
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   Blood and Wrath
 
    
 
   Talaos picked up the door he’d used as a shield. It was cracked and thick with gore on its underside, but held together by its iron bracings. He stepped in front of his men and hurled it like a discus into the center of the enemy. The officer and those around him went crashing in ruin. Then Talaos howled, and he and his men descended like wolves on the startled, leaderless survivors.
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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,
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   1. Glory and Power
 
    
 
   Lightning and thunder. The clash of weapons and voices shouting war cries. Darkness.
 
   The afterlife?
 
   He opened his eyes. There was a shadow looming over him, with the moon overhead. 
 
   A voice.
 
   "There you are, Talaos!"
 
   Larogwan stood over him, axe and shield in hand.
 
   He stared for a moment, uncomprehendingly. Then he replied.
 
   "How long have I been out?"
 
   The old warrior made a pained effort at a smile in reply, "Oh, a long time... some minutes at least."
 
   Minutes? He snapped to. The clash of weapons was real enough. He could hear battle somewhere below. He was in the pass.  He twisted himself up to sit. Agony wracked through his entire body. Some of his wounds split open again.
 
   "Are you mad?" said Larogwan in reaction, "Stay put! I'm starting to believe the idea of you as some kind of son of the storm, because you must have lighting in your veins. There's not enough blood left to pump."
 
   Talaos laughed, a hoarse gasping laugh, and immediately felt more pain. "In Carai, they used to call me the storm's own son," he said weakly.
 
   "Well that does fit, doesn't it? But now man, wait until we carry you."
 
   "No."
 
   With that, Talaos rolled forward to his knees. Pain filled his body like fire. He raised one knee and planted a foot on the ground. He felt for his swords, then realized with a start they were still gripped in his hands. By force of will, he rose.
 
   "You look like death," added Larogwan, watching him.
 
   "I feel like it too, so at least we're in agreement..." muttered Talaos with a faint smirk.
 
   Then he felt his legs almost give way. He mastered it, stood straight and looked around him. Down the valley below, the enemy was in full retreat.  Footmen mingled with horsemen, some fighting, others fleeing, yet others being run down by their pursuers.
 
   The pursuers looked to be almost the entirety of Adriko's little force. The cavalry were on what was, looking downhill, the right flank. It had been the enemy's left during their assault. In the center were the Aledri spearmen, still in good order. On the left, the Madmen howled and slew. Adriko was with them, stabbing foes from horseback, and the irregulars were behind them. 
 
   Talaos started forward to follow them, but then his legs almost collapsed again.
 
   "They've got it handled. I think you might have done enough for one night," said Larogwan, reaching to help him, then seeming to think better of it.
 
   Talaos paused, sighed, then laughed. It hurt again. "With all that, how did I avoid getting trampled?" he mused to Larogwan.
 
   "Look around you..." answered Larogwan, sounding a bit surprised.
 
   Yes, he thought, the view did seem a little too high for this stretch of the slope. He looked down. They were atop a small hill of corpses, more than six feet high.
 
   "They went around your little mountain, it was easy enough," added Larogwan.
 
   Talaos put his blood-caked hand to his chin in thought. "So what happened?" he asked.
 
   "You threw so much havoc into the cavalry that they stopped advancing to help their friends. At that point, Adriko saw his chance and counterattacked with the spearmen and our cavalry. We Madmen did our part too, and their infantry formation broke amid the mess. They started falling back all out of order. All the cavalry circling around trying to kill you actually got in their way when they wanted to retreat, and... Well you can see the rest."
 
   Talaos stood silently for a while, watching below and feeling his strength slowly recover, though the pain remained intense.
 
   Down below, the enemy had reached the plain, and there they began to gather again.  The remaining cavalry covered the men who'd been on foot, as the latter jumped on horses.  It was impressive, he thought, how organized they stayed even now. They knew how to fight wars in Hunyos. 
 
   As the enemy ceased to rout, Adriko seemed to think better of following them out onto the open plain. Even so, the enemy themselves seemed to be keen to avoid a further fight. Their green-cloaked commander shouted orders, and they formed up, facing Adriko's force.
 
   With the blow of horns, the enemy turned, wheeled fast, and rode away at a gallop. They were in good order, but with fewer than four hundred of their eight still remaining. They left their dead, their wounded, their baggage, and the field of battle as they rode north into the moonlit distance.
 
   While Adriko and the main force watched the plains beyond, the Madmen returned back up the valley. As they approached, Larogwan turned to look at Talaos. The latter thought the old warrior showed a mix of emotions. Sympathy yes, but also something else. He looked unsettled.
 
   "They were angry enough to stab at you for a bit after you fell," Larogwan said, "and though I'm glad you are, it really makes no sense to me at all why you're still alive."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Adriko wasted no time on celebrations of victory, or on anyone's desire for rest. When the enemy was safely gone, he put everyone to work rounding up the numerous stray horses, the baggage train, and then anything of use or value that could be found on the battlefield. Every man able to hold steady on a horse, experienced rider or not, was put on one. Their wounded, those who were too weak to ride, were loaded on the wagons of the supply caravan, and some of the supplies in turn were loaded on the plentiful extra horses.
 
   They gathered their dead, fifty of the original three hundred men, and piled them under an earthen cairn at the top of the hill on the east side of the pass. They worked through the night, and in the dark hours before dawn, set forth with two hundred men mounted, fifty wounded riding carts, and a vastly increased quantity of supplies and gear of war.
 
   The enemy wounded and dead were left to their fate on the field behind.
 
   Talaos and the Madmen had reclaimed their horses during the general sweep. He rode his in endless, weary pain, and in silence. No one around him sought to break that silence for a long while. He'd scavenged a plain gray cloak from the battlefield and wore it over his black rags.
 
   At last, as dawn could be dimly discerned through the still looming black clouds in the east, Kyrax saw fit to grumble. His eyes squinted east under his thick black brows.
 
   "Why in the hells are those clouds still there? Not natural, if you ask me."
 
   "Well... anyone want to ask Kyrax a question he just answered?" jibed Larogwan.
 
   Talaos, however, thought about what Kyrax had said. It was at certainly strange that banks of clouds should linger that long, even out over the sea, without breaking into a storm, dissipating, or at least moving on.
 
   He found himself wishing they would move, this way, with a mighty thunderstorm to wash the brooding darkness from his spirit.
 
   Firio rode up, his thin face looking cheerful.
 
   "Talaos, do you think you might be immortal?"
 
   Talaos laughed, "Immortal?"
 
   "You know, like you don't die. They say the Living Prophet is immortal, so why not other people?"
 
   Low, black, grim chuckles passed among the Madmen as they all rode onward.
 
   With every step of his horse, Talaos's body wracked with pain. "I can't say I feel very immortal right now. Not dying isn't the same as can't die."
 
   Firio smiled.
 
   Talaos, for his part, hoped the Living Prophet could die.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   As the morning wore on, exhaustion did as well, and some of the men began to grumble. Adriko, however, pressed on as fast as the wagons could manage. Around mid-morning, and  half a day or so from Avrosa, they saw a tremendous dust cloud coming their way north from the besieged city.
 
   Groans passed down the line.
 
   Adriko dispatched two scouts to ride hard ahead and have a look. They soon returned.
 
   "Warlord Kurvan, and a relief column!" reported one.
 
   Adriko rode down the line with a hand raised to get everyone's attention, then spoke.
 
   "All right, men," he said with a smile, "Help's here. I think we can slow our pace."
 
   They did so, and after a little while the hillman warlord rode up with a force of about five hundred light cavalry in ordered companies, and a vast swarm of hillmen and mercenary irregulars, a thousand or more, following them and flanking them far out into the country on either side of the road.
 
   As the warlord rode up with his chieftains and officers in tow, Adriko gave him a weary smile, saluted, surveyed the sprawling horde behind, then spoke.
 
   "I didn't think we had that many men to spare..." Then, mustering some presence of mind, he added "...sir."
 
   Kurvan growled at him in what might have been a laugh. If bears laughed. "More of my lads have been making their way to Avrosa through the back country. A fair number of Basivras's surviving rogues heard the good news that we were around. They didn't want to miss out." 
 
   Adriko managed a faint smile, "Even better then.  We're glad you're here. You must have set out almost as soon as you got the news."
 
   “Not too long after," growled Kurvan. "Ha! Some difference we made! Looks like you did all right though. Take a rest for an hour or two. We'll keep an eye out. Then, let's get back."
 
   Adriko nodded, and turned with a brighter smile to give the news to his men.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   They formed up to return to Avrosa, with Kurvan's forces gathered like a protective cloud around Adriko's little army.  Kurvan invited Adriko and Talaos to join him at the head  of the main column, while Lurios was delegated direct command of Adriko's force. After a battle followed by hard labor, with many hours of travel on either side, and no sleep, the others were exhausted. Talaos, still in great pain, felt weary to the core.
 
   They rode on for a while in silence, passing the wooded countryside to the west as it gradually rose again towards the hills near Avrosa. To the east, the farms on the coastal plain remained deserted. The clouds, far out at sea, were slowly continuing to grow darker and pile higher.
 
   Kurvan rode front and center, with Adriko at his right and Talaos to his left. His hill chieftains and a pair of mercenary commanders rode a little distance behind, while the cavalry officers had returned to their units.
 
   "Nice weather, eh?" he growled to his companions.
 
   "I was thinking strange might be the right word," said Adriko lightly. While they'd rested, he'd washed, put on fresh clean bandages and changed into a new clean tunic. With  the change his easy manner had returned.
 
   Kurvan knitted his shaggy brows. "It is. It used to do that sometimes when I was younger. You would've been a boy, Adriko.  East and west winds fighting it out over the sea. Clouds piling up till they'd made a made a monster of a storm. Kind that sinks ships and flattens villages. Haven't seen it in a long time, maybe twenty-five years or more."
 
   The warlord turned to Talaos, who still wore his tattered clothes and scavenged cloak. 
 
   "Probably don't get too many storms that big over in the sunny Republic, eh, Talaos?"
 
   "Not often," replied Talaos."They said there was a storm like that out of the east, the night I was born. I guess it would have been from this part of the sea."
 
   Kurvan gave him a craggy grin. "That fits. I like it."
 
   Then a new thought seemed to cross the warlord's mind. He looked ahead toward Avrosa.
 
   "Figured I'd save you lads the pain of reports and questions till you get back to camp. That said, my lads have been talking to yours." He shook his head and made his growl of a laugh. "They have some stories!  I hope you lads can give them more things like that to talk about. We'll need 'em when it comes time to take, maybe storm, the city." With that, he leaned over in the saddle toward Talaos, eyeing his rags and scars. "And you ought to start wearing armor, lad."
 
   Adriko held the reins in one hand, and put the other to his chin. He turned to Kurvan. "Storming the city, eh? I'd guess they're thinking of taking that risk because of our friends up north coming to crash the party."
 
   "That's right," replied Kurvan. "They show up with twenty thousand, or more, last thing we want is to be stuck outside the walls. Not at a city full of more enemies."
 
   "Besides that, how are things at Avrosa?" asked Adriko.
 
   The wind picked up a bit, with a breeze from the east blowing the grass  in little waves across the plain. Overhead, some gulls flew inland.  Kurvan stretched his massive frame in the saddle, then spoke. "We're still in good order. There's grumbling about the fleet not getting here. People forget it means the enemy fleet is tied up too. Strange stuff going on in Avrosa itself."
 
   Something about the way Kurvan had said that made Talaos think of his journey from Ipesca, and what the refugee leader had said about Avrosa. About things involving the Living Prophet. He turned to Kurvan.
 
   "Strange?" he asked.
 
   "Avrosa might not be getting supplies from up north, but they look to be getting 'em. Foreign merchant ships come in. By their make, it seems a lot are from the Eastlands. A lot more than Avrosa usually gets from those parts anyway."
 
   "Eastlands, from the Living Prophet?" asked Talaos.
 
   "Don't know if they're from him, but definitely eastern. Funny you should mention him. A group came out from Avrosa under truce. We figured they'd be from the council, wanting to talk terms. They weren't. Instead, it was a few men and women on foot. Barefoot in robes."
 
   Talaos nodded, his eyes showing repressed intensity. Adriko looked mildly curious.
 
   "Men all had white caps on their heads. Women had white shawls. Spreading the good word of the Prophet, they said. They asked us to put down arms and live in peace. That got 'em as far as you'd expect. Then they offered to set up some kind of hospital for the soldiers.
 
   "We took a vote on it. I didn't like the way it smelled. Neither did Aro or Pelias. Nissas thought it was good. Dromno and Tescani fell out on his side, which left it for Sanctari to settle. He voted with me, and we sent the Prophet's folk back to Avrosa."
 
   Adriko slouched in his saddle with a lazy smile, "I wouldn't complain if that spirit of peace and nonviolence took hold in Avrosa, at least among their soldiers."
 
   Kurvan growled. Then something more seemed to occur to him. "They've got something new going on in there. That's for sure.  A lot of people singing in groups. They've had a big fire going  for two days now in a square over past the civic buildings. We can't get a clear view of it from outside. A few men say it smells like curing meat."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   As they approached along the coastal plain, the walls of Avrosa looked golden in the fading afternoon light. From the center of the city, in an area of towers and large, colonnaded buildings, Talaos could see the line of smoke trailing up into the sky. It was bigger than that of any chimney.  More like a bonfire.  Around Avrosa, the besieging army had visibly grown. Siege engines were at the ready, and men looked to be at work building scaling ladders.
 
   Outer picket sentries greeted them, and as they approached, soldiers all across the north of the camp took notice. After the grim fight they'd had, it hadn't occurred to Talaos how they would look from outside. Here was Adriko coming back with Drosta dead, a more powerful enemy force defeated, large quantities of spoils, hundreds of extra horses and a full supply caravan.  Their losses wouldn't seem so bad to men who hadn't watched comrades die.
 
   They would look like victorious heroes.
 
   The cheers they started to receive as they passed the outer trench made it clear that it was exactly how they were seen. Soldiers swarmed from all sides to greet them. Officers began working to restore order. Kurvan sent his horde of irregulars out of the way, then put his cavalry to work forming two long files on either side of a clear central path. All around, beyond the cordon of cavalry, soldiers gathered cheering. 
 
   Adriko got his own little group organized with the officers at the front, followed by the Madmen, then the Aledri spearmen, the irregulars and the cavalry, and then the long train of captured spoils. The men were still covered in the dust of the road, with bandaged wounds, and none of them had gotten much sleep in the past two days. But still, the excitement of the moment seemed to put more spirit in them.
 
   He rode along  to a good spot to address the troops, and with a loud clear voice, spoke.
 
   "Men, that is our army around us cheering you. You earned it. Don't be afraid of glory when it's yours, and enjoy it while it lasts. We'll be back on duty soon enough. But don't forget you also earned your share of the spoils, and that's yours to keep."
 
   With that, he rode forward and took his place at the lead of the column.  Talaos was at Adriko's left and Lurios to the right. With Drevan and the cavalry decurions behind, they rode forward, and the men followed.
 
   They rode down the cleared way with cheering soldiers on either side, beating spears or swords against shields in a thunderous noise. At the far end they could see the commanders on horseback, facing them in a line. Kurvan had somehow managed to get through the crowd to join them. When they approached to within about ten yards, Sanctari raised his right hand in a gesture that meant they should stop. They did so, and then in a long rolling wave down the lines, the watching soldiers went quiet.
 
   Talaos, his scarred, bandaged body still aching with pain, had no idea what to expect next, but he hoped it wasn't a long speech.
 
   Sanctari rode forward a few yards.  He raised his forearm across his chest in salute.
 
   "Hail the victors! Hail your brothers in arms! Hail!" the general called out.
 
   "Hail!" came the cries of thousands of voices all around, as soldiers raised salutes.
 
   Adriko returned the salute, and Talaos followed with the other officers.
 
   There was a pause, a moment of quiet, as thousands of soldiers stood in silent honor of their brothers in arms. Brothers in arms, thought Talaos with intensity, including him. He absorbed the meaning, and the power of this moment. 
 
   He resolved to learn from it, and what it opened before him.
 
   Sanctari raised his hand again, this time in greeting.
 
   "Welcome," he said, smiling.
 
   With that, the mood relaxed. Some soldiers cheered anew, others began to talk among themselves, and others still returned to their tasks elsewhere in the camp.
 
   Exhaustion returned to the faces of Adriko's weary men.
 
   Talaos turned to Adriko, "So, is that it?"
 
   Adriko gestured to their men behind them. "It is, for them. In just a moment, I'll be giving them leave to go. Tomorrow we'll all divide our share of the spoils."
 
   Talaos noticed the use of the term 'for them' and waited for what Adriko had next.
 
   The captain cracked a wry smile, "Don't worry. We'll have reports to give, but this should be good. And when it is done, then, we officers can finally sleep. Well, in your case assuming you still actually sleep at all..."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The doors of the high command tent were open. Guards and a pair of lit torches flanked the entrance.  In the western sky, the last ragged red of sunset was fading to starlit black, while a deeper black loomed in the east.
 
   Inside, by the light of lanterns, Talaos stood speaking. He was to the left of Drevan, Lurios, and Adriko, and facing the assembled senior commanders. He was reaching the end of his report of the events of the battles. The others had already spoken, giving more formal reports, and his largely consisted of answering questions and filling in details.
 
   When he finished, there was a long silence as the commanders studied him in appraisal.
 
   Talaos, in turn, appraised them.
 
   Sanctari, general of the powerful coastal city of Teroia.
 
   Kurvan, warlord of the western hills
 
   Pelias, general of the city of Megasi, a tall strong man with aquiline features and short black hair graying at the temples. He wore a breastplate so richly decorated with engraved gilt work as to look mostly golden, and a purple and black cloak.
 
   Aro, a general representing the inland towns of the League of Mesion Hill.  He was a lean, active man with gray-streaked light brown hair, in a lacquered breastplate of red and black. His red cloak had a decorated gold border.
 
   These men had opposed the offer of the emissaries of the Prophet.
 
   Then there were the others.
 
   Nissas, General of Aledri, and the original source of the mission that had brought Talaos this moment.
 
   Dromno, general representing the several towns of the League of Padra. A sturdy, gray-haired man in well made but plain segmented armor, and a black and white geometric cloak. 
 
   Tescani, a mercenary warlord with several towns and a wide stretch of countryside under his apparently ruthless, efficient rule. He wore full, body-covering armor, like a heavy cavalryman, but better fitted and with fewer gaps than any armor Talaos had ever seen, as well as numerous weapons on various belts and straps. 
 
   Those men had supported the offer of the emissaries of the Prophet.
 
   But why had each made the choice they did?
 
   However, the silence was interrupted as Sanctari turned, first one way, and then the other, to his fellow commanders. They nodded or made other gestures of agreement. He raised his hand.
 
   "Gentlemen, the approach of an enemy army of such size means that certain decisions should be made now."
 
   Sanctari paused, then spoke again.
 
   "Adriko, step forward."
 
   Adriko did so.
 
   "Congratulations, you are now Tribune Adriko. All the irregular mercenary companies raised under joint allied command for this campaign, including your old one, will now report to you. While you were gone, the total has increased to five. As you know, they were not previously under a single commander, so this role will be yours to create."
 
   Adriko saluted. It was returned, and he went back to his seat with a tense, thoughtful edge under his languid manner.
 
   "Lurios, step forward."
 
   The trim, elegant-mannered young man did so. His head was still bandaged, but he'd found the time to polish his armor, and he'd put on a new tunic in the uniform blue of Aledri.
 
   "Congratulations, Tribune Lurio of Aledri. You will now command four companies of spearmen in replacement of Tribune Arax, who is being sent to Aledri to raise reinforcements."
 
   Salutes were exchanged, and Lurios returned to his seat, looking solemnly proud.
 
   "Drevan, step forward."
 
   Energetic as always, the short, muscular, cavalry officer almost bounced his way to the commanders. He'd put on a new tunic in the black and purple of his city of Megasi.
 
   "Congratulations, Captain Drevan of Megasi. You will be put on flexible command duties over detachments of allied cavalry for the duration of the campaign. However, your new rank in the army of Megasi has been confirmed as permanent by General Pelias."
 
   Upon completing the salutes, Drevan loped happily back to his seat.
 
   The commanders now took on a more tense air. Sanctari looked solemn.
 
   "Talaos, step forward."
 
   He did so.
 
   "Congratulations, Captain Talaos. Because of what we are going to discuss, you will have a choice. You may take command of Adriko's former company, the Second Irregulars. Or you may accept a task that relies on what you, you specifically, can do."
 
   Talaos listened with intense interest as Sanctari spoke.
 
   "To support you, you would be allowed to supplement your Madmen with a company composed entirely of volunteers. As you know, we may have to finish this siege as quickly as possible. That means we may have to take the city by storm, and risk immense losses doing so." 
 
   Adriko looked as if he suddenly felt ill.
 
   The commanders, to varying degrees, looked as if Sanctari were about to pronounce a death sentence, but Talaos saw only the possibilities opening before him.
 
   Sanctari continued.
 
   "Leading the first wave over the walls is dangerous, and often a suicide mission. But you, Talaos, might be able to do it. If you could force a way in, and get the great gates open, we could pour into the city faster than they could organize properly to defend it."
 
   Talaos listened, and considered.
 
   He knew he would do this the right way, on his terms, or not at all. He replied coolly. "My acceptance would depend on certain things that will be necessary for success. The first is full control over who I accept as volunteers. The second is freedom to operate independently. The third is access to resources to properly prepare and equip my men. The fourth is enough authority, with the rank of tribune, to enforce my orders during the assault."
 
   Most of the commanders looked surprised. Kurvan growled and grinned. Tescani gave a sudden look of hard appraisal. Sanctari, however, seemed simply thoughtful.
 
   "Talaos, please step outside for a moment while we discuss," replied Sanctari. "The rest of you gentlemen are dismissed."
 
   The others saluted and left. Talaos followed them. When he stepped outside, the guards stationed at the entrance closed the tent flaps.
 
   The others hadn't gone far. Lurios and Drevan stared at him in silent surprise, but Adriko had a hint of worry under his bemused smile.
 
   "Talaos, you do realize that you were, quite recently, a new recruit?"
 
   "It seems vaguely familiar," replied Talaos with a mocking smile.
 
   "And are you aware," Adriko went on, "that tribune might be a broad sort of rank, but it still refers to someone who can or does command multiple companies? Usually, a tribune answers only to the general of a city or league."
 
   "That is the point," answered Talaos lightly.
 
   "Also," said Adriko, "it seems to have escaped your attention, and that of the commanders, but you are severely wounded. You have a lot of them, however unnaturally far along in healing they might be."
 
   "The healing is natural to me."
 
   Adriko made a resigned shrug.
 
   "And, if I may provide a gentle reminder," continued Adriko, ceasing to smile, "I know what you are capable of. It amazes me, but Sanctari did point out that being first to storm the walls is a suicide mission."
 
   "Often, not is," corrected Talaos, still smiling. Then the smile faded, and he added, "This is what I am made to do, and exactly where I want to be."
 
   For a moment, Adriko looked appalled. Then his mobile face changed to resignation, and finally an inquisitive smile like that of a curious cat. "All right then. This should be interesting," he said.
 
   At a word from inside the tent, the guards reopened the door flaps.
 
   Talaos strode in, comfortable with all outcomes, but confident in one.
 
   Sanctari watched him with a reflective expression, and intent eyes.
 
   "Talaos, we agree. You will have what you asked, if you accept."
 
   "Then I accept."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   2. Gathering
 
    
 
   "I still can't believe they made you a tribune! Now even the commanders have cracked," snorted Kyrax.
 
   Talaos laughed and looked around the table at his fellow Madmen. He'd rolled up the sides of their new command tent to let in the mid-morning air, and could see the piled canvas of the other tents that would soon go up to make their own section of the camp.
 
   Before them was a big platter of good food now half finished, and some watered wine.
 
   Vulkas was grinning in between huge bites of breakfast.
 
   "Nice armor," the giant said to Talaos, with an edge that would have pleased Adriko.
 
   "Nice that you have armor, I'd say, Talaos," added Larogwan. "Though I must admit, Vulkas, you're looking a bit shinier too."
 
   It was true, thought Talaos, between his apparent new fame in the camp, Adriko's surprisingly large network of strings to pull, a rich haul of spoils, and his new rank, he'd managed to requisition, buy, swap, or scavenge enough to equip everyone far better than they'd been two days before. 
 
   "You look the part of a victorious commander, and that should help with recruitment," said Epos, voice bass as a war drum in the first words he'd spoken all morning.
 
   That too was true, Talaos admitted.
 
   He had new black tunic, pants, and boots, and a black cloak bordered with a bit of silver scrollwork. His armor was a light, flexible, segmented breastplate, black steel trimmed in silver, and some sturdy plain steel greaves and vambraces. He wore his swords on a plain black belt and baldric, which, alas, meant his old collection of knives no longer had convenient places to call home.
 
   Most appropriately, and most improbably, someone had turned up an open faced black steel helmet with a metal crest. It had a design of bright silver lightning bolts radiating out along the raised brim from a point at the center of his brow, a bit like a third eye. 
 
   "I don't think we'll have much time to spare. We'll all be working together on recruitment, men," Talaos said to them all.
 
   "Even me?" gulped Firio, who now had a sturdy new leather shirt, free of blood stains.
 
   "Just tell them some of what you did on the battlefield, and they'll listen," replied Talaos.
 
   "The men around camp are already telling many such tales," added Halmir, "though this army lacks proper skalds to sing them."
 
   "Those are our stories you're talking about, lad!" laughed Larogwan. "Recent ones. And it seems a bit premature to be making songs about them."
 
   "Why so?" replied Halmir."They are true deeds, and great. We should want songs of them sung, while we still live."
 
   Imvan, who'd already been quiet, almost shrank into his chair at Halmir's words.
 
   Larogwan noticed, and turned his way. "Don't worry lad, we're not dead yet."
 
   The hillman looked up. "It isn't that. I am just not... comfortable with our fame."
 
   Talaos, contentedly finishing a bite of food, looked over to the young hillman, and answered, "We didn't choose our new fame, Imvan, but we have it, like it or not. Our task is to accept it, but remain who we are."
 
   That answer seemed to please Imvan, and he sat back up to drink a little of the thin wine.
 
   "This time, you did not sound like Adriko," added Larogwan.
 
   "That's right!" boomed Vulkas with a grin, and pounding a fist on the table to Firio's visible shock. "He sounds like Talaos."
 
   "That's fucking Tribune Talaos, to you soldier!" snapped Kyrax.
 
   There was an awkward pause.
 
   "Wait, Kyrax, was that a joke?" asked Talaos.
 
   Laughs passed around the table.
 
   "Well, yes..." replied Kyrax, sounding what, for him, passed for sheepish.
 
   "Now that really is a change," beamed Larogwan.
 
   Halmir, who'd been looking out at the towering black clouds in the east, put a hand to his braided golden-red beard, and spoke in a reflective, almost distant voice, "Change is coming for all of us, soon."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   As it turned out, thought Talaos, recruitment was not that difficult. They'd spent the later morning walking around camp spreading the news, then set up their table in a highly visible spot at the edge of their new section of it. Both potential volunteers and the merely curious had come by in large numbers, as gaps in their duties allowed.
 
   In an army that had swelled to nearly fourteen thousand, there turned out to be five hundred or so reckless or crazy enough to volunteer for a suicide mission. Then again, Talaos mused, the excited talk of many of those men showed that, at least today, they didn't think it was such a suicide mission if he was leading it.
 
   However, he wanted the ones who did still see it as something as likely to lead to death as victory, but were willing to try anyway.
 
   As men volunteered, he quickly sized them up and put their names and descriptions on either a shorter list, or a longer one.  At dusk they closed up shop, and Talaos set to work in the command tent with input from the Madmen, Adriko, and such other officers as he could coax into visiting. For what they had to accomplish, a small body of the toughest men would do more good than a bigger, less deadly, harder to coordinate horde. And he needed men that, if it came to it, could operate nearly as independently of him as he would of the main army.
 
   He worked late into the night, but at last he thought he had it. Out of the five hundred volunteers, he would accept a hundred. All were experienced soldiers who'd seen close combat.  They would be organized into ten squads, each with a decurion. He would command the Madmen personally, with Larogwan as decurion if he was absent.
 
   Now would come the harder task, and one that conversations with Adriko had made very clear he wouldn't have enough time to do properly.  One in fact, he reflected, he hadn't learned properly how to do. He had to get his new men to work together as a company, as a coherent fighting force. And if the enemy did come, it would be soon, which meant ready or not, they'd be put into action together even sooner.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "How did you do it?" Talaos asked Lurios, as they stood outside the Aledri section of the camp.
 
   The other replied with his elegant manner and polished voice. "Meaning, train my men?"
 
   "More than that, how did you turn them into the kind of unit that would stand fast against an eagle of fire roaring at them out the sky."
 
   Lurios considered for a moment, then answered. "To begin with, I did much as you have done. When I first received my captaincy three years ago, I wanted the best. I used every bit of influence I had to recruit only the best. And, I was willing to spend my own money, in my case from estates, to equip them well."
 
   "That by itself wouldn't do it," observed Talaos.
 
   "No," considered Lurios."I have tried to be firm, even harsh, but consistent with discipline. I train with them almost every day. That parade ground work that officers of irregulars find so amusing is what teaches men to fight in formation, as one, and to stand as one. I took them with me on long marches, in the worst weather I could, and I went on foot. But you, Talaos, don't have that much time, and your men are themselves irregulars."
 
   "Then what do you suggest?"
 
   Lurios reflected for some time, he looked down as he thought, noticed a smudge on his breastplate, polished it with a scrap of cloth from a pouch at his belt, and then replied, "You could try sparring, something like the initiation matches, but in groups.  Get them to work together trying to beat each other up. There might be some scratches and bruises, but they'll have earned them as a team, and you'll get a better sense of what they can do."
 
   "I think that's a good start," answered Talaos, "and we'll see what else there's time for."
 
   "If the enemy gives us time," Lurios replied, as he looked at the massing clouds over the sea.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "They won't be ready in time," bluntly replied Theron, chief siege engineer for the army. He was a short, stocky, gruff man with graying hair, wearing a plain brown tunic. Around him were tools of varying kinds, a table holding drawings and lists of supplies, and open-faced tents full of men working.
 
   "The catapults and ballistae were," said Talaos.
 
   "They are easier, and they were partly pre-constructed," answered Theron."Artillery are useful for other things, but siege towers are only for those rare times when you're assaulting a walled city on flat ground. You can't transport 'em. They get custom built almost every time."
 
    "If we have to assault this one, I'll still need to get on top of that gate fortress."
 
   "We've got lots of ladders," said Theron sarcastically, in a manner that suggested Talaos had a lot to learn.
 
   "Which are too short," replied Talaos lightly, ignoring the sarcasm. "So, come up with something."
 
   Theron scowled, scratched his stubble-coated chin for a while, then said, "Well... how afraid are you of something risky?"
 
   Talaos laughed.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "They're a hard looking lot," said Larogwan, as they reviewed the volunteers.
 
   "They don't have a soft job," replied Talaos, as the volunteers formed up for sparring.
 
   Larogwan was certainly right, thought Talaos, the traits he'd selected for made for a group of grim-looking killers. The volunteers were bigger, stronger men than the average of troops in the army, yet moved with more agility. They tended to be a bit older, and a good deal more scarred than most. Except for being older, they were much like their leader.
 
   "All right men," began Talaos, speaking to them in his clear, deep voice, "you've all done initiation sparring at some point. This is going to be a bit like that, but each decurion's squad will fight as a team. That field there will serve in place of the usual ring."
 
   A little distance to his right was a rectangular field marked with the same shallow outer trench as a sparring ring.  The volunteers eyed it with interest.
 
   Talaos continued, "The rules are the same, you're out if you get a tap or leave the field by any means. I'll have men standing by on the sides to watch for cheating, but I'm expecting you to put some heart into it."
 
   Black grins passed among the volunteers. Soldiers in each squad gave those in the others coldly appraising looks.
 
   "All right, First and Sixth squads, form up and face each other. Fight to the finish."
 
   They needed no further encouragement. Once the signal was given, they tore into each other like wolves.
 
   Halmir, nearby, watched them with grim approval. He turned to Talaos solemnly."This is good. They follow your spirit."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   "Welcome, Tribune, and thank you for coming," said General Sanctari, with a kind of warm formality.
 
   Talaos nodded and stepped from the looming night into the glow of the commander's lamp lit tent. He took a brief look around. It was simply furnished, for a man of such rank, with well made and well used chests, a folding wooden table with four chairs and a narrow cot. There was a big, battered old rug for a floor. An item of unusual note, however, was an open cabinet with several shelves, all piled with books in sturdy, metal fitted covers.
 
   "You may feel free to sit," said Sanctari, gesturing to the chairs around the little table. He himself took one, as one of his bodyguards poured them both some wine, then left.
 
   Talaos took another of the chairs.
 
   Sanctari took a sip of wine, paused with a small shrug, then spoke.
 
   "Talaos, do you understand the danger and difficulty you've put yourself in?"
 
   "I'll be ready for the assault," replied Talaos, firmly.
 
   "That is actually what concerns me less," answered the old general. "I have more confidence in your ability to survive a battle than anyone in this army. You know why. You should have died, there at the pass."
 
   "People keep telling me that," said Talaos, sipping his wine.
 
   "They're right, Talaos. And, you shouldn't have been able to move, let alone ride, with the wounds you had, and those wounds shouldn't be anything close to healed now. Yet they have, and here you are."
 
   Talaos listened intently and with interest. He had a sense that something was coming, something he hadn't expected from the old general.
 
   "I needn't repeat the stories of your deeds in battle," continued Sanctari, "What is clear is that you are extraordinary. Someone born with powerful gifts and innate magic."
 
   "What do you know of others like me?" asked Talaos.
 
   Sanctari leaned back in his chair, hand on his chin. "I doubt there is anyone else in the world with exactly the set of gifts you appear to have, and it is unlikely there are very many with gifts so numerous and powerful. As I imagine you know, there are certainly a great many others in the world with at least something, of varying degree and kind."
 
   Talaos eyed the books on the shelves, then asked, "Where do such gifts come from?"
 
   "They don't all derive from the same source. Powerful magi seem to sometimes impart gifts or oddities to their children, though with no control over what those might be. Families descended from heroes of old are more likely to have children with gifts.
 
   "Significant concentrations of magic, or events involving it, can on occasion have the same effect. Others might be tied to the history of a place, or the influence of the spirits. I think many have no obvious source, but are simply manifestations, however rare, of the variety of human nature."
 
   Talaos drank more of his wine, and took in what he'd heard. Then he spoke. "I was told I was born on a ship in a storm at sea, a ship that soon wrecked, and only I survived. I was apparently unharmed."
 
   The general pondered that for a moment, sipped his own wine, then replied, "I've heard the old story from the north, of those born amid storms having gifts related to them, but that story comes in many versions, some contradictory to one another. By itself, I don't think such an origin would account for everything you can do."
 
   With a sudden impulse, Talaos asked, "Are you a magus?"
 
   The commander made a quiet laugh, "No, merely a scholar. The path of a magus is too demanding of time and risk to leave much room for a life of campaigning in the field, and I am at heart a man of war."
 
   Then Sanctari leaned forward. "As are you Talaos. Regardless of the source of your gifts, they align with war. And I think, war, in whatever form, is part of you."
 
   "Yes, but for me war is an aspect of something else," replied Talaos.
 
   "I am certain of that. Change, perhaps. In fact, our looming storm to the east reminds me of you, so perhaps there is something to the northern tales."
 
   "Now, however," added Sanctari, "in regard to war, you have won spoils in addition to those you have divided with your comrades. Personal spoils under the old laws."
 
   With that, Sanctari rose and walked to a chest. He pulled out the glyph sword that had been the leopard's, and the silver headband and long wand that had belonged to the magus. He returned, and put them on the floor before Talaos, then sat at his chair.
 
   "These are now yours," said Sanctari.
 
   Talaos stared at them, unsure what to say.
 
   "This circlet and this wand, or rather items of this kind, are called the Crown and the Scepter of the World by magi of a certain school found here and in the other lands that were part of the old Empire. Only a magus of sufficient knowledge and experience has the right to wear them. The names signify a claim of mastery over the elements, and of creation and destruction. These belonged to a man named Aradion, who was an unusual magus, in that he served in wars. But then, he was a dedicated patriot to his city of Kyras."
 
   "Aren't you worried what I might do with them?" asked Talaos, though he had no intention of doing anything with them.
 
   "No. Though potent items when wielded by the magus to whom they are bound, they have no magic of their own that can be used, or misused, by another."
 
   Talaos picked up the glyph sword. The blade still looked keen, but the glyphs themselves were disfigured, as if melted.
 
   "What was the name of the man who owned this?" asked Talaos.
 
   "Akallas. He was the champion of Kyras, and a man of gifts himself. He was Aradion's son."
 
   Talaos thought of the meaning of that, staring at the sword.
 
   Then he considered the sword itself.
 
   "What happened to it, to the glyphs?" he asked.
 
   "It was a weapon aligned with fire, and it burned away the life from those it struck. I do not think use in battle should have done this to it. Perhaps when you slew General Vissos with your throw, and it made that burst of fire visible from the pass, your own power infused it beyond what it was meant to do, and thereby destroyed it."
 
   Talaos considered the implications of that. He had done exactly that, with intention, but without understanding what it meant.  That brought something else to mind. "How is something like this made?"
 
   At that, Sanctari nodded with a kind of world-wise smile, then he replied. "Ah, a weapon of power, of magic. A mighty advantage for any warrior," said Sanctari, "and one you would, no doubt, like to add to your already considerable advantages."
 
   The general took a sip of wine, and went on.
 
   "The physical parts of them are made as any other weapon, by a smith with sufficient skill. However, the reason there are so few in the world is that the magic must come from someone who can wield magic, and that person must forever put a part of themselves, a bit of their life and power, into the object. It is a great sacrifice for a magus to give someone a thing like this."
 
   Like the sacrifice of a father for his son, reflected Talaos.
 
   "Now, Talaos," said Sanctari, finishing his wine, "we must return to the real danger you face."
 
   Talaos put the sword back on the floor at his feet, and listened as Sanctari spoke.
 
   "You are famous in this army now. The stories of what you did, against Drosta, and against the enemy force under Vissos, are being told and retold in the camp. You must have some sense of this already, and I suspect you guessed it when you made your demands.
 
   "Despite the seeming unity and orderliness of this army, Talaos, this is Hunyos, not the Republic. Here, both are fragile and changeable. That presents both risks and opportunities. You would never, no matter how dangerous a warrior, be promoted so quickly in your country's army. Here, under the right circumstances, a man can rise as far and fast as his abilities might take him, and fall just as quickly if he fails.
 
    "In Hunyos, this may be the largest war in our lifetimes, but we've had forty years of it in one way or another. Even when we were under the boot of Dirion, things were far from quiet. Local loyalty is far stronger than that to a league or alliance. And ambition, or fear of an upstart rival, greater than any of them."
 
   "Why are you telling me all this?" asked Talaos, now finishing his own wine.
 
   Outside, the wind was picking up.
 
   "Because of the speed with which you are rising, and the awe in which you are held by the men. Others, I have no idea yet who, will come to see you precisely as an upstart rival. You may be popular in the ranks at the moment, but you have no real power base of your own.
 
   "We are in a war I intend to win. I like you, but much more, I need you alive as the powerful weapon you are. Your gifts make you very deadly in battle, and very difficult to kill. But could they protect you from a sudden dagger through the heart? Or poison? Or sufficient men and chains to drag you down while they brought the headsman's axe to your neck?"
 
   "Then it's my task," smiled Talaos, "to build a base of power."
 
   Sanctari smiled, and the world-wise look returned. "That is the right view, though it may only multiply your enemies. I'll help you as I can, for many reasons. Now however, I'm afraid our time to talk is running short."
 
   Deep in his heart, Talaos had only one enemy. All other threats, he thought, were only true enemies in relation to that. However, Sanctari had given him a great deal, and deserved respect and thanks for it. He gathered his captured sword, crown, and scepter, then replied.
 
   "Thank you, this meant a lot to me. I will make use of your advice. Do you think we could speak again about magic, and the wider world?"
 
   Sanctari gave it a thought, "When the siege is done, and the enemy dealt with, there might be some time, and that would be a worthy use of it. Have a good evening, Talaos."
 
   With that, the old general gripped his forearm in the military handshake, and then Talaos departed. The wind was strong outside, and now colder, with moisture in the air. He took a look at the night sky and could see the clouds were starting to move west.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The rider came in fast, under the blackening sky. The predawn stars were winking out one by one as the slow-moving masses of clouds blocked them from sight. The wind was rising from the east. Talaos, awake, outside, and pacing with restless energy, watched the scene unfold by torchlight. The rider greeted the outer sentries and came in at a gallop with two of them in tow. They went straight for the main command tent, where one or other of the senior commanders would be on duty.
 
   Looks like we're out of time, thought Talaos.
 
   With that, he went to his tent to throw on his armor and gear. Then he would get the men up and ready... and wait for the messenger to arrive from command.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   3. Storm
 
    
 
   The command tent was packed. Lamps lit the place in the twilight of early dawn under storm clouds. The tables had been moved from the center and placed  in a long single line at one end. Behind that line sat the senior commanders, with Sanctari at the center. Facing the line were rows of chairs for the field officers. Tribunes and the more powerful hill chieftains sat in the front two rows, with captains and the lesser chieftains behind.
 
   Talaos sat in the front row, and near the center, for he had a special task.
 
   The walls of the tent shook in the howling wind.
 
   Sanctari was speaking, and wasting no time, for they had little. "Scouts have confirmed that the enemy main army has renewed its march toward Avrosa, and now numbers more than thirty thousand."
 
   There were subdued whispers or groans around the room.
 
   Sanctari raised his hand, and all quieted. He continued, "There is a second item of news. The enemy force has grown because they can spare more men. The army of the League of Lazla, and our other allies in the farther north, lost decisively at Drenic.
 
   "Given the enemy's two to one advantage in numbers, we would be unwise to risk a pitched battle on open ground, even if we had Avrosa subdued at our backs. As you know, the terrain here does not allow us to safely withdraw. However, the enemy's advantage will not be overwhelming if we are in a defensible position. With fourteen thousand men inside the city and the walls reasonably intact, we could hold out indefinitely. We could wear them down, or outflank them by sea.
 
   "Provided of course, we have support from the fleet.  We may see squadrons from Drenic, Kossos, and elsewhere in the north begin to peel away to support their home cities.  We will have to hope they break through and reach us soon.  Whether they do or not, we must make good use of time."
 
   The old general stood up, with a hand at the bronze plates of his belt, and another on the hilt of his sword.
 
   "Men, the enemy will soon be upon us. We are outmatched in open battle. We cannot avoid them by land. Our best chance for better options is to be inside Avrosa. To do that in time, we must storm the city, and we must begin today. Prepare yourselves."
 
   The assembled commanders rose, saluted, and set to work.
 
   Everyone there, including Talaos, knew their part. They had prepared, they had made their plans, and now they would begin. He thrilled at the possibilities unfolding before him, including those related to his own, very personal plans. It would be a good day.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The bombardment had begun. Catapults and ballistae fired at targets on the walls, with particular concentration on the fortress at the main gate. Each of the four towers there had a large ballista, and the roof of the keep in between was packed with at least two hundred archers and heavy footmen.
 
   The lower towers along the walls each mounted a catapult or ballista. These were firing at the artillery of the besiegers and the mantlets and screening troops around them. The wind was making artillery fire difficult, particularly for the ballistae.
 
   Behind the siege engines, the allied army was forming up.  Ordered companies of footmen and archers stood facing the walls. Interspersed with them, about a quarter of the waiting forces, were mercenary irregulars or milling bands of hillmen. Orderly or not, every unit had a squad of men with long scaling ladders. 
 
   At the center, facing the main gate, was a large body of hillmen under Warlord Kurvan. Behind him were Generals Sanctari, Nissas, and Pelias, with companies of heavy spearmen and swordsmen from Teroia, Aledri, and Megasi. In front of even Kurvan, however, were Talaos and his company of volunteers.
 
   Talaos himself, in his new armor, was watching a strange machine rolling up the corridor between Kurvan's forces and the next body of troops to the left. It looked to have been built on the huge, multi-wheeled base of a siege tower. However, instead of a tower, it had a single forward facing wooden wall, a giant mantlet plated in iron sheets and about fifteen feet high.
 
   Mounted behind the mantlet was something stranger, a colossal siege ladder more than fifty feet high, as tall as the battlements of the keep at the great gate, and twice the height of the walls or the ordinary siege ladders. At the base of the ladder was a mechanical device that had clearly been improvised from a catapult. Talaos guessed it adjusted the angle of the ladder.
 
   Underneath the base platform and between the giant wheels was a space with rows of attached crossbeams and handles, and behind it were long beams with more handles.  However, for the time being, the entirety was being pulled along by mule teams hitched to the front.
 
   Standing around Talaos were the Madmen, and it was not long before they noticed the object of his interest.
 
   "What in the goatsucking hells is that?" asked Kyrax, black brows pressed together.
 
   "It looks like our scaling ladder," answered Talaos, lightly.
 
   "Or a fine place to collect arrows," added Larogwan.
 
   As the machine rolled closer, they could see that the top of the ladder had huge iron hooks raised high, a bit like the fangs of some beast ready to strike, and attached by long chains on a system of pulleys to the device at the base.
 
   Theron was walking alongside the thing, with a crew of his engineers at his side, and a black smile on his face. After a short while, the machine was in its place in front of Talaos's men. The mule teams were unhitched and led away. Theron and his gallows grin reached Talaos.
 
   "Like it?" he growled.
 
   "Does that catapult at the bottom snap it into place, with those iron fangs gripping the wall?" replied Talaos.
 
   "That's right, locked on with a jolt fast as a catapult, and a thousand times harder to tip over than a scaling ladder. Just as exposed though. A bunch of troops from the irregulars will be pushing it along."
 
   "Will you be operating the mechanism from onboard?"
 
   "Yep. My engineers and I."
 
   "Then I like it."
 
   "We'll be behind the mantlet," added Theron, as if looking for a reaction.
 
   He got none.
 
   Talaos looked around at his seven companions, eyeing them each in turn. Kyrax looked as if he wanted to say something. Vulkas had a huge grin on his face. Firio boggled. The others were mostly tense, with minds perhaps on the battle ahead. 
 
   Talaos laughed, then spoke, "Today we'll show them why we're called the Madmen."
 
   "The Madmen, and The Storms Own Son!" roared Vulkas as the others broke into laughs.
 
   His company of volunteers were watching the scene with interest. He shouted to them cheerfully in his clear deep voice, "Sometimes men, the first day on the job is a little rough!"
 
    He'd handpicked them for being rough men, and the reply was a chorus of harsh laughs and a gallery of grim looks. Just as he'd hoped.
 
   Up on the walls and towers of Avrosa, the defenders seemed to have noticed the strange device before them, for catapult shots began to land in the general area ahead. They were short and wide of the mark, but the intention was clear.
 
   The wind was now blowing with enough force that the ballistae on either side were no longer effective at the ranges they were firing. Bolts went wide, sometimes turning and then tumbling end over end, off uselessly to the side.
 
   Closer to the front, Talaos heard Warlord Tescani roaring to the ballista crews to hold fire, and the catapult crews nearby to reposition to target the keep in advance of Talaos. Further away were Generals Dromno on the left, and Aro on the right. They were directing the troops, in their thousands, waiting with drawn weapons and ready scaling ladders.
 
   A messenger arrived, riding hard. He shouted to Talaos, "Orders from command! Begin the assault!" He then rode immediately to his next task.
 
   The wind roared.
 
   The first drop of rain fell.
 
   The first bolt of lightning struck in the sky overhead.
 
   Talaos felt the thrill of it run through him.
 
   Joyously, he felt the life, danger, and power of it.
 
   In a voice so loud, deep, and clear, it rose above the thunder, he shouted to his men.
 
   "Now men! I will climb to the top, and ride this beast to the enemy!  When it has its fangs in that keep, I'll clear the way. Follow me and rip their throats out!"
 
   Talaos's men, Madmen and the new volunteers roared with weapons in the air or clashing against shields. The ordinary irregulars assigned to push the machine looked on with wary expressions, but they set to work.
 
   As the gigantic ladder rolled forward, locked back and nearly vertical, Talaos climbed to the top. Up here, he felt the wind even more keenly, cold and pitiless, wild and free. Light rain, growing slowly heavier, splashed around him. Thunder boomed and lighting strikes raked the sky. He looked around him, and for a moment took in the panorama of the battlefield. 
 
   Fourteen thousand men were either working siege weapons, marching forward toward death, or working with straining backs in support of those who were. Spears in ranks and files, like fields of some deadly crop, and tall scaling ladders like hedge rows. Bands of hillmen howled war cries as they swarmed forward.
 
   On the left and right soldiers advanced. They reached the line of siege engines and mantlets, and pushed the latter forward.  From the allied catapults went a volley of well coordinated stones the size of barrels. Some went crashing into the ground, others against the formidable walls of the keep. One smashed into the top of the left front tower, destroying the ballista and wreaking slaughter on the men around it. Another swept into the crowded men atop the keep, leaving a wake of blood and mangled bodies, and rolled onward over the back parapet.
 
   From the walls, catapults fired at the advancing men. One crashed into a mantlet, shattering it and sending splintered wood flying backward into the bodies of the men behind. Another went rolling along like a gigantic child's ball as hillmen dodged aside. Some weren't fast enough, and their corpses smeared the trampled grass.
 
   Stones fired toward Talaos, and the mighty mechanical beast he rode. One flew past his head, no more than five feet away, and continued far behind to smite ruin among Kurvan's men. Even over the wind, Talaos heard Kurvan's roaring, growling curses.
 
   The great machine rolled forward. The walls were getting closer.
 
   Below and all around, men marched forward into the east wind and the flying stones. 
 
   Joy and fury rose within his spirit at the sight.
 
   With them rose power.
 
   The lightning was striking more frequently now. All around him, lighting up the sky and illuminating the carnage below. His spirit rose and the wind howled. Talaos howled to it in greeting. His voice echoed, roaring with the gale.
 
   Talaos braced himself atop the next to topmost rung of the ladder. He drew his swords and raised them to the sky. He could feel it now; the power within him making itself manifest. Electricity coursed through his body, crackled on his skin, ran through his blades. He could see it, arcing blue-white along the steel. He heard shouts of surprise, faint in the wind, down below.
 
   He laughed like the thunder, as loud and as deep.
 
   He felt the light in his eyes, the power in him and around him. It radiated in crackling blue-white lines from his hands and his brow.
 
   He reveled in the storm.
 
   He called to the lightning, and it obeyed.
 
   There was a brilliant blue-white flash, and the boom of thunder.
 
   The strike touched the long sword in his outstretched right hand.
 
   Across the battlefield, not so far now, on the walls of the keep and the towers around, men in armor and dark gray tunics waited. Some carried large round shields, painted dark gray with white clouds and thunderbolts. All looked at him wide eyed with fear.
 
   Thunder in the sky, thunder on the enemy shields, and merciless thunder in his spirit.
 
   Death and battle were all around him.
 
   Death awaited those before him.
 
   It was close now.
 
   Every moment seemed slower than the last.
 
   Men, wind and rain all seemed to slow down. Everything but him. Or perhaps he sped up.
 
   The ballista on the right front tower fired a bolt. It moved slowly, ridiculously, his way. He watched it hurtle toward the center of his chest. Easily he turned aside, and with his down swept blade, cut it in half as it passed.
 
   Eons seemed to follow as the sluggish men ahead watched him with gaping mouths and weapons held unsteadily in feeble hands. The rain dropped slowly around them.
 
   It was taking too long.
 
   He climbed to the top rung of the ladder, balancing on the wind, swords high and arcing bright with his power.
 
   They weren't far away now. Not far at all. No farther than a javelin could fly.
 
   He leapt.
 
   Across the sheltering sky he leapt at them, and laughed as he flew.
 
   Weak and slow, they hesitated and stepped back.
 
   Delaying their deaths only by moments.
 
   He hurtled over the battlement, wreathed in lightning, and into the massed enemy.
 
   With a sweep of his long blade, he cut a man in half at the waist, and in the same motion, sheared another foe's head from his shoulders.  A third enemy stumbled backwards bleating in fear, so slowly he seemed trapped in amber. Talaos stopped his bleating with a short blade through his mouth, freed the blade by slicing it sideways out of his head, then spun around to take out another foe's legs with his long blade.
 
   Life, vital, furious, strong, merciless as the storm, and as nature itself, coursed through him. He spun, whirled, struck and slew. Electricity arced in the wake of his movements. Foes died with swords hanging loosely, uselessly in terrified hands. He laughed, wild and heedless.
 
   An eternity of arc-lit slaughter passed. He grew impatient. Then at last some found their courage. Ever so slowly, foes formed a rank with spears and locked round shields. Others charged with swords ready. Archers behind drew back their bows, and fired them uselessly in the wind. Arrows crawled toward him , only to be guided away harmlessly by the caressing wind.
 
   Talaos advanced on them, stalking forward with blades bright as thunderbolts, eyes flashing lightning and the grin of a wolf beneath.
 
   The men with swords moved to attack him, as slowly as if in a waking dream. He leapt forward, cleaved one man through the shoulder, leapt back again with a smile, and yet still they moved no faster. Their eyes, ever so slowly, widened with fresh fear.
 
   Fast as the whirlwind, he attacked with scything, stabbing blades. One man, then another, and then more, weak, slow, and dead.  He glanced around, the swordsmen were all slain, bodies scattered in pieces and their blood washing the stones along with the slowly dropping rain.
 
   Behind him, he heard the slow snap and the clang of heavy iron as the scaling beast reached the wall and clamped its own wolf-jaws on the keep.
 
   Before him, half the keep still had living foes, a hundred or more. They formed a shield wall with lowered spears. Others behind had axes or swords. The archers had given up and drawn short swords. A few hurled javelins. Slowly at first, like twigs in a gentle stream, they flew his way. He knocked one aside casually with his armored forearm. Then, others came, a little faster, then faster still. He dodged them. The men behind the shield wall seemed to be waking from their dreams, action and intent returning to their sluggish limbs.
 
   They moved faster yet, almost like men, but they did not move closer.
 
   One hundred of them, and him. He grinned his feral grin.
 
   The speed of the world seemed to catch up at last, or he slowed down to that of it.
 
   Then behind him, the Madmen howled and came pouring over the battlement.  Vulkas roared, and Talaos laughed joyfully beside him. Together they charged toward the ranks ahead. At their sides charged Larogwan, Kyrax, Epos, and Halmir, like savage beasts against sheep. 
 
   Larogwan hurled a hand axe over the edge of an enemy's shield and between the man's eyes. As the foe toppled, javelins from Epos and Halmir pierced the chests of men behind. The beasts reached the sheep. Vulkas crushed a man to the ground with his mattock, as Kyrax shoved a man's shield aside with his own and rammed a sword through his ribs.
 
   Talaos leapt high and brought his long blade down to cleave a foe's helm and head in two. Halmir dodged a spear and split the wielder's shield apart with his axe. Then he kicked the man backwards as he spun around and brought his axe into another's shoulder. Larogwan took a glancing spear strike on his shield, stepped inside the wielder's reach and used the rim of his shield to force the other's aside. With the opening created, he brought his axe into the foe's neck.
 
   Three enemies jabbed at Epos with spears. One glanced off his sturdy, closed-faced helm. He replied by putting his own spear into his opponent's unprotected eye. As the foe dropped, he coolly glanced another spear off his shield, brought his own low, and ran it through the opponent's thigh. Then he made a measured step to one side, avoiding the spear of his remaining foe. The other had stepped too far with the strike, letting his shield shift away from the gap in armor under his outstretched spear arm. Epos ran his spear through the spot.
 
   The center of the enemy front line stood ragged and shattered.  Talaos and his five beasts tore into the wound, slaying as they widened it. Behind them and around them, here and there, other enemies still lived. Others came forward past their own ranks to surround the invaders. Firio and Imvan, like a pair of predatory falcons or ravens seeing prizes, descended on them.
 
   Now, up the ladder and over the battlement, came the rest of Talaos's men. Grim and terrible, they advanced on the wavering enemy. Talaos, even as he slew, looked back at his advancing men and laughed.  The enemies all round wavered, seeing their deaths upon them.
 
   And then eighty grim and merciless men charged, like the flanks and claws of a beast with Talaos and his Madmen as the jaws. With them, death arrived. They howled, roared and slaughtered. It was over swiftly, and then they had only corpses around them. The rain poured from the sky in sheets as lightning flashed overhead.
 
   Talaos laughed. Victory, he thought. But only the first. They had work to do.
 
   The front left tower of the keep was a graveyard of shattered wood and bones. The other three still had ballistae, and even in this wind, they could hit at such close range. The crews in the towers were working furiously to reposition their weapons to do exactly that, while archers took aim at targets close enough to have some chance of success.
 
   "Vulkas!" roared Talaos, voice echoing like thunder, "Take those doors out!"
 
   The doors at the bases of the towers were iron-bound and strong, built to withstand assault. Vulkas ran, massive as a hurtling boulder, to the one at the front right of the keep.
 
   He made a turning leap, war mattock swinging wide.
 
   "ONE!" Vulkas bellowed.
 
   The mattock smashed into the door and sent it flying backward. Soldiers on the other side were crushed in a spray of blood against the opposite wall. Beyond the doorway were stairs, up and down. The giant charged toward a second tower, that on the back right.
 
   A group of Talaos's men charged into the open door, and both up and down the stairs.
 
   "Larogwan, take charge of the men below! Halmir, lead the men up top!" shouted Talaos.
 
   They nodded and ran.
 
   Vulkas reached the second tower.
 
   "TWO!"
 
   The gigantic warrior turned low, mattock swinging around and upward like the mallet in a game of ball. It smashed the door inward from the bottom, flipping its jagged remnants backward to cut a soldier behind it in half at the waist.
 
   "Kyrax, up! Epos, down!" roared Talaos as he followed Vulkas to the final tower.
 
   As they went, another group of Talaos's men poured behind Kyrax and Epos through the shattered tower door.
 
   On top of the first tower, Halmir was leading a swift slaughter.
 
   "THREE!" roared the giant, as he reached the last tower.
 
   Vulkas whirled, mattock upward, then down again in an arc that cracked the door in half, with splinters flying inward. This time no one had been so unwise as to guard behind it.
 
   "Vulkas, clear the tower!" bellowed Talaos, "Firio! Imvan! With me!"
 
   As Vulkas crashed his way up the stairs, smashing foes foolish enough to stand in his way, Talaos descended. He grinned with the feral joy of the hunt, ready to face the unknown prey below. His beasts, he thought, were now leading hunts of their own. Behind him, companions on his hunt, were his ravens Firio and Imvan, and his wild, ravening men of death.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   4. Blood and Wrath
 
    
 
   Talaos leapt down the winding stairs as the sounds of battle raged all around. They circled twice, and he came to the landing of the next floor down. There was a sturdy door with an iron handle and a lock. His lock picks from Carai were with the remnants of his old gear in camp. The door was sturdy, he thought, but not so strong as the doors outside. He gave it a kick with the same force that had knocked a man ten feet, and the door flew open.
 
   On the other side, there was a scene of struggle as a large mass of enemy in the center fought his own invading men at the doors from the towers on the opposite side. To the center front and center back of the place were huge iron and wood mechanisms to operate the gates.
 
   Facing him, however, were spearmen crouched low in a line behind large round shields, bearing white clouds and thunderbolts, and behind them a line of archers in dark gray tunics.
 
   The bowmen fired. Talaos leapt backwards out of the way, fast as the arrows, and blocked Imvan and Firio behind him. Arrows clattered against the stone where he'd stood. He missed his throwing daggers. Then another idea came to him.
 
   He sheathed his swords. Briefly, he showed himself around the doorway. The bowmen in the room were quick, and another volley of arrows struck the wall.
 
   In the mere seconds available, he darted forward, and to the shock of all who saw it, he ripped the heavy, thick wooden door from its hinges, and then took it by its sturdy handle like a tower shield in his left hand. He drew his long blade with his right.
 
   Behind him, Firio whistled with an intake of breath.
 
   He charged forward. For a moment, the enemy soldiers were too stunned to react. Then they fired more arrows uselessly against the door he carried in one hand. Behind, Imvan fired an arrow and put it through an archer's throat. Firio threw two daggers in quick succession, faster than the strikes of a snake, and each went through the eye of a bowman.
 
   Then Talaos was upon the enemy. He turned the door sideways and threw it into the faces of the spearmen before him. Blood sprayed where it struck as the men behind toppled. He leapt over the ruin with blades flashing, and cut down the archers left and right. As the startled remaining spearmen turned to deal with him, his grim warriors poured through the doorway and were upon them. Imvan stayed at the stairs, selecting targets, while Firio crept into the room, seeming unimportant as always, and began to deal stealthy death.
 
   On the other side, his men had cleared the areas around the doorways of enemies and fought their way forward with Larogwan and Epos in the forefront. The enemy fell back and formed a defensive position in the center of the vast room.  There was an officer in the center, directing them to form a shield wall while bowmen readied behind. 
 
   Talaos picked up his door shield, thick with gore on its underside. It was cracked, but held together by its iron bracings. He stepped in front of his men and hurled it like a discus into the center of the enemy. The officer and those around him went crashing in ruin. Then Talaos howled, and he and his men descended like wolves on the startled, leaderless enemy.
 
   It was over in moments. 
 
   He gestured to the mechanism at the front of the room. It was flanked by a pair of narrow windows, and then several arrow slits on each side. Then he roared, "Larogwan, take some men and open the gates! The rest of you, to the floor below!"
 
   With that, he raced back to the tower stairs and down with men charging behind. Above, he could hear Vulkas bellowing as he brought more men down the stairs. Elsewhere, Kyrax and Halmir shouted as they followed down their own towers.
 
   The next level had another sturdy door. Warm, almost hot air filtered up through the small gap at its base. Talaos readied, kicked the door open, and drew back as the arrows came. He then went leaping high, his back almost scraping along the thick beams of the ceiling, and over the next volley of arrows. As he flew, he saw a mixed body of soldiers on either side of the door, and archers beyond.  He landed in the midst of the bowmen with scything blades.
 
   The men on either side of the door, waiting to ambush, had glanced up as Talaos flew past. Next through the door was Firio, low and unseen on the ground. He darted right and cut a soldier's tendons, then leaped away as others turned to attack him with swords and axes.
 
   Next through the door was Vulkas, who moved his mattock into motion even as he did. He spun left and brought the mattock like a hammer against the anvil of the wall on the left. The closest enemy had the misfortune of being in between. Then more men poured through, and bloody fighting began all round.
 
   Talaos stood in the center of the slaughtered archers. He surveyed the floor, his battlefield, before him. There were small openings above and below at the front and back, where the huge chains of the gates ran.  On the floor in the center of the room, there was a rectangular grid of much larger openings: square hatches with iron grates.
 
   On either side of that grid was an area where sturdy beams crossed the floor, with metal mountings for pots of boiling water or oil. At the back of the room was an area of brick flooring and brick furnaces to boil the water, with chimneys out. Men had been working the fires, and with protective clothing, carried pots by means of iron rods to the mountings, where boiling water would be poured on unfortunate invaders below.
 
   However, with the arrival of Talaos and his men, all work had stopped.  The two doors on the far side looked to have been braced with spare iron rods and stopped with heavy iron pots. There was banging as Talaos's men tried to smash through the doors. More enemy soldiers, ready for the ambush, stood watch on that side. A pair of officers near the center were shouting orders.
 
   Then, as Talaos watched, his men poured past him and into the enemy. As they advanced, slaying, they hurled some of the defenders over their own iron gratings. Blood dripped through to the gate causeway below. The other doors smashed open at last. The remaining Madmen and their soldiers poured through, and it was soon over.
 
   A great grinding noise filled the chamber as both gates began to open.  This floor had arrow slits as well. Talaos walked to one of them as the rest of his men poured down the stairs and gathered, awaiting his command. He took a look.
 
   Down below, outside the walls, was a scene of combat, as ladders raised and men fought. The wind still roared and the rain came down in sheets. In that, arrows were useless, and all would be decided steel to steel. He listened to the creaking of the gate mechanism and looked to the field before those gates, where Kurvan waited with a thousand men.
 
   The gates seem to have opened far enough, for Kurvan bellowed, audible even in the storm, and his men roared with him. Then howling madly, Kurvan charged with a colossal axe in his hands and his thousand men at his back.
 
   Talaos turned to his own men.
 
   He spoke in a deep voice that echoed like distant thunder, "Men, there will be archers in a room on each side of that causeway on the floor below. We'll clear them, then we'll help Kurvan at the gate. After that, we're going to the center of Avrosa, where that fire was burning. You will follow me and go nowhere else unless I order it. You will slay anyone under arms who opposes us, and you will slay any I order you to, without question, but no one else!"
 
   There were looks of surprise from among the grim volunteers.
 
   "I command it!" roared Talaos, voice like a thunderclap.
 
   "We obey!" came the shouted response, the response soldiers of Hunyos used when accepting a formal order. With it, they saluted him, and it was returned by him.
 
   "There is one more thing, men," said Talaos. "You've earned a title of your own, just as we Madmen did against Drosta. We took this place like a wolf on the fold. As of now, you are the Wolves."
 
   Ferocious cheers followed. Talaos raised his hand, and they waited on his word.
 
   "Now men, to it!"
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Behind the gates of Avrosa spread a broad paved square, and that square ran with rain and blood as Kurvan and his men fought their way through massed ranks of defenders. Talaos hurtled out from a door at the back of the left of the keep, and into the enemy. With the Madmen at his sides and his Wolves behind. At the now-cleared keep, they left fourteen dead of their own, and three hundred or more of the enemy.
 
   Here in the open was a very different kind of battle. Talaos and the Madmen wreaked havoc before them. Further on the flanks, enemy spearmen, some in formations with long pikes, slew some of his Wolves. Squads of enemy cavalry in the gray of Avrosa flanked the plaza, and they charged. On the far side, Kurvan's men simply swarmed around them, taking losses, but pulling them off their horses with axes and knives doing bloody work. 
 
   "Leave the cavalry to Kurvan! Men, follow me!" roared Talaos.
 
   He cut a scything path before him, with Vulkas to his left, smashing and hurling unfortunate foes. Like the point of a wedge, they advanced with the other Madmen at their flanks and the Wolves behind.  Then they were through, with only buildings and the driving rain before them.
 
   Behind them, Kurvan's men poured up the stairs of the walls, and the heavy infantry marched behind to finish the defenders in the plaza. Talaos smiled as he ran. The commanders knew their business, he thought. He'd done his part. They were in and through the gates. Now, he had business of his own. Business with his only true enemy here. Business with the followers of the Living Prophet.
 
   Down the streets he ran. Close-spaced buildings of three to five stories formed blocks much like those in the Republic, with shops below and housing above. There were few civilians on the streets. Most of the doors they passed were closed, and the windows above were shuttered. Here and there, small squads of enemy soldiers or militia ran to join the battle. Talaos and his men cut them down, hardly pausing. Others simply fled before them.
 
   He was getting closer. They came to an area where the buildings were made of fine stone. They had little walled courtyards between them and their neighbors, and towers rising above from their centers. Talaos guessed they were the homes of the wealthy, but unlike the friendly townhouses of the Republic, these looked to him like fortresses in miniature. 
 
   Then they reached the civic buildings. There were statues on columns fronting  tall colonnades in the old Imperial style. Just like home, thought Talaos. It was not far, could not be far. Then, they heard singing. Even in the rain, the driving wind, and the thunder, they could hear singing by many voices. They rounded a corner.
 
   "What the...!" snarled Kyrax.
 
   Before them was a great plaza, surrounded by the largest of the civic buildings. Around that plaza massed crowds of people, many, but far from all of them, in simple woolen or linen clothes. Some of the men had white caps and some of the women white shawls. They sang. In the midst of rain, wind and death, they sang a song of peace and redemption.
 
   On the far side of the plaza stood a House of the Prophet. It was larger by far than the one in Ipesca. Here and there in the crowd were soldiers. In front of the House of the Prophet stood a small group of men and women, all in simple clothes and white caps or white shawls. They sang as well, the same song of peace, of redemption, and of forgiveness in the next world.
 
   In the midst of the crowd, at the center of the plaza, atop a wide brick platform of eight steps, was a great iron stake with rings and chains. Chained to the stake were four people in smocks of plain linen, looking up vacantly at the sky. Wood was piled beneath and around them. Around the wood, twelve people, six men in robes and beards, and six women in shawls with tight-coiled hair, were pouring oil.
 
   Talaos ran faster, with his men behind him.
 
   As they ran, Kyrax growled, "What are those idiots doing? Fire in a rainstorm..."
 
   There was a flash of green light atop the platform.
 
   The people all around, hundreds of them, sang on. There was joy on their faces. The twelve men and women on the platform watched the people on the pyre solemnly. Then they smiled, the gentle smile of forgiveness.
 
   Amid the rain and wind, as Talaos watched, bright red fires lit in the wood.
 
   Rage.
 
   He would not allow it.
 
   The wind roared to new life. Wind like a gale.
 
   Rain poured from the sky as if unleashed from a dam.
 
   Some of the singers faltered. The men and women on the platform, watching the growing flames, were undisturbed.
 
   The fires flickered in the driving rain.
 
   Electricity flickered in his hands.
 
   Talaos stalked forward. Some in the crowd, those who had faltered in their singing, turned his way. Their eyes widened and their mouths opened with fear.
 
   It was all around him now, raging. Blue-white wrath crackled from his hands and arced into the ground around his feet. The rain poured. The men and women on the platform turned to look at him, and they turned all at once, slowly, with gentle smiles.
 
   There was a flash, and the flames rose anew. The people on the pyre began to scream.
 
   He would not allow it.
 
   Lightning struck from the sky, struck the smiling men and women. One, then another, in great crashing thunderbolts, they hurtled and scattered and died. Their corpses smiled still.
 
   The people in the crowd stopped singing. Some screamed and fled. 
 
   Under the oceans of driving rain, the flames flickered out and died.
 
   The men and women at the House of the Prophet seemed undisturbed. They dropped to their knees and sang a new, sonorous, rhythmic song. All except three of them, who walked forward with measured steps. These wore short, pure white robes over billowing white clothes and carried long white staffs bound with copper rings. As Talaos watched, they seemed to slow down, or he again sped up.
 
   From the nearer side of the plaza, from the greatest of the civic buildings, a vast structure with a lofty marble and gilt dome, came fifteen more men and women in purple cloaks and golden laurel wreath diadems, Talaos thought them to be city councilors, patricians, like in the Republic. With these came a troop of soldiers in heavy armor. The patricians themselves were armed, and they were moving their mouths as if giving orders. Slowly.
 
   All of them slowly, moving slowly as if they walked in dreams.
 
   Talaos turned, the lightning in his eyes illuminating the driving rain before him.
 
   He looked at his own men. Some of them stood transfixed by what they watched, others moved slowly forward, slowly as the councilors and the enemy soldiers. No time to wait for them, he thought. Ahead was the House of the Prophet. He summoned his wrath. He would strike it down as he had the servants of the Prophet on the platform.
 
   He called his wrath, his lightning, from the sky. It struck the House. He watched the bolt crack between the building and the sky. While all the men and women around, the falling rain and the gentle wind moved with such slowness, the lightning at least moved at a speed like his. 
 
   But something was wrong. The bolt struck, but the House of the Prophet did not fall. With the flash of lightning, an answering flash of faint green light flowed around the building. The power of the Prophet, rising to challenge his. He raged. He would call down more lightning, over and over again until the House was destroyed. He would... No.
 
   He remembered, he was here to explore that place, to find secrets of the Prophet's beliefs against the wishes of the Prophet's followers. This was not the time. He calmed. The people fleeing all around began to move with faster steps, as did the three walking steadily toward him. The wind picked up and the rain flew faster and faster in the gale. 
 
   Now the three men came swiftly. Their measured steps were as fast as other men could run. They raised the long staffs in their hands, and placid smiles appeared on their faces.
 
   He turned back to look at the city patricians and the troops that guarded them. He could hear sounds of battle far away, as the city was even now falling.  Even so, amidst it all, soldiers of Avrosa converged on the square, and the councilors gave orders.
 
   The patricians who had allowed his enemy into their city, who had allowed the burnings.
 
   No longer.
 
   Power crackled anew along his blades and in his eyes. 
 
   He turned to his men, pointed to the councilors on the steps of their building, and shouted with a thundering voice, "Free the people on the Pyre! Kill the patricians and the soldiers!"
 
   With grim faces, the Madmen and the Wolves turned that way.
 
   Talaos turned to face the three smiling men with staffs.
 
   They moved swift as thought, as one, and their staffs flickered with green light.
 
   He leapt forward, high and far, blades flashing blue-white under the black sky.
 
   They raised their staffs.
 
   He whirled, blades spinning. He brought his long blade down from on high against the leftmost of the men. The foe blocked the strike with his green-lit staff. There was a crack as electricity arced around, but the blade glanced away. Talaos landed, flying past them, flipped, and turned to face them again.
 
   The leftmost spun and now brought his own weapon down toward Talaos's head, but the latter slipped aside, swift as the wind. Even as he did so, the second, the center, stabbed the end of his staff forward like a spear. It cracked against the strong steel of Talaos's breastplate, doing little harm of its own, but it flashed with green light, and agony coursed through his body.
 
   In reply, Talaos launched to the attack, blades sweeping and stabbing. The foe stepped backwards, parrying and deflecting each strike with spins and twists of his staff.
 
   Then the third man, the rightmost, leapt in a wide sweeping turn around Talaos, swinging his staff as he went, and it cracked against Talaos's back. More agony wracked him. Now the first, the leftmost, swept low, and struck Talaos's armored shin with another green flash. The greave cushioned the blow, but the pain reached him nonetheless. Pain coursed through him.
 
   He took a step forward, suddenly sluggish.
 
   All three staffs struck him at once. Green flashes. Agony.
 
   He dropped to his knees. The light in his hands and blades began to dim.
 
   They circled him. They swept their staffs down upon him, smiling placidly.
 
   Once, twice, three times. Agony ripped through his body and spirit as they circled and struck. They moved as one now, steps and strikes in perfect, unwavering time.
 
   They circled and struck, smooth, rhythmic steps in time, then struck again.
 
   Power of the Prophet. Power in the staffs. Power in the perfect rhythmic circling steps of the men and the strikes of the staffs. Steps and strikes in unison, rhythmic as music and song.
 
   Like dancers in a dance of pain, they circled, stepped, and struck.
 
   Behind him, he could hear the voices of the men and women still singing. Their song was in a language he couldn't understand, but it was sonorous, slow, rhythmic, and the voices were in time with the steps of the circling men. The strongest notes of the song were in unison with each strike of the staffs, and each new wave of agony. In his wrath against the House of the Prophet, wrath he felt was now spent and wasted, he had forgotten the singers.
 
   Blackness grew within.
 
   The song and the pain reached him in perfect unison and perfect rhythm.
 
   But now he understood.
 
   By pure will, he rose. They struck him again. Agony.
 
   Darkness in the depths, rising.
 
   He turned. Another strike of three. Pain. 
 
   He leapt, twisting in the air, flying over and past the circling men. He ran. Full on, sprinting, swift as the wind, swift as a thunderbolt, he ran toward the kneeling, singing people before the House of the Prophet.
 
   The people who had sung so joyously as others burned on the pyre.
 
   Behind him came the three men with staffs.
 
   He raced on. He reached them, the kneeling singers. Their eyes stared at nothing as they sang. Their kneeling bodies swayed in perfect unison with each other, flowing with the rhythm of their song, and they never even looked at him as he cut them down.
 
   Power rose again within him, strong and vital, and arced in his hands and blades.
 
   The three men with staffs reached him, and their staffs still flickered with green light, but their movements seemed less sure, less perfectly timed. He spun low, long blade scything, and the rightmost of the men blocked with his staff. There was a flash, and again the sword glanced. Talaos continued his spin. He brought the short blade past the man's guard and into his vitals. The leftmost man staggered, still smiling, as blood poured from his wound.
 
   The center man, spinning fast, brought his staff down on Talaos's helm. The green light flashed, and the pain struck, but he could feel it was less. The rightmost man flipped backwards, landed directly in front of Talaos, and brought his staff forward and down as a spear directly at Talaos's face. Talaos hurled himself backwards, turned in mid air, and flipped to his feet. Then he leapt forward at the center man with blades high, arcing blue-white. The center man raised his staff above him and across to block. 
 
    Talaos dropped upon the center man and brought both his blades down at once into the staff. Light flashed, pain coursed up his arms, and the staff cracked. His blades continued down into the man's shoulders at inward angles, cleaving a part of the man's chest, and his head, from his body as if snipped with pincers.
 
   The rightmost man spun, and his staff cracked Talaos across his outstretched right arm. Talaos felt the bone fracture, and the agony that followed. He turned, whirling upward into a leap, and with his left arm ran his short blade through the throat of the rightmost man. Then he turned to see the first foe, the leftmost man, mastering himself, gathering strength and raising his staff. Talaos lunged forward and swept his sword upward into the man's already opened vitals, and through his chest. Blood sprayed and the man fell at last with lifeless eyes.
 
   Talaos stood still in the howling wind and rain. He sheathed his short blade, and used his left hand to take the long blade from his limp and useless right. He watched as his men, Madmen and Wolves, fought their way through the enemy troops, reached the patricians as they tried to turn and flee, and cut them pitilessly down.
 
   Farther away, he could see glimpses of battle in the streets, while farther still, on the walls, were men surrendering as the banners and standards of Avrosa were lowered from towers.
 
   There was no time to waste.
 
   "Madmen, to me!" he shouted, "Wolves, secure the square and keep watch!"
 
   He turned, and walked toward the House of the Prophet.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   5. The House of the Prophet
 
    
 
   The House of the Prophet was before him.  No enemies still stood around it. Its huge double doors were open.
 
   He stepped inside.
 
   There was a vast open room, like the much smaller House at Ipesca. People sat on the clean wooden floor inside, a great many people, staring at him with terrified eyes. There was a large raised platform at the end, and several more people sat there cross-legged on mats, watching him with peaceful expressions. To the right of them were large shelves full of books.
 
   However, unlike at Ipesca, there was a door to the left of the platform, and it was closed.
 
   He stalked forward across the floor. Some people shifted aside, others rose and stepped back in fear. Still others leapt to their feet and fled the place. The people at the far end, eight of them, sat placidly, cross-legged on their mats.
 
   Talaos continued on. He glanced at the books. The door, and whatever it hid, seemed the right way. As he drew close, the eight men and women on the mats rose, first one, then two, then the rest. Peacefully, in no particular order, they stepped off the platform and in front of the door. They were unarmed.
 
   Talaos stopped, his long blade in his left hand. He faced them.
 
   One of them, a tall, thin man of middle years with gray amid the light brown of his beard, looked at Talaos with gentle eyes. He spoke, "This is a sacred place. Stop now."
 
   Talaos replied, in a deep and dangerous voice, "Get out of my way."
 
   The man replied softly, "We will not."
 
   He stood there, regarding them. Only a little earlier, when the wrath and the storm were coursing through him, he would have cut them down without further thought. Now... here they were unarmed and seemingly unthreatening before him.
 
   Behind him, he heard voices and activity.
 
   "Talaos, what are your orders?" It was Larogwan, somewhere back near the entrance.
 
   "Madmen, come here," replied Talaos, without turning around.
 
   There were steps, the familiar steps and sound of movement of Larogwan, Vulkas, Halmir, Kyrax, Epos, Imvan and Firio.
 
   They were all still alive, thought Talaos, that was good. His eyes, however, never left the people standing peacefully before him. He looked at the man who'd spoken for them.
 
   "Why were those people being burned on the pyre?" he asked.
 
   The man answered with a gentle, understanding expression."Their souls were being freed so that they could find redemption for their sins, in the next life."
 
   "Why did they look so peaceful about it, until the flames began?"
 
   "Their minds had already been cleansed of conscious knowledge of their evils, cleansed blank and pure so that they could face their redemption with unsullied innocence."
 
   Talaos felt revulsion and anger rising in him.
 
   The Madmen arrived, and took places all around him, facing the others.
 
   Talaos replied to the spokesman, anger roiling, growing stronger, "So they were to die in agony, without even remembering or understanding why?"
 
   "In accordance with mercy and forgiveness for them," answered the man placidly, though his hands began to make subtle motions.
 
   "Then go find it yourself!" roared Talaos in sudden fury, and he cut the man down.
 
   A fraction of a moment later, his Madmen, his beasts and ravens, did the same to the other smiling, gently murderous lambs before them. There were screams behind, and most of the ordinary worshippers who had not yet fled did so now.
 
   "Collect those books from the shelves," said Talaos as he walked to the door, sheathing his sword.
 
   "Secrets to be uncovered," said Halmir thoughtfully, as he moved to gather them.
 
   Firio, who had a small pack on his back, opened it, "Just so happens I have some sacks..." he said, pulling out canvas and burlap bags, and tossing them to the others.
 
   Halmir, Imvan, Firio and Epos went quietly to work. Larogwan watched the main door behind them, while Vulkas and Kyrax stood with Talaos, weapons ready.
 
   The door had no lock. Talaos touched it with his left hand. Green light flickered, wrapped around his fingers, and coursed up his forearm with cold, soft, caressing agony. He roared in fury, roared through the pain, and with his left hand, wrenched the door backward off his hinges. He hurled it aside. Before him was a short hallway, lined with little shelves full of mundane objects including dishes, lamps, and oil.
 
   He stalked through it. After a few moments, the Madmen followed.
 
   As he walked, he thought his right arm, the fractured arm, was already beginning to feel more alive. Beyond the hallway was a smaller room with a circle of mats in the center, and two levels of open loft platforms on either side. He moved toward the center. The floor on the sides of the room, and those of the lofts, had rows of narrow bedding on reed sleeping mats. On the left of the entrance was a table with an unlit lamp. On the right was a small shelf, with books of smaller numbers but greater variety than those in the main room. 
 
   Without a word, Firio gathered them and distributed them among those with sacks.
 
   Behind them, flanking the hallway past the table and the shelf, stairs ran in alternating flights to the lofts.
 
   Ahead, however, at the opposite end of the room along the back wall, another flight of stairs ran down to the right. Without hesitation, he walked to them and descended. At the base of the stairs was a little landing, with a wall before him and final step down to the right and into a basement. He turned the corner.
 
   Before him was an open room, smaller than the one above.  The ceiling of this lower room was of sturdy wood, light-colored and varnished, supported by thick beams of the same. The walls on either side were stone, while the one at the opposite end looked to be made of thick square pillars of the same light wood, but reinforced with iron cross-pieces. At that end was another closed door, framed in bronze and flanked by stone structural columns.
 
   On the floor to the right was a low platform with a few reed sitting mats, and next to it, a lit lamp on a small table. On the left was a solid stone floor with sturdy embedded iron rings, and thick chains attached to the rings. Chains with shackles.
 
   Behind the area of rings, the left wall was lined with three big, built-in shelves. On those shelves were plain copper rods, and strange bronze sculptures in the form of bearded human heads, with beatific expressions and mouths slightly open, as if speaking. Between the lips, the sculptures looked hollow inside.
 
   Kyrax stared at them, muttering a low indecipherable curse under his breath.
 
   "I can't say I like the looks of those..." said Larogwan.
 
   Talaos, however, ignored the objects and advanced to the door.
 
   "Wait!" shouted Vulkas. He hefted his war mattock as Talaos stepped aside. Vulkas twisted back with the muscles on his massive arms and shoulders corded tense. He swung the mattock sideways and the door shattered, flying backward in large fragments. The bronze handle went clanging to the stone floor beyond. A faint flicker of green light showed for a moment, then faded away. Vulkas winced, then shrugged it off.
 
   There was a long hallway beyond, with thick, iron-reinforced wooden walls. On each side were twelve doors, braced with bronze, and with bronze handles much like the others, save that these had locks. Every three doors down were more stone structural pillars. With those behind them, there were eight pillars in total. Vulkas made toward the first door on the right.
 
   Firio darted in front of him, "Hold on, Vulkas. We might not want to squash whoever is on the other side."
 
   "Well, all right."
 
   Talaos advanced, and Firio raised a hand to ward him off. "Please, Talaos, I've got a little experience in this sort of thing. I thought you did too, well, before..."
 
   At that, Talaos stopped, and smiled a wry smile, "Not like you, but I did once, and I'd be laughing at my own stupidity for grabbing doors that had already proved to be trapped."
 
   Firio smiled, "Well... I heard of doors with surprises like this. They say there's a trick to it. Somebody grab one of those copper rods, and I'll try something."
 
   Imvan went. He hesitated for a moment, took a deep breath, then picked up one of the rods in his gloved hand. When nothing happened, he visibly relaxed and returned. He handed it to Firio, who took it with a gloved hand wrapped in bundled cloth, then set it on the ground.
 
   "Now, if one of you guys has an axe you could spare."
 
   There were odd looks, but Halmir handed him a long axe. Firio took the copper rod and tied it with some cord from his little pack, then bundled the other end of the axe with cloth. It was a strange and ungainly looking contraption. Firio looked it over, then nodded.
 
   "Well, I wish I had a spear or a long pole, but this'll do," he said.
 
   As Talaos stood close by, and the others ready behind. Firio gingerly touched the copper rod to the bronze handle. Green light flashed and raced back up toward Firio, enveloping his hand and arm. He screamed, dropped the device, and fell backwards. Talaos rushed to him.
 
   After a moment, Firio sat up, coughing and shaking his head, "That's got a sting," he said.
 
   Talaos smiled sympathetically, and answered, "Maybe I'd better do this part, and you handle the locks."
 
   Firio nodded.
 
   Talaos touched the second door on the right using Firio's device, and triggered the same flash of green. He felt a little pain, but nothing like what he'd experienced with his bare hand. Turning to his right, back to Firio, he hoped the roguish man had judged correctly.
 
   Firio pulled out a very fine looking set of lock picks, and set to work on the first door. There was no flash of light. He smiled, and after a moment, there was a click.
 
   "Should be okay," said Firio.
 
   "Let's find the hell out," said Kyrax, stepping forward and opening the door.
 
   Behind it was a bare stone cell. Chained to the back wall was a man with blank eyes and a deathly pallor in his skin. In the center of the floor was one of the sculpted bronze heads. A faint white mist emanated from its parted lips and snaked its way through the air into the nostrils of the chained man.
 
   Vulkas stepped past Kyrax and brought his war mattock down like a hammer on the sculpted head. It squashed almost flat, proving to in fact be hollow. The mist stopped.
 
   "Free that man," said Talaos.
 
   Firio set to work, and soon had the manacles off. The man, however, still sat there inert and helpless. Vulkas picked him up, carried him to the reed mats on the platform in the room behind, and set him gently down.
 
   "Now," said Talaos, "we continue."
 
   One by one they opened more doors. Talaos triggered the foul magic and took the pain. Firio opened the locks. First the second on the right, then two on the left. After that, they alternated their way down.
 
   Some cells were empty. Others had the same scene they'd encountered in the first cell. When they'd free four more seemingly mindless, void, helpless prisoners, they came to a cell where something was different. A younger, strong looking man made quiet, gasping cries as they opened the door. Firio freed him, then Talaos approached.
 
   "Can you understand me?" asked Talaos.
 
   "I... please, no more questions," the man begged piteously.
 
   "We're not here to ask questions, we're here to free you," replied Talaos.
 
   A bit of life showed in the man's distant eyes, and he smiled.
 
   "Talaos, I'll sit with him, if it's all right," said Larogwan.
 
   Talaos nodded, and they went on. There were several more empty cells, then a prisoner, a woman of middle years,  who seemed lost in dreams rather than void and blank. In the next cell, with empty eyes, was a little girl of perhaps seven years of age.
 
   "Those bloody fuckers!" growled Kyrax, his eyes death.
 
   As Firio freed her, Imvan stepped forward. He carried her away in his arms, and there were tears in his eyes.
 
   They went on through another stretch of empty cells. In the next to last door on the left was a thin old man who, if his hair and grooming were anything to go by, might have once been a man of status and dignity. Barely audible, he made whispering mutters. Talaos thought they had a melodic pattern to them, but the words formed no coherent sentences.
 
   The last pair of doors were different. They were set on the left and right of the very end of the hall, and the gap between them and the previous doors was wider than the rest. They had stronger bronze reinforcements and had copper discs, about a foot in diameter, at their exact centers. The discs were carved in low relief with raised hands, fingers outstretched and palms facing out.  In the center of each hand was a carven eye.
 
   Firio looked at them doubtfully, then at Talaos,  he spoke, "You might want to..."
 
   There was what sounded like a muffled scream from the door to the right.
 
   Talaos, in sudden motion, touched the copper rod to the bronze handle of the door.
 
   The flash of green light came as expected, arcing back to him with the same jolt of pain
 
   Then, the copper eyes, one on each door, swirled with flowing white light like mist, and turned to look at him. He felt a will fixed on him. Not like a conscious, living mind and will, in the way that the three sorcerers in Carai had spoken to him, but something else, inhuman and impersonal. It felt at once peaceful, orderly, and infinitely malevolent. He stood transfixed.
 
   "Enough of that!" roared Vulkas. He raised his war mattock and stepped forward, but as soon as he reached as far ahead as Talaos, he came to a stop. His eyes narrowed, then became unfocused.
 
   Talaos raged in inward defiance.
 
   These things, whatever they were, would not master him. He focused his mind, will, and intention on the storm outside, trying to draw on it, to reconnect with his power. Instead, he found something strange happen. He began to sense the storm, as if there. He sensed that it was still hurling its own fury at the city, and, as he stretched his thought, the coast all around.
 
   As he did so, he felt the inhuman will try to stop him, but he pushed past.
 
   In his mind, he pushed past, though his body remained fixed.
 
   More felt than seen, images began to form in his mind. He thought of wild wind and rain, the buildings it washed, people taking shelter, the city walls, and the plains beyond. He stretched his thought further, and had a fleeting image of a great army huddling for shelter against the storm, men crouching low, horses fleeing in panic and carts overturning. Against his storm. The storm he had wanted. Then the scene blurred.
 
   The image faded.
 
   He had a sense that his power to draw on this storm might not be endless. He had already done much. His wandering mind mused whether he drew on the storm, or it on him.
 
   Then, he forced his mind back to where he was.
 
   He had to do something, and now.
 
   Before him the eyes glowed with malevolent will, beside his friend stood trapped in their power, and beyond the door still came the screams. His own power coursed through him and crackled in his hands. He dropped Firio's device. Through force of will, he took a step. The impersonal will opposing him tried to force him back. He took another step. Then one more. He reached the door. He felt as if his right arm had healed enough to use. He stretched forth his right hand and poured raw, radiating power through and out from it.
 
   He touched the eye.
 
   The green mist vanished, the metal behind warped. He felt a sudden snap. The inhuman, empty, collective will was gone. Before him was an inert disc of engraved copper. He turned, and the disc on the other side was the same.
 
   Power still arcing in his hands, he grabbed the bronze handle, took the flash of pain, and wrenched it to pull the door from its hinges. Instead, it ripped loose and apart in his hand. Furious, he reached into the gap where the handle had been, pulled the door back in cracking pieces by the bronze bracing, seized it, and hurled it out of the way.
 
   Sitting on the floor in the cell in front of him was a slender, frail-looking woman in a ragged linen smock. Her long black hair fell in curling waves all around her. She sat with her knees folded up, and her arms wrapped around them. However, her eyes and mouth were hidden and bound with copper bands in the form of serpents, and her hands were covered by gloves made of cast bronze. At the wrists of those hands were manacles formed like those around her mouth and eyes. The manacles were attached to iron rings thick as fingers, and then massive iron chains bolted to the wall.
 
   Muffled by the metal serpent around her mouth, she screamed again.
 
   Power still surged in his hands, and the storm swept through his mind. He mastered the coursing power, and the electricity ceased to arc, drawing into his hands instead of radiating out. He stepped forward.
 
   Behind him, he was faintly aware of Firio squeaking, "Shouldn't we wait..."
 
   He gripped the copper snake over her eyes. He felt a sense of draining, of something like a kind of spiritual venom, trying to sap his power. Trying, he thought, but the venom was far, far too weak to succeed. He found a clasp, strong and locked, and pried it apart with his bare hands. He removed the band. The woman's eyes were wild and unfocused, both in confusion and adjustment to the sudden light.
 
   Next he did the same with the band around her mouth. She let loose a sudden burst of wild, incoherent words, then laughed. Then just as suddenly, she seemed to sink into exhaustion. 
 
   "Talaos..." said Firio, nervously.
 
   He ignored him and ripped apart the clasp on the manacles. Then he took a step back. The power faded in his hands as he felt tired at last. Before him the woman stirred. Seeing her better, he guessed she wasn't much older than him. She was very haggard. She looked around, seeming unfocused, shifted stiffly and made a sound as if the movement hurt her. Then she stared down at her wrists. She rubbed them and winced. She looked up into Talaos's eyes. Hers looked confused and afraid. Then it seemed as if nerves caught up with her, and she fell unconscious.
 
   Behind Talaos, the Madmen stood silent, except for Firio. He crept forward to Talaos's side. "You know she must be someone who can work magic, right?" Firio asked.
 
   "I'd assumed so, yes," answered Talaos.
 
   "So... wouldn't you think it was risky to let her go?"
 
   "She was imprisoned by the followers of the Prophet," answered Talaos, without further explanation.
 
   "Well, does that mean she's not bad herself?" Firio whispered uncomfortably.
 
   Talaos ignored him, and used Firio's device to open the last door. Firio picked the lock, and the room behind was empty.
 
   "Let's go, men," he said, lifting the woman over his shoulder.
 
   As they gathered everyone, Vulkas took the time to smash the remaining bronze heads, those that had been stored on the shelves.
 
   They made their way back out, carrying sacks of books and the prisoners with the seemingly voided minds. Imvan cradled the little girl in his arms. Firio, for whom carrying an adult was a task beyond his strength, helped the young man walk.
 
   "Thanks..." the man said in a weak voice as they went.
 
   Upstairs and out in the main room, they found the four people who'd been chained to the pyre. They were now sitting propped up next to the door. Their burns had been crudely bandaged. They were two men of middle years, an old woman, and a young man in his late teens. Their eyes were as blank as most of the prisoners from the cells.
 
   Outside were the Wolves, reduced, Talaos saw, to about sixty. They stood guard all around with weapons ready and watchful, uncertain expressions. Talaos and his Madmen placed the newly freed prisoners alongside those from the pyres, then stepped outside to join the Wolves.
 
   The sky was black overhead, the wind tossed, and rain still poured in sheets. 
 
   Coming their way across the plaza at the head of a long column of men in the blue of Aledri was General Nissas. He did not look pleased.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   6. Shelter
 
    
 
   Nissas approached across the plaza with hundreds of men behind him. Elsewhere in the city, allied troops could be seen fanning out, looking for remaining pockets of resistance. The rain continued to pour, and the wind roared.
 
   When Talaos thought the general was within distance for him to speak, though beyond what it would be for most people in such weather, he called out in his thundering voice, "Is the city taken?"
 
   The general's voice in reply could not be heard over the wind, but when he got closer, he roared, "Talaos, have you gone mad?"
 
   "Besides being one of the Madmen?" he replied, voice rising above the wind.
 
   Nissas scowled in reply as he closed on Talaos. He held his blue cloak close about him in the rain, but threw the hood back, and there was fury on his face. Around him, his troops fanned out, facing Talaos's men. The general threw back his cloak. He had his sword in his right hand, and he pointed it to the corpses in purple on the steps of the council building.
 
   "Why that?" Nissas snapped, and then raised his left hand toward the House of the Prophet, "And why this?"
 
   Talaos thought that if the Nissas expected apologies or groveling explanations, he was going to be disappointed. Instead, he looked the general in the eye, and replied with a question of his own, "And do you, General, see the iron stake and the pyre? That is where the fire was burning. What do you think was happening?"
 
   Nissas ignored his questions, and went on, "We were going to discuss terms with them, Talaos! Harsh ones, but terms! That is how it is done, and not just for honor... Now we've got a hostile city to govern with no governors!"
 
   "I've changed how it is done," replied Talaos. "Those men and women presided over the burning of people alive on that pyre. They watched and approved as these people, the people who governed this House of the Prophet, passed judgment and burned innocents alive. I would not allow it."
 
   "Not allow it?" replied Nissas with mixed disbelief and mockery. "In this army, this city, you are nothing! You are no one to allow, or not allow, anything."
 
   "Stop avoiding the point, Nissas. Does what happened on that pyre bother you , or not?"
 
   "How do you know they were innocents?" snarled Nissas at last. "How do you know they weren't thieves or murderers? The followers of the Prophet do a lot of good works. They're on both sides in this war. We have some of them in Aledri. It was not your place to be their judge!" 
 
   "By that fire and by what was in this house, I judge them," replied Talaos.
 
   He stood before the general and all his men. Ready, feet apart, weapons still sheathed, but hands not far from them. Behind him stood the Madmen. His Wolves gathered around him, facing Nissas's men with hard eyes and weapons ready.
 
   "Talaos, you and your men will stand down, disarm, and leave the city until further decisions can be made," said Nissas.
 
   Talaos considered everything that still must be done. He thought of the prisoners, the victims he and his men had rescued, now sitting helpless in the House behind him. Helpless, and by his own actions, dependent on him.
 
   "No," he replied.
 
   Nissas visibly struggled to control his fury. There was a long pause as the two groups of soldiers watched each other. The Aledri officers left their units to join Nissas. They conversed with each other in quiet voices. Lurios was among them, and he looked much disturbed. 
 
   Time passed. The lightning was coming less and less frequently now in the sky. However, the wind and rain were, if anything, picking up.
 
   Then, Kurvan rode up, with swarms of his hillmen and irregulars all around.  A hard, thoughtful look crossed his craggy face, and he rode at haste toward the House of the Prophet. The warlord leapt off his horse with his huge battleaxe in one hand, and walked like a lumbering bear between the assembled groups of men. He looked one way, then the other.
 
   Kurvan turned  and walked to stand beside Talaos. His men swarmed all around.
 
   "There a problem, lads?" he said.
 
   Nissas stared at his fellow commander for a moment, eyes narrowing, then turned to his officers. "Secure the council hall!" he snapped to his men, "Follow me!"
 
   With that, the general and his troops turned and crossed the plaza to the council hall. Talaos noted that Nissas didn't so much as glance at the pyre as he passed, though Lurios did.
 
   "That went well," growled Kurvan as he lifted his axe to his shoulder, watching the departing Aledri troops.
 
   Talaos, watching them as well, spoke. "Where is Sanctari?"
 
   Kurvan replied, voice as low as could be heard in the wind, "Sanctari was handling the surrender of General Petani and the remaining Avrosan troops. Most likely he's getting the rest of our lads inside the city now. He'll be around sooner or later, and so will the other commanders."
 
   The hillman warlord surveyed the death and destruction in the plaza, and then added,
 
   "Talaos, today, you're the hero of the troops. The man who stormed the gate almost by himself! That said, you might not be much for explanations, but about now, having some would be good... And you'll want to start figuring out who your friends are, because you just made an enemy of one of the seven commanders of this army."
 
   The wind kept rising, driving the rain almost sideways.
 
   "And I think I'll need more men of my own," replied Talaos.
 
   The warlord looked at him in surprise for a moment, then laughed his bear's growling laugh, "You bet you do! Now let's get out of this damn weather!"
 
   Talaos wasn't bothered by the weather. He thought of the House of the Prophet behind him, and revulsion crawled over his skin.
 
   "Anywhere but here," he answered.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos and his little column of men made their way from the plaza in a gale. They had the rescued prisoners wrapped like bundles in cloaks. Around them, here and there, shingles came loose from roofs and shutters flew open with shattering cracks. Civilians of Avrosa were nowhere to be seen on the streets.
 
   Soldiers from the invading army moved about, either looking for shelter or, in some cases, looting. An officer moved with a squad of men, caught a pair of soldiers looting a shop, cracked one of them across the face with the back of his hand, and seized the pair. Then all of them, together, went into the shop and took shelter from the storm.
 
   For his part, Talaos wanted to climb one of the towers and feel the wind and rain in their full force, with no brick and stone in his way. However, he had others to think of, bound to him by oaths and duty, depending on him. Ahead, nearer the waterfront, he saw a large inn of five stories. The place had a big sign with the image of a man, implausibly, standing on the back of a dolphin as it crested a sea of large spiraling waves.
 
   Talaos laughed, "Men, that looks like the place mad enough for us!"
 
   Laughs passed among the men, no doubt, he thought, bolstered by thoughts of rest.
 
   He led them toward the place. As they neared the harbor, Talaos could see that here the plain was separated from the sea by low cliffs of fifteen feet or so. The actual waterfront, the district of docks, depots, and seedy taverns, was down below and flooded as huge waves crashed in from the sea. Many of the smaller boats in the harbor had foundered or were breaking up as they smashed, over and over, against the quays. Even the larger ships, two of which looked eastern, were in a poor state.
 
   Eastern ships and unknown problems. Problems for later, he thought.
 
   They rounded the corner and found the main entrance. With his company behind him, Talaos pushed the double doors. They were locked. He brought back a fist and slammed it against the doors with such force that they shook.
 
   "Open up!" he roared, voice echoing over the wind.
 
   There were gasps inside, then a pause. At last, he heard clicks, and the doors opened inward. A thin old man with wispy white hair answered. He shook nervously, and looked up at Talaos as if expecting death.
 
   "We're commandeering this inn," said Talaos.
 
   The man still shook, but his expression turned to glum resignation, "Yes... sir, ah..."
 
   "Tribune Talaos," he told the man. "You'll be compensated when we get things in order."
 
   "Yes, of course Tribune," answered the man a bit more hopefully, "I'm Kimon, and welcome to The Waverider."
 
   Beyond the doors opened an entry chamber with wood-paneled walls and a intricate carpet. Broad stairs rose to the right of a desk, then turned left and continued up. To the left was a large common room, and to the right, kitchens and a hallway. Talaos had expected the place to be packed with terrified civilians,  but instead were only a few, mostly well dressed and dry. 
 
   "I thought you'd have civilians here hiding out from the storm, or us." he said to Kimon.
 
   Kimon looked exceedingly unsure how to answer that. As Talaos's men poured in, he tried, "I... We closed up early for, ah, the comfort of our guests... we get mostly a quality clientele. Foreign. Merchants and captains... dignitaries, and ah...."
 
   Talaos interrupted him, "No one is to enter or leave this place without my permission. We'll be taking the common areas and any unoccupied rooms. Those already here may wait out the storm, but then you'll be getting orders from me for them to leave."
 
   "Ah... Yes Tribune, certainly."
 
   "One more thing," added Talaos, "we have wounded and ill. Do you have a larger rooms where we could keep them together, and is there a physician available nearby?"
 
   "Most of my best rooms on the top floor are vacant, given, ah, recent circumstances. There's no physician on the premises, but perhaps when the storm lessens we can find one."
 
   Talaos then swept into motion. He put a guard of eight men in the lobby under Larogwan, and a guard at the stairs on each of the four upper floors.  They carefully carried or escorted the freed prisoners and their own wounded men to a large room on the top floor, commandeered extra beds, and set up an informal hospital with a soldier on watch. Talaos claimed another of the large top floor rooms for himself as a headquarters.
 
   The inn was large enough that he distributed each of  his men a room of their own. After weeks in camp, and a day of hard fighting in the rain, Talaos thought that must have seemed like paradise to them, and their faces certainly showed it.
 
   Outside the storm raged, and called to him.
 
   Then there was the question of the paying guests. Talaos had not been oblivious to the implications of references to foreign merchants and dignitaries. He decided to gather them up in the common room for questioning.  They were few, for a place so large. But then he thought, the city had been under siege.
 
   One was a ship captain from the Southlands, and with him were two merchant passengers. They were regretful they hadn't left before the storm, and terrified of the entire situation. Five, of a similar mix and outlook, were from the seven realms. Eight were merchants of Hunyos from enemy cities that had been trapped on the wrong side of the fleets. Talaos decided to keep them for questioning by Sanctari and the commanders.
 
   Six were easterners, and only one of them admitted to speaking Imperial. He made many protests. Talaos escorted them under arms to his headquarters room, and with Vulkas and Epos standing by, questioned them.
 
   "We are neutral in this war," the man said, "and should not be treated as prisoners!"
 
   "This city was just taken by assault," replied Talaos in a low, dark voice, "and as one who was trading with our enemies, you should be glad we are acting with restraint."
 
   The man processed that unhappily, then his face hardened and he replied, "Restraint? Men of your army attacked the House of the Prophet!"
 
   "And how do you know that?"
 
   "One of my men was there, before he fled in advance of the enemy troops."
 
   Talaos laughed, then replied, "And if he was there, what description did he give of the man who led those advancing troops?"
 
   "No man, but a demon wreathed in lightning, with eyes of blue fire!"
 
   Talaos made a pitiless smile. On a harsh impulse, he put forth a bit of his sleeping power, just enough to make his eyes flash brightly for a moment.
 
   The man drew back in fear, and the five with him cringed.
 
   "I am no demon, but a man," said Talaos, dangerously, "a man with gifts that are as natural to me as yours are to you. If you had the power, you would happily see me burning on that pyre in the square for it. But unfortunately for you, you are in my power."
 
   The spokesman of the easterners again found his courage, though his companions still cringed, and he replied, "You will burn in this life, or the next, for the sin you have allowed to enter your soul. May the day be soon that it is cleansed from you on the pyre."
 
   Talaos was undisturbed by the other's statement, and replied in his same dangerous voice, "Did your master the Prophet send you to spread such words here?"
 
   "I follow the faith of the Living Prophet, and he is the master of my soul, but my master of deeds and gold is the Prophet's loyal servant, king Ulshamun of Dragesha."
 
   "The Prophet leaves some of his rule to such kings?"
 
   "Until a land is ready. But I will not teach you, demon, and I will speak no longer."
 
   With that, the man remained silent. Talaos had him and his companions bound and moved to the room next to his, under guard, along with the enemy merchants from Hunyos.
 
   Vulkas, still with him, had a grim look. "If all of this had happened yesterday, I'd have asked you why you hate the Prophet so much, but after today..."
 
   Talaos clapped him on the shoulder, then stepped toward the hallway. 
 
   "Let's see how those people we found are doing."
 
   The room converted to a hospital was full of beds. Those people who'd seemed blank and empty, the little girl among them, remained such. The woman of middle years, the one who'd seemed to be dreaming, was now sleeping peacefully. So was the old man, but he still whispered as he dozed. The young man, however, sat up in his bed, weak but conscious. He was speaking with Firio. The latter had already reported his name.
 
   "How are you, Naros?" asked Talaos.
 
   "I... I think I feel a little better. Thank you... for helping me," replied the young man.
 
   Talaos nodded, then continued, "Why did the Prophet's people have you in that cell?"
 
   The young man looked afraid and ashamed, but after a short while he answered, "I slept with another man's wife, while he was away on business."
 
   Talaos gave him a long look. "That was ill done on your part. I hope when you are healed, you have the honor to go face that man for what you did, but I don't see that those servants of the Prophet, or your council of Patricians, had business killing you for it."
 
   "A lot of things... seemed to be their business lately," replied the man.
 
   Talaos went on the other beds, one by one. At the end of the room was the woman who had been bound with copper serpents. She was still dozing, but when he approached, she jolted awake.
 
   For a moment, she stared blankly around. Then she seemed to react to the touch of the soft clean covers of her bed. She looked down, and ran a hand along them in quiet disbelief  Then she turned his way. Her eyes became clear and focused. They were large, dark, and long-lashed. Talaos thought they had an intense look about them. Her elegant, aquiline features looked weary, with bruises from the copper bindings, shadows around her eyes, and sunken cheeks.
 
   "Where am I... and why?" she asked Talaos, voice quiet and hoarse.
 
   "The inn called The Waverider," answered Talaos, "and you are here because we rescued you from the House of the Prophet during the capture of this city."
 
   Her eyes narrowed, "Captured... So you're an enemy officer?"
 
   "Tribune Talaos, of the alliance of Teroia," he replied, "and who are you?"
 
   "Liriel," she said. "Why would you rescue me?"
 
   "Why would they hold you prisoner?" 
 
   "They called me a witch," answered Liriel.
 
   "And are you?" asked Talaos.
 
   "I deal with the spirits, when they are willing, and I work with certain things."
 
   "I don't think talking to the spirits should merit burning you alive," said Talaos.
 
   She sighed, "Neither did anyone else I knew, until the last few years... but it seems times change."
 
   "They do, but they may not change in the way the Prophet intends," replied Talaos, a note of intensity rising in his voice.
 
   As he said that, her eyes widened for a moment, then narrowed. She sat up straight and leaned forward in her bed. Her long black hair fell in spiraling waves around her like shadows.
 
   "What are you?" she asked, voice low.
 
   "What makes you ask that?" he replied, voice cool again.
 
   "Something, something I could see, flashed in your eyes just then. And there is something I can feel... power all around you, emanating from you. Like lightning and wind."
 
   "I am a man. They call me the storm's own son, and the storm is within me. But, as to the source of that power, what I am in that sense, I don't know," he answered.
 
   Outside the shuttered windows, the wind and rain howled with gale force. Liriel looked that way, then back at Talaos.  He thought her eyes looked guarded, masking deep wheels of thought, and with them, apprehension. She flushed and dropped her gaze.
 
   "Thank you for rescuing me," she said under lowered eyes. "Or am I your prisoner now?"
 
   "You are free to go as soon as you feel well enough."
 
   "And as the storm allows..." Liriel replied in a whisper.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   In his full armor and gear, Talaos made a final circuit of the inn, speaking to the Madmen, his decurions, and all his Wolves. He wanted each man to be clear on what they should do if there was trouble in his absence. He'd brought Kimon the innkeeper on part of the walk, and made sure he could recognize his men by sight.
 
   The man seemed if anything even more nervous after that.
 
   Then Talaos descended to the lobby.  Larogwan was there with the squad of guards.
 
   "Any trouble, or news?" Talaos asked.
 
   "No one, ours or local, seems eager to walk about in that," answered Larogwan.
 
   Talaos smiled.
 
   "If it were anyone else," continued the old warrior, "I'd ask if you were sure you wanted to do this. But it being you, I'll say enjoy the carefree stroll."
 
   "Then I'll see you soon. You're in charge while I'm gone, with Vulkas as second."
 
   Larogwan nodded. Then, with some reluctance, four men of his men opened the doors. The wind roared in and rain whipped around into their faces.
 
   Talaos stepped lightly out.
 
   They closed the door with haste behind him.
 
   The sky was black as night, though it was only late afternoon. The lightning was rare now, but the rain whipped sideways in torrents. The streets were half flooded with rainwater, in some places shin or knee deep. Here and there, debris and corpses floated in the water. Not a single living person was visible outside, but him.
 
   Now he thought, he had some things to take care of.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   7. Aftermath
 
    
 
   Talaos reached the great plaza. It was empty of people and shin-deep in rainwater. Across it, at the center of the opposite side, was the Council House. To his left was the House of the Prophet, roughly centered across from the Council House. The place still stood vacant, and the doors hung wide open in the rain.  In the very middle of the plaza was the pyre platform.  Not far from the pyre sat an open-topped wagon, and on it were many amphorae of oil. 
 
   He walked across amid howling, almost horizontal rain, and beneath a blackening sky.  The world around him was a wild place of blues, blacks, and grays. Here and there, in the surrounding buildings, lights appeared as people prepared for evening.
 
   In many of those buildings, he knew local citizens of Avrosa would be hiding out, waiting for the fury of the storm to calm. No doubt, they would also be hoping to wait out the initial fury of the invading army. However, he equally knew that the invading army itself was hiding out indoors. Here, only he walked in the storm under the open sky.
 
   It was growing darker as night approached. Most windows were shuttered and most doors closed. There would be few close enough in the driving rain and growing darkness to see clearly what he was doing. That by itself did not matter, what was important was that, among those few, there would be even fewer, if any, who would dare the weather to interfere.
 
   Talaos made his way to the pyre. He passed corpses half-submerged in the rainwater. The twelve who'd lit the pyre still lay, broken and burned, on the platform or the steps. The big iron stake was there at the top. Six inches square and eight feet tall from where it was mortared into the brick. He stood next to it and took one of the great iron rings in each hand. Here he stood, at the very spot victim after victim had been chained in mindless torpor and burned alive.
 
   But this thing of cruel purpose was in his hands, his power. He focused his mind and his will. With intention, he called upon the storm. He summoned it up from within, called it forth to greet the storm around him. Felt their power meet and flow and infuse him. He felt his storm rage at the murder of innocents. At this thing which had been the instrument.
 
   No longer.
 
   He strained. Muscles tense, power crackling along his flesh. He lifted.
 
   A groan, of metal on mortar and brick. A crack. He lifted.
 
   For the fallen, with the strength of his avenging fury, he lifted.
 
   It came loose.
 
   He hurled it upward with a shove of both hands, out of its deep-set base, four feet down in the brick and mortar. It flew upward, then back. He caught it.
 
   Talaos carried the iron stake to the wagon with the amphorae of oil. He put it across the wooden driver's seat, though it stretched a few feet on either side.
 
   He took hold of the harness, designed for a horse, and pulled. Slowly and laboriously he hauled the wagon from the center of the plaza to the House of the Prophet. He went to the back of the wagon and looked at the amphorae. They were big, with sturdy handles on each side, and probably meant to be carried by two.
 
   He picked up an amphora in each hand, and carried them into the House of the Prophet. These first, he took the whole laborious way downstairs and to the end of hall of cells. He hurled them against the far wall. Then he made the trip again. This time he hurled the amphorae in the middle of the hall. Once more, and at the beginning of the hall.  Next he hurled amphorae from the top of the stairs into the room of chains. 
 
   With five more trips, he had exhausted the supply of amphorae, and spread oil as widely as he could. He took the two lamps from the sleeping room, and four more that he found in the hallway of supplies. He lit them all. He hurled three down the stairs, then threw three more as he left the building. By the time he reached the exit, he could already see light and smoke pouring up the stairs.
 
   The House of the Prophet had outer walls of white brick, but the interior walls, the floors, the beams, the sleeping platforms, and the doors were all varnished wood. Talaos walked out of the double doors, walked a short distance away, and turned around to watch. There was a flicker of green light inside, briefly seeming to contain the flames. Then it went out, and an inferno rose inside the House of the Prophet.
 
   Talaos smiled a dark smile. He picked up the iron stake and tossed it to the pavement in front of the burning House, with plans for it later.  He took the harness of the wagon once more and hauled it across the plaza and beyond, to where he'd seen Avrosa's house of healing.
 
   The street flowed in shin-deep water like a river. Two floors up and on his right was a window with only the remnants of a shutter. The glass panes were broken. Light shone out from inside, and a civilian man appeared at the window with a bucket, he tossed rainwater out his window. Then the man saw Talaos, armored, cloaked, and hauling the wagon down the street. The man gaped in disbelief. Talaos gave him a friendly wave.  He darted back out of sight.
 
   After another block, he reached it. There, on a large gilded circular plaque above the entrance, was the familiar symbol of a raised hand, with fingers closed and palm out, surrounded by nine stylized rays of light. It dated to the old Empire, and perhaps before, as a representation of the healing touch of physicians, though all those Talaos had ever known used surgery, oils, herbs and potions rather than anything he would call magic.
 
   He hauled his wagon to the base of the central steps. On either side of the stairs were long ramps for supply carts or for any who couldn't manage steps, but they were too small for the wagon. He ascended the nine steps and pushed open the heavy bronze doors.
 
   On the other side was a busy room full of active soldiers from the invading army, mostly from Teroia, injured soldiers that included a few of the defenders, and a variety of civilians. Physicians, both allied and Avrosan, were readily apparent by the short mantles they wore, each with the golden radiant hand embroidered in front and back. 
 
   Upon Talaos's arrival, many people stopped and looked at him in surprise. Wind and rain howled in behind him. He closed the doors.  Looking around, he saw an officer in the colors of Teroia coming his way. He recognized the man as a captain named Perio. 
 
   "Captain Perio!" Talaos hailed.
 
   "Talaos!" answered the other, "I mean Tribune... It is very good to see you, sir!"
 
   The captain saluted him, and he returned it.
 
   "Captain, I have need of a physician for my men."
 
   "Of course. Getting them to go out in that might be tricky. I'll see who I can find."
 
   "Let's go together, and see if we can find one crazy enough to come with me."
 
   The captain smiled.
 
   Together they made a circuit of the place. Talaos didn't bother asking old or frail physicians, but even among the younger and more hale, there was little enthusiasm. After some time, they talked to a younger Avrosan physician with short black hair, the trim athleticism of a soldier, and an energetic manner.
 
   "Physician," said Talaos, "I am Tribune Talaos, of the allied army."
 
   The other nodded, "I am Demistas, five years a healer. How may I help you, Tribune?"
 
   "I need a physician for my men, quartered at the inn called the Waverider."
 
   "Over by the harbor? You must have ridden some waves to get here," said Demistas.
 
   "That I did. I and my wagon," answered Talaos.
 
   "How did you get a wagon here?"
 
   "By clever tricks and lucky chances. It does give us a way to get you back with enough gear to set up a proper infirmary."
 
   The other's eyes lit up, "What makes you think I want to go outside in that gale?"
 
   "Because that way you can tell your grandchildren you did."
 
   "Grandch..." boggled Demistas, then he laughed, "All right. Why not?"
 
   Demistas gathered up a fairly large collection of medical supplies and tools in several bags, with help from Talaos and soldiers detailed by Perio. 
 
   As they started toward the doors, another thought occurred to Talaos.
 
   "Demistas, what would you say if you had news the House of the Prophet had been burned during the storming of the city?"
 
   "First, I'd question the news, given the weather, but second, if true, I'd be overjoyed."
 
   "Then I think we'll get along well," replied Talaos.
 
   Talaos and Demistas carried the bags of medical supplies out the front doors. Then Demistas stopped in some surprise as he pulled his hooded cloak around him.
 
   "I see the wagon, but where are the horses?" he said, shouting over the howling wind.
 
   "Don't worry, just follow me," said Talaos, whose voice carried over it easily.
 
   The other boggled, but complied. Demistas had a hard time keeping his footing in the water and the gale, but did his best to help They loaded the wagon and secured everything.
 
   Then Talaos grabbed the harness and started pulling the wagon with sure, easy steps, as if it were a child's toy on a sunny day. Demistas stared, taking in what he saw. Then, he set himself to help. He struggled, slipped and would have fallen, but Talaos grabbed his wrist and righted him. After that, with shaking head, the physician simply trudged alongside.
 
   After a while, they reached and crossed the great plaza, now nearly knee deep in water. The House of the Prophet was there, a smoldering shell of brick.
 
   As they neared, Talaos stopped the wagon without explanation and walked to where he'd left the iron stake. He paused for a moment, and drew on his storm, this storm, one more time. He reached into the water and picked up the twelve feet of the iron stake like a colossal staff over his arm. He circled the House of the Prophet, stalking, looking for weakness, for his opportunity.
 
   There it was, he thought, the spot that might count. He hurled the stake with both hands, launching like some massive ballista bolt. It flew with the wind, alongside the driven rain, and went crashing into the wall. Bricks, massive heavy bricks, went hurtling forward with it into the bricks on the far side. Others above toppled down, knocking each other out of place in their collapse. The wind and rain flew into weak places, and eased it all.
 
   In moments, where the shell of a building had been, there was now a ruin of fallen brick, ragged remnants of walls, surrounding a great hole in the ground. Talaos sighed, weary, but satisfied with his work. He returned to the wagon, and to an expression of shocked wonder on the face of Demistas. Then he took the harness and hauled the wagon and the medical supplies back to his waiting men.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   It had been a busy night, but now the wind slowed and the rain reduced to a monotonous drizzle under a pale gray mid morning sky. Men moved about the great plaza, soldiers mostly, but here and there the braver of the citizens of Avrosa. Sanctari's firm discipline held, thought Talaos, and the conquerors let the conquered go about the business of keeping a city running. Water was still ankle deep on the paving stones. As the other figures around him crossed the plaza, nearly all of them turned to look at the ruins of the House of the Prophet. 
 
   Not Talaos. He paid it no further mind. Ahead of him loomed the far vaster structure of the Council Hall, with its gilt-work dome and its many steps.  The corpses of slain councilors and fallen soldiers were gone. A great many living soldiers of the allied army milled about at the top, under the sheltering colonnade, on various tasks of their own.
 
   He was in his full gear and armor, cleaned as best as could be overnight, with his cloak thrown back over his shoulders, more a decorative part of his uniform than useful in its sodden state. Up the steps he went, and as he passed, soldiers stopped with varying expressions of fear, awe, wonder, or worship. All of them, however, saluted.
 
   The mighty twin doors were before him, rich with gilt decoration. Gateway to the seat of power of a fallen city, he thought. Soldiers opened the doors for him. Inside was a large entrance chamber, and beyond the far greater chamber of the dome. Avrosa was not Carai, and there was more plain stone than marble, and less inlay than paint, but it was still grand.
 
   Around the chamber of the dome ran two galleries, and halls and stairs in all directions. The greatest stairs were straight ahead, to the chambers of the council. There, the commanders and many others would be waiting for him. Quite a few would not be pleased. There were many more soldiers, and many more salutes. He walked up the stairs and down a richly decorated marbled hall. Ahead were a pair of lavishly inlaid wooden doors. Soldiers flanked them, and opened them.
 
   Near him, on either side, were rows of seats facing the far end. Most sat empty, but toward the front on the right were assembled several of the tribunes and other senior officers of the army. Adriko waited there, looking uncharacteristically gloomy. On the left was a small delegation of Avrosans. One was a sturdy man with a light brown beard, in the simple clothing and white cap of a follower of the Prophet.
 
   Toward the far end of the room stood an immense table, shaped like a half ring with an open center. It had room for fifteen, but only seven sat there; the seven senior commanders of the army. Sanctari had taken a chair at the center, higher backed than the others. At his right was Nissas, and his left Kurvan. They were flanked by Generals Dromno, Aro and Pelias, and by Warlord Tescani.
 
   Talaos thought that complex emotions were playing out, under the steely professional faces of the five generals. Kurvan, on the other hand, beamed at Talaos like a proud father. Tescani's face was pure cold calculation, like a mask made of iron gears.
 
   He approached the table of the commanders. In the center of the half-ring a circle of decorative geometric tiled floor radiated lines out to the approximate spot of each of the fifteen seats. It looked like the sort of place he'd be expected to stand, but he didn't, stopping instead just ahead of the last row of seats. He saluted, and the commanders returned it.
 
   Sanctari, who seemed the most at peace of the generals, spoke. "Tribune Talaos, you have the thanks of the entire army for taking the gatehouse and opening the city at so little cost. Outside of the works of magi, I doubt any of us here have ever seen anything like what you did yesterday. Many lives were saved, and thanks to you, we have intact walls to defend us.
 
   "We do not, however, have an intact city. It is true that a city that falls by assault has every reason to fear the wrath of the victors, and no reason to expect mercy. However, our army was under orders, for many more reasons, to avoid a general sack.  We had expected to impose harsh terms on Avrosa, and a tributary wartime council of our choosing, which might have included some of the existing Patricians. Now, however many of those choices are out of our hands. Other choices were made instead, by you, for reasons that we now need to understand."
 
   Talaos surveyed them coolly. Feet slightly apart, he stood at ease. "Did any of you see the smoke rising from the city, constantly, those days before the attack?" he said.
 
   If possible, the expressions on the faces of several of the generals became more complex, thought Talaos. He'd asked an obvious question with only one answer, like asking if they knew there was a thing called the sun, and they quite naturally seemed to be watching for a trap.
 
   Narrowed eyes and a few nods passed around the circle.
 
   "All of you now know where that smoke was coming from. Do you care?"
 
   Nissas spoke, "How Avrosa was governing itself was hardly your concern, Tribune."
 
   Talaos smiled, "Perhaps you have more expertise than I in the laws of Avrosa, but Hunyos and the Republic both use laws based on the code of the old Empire, and almost anyone on the street in either country could answer that there is nothing in there about burning people alive, or handing them over to some unelected philosophical cult."
 
   Uncomfortable looks passed among the generals. Nissas seemed undeterred. "How does any of that grant you, Talaos, the authority to make decisions about that, in battle or..." 
 
   Then, to the surprise of Nissas and, Talaos thought, most in the room, General Dromno stood up and interrupted. The simply-dressed general's gruff, earthy voice was thick with sudden emotion, "The Imperial laws were wrong, boy! False laws made by sinful men. People in Avrosa chose higher laws, and it was our job, even as the conquerors, to let them stand by what was right. The House of the..."
 
   Talaos interrupted him in turn, "Leaving aside the very large question of how many of the people of Avrosa actually made or supported that choice, what choice did the people on the pyre have?  Or the prisoners I found in the House of the Prophet? I had a physician of Avrosa look at them last night, and you have the copy of his notes in the report I dispatched at dawn. It is possible some of you have not taken the time to read it..."
 
   Talaos was vaguely aware of Adriko putting his head in his hands.
 
   "...but what crimes, exactly, could a seven year old girl commit that would merit being burned alive?"
 
   Adriko sat back up, with an expression as if stuck with a dagger. There were surprised looks on the faces of nearly every man among the allied officers.
 
   Kurvan stood up, and turned to his fellow commanders. "Hear that, my lads? I didn't read that thing, but that's the sort of news I was already expecting. Now, Nissas here did read it. And Aro. You too Sanctari. How long are we going to keep this show up before we vote?"
 
   Nissas, still standing, turned to Kurvan, his voice now rising with visible temper, "Again, who the hell told Talaos he could slaughter the entire council based on his moral sensitivities! Are we going to..."
 
   "Those Councilors were still armed and giving their men orders!" growled Kurvan.
 
   "And you know very well he should have asked for their surrender," snapped  Nissas, "that is what comes of promoting some boy to tribune because he's good at fighting!"
 
   Kurvan made a tremendous growling laugh, "Good at fighting, and at winning battles, and at having whatever crazy storm magic he's got in his blood! The men would follow him into the hells right now, and you all know it!"
 
   Sanctari stood up, and raised his right hand for silence.
 
   After a moment or two, the room quieted.
 
   The senior general spoke, "All of you sitting at the audience seats may leave now."
 
   The room quickly cleared. Adriko shot Talaos an encouraging smile and nod as he left.
 
   When they were all gone, Sanctari spoke again, "We are here to decide whether we consider Tribune Talaos innocent, or guilty of violating his orders, and he has the right to be present at the vote..."
 
   "Innocent!" boomed Kurvan.
 
   Sanctari paused, then continued, "Talaos, as you are a free mercenary, the consequences of guilt are very specific. You are not a citizen in military service to a city or town, or bound by fealty to what we in Hunyos call an acclaimed warlord. Therefore, you would not be subject to any of their particular punishments that might await you.
 
   "However, you would be cast out of this army, and because of our situation, out of the city and all the countryside within our reach. I would hope, for the sake of the many soldier's lives that could be spared, that you wouldn't choose to fight, if pronounced guilty."
 
   Talaos made no answer.
 
   "Now commanders, we will begin," announced Sanctari. "Warlord Kurvan has already cast his vote. By the old laws, you are asked, but not required, to explain your vote. We will proceed from my left to right, and I will vote last."
 
   "Innocent," said Warlord Tescani, without elaboration or change of expression.
 
   General Pelias, resplendent in his golden breastplate, gave Talaos what seemed to be a sympathetic look. Then he spoke in unconcerned, almost lofty tones, "Talaos, what you can do is very impressive. It is. And as for the councilors of Avrosa, or the Prophet's people, well, war is war. That being said,  you went far, dangerously far, past your orders, and we need to keep discipline together. Particularly now. Your willfulness could be very costly. So therefore, guilty."
 
   Nissas glared, "I've already given my reasons. Guilty."
 
   General Aro gave Talaos an appraising look. His red cloak was thrown back and he held Talaos's report in his hands, when he spoke, his voice was sharp, clear, and decisive. "Tribune, I don't think your orders were so precise as to preclude what you did. And, Talaos, after reading this, I support what you did, strongly. Innocent."
 
   General Dromno looked at his fellow commanders with seeming disbelief, then at Talaos, "You killed patricians doing their duty, boy. You burned down a sacred place of peace. Some people say you called all that lightning at the plaza. Called it with magic in your blood. If that's true, then your very soul is in danger for your sins. May you burn for it someday. Guilty!"
 
    Several of the others glanced at Dromno with what appeared to be consciously suppressed dismay. Three and three thus far, he thought. If Sanctari had been playing him for a fool, he would find out now.
 
   Sanctari waited for them to settle down, then spoke. "Tribune Talaos, I think you likely violated the spirit of the orders for our army, but their letter was vague enough to debate. This is a city we took by assault, and far worse things have been done under such circumstances. I think, for the sake of our own cohesion and survival, we should avoid further debate on the moral merits, as separate from orders, of your actions around the House of the Prophet."
 
   Dromno looked as if he intended to rise and say something, but Sanctari quieted him with a raised hand, then continued.
 
   "Tribune Talaos," the old general pronounced, "I believe you innocent."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   8. Insights
 
    
 
   Up on the wall, the wind was fresh. Talaos and Adriko walked along southward, surveying the situation on either side. Behind them rose the great mass of the gatehouse keep, and it was being extensively cleaned and repaired. To the west, on their right, was the former camp. To the east, and their left, was Avrosa. Hard work went on everywhere.
 
   "Giorvan's got almost everything from the camp cleaned up and inside," said Adriko lightly, looking inland as they walked. "At least what could be found. It was quite the mess after your friends the wind and rain got done with things."
 
   "I tried to tell them to calm down," answered Talaos, "but they didn't listen."
 
   Adriko looked his way with a skeptical expression. "I highly doubt getting them to calm down was among your priorities. Still, if you'd asked them, I have a strange feeling they might have listened."
 
   Talaos laughed, but did not argue.
 
   They walked on a bit, through the open doors of a tower and out the other side. Talaos looked east, at the city and the sparkling blue sea beyond. Avrosa was shaped roughly like a half circle, with the flat side facing the sea. From that half circle curved and extended a thin, rocky spit of land enclosing the harbor.
 
   The harbor district, much damaged by the storm, ran along the length of the shore. The civic area, with huge monolithic buildings, plazas, and parks, was set a few blocks back, but still close enough to the center to look a bit like a hub to half a wagon wheel - with the walls as the rim and large radiating avenues as spokes.
 
   In neighborhoods near the center were the little walled and towered fortresses of the wealthy. Talaos found them a strange touch. The suspicion represented by the design of those homes made him think of Cratus, and conjured the image of a city of rival gangs.
 
   "I turned my prisoners over to Sanctari," said Talaos, "The Hunyos and Eastlander merchants and captains. He and the commanders had another vote, and went with keeping them, and commandeering their ships. Then they hired the captains from the Southlands and the Seven Realms. The actual Avrosan navy ships were in bad shape, but they're repairing them."
 
   "I bet Dromno wasn't among the yes votes regarding the Eastlanders," smiled Adriko. "Still, that's good. It gives us a little navy of our own, just when we'll need it."
 
   Talaos considered that, then asked, "Any news on the main fleet?"
 
   "Nothing. No new ships have arrived, I'm sure you know. The enemy army seems to have our scouts blocked off now, except for the long way through the back country, and we won't know what those report until it's too late to help us."
 
   They were approaching another tower, and nearby, a place where stairs rose to the walls from inside. Further off to the left was a tall tower set back from the walls, but connected by a causeway with a drawbridge at the level of the battlements. It was visibly older and of a somewhat different style of construction than the towers along the walls.
 
   "I have to wonder about their logic in Avrosa," said Adriko, "Instead of using something like that as their command headquarters, most cities in Hunyos have a fortified citadel. That tower is tall enough for good reconnaissance, but I'd think General Petani would have found it easier to coordinate their defense from the gatehouse. Well, until you got there. Then sudden death would've made it a bit more difficult for him."
 
   "I've been talking to a certain group among the Avrosan leaders," replied Talaos.
 
   "Have you now?" said Adriko, with an arched brow and wheels turning in his eyes.
 
   "And," continued Talaos in a suddenly light, casual voice, "they say that tower, the old tower, is built on the foundation of an even older one that stood in pre-Imperial times, when an ancient hero stood atop it defending the city from a pair of flying fire serpents."
 
   "A pair of fire drakes!" laughed Adriko, "I'd think one was enough. That would've been a long time ago for any to be south of Dirion.  Anyway, you were really saying..."
 
   "Ah, that..." added Talaos, drawing the moment out."They also say they'd been unhappy with the Prophet's people taking over their city. Unhappy enough they might have taken up arms, if the war hadn't started."
 
   "How convenient for the Prophet that the war did start, then," replied Adriko."Also, stop trying to use my own tricks on me."
 
   A pair of soldiers from Megasi, patrolling the walls, saluted them and continued on. They returned the salutes without breaking their leisurely stride.
 
   "Like finds like," answered Talaos with a casual smile. "I may not be the trickster you are, but you did once say I had nerves of steel and a mouth of sparks. I'd say both of them have brought some trouble our way lately, and we should talk about plans."
 
   "Our way is it? I recall keeping my own nose out of trouble," replied Adriko with a smirk.
 
   "Not so out of it that planning wouldn't help," said Talaos.
 
   Adriko looked around him casually, and then replied, "That sounds like a great topic of conversation for somewhere else, more out of the way."
 
   There were heavy footsteps coming up the stairs ahead of them. The footsteps were shortly matched to the wild black hair, craggy cliff-jawed face, and bearlike grin of Kurvan.
 
   Talaos felt momentarily surprised, but only momentarily. They paused.
 
   "Warlord Kurvan," said Adriko absently, "what a pleasant coincidence. I don't suppose you'd care to join us on our stroll in the sunshine?"
 
   Kurvan gripped their arms in the military handshake."Adriko and Talaos! Surprised to see you up here.  Can't say I'd mind a walk. Maybe talk and catch up on things as we go."
 
   Talaos watched the show the other two were putting on, but decided that instead of guessing their game, he'd do something else.
 
   "Gentlemen, I think we'd have a fine view and a quiet spot on top of the old tower," he said, as they continued down the wall.
 
   Now it was their turn to look momentarily surprised.
 
   "There are usually sentries posted up there, you know, Talaos," said Adriko.
 
   "Usually," he replied.
 
   "Nervous, Adriko?" Said Kurvan with a laughing growl. "I think both you lads ought to remember how much rank we've got between the three of us." 
 
   "Oh, I remember," replied Talaos, watchfully.
 
   They passed a few more soldiers from various allied cities and towns, on various tasks. Salutes were exchanged. Most of these gave Talaos the awestruck looks that had been common since the capture of the city.
 
   The sun shined above, and they neared the causeway to the tower. The great iron-reinforced drawbridge was down. Two sentries at the far end of the causeway gave them sharp salutes. They were men from the league of Mesion Hill, under General Aro's command. Beyond them was a decurion in a red cloak. He saluted them.
 
   "At ease, decurion," said Talaos, "We're touring the tower, with an eye for use when the enemy arrives."
 
   "My apologies, sir," the man replied, "General Aro is reviewing the readiness of the tower as well. He asked not to be disturbed."
 
   "I'm sure we can avoid getting in each other's way," said Talaos."I take full responsibility."
 
   The soldier looked at the three high ranking officers before him, reflected, and saluted.
 
   Talaos, Adriko, and Kurvan returned the salute, and entered the tower.
 
   "How cheerful," said Adriko, eyeing the grimy stone walls of the central stairwell, covered in centuries of soot from torches, lanterns, and who knew what else.
 
   About once each circuit of the spiraling stairs were even older stones, obviously weathered by time and carved with scenes of plumed warriors slaying enemies.  The plumed warriors were the same each time, but the enemies changed. The style was blocky. Talaos thought it slightly, though only slightly, resembled that of the giant figures atop the mountain.
 
   At each circuit was a door. They were currently open, and revealed rooms with arrow slits, low tables,  chests, and other accommodations typical of watch towers. The top covered floor was different. On one side, what Talaos recognized as astronomical equipment sat collected together. Some items were covered with thick dust, the rest with moldering, dusty tarps.
 
   On the other side rested a large stone carven with a scene of a man atop a tower, hurling lightning from his open hands at two huge, flying serpents with fire coiling from their mouths. 
 
   "Relative of yours?" said Kurvan, looking at the man with the lightning.
 
   "My younger brother, in fact," said Adriko. "Problem child..."
 
   Kurvan growled amusedly. Talaos, however, ignored Adriko and walked closer to the carving. It was fully nine feet wide and three high. Traces of paint and gilt glinted on the stone, weathered with the passing of ages. The lightning stood out, as it looked to have been worked with inlaid silver.
 
   Talaos took a close look at the man on the tower. He was clearly portrayed  as tall, with broad shoulders and lean flanks. He had braided hair with scratched remnants of gilt in what looked to be an alloy of gold and silver, a silver band or circlet around his head, and instead of paint, two tiny, brilliant blue lapis stones for his eyes.
 
   He stood back, and stared at the scene for a while.
 
   Kurvan walked over and looked the picture up and down. He grew quiet and scratched his craggy chin. Adriko glanced at the scene again, then turned.
 
   "Talaos, I hate to interrupt your moment with long lost family," said Adriko in his easiest manner, "But, didn't they say Aro should be around here somewhere?"
 
   Without comment, Talaos turned and walked to the last flight of steps. The other two followed. They ascended and emerged in a little entry room at the base of a small stone watchtower with a narrow exterior stair to the top. Around the stone floor of the main tower was a weathered battlement, and at the battlement, General Aro stood facing northwest toward the road whence any army could come.
 
   "Talaos," he said. Then he turned around and saw Adriko and Kurvan. His expression was surprised, but pleased. He stepped forward to greet them.
 
   "I thought our conversation might be more interesting with more friends," replied Talaos.
 
   "That it would," smiled the general.
 
   "Well, well, "said Adriko, "Talaos, I'm glad to see you're a quick study."
 
   "He needs to be," said Aro in his sharp voice, "and we all need to be alert."
 
   Then Aro looked around at the others with intense seriousness, and added, "Reports are that the huge storm put the enemy army in a lot of disarray. I think we have a few more days. But, this is still a very bad time for things to start cracking."
 
   "Dromno seems like he's already cracking," said Kurvan.
 
   Aro nodded. Talaos grinned. Adriko made his cat's smile.
 
   Adriko added, "Better that we're learning now, rather than when it would mean some surprise crazy decision from him, or daggers in our backs. No, make that chains and torches. We can thank Talaos for getting Dromno mad enough to take off the mask."
 
   "I seem to have a knack for that," said Talaos.
 
   Adriko mused thoughtfully, "Cracked or not, Dromno isn't alone. The Prophet's people, whether in Avrosa or the army, are going to be trouble sooner or later."
 
   "They've already put in a request to rebuild the House of the Prophet," added Aro.
 
   "Where does Sanctari stand on that?" asked Adriko.
 
   "He's opposed, as is everyone but Dromno and Nissas," replied Aro, "At least, I assume you're opposed, Kurvan."
 
   The warlord grinned, then added, "The bigger problem here is that Nissas might want Talaos's blood enough to join with the crazies."
 
   Aro nodded, "If he does, or helps Dromno and the Prophet for whatever other reasons , it will probably cost us Avrosa and a lot of our lives. We need to work together to prevent it from happening. On the other hand, if they do, we'll need to be ready"
 
   Then Aro turned to Talaos, "All this trouble revolves around you, Talaos. You're also key to our success with it, and helpful for the bigger problems coming down the coastal road."
 
   "Which means," added Adriko thoughtfully, if sarcastically, "you need to live, and we'd all better hope you aren't going to be idle."
 
   "I haven't been," replied Talaos. "I've been adding to my Wolves, and quietly seeing who else in the army might be helpful at the right time. My discussions with certain people here in Avrosa have included helping them finish their old arguments with the Prophet's followers."
 
   Talaos thought that Adriko, who'd had some preface to that statement, looked only mildly surprised. Aro seemed as if he'd been talking generally about storms, and had just seen one looming over the horizon. Kurvan grinned his huge bear's grin.
 
   "What was it you did, before you became a mercenary?" the big warlord growled.
 
   "I'll save that for our way out," said Talaos with a wolfish smile, "but I think we have a lot to discuss first, and we should be clear. Are we in this together?"
 
   Nods from all. The four leaders gripped each other's right forearms in a ring.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos made his way up the floors of his headquarters to the infirmary. The Waverider, cleared of its other guests, made a fine base of operations, though one growing more crowded as Talaos's forces grew. He'd paid enough gold to keep Kimon happy for a long while, though he knew something more permanent would have to be worked out.
 
   Demistas was waiting outside the door when he arrived. The physician had decided to stay after the first night's work, and had set up a professional operation despite limited space.
 
   "How are you, Tribune?" asked the physician.
 
   "Well, all told. You've worked wonders here." 
 
   "Thank you, come on in."
 
   Talaos's wounded soldiers were nearly all back in action. The two who weren't had their own rooms now. Some, but not all, of the freed prisoners showed positive changes. 
 
   "I've had to draw deeply on herb lore," said Demistas. "I'm using things known to help recovery from trauma, the kind of situations where the mind represses or softens memories. We're seeing some results, but since there was magic involved, I don't have a way, yet at least, to say how much was permanent. Please, come see."
 
   With that, Talaos followed him. The middle-aged woman who'd seemed dreaming was now sitting up, seeming awake and alert. The old man was as well, though he had a distant look on his face. Two of the others, who'd seemed gone, were now whispering in their sleep. The rest, including the little girl and the four who'd been on the pyre, were still vacant.
 
   The healthiest of them, the young man Naros, had earlier volunteered to help out. Talaos put him to work cleaning and organizing equipment, on condition that, when it was safe to leave the inn, the young man face the husband he'd wronged.
 
   Talaos wondered what other stories they'd discover.
 
   He walked over to the woman. She was stout with brown hair and a stolid, practical look about her. "How are you? My name is Talaos."
 
   She looked at him sleepily. "I'm Bera. This doctor says the city fell. Is that right?"
 
   "Yes. I'm an officer in the other army."
 
   "Good. Council went crazy, letting those people run things."
 
   "What happened to you?"
 
   "Used to run a little house for gambling. Nothing big, mostly for the company and to pay the bills. Plus I'd rent out rooms upstairs for private gatherings. No questions asked."
 
   "And the Prophet's people didn't like that."
 
   "No. Eleven years I had my place, and no trouble till just lately. Had some good friends."
 
   "If I have anything to do about it, you can have it again," said Talaos.
 
   "Tricky. They sold it and kept the money. Good causes they said. Can't get all my friends back either. Do you know they put two men friends of mine, young fellows who kept each other company up in one of my rooms, in the fires for it? I never heard of such a thing..."
 
   With that, Bera started to cry. Talaos took her hand, and she calmed after a little while.
 
   She seemed to think of something else, and pointed her hand across the room, toward one of the two middle aged men who'd been on the pyre, "If that guy wakes up, keep an eye out. If I recall, his name's Savro. He raped and murdered a maid that worked for him, got caught and tried. Asked to be purified so he would be saved in the next life."
 
   Talaos nodded, with plans to deal with that when the time came. He thought grimly about the strange laws of the Prophet. That reminded him that later, he needed to continue his studies with the books in his room. After a few more words with Bera, he walked to the older man, who'd dozed off and then reawakened in the interim.
 
   The old man answered in a hoarse, whispering voice with a strange, almost rhythmic cadence, like efforts at a song that didn't quite come together. "Talaos, you said? Milo, I say. I know you'll ask, and so I'll tell, I made music, now I make none. I wrote and taught music, now words are gone. I sang in their chorus. Now I sing none. I saw things that worried. Worried I said. Blasphemy the word. How I denied. But then it happened. Now not the same..."
 
   Talaos listened, unsure how, or if, to answer. Then the man fell asleep again.
 
   He looked around for Liriel, but she was not there at the moment.
 
   "Ah, you must be missing my healthiest patient... and at least for now, my assistant," said Demistas, "She has a lot of skill with herbs, oils, and potions. I don't let her work too hard in her condition. She's resting out on the balcony, probably napping."
 
   Talaos smiled.
 
   "If you like," the physician said, "I can send her to visit you when she gets back."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos was working at his desk in the bedroom converted to a command headquarters. He'd spent a few minutes preparing dispatches to his growing list of contacts in the army and in Avrosa. There was much to do, and little time to do it. He kept the door open, as people were constantly coming and going.
 
   Liriel appeared around the corner. She was looking much better, he thought. The bruises were fading on her wrists, and around her eyes and mouth.  The haggard look had faded too, and instead of the appearance of sunken cheeks, she merely had high cheekbones on an aquiline, tapering face. Her long, black, spiraling hair now looked combed and elegant. 
 
   Seeing her standing straight, he thought her tall, though not greatly tall for a woman as was Katara, and no more than a year or two older than himself. She'd managed to obtain a new dress, in red with black trim, of a style that seemed common in Hunyos. Though slit on the sides and form fitting on her slender frame, it was otherwise higher cut and more conservative than the dresses favored by urban women in the Republic. 
 
   In fact, seeing it on Liriel reminded him of the kind of dress Sorya usually wore over pants when on a job.  He'd never thought about where it might have come from. It also occurred to him, seeing Liriel now as more than just a victim of the Prophet, that she was beautiful.
 
   "Is it all right if I come in?" she asked.
 
   Talaos smiled and motioned her to a chair.
 
   She walked with signs of her mistreatment still in the gait, and Talaos felt a sharp pang of sympathy.  Her eyes took in the room, and when she sat, she glanced in the direction of his shelves of books taken from the House of the Prophet.
 
   "Are you any sort of magus?" she asked.
 
   "No. What I told you before is what I know of my power."
 
   "I think there's a lot you left out."
 
   He smiled inscrutably. That was certainly true.
 
   "I think," he replied, "we should start with more of what you do; the things that got you thrown into the Prophet's benevolent dungeon of forgiveness."
 
   As she processed what he'd said, a faint flicker of wry amusement crossed her face.
 
   "You're not much afraid of them, are you?" she said.
 
   "Fear hadn't occurred to me. They aren't worthy of it. You?"
 
   Liriel dropped her gaze, and spoke more quietly. "Well I for one am terrified of them, of what they do and why. At least now. I wasn't one of those who had something to say when they first came here from Dirion in any kind of numbers."
 
   "Dirion. As in the old aristocracy of Dirion?" asked Talaos, remembering the woman at the House of the Prophet in Ipesca.
 
   She smiled thoughtfully at the question. "I don't know if they were all aristocrats, but most of the original preachers were definitely old stock from Dirion. The plainsmen only come into Hunyos in groups to raid, and that only happens way up north."
 
   "Do you know what things are like up there, these days?"
 
   "Since your country broke Dirion in that war?" She shook her head, "Not much. Things are supposed to be bad, with the plainsmen kings fighting each other and stealing whatever they want. From the way the preachers talked, I gather the faith of the Prophet is everywhere now."
 
   "Earlier, you said you speak with the spirits," Talaos asked, thinking of Miriana, the only other person he'd known who talked to them, or at least heard them. With that flooded other thoughts of her, and then Sorya and Katara. Three women he loved, and none with him.
 
   He pushed his memories back, and listened to Liriel's reply.
 
   "I do. As I said, when they're willing. I can usually feel their presence even when they're not willing. They do as they wish, or as their natures drive them."
 
   "What are they?"
 
   She looked up at him in surprise. "Most people find it strange enough that I deal with the spirits," she said, "but you want to learn more about them?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "I understand..." she replied with a hint of a smile, "I really do. I've not found as much, at least much useful, in books about them as you might think. Most of what I know is what they say, and that doesn't usually make clear sense. I think they are like imprints, memories or shadows of people, creatures, or places, perhaps even events that once were.
 
   "So far as I have seen, for all the willfulness of the spirits, they seem almost... fixed, repetitive, like a story told time and again. Mind you, even in one spirit, there can be a lot of variety in that. They can have wisdom, knowledge, insights, wishes, and... sometimes frighteningly deep feelings... but I don't think they exactly learn or grow like we do."
 
   Talaos listened with interest. He watched her as she spoke, curious at the memories and hidden intentions in her eyes and face. It was as if she had a great deal more in motion, barely visible in the depths below what she said.
 
   "Do you feel them, or see them?"
 
   "See them? I always feel them, but I'm not sure I ever exactly see them."
 
   "I did once," he added, surprised at her answer, "around a ring of standing stones near Ipesca."
 
   "Actually see them with your eyes? Wait... that place!" she replied, startled. Though thoughts seemed to move beneath, "What were you doing there?"
 
   "I had just finished restoring the standing stones."
 
   She paused. Talaos thought she looked uncertain how to reply. "Those stones were fallen for a long time," she finally said. "Why? How did you find people to help you with that? Local people try hard to ignore that place..."
 
   "I moved them myself. There were many that had been recently pulled and moved. I thought probably by the Prophet's followers, though I wasn't sure why. It was late at night. When I was done, spirits appeared around. They were very faint."
 
   As Liriel listed to his reply, Talaos thought the moving depths in her had started spinning wildly, as if in panic or excitement. Then they came to a sudden halt.
 
   "I... don't know what to say," she flustered, "There are... certainly stories of powerful spirits, or of the sort that people call ghosts, making themselves... manifest... at rare moments when they want. I've... never heard of many appearing, to the eye, all at once. You..." 
 
   As she went on, she seemed to regain some composure, "You restored the stones! That is something. Even I don't go there often. Can you feel their presence normally?"
 
   "No," he replied."And I have not seen them again.  Are any here now?"
 
   She paused, closed her eyes, slowed herself, and went quiet for some time. At last she breathed deeply and looked into Talaos's eyes.
 
   "No, none anywhere near. There are usually fewer of them, or none, in places with a lot of activity and people. Still, I can feel something else, as I did when you first visited me in the infirmary. Your power... radiating outward from you like waves of wind, rain, and lightning. I... I'm not sure most spirits would want to be near that. You are yourself something like a living, walking spirit. A man and a spirit, both at once and in one..."
 
   As she spoke, Talaos thought her expression grew restless again. The shadows moved once more in the depths, and they were turbulent. Her eyes widened, ever so slightly.
 
   He asked her, "Do you see power like that on other people with gifts. Gifts of magic?"
 
   "A little, and only sometimes. Nothing like you, not even close..." she said. As she said it, she pushed her body back further in her chair, as if afraid. Yet she then leaned forward toward him.
 
   Talaos replied, "Your ability to feel, and speak to the spirits is itself a gift."
 
   "Yes..." she whispered almost absently, as she her eyes began to wander over him and around him."Though the rest of what I do is learned, like a magus. Not so lofty or powerful... or dangerous. I like being alive."
 
   "What do you know of the standing stones, and the carving in the old tower?" he asked.
 
   For a moment Liriel seemed not to hear. She continued to gaze at him with eyes that were themselves distant. Then she looked up and her lips parted slightly. As if shaken from her thoughts, she focused and answered, "The spirits are numerous there. Most say nothing helpful about them. Some few say that the stones have stood for thousands of years, since the time before the seals, when the great ones still walked the earth.
 
   "People say the hero in the carving was called the Storm Lord, and he came from the far north to fight those drakes a few centuries before the founding of the old Empire. It would not be anything like as old as the standing stones. I've been thinking of that carving since I first saw you."
 
   For his part, he had more to say, and more questions, than he would have time for. He chose those he would ask this night. "What are the seals, and who or what were the great ones?"
 
   "I wish I knew. The spirits don't explain themselves. I know there are nine seals, and they are shut. The great ones... they were either spirits of exceptional power, or heroes with the greatest gifts that ever were. Or perhaps both at once. I think they might have been what some old tales called gods. There was a spirit once, one that I hope I never speak to again, who said that the great ones were long dead."
 
   With that, Talaos thought her nerves seemed spent. She looked into his eyes once more, then slowly dropped and slumped into her chair. He let her rest for a little while. Then he rose from his own chair.
 
   "Liriel, thank you. Get some rest. I'll help you."
 
   She nodded, took his arm, and rose unsteadily to her feet. He supported her and helped her back to her bed in the infirmary. 
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos was still restless. He sat at his desk in the office and headquarters that also served as his bedroom. The bed was little used. He slept at most two or three hours a night, and sometimes not at all. In his hands was a book of the teachings of the Prophet.
 
   Nearly all the books in the main worship room had turned out to be copies of the same two works. One was a kind of poetic history of the life of the Prophet. It seemed to be the book the Dirionic woman had been reciting from memory in Ipesca. He found it full of grand and interesting  events, tragic or triumphant, colored with wearingly repetitive moral parables.
 
   The other was more like a collection of laws, though in the style of philosophy, with arguments for the inevitability and truth of each law. Talaos, though no scholar of law, was used to living under those of the Republic, even if he hadn’t always obeyed them. They now seemed very mild to him. He'd never imagined a code so comprehensive or harsh as the laws in that book. There were rules for almost every aspect of a life from birth to death, from the governance of cities to how one was supposed to govern one's own thoughts.
 
   He intended never to live under such laws, nor if he could, let them be imposed on others.
 
   The other books in the main room had proven to be commentaries on the teachings of the Prophet by his servants. Talaos had only glanced at them so far, but they looked to be simplified, and carefully designed to appeal to those not yet versed in the Prophet's teachings.
 
   The books in the back room had been different. There were a few much more detailed commentaries. Some of those were apparently quotes from the Prophet himself, in regard to the proper interpretation of his own laws. They had the same feeling of mixed peace and mercilessness that he'd gotten from the Prophets followers.
 
   There were also illustrated books of what looked like songs, meditations and rituals. Most were written in a language other than Imperial. Talaos guessed it was either the Prophet's own native speech or some ancient tongue of the east. Regardless, the script and the structure were alien to him.
 
   He was glad for his ability to largely live without sleep, for the study was time consuming. He'd also used parts of his nights to stay ahead of others in the army on work and correspondence. Of necessity, he'd tried to find key points rather than wading through the long explanations and arguments for those points. It would have to do for now.
 
   Tonight, he focused on summarizing his insights from his reading thus far.
 
   He'd noticed certain underlying patterns to them. Numbers were important and recurred in meaningful ways. The Prophet seemed to consider eight and twelve to be positive and significant to his teachings, while he saw nine as largely negative. Three was apparently universally potent, whether for good or ill.
 
   For reasons that were as yet unclear to Talaos, the Prophet seemed to see the number seven dualistically, being either very good or very bad.  He found himself musing that his seven Madmen were either very good or very bad, depending on which side of their weapons and enmity one was on.
 
   Then there were the Prophet's ideas of right and wrong.
 
   The Prophet taught the unity and perfectibility of mankind. He saw contradiction, variability, and individuality as corrupt and wicked. He distrusted small communities. He saw universal abstractions and the general brotherhood of all mankind as pure and good.
 
   Something good was always so, even if done against one's will. Will itself could be sinful.
 
   To the Prophet, consumption, shelter, procreation, and the physical life of the outer world in general were at best regrettable necessities. He saw desires and pleasures of all kinds as sinful, particularly when, like sex outside of procreation, they served no higher purpose. Detachment, whether from fear, desire, love, ambition, the self, or the physical, was virtuous.
 
   Innate gifts and distinctions of all kinds were bad, and magical gifts were actual stains or impurities upon the soul. In some cases, such as what he called false prophecy, their sources were evil spirits - demons sharing the soul inside a human body. The heroes of ages past were sinners because of their pride. The gods, which were mentioned by that name, had been the greatest sinners of all.
 
   Spirits of all sorts were blasphemies to be destroyed.
 
   On the other hand, communal work and unified purpose toward the Prophet's goals were seen as sacred. The Prophet's followers were supposed to purify themselves of ego, of individuality, and of the many sins under his doctrines. Those more advanced could learn to share even their thoughts, achieving enlightenment through collective purpose and consciousness.
 
   Talaos thought of the strange unity he'd seen in the three sorcerers at Carai, or the singers and the three warriors here at Avrosa, and of the revulsion they inspired in him.
 
   Working magic through learned skill was seen as good or evil depending on its purpose. Apparently it was good only when used to support the Prophet's cause, or to draw upon the collective power or magic of the Prophet and his followers. Talaos had seen the potency of that magic first hand. How it worked was not explained in the texts written in Imperial.
 
   There had been a single line of true prophets, from some point in the distant past, to culmination in their summary and seal, the Living Prophet. His were the answers to all of mankind's ills. His was the one true path. He offered hope for a better future, both in life and death. Of the two, death was the purer and more perfect state.
 
   It was the sacrifice of the Prophet that he lived on, while others were blessed with death.
 
   The Prophet believed in the existence of a world of the dead, what others variously referred to as the afterlife, next world, or hells. That at least, thought Talaos, was in common with the views of most people. Unlike most, the Prophet claimed to know the nature of that world, but such knowledge was too dangerous to be shared except with an enlightened few.
 
   The texts were clear that the goals of the faith were worthy of, and justified, almost any means. Preaching and conversion were ideal and necessary, but they were facilitated by power. To that end, the favor of rulers was valuable and to be cultivated, though temporal rule itself was no more than a transition. Peace was desired, but war often regrettably necessary.
 
   When petty differences had been eliminated, great things could be achieved.
 
   Talaos reflected on the meaning of what he’d read, and what it would mean for anyone who came within the Prophet’s power. What it would mean for his friends, his loves, and all those he thought of as his own. He considered the words of Caelius, the gentle, freethinking old librarian of Carai. The Prophet offered a complete philosophy of life, with no exceptions, and backed by merciless laws. For all its gentle words, it was sweeping, total, closed and brutal. There was no place for a Caelius in such a system.   
 
   Those without a place in the Prophet’s system ended up on the Prophet’s pyres, and it was considered a mercy to put them there. Nearly everyone that Talaos knew and cared for would end up on those pyres if the Prophet succeeded. Yet even that, even death, was not the end of what the Prophet sought for them.
 
   But there was an end.
 
   For everyone.
 
   The ultimate goal of the faith, as stated in the books, was a communion of mankind in one universal shared consciousness of perfect harmony. Individuals would cease to exist, and humanity would merge into a kind of collective soul, with all impurities burned away.
 
   When achieved, the worlds of the living and the dead would become one, united in eternal peace, and mankind would become God.
 
   Talaos had read, and re-read that particular statement, trying to understand the concept.
 
   It was not easy to capture in the Imperial language.  The very word God was an unusual form of a more general term, god, that was itself rare and archaic. He'd never encountered it before, and was surprised by its sweeping implications.
 
   A man would not become a god, or men become gods. Mankind would become God.
 
   God. Singular and universal.
 
   Mankind would become God.
 
   Talaos felt his skin crawl.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   9. A Different Kind of War
 
    
 
   Outside the window, a faint hint of blue rose amid starlit darkness in the east. Talaos was still reading in his office by the light of a small lamp. There was a knock at the door.
 
   "Yes?" he said.
 
   Vulkas answered, "Talaos, I'm here with a messenger from command."
 
   "Enter."
 
   Vulkas walked in, looking uneasy. The messenger was a decurion in a breastplate  painted with the wreath of Teroia. His face was ashen. The man saluted, and Talaos returned.
 
   "Sir," said the messenger in a pained voice, "General Sanctari has been assassinated!"
 
   Talaos bit down his anger, rose immediately, and began putting on his gear and armor. He spoke in a harsh, cold voice as he did so, "Is command gathering at the Council Hall?"
 
   "Yes sir."
 
   "I will be there as soon as possible. You may go."
 
   The messenger saluted and turned at haste on his way. Talaos looked at Vulkas, and the latter back at him, with grim readiness.
 
   "I'm getting the rest of the Madmen together," said Talaos, "and the Wolves. Go find Firio and tell him to put the word out to the rest of ours around the city. He is to tell them, time to get ready, but don't show themselves until I give the word."
 
   "On my way," said Vulkas with a somber expression, then he turned and left.
 
   Talaos finished equipping. He'd spent a bit of coin to have his old silver fittings repaired and put on the new belt and baldrics. It felt good, but he didn't. His mentor and patron was now dead. They would never now discuss the obscurities of the world over cups of wine.
 
   All this Talaos thought.
 
   And that whoever was behind it would regret their mistake.
 
   Ready now in his black clothes and gear, his armor, his helm, and his black cloak, with weapons and his twin swords sheathed, he prepared for what would be a different kind of war.
 
   Talaos stepped out his door, ready to begin.
 
   He found Larogwan first. Vulkas must have given his door a knock, because the old soldier was already up and equipping himself, however sleepily. He gave him the news.
 
   "Damned awful deed, and timed ill for us," said Larogwan, donning weapons.
 
   "Yes," replied Talaos. "We've lost a good commander and a good man. Now we're likely to see Nissas try to take charge."
 
   "I'd bet you'll have something to say about that," said Larogwan, finishing up.
 
   Talaos gave a grim nod, "And all our plans for trouble now move into action."
 
   "Aye. The story to be found at the Council Hall should provide some fine instruction."
 
   "That it should. Now, let's go."
 
   The Madmen were quartered on the top floor. They rounded up Halmir, Kyrax, Epos and Imvan. Firio had wasted no time and was already off and gone to his stealthier work. Vulkas roared at Wolves to awaken, and then the other Madmen set to work with roars of their own.
 
   Soon after, Talaos stood outside, shouting orders for the men to form up.  He saw Liriel on the infirmary balcony, dressed in a night shift with a sheet wrapped around her slender shoulders, watching him. He might have thought, in a moment like that, that she would look concerned. Instead, she seemed intensely expectant. Of what though, he wondered.
 
   He gave her a grim nod, and took his place at the head of his men.
 
   The Wolves, based at the inn, had grown to over a hundred.  Hidden around town were hundreds more, ready to fight for Talaos when the time was right. They included anti-Prophet Avrosans, both civilians and former soldiers, and certain picked men among the allied army.  He'd named them the Hounds. Beyond both Wolves and Hounds, he had built a network of non-combatant contacts and informants.
 
   Talaos, his Madmen, and his Wolves set forth toward the plaza in the early dawn. There were a good many Avrosans on the streets now, starting the business of the day. It was clear to Talaos that they'd seen the sudden activity among the invaders, for they were hushed and guarded. Some shot him furtive hateful glances. Others smiled. A few others yet were among his contacts, or the Hounds.
 
   He wasn't sure, but he thought he heard a whisper among them, "The Storm Lord..."
 
   The plaza had been cleaned up. The platform of bricks at the center still stood, but no one had dared replace the iron stake. The ruins of the House of the Prophet were much as they had been, but quiet effort had clearly been put into cleaning and tidying.
 
   Soldiers of the occupying army stood all around the Council Hall in squads or small groups. Others raced on errands. There was a full company of Teroian troops in formation in front of the steps, and they looked grim. At their head was Captain Perio. As Talaos approached with his own troops, Perio readied, then saluted.
 
   "Captain, are the commanders assembled?" asked Talaos, returning the salute.
 
   "General Nissas is there, as are Generals Dromno and Aro. I have word Warlord Kurvan is on his way."
 
   "What about Pelias and Tescani?" asked Talaos.
 
   "Nothing yet."
 
   "Who speaks for Teroia there?"
 
   "Tribune Valanus is more senior, but he still hasn't recovered from his wounds at the siege, so Tribune Mordvan speaks for the moment," answered Perio.
 
   "Thank you," replied Talaos, taking it in. Then he turned to his men.
 
   "Wolves, help the Teroians keep watch here. Await further orders. Madmen, with me."
 
   Talaos thought Perio showed sign, under his bearing, of being startled at those orders.
 
   Up the steps he raced, passing saluting guards, through the domed hall beyond and up the steps. As he reached the upper hall toward the Council Chamber, he could hear raised voices.
 
   Dromno had been arguing something, but Talaos couldn't make it out. 
 
   "No, I assume nothing of the kind!" he heard Aro snap in his sharp voice.
 
   Talaos and his Madmen swept into the council chamber.
 
   All heads turned. There was Nissas, with Dromno at his side, standing behind the half-circular table. Dromno rested a dagger sideways in his open palm. Facing them, not far, was Aro, who looked to have just risen from his chair. Behind him, looking as if he felt out of place, was tall, lean Tribune Mordvan of Teroia. A few other officers around the room watched the commanders.
 
   "There he is, the traitor!" shouted Dromno in his plain, unpolished voice.
 
   General Nissas, however, silently surveyed the approach of the Madmen.
 
   "Traitor?" said Talaos, voice cold as death. "Perhaps you should explain, Dromno."
 
   Nissas reacted to the failure to use a title, but Dromno seemed unfazed, and went on.
 
   "See! Here's a dagger with your marks on it!" said the general, as he raised the dagger high by the tip of its pommel. It had a silvered blade with an engraved design of lightning bolts.
 
   Talaos laughed a dark mirthless laugh. "Is that the best you can do? Really?"
 
   Nissas looked at him with black hatred, "Not just that design. Go look at the body..."
 
   Now Talaos could see that behind them, they'd laid Sanctari's body unceremoniously on the floor, with only his own cloak for a cloth. 
 
   "You could have treated him with a little more respect," said Talaos harshly, as he walked to the general's corpse with the Madmen behind him. The commanders reacted little to his remark, but Mordvan looked at him with what Talaos thought a kind of helpless gratitude.
 
   He kneeled and looked at the body. Sanctari had been sleeping in a plain tunic of the red-brown color common among Teroian soldiers. There was a black, charred wound exactly at his heart. Dark score marks radiated outward from the wound, and the cloth around the spot was mostly burned and gone.
 
   Fury welled within him at the sight, and at the lies about it. He gave Sanctari a final salute, rose, and turned to face the generals. He drew weapons, and the Madmen followed.  He spoke in measured, cold, dangerous tones in his deep voice.
 
   "You know very well I'm not a magus. I don't work through rituals or books, and I can't make objects of power. My power comes from within, and I don't know how to transfer it to someone else. Where I was last night is well known and accounted for.
 
   "You are fools if you believe I have the ability to do this, or was in a position to. You're bigger fools if you think I'd be so stupid as to leave some obvious sign leading to me. However, you would be bigger fools yet if you think the men would believe all of that. And you insult me with the accusation."
 
   "What is that supposed to mean, Tribune?" snapped Nissas.
 
   "I suggest, Nissas," said Talaos, coolly, with the Madmen gathered around him, "that you begin an honest investigation."
 
   "How dare you!" snarled Nissas. "You overestimate your popularity with the soldiers!"
 
   "Do I?" replied Talaos with an icy smile.
 
   Tribune Mordvan interrupted. "I, uh... General... I think Tribune Talaos is right."
 
   "Who cares what you think!" snapped Nissas to Mordvan. "You're lucky to have even your rank, you ungrateful son of a Hillman, don't imagine you can speak in Sanctari's place!"
 
   Imvan narrowed his eyes. Kyrax muttered something under his breath.
 
   As they'd been speaking, other officers had been filtering in, sizing up the situation with visible shock.
 
   General Aro took Mordvan by the shoulder, and with him stalked over to take a place next to Talaos. He spoke in tones like sharpened steel, "I believe Tribune Talaos is correct."
 
   Nissas looked around the room, at Talaos, the officers, and at the Madmen with their drawn weapons. His face took on a look of fury. He snarled, "Are we soldiers here, or gangsters?"
 
   Talaos made a wolf's grin.
 
   Then, to Talaos's surprise, Dromno put a hand on Nissas's shoulder.
 
   "General," Dromno said in a voice that sounded plain as a farmer, "maybe Talaos is right. I might've gotten too angry about the general's death. We can get an investigation going, while we sort out command structure."
 
   Nissas seemed to master his temper, and drew himself up, cold and haughty. "Very well. Tribune Talaos, stand by until the other commanders arrive. Then we'll... sort things out."
 
   Talaos decided to stand by at his position around Sanctari's body. Aro returned to his seat. After a long pause, so did Nissas and Dromno. Mordvan was clearly not comfortable taking Sanctari's char, and stood by behind the table.
 
   Firio appeared at the entrance to the council chamber, and darted with almost superhuman speed to Talaos. They had a whispered conversation. When it was done, Firio sped back out.
 
   After a little while, Kurvan walked in, grim and watchful. He had his axe and a couple of hillmen with him. He looked around the room, and seemed to take stock. He looked at Talaos.
 
   "Lad, what's going on?"
 
   "General Nissas was just telling us how worthless he thinks Tribune Mordvan is, because his father was a hillman."
 
   The warlord made a new kind of growl, one that was nothing like a laugh. He whispered something to one of his hillmen, who sped back down the hallway. Then, with the other in tow, he walked with massive steps toward his seat at the table. As he passed Nissas, he gave the general a long, direct look, as if waiting for an answer.
 
   Nissas ignored Kurvan, and instead gestured to an aide waiting by the door. When the latter arrived, he had a whispered conversation of his own, and the aide walked out. Other aides, reporting to Dromno and Aro, soon did much the same.
 
   After a little while, and much uncomfortable silence, Warlord Tescani appeared at the entrance. He was in his full armor and was armed to the teeth. With him were six of his mercenaries, heavily armed and armored. He looked around the room with cold appraisal.
 
   "Where's Pelias?" he said in a voice like gravel.
 
   Aro replied, "He was informed at the same time as the rest of us. Nothing back since."
 
   "The Megasi men were keeping to their headquarters. They weren't talkative. Anyone check on that?" replied Tescani, as he made his way to his seat with mercenaries around him.
 
   "We've had more immediate problems to contend with, Warlord," snapped Nissas, gesturing first to Sanctari's corpse, and then the lightning dagger.
 
   Tescani seemed unmoved. "Either we find Pelias and drag him here, or we vote without him."
 
   Kurvan replied, "Let's grab him. You want to send some of yours?"
 
   Talaos interrupted, "I have someone in the army of Megasi, and in not too long, I should have some news on that, as well as other things."
 
   Tescani eyed Talaos with what the latter thought might have been steely approval, then turned back to face the other commanders. Talaos decided Dromno and Nissas were looking less than comfortable at his continued, armed, presence behind their backs.
 
   Time continued to pass. A few more officers arrived, along with squads of soldiers under the command of Nissas, Aro, and Dromno.  The room was getting crowded, thought Talaos.
 
   "A happy lot we are!" growled Kurvan at last. "Sorry we couldn't do better, Sanctari."
 
   Talaos smiled a black-humored smile at that, but no one else did.
 
   Firio reappeared, and again spoke with Talaos in words audible only to them.
 
   "Well gentlemen," said Talaos, "it seems Pelias decided that the news of General Sanctari's death was his sign for the Megasi contingent to leave Avrosa. He'd planned to commandeer those ships in the harbor while we sit here."
 
   Talaos thought everyone, even Dromno, seemed unhappy about that. 
 
   Kurvan and Tescani looked at each other, and Tescani nodded.
 
   "We need to get enough men together to put a stop to that," said Tescani. "Now."
 
   "No need," said Talaos. "Here comes Pelias."
 
   Many heads turned. However, for a few moments, there was no sign of Pelias, or anyone else. Then Adriko appeared with Captain Drevan of Megasi, his companion from the battle of the pass, along with a squad of irregulars and a large, heavy looking sack. A variety of expressions passed around the room. Tescani made a faint smile. Kurvan grinned. Dromno looked... hopeful.
 
   Adriko arrived, saluted, and motioned for the men carrying the sack to come forward.
 
   "Commanders, I'm sorry to unload my baggage here," said Adriko with an easy smile, "but my men and I prefer to travel light."
 
   Then, with a gesture, the men dumped the sack open to the floor, and General Pelias spilled unceremoniously out. He was in his tunic and gilt armor, but unarmed. His black, gray-streaked hair was disheveled. His hands and feet were bound, and he looked groggy. Talaos knew where the potion had come from to make him such.
 
   For a moment, the room was quiet.
 
   Pelias looked around the room, confused. Then he noticed Drevan, and his face contorted in sudden furious energy, straining against his bonds. He roared, "You traitor!"
 
   Aro stood up and snapped in reply, "You're the traitor, Pelias! You took an oath as General of Megasi to stand with us regardless of circumstances, unless authorized by the elected  senior commander. That Sanctari's dead only means we have to elect a new one."
 
   "Then I suggest," said Pelias, attempting to recover his poise, "that you untie me and let me take my seat."
 
   Kurvan growled with laughter. Most of the officers surveyed Pelias unsympathetically.
 
   Nissas chose that moment to emerge from his brooding silence.
 
   "General Pelias, I think the rest of us at this table are certain that won't happen," he said, glancing around to nods of agreement. "Rather, once we have elected a new senior commander, we'll vote on how to handle your troops. Since it is highly likely your tribunes were part of your plan, we may have to put the Megasi contingent under joint allied command. Subject, of course, to agreement here."
 
   As Nissas finished, Talaos thought he had an idea what the general might be up to. Allied command of the Megasi troops meant, in practice that they'd be under the control of the senior commander, as the allied irregulars were. Nissas was the next most experienced commander after Sanctari, and, at least until this morning's feuds, would have been favored to succeed him.
 
   As nods passed around the table in response to what Nissas had proposed, General Dromno spoke up in his guileless-sounding voice, "I agree with General Nissas, and I also think we should have a few questions for Pelias. Seems suspicious that he would run just after Sanctari was murdered."
 
   "Me?" snapped Pelias, "Why would I have wanted Sanctari dead? If he was alive, I wouldn't have tried to leave. You can lecture me about oaths all you like, but all of you know that with Sanctari gone, and the obvious disunity we have now, our chances of living through this are a lot smaller."
 
   "Ha! Like that made it all right to sneak out like a rat," boomed Kurvan, then turning to the others. "Let's get him locked up so we can get to business." 
 
   There were nods around the room, and Drevan collected some men to haul Pelias out and to a cell. Meanwhile, Adriko sprawled comfortably on one of the free seats.
 
   Talaos spoke from his spot behind the commanders. "I should remind all of you that I'm still standing watch over General Sanctari's body. With him and Pelias both off, that only leaves five in the command group. I'd suggest that we let Tribune Mordvan vote for Teroia until either Valanus recovers or some more permanent arrangement can be found. That still leaves one seat to consider. Regardless, let's now give the general the respectful treatment he deserves."
 
   Nissas started to object, but Aro was faster. "I agree regarding Teroia's seat, and of course General Sanctari. Let's vote that with the five we have, then we can discuss other ideas."
 
   The commanders took their vote. Aro, Kurvan and Tescani in favor of Mordvan temporarily representing Teroia, with Nissas and Dromno opposed.
 
    As they voted, Captain Perio arrived with four soldiers of Teroia, a stretcher, and Sanctari's armor and weapons. Perio his men took on the grim work of dressing the body. Then they put their fallen commander on the stretcher with his sword and shield.
 
   "Now, " said Kurvan grimly, "That just leaves filling Pelias's spot."
 
   "That is impossible," objected Nissas. "He represented Megasi. As you all know, under the terms of the alliance, to have a seat in the command group, one must either represent a city, a league, or be a warlord acclaimed in the old way and in accordance with the old laws."
 
   "In that case," said Kurvan, "Let's proceed with Sanctari's memorial. The men should be assembled now."
 
   "Agreed," said Aro, rising from his chair.
 
   Tescani looked as if he had many layers of wheels turning in his mind, but he too rose.
 
   "Assembled the men? What are you up to, Kurvan?" snarled Nissas, but when the latter left his seat instead, the general rose and grudgingly followed.
 
   Dromno looked doubtful, and full of his own wheels of thought. He followed Nissas.
 
   Perio and Mordvan began to walk, with the four Teroia men carrying Sanctari.
 
   "Ready, men," said Talaos to the Madmen. "Let's escort the general."
 
   As Talaos and the commanders reached the end of the upper hallway, he could hear a great deal of noise outside.  The sound grew louder as the descended the steps and reached the chamber of the dome.
 
   Nissas turned to Kurvan, "That sounds like half the army is in motion out there..."
 
   "More than half," said Kurvan, as they neared the great entrance doors, which were standing open.
 
   Talaos's Wolves stood guard at the top of the steps and at the entrance.  None were entering or leaving without their permission. Several messengers stood waiting for that permission. Nissas surveyed the situation with a displeased, calculating expression.
 
   There before them in the midday sun, filling the plaza, were ten thousand men or more of the army, some in ordered companies, but most mingled haphazardly in obliviousness to origin by city or town, urban, rural or hillman. Regardless, they were formed in rough ranks and files, with weapons and shields. As the commanders passed through the doors, they grew quiet. 
 
   Kurvan shouted out to the men, "By now all of you know, or had better know, why you're here in the plaza! Men, you knew General Sanctari as a great commander. I had the good luck to know him as a brother in arms, and now the bad luck to see him go. Keep together men. Watch and wait! We'll find out who did this."
 
   Nissas then took his turn, "General Sanctari will be missed. Over many years, I had the honor of serving with him in three campaigns, and against him in one. He was formidable and inspiring in every case. I promise a full investigation  of his murder."
 
   Neither Dromno nor Tescani showed interest in speaking, but Aro did.
 
   "Soldiers, Tribune Talaos and his men here have stood guard by General Sanctari's body throughout the morning while you assembled," said Aro in a clear, sharp voice that carried across the plaza. "Now, Captain Perio of Teroia, and his company of men will escort the general to a resting place at their headquarters, in preparation for his funeral pyre. You however, must remain, for we have one more matter before us. A matter of great importance! "
 
   Nissas arched an eyebrow, and Dromno looked about him in watchful surprise.  
 
   Aro now raised an arm for emphasis.
 
   The massed men grew silent one more, and intently watched the commanders.
 
   He began to speak in a formal, even archaic way, "Men, I call you to attention. Give it now.  I present to you Talaos, tribune of the allied army, and a victorious commander. You know him, and you know his deeds. As his brother in arms, I speak my words and call for yours. A victorious commander stands before you, free of other allegiance, and worthy by the old laws. Ready your thoughts."
 
   Then Kurvan added , deep and growling, "As Talaos's brother in arms, I stand with General Aro, and second his words. I speak my words and call for yours. A victorious commander stands before you, free of other allegiance, and worthy by the old laws. Ready your shields!"
 
   Talaos stepped forward with the words Aro had taught him. "As brother in arms to Warlord Kurvan and General Aro, as your brother in arms. I accept their words, I am free of other allegiance, and stand ready by the old laws. Ready your words!"
 
   Then it was Kurvan's turn again, his voice thundering, "Men! Warriors! Brothers! Three have spoken, now three ask. We give you Talaos! Do you acclaim him?"
 
   Ten thousand men beat weapons to shields, or flat against their fists. Ten thousand voices called out his name three times, "Talaos, hail! Talaos, hail! Talaos, hail!" 
 
   Kurvan turned to Talaos with great solemnity. He saluted him, with a kind of grim fatherly pride, "Congratulations, Warlord Talaos!"
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   10. Warlord
 
    
 
   Thousands of soldiers were filing their way from the great plaza to resume their various duties. Talaos's Wolves and substantial detachments from among Kurvan's hillmen and Aro's troops remained. With them, but somewhat apart, stood troops from Aledri.
 
   The commanders returned to the council chamber in silence.
 
   Talaos took up Pelias's old seat. Aides and messengers went back and forth. Food and refreshments were served, and the seven men at the table ate while they surveyed each other watchfully. Some of the other officers had left, duty taking precedence. Those who didn't have immediate tasks sat by, waiting with great interest. Adriko, stretched across two seats near the back, seemed to doze. After a little while, Drevan sat down nearby, but did not try to wake him.
 
   Talaos made himself at ease, watching the others with focused interest, as if he was watching players at some high-stakes game of skill.  Which of course, he mused, he was.
 
   Silence lengthened and tension built.
 
   At last, something changed as Dromno rose to speak.
 
   "Well I think," said Dromno, in tones as if he were sharing simple wisdom from behind his own plow, "we should keep to tradition, tried and true, and go with the most experienced of us still left."
 
   "Sorry, I'm only a hillman's son," said Kurvan, still in his chair, with a kind of dangerous rumble in his voice. "So I don't think I'm worthy to serve under Nissas."
 
   Dromno sat down, and Nissas himself rose.
 
   "Barring another storm, the enemy will be here tomorrow," Nissas said in sharp tones. "Divided command will be the end of us. Kurvan, I'm sure you imagine it will be you as senior, but I don't have to tell you how many of Aro's men wouldn't like that idea, even if you're on the same side for once."
 
   Aro raised an eyebrow, but did not attempt to refute what Nissas had said.
 
   Nissas then continued, "However, before we try voting for a senior commander, I need to point out we never formally agreed Talaos would join the command group."
 
   "He's an acclaimed warlord," growled Kurvan.
 
   "A warlord with no substantial personal following!" snapped Nissas, "His Wolves are hardly more than a company. He's no more a warlord than he was a tribune!"
 
   "I'm afraid I must disagree," said Adriko, who'd silently risen and ambled over while they debated. "As you know, I command five companies of mercenary irregulars under general allied command. In addition, as I had time on my hands, and I'm easily bored, I raised three more companies of my own from mercenaries formerly in Avrosan service. Moreover, because he is a friendly sort, Captain Drevan transferred his company of allied light cavalry to me."
 
   The commanders watched him. Nissas, looking s if he guessed what was about to happen, started to speak.
 
   "However," Adriko continued, ignoring Nissas, "we find ourselves without a senior allied commander, or any united allied command.  In order to keep my forces unified, I see no other logical choice than but to swear allegiance to Warlord Talaos."
 
   "Tribune!" snapped Nissas, "That is quite..."
 
   "Hail Talaos! You command, and we follow!" shouted Adriko, with a smart salute, and a twinkle in his eyes.
 
   Dromno stood up, joining Nissas with angry glares.
 
   Then Drevan stepped forward, the active young captain of Megasi looked almost on fire with energy, "I've just returned from the Megasi headquarters. The men were feeling very emotional over the death of General Sanctari and the acclamation of Talaos. I pointed out how shameful it was of Pelias to run at a time like that.
 
   "They agreed, and all the more senior officers who were part of the plot are locked up for now. That leaves me in charge, though I can't speak on behalf of the Council of Megasi, I do speak for the men here, and we support Talaos."
 
   "Had enough?" said Kurvan, grinning at Nissas.
 
   "Very well. Welcome Talaos," replied the latter, sitting back down with a thoughtful, guarded expression.
 
   Hardly had Nissas sat down, than Talaos stood up, speaking with sudden energy, "We have no more time to waste. I support Warlord Kurvan for senior commander."
 
   "I second that," said Mordvan.
 
   "Gentlemen, your votes?" finished Talaos.
 
   "Yes, of course," said Kurvan.
 
   "No," said Tescani, flatly.
 
   "No, of course not," said Nissas.
 
   "I have to do what's best for the army," said Dromno, "So no."
 
   There was a pause, as all looked at Aro. Talaos thought Aro's usually cold decisive manner was less assured, even torn. They hadn't planned for this moment. Talaos knew, even if Nissas and Dromno didn't, that a large part of what they'd just pulled off had been improvisation, backed by a tremendous amount of prior contingency planning, and by Talaos's experience from the streets of Carai. However, this hadn't been among the contingencies.
 
   Aro at last spoke, looking tense, "Kurvan, Nissas is right. Half the towns in my league would happily see your head on a pike. My men have been all right with you cheering Talaos on, but most of them would never support you as senior commander. I have to vote no."
 
   Kurvan nodded with a grim, watchful expression. Nissas smiled, and stood again.
 
   "Four to three against, Kurvan. That brings us back around to me. I vote yes for myself. Gentlemen?"
 
   "Yes," said Dromno.
 
   "What do you think? No!" growled Kurvan.
 
   "No," said Tescani. 
 
   Talaos found himself wondering what the mercenary warlord's game was, but had no time to reflect on it.
 
   "I had to decline Kurvan, but that doesn't mean I support you, Nissas," said Aro. "No."
 
   "No," said Talaos, followed almost immediately by Mordvan.
 
   Kurvan, still grim, eyed Nissas, then spoke, "That's five to two against. Puts us in a spot, doesn't it?"
 
   Nissas nodded, scowling, then spoke, "Gentlemen, it seems we'll have to rely on joint command for now. I suggest we return to our own headquarters to sort things out, and prepare for the enemy. May tomorrow be better, but for today, let us end this farce."
 
   There were no arguments, and with varying looks of concern, the commanders departed.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   When Talaos returned to The Waverider, he gathered the Madmen in his room. He sat at his desk with an intense air, and once they'd taken seats around him, he spoke.
 
   "Men, we've got a lot of planning to do. If any surprises are going to come, it will be tonight. Let's discuss..."
 
   "Talaos?" said Vulkas.
 
   "Yes?" replied Talaos quizzically.
 
   "Are you pulling an Adriko," grinned Vulkas, "or are you disappointed to be a warlord and a commander?"
 
   Talaos laughed, "No on both counts. Sorry, none of Adriko's style of jokes and tricks for tonight. I am glad to have the position I do now, but we've got to make good use of it."
 
   "Well at least let us congratulate you, man!" laughed Larogwan.
 
   Kyrax managed a face between a scowl and a grin, "To Talaos, the youngest, fastest risen, most fucking unlikely warlord in the history of Hunyos!"
 
   "To Talaos!" cheered Firio.
 
   "Aye!" said Imvan.
 
   "Don't let it get to your head," grinned Vulkas.
 
   "A mighty life..." mused Halmir.
 
   Epos simply and silent gripped Talaos's arm in a military handshake.
 
   "Now men, back to it," said Talaos. "We each have our part to do. Firio has the Hounds ready to unleash. Imvan, you have a little urban scouting to do. Adriko should be here soon with news of his own. In the meantime, let's talk about what we each have to do..."
 
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The harbor glittered in the moonlight. Ships sat at anchor on the quays, each now with two squads of guards carefully assembled from multiple cities and towns. Talaos could see them below, from his vantage point on the balcony. Some of those men were from Adriko's troops, and now in his service as warlord. Others, secretly, were among his Hounds.
 
   "Brooding?" asked Liriel, next to him. The spirals of her black hair blew in the breeze.
 
   "Yes, and plotting," he answered with a note of sarcasm, though both were true.
 
   "I want to thank you for everything," she said, watching gentle waves lap the docks.
 
   "I couldn't let them do that to you, or to anyone," he replied.
 
   She turned to look at him, "I know why I hate the Prophet and his believers, but you've never told me why you do."
 
   "The Prophet sent three sorcerers from the Eastlands to Carai to kill me. They whispered things that made it clear the Prophet wants me dead. "
 
   "The Prophet... the Prophet himself?" Her eyes widened, but she drew close to him.
 
   "So it seems," he replied, feeling her presence, and his own conflict inside.
 
   "Then why come here, to Hunyos?"
 
   "Because my war is with the Prophet, and his followers are here."
 
   "Talaos..." she whispered, drawing still closer, "you've picked quite a war."
 
   "Yes. I have to go soon," he replied, though he could feel the warmth and energy of her, and was not eager to part from it.
 
   She added, "I think you are right about what is coming. The spirits tend to stay away from people and places associated with the Prophet, and they've been distant tonight. Talaos, I..."
 
   He turned to face her. Her eyes looked into his, and her lips were half-parted.
 
   She put her hand on his armored chest and whispered, "Please survive this."
 
   Talaos smiled, took her hand, held it for a moment, then stepped back.
 
   "Stay safe," he said, turning to leave.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   They waited in the shadows of the alley. For a brief moment, Talaos imagined himself back in Carai. It was certainly familiar enough, and though the scale was larger, the stakes were still life and death. With him were Firio, Imvan, Larogwan, Halmir, and silent Epos. Vulkas and Kyrax stood watch at The Waverider commanding the greater part of Wolves, and ready to take the hammer blow, should it come.
 
   The rest of the Wolves, the stealthier among them, were with Talaos, and other places nearby. All across the city, small groups of soldiers of the alliance, and of secretly armed Avrosans, were roaming the streets. He also knew other groups of soldiers, and Avrosan followers of the Prophet, were doing the same.  Many of those, the other side, were slowly converging on The Waverider.
 
   In the streets as well, and not far away now, he knew General Dromno was coming with a body of handpicked men. There were rumors of Nissas organizing his own men in the section of town that comprised the Aledri camp.
 
   Talaos heard marching feet. Firio, dressed in sooty blacks and grays, his face and hands smeared with ash, crept low to the pavement and peered around the corner. He quickly withdrew, then rose to whisper in Talaos's ear.
 
   "Dromno. Two hundred men at least. A man in cloak and robes with them, holding a copper rod. Another man with face covered and a silver dagger."
 
   Talaos in turn drew the Madmen close and repeated the news, and then they to the Wolves. They waited.  A squad of soldiers passed, in uniforms of several towns. Then Dromno appeared, with others at his side, as Firio had described.
 
   Dromno was heavily armed and armored. The second man wore white robes. His green-trimmed cloak was thrown back around his shoulders, but the hood was pulled low. The copper rod in his hand had an end carved in the form of a thunderbolt. The third man wore loose baggy, tan pants and shirt, a white cloth wrapped around his head and face, and a long white sash belt trimmed in green script. Talaos recognized the script as that in the Prophet's books of rituals. 
 
   Firio threw a dagger straight at Dromno's throat.
 
   Talaos threw a knife at the man in the robes, right into the opening of his hood.
 
   Imvan loosed an arrow at the man with the covered face.
 
   There was a flash of green around Dromno. Firio's dagger stopped, and fell to the ground.
 
   The same happened around the man in the robes.
 
   The man with the covered face caught Imvan's arrow in midair.
 
   Dromno twisted around, looking surprised, then smiled.
 
   "The Prophet protects the righteous," Dromno said in his farmer's voice, as he drew a sword that flickered green along the blade. Green light glittered in the depths of his eyes.
 
   Talaos leapt to the attack with blades flashing.
 
   Behind him came his Madmen and Wolves.
 
   Dromno spun with his shield up and his green-flickering sword held low. Talaos whirled with his long blade around the shield, and short blade ready to parry. Dromno moved with sudden speed, blocking with the shield and stabbing his sword past Talaos's guard. Talaos leapt backwards. A faint green light swirled all around the general as he moved.
 
   Larogwan, Halmir, and three of the Wolves were upon the man with the covered face. They moved with coordinated attacks, swords high and low. The foe whirled and spun with superhuman speed and fluid grace. Every strike missed him.
 
   The man in the robes began to incant something.
 
   More of the Wolves poured from the alley into the street, and at the squad of guards at the front of Dromno's formation. Epos, silently and precisely, moved past the fight to face the long column behind Dromno. The soldiers in the front ranks watched Epos with surprise, but advanced.  An arrow from Imvan pierced one through the chest.
 
   Talaos lunged for another attack. His short blade scraped Dromno's armor, and there was another green flash. Dromno parried Talaos's long blade aside with his own, and gave a shove with his shield with such surprising strength that Talaos balanced by leaping back several feet.
 
   Dromno shouted, almost as if curious, "You actually immune to lightning?"
 
   As he spoke, the robed man aimed his thunderbolt rod toward Talaos. A booming, cracking noise filled the street, and a great gout of electricity arced from the rod to Talaos. It had a green-white color very unlike the blue-white of Talaos's lightning. Talaos felt nothing. He laughed as he whirled back toward Dromno.
 
   "Oh well, damn," muttered Dromno, leaping backwards with his guard up.
 
   The man with the concealed face spun and stabbed forward. His dagger pierced the chain shirt of a Wolf with a green-white flash. The Wolf toppled backwards with a smoking hole in his chest and score marks radiating from the wound.
 
   Halmir twisted and brought his axe down toward the masked foe's skull, but the latter twisted again with a flickering of the air around him, and the axe went wide. The others stabbed and sliced, but always the man with the concealed face was just out of the way.
 
   Dromno spun and sliced his green-flickering sword around at Talaos's neck. The latter dodged and parried with his short blade. Dromno brought his shield forward and forced Talaos's long blade aside. Talaos aimed a sudden kick and sent Dromno flying backwards.
 
   Epos, using sword and shield with methodical, merciless precision, cut down a man to his left, then to his right, then spun and stepped sideways with his sword through the open-faced helm of a third foe. The others, dozens at the head of the long column, pooled up across the road, hesitant to step forward. Then one fell with Imvan's arrow in his eye.
 
   The robed man held his copper rod. The end with the thunderbolt now looked withered and spent. He flipped it around, and at the other end was a cap in the form of a smiling, bearded face with an open mouth. Faint greenish-white smoke or mist began to pour from that mouth.
 
   "Kill that sorcerer!" shouted Talaos, as he parried another attack from Dromno.
 
   At the front of the line, the Wolves were getting the better of Dromno's guards.
 
   One of the Wolves facing the masked man disengaged, and leapt at the sorcerer with sword ready for a disemboweling strike. The ghostly mist blew into his nostrils, and the Wolf stopped in his tracks.
 
   The masked man dropped low, and in a fluid turn, brought his dagger into the thigh of the remaining Wolf facing him. There was another blast. The Wolf's leg blew apart above the knee and he toppled. There was no blood from the blackened, cauterized wound.
 
   Talaos continued to dodge Dromno's swift sword and shield combination attacks. At last he saw his opening. He flipped and spun, landed directly behind his foe, and brought his short blade under Dromno's breastplate in a kidney strike. There was a flash of green light, but it was fainter this time. Dromno turned, at the ready.
 
   Talaos stepped and spun again, keeping out of his foe's reach and guard, and made a second strike. The short blade pierced Dromno's waist near the spine, and the general lurched over, roaring in pain. Talaos leapt high and brought his long blade down, cleaving Dromno's head from his shoulders. Blood sprayed all round as the body fell.
 
   As they fought, Epos ran a foe through at the groin, dodged, and sheared the sword arm from another in a spray of blood.  Imvan picked off two more with arrows. But now the others at the head of the column, dozens strong, charged all at once.
 
   Halmir and Larogwan dueled with the masked man. They moved and struck and moved again. The latter avoided every attack, but his own attacks failed to pierce their defenses. Then suddenly, the masked man tensed, lurched, and turned. He tried to strike with his dagger, but fell instead. As he fell, a dagger became visible, lodged in his back, precisely where it would reach the heart.
 
   Behind the dagger crouched Firio, looking annoyed.
 
   The sorcerer incanted in an eastern speech, and the pallid smoke spread.  The Wolf standing transfixed, with ghostly mist flowing into his nose, grew pale, then seemed to wither and collapsed to the ground. Tendrils of smoke reached towards others nearby.
 
   Halmir snarled and threw an axe. It glanced from the sorcerer with a green flash. A brief moment later, Larogwan threw an axe of his own, and it lodged firmly in the sorcerer's head. The green smoke dissipated. More Wolves raced back their way, with corpses of Dromno's vanguard behind them. Talaos leapt to Epos's side, even as the enemy surrounded them. He spun with blades scything and two of them fell dead in mists of their own blood. He snarled. Many more came behind to take their place. A howling roar rose all around.
 
   "The Hounds," smiled Talaos.
 
   Both sides paused for a moment as dozens of armed Avrosans converged from alleys and side streets around Dromno's column. With them, here and there, were more of Talaos's Wolves, and a few handpicked men of his own from the rest of the army.
 
   Talaos shouted to the foes in the front ranks. He recognized a few of them, and wondered if any had been in the crowd acclaiming him as a warlord. Many were not from Dromno's own League of Padra. Seeing Dromno's handpicked men together like that, he could see an unusually high proportion had beards.
 
   "Soldiers of the allied army!" he shouted at them in his deep clear voice, "General Dromno is dead. He died on his way to kill a fellow commander and fellow men of our army. Do you want to follow him to a traitor's death? An army will soon be upon us. Lay down your arms, and raise them at the right time against the enemy."
 
   There was silence. Then a man, an ordinary soldier among them, replied, "You're our enemy Talaos, you blasphemer."
 
   "Murderer of the pure!" shouted another.
 
   "Friend of sinners!" hissed a third.
 
   "Destroyer of the House of the Prophet!" yelled another, as more voices rose behind.
 
   Talaos listened with rising intensity in his spirit. He'd had enough. He replied in an echoing voice that carried over theirs, "Have your opinions, but lay down your arms, or die!"
 
   Someone from the massed ranks hurled a spear at him. He snarled, whirled, and cut it down in midair with his short blade. Light from his eyes flashed on the blade before him.
 
   Without another word, he leapt to the attack, and with him, all around, charged his Madmen, his Wolves, and his Hounds. Like wild, savage hunting beasts they leapt on their prey. Talaos spun, cut, and stabbed. The Madmen at his side ripped through their foes. Further back, the followers of the Prophet fought against the ring of Hounds around them. They held their own back there, but Talaos's numbers grew with more from the streets beyond, and theirs shrank.
 
   Talaos turned to Firio and Imvan, weaving and stabbing in the shadows.
 
   "Withdraw. Spread the word around the city. Now is the time."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   11. Taking
 
    
 
   Talaos made his way through the darkened city with an ever growing body of men behind him. Troops from the army, his Madmen, Wolves, and Hounds, and masses of Avrosan civilians walked with torches and drawn weapons. His greater preparation, no doubt helped by experience as a gangster, had made for a bloody but swift victory by his allies on the streets.
 
   Reports were that the remaining followers of the Prophet were going into hiding. Behind him, he heard talk of various kinds. There was curiosity about what was coming next, exultation of victory, and among the Avrosans, talk of the Storm Lord. Someone among them shouted that he, Talaos, was the Storm Lord reborn.
 
   He'd have to put a stop to that, and soon, but ahead of him was the Aledri camp.
 
   "Looks like Nissas might've wanted to move a bit faster," said Larogwan cheerfully.
 
   Kyrax, who'd joined them, replied, "Unless he was hoping for Dromno to do his fucking dirty work for him, then reap the spoils."
 
   "Those are two possibilities," added Talaos, "though there are others."
 
   They continued on through starlit streets. Their numbers grew. The buildings on either side were largely dark, but faces could be seen from many windows as Avrosans who hadn't been part of the fighting peered out at the marching men.
 
   Ahead, the light of the torches and lamps of another sizeable body of men could be seen approaching from a major intersecting street on the right. Talaos and his men readied their weapons. He had hopes as to who it might be, but this night, anything could happen.
 
   "Well this looks like quite the cheery gathering!" said Adriko, rounding the corner with a long column of troops behind him, "with happy news for General Nissas, I imagine."
 
   Talaos laughed, "Just spreading the good word, in our way."
 
   Adriko made his way through to join Talaos at the head of the main column, while shouting orders to his officers to get his troops organized with the others. Once he'd settled in, Adriko glanced back at large burdens being carried by a group of men with Vulkas.
 
   Vulkas noticed, and shouted, "Hoi, Adriko! We have some gifts for Nissas."
 
   Their former commander smiled, and replied casually, "They look extravagant, under the circumstances."
 
   Ahead was the area near the walls where the Aledri troops, more than two thousand in total, had commandeered some commercial buildings as their headquarters and camp. It was brightly lit. Nissas had thrown up barricades across most of the streets around, and soldiers of Aledri were on watch there and on rooftops. Opposed to them in the shadows of surrounding streets beyond were scattered groups of Avrosan civilians and allied irregulars.
 
   Also, at certain main surrounding intersections alongside the Avrosans, but in much better order, were companies of heavily armed mercenaries.
 
   "What the..." growled Kyrax.
 
   "Ah, that's interesting..." began Adriko.
 
   Talaos tried to process what he was seeing. He knew those troops, and that good order.
 
   "Tescani!" he shouted.
 
   As if in answer, there ahead was the mercenary warlord, on a horse heavy with barding, with a squad of steel-plated men around him. Tescani hailed him with a raised hand, and rode up.
 
   "Evening, Talaos," Tescani said in his low, gravelly voice.
 
   "What convinced you to join the cause?" asked Talaos lightly, though quite pleased.
 
   "I always keep an eye for the main chance," answered Tescani, with cold eyes and a hard face. "Right now, that main chance is you."
 
   Talaos took that in, and decided to consider all the implications later. Then he replied, "So you're why Nissas stayed bottled up when it counted?"
 
   "With help from the Avrosans you pulled together," replied Tescani. "Even so, we might not have gotten here in time except they were having some kind of trouble in the Aledri camp."
 
   Talaos smiled thoughtfully, and turned so that he could face both Tescani and Adriko, then he spoke. "And we've got some more trouble for them. The Madmen, Wolves and I are riding up to have a talk with the Aledri sentries."
 
   The others nodded, and Talaos rode toward the largest barricade, one that had a sort of gate in it.  The men on watch shouted, and more Aledri troops, a full company, marched at the double from around a corner. They took up a tight defensive formation just behind the gate.
 
   "Hail!" called Talaos. "I need to speak to General Nissas."
 
   A young captain shouted back, "Warlord Talaos, are you here under terms of peace?"
 
   "I am, and I remind you that we all are, as part of the same alliance," replied Talaos.
 
   "I will send a messenger to ask him," replied the officer.
 
   There was a quick discussion between the Aledri captain and the men around him, then a runner started to speed off. However, hardly had he done so than Nissas himself appeared, riding with a group of officers and a column of soldiers.
 
   The General of Aledri made his way to the gate, drew himself up in the saddle, and gave Talaos a cold, expectant glare, as if waiting.
 
   Talaos shouted to him, "Nissas, now is a good time to rethink your choices."
 
   The other did not answer.
 
   "And," continued Talaos, "I've solved the mystery of General Sanctari's murder."
 
   With that, Talaos motioned, and Vulkas walked forward with his squad of men carrying the cloth-wrapped burdens. They unrolled them on the ground before the gate. There were the corpses of Dromno, the robed man, and the man who'd had the concealed face. Then, Talaos's men placed certain items in presentation before the bodies.
 
   "Do you see that?" asked Talaos."Take a look at that dagger, and the matching tattoos on that man with the robes, the Eastlander magus, and the copper rod which was his."
 
   Nissas sent men forward, who brought them back for his inspection.
 
   Talaos continued, "Look at the man in the loose fitting clothes. He wielded that dagger, which if you'll note, is the twin of the one that killed Sanctari. See that  he is also an Eastlander. After a good deal of asking around, I was able to establish that his sash means he is from some order of assassins in the Eastlands. Does any of this put things together for you, General?  Now, time for you to establish where you really stand."
 
   Nissas examined the items, rode forward with his officers and two guards past the gate to examine the bodies. He then sat back up in the saddle and  looked Talaos in the eye.
 
   "It seems," said Nissas, "that I have been played on all sides, by rash fools like you and Kurvan, by ambitious scoundrels like Tescani, and by traitors like Dromno and Lurios."
 
   "Lurios?" replied Talaos, shocked by the mention of that name.
 
   "He refused to obey my orders to join me in seizing you, and cost us enough time that Tescani there arrived. He's under arrest at the moment, though I'm sure you'll change that."
 
   "You can still change things now, Nissas. We have a war to fight," said Talaos.
 
   "I will give you my answer shortly," said Nissas. Then he turned in the saddle to face his officers around, "Officers of Aledri, I hereby order you to stand down, no sooner than thirty minutes from now, and then convey Warlord Talaos and such men as he wishes to accompany him to my offices."
 
   Then the General of Aledri rode back into his camp, accompanied only by his two guards.
 
   Talaos looked around him. The Madmen looked uncertain. Tescani's face was a steel mask, and Adriko put his fingers thoughtfully to his chin.
 
   Time passed. Talaos spent it giving orders and organizing his men. Messengers came from Kurvan and Aro that they'd taken control of Dromno's men, and that Dromno's remaining officers had professed ignorance of any plots.
 
   At last, the time arrived.
 
   An Aledri captain rode forward, saluted Talaos, and then turned again. Talaos followed with the Madmen, two squads of his Wolves, and Adriko. As they passed through the fortified neighborhood that comprised the Aledri camp, he could see the soldiers looked grim and watchful. Some lowered their heads as he passed, but many others saluted.
 
   They reached a large building, the headquarters of a consortium of merchants, now in use by Nissas and the Aledri command.  The doors were open, and the guards there had a different expression. Sadness. Talaos left most of the men outside, and went in with the Madmen and Adriko. There was a well appointed entrance hall of marble, brass, and tile. They passed from it back to a hallway with smaller offices on either side, and a larger one at the end.
 
   The door at the end was of decoratively painted and inlayed wood. A guard stationed there bowed his head, and opened the door. Talaos entered the office. There on the floor in front of a gilt-painted desk was Nissas, lying with his own sword through his heart, and his right hand still at the hilt. His tunic and cloak were blue, in the color of his city, but they were now drenched in red. Around him, several officers of Aledri either kneeled nearby, or sat, slumped miserably in chairs.
 
   Talaos looked at his now dead foe, the man who'd opposed him time and again since his actions during the taking of the city. He thought of the choices he'd made, and those that Nissas had made. Now, he thought, time to make better ones. He lowered his head as he surveyed the fallen General of Aledri, and raised his arm across his chest in salute.
 
   The officers in the room looked at him with wonder amid their solemn misery.
 
   "Release Tribune Lurios," he said to them. "He is in command for Aledri now."
 
   The Aledri officers looked surprised. They paused, and some glanced doubtfully around. Then, one by one, they raised grim salutes to Talaos. 
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Outside the Aledri district, a delegation of well-dressed Avrosan civilians arrived. There were some Talaos knew well, a number he hadn't seen before, and three in the dark gray tunics, but not the gear or armor, of the disbanded Avrosan army. With them were two figures that surprised Talaos. Liriel, and Milo the musician. The latter was sitting on a stretcher.
 
   Liriel walked towards him, wearing her red dress. She had put kohl around her eyes, and red paint on her lips. With her was an old man in rich but rumpled dark blue clothes. She spoke. "Talaos, I hope you don't mind that I've been a bit busy tonight. This is someone you should meet, though you may have heard of him."
 
   "I'll guess that you've been busy for a while before as well. Thank you," smiled Talaos, as he took her hand. She returned the smile, and their eyes met. He felt it, like a bit of lightning of its own. But he had much to do. He squeezed her hand, then released it. Then he turned to the man, who raised a hand in greeting. Talaos thought he knew him by description.
 
   "I am Akaros," the man said. "Hail and greetings, Warlord Talaos."
 
   Talaos raised his own hand, "Hail and greetings. Akaros... formerly of the council?"
 
   "Until I went into hiding during the rule of the Prophet's followers, yes."
 
   "Then welcome back. How can I help you?" replied Talaos.
 
   "You are doing a fine job of that thus far, Warlord, despite the manner of your arrival," answered Akaros in an eloquent voice. "But I understand your meaning. First, thank you for saving Milo, a great composer and musician here in Avrosa... who paid a price for his interest in the music of the Prophet. There is more, though, much more."
 
   Talaos nodded as Akaros went on. Nearby, Adriko sat in his saddle looking amused, and Tescani watched with sudden, calculating, interest.
 
   "We, the men and women who have joined me here tonight, are most of the remaining prominent citizens of Avrosa who'd opposed the Prophet. I doubt any of us would have been left in another year. We... and I... wonder what you plan to do with us, or rather our city."
 
   "I'm merely one of several remaining commanders in our army," answered Talaos.
 
   "You seem to be the one who matters now. But regardless of the views in your army, many people of Avrosa believe you are the Storm Lord reborn, and here to save our city again. Many have followed you already, and now more await your word."
 
   "I am not the Storm Lord," answered Talaos, firmly, "though it is possible I have some connection with him. However, it is true that I am of the storm. It is with me, and it is within me. I did not come here to save Avrosa, but to fight the Living Prophet."
 
   Akaros spoke, his eloquent voice rising in intensity, "Then if not the old Storm Lord, you are still the new, and whether or not you came to Avrosa to save us, in fighting the Living Prophet, you have done one and the same."
 
   Talaos listened as the man continued. Then he replied to Akaros with sudden intensity in his own voice, "So be it. Our fight is the same. I will help you, and I will help Avrosa."
 
   Looks and whispers passed among the Avrosans, and made their way to Akaros.
 
   Tescani nearby, leaned forward in his saddle, intensely focused on what was unfolding.
 
   Back in the crowd, voices shouted, "The Storm Lord!" and, "Offer it!"
 
   Akaros lowered his head in thought, then raised it with a fierce, earnest expression on his age-lined face. He spoke again, his voice loud, powerful, yet clear, as one long accustomed to public speaking, "Warlord Talaos, many in Avrosa see you as our savior. By their wish, by your actions, and by the soldiers at your command, Avrosa is at your feet."
 
   Talaos had the sense another old ritual of Hunyos was unfolding before him, like his acclamation as warlord. Still he had little doubt as to what a statement like that last one could mean. Neither did he have any doubt of his reply. Then he remembered something from his readings in the great library of Carai. He understood. The Avrosans stood waiting on his word. Soldiers of the allied army, those standing nearby, turned toward Talaos with the look of interested spectators.
 
   Talaos answered with words from memory."I accept that which is offered. I will take Avrosa under my protection, and I will guide it through this crisis."
 
   Akaros, and those with him, kneeled. Liriel did so with them. Milo's bearers carefully lowered the old man on his stretcher as they kneeled. Then Talaos stepped forward, put his hand on Akaros's shoulder, and helped the old man rise to his feet.
 
   The former Patrician took a step back and raised a salute to him, then shouted, "Hail Talaos, Dictator of Avrosa!"
 
   "Hail Talaos, Dictator of Avrosa!" shouted the Avrosan leaders and the crowd of their people with them. There were cheers from the Avrosans all around, and amazed expressions from the men of the allied army. Adriko grinned like he was watching some great spectacle of entertainment. Tescani looked as if he was calculating odds, and liked them. He suddenly made the faintest of smiles, wheeled his horse, and rode to rejoin his men.
 
   Akaros whispered to Talaos, "The reply in the old way is often neglected in these times.  Dictators now sometimes fail to step down after the crisis... I am amazed a man from the Republic would know it."
 
   "I used to study at the great library in Carai, when I had time," replied Talaos.
 
   Akaros looked surprised and impressed. Talaos took a step back. He raised his right hand, and the Avrosans grew quiet. In his heart, Talaos felt the exultation of what had happened, and what was before him. He resolved to use it well. Inner power rose in reply to the temporal power he had just taken. His eyes smoldered with flickers of lightning.
 
   "As my first act, "Talaos said in a voice suddenly as loud as thunder, "I call upon the people of Avrosa to look to your safety and defense. The army that approaches was allied to a council that no longer exists, the council of your enemies. That army will not be your friends. The army here with me are no longer your conquerors, but your protectors. Therefore, the Army of Avrosa will be mobilized again, and together we will defend this city."
 
   From among the cheering Avrosans, the three men in gray military tunics stepped forward. Akaros introduced them, "Dictator, these are Tribune Megaras, Captain Sevri, and Captain Nerio. They are the highest ranking officers who were not followers of the Prophet, or in association with them. They were purged by Petani shortly before your army arrived."
 
   Megaras was several years older than Talaos, with olive features and an intense, alert, solemn expression. Sevri was tall, only slightly older than Talaos, and fair-complexioned for a man of  Hunyos. He had a bright air. Nerio was powerfully built, dark, and watchful.
 
   Talaos nodded  to them, "Then you are now the first, and highest ranking commanders in the new army of Avrosa. Congratulations General Megaras, Tribune Sevri, and Tribune Nerio."
 
   The three officers looked stunned, proud, and almost worshipful all at once. They saluted, and he returned it.
 
   "Now," said Talaos, sweeping his arm to all around him, "we have much to do."
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Dawn was not far away, and Talaos felt that at last, he might need some rest. He ascended the stairs of The Waverider with the Madmen and Liriel. He knew he'd need sort to out a more permanent headquarters, and there would be much more to do. There was no end of what would need doing, and sometime tomorrow, the enemy army would come. For the moment though, he could use time to reflect. 
 
   They reached the top floor, and the guard on duty saluted. The exhausted Madmen awaited his instructions, and he gave them leave to sleep. With no argument even from Kyrax, they quickly did so. As he walked to his office, Liriel stayed at his side.
 
   "I told you to stay safe," he said, gently teasing.
 
   "I feel quite safe, now that you are dictator," she answered with a cryptic smile.
 
   "You certainly helped with that process," he replied, opening the door  to his room.
 
   "Despite appearances, I still have a little influence," she answered.
 
   He found her actions and that answer intriguing. As he entered his room, he gestured for her to follow. She smiled, lowered her face and the long black lashes of her eyes, and did.
 
   Talaos took his chair at his desk, and she one of the many others around. She moved it close, across a corner of the desk from him. He poured some wine for them both.
 
   "Still have a little influence?" he asked.
 
   "There was a time when my family was wealthy, powerful, and respectable." she said, "We are, or rather were, a very old family in Avrosa. As far back as the height of the old Empire, we were merchant princes, scholars, councilors, and magistrates."
 
   Talaos sipped a bit of his wine and interjected, "But then..."
 
   "Yes," she smiled, "But then, my ancestors started to go astray, become eccentric, and manage their affairs... less well. In the last generations the wealth largely went away, though there was a trace of respectability left, until me. Certainly I was introduced to the best sort of young men when I was coming of age. Until..."
 
   "Your gifts?" mused Talaos.
 
   She took a sip of wine, then leaned forward, and their eyes met.
 
   "Yes. You understand me," she answered in a quieter voice, putting a hand on the desk. "Neither of us are ordinary, or normal, and that has consequences. Yes, my gifts manifested themselves, and less controllably when I was younger. But that wasn't the only problem."
 
   Not sure what was coming next, but sympathetic, Talaos reached a hand across the desk and took hers. She turned hers palm up beneath his, shivered slightly, and then spoke again.
 
   "Talaos, when I'm not wounded and weary like this, I fancy myself a beautiful woman."
 
   He watched her; luminous dark eyes with their heavy lashes, her elegant face with its high cheekbones and full lips framed by her mass of long, spiraling black hair, her smooth, light olive skin, her slender body and rounded breasts, and thought her beautiful now.
 
   As if in reply to his attention, she flushed, but slid closer in her chair. "I...was not oblivious that men agreed," she added, "and I think I have stronger desires than most women. There was a young man, of a good family. He was a promising decurion in the army, and I was barely of marrying age, with a head full of foolish notions."
 
   "Liriel, you don't have to apologize for... wherever this is going," said Talaos.
 
   She smiled, seeming flustered for a moment, then regained her composure, "My apologies. I will eventually come to how I helped you. I had a lot of wonderful times with that young man. Enough that I became worried I might have a child, which would complicate things for everyone. The physicians took long good looks at me, and found something wrong.
 
   "Talaos, they found that I am barren. I never could and never can have children. I simultaneously ceased to be in danger of losing my virtuous honor, or of any further interest to him as a wife, or as one to most other men. In any case, after he left me, he went on to die in another of Avrosa's wars, eight years ago now. But I learned and gained some things from my fate.
 
   "From seeing the skill of the physicians I gained my interest in herbs, oils, and potions. Then I found an old woman in the city to teach me more, one who also worked with things physicians do not. I'm still young, but I am a crone and a sorceress. Many sought me for my powers or the counsel of the spirits, and some for my company, and I like powerful men."
 
   She stretched her legs, and they bared past the knee as the side-slits of her dress parted. 
 
   Liriel continued, "One of those powerful men later joined the Prophet's cause and then found me an embarrassment. I'd never asked him for a thing but his company. You struck him down with your lightning, on the platform. Of course, the Prophet's followers would have come for me anyway, sooner or later. Others though, on the other side, remember me. Not that you've been remotely idle, but I've been putting out the word to help you for days."
 
   "All because I rescued you, Liriel?" asked Talaos, gently teasing.
 
   "As if that wouldn't be enough!" she replied, almost defensive, "but also more..."
 
   He looked intently into her eyes, smiling. She averted hers, almost afraid, then raised them again, and returned his gaze. Her body shivered.
 
   "Talaos, for all that has happened to me here, I love this city. It is my home, and my roots here are very deep. The stones and soil of Avrosa are in my blood and bones, and I have given it my heart, my gifts, my skills, my desire, and my flesh." She leaned closer still, eyes in his, and put her other hand next to the one he held. "Talaos, you freed me," she whispered, "but I've had the feeling ever since that it was more like a conquest. You... "
 
   He put his other hand on hers. She smiled.
 
   She whispered, lips parted, "What have you done here, in Avrosa? You've conquered it and freed it as you've freed and conquered me. Does that sound ridiculous? If it does, I don't care, it feels right to me. And not just the people... The spirits here are terrified of you, and yet circle you at a distance. As have I. Talaos, I..."
 
   He interrupted her as he pulled her to him and kissed her inviting lips. She moaned and melted into his arms. He took one of his hands from hers and ran it up her bare thigh. She took one of hers and reached between his legs. 
 
   He picked her up. She was light in his arms, and he carried her to his bed. She reached an arm around his neck and kissed him as he placed her there.  She undid her dress and slipped it off with her undergarments. He removed his boots, armor, gear, and his tunic. As he did so, she loosened the cords of his pants, and put her hand inside, hard around his hardness.
 
   "Talaos," she said, breath heavy and cheeks flush, "I've wanted you to take me, wanted you inside me, since I first spoke with you, but I was too broken, too pitiful until now."
 
   In reply, he ran his hands along her bare slender body, the curve of her hips, her small waist, and the cups of her breasts. He kissed her neck and her mouth. She finished undoing his pants and they dropped to the floor. She stroked his bare hardness in her hand.
 
   Talaos put his right hand in her hair at the back of her head. He felt the soft curls and spirals of it. He gripped it tight and she gasped. She tilted her head back, lips parted, and he kissed them, tongue forcing its way into her mouth. He slipped the fingers of his left hand between her legs and inside her. She moaned and thrust her hips against them. He curled his fingers up in her, and stroked. She gasped and writhed wildly, again and again until she released. Then he began again. 
 
   Her juices flowed, warm and vital, over his fingers as he curled and stroked inside her. She screamed and released almost violently, soaking the sheets. Then he climbed onto the bed, and looked at her beneath him. Her legs were open, her arms thrown back, her lips parted, her black hair wild all about her, and her body bared before him, beneath him. His.
 
   "Please..." she panted, "Have me. Any way you want. Every way. Please..."
 
   He slid forward and pushed his hardness into her mouth, thrusting. She gripped his hips and teased him with her tongue. She put a hand to the base of his shaft, turning and playing with the skin. He thrust in her mouth again and again as he gripped her by the hair.
 
   Then he pulled out, he slid back, and he forced her legs wider. She shivered. He pushed inside her and she moaned. He felt her warm and wet around him. He cupped a hand on her breast, then brought fingers together to pinch her nipple.  He put his other hand to her throat.
 
   She gasped, fear and desire seeming to grip her both at once. She writhed and screamed as he thrust hard and wildly inside her. He felt his life and power strong within. He took her. He took her as he had taken the city, as all the possibilities of the world were his for the taking. He thrust so hard the bed shook, and she cried out. She released, again and again. The sheets were drenched. Then he released inside her. Life and joy and ecstasy mingling as one.
 
   He held her close, and they lay there panting for a moment. She kissed his ear and her hands roamed his body. He looked into her eyes, and she smiled. He kissed her. 
 
   Then he felt his desire rising again. He felt it so soon and so strongly that he was almost startled. Not even in the first rush of manhood had he been ready like that so soon, nor from anything he'd ever heard, was it normal.  But then, he wasn't normal. Not anymore. He drew her tight in his arms and pressed against her, 
 
   She gasped, and smiled, "Oh! Oh... Yes...."
 
   Any way he wanted, every way, he thought with a smile. He took her by her shoulder and hip, and turned her onto her stomach. She moaned, and parted her legs. His hardness grew and throbbed. He ran a hand along her upturned bottom, rounded and firm. 
 
   "I..." she whispered in a panting voice, "I have a little vial of oil in my pouch on the table. Nothing strange, just good for the skin..."
 
   He found the bottle, spread some of the oil along his shaft, and thrust himself against her hips. She arched back, pressing her bottom against him, and he entered her there. She made moaning, ecstatic screams and pushed back against him as he thrust in her again and again. She put her own hand between her legs, fingers inside, and her juices drenched the already soaked bed. She released over and over until he moaned with the ecstasy of her around him. Then he released again, slamming her hips into the bed as he thrust.
 
   He pulled out, held her for a while, then cleaned himself with water and soap from the basin. He felt himself ready, yet again, but looked at her body, still bearing faint signs of hurt, and thought she was spent. He climbed back onto the bed and held her close in his arms. She sighed happily.
 
   They lay there a long time. 
 
   At last she whispered, sleepily, "I am yours... "
 
   In answer, he gripped her tightly, and put his teeth gently to her neck.
 
   She shivered, quietly sighed, and then drifted off to sleep.
 
   As she slept, he looked absently at the battered skin of his own body. He was still, and always, healing. Some of his oldest scars were gone entirely now, with not even faint lines left at places where his bleeding flesh had opened in tatters.  Newer ones had taken their places, but were already fading.
 
   Only two remained, seemingly permanent. The first was the long scar on his face from the Ferox, only one of all they'd given him, but the one that marked the moment where he'd truly embraced his nature. The other was the seared scar left by Akallas the Leopard's glyph sword. In a way, it stood as warning and reminder that his was not the only magic or power in the world.
 
   And yet, his was a force in the world. Even before the transformation he was experiencing, he'd never been sick, no illness of any kind in his life. It was clear the curious vitality he'd just experienced with Liriel was related to his inhumanly fast and thorough healing. He remembered his earlier musings whether his lifelong intensity with women, the sheer number of lovers he'd sought and had, was connected as well. If so, what did it all mean?
 
   Magic and his power. Desire, conquest and the woman sleeping beside him. Beyond it all, the mystery and threat of the Prophet. Much to think about, and more to do. He felt far from sleepy or sated, but he held Liriel gently in his arms until dawn, and the work and struggle that awaited him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   12. Dictator
 
    
 
   Talaos strode into the council hall of Avrosa. Behind him were his Madmen. His Wolves stood guard in the great hall behind, and none had been allowed to enter without his permission. In the council hall, Avrosan workers had just finished putting certain changes in place.
 
   At the back of the room, in the space where he'd guarded Sanctari's body, a very old square carpet had been brought from storage and unrolled. It was in the dark gray of Avrosa, with a large silver wreath in the center, and a silver border design of clouds and thunderbolts.
 
   On that carpet, in the center of the wreath, was a large, dark gray-painted, silver-inlayed chair of particular design. It had crossed legs, carved in knotwork, a high back with a wreath and thunderbolts in the center, and a square seat with a knotwork border. The chair was designed to be folded and transported on campaign. Talaos knew that it was the chair of the office of Dictator of Avrosa, and it had not been used in nearly thirty-five years.
 
   Talaos walked to a place just in front of the chair, then he turned around.  The Madmen formed a half circle behind and around the wreath at the center of the carpet, facing into the room.
 
   With him as well came two Avrosans, the strong, dark-featured Tribune Nerio, and taller, fairer Tribune Sevri. They wore breastplates, greaves, vambraces, crested helmets and dark gray tunics and cloaks as officers of Avrosa. Each bore a long mace of a particular design; Nerio's that of a torch, with a repeating pattern of wreaths and balanced scales at the base of the flames, Sevri's was in the form of a storm cloud with radiating thunderbolts up toward the cap.
 
   Talaos knew that the maces, separately symbolizing the civil and military authority of Avrosa, were normally held by attendants standing at either end of the half-circular council table. Today, they would stand before him, in front of the carpet, at his right and left hands.
 
   Now came a delegation of leading Avrosans with lean, solemn General Megaras and elderly Akaros at their head.  Behind them came a number of aides and assistants. The Avrosans saluted him, arms across chests, and he returned the salute. 
 
   "We await your command," said Akaros.
 
   Talaos motioned to an aide, and a group of assistants carrying chests. 
 
   "Step forward, Akaros," said Talaos.
 
   The old man did so.
 
   The aide brought a golden laurel wreath circlet, the diadem of a city councilor, and presented it to Talaos.  He in turn then placed it on Akaro's head.
 
   "Akaros, for the duration of the crisis, I appoint you a Patrician of Avrosa."
 
   Akaros made a half-bow, and took a place standing at a chair of the council table, to Talaos's right. Then Talaos repeated the ceremony with six of the leading citizens, four men and two women, all with some combination of recommendation from Akaros, Megaras, and Liriel. 
 
   Talaos next commissioned another fifteen officers as captains in the new Avrosan army, and these took places standing in front of row seats at the left side of the room, to his own right. Behind the officers, the remaining civilian leaders and a selection of other citizens filled the remaining seats on that side. Liriel was among them.
 
   Next, Talaos walked to the central seat of the council table, where Sanctari had sat, and placed his short blade on the table before it. He then returned to the carpet, crossed it, and took his seat as dictator of Avrosa. The Avrosans followed, taking their own seats. Eight of the fifteen places at the council table were now claimed.
 
   Talaos raised his right hand, and spoke, "Citizens of Avrosa, now we will await the delegation from the allied army."
 
   Shortly afterward, his Wolves admitted the next group of visitors.
 
   Kurvan strode in with his axe strapped to his back, and a pair of hillmen flanking him. He surveyed the room intently with narrowed eyes. Aro was next, looking watchful and alert. Tescani beside him, had something faintly resembling a smile on his face. Mordvan, with them, looked amazed. Lurios, now commander of the Aledri troops, was reflective and solemn. Drevan, standing for Megasi, seemed ready to burst with energy and enthusiasm.
 
   Then followed a large body of other officers, and last of all, Adriko, ambling in casually with a catlike smile and a hint of well-kept secrets in his eyes. Talaos, from his chair, raised them a hand in greeting.
 
   Kurvan put his massive hands to his broad belt and laughed, a huge growling guffawing sound, louder than Talaos had ever heard him laugh.
 
   "Got to say it didn't seem real until now!" he chuckled. "Still, this is some good news. Talaos, how many do you think you can muster from Avrosa?"
 
   "Fifteen companies of regulars, and roughly a thousand militia," replied Talaos.
 
   "With most of those militia already armed and ready, if last night was any guide."
 
   In answer, Talaos merely smiled.
 
   Kurvan took his old place at the council table, and sat down comfortably. The other allied commanders, whether permanent or temporary, did the same. Kurvan and Tescani, Aro for his league, Mordvan for Teroia, Drevan for Megasi, and Lurios for Aledri. Dromno's place was left empty. The row seats at the right of the room, to Talaos's left hand, were full of allied officers, and large numbers of aides and assistants crowded in the hall behind. Adriko lounged with a knowing smile.
 
   The allied commanders half-turned in their chairs to face Talaos. At one point or another, all of them but Kurvan glanced at the short sword on the table.
 
   Aro spoke, "I think we have two orders of business needing quick resolution. The first is to find a replacement for Dromno, and the second is to elect a senior commander."
 
   There were nods of agreement among the commanders.
 
   "I suggest we reverse the order of those, and elect a senior commander first," said Talaos, "With me holding a seat representing both Avrosa and myself, we have seven, which will prevent any evenly split decisions."
 
   Again nods.
 
   "This is a good time to remind everyone that despite the changes, our problems from yesterday haven't vanished. Kurvan, you and Aro lead forces that were enemies before the current war. Among the remaining more experienced leaders, that leaves Tescani."
 
   "No. Not me," said the mercenary warlord, coolly.
 
   The mention of Tescani had prompted doubtful looks from around the room, but Tescani's quick refusal had promptly quelled them. Talaos knew Tescani's ruthless reputation, and the long history that had built it. He'd also known how Tescani would reply. But, it had needed to be said. This had to be done right. Talaos continued.
 
   "I suggest that the three most experienced commanders form a kind of leadership group, a triumvirate to coordinate the army.  We'll still need a senior commander though, and that should be someone who has support across the army. Someone who can be a unifying force, while relying on the experience of the leadership group."
 
   Interested expressions passed around the room, as people began to guess his meaning.
 
   "Therefore," said Talaos, "I propose myself."
 
   "I second, " said Tescani without any change in expression.
 
   Kurvan growled, and Aro studied Talaos carefully.
 
   "Yes, for Talaos," said Drevan, his friend since the battle of the pass. Lurios, another brother-in-arms from the pass, quickly voted yes as well. Mordvan, who Talaos had won over after Sanctari's assassination, was next, and also voted yes.
 
   Kurvan, made a sort rolling chuckle, then spoke, "Well, mad as it is, at this point I don't have any better ideas. Anyway, you've already got five votes. I make it six. That said, I'm starting to think the only one in the army who sized you up right from the start was Tescani."
 
   Whether Tescani considered that a compliment or not, he gave no reaction.
 
   Aro looked at them all with what seemed to Talaos like a kind of amazement on his mobile, alert face and in his intelligent eyes. After a moment, he spoke. "If anyone had suggested to me a few months ago that a new mercenary recruit from the Republic would shortly be elected senior commander of this army, I would have thought it a bad joke. Now, here we are."
 
   Nearly everyone in the room waited and watched.
 
   Then Aro turned to Talaos, "I hope you realize that we now have a younger and less experienced command group than any army of this size in Hunyos in recent history. Are you serious about delegating most of the practical operation of the army to the three of us?"
 
   "Yes," replied Talaos, "but remembering that in the field, final strategic authority will be unified under me just as it was with Sanctari."
 
   Aro looked at him sharply, then nodded, "All right, then I vote yes, because any more disunity will be the death of us."
 
   "Seven to none in favor!" laughed Kurvan. "Talaos it is!"
 
   All the military officers in the room, allied or Avrosan, rose to salute Talaos. He rose from his chair, returned it, then sat again.
 
   "Now gentlemen," Talaos said, "before we consider Dromno's replacement, I think we have a larger related problem. Dromno was deep in service to the Living Prophet, and that faith was behind both the assassination of General Sanctari, and the effort to remove me."
 
   Looks passed around the room.
 
   Talaos continued, "I have seen reports on Sanctari's successful opposition to the building of a House of the Prophet in Teroia, and I needn't remind you that Sanctari was my most powerful protector in the wake of my actions against the Prophet during the taking of the city.
 
   "Dromno would have hoped to use the subsequent chaos to back Nissas, who was at least tolerant of the Prophet's faith, as senior commander, and with him form a faction. We've already seen the ties Dromno had with his fellow followers of the Prophet in Avrosa. My friends in Avrosa have made it clear the Prophet's people would have supported Avrosa joining our alliance under those very different circumstances, and under their control.
 
   "What all of this means is that a coup was attempted, with Sanctari's murder as the trigger. Dromno, a follower of the Living Prophet, was behind that murder, but the actual assassin was an agent of the Prophet himself.  This reveals something that should worry us all. It reveals that the Living Prophet is not so neutral in this war after all.
 
   "It reveals that while the Living Prophet has followers on both of what we think of as the sides in this war, he and his followers have been playing both sides to their advantage. I have been reading, gentlemen. Reading the Prophet's own history of the Eastlands, and how very similar things happened in what were once many realms, but are now under his rule.
 
   "However unclear it may have been, what was happening right here, in Avrosa, was the first example of what was to come. There are many who gave their loyalty to something other than their city, and we have seen the results. In the name of that other loyalty, the laws of Avrosa have been violated and hundreds of its citizens murdered. That other loyalty is a philosophy or faith that in reality serves as the mask for control and conquest by a foreign power."
 
   Talaos saw a great variety of expressions on the faces before him. The Avrosans in the room, selected on the very basis of their opposition to the Prophet, looked eager and expectant. Some of the alliance officers seemed to agree or approve of his words, others were clearly skeptical, and a few had guarded faces.
 
   "Therefore," said Talaos, in tones of command, "for the protection of my city of Avrosa, and by the authority it has entrusted to me as dictator, I declare the faith of the Living Prophet banned within its walls and in all territory under its governance. All followers of the Prophet are hereby given twelve hours to depart the city with such possessions as they can carry, but no weapons. Any found here after that will be forcibly exiled, or if they resist with arms, slain."
 
   Joyous expressions appeared on the faces of the Avrosans, some mingled with an edge of vengefulness.  
 
    Tescani, face unreadable, rose to speak. His graveled voice was low, "You realize, Talaos, that you don't have direct authority to impose that on the allied army without a vote."
 
   "Yes," replied Talaos.
 
   The warlord continued, "So I propose we vote to enact the same ban in the army."
 
   Aro looked at Tescani sharply. "I second, but didn't you support letting the Prophet's people set up a field hospital and a House of the Prophet in our camp?"
 
   Tescani, without noticeable reaction in his face, replied, "That would have saved us a lot of gold, and we didn't know what their game was then. Now, let's vote."
 
   The commanders were in favor, and again unanimous.
 
   There was a great deal of quiet discussion among the officers in the row seats. Dromno's one surviving tribune from the League of Padra, and one of that league's captains, silently left the room, as did a cavalry captain of Aledri.
 
   "As you see," said Talaos as he watched them leave. He raised his hand for emphasis, the room grew quiet and he continued, "Discussions with the remaining officers of the League of Padra may take some time. The most recent reports are that the enemy will likely arrive this evening. In the short term, I propose we place the league troops under General Aro's command."
 
   There was general agreement.
 
   Talaos smiled, "Now, however, we've got a city to defend. As you know, despite the events of the last twenty-four hours, we've gotten the walls, supplies, munitions, and outer defenses in good order. We need to man them properly.  Let us get to it, and discuss as we work."
 
   All in the room, Avrosans and allied army, military and civilians, rose and began.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Talaos stood on the watchtower atop the old tower of Avrosa in the fading light. With him were the Madmen, two Avrosan soldiers carrying the maces borne by Nerio and Sevri in the council hall, and a small group of messengers from both Avrosa and the allied army. A panoramic view of the sea, the city, and the plains was all around him. The defenses of the city were strong. Sanctari, while he lived, had done his work well.
 
   And here he was, in Sanctari's place, directing it all. In his mismatched armor and gear, he looked the part of a mercenary warlord. With the dark gray cloak given him by the Avrosans bearing a wreath, lightning bolts and knotwork border all in silver, he was instantly recognizable as dictator. But, he thought, he had a lot to learn about leadership on such a scale. Whether through the insights and advice of those more experienced, or the hard lessons of what was soon to come, he intended to learn.
 
   The walls had been only lightly damaged during the assault, and most of that had been repaired. Before the walls, the trenches dug during the siege had been left in place, but filled with sharpened stakes. Pits and traps had been dug here and there in between. Next to the walls, a shallow old trench full of weeds had been dug out, widened and deepened.
 
   Tescani, duplicating Adriko's defenses at the pass, had just today overseen the placement of thousands of sharpened stakes on the slope of the newly deepened trench.  Behind the walls, Master Engineer Theron had built enormous platforms, and on them had been reassembled the heavy siege equipment built for the attack.
 
   The sea lanes had stayed open, and supplies continued pouring in from foreign lands, even faster with the now enthusiastic financial support of the Avrosans themselves. The very speed of the assault had meant the city still had plenty that had been stockpiled for the first siege.
 
   The Avrosan navy, not used during the siege, was small, only ten ships, but was supplemented by six commandeered merchant vessels, including two more Eastern ships that had unwisely docked under expectation the Prophet's followers were still in charge.
 
   On the walls, in the ships, and ready in the city streets, he had more than sixteen thousand men ready. The other experienced commanders had concurred with Sanctari that, provided they could stay supplied by sea, they could hold out indefinitely against thirty thousand, and could provide significant trouble of their own for the invader.
 
   Talaos agreed, but warily, for control of the sea would be decided by others.
 
   Meanwhile, throughout the city, Avrosans were escorting followers of the Prophet from their homes, and gathering them to a place just outside the south end of the walls, but inside the outer defenses and within artillery range.  They brought with them as many of their goods as they could carry. Talaos had to be careful of supplies, but had plenty of tents and canvas to spare. He'd given them some, so they would at least have shelter in their journey away to wherever their chosen allegiance would lead them.
 
   As the sun dropped over the western hills, he thought of the Madmen,  the seven  who'd followed him through every battle and his spectacular, unlikely, rise to power. How unlikely it was as well that seven such men would have all emerged as volunteers for the same mission.
 
   They were, each of them in their own way, men of gifts. Firio, with his preternatural speed, and Vulkas with his tremendous strength might be the most obvious, but they all had something, a bit of magic, of their own. Each though, was very different.
 
   Old Larogwan, if not quite like a father, had certainly been the source of a lot of stubborn wisdom. Talaos had once thought of him and the other Madmen as fighting beasts. An image came to mind of Larogwan as a goat. Certainly not an ordinary one, but one as clever, dangerous and wild as ever any free beast of the hills had ever been.
 
   He smiled to himself. If Larogwan was a goat, Vulkas, with all his strength and solidity, was surely a bull.  Kyrax, ferocious and temperamental? A boar.  Epos, cold and armored, cryptic and in his way, wise, reminded Talaos of Katara's tales of ice drakes, of the old wingless dragons of the north. So perhaps Epos was a dragon. Halmir, with his poet or seer's soul, and unexpected insights amid bloody-handed deeds... a gryphon.
 
   What then, he thought, of the two he'd called ravens? Firio no doubt was a raven, to the core of his being. Imvan, though, was really a different kind of hunter. A hawk came to mind.  The Madmen. Seven heroes of a latter day. Five warriors, two scouts. Five fighting beasts, two hunting birds. And himself? He'd known what beast he had affinity with since his fight with the Ferox. He was the man Talaos, storm and spirit, but if he was any beast, it was a wolf.
 
   Wolves were usually thought of in their aspect as predators, as threats to the gentle order of farm, field, and herd. But wolves were also ferocious in defense of their own, and here all around him were his own, his Madmen, his Wolves, his Hounds, the people of his city of Avrosa, and all the soldiers of the armies defending it. And Liriel. As he could, he'd sent those he loved, Sorya, Katara, and Miriana, to safety, yet here was another in the very heart of the war.
 
   But this was Liriel's war, for her own city, as it was her people's, as it was now his.
 
   He would stand with them all, and defend them  all, with all the fury and cunning he could bring to bear.
 
   Storm and wolf, spirit and man, one mind, one life, in defense of his own.
 
   There was a change in the wind, blowing cool from the northwest.
 
   The sun disappeared over the western hills. In the last fading light, he thought he saw hints of clouds. As the reddish glow faded in the west, he saw another reddish glow appearing on the very edge of the horizon to the north, far along the road and the coastal plain. It looked to him like the light of torches. Many torches.
 
   The enemy was upon them at last.
 
   Behind him, Kyrax muttered a curse. There were whispers among the others. Talaos raised a hand and all fell silent. He turned to a group of the messengers, one from Avrosa and one from each contingent of the allied army.
 
   "Inform your commanders, the enemy is approaching, and I think will press on overnight to reach Avrosa. They are to prepare accordingly, but otherwise keep to our agreed plans. They will send me reported updates no less than hourly, and I will be relocating to the keep within the hour."
 
   The messengers saluted, and sped off.
 
   To another messenger, one of his Wolves, he gave a different message. "Let Adriko know that the enemy is approaching. Tell him to organize for the night mission as we discussed, and be ready to depart in three hours."
 
   The Wolf likewise saluted and left.
 
   Lastly, to a pair of messengers, both Hounds, but one Avrosan and the other originally from the mercenary irregulars, he said, "Inform the captains of the Hounds that the ninth hour of the ban is upon us. They are to begin the final sweep of the Prophets followers from the city, and upon the twelfth hour it will be by force.
 
   "Seventh company is to join the second and third watching the camp outside the gates.  Any followers of the Prophet who attempt to leave the camp, for any reason, before I give word, are to be killed without hesitation. I command it."
 
   "We obey!" they saluted.
 
   He returned it, and they departed.
 
   Harsh commands, he knew, but they faced harsh choices. The Prophet's followers were proven enemies, and would have every reason to aid or warn the approaching enemy. He took another look at the growing camp on the plain to the south of the city, inside the belt of defenses.  They were setting up tents and fires down there. People in small groups were leaving the city and joining them, as they had all day.
 
   However, the numbers were increasing faster now. A small but substantial fraction of the city was leaving.  His plan had been to send them on their way in a group at dawn. They would have a lot of mouths to feed. Another idea occurred to him, but for the time being it would remain his alone.
 
   On the horizon, the torches grew closer and more distinct. A long dense line along the road. A vanguard spread across the road in front of it, and loose irregulars on the plains on either side. They seemed to be moving swiftly enough, but would still be a long time coming. 
 
   He turned to the Madmen, the mace bearers, and the handful of remaining messengers.
 
   "With me men, to the keep."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   13. The Enemy
 
    
 
   The night was black. Overhead, the stars glittered, oblivious to the troubles of man. To the northwest, stars were vanishing behind growing clouds. Talaos kept those clouds in mind, and very much wished they would continue to grow, and come his way.
 
   Around him were the four towers of the keep, newly repaired and with the missing ballista replaced. On the floor of the keep itself, the scene of so much bloodshed, were now placed two large catapults and six small bolt throwers. Large braziers had been set up here, as well as barrels of pitch and bags of cloth, and men were wrapping them around bolts. He intended to use fire to make the enemy pay dearly for any direct frontal assault on the gate. Any assault such as he had made.
 
   Down below, a trickle of the followers of the Prophet were still leaving. The numbers at the camp had grown to more than three thousand, or nearly a twentieth of the peacetime population of the city of Avrosa. A twentieth, yet that small minority had once ruled all.
 
   The twelfth hour of the ban was near.
 
   "This is a cheery scene," said a lighthearted voice.
 
   Adriko.
 
   Talaos turned to greet him. His old commander, and now retainer, was dressed in dark mottled clothes, and his face was smeared with soot.
 
   "Then you fit right in," replied Talaos. "Too bad you have to leave so soon."
 
   "Much as I'd like staring at the darkness from atop these walls, I'd rather go teach our new guests the dangers of carrying too many torches at night," answered Adriko with a grin.
 
   "What's your final count?"
 
   "Five hundred experienced riders. Not all of them experienced archers, but it will have to do. The enemy wouldn't be happy to know how many of the horses originally came from them."
 
   "Don't get too aggressive. You won't have any defensible ground if they surround you."
 
   Adriko stopped, blinked, and shook his head with a sarcastic smile, "Talaos! Was that advice for caution? From you?"
 
   "Responsibility must be weighing on me in my old age."
 
   "Or growing on you. Either way, I'm already several steps ahead of you, or hoof beats as the case may be. Trying to personally win the war by reckless heroics is not among my goals."
 
   Talaos nodded and turned to Imvan, standing silently by. He gripped the Hillman's forearm in the military handshake, and the latter nodded with a look of grim determination.
 
   Next Talaos turned to Firio, nearby among the Madmen.
 
   "Firio, you still want to do this?"
 
   The short, thin man grinned, threw back his dark mottled cloak, and revealed a chest and waist strapped with numerous daggers. He had a short bow and a quiver tucked at his side.
 
   "Someone's got to watch Adriko's back," Firio laughed.
 
   "All right then," smiled Talaos, "good luck to you all."
 
   Adriko, Imvan and Firio saluted him, and he returned it. They departed without further words. Talaos returned to the rampart. He watched the gates, and the still trickling crowd of exiles. The time was almost here.
 
   After a little while, the exiles stopped, and Adriko appeared, riding through the gate with Firio on the back of his horse, and five hundred dark-cloaked cavalry on dark-colored horses behind.  They rode in silence into the arms of the waiting night.
 
   When the last were gone, Talaos turned back to his men at the keep and the messengers standing ready. "Now is the time. Close the gates. Henceforth, any followers of the Prophet within the walls are enemies of Avrosa."
 
   The messengers bowed and sped away.
 
   North on the plain, the sea of torches drew closer, like a rising tide of fire.
 
   For some hours, Talaos attended to ordering the defenses. Men worked or patrolled in rotating shifts, sleeping at their posts or at improvised barracks in the towers.  At last, however, he thought the time might be approaching. The Madmen, sensing the same thing, drew near.
 
   They watched the torches in the distant darkness. Numbers were hard to tell at night, but the scene was visible in better detail than before. The enemy vanguard  was spread across half a mile of plain on either side of the road, and about quarter mile ahead of the main body. Behind it was the main column, miles long, in ordered companies. On either side were loose companies of what could only be cavalry. Beyond even the cavalry, scattered squads of irregulars moved here and there, far out on the plain.
 
   The enemy was moving on flat ground, which meant Talaos and the defenders, from their height, had a clearer visual idea of the enemy formation than did the enemy themselves.
 
   "I must admit," said Larogwan, "it is strange watching things in motion like that, but from a safe distance as a spectator."
 
   "Safe?" snorted Kyrax.
 
   "Well for now." added Larogwan with patient humor.
 
   Halmir, standing with them, watched for a long moment, then hefted an axe and pointed it at the approaching army. He spoke calmly, even reflectively. "The enemy comes in the shape of a great fire serpent. See? There is the head, and the long body behind. And on either side, those cavalry and irregulars are the wings."
 
   Kyrax snorted again.
 
   However, behind Talaos, his Avrosan mace bearers both made intakes of their breath at Halmir's words, as did other Avrosan soldiers and messengers nearby.
 
    Vulkas grinned at the Avrosans and hefted his war mattock high. "This time, the Storm Lord brought help."
 
   Talaos began to think it was time to say something, as enough was enough.
 
   However, Larogwan rubbed his chin, turned to Halmir, and asked curiously, "All right then lad, if this is one fire serpent, where's the other?"
 
   "It was in the heart of the city, with its fangs bared," answered Halmir without hesitation. "But now it sits coiled outside."
 
   There indeed, to the south, was the circular camp of the Prophet's followers, and many fires burned within.  He could hear whispers passing among the Avrosans. It would be a matter of time, and likely not much, before it was passing around the city. He considered what to say, then realized he was beginning to doubt his own doubts.
 
   He turned to the Northman. "Halmir, if I had not already met a prophetess, and seen what that gift really looks like, I might think you were a prophet."
 
   "No," answered Halmir, "I think I just see patterns and meaning where others do not. My thinking of such meaning made me kill my own lord, so it may not be good."
 
   "What we think is good, or even believe to be true, and what is true, are not always the same thing," answered Talaos. "I am reminded of your tale from Jotun, where they said there was one line of men who were kin of the storm."
 
   Halmir nodded, and added, "And the Storm Lord had silver-gold hair, like many in Jotun. I think that was your forefather on the tower, all those years ago."
 
   Talaos had mused the same. Reminded of it now, he recognized that to his core, he felt it was true. It was strange. He'd never even known his mother or father, and yet he felt kinship with this figure of the ancient past. He wondered if the Storm Lord was the originator of his gifts, or simply another in a longer line stretching into the unknown past. He looked out across the darkened plain at the advancing dragon of fire, the dragon made of thirty thousand men.
 
   The dragon that was coming to bring fire and death to his city, his army, his own.
 
   With a sudden intensity of feeling, he drew his long blade and held it before him in both hands, perfectly vertical as Katara had done. Then he spoke in a grim voice, "Here I will stand, as my forefathers watch, and I will not shame them."
 
   The others observed him with appreciation, if not understanding, except for Halmir. The Northman stared at him in surprise, then spoke in a voice barely above a whisper. "Where did you learn those words?..."
 
   "I once knew the daughter of a king of Vorhame. She stood at my side through death and battle, but I sent her away to safety when I came east in search of war," replied Talaos.
 
   "You sent a princess of Vorhame away from war?" answered Halmir. "You have not said, but I think she was your love. I do not think she will stay away."
 
   Without preface, Epos spoke in his deep, flat voice, "Adriko has reached them. He's attacking from the interior to avoid being trapped against the coast, though it will make it more difficult to return to the city ahead of the enemy."
 
   They turned to see, and indeed, the torches on the outermost forward edge of the dragon's western wing were, one by one, suddenly disappearing. 
 
   "Adriko, that's the spirit!" said Larogwan in tones very reminiscent of Adriko himself.
 
   Confusion spread among the enemy out on the plain. The western wing folded back in confusion, and torches disappeared as they retreated. Then, looking very much like a gout of flame, a line of torches detached from the vanguard and moved toward where Adriko must be. Far behind and inland, the out-swept tip of the western wing began to curl forward. 
 
   "Trying to surround him, all right," said Vulkas.
 
   Along the advancing wave of retreat and confusion, the torches stopped vanishing. The tip of the wing continued forward, while the gout of flame moved to form the other side of pincers that would close a circle with Adriko at the center. If, that was, he stayed put.
 
   Time passed. Then, torches began to vanish far out at the end of the wingtip. 
 
   "Darkness is a friend to the trickster," mused Halmir.
 
   "How many do you count, Larogwan?" asked Vulkas. "Torches, gone, I mean."
 
   "Sorry, I wasn't counting," replied the old warrior.
 
   "One hundred and twenty-four," said Epos, flatly.
 
   "Men with torches will only be a fraction of the whole of Adriko's score," added Larogwan. "So I think he's had a good hunt thus far."
 
   Talaos hoped Adriko had decided it was a long enough hunt, because now the enemy seemed aware they had a substantial problem on their hands. The entire remaining west wing of the enemy's irregulars and cavalry began to form up in a long, ragged, sweeping line. Meanwhile, the rest of the vanguard wheeled inland from the road and rejoined the detachment he'd thought of as the gout of fire.
 
   "Just like Adriko to taunt enough to make a dragon lose its head," growled Kyrax.
 
   With a start, Talaos realized Kyrax had made another joke, but he wasn't inclined to laugh. The lives of five hundred men would depend on the decisions Adriko made next.
 
   There was some sort of disruption, fighting, at the head of the vanguard. Then the vanguard as a whole began to speed up. Talaos knew that, as was normal in Hunyos, they would be all cavalry. The torches of the vanguard began to flicker and sputter as the horses and riders carrying them sped up to full gallop. Talaos wished Adriko good speed and good luck.
 
   Time passed, and the enemy vanguard sped far ahead of the main army. As the fastest horses and riders outpaced the slowest, the vanguard stretched out, looking like a much larger gout of flame aimed their way. As they came closer, Talaos guessed there were close to two thousand horsemen.  Even now, arrows and javelins would be flying Adriko's way.
 
   If the enemy came close enough, thought Talaos, the least he could do was return the favor.  He turned to a pair of his messengers, "Instruct all ballista and catapult crews to ready to fire. They are then to await further instructions."
 
   They saluted and moved swiftly to pass the word, starting with the crews on the keep towers.
 
   After a little while longer, Talaos heard another familiar voice behind him.
 
   "Hoi, Talaos!" said Kurvan's friendly growl, "There are some new stories racing around the city! Also, I've got someone who wanted to see you."
 
   Talaos turned around to look, and there was Kurvan, with Liriel. She wore her red dress and an intense expression. Still, she smiled, and to the grins of the watching Madmen, drew close to his side. For his part, Kurvan settled in among the Madmen and traded news of the battle.
 
   However, Talaos turned his attention to the chase on the plains; the visible enemy chasing his unseen ally and friend. Liriel’s expression darkened once more. She wrapped her hands around his arm, held tight to him, and spoke.
 
   "Talaos, spirits have been turning up all night. Some are returning from wherever they hid, now that the Prophet's people are largely gone, but others are fleeing here from the plains."
 
   "Fleeing?" asked Talaos, now curious, though he still watched the pursuit on the plain.
 
   "Two of them told me there is someone, or something, in that army that they fear."
 
   "Fear it like they fear me?"
 
   "No, you frighten them simply because of your power, and I think because they are unsure if you are a man or a spirit," she replied. "This they fear as a fatal enemy, as they fear the power of the Prophet. They are fleeing, of all places, to your protection."
 
   Talaos considered the immense implications of that, and again became aware of the acute attention being paid around him to what was said. Regardless of what rumors came of  them, Liriel's words rang very true. The Prophet's books were very clear in considering spirits as blasphemies to be destroyed. If there were spirits who were aware of that, or at least felt it, and sought protection from destruction, then they too were his own, allies and friends.
 
   "I will grant it, such as I can," Talaos said to Liriel, "but perhaps you can find a way for them to make themselves useful."
 
   She looked at him wide-eyed, then lowered her gaze as she held his hand and arm. At last she answered, "Like you, spirits are not amenable to orders or instructions, but I will try, everything I can."
 
   More time passed as the enemy vanguard raced their way. 
 
   Then, at last, he could see the dim, shadowed shapes of his own fleeing forces. There were the horsemen, and there, at the very back, was Adriko. Firio's small shape could be seen, standing and facing backwards.
 
   Liriel, followed Talaos's gaze, startled at the sight. "Is he throwing daggers?"
 
   "We are called the Madmen, after all," replied Talaos.
 
   Talaos began to worry nonetheless. Adriko, Imvan, and a few others were acting as a rearguard, and while the rest of the force was almost clear now, that rearguard was soon to be surrounded by the pursuing enemy.
 
   The main army, the great dragon of torch fire, was still a long way off. Its last elements wouldn't arrive for hours, but the lead elements of the vanguard, in pursuit of Adriko, were almost to the outer defenses. Almost in range of the longest range siege engines.
 
   Now was the time, thought Talaos. He turned to his messengers, "Send the order to the heavy catapults.  They are to fire on my command, just beyond the leading edge of the enemy. Send word to the gatekeepers to open as soon as catapult stones have struck." 
 
   The messengers sped to the two catapults on the keep, and the others on Theron's platforms. The enemy was almost upon Adriko.
 
   He thought the time was right. He put his will and intent into what he did next.
 
   Talaos shouted in a mighty echoing voice, carrying to all the heavy catapults, halfway across the city, and out to the troops below. "Catapults, fire!"
 
   Fourteen colossal stones soared out into the blackness. Some stones landed uselessly in the darkened plains, but more than half of them landed with  crashing ruin among the pursuing torches. The pursuers reacted quickly. Officers shouted for them to withdraw out of range, and the torches wheeled and turned, galloping away.
 
   Adriko's force raced through the open gates. Casualties looked to have been surprisingly light. Adriko himself was last of all, waving  casually up to Talaos as he rode. Firio balanced on the saddlebags behind, spinning a dagger in his hand.
 
   The enemy vanguard reformed, well out of catapult range, then spread out in a wide cordon to begin the encirclement of the city. Behind them, the main force swept slowly forward, its burning wings spreading wider.
 
   While they waited for Adriko and his report of his mission, Talaos began to consider what sort of being, besides him, could inspire fear in the spirits.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   In the first gray light of dawn, Talaos surveyed the enemy army from atop the keep. They were fanning out, with ordered companies forming as if for battle, far outside the outermost band of defenses. Irregulars moved closer to survey the ground on which they would no doubt set up trenches of their own.  Roaming troops of light cavalry patrolled the plains beyond the army.
 
   Regardless of the damage they'd done the night before, the enemy still had at least thirty thousand men, if not more, in the field before them.
 
   Thus far, the enemy had not intentionally attempted coming within artillery range, either to test distance or to investigate the guarded camp at the south end of the city. Talaos was sure they must be curious as to what it was.
 
   The eastern sky was clear and blue with a bright morning sun, but overhead were clouds.
 
   The Madmen arrived. They had slept for a while on the floor below. Talaos had not slept at all. The five warriors seemed eager to do something. Imvan looked weary, and had a few new scars, but he was ready with the others. Firio fidgeted and bounced, with a broad grin, as if he'd had a carefree adventure the night before.
 
   Talaos turned to address them. "All right men, we'll be joining up with Aro as representative of the allied army, Megaras representing the Avrosan army, and Akaros for the Council of Avrosa. We'll have ten messengers with us and an honor guard of a company of cavalry comprised of detachments from all the main factions.
 
   "We'll be riding under the token of truce. If they show any signs of other ideas, we'll return to the city before they can act on them.  Understood?"
 
   "Oh, everything except what you actually plan to say to them," said Larogwan.
 
   Talaos merely smiled in reply.
 
   Together they descended to the plaza behind the keep, joined the others Talaos had mentioned, and mounted up. Talaos still had the black horse taken from Akallas the Leopard. He hadn't named it, because he still hoped to find out its actual name. Larogwan again rode with Firio at his back. The Avrosans had found a massive draft horse for Vulkas to ride, but he still looked less than comfortable. Talaos noticed that old Akaros looked, if anything, more hale and comfortable in the saddle than he did on foot. 
 
   Talaos formed up at the front with his mace bearers behind.  Between them was a herald of Avrosa bearing a tall standard, but instead of a flag hanging from the crossbar, it held a sheathed and peace-knotted sword. It was a centuries-old token of truce in Hunyos, however unusual Talaos thought it.  The Madmen flanked Talaos and the bearers, three horses on each side. Behind them rode the other leaders, the messengers, and the honor guard. The honor guard bore standards of all the main cities and towns in the allied army, with Avrosa front and center.
 
   He raised his right hand, and the gate opened. He motioned forward, and the delegation rode through the gates. Ahead of them, an army of thirty thousand waited. They rode slowly, careful both to allow the others side time to react, and to allow themselves time to retreat at any sign of treachery.
 
   Far ahead, Talaos could see a great deal of activity. As he was passing the innermost of the old trenches, he could see a delegation forming up on the others side. There were banners and standards, officers in gilt armor and crested helms, and a cloud of messengers. The other delegation raised a tall standard of their own, and on it was a sheathed sword.
 
   Talaos continued on, and the other delegation rode out from their own army. When Talaos's group reached the second trench, and the limits of the reach of their longest-ranged catapults, he raised his right hand in signal to stop. The other delegation stopped as well, between their inner trench and the outermost of the old trenches.
 
   From the enemy delegation, the herald rode forward with his standard of truce. The Avrosan herald did so as well, but then Talaos spoke.
 
   "Herald, ride with me, though you are not to speak or act unless I order you. The rest stay here. I'm riding forward to speak to them myself."
 
   The Madmen grinned, but most of the others looked startled.
 
   "Talaos," said Aro, "truces are usually honored here, but nothing is guaranteed."
 
   "I will take that chance," replied Talaos.
 
   With that, he rode forward, with only the unarmed herald for company.
 
   The enemy herald looked surprised for a moment, then mastered himself. He reined his horse and greeted them, "Hail! On behalf of my city of Kyras, and all its allies, greetings."
 
   "Greetings. I wish to speak with your commanders personally."
 
   "Ah... yes of course. Who shall I tell them is coming?"
 
   "I will introduce myself," replied Talaos.
 
   The surprised look returned to the herald's face, but without further word, he wheeled his horse and rode with them.
 
   Ahead  of Talaos was a delegation with some figures he recognized by description, and others he could only guess at. Based on appearance, and  position in the group, he guessed eleven of them were members of the enemy command group. One of them he recognized by sight; a rough-looking gray-haired man of older middle years in richly decorated armor and  a green cloak. It was the surviving commander of the enemy advance force at the battle of the pass. 
 
   Also with them was a man in simple robes of tan and white, wearing a white cap. He had a long beard and a peaceful expression, and had dismounted his horse to stand barefoot on the grass. That the enemy leadership would have a representative of the Prophet among them told Talaos part of what he needed to know.
 
   The commanders looked at him curiously, and spoke quietly among themselves as he approached.  At last, as the enemy herald returned to his place in the other delegation, one of the commanders rode forward.
 
   He was of older years and medium height, wore a gold-gilt breastplate over a white and black tunic, and on his back was a cloak of white, black, and gold. Talaos recognized him from descriptions given by both Aro and Kurvan. The man raised his hand in greeting, then spoke in a rich, commanding voice, "I am General Maxano, of Kyras, and the senior commander of our allied army. I see that you represent Avrosa, but I do not know you."
 
   "I am Warlord Talaos, Dictator of Avrosa, and senior commander of our allied army."
 
   There were startled, even disbelieving looks among the enemy commanders.
 
   Maxano however, remained measured and controlled. "I have not heard of you, Warlord. I judge by circumstances that what you say must be true, though I do not understand how. By your accent I would guess you are not from Hunyos, but from the eastern regions of the Republic. What has happened to General Sanctari? And what of Patrician Olvas, or General Petani?"
 
   "General Sanctari was assassinated by agents of the Living Prophet, Patrician Olvas was killed on my orders during the taking of Avrosa, and General Petani waits in exile in the camp you see outside the southern walls of the city."
 
   The enemy commanders, and then the lesser officers around them, broke out in confused conversation and varying statements of outrage or disbelief. Talaos heard at least three men say something about blasphemy, and made note of who they were. However the Prophet's actual representative merely stood by impassively with his hands folded in front of him.
 
   After a moment, Maxano raised his right hand, and the others quieted.
 
   Maxano spoke, "There is a thread running through what you have just said, and I will return to it. But first I will say that I am sorry to hear of Sanctari's death. Over many years, he and I served with each other on two campaigns, and against each other on three. He was always an officer of skill and honor."
 
   After speaking, Maxano seemed to be gauging him, and waiting for a reply. The other officers behind and around their senior commander continued to look as if they had unexpectedly entered a new and alien world. Talaos noted the commander in the green cloak did not seem to recognize him. Understandable since he, Talaos, had been covered from head to foot in blood and black rags when they'd last met. 
 
   Talaos replied to Maxano, "He was my patron and mentor, and I mourn his death. General, you are from Kyras. I presume then you knew Aradion, the magus, and Akallas, champion of your city?"
 
   Here and there, hints of other thoughts crept onto the faces of some of the commanders. Wonder in some, suspicion in others.
 
   Maxano gave Talaos an appraising look, then replied, "Yes. Aradion was my friend, and Akallas his son. As you assuredly know, a warrior from among your forces killed them during the battle with our expeditionary force at the pass."
 
   Talaos reached back into his saddlebag, and a long bundle he'd tied where a spear or javelin might normally be. He produced the sword of Akallas, and the magi crown and scepter of Aradion. For a moment, surprise overcame Maxano's cool demeanor. Talaos spoke again.
 
   "I did know. I was there, and won these as personal spoils under the old laws."
 
   The commander in the green cloak reacted as if slapped awake.
 
   "If you will accept them," said Talaos, "I wish to return them to Aradion's family."
 
   Maxano visibly repressed his emotions, and replied, "I... thank you, Warlord. Aradion's wife and other children still live. I am certain they would be happy to receive these. But, why do you return them?"
 
   "They are personal things, bound to their creator, and were never truly mine. Since I know returning such things is not the normal way, I have at least kept this unnamed horse."
 
   A faint, pained smile crossed the general's face. He gave Talaos a grim nod as an aide rode up and accepted the items. "That horse is named 'Honor'," Maxano said. 
 
   The commander in the green cloak rode up, and spoke to Maxano, "This is the man! General, this is the warrior at the pass!"
 
   "Then the warrior on the plain is the same as the warrior at the pass," replied Maxano, who then returned to Talaos, "General Gavro here has reported on your deeds at the pass, though the description he gave of you sounded very different. If I may ask, how are you still alive?"
 
   "Everyone asks me that," replied Talaos. "It seems I am difficult to kill."
 
   Gavro interjected, speaking to Talaos. "That's not the half of it, you bastard! You've got magic. You did things the heroes of old would've approved… Any chance you'd switch sides?"
 
   Talaos grinned wolfishly.
 
   Some of the enemy commanders looked even less pleased at that. One whispered to another, and Talaos thought he overhead something about sin and curses upon the soul.
 
   Maxano, however, seemed to return his mind to business. "I can make some guesses, Warlord, at the path that led you to power. The common thread I mentioned earlier now becomes relevant, as I presume you came here with more serious business in mind.
 
   "You mentioned Sanctari being assassinated by agents of the Living Prophet. He was known to be skeptical of dealing with the Prophet. I think you well knew the faith followed by Olvas and Petani, and I can guess at what the people in that camp might have in common."
 
   Talaos replied, "Followers of the Prophet violated the laws of Avrosa and Hunyos in service to a foreign power. Their faith is now banned in Avrosa, and in our army. Those refugees are all the followers of the Prophet who willingly left when given the chance. Since I can see that your army is on good terms with the believers of that faith, I offer up the refugees to your kindness."
 
   "I must object!" interrupted a sturdy older man in silvered segmented armor, and a uniform that was mostly in a dark purple-red color, like wine. By description, Talaos thought he might be General Ilirios of the city of Mileno. 
 
   "We don't have supplies to take on... what, three thousand civilians," added Gavro.
 
   With equal vehemence, several other commanders began arguing in favor of admitting the refugees. Then, a few others joined the group of those objecting. Talaos watched them, and made note of who argued which side, and why.
 
   Maxano surveyed the arguing commanders, and Talaos thought he was about to raise his hand for silence, much as Sanctari would have done, when the representative of the Prophet spoke. His voice was quiet, calm, and seemed to have some power within it that calmed the others, though it only repelled Talaos.
 
   "Peace, brothers," said the man. "We of the faith of the Living Prophet will happily help those innocents, cast out of their own homes. Fear not for our resources, or yours. He who rides with us will ensure that food, goods, and gold will flow where they are needed."
 
   At that statement, Talaos thought Maxano looked uncomfortable under his grand demeanor, like an official who has been reminded he's been bought. 
 
   Talaos whispered quietly to his herald, "Go tell General Megaras to send the refugees this way. Waste no time. I command it!"
 
   "I obey," replied the herald, and he rode off at haste.
 
   Ilirios seemed to have noticed the exchange, and spoke to Talaos, "Warlord, don't assume we have agreed!"
 
   Gavro nodded, and added, "That's right, give us a minute...."
 
   With that, the debate began anew.
 
   Maxano made to speak, but was interrupted again.
 
   Another voice spoke. It was eloquent, gentle, yet powerful, and seemed to come from all around, as if it originated everywhere, and nowhere.
 
   "The Living Prophet speaks, and will take charge and care of his faithful. They are no longer your concern, commanders. When they reach your camp, turn them over to his Hand."
 
   Maxano looked even less comfortable. Gavro scowled. Ilirios became coldly silent. Several others, who had moments before opposed taking on the refugees, now quieted and looked nervous. Of those who had spoken in favor of accepting the refugees, most looked pleased, though a few were quiet and watchful.
 
   Behind them all, among the enemy army, soldiers were parting ranks with looks that sharply diverged; either fearful, or worshipful.
 
   Talaos sensed something wrong in the air, like he had the night he fought the three sorcerers in Carai, but this time far more powerfully.
 
   He felt revulsion to the core of his being, but no fear.
 
   Battle and wrath rose within his soul.
 
   A rider appeared amid the parting soldiers, approaching at a slow measured pace on a white horse with strangely vacant green-white eyes.
 
   The rider was tall, and wore layered, all-concealing robes of simple green and white linen under a white hooded cloak. He held the reins by hands covered in white gloves. On his face, however, was a golden mask in the form of a gently smiling bearded man.
 
   The mask had no eyes.
 
   A general among the enemy commanders whispered, "Praise be, the Hand is here."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   This is not the end of the story.
 
    
 
   It continues with The Storm's Own Son, Book Three.
 
    
 
   A preview follows.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Preview of The Storm's Own Son, Book Three
 
    
 
   Ahead of him was the enemy commander, the javelin-wielder. Talaos drew back, focusing 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 javelin 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, equipped as one of high rank and probably a tribune, moved to block his path. 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 he had sped up. It drained him, but he would have to do so now. 
 
   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.
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