods themselves sometimes appeared on the platform of nine steps. When mortals overthrew and killed the gods, the obelisk was abandoned and ignored, as the standing stones had been before them.
 
   "Then, under the Empire, a place of scholarship was established here, and the obelisk and the stones were studied as historical artifacts. A library once stood to the right of that platform, and the platform itself became a school. For centuries, students came here from across Hunyos to learn history, literature, and philosophy. Later still, as I think you can all see, this place was plundered and burned. And now, in this age of war, it is a neglected ruin.
 
   "So," concluded Talaos, "this is a place of power, as the spirits at the circle show. But, it is also a testament to the history of Hunyos, and perhaps humanity, of what has been lost, and what might be again."
 
   Vulkas looked satisfied at that, and there were reactions with varying degrees of interest, understanding, or purpose among the rest of the group. Kyrax seemed the least moved, while Firio was suddenly and surprisingly animated.
 
   The small, thin man had changed the least in appearance of any of them. He still wore his brown hair lank, greasy and chin-length. His sharp brown eyes were shifting as ever in his narrow face. His motley clothes were in plain gray, tan, and brown. His visible concessions to success were a new dark brown, reinforced leather shirt with a black raven ink-dyed into the center of the chest, and the twin lightning daggers tucked into scabbards at his belt.
 
   At the moment, Firio also carried a bundle tucked under his arm, wrapped in black cloth. He made his way to Talaos, as if to speak, and the latter turned to him with earnest respect.
 
   "Talaos," said Firio quietly, so that the soldiers further off wouldn't hear, "if this is a place of power, does that mean you can use it to… get rid of them, and get yours back?"
 
   "No," replied Talaos in a low voice. "The shades of the Hands are too powerful. There might be some very dangerous ways, but the one most likely to work is one I also want for other reasons." 
 
   Auretius reacted to that. The old commander had traded his Avrosan gray cloak, tunic and pants for black as head of the Stormguard. His Republic general's armor had been repaired again. His twin swords gleamed in their scabbards, as did his eyes beneath his white hair.
 
   He stepped toward Talaos, "So you mean to go through with it? To Carai?"
 
   "Yes, and elsewhere," replied Talaos.
 
   Some of those nearby knew, and others did not.
 
   "Carai?" asked Imvan quietly. His deep-set eyes looked concerned under his thick brows. Like Firio, the gaunt, dark-haired young hillman had changed little. He wore mottled greens and browns in layers, with a tunic and cloak over a long shirt and pants. However, as a mark of his increased rank among the hill clans, he now wore a bronze torque at his neck, and bronze scrollwork bracers at his wrists. Pinned to his cloak was a bronze brooch with an engraved hawk.
 
   Talaos turned to him and replied with grave seriousness, "Yes, we will go to Carai, but our work won't end there. I now know there is also somewhere else we must go first."
 
   Imvan nodded, and grew quiet again, as did the others around.
 
   Epos had remained silent all along. The quiet warrior was heavily armed and armored as always, but his armor was now of marvelous quality. He had breastplate, pteruges, shoulder pieces, arm guards, vambraces, thigh armor and greaves of dark steel engraved with geometric designs. Over them he wore a black cloak, and a new closed helm with a black and white crest. The large round shield on his back was black, and bore the central design of a serpentine, white ice drake. Now however, he spoke in his deep, flat voice, and with his usual lack of preface or introduction, "With the magus Belios captured, we could use his gates to save time."
 
   "And I'm sure he'll be eager to help us," grinned Larogwan, "and quite trustworthy."
 
   "I'd imagine we could find ways to encourage him," added Adriko, lightly and almost absently, as he straightened his armor and gear.
 
   "We'll see," replied Talaos. "I doubt he's the only one in the world who can make them."
 
   Ahead, the crowd had now almost completely gathered. A handful of stragglers trudged toward the flat stone area before the platform of nine steps. Talaos smiled. When all had arrived, he would begin.
 
   "Since you collect titles and nicknames, Talaos," said Adriko with a smile, "I thought you'd want to know that in Idrona, the anti-Prophet people are starting to call you the Dragonfriend, possibly based on your dramatic performance in full public view there. And perhaps the one in, and over, our camp. A few in our army have picked it up too."
 
   Talaos shrugged in resignation. He wasn't going to waste effort fighting such things, this time.
 
   "They're assembled," announced Auretius in his eloquent voice.
 
   "Form up," said Talaos to those around him.
 
   He took his place at the head, with Auretius and Adriko side by side next, followed by Miriana, Sorya and Katara, and then the seven Madmen.
 
   Talaos raised his right hand, with lightning-lit sword held high, and called commands to the troops around, "Wolves, forward! Gifted and Stormguard, follow behind me, first from the left, then the right!"
 
   Adrus started forward, his dangerous eyes alert. The Wolves stalked with him in their easy, predatory way along the road to the platform. Talaos and his companions walked solemnly behind. Following them marched the two cohorts of Stormguard with their charges, the Gifted in the center of each.
 
   The Wolves passed through the gap in the crowd of representatives, and it widened to make way. They continued on, over the stone platform, till they reached the ancient cobbled street behind. Half of them fanned out facing the army downhill behind them, while the others turned to watch the platform.
 
   Talaos and his companions stopped at the top of the platform itself, then they turned to face the representatives gathered below.
 
   As they did so, the first cohort of Stormguard turned, walked around the steps of the platform to the left, and then took a place on the street at the base of the platform on that side, next to the flags. They turned left, facing outward to the army below. The second cohort of Stormguard turned right, and took up an identical place on that side.
 
   There was a low noise of conversation among the representatives, and a louder one among the vast army assembled all around them. Talaos raised his right hand, his sword arced with power, and the crowds grew quiet. He drew upon power from his armor, took the pain and harm to his body, and his eyes blazed bright. He spoke in a voice loud as thunder.
 
   "Warriors of Hunyos, friends and allies from afar, there are eighty thousand of us here, gathered in might at this ancient place. On this ground, the history of Hunyos unfolded, and it unfolds before us now. 
 
   "We have broken the enemy within and driven them into the north. Savaric and Kossos alone remain under their grip. Etosca, which they destroyed, will be rebuilt. However, we are far from finished. The remaining traitors now call on help from old enemies in Dirion, new enemies from among the Plainsmen of the Northeast, and the Prophet's slaves in the Eastlands.
 
   "In Hunyos, each city, town, league, clan and warlord is free to choose a path. But we will remain so only if we fight and win. Here we have assembled the greatest body of skilled soldiers and commanders in the world today. This army is united in a way not seen here since the old Empire. To win, we'll need to remain so.
 
   "I stand before you with my troops, the commanders in my service, with my mighty companions, with gifted wielders of magic, and with a true prophetess ready to challenge the Prophet. All these and I are ready to fight for Hunyos, and I call on you now to choose."
 
   Hadrastus, General of the League of Five, stood towering tall in his bronze armor. He walked forward to the base of the steps as he and Talaos had planned, turned, and called out, "Brothers in arms, I call for the acclamation of Talaos, our victorious commander, by the ancient title of the great days! In sign of our victory and brotherhood, I call on you to acclaim him. I call to acclaim Talaos, the Storm Lord, as Imperator of Hunyos!"
 
   Then, one by one, eight more joined Hadrastus.
 
   Kurvan, warlord of the western hills, and now paramount chieftain of nearly all the hill clans, ambled forward like a massive bear in rich, mismatched armor. His black hair, streaked with gray, flew wild about him, and he carried his massive two-handed axe on his back. He spoke in his booming, growling voice, "I second the call of Hadrastus! Talaos, Imperator of Hunyos!"
 
   Maxano, Dictator of Kyras in his black, white, and gold armor, helm, and cloak, joined Hadrastus and Kurvan and spoke simply in his eloquent, clear, yet sweeping voice, "I add my call! Talaos, Imperator of Hunyos!"
 
   Weathered and hard-eyed Warlord Tescani, armed and armored to the teeth, and grim inside his plain but well-forged steel, added the same words as Maxano. After him was Lurios. The trim, polished General of Aledri in rich silvered and gilt armor and helm, with brocaded blue tunic and cloak, spoke the same words.
 
   Valanus, General of Teroia, was next. The tall, strong officer had dark blue eyes and trim light brown hair that grayed at the temples.  He had many old scars, and a gilt breastplate over a plain red-brown cloak of Teroia. He added his call for Talaos as Imperator.
 
   Megaras, loyal General of Avrosa, was next. His intense eyes peered from an olive face under black hair, and his silvered, polished breastplate had been repaired. His scars remained. He walked solemnly to the steps in his dark gray Avrosan uniform, and made the same call.
 
   The next was a young officer from Etosca named Drennus, who'd been among the deserters to join Talaos at Avrosa. With his brothers in arms, he was now one of few survivors of all his people. Of medium height, sturdy build, dark hair, and a youthful face, he looked almost out of place in looted antique gilt armor and the white cloak of a general of his city.
 
   Drennus spoke different words, and with fierce intensity on his young face, "In the name of my brothers in arms here, and of all my slaughtered people, I declare war and undying vengeance upon the Prophet! For vengeance, I call for Talaos as Imperator of Hunyos!"
 
   The last to speak was a woman named Hekata. Her iron-gray hair framed an elegant, aquiline face, lined from care, and her piercing dark eyes were merciless. Though she wore the silvered chain shirt and blue-green military tunic, bordered in white waves, of a senior officer of Idrona, Talaos knew she was a former patrician, and the widow of an assassinated admiral, but not a military woman herself.
 
   From hiding, she had led a resistance against the Prophet in her city for nearly two years. In the bloody struggle that followed Talaos's arrival in her city, she had been far and away the most ruthless and effective leader among those fighting against the Prophet. With red-stained hands, she had taken for herself the silver-bordered, blue-green cloak of the Dictator of Idrona. 
 
   In secret, she and Talaos had begun organizing a new hidden force across Hunyos, to fight the efforts of the Prophet much as his old Hounds had done in Avrosa. She'd suggested another name, one that he liked. The Furies.
 
   Hekata spoke in a grim voice that carried far across the field, "For the sake of my murdered husband and sons, for my daughters and grandchildren who died on the Prophet's pyres, for all my people slain by traitors, I swear death to the Prophet and all who serve him! For the death he brings, I call for Talaos as Imperator of Hunyos!"
 
   "Hail Talaos, Imperator of Hunyos!" shouted the nine leaders on the steps.
 
   "Hail Talaos, Imperator of Hunyos!" shouted those on and around the platform.
 
   "Hail Talaos, Imperator of Hunyos!" shouted nearly a hundred and fifty representatives, with arms in salute, and a moment later, eighty thousand voices raised the same shout and salute. Three times they acclaimed Talaos. Then they beat weapons to shields, or against armored fists, and the earth seemed to shake with the sound.
 
   Talaos surveyed the vast spectacle before him with approval.
 
   He sheathed his swords and raised his right hand to the crowd for quiet.
 
   He spoke, and his voice thundered for miles across the rolling plains and hills. "I accept that which is offered, and as Imperator, swear by the honor of my soul to protect Hunyos and its people."
 
   Firio then stepped forward and opened the bundle he carried. The black cloth was revealed to be a cloak with a broad border in the design of laurel leaves, like the cloaks awarded to imperators in the old Empire, but in silver on black instead of gold on red. In place of the eagle and wreath used by both the old Empire and the current Republic, the center of the cloak was blazoned with his downward-pointed sword with six radiating lightning bolts.
 
   Inside the bundle was a diadem forged from silver badges of clouds and lightning bolts that had been found in a chest in the old tower of Avrosa. Adriko placed the cloak on Talaos's shoulder, while he took the diadem in his hands and placed it on his own head.
 
   "Now, I call on all present in this place," said Talaos in his thunderous voice, "to swear an oath to me personally. Hear the words of my companions, and follow when they are done."
 
   Those on the platform and the steps spoke as one, in voices audible across the camp. "I swear by the honor of my soul to obey the commands of Talaos, Imperator of Hunyos, and to fight all the actions of the Living Prophet, enemy of mankind."
 
   From the voices of eighty thousand men and women came the terrible sworn oath.
 
   From the circle of standing stones atop the wooded hill, a cool wind blew. On that wind could be heard faint voices, many men turned in surprise, but they saw nothing.
 
   Talaos spoke again. "Brothers in arms! Hear my words, and obey my commands! Defending Hunyos from its enemies will require the work of many, and in many roles. I now appoint the first of them, the nine Commanders of Hunyos!"
 
   He motioned Adriko to him with his right hand. The latter saluted. Talaos returned it, and announced to the assembled soldiers, "Adriko, many times victorious commander, and now the General of Hunyos! My right hand in war."
 
   He called Maxano forward from the line of nine on the steps. The latter saluted, Talaos returned it, and then announced, "Maxano, Dictator of Kyras, and now Strategist of Hunyos, who will pierce the veils and plans of our enemies!"
 
   Then he called Tescani with the same exchange of salutes, and announced, “Warlord Tescani, Warmaster of Hunyos, who will forge the steel of our many armies into one!"
 
   Next he called to Lurios, who would be in charge of training and discipline. Talaos announced him, "General Lurios of Aledri, Taskmaster of Hunyos, who will temper the steel!"
 
   The next was Kurvan, who grinned a fierce, craggy grin. They exchanged salutes, and Talaos announced him, "Warlord Kurvan, Commander of the Wild Hunt, whose hillmen and huntsmen will show no mercy to enemies that dare cross our lands!"
 
   Then he called forth Auretius, exchanged salutes, and announced him in turn, "General Auretius, victorious commander in the war of the Republic against old Dirion. Now, Commander of the Stormguard, who will defend Hunyos, and the powers of magic we are gathering in its service, to the last."
 
   Hadrastus was next, and with the exchange of salutes, Talaos announced him to the crowd, "Hadrastus, General of the League of Five, and now Commander of the Stormhammers, those who will go first into danger, bringing death to our enemies!"
 
   Drennus was next. His was a special purpose, as public as Hekata's was secret, but much the same. They exchanged salutes, and Talaos announced him, "Drennus, general of the fallen city of Etosca, and now, avenger of its murdered people as Commander of the Bane, who will scour Hunyos and the world for servants of the Prophet."
 
   Last of them was Megaras. He would be Talaos's eyes, ears, and, up to a point, voice while away. To put that into practical effect, Talaos hoped to make use of the speaking amulets they'd taken from the enemy at the battle of Avrosa. However, they first needed to see if they could be removed from connection with the Prophet.  They exchanged salutes, and Talaos announced him to the troops, "Megaras, General of Avrosa, my personal Legate and emissary, who will carry my word and speak with my voice!"
 
   When all had returned to their places, Talaos again raised his right hand for emphasis.
 
   Then he spoke, and at the price of pain, raised his voice beyond human scale once more.
 
   "Warriors of Hunyos, brothers in arms, friends and allies, hearken! This generation has been forged in war. Endless war against one another, and it has made us strong. Now let that war and that strength be turned away from each other, and against our true enemies! Today we begin a new path, a straight path toward victory against all who would enslave us, all who would take what is ours. Today we stand together, unconquerable!"
 
   Cheers erupted, with roaring voices and beating of shields from eighty thousand men.
 
   With that, Talaos formed his companions about him and prepared for the procession to the command tent. There was much to do, he thought, much to discuss, and everything of worth would be bought with risk and pain. 
 
   So be it.
 
   He had made his choices, taken his actions, and would face what came of them with open eyes. He stepped forward.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   A thin man sat cross-legged and barefoot on a plain reed mat. He wore a threadbare robe of plain gray wool. His long black hair and beard were nearly half gray. He had a gentle, patient, detached expression on a face neither young nor old. His rounded brows framed soft, kindly-looking brown eyes over a narrow face with an aquiline nose. His hands folded meditatively at his lap.
 
   It was night, and crisp, clear stars shone in a cloudless sky. He placidly observed something before him, something that produced great amounts of flickering red light.
 
   His mat rested on a vast plaza of plain square paving stones. Distant buildings, behind and to either side, were constructed in a simple style of white stone and light varnished wood, with barrel vaulted roofs, fronted by sheltering colonnades of square pillars and flat canopies.
 
   Close behind him, kneeling on the ground on folded legs, was a figure in white and green robes, with a handsome golden mask that had no eyes. The kneeling figure had his white-gloved hands folded on his lap, and his head bowed. A long bronze sword was strapped to his back.
 
   Around him and facing him on reed mats sat a circle of twelve men and women, all of older years, with snowy hair and serene expressions. Their layered clothing and robes were of simple white wool. The men wore beards and white caps, the women, hair bound in plain tight coils and white shawls around their shoulders.
 
   The eyes of the twelve men and women flickered with green fire.
 
   In long lines on either side, dozens of other men and women sat cross-legged on the pavement, facing the man in the center. They wore garb much like those in the circle, save theirs were varied greens, grays, or browns. Like the man in the golden mask, they bowed their heads. 
 
   The man at the center made the slightest of gestures with his right hand. All those around him waited attentively on his word. He spoke in his language, that of the eastern regions of the Eastlands, what was in this era called the language of the Prophet.
 
   "It has begun," he said in a soft voice, and with a gentle smile.
 
   The twelve in the circle nodded, slowly and reflectively, as one.
 
   The Living Prophet continued, "What was seen from without by my martyred Hand at the city of Avrosa, and from within by the three martyred in holy sacrifice, leaves no doubt that the Unholy One has arisen. Now we will speak of the many shared tasks ahead."
 
   A woman in the circle, sitting to his direct right, spoke with a kind of peaceful joy, "Praise be, our soul and Prophet. May that the Unholy One will now unwittingly show the way."
 
   "He may yet, sister," replied the Prophet in humble, almost apologetic tones, "but alas the trees of my garden have born little fruit. The shadows woven by the Unholy One's demoness grow thick. The three martyrs are now themselves besieged within his soul, and they can no longer speak to me. I will trust in your sworn ones to bring us news."
 
   "They are close, our soul and Prophet," she answered, "and will become among his closest."
 
   "We will await your word, sister, thank you," said the Prophet, gently.
 
   Then, though he gave no indication but the slightest beginning of a turn and nod to his left, a man in the circle on that side replied to him.
 
   "Our soul and Prophet," the man said, "the faithful on the western coasts have served with such zeal and joy at the making of ships, that I may report we are now three months and more ahead of our earlier goal. There were those who shirked the labor of their bodies, and so have instead served with the labor of their souls, given upon the pyres."
 
   The Prophet showed no change in expression, but he replied with kindly words, "It is well done, brother. Let all here contemplate forgiveness for those who have served upon the pyres, and give silent thanks that they have forever shed their sins and their fears."
 
   For a brief moment, the Prophet closed his eyes, as did those all around. The flickering red light upon them all grew stronger, and their shadows stretched back across the plaza.
 
   The Prophet now raised his head, ever so slightly, and a man in the part of the circle behind him answered, "The missions are away, our soul and Prophet, both those long planned, and those recently so. I also have word on the success of our work in the sinful Republic."
 
   "May they soon rejoice in the good word, brother. Blessings to you."
 
   Then the Prophet slightly raised both his hands.
 
   "Brothers and sisters, hearken," he said, softly. "Praise be for your service and preparation for this moment. We shall soon discuss them, and much more, in communion. For with the ninth seal of the world found at last, the end times are upon us.
 
   "As it was my failure to foresee the emergence of the Unholy One so soon, in the time, place, and form he has taken, so I must make the sacrifice. Even now my remaining Hands proceed to their appointed places across the earth.
 
   "Very soon, the Unholy One will seek to open the seals. Of all the forms he might have taken, it is the worst. The very spawn and heir of the arch-sinners and tyrants of the earth, the usurpers of the collective gift of mankind, will soon seek their power for himself.
 
   "However better it would have been for the world to be further along in purification and the great transformation, we must work with what we have. With all the nine seals found, it is before us. With the destruction of the Unholy One, the greater part of the sundered power of the First One can at last be put to work for the benefit of all, and the first sin undone.
 
   "And then, brothers and sisters, the great transformation may continue unhindered."
 
   "Praise be," said the twelve in the circle, with one voice.
 
   "With the purification of sin from mankind," intoned the Prophet in his soft voice, "the way shall be cleared for the annihilation of the ultimate sin that is the self. Then, the great transformation will complete, and as one being restored at last, humanity shall become God."
 
   "So let it be," answered the twelve in harmony.
 
   "Now, brothers and sisters," said the Prophet, "let us leave the poetry of spoken voice, and enter the prose of communion, for the long conversation that awaits us."
 
   With that, the Living Prophet's eyes ignited with brilliant white light, and his body became perfectly still. The eyes and bodies of the twelve around him did the same.
 
   As they sat in communion, the flickering red light became mingled with green.
 
   Before the Prophet and those who sat with him, the stone plaza descended by eight steps to a far larger open plaza of brick. In the closest part of that plaza, twelve bronze stakes were planted in bases of inscribed white stone, and standing freely there, withering in green flames, were twelve men and women with faces set in ecstatic devotion.
 
   Behind them, mounted in plain brick, were one hundred and forty-four iron stakes. Chained to them were men, women and children burning on pyres in red flames. Their eyes were vacant, but they screamed. By some power, the sounds of the screams were silenced.
 
   In a vast circle around the pyres, thousands more men and women stood in silent forgiveness of those who burned, with their heads bowed and their hands clasped.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Storm and Fire continues with Mercy of the Prophet, Book One.
 
    
 
   A preview follows.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Preview of Mercy of the Prophet, Book One
 
    
 
   The cold wind whipped at them on the heights, as clouds rolled in from the north.
 
   Talaos surveyed the immensity all around as they walked.
 
   They were passing the tree line, and entering the realm of meadow, stone and sky. The switchbacks lay below and behind them to the south. Peaks rose in a great line going southeast, and a longer one extending far past the horizon, directly south. Others yet spread north and northeast, but the view of them was largely obscured by the highest peak of all, towering close ahead.
 
   Directly before them rose a vast shoulder of the mountain, drawing on ridges and lower slopes from three sides. It had forest around its base, and beyond a wide meadow of short pale grass that clung to life. At its higher end the meadow faded to bare rock. There, even after thousands of years, could be seen marks of ancient battle.
 
   Beyond the battlefield, half a mile or more, a second set of switchbacks had been carved into the solid rock of the upper slope. They rose up to a higher spur with ruins of some sort atop it. Above even that were stairs cut in the long final slope to the peak itself.  At the very top stood what looked to be buildings, and nine mighty pillars—the gathering place of the old gods.
 
   Down below, wolves had followed them as far as the base of the first switchbacks, then vanished. Here, gentler slopes connected ridge lines to the great meadow before them, and in various places Talaos could now see distant, furtive patches of gray and black stalking through the trees.
 
   As they reached the top of the shoulder, and the meadow itself, the Madmen fanned out in a half circle around Talaos and the Three. Behind him walked Auretius and the Stormguard, then the Wolves in a short, wide column.
 
   Dark gray clouds gathered in the cold sky above.
 
   Talaos turned back to Auretius, "General, how are you doing?"
 
   The old man replied, "Astonishingly well. I haven't had such strength since I was a young man. With things as they are now for you... I fear for how much power you gave me to make this possible."
 
   "I was a gift I made with my eyes open, and I do not regret it," replied Talaos.
 
   Auretius nodded gravely.
 
   As they walked on, Halmir, who was rightmost among the Madmen, surveyed the battlefield ahead. He turned to Talaos, with awe in his voice, "This is a place of great and terrible honor, but no mercy, where warriors on both sides fought to the end." With that, the Northman solemnly raised his axe to his chest in salute as he walked. 
 
   Talaos however began to sense something.
 
   Behind him, Miriana spoke in a clear, powerful voice, "The Ferox come."
 
   The bulk of the shoulder was a wide, gently sloping place with no defensible ground.
 
   "All halt!" shouted Talaos, "Withdraw back to the slope, and form a defensive position."
 
   They retreated back the way they'd come. On that side, the steep slope limited how many, and how swiftly beasts might charge at them.  Better, Talaos thought, to defend three sides than four.
 
   From some hidden place among the rocks at the far end, where the shoulder joined the upper slope, stalked forty large black shapes.
 
   "There they are!" thundered Vulkas.
 
   "Madmen, Sorya, Katara with me! Front and center!," roared Talaos, "Stormguard around Miriana, behind us! Wolves on the flanks!"
 
   As they took their defensive position, the Ferox advanced toward them with slow, predatory patience.
 
   "Forty's not so bad..." said Kyrax, to a general lack of approval.
 
   "They have the mark of the Prophet upon them," said Miriana.
 
   They waited. Then more movement could be seen. At least a hundred more Ferox appeared from the dense pine forests of the lower ridge lines on either side. With them came hundreds of wolves.
 
   "Hold fast, stay close," said Talaos, in a cold, deep voice.
 
   The Ferox from the stones increased their pace. They raced forward in great leaps, and made howling roars as they came. Shortly after, so did the hundred Ferox from the sides, closing gradually to converge with the others. Behind them, the wolves ran in silence.
 
   A light snow began to fall.
 
   The forty Ferox howled and leapt, sweeping onward in fury. They grew close, and Talaos could see the green mist in their eyes.
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