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BOOK ONE


CHAPTER ONE
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The first thing was the heat, and the second thing the stink.

Mongrel shifted under me—the great cat clearly bothered by the latter. He was an Undarran Great Lion, and though the South Zanturian summer lay upon me like a suffocating blanket, it hardly registered to a beast born to scorched plains and scarce water. But his lips foamed about the twin sabers of his canine teeth and he growled deep in his throat.

“Mammoths,” Jeddar said from my side. “Crotta has brought up the war monsters.”

The plain before us shimmered under the sun, caused the opposing army to sway and glitter in the distance. I put a hand up to shield my eyes, but it didn’t help. I didn’t need to see to confirm it, anyway. The smell, carried by sluggish winds blown inland from the sea somewhere over the ridge behind our foes writhed in my nostrils.

“Piss,” I said. “That’s what that is; like the animals fouling themselves in the farmyard before the butchering.”

“They’re smarter than we give them credit for,” Jeddar replied.

I glanced at the War Master, not just commander of my cavalry, but chief lieutenant—and oldest friend. He rode a magnificently-striped smilodon, not as large as old Mongrel, but big for its kind and sleek. Saddle leathers and kit gleamed, armor—silvered mail under bronze cuirass—glared, and sweat stood like jewels on his mahogany brow, furrowing as he eyed the enemy line and cradled a burnished helmet under his arm.

Jeddar always liked nice things.

“How many do you think?” I asked.

He grinned at me. “Old eyes not what they used to be?”

I wiped the sting of sweat from my face with the back of a hand and glowered at him. “Not old—just not so young, anymore. And neither are you.”

His grin didn’t falter. Honestly, he didn’t look like he’d left his twenties, the picture of the dashing cat rider. I hated him a little for it. I knew the crags about my face had deepened and tiny wisps of gray had found their way into my brown curls.

“Just tell me,” I groaned.

He shielded his eyes and scanned the distance. “That’s thirty thousand, I’d say. Looks like Crotta scraped up the remnants of the Thirtieth Legion. The rest...mixed bag, by the look. Mercenaries, maybe, are up front to the left, Regulars to the right, militia in a second line to the rear.”

“And the beasts?”

He put the hand down. “Right in the middle.”

I nodded at that. “He’s going to shove them straight down our throats.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Mixed bag, indeed, hirelings and conscripts and monsters. He must be getting desperate.”

“We didn’t leave him much to rally.”

No we hadn’t, that was for sure.

The final, whirlwind campaign of last fall had seen Vesters, fickle Goddess of Fortune, turn her Wheel of Fate violently in our favor. We’d shattered the largest Loyalist force on the Zanturian Peninsula and sent the scraps scrambling to its southern coasts, where they’d cowered through the winter in walled, seaside towns, praying for waterborne reinforcements from Namor. While they shivered, my allies and legions swept across the interior, uniting wavering towns to our banner and recruiting Zantuil tribe folk.

The Loyalists had sat back and watched while I consolidated control of two thirds of the Peninsula, bringing my dream of a New Namorian Order that much closer to reality.

A year and a half ago they’d counted Aulus Septimus Quintorius out of the fight. They’d counted me dead, I thought. Recalling those early, dark days, I knew they hadn’t been wrong to imagine it.

But we’d come a long way in that short time. I’d gone from gathering the scraps of two legions—my crusty Harpies and Bonesnappers—on a windswept beach in the south Mid Sea, to leading the allied folk of all Zanturia. I’d gone from disgraced and proscribed former-Senator of Namor, to birthing a new Republic. I’d spat in the face of Namorian traditionalism and racism and united the wild Zantuil of the Peninsula with stolid human colonists and the hardest-bitten former Legionnaires.

We’d come a hell of a long way. 

But we needed to get farther. We had to punch through to the coast. That’d let us split the remaining forces of the Namorian Republic and begin the truly ugly work of sieges to pick out the stalwarts, one damned town at a time. It’d give us a southern coast to launch our own fleet from and deny those remaining towns resupply by sea.

And after that? I smiled to myself. One dream at a time...

“Thirty thousand?” I asked squinting into the distance as dust began to drift across the plain into our faces. That wasn’t good—a competent commander would use that. Good thing Aelen Crotta, our opposite, wasn’t.

“Maybe ten of that are up for this,” Jeddar replied.

“Still, they’ve been reinforced.”

“Aye, the mammoths and the mercs.” He shrugged. “I’m guessing the hired swords are former gladiators and maybe Vendish barbarians. Mixed skills, limited discipline” he sniffed “seems old Vulmarch is getting thin on funds.”

The name sent an electric ripple of hate through me. Namorian First Consul Cornelius Kellerus Vulmarch—in truth, Dictator of Namor for Life—had driven a great many of us from our homeland, left us fleeing to the far corners of creation to evade his assassins and schemes. I hadn’t seen the bastard in years, not since the funeral rites of my own mentor—and most duplicitous rival of Vulmarch’s—Marzann.

My dream was a new and free Namorian Order—my fantasy was Vulmarch dead on the point of my sword.

“Maybe he was in a hurry,” I replied, calming the quiver of my rage. “Or maybe he just doesn’t take our rebellion seriously, yet.”

Jeddar chortled. “Well, he’s going to have to soon.”

“That’s right.”

Dust was darkening the air about us. I spat grit taste, scanned the distance. “My old eyes aren’t seeing a lot of cats.”

“No, their wings are light on cavalry.” Jeddar frowned. “We know a lot of it survived the defeats of the fall. Where are they?”

“A trap?”

“Possible...but our own patrols have encountered little of it. You can’t just hide that many riders, Aulus. They’re not here.”

I nodded once. “Then it’s going to be a straightforward thing.” I pivoted in the saddle to a young cornicen in bright tunic and brighter armor—unmarred, probably a gift from his family; this was likely his first fight. “Sound the Officer’s Call,” I ordered.

The lad lifted the great curve of his instrument, spat into the mouthpiece, and blew a bright pattern of notes. Knots of riders broke from the formations massing behind us and trotted to the low knob upon which we perched. To get to us, though, they had to pass through the za’bandar.

These arrayed behind me, a threesome of riders, lithe and muscular and lethally feminine in the saddle. Each was Zantuil, long-limbed and athletic in a way most human—or at least most Namorian—women were not. Each wore oiled leather armor that allowed maximum dexterity as well as protection, and curved swords at the hip I’d seen wielded with lightning crack speed. Two out of three had been with me over a year, now, my bodyguards—and sometimes more.

My eyes lingered on the leftmost, and I couldn’t help a smile.

Taelar had allowed her blue-black hair to get longer, almost down her neck and stirred into her silvery eyes by the breeze. She swiped it back with a hand, allowed a brief glimpse of her left ear which, unlike the high point of the right, cut off jagged, the product of some past fight. She was the oldest and deadliest of my minders, a master of za’bandar, the Zantuil unarmed fighting art—the “body as weapon”.

We’d not had time in the stress and press of the last week, but with death before us, I hungered for her in that moment intensely.

Smiling Saheena, of honey-brown skin and dirty blonde topknot, and grave Varla, a solid Zantuil with short brown hair, high cheekbones, and cool, squinting eyes, filled out my detail. Both as deadly as Taelar—sisters in her killing art and in the quasi-religious order of the same name—they were never far from me and gave ground only grudgingly as my commanders cantered between them to my side.

I turned my gaze to one of these and chuckled. “By Rauxes’ greasy beard, Hedus, have you seen the physician?”

The thin, sour-faced man reined in his cat before us and sneezed. Rheumy eyes gleamed from under his helm and he tugged a soggy rag from behind his cuirass to wipe his nose. “Allergies,” he sputtered. “Something in the local flora...some damned pollen.” He sneezed again. “Nothing for it.”

“It almost makes you seem cheerful,” Jeddar prodded.

Hedus returned the handkerchief to its place, sniffed as the others laughed “To the hells with you, Jeddar Kogun.”

That brought more laughter, a tonic to the tension building slowly in my chest, felt gripping the air, the troops. Like Jeddar, Hedus had been with me a long time, formerly my quartermaster and now—because I needed men I could trust—commanding my Seventh Legion, the Bonesnappers. Like Jeddar, too, his bond to me eased the strain of what was to come.

“Namorians,” one of the other newcomers to our group sighed with mock-impatience. “Always with the complaining...”

“Well, we can’t always be as fit and pretty as a Zantuil,” Jeddar quipped.

The comment drew laughter, not because it was true. Oh, he had been a beautiful specimen of his kind, still had fragments of it, to be honest. But those fragments were knitted together by the ridge of scar tissue that bisected his face. Zantuil warriors were proud of their scars, and Aethar, commander of his clan’s wing of my army, showed little concern over his hideous complexion. But I knew, deep down, how it wounded his vanity.

“Someone has to liven up this disreputable crew,” Aethar replied with a smile. “You all look like you swallowed the frog first thing in the morning.”

That was one of those odd Zantuil folk sayings that translated poorly into Namorian and occasionally birthed frowns of confusion amongst human companions.

“More like the mammoth,” Hedus growled and nodded into the distance.

Aethar stood up in the stirrups to look. Sun-bronzed features blanched slightly. “By the ancestors...frightful sight. Are they as effective in battle as they look?”

“‘Fright’ is the operative word,” I replied. “If one gets on a rampage, they’ll do damage, no doubt about that. But the main thing is the fear, and the fact that the stench panics our smilodons.” I glanced at Jeddar. “I’ll want you on the wing.”

“My favorite spot.”

“It’s a cute trick,” I went on, again squinting through dust and glare. The long lines of the Republican force shimmered in the fumes, a thousand-thousand spear points splintering the hard sunlight. The mammoths bunched amongst that like boulders in a shimmering creek. “Cavalry runs off, the inexperienced lose cohesion and then their minds as they get close, and the beasts hardly have to charge, at all” I snorted “because once they do there’s no controlling them again.”

“They are...” Aethar swallowed once. It shocked me to see him so unhinged and for the first time since we’d spotted Crotta’s host at dawn fear tickled my gut. Noting the collective attention on him, he seemed to rally himself. “They’re like something out of Zantuil damnation myths.”

I nodded, recognizing that old Crotta had been cleverer than I gave him credit for. Getting the beasts over the Mid Sea in winter had to have been exorbitantly expensive—some of it likely paid out of his own pocket. But the novelty of them—never before deployed on the Peninsula—would make up for lack of quality in his ranks.

“They’ll be my problem,” I told him. I looked at Hedus. “And they’ll be the Seventh’s problem.”

The former-quartermaster rubbed his beak-like nose and shrugged. “Everything’s always the Bonesnappers’ problem.”

“Well, I know how much trouble it is when you’re bored,” I replied to laughter from the others. Even Hedus cracked a hint of a smile.

I turned back to the plain before us, pondered. We occupied a low ridge speckled with rock and plumed with scrub brush that scorching sun had browned. The rise fell into a shallow bowl of dust and parched grass, fletched with short, twisted trees that looked like starved crones wandering a hellscape. Low hills rose to our right, too distant to be of use to either army. Open waste sprawled into the brassy, sun-scythed distance on the left.

And there was a hell of a lot of them. Thirty thousand. Marzann used to tell me, when I was just a snot-nosed Page attending his train along with a dozen other scions of the Senatorial class, that quantity acquired its own quality. I suddenly, fervently wished I’d chosen different and brought the Harpies—the Fourteenth Legion—with us too. We numbered barely eighteen thousand, over half that Zantuil cavalry and light infantry, hardy warriors for certain, but this looked to be a slugging match, if Crotta sat on his hands and waited for us.

And by Rauxes’ throbbing cock, by every curse from every minor demigod of the Splintered Pantheon, it was hot. It settled upon me, heavier than the mail on my shoulders, a miasma of wavering red punishment. I licked dried lips, knew wounded men would suffer thirst more than agony. I wiped my brow again, felt every pore stung and raw from sweat.

“All right,” I began, as much to shake myself forward as any of them, “Crotta is either getting advice from someone with half a brain, or he’s suddenly grown one himself because his disposition isn’t completely moronic.” I pointed. “If we come down the middle, we meet the mammoths head-on and with his numbers he can envelop us on both flanks. If we wheel to the right—his left—he’s got his veteran Legionnaires there with those hills on their flank, rough enough to break up a flanking maneuver by cavalry. If we sweep to the left, he deploys that second line of militia alongside the mercenaries and into our path to just drown us in their numbers. Then the mammoths charge us in the flank and his Legionnaires wheel around into our rear.”

“Sound painful,” the third of my commanders drawled in butchered Namorian. “Maybe better we go home.”

I grinned as the others cackled. The Zantuil was skinny, wild-haired, and splashed in streaks of face- and body-paint. He rarely wore armor and today he hardly wore anything at all, pale limbs bare and burning in the sun. He didn’t seem to notice, gloried in the misery as he fingered the saber at his hip. Where Aethar wore finery pretending to the glories that had once been Zantuil civilization—a thousand years lost—this one, Arda, embraced the barbaric state to which his people had fallen.

“The Kohorn would prefer to sweep around and stab you in the back,” Aethar said with a smile that was not at all friendly, “rather than look you in the eye.”

The half-clad Zantuil picked at his teeth, said casually, “Better than dress-up for slaughter, like Vanii.”

Aethar chortled unpleasantly and touched his sword.

“Enough,” I growled. Namor had had conquered three quarters of Zanturia because its native peoples—descendants of the same almost-forgotten empire—could barely stand one another. I’d knitted most of them back together, as painful a process as the surgeon reassembling Aethar’s face after a blade cleaved it. But still the proud fools tugged at the stitches. “You can kill each other after you get me Crotta’s head.”

“Now that sounds like plan,” Arda crowed.

“Part of one,” I replied. “But first we need to—”

A roar rose from the Loyalists force and lilted across the plain, joined by a discordant blatt of horns, pipes, and pummeled drums. I turned from my officers to stare across in wonder at the enemy.

The entire Republican host lurched forward with dust boiling above them in thunder head-like patterns, settling like fog in others, obscuring swaths of the battle line. A clamor of jeering voices came from the left, the barbarian hirelings and gladiators working themselves into frenzy. From the right issued the thud of drums, distance and the musician’s nerves making it a violent, but rhythmic clatter. That would become a sinister huff-step-huff-step as the Legionnaires drew near, the last hundred steps to murder.

“Are they mad?” Jeddar spoke my thought with an incredulous voice.

It made no sense. They had no reason to advance on us, with their lines of supply secure to the sea and their position blocking our best way to the coast. More, we held the only appreciable high ground on this side of the plain. They’d cross the baked wastes into the teeth of our slings, spears, and archery before having to fight their way up the rise. And while it was hardly a swell, really, I’d make it a fortress wall—Crotta had to know that.

But on they came.

I looked around at my commanders, as stymied by apparent good fortune as they would by a calamitous turn. “Well never let it be said Rauxes doesn’t care for the brave!” I barked and pivoted to Arda. “All Kohorn to the front as skirmishers, not just the ones you’ve got out there already! Slow the advance and harass. But your main target is the mammoths. Throw as much at them as you can. Drive them crazy!”

“A good day for monster hunting,” he replied with murderous glee and wheeled his cat away. I watched for a moment as he rushed across the front of his varicolored clan on our left, his passage and howls triggering a wave of blood-curdling screams of delight.

“You’re thinning out our left further?” Hedus asked.

The Kohorn clambered down the rise and spilled onto the plain. Many of them rode cats two to a mount, but as they reached the low ground, the second leapt off, a skirmish line shaking out from the cavalry screen. More Kohorn materialized from the dust and brush below as they arrived, a picket line already awaiting and rising from their spots like ghosts. Together with the newcomers, they trotted forth into the heat, slingers and javelineers shaking out into a long, thin line with cat-mounted riders prowling on their heels.

“Deploy your third line up front beside the first,” I said to Hedus. “Double the Bonesnappers’ front. Second line is to remain in reserve.”

The old Seventh Legion had deployed at dawn in the traditional triple-axis formation of three rows of cohort blocks, like a checkerboard pattern. My order would sidle the third out from behind and to the front, allowing it to cover the gap on our wing left by the Kohorn.

“Still...” Hedus said, rubbing his nose again. “A bit thin.”

“The fight’s going to be in the middle, at least the first part,” I replied. “We just need to hold them here, on our shields.” I turned to Jeddar and Aethar, addressed the Zantuil first. “All the clans’ foot to the front, on the Seventh’s right. Throw out skirmishers, but the rest for the battle line. This is going to be a slugging match, like the fight in the Saenhalas.” That had been the first fight I’d won, returning to Zanturia after a year of exile. Aethar and his clans had been on our left then, too. “I’m not asking for a charge. Just hold them at the top of that swell.”

“And our riders?” he asked with a crazy smile, some of the battle-glee returning to light his stare. The mammoths had rattled him, but he was still of the Vanii, one of the mightiest of the Zantuil tribes and a nephew and grandson of Matriarchs.

“Light squadrons to the far right,” I replied. “I want enough to delay things if they try a push that way. The rest, I want massed in that narrow wash behind your infantry.” I turned to Jeddar. “I want two squadrons of your riders thrown out on our left, past Hedus, and enough to look like more. All the rest, pack in that wash with Aethar’s cavalry. You’ll have command.”

He grinned. “I sense Quintorius’ mischief.”

“It should be obvious,” I said, looking again towards our foe, lumbering across the plains in a dust-haze. “That’s why I can’t believe Crotta is doing this. Just by sitting still he would’ve had the advantage.”

“He’s not exactly their best,” Jeddar quipped.

No, he wasn’t. We’d cut every credible Republican commander to shreds in the last year. Aelen Ypsilon Crotta had command of the last Loyalist force of note on the Peninsula by dint of his family name and those hideous casualties.

Still...thirty thousand. I could feel the weight of that coming, the air seeming to pulse with the great host’s steady, tromping advance. Dust became omnipresent, an itch, a burn at the corner of the eyes. It turned the sunlight grainy all around us, friends seen like snatches of nightmare.

“The rise forms a shallow curve, bending slightly away from us,” I continued, cupping one hand before them to simulate the geography. “That will naturally crowd them in towards the center. They think those monsters are going to punch through and will bunch that way. That’s fine. If the beasties panic and trample a thousand of them, better for us. But the main thing is that their lines will bend back on the flanks.” I pointed at Jeddar. “Wait for the Cavalry Call. When you hear that, you charge.”

“And we’ll slash through their left,” he said, clearly already knew right where he was going. “And we’ll cut across their rear.”

I nodded. “That militia in his second line won’t want to be there, at all. Crotta’s likely conscripted them from every household on the coast, maybe even had to take hostages to do it. Those that he hasn’t committed to try to force the way in the center will be ripe to the point of bursting.”

“It’s a very Quintorius plan,” Aethar said.

“It’s simple,” I replied. “The best plans always are. We just need to stand here and hold them until they bunch up.”

“Where will you be?”

I noticed the tensing of my za’bandar, Taelar’s icy composure thawing with a touch of fear as she let her gaze meet mine. She and Saheena had been with me long enough to know the answer already.

I grinned like Death. “I’ll be right in the middle.”

***
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I’VE HEARD IT SAID that the loneliest moments are those spent facing death. Namorian belief stresses not so much courage as stoicism, utter self-control in the face of such, discipline over mind and body. Zantuil religion encourages contemplation on one’s insignificance in the universe, one soul joined to the Great All—and what could be more insignificant than a single man while tens of thousands prepare to crash together in violence?

Mostly, I lurched between needing to piss or vomit—and fearing I’d do both at once.

That was why I remained out in front of the army while my subordinates scattered to their commands and my za’bandar hung back, clearly sensing my mood. I couldn’t have the men see the battle I fought with my own flesh, with every sane cell in my body. I had to master myself before I could master them.

I hoisted my burnished but battered helm over my head, settled it, and tied the leather thong. I checked ties and buckles on my armor—shined to its best, but well-used, too. It’s seen me through hell so many times—finery, be damned! I tugged at the scarf about my throat, made sure it’d keep the neck of the cuirass from chaffing. The nauseating wave of fear passed with a steeling breath. I spat to one side, like it was nothing, like it was a chore, not the Damned calling for my blood from beyond the Underworld.

The man the troops needed to see at their head, straight-backed and fiercely-staring down the enemy, returned.

I am Quintorius...again...

Taelar picked that moment to edge her cat forward and join me on the knob overlooking the plain. I smiled tightly—truly, I was glad to have her there, at that instant. Fear had extinguished my lust for her, left only the gratitude for the friend, the companion, the one I could be weak beside.

A tattoo emblazoned her upper arm, bluey from still-new ink, a bird of prey symbol with its wings extended to the shoulder. I knew for whom it stood.

“Tell me, again, of our son,” I said.

“He would be proud of you,” she replied, a hint of warmth getting through her serious tone. “Though, you’d not know from his gurgles and squirming.”

We shared a soft laugh at that. Our child was not yet a year old, hidden away in the secret sanctuaries of the za’bandar order, to be raised in their ways, their wisdom, their deadly arts, as much their child as ours.

“He has gotten quite fat,” she went on fondly.

“Your sisterhood perhaps dotes on him too much?”

“Boys eat too much,” she replied. “And he is very much your son, Aulus, always wanting more; always taking more.”

“I don’t recall you complaining when I took you.”

She mock grimaced. “And here I’d begun to worry over you. You’re fine. Always your mind’s on that—no matter what’s happening.”

“Forgive a man for having hot, red blood in his veins.” My smile crumbled as I watched the enemy host clamor closer. “Let’s hope it stays in there.”

The mammoths emerged from a dust bank like great, hideous vessels, cresting a chalky tide, the glittering wake of armored soldiery foaming at their flanks. They looked unstoppable. I could hear the nervous shift of my brave Bonesnappers behind me, hard men who’d already fought such creatures—murmuring and shaken still.

I could see the ivory twists of their tusks, sharpened at the points, some of them clasped with bronze plate, one draped with shackles and skulls. Their pilots rode atop leather-sheathed gondolas, armored in the way of heavy cavalrymen, probably baking alive inside full face-masked helmets. One member of each two-man crew clutched the chain-link reins. The other wielded a long spear or a heavy bow. This one kept a hammer and short spike close, as well; to drive into the beast’s braincase if it got out of control.

I licked my lips. “Harvatrath,” I said my son’s name.

“He will be with us today,” Taelar said.

“He may never know either of his parents,” I said, couldn’t help how miserable it sounded. “I wish you’d let me see him.”

Her features tightened at what had rapidly become the fight between us. “It is not the time for it. I’ve told you this, Quintorius.” She gestured at the Loyalist multitude. “This is not the time for it.”

I started with a retort, but bit it off. Because she was right.

Because the fight was beginning.

It seemed like a string of minor scuffles at once. Republican skirmishers—hill-country rubes drafted for the service or specialists hired from client nations—flinched and slowed to knock and loose short bow arrows. Dust devils boiled before them. Kohorn marauders—born cat thieves and livestock rustlers, all of them—erupted from cover they’d held over the night and through the morning to sling stones or javelins in response. These then came on at a sprint as their startled opponents attempted to flee for their main battle line.

I almost felt sorry for the skirmishers, ambushed at the midpoint in their slog to the enemy, never expecting contact so soon. Kohorn butchers caught a few still trying to knock a second arrow or stand their ground. Roiling dust hid the whirlwind scuffles of their demise, Zantuil demons on top of them in an instant with short, cruel knives or lashing bone maces. The rest broke into a sprint for a second line of skirmishers, fifty yards behind, coming up at a run.

The ambushers didn’t follow, fell back as Kohorn outriders spurred their cats forward at a sprint and rode between them. A few reached the fleeing skirmishers, catching them with mighty strides and their cats sweeping men up in their terrible jaws. Screams reached us, even at that distance. Blood plumed ruby red as smilodon fangs carved like sabers, as claw swipes disemboweled.

And in a moment, as though the slaughter had been an afterthought, the riders wheeled before the still-oncoming line and unleashed a brief storm of javelins before falling back. In many cases they picked up retreating kinsmen as they went, hoisted onto the backs of saddles. Together they scrambled behind the last wave of skirmishers—who’d appeared as the first when the morning began.

I smiled at the jeering from the Kohorn as they reformed at the base of the ridge. My Zantuil was good enough to understand some of the insults, notably crude and usually referencing mothers and carnal acts. Cheering came from the Bonesnappers and even—somewhat grudgingly—from their Vanii cousins.

“Aulus,” Taelar was saying. “It’s time.”

And it was. The Loyalists were hardly a half a mile away now, details becoming very obvious as the wind shifted suddenly and dust thinned, purling off at a northeasterly angle. I saw helmet plumes on infantry, mismatched but fiendishly ornamented armor on the mercenaries, and the cruel points—again—of the mammoth tusks.

“Right.”

I wheeled about and with Taelar at my side retreated through a gap in the Seventh, the other za’bandar following at our tails. Men roared in appreciation as I passed through. Someone started a chant of my name, but centurions and file closers bellowed for order. The chant went on, anyway, for far longer than it should have.

I loved the lads for it. Along with the tight group of old comrades that’d endured hell at my side for so long, these wonderful dogfaces chased the fear back with their grit and their ferocity. As I reached my station to the rear of the first line, not far from Hedus and his legion staff, I was nearly in tears, overjoyed and the fear not just banished, but stomped into the dust, spat upon, and mocked.

I was Quintorius, again. They made me so.

“We were beginning to worry he planned to do something stupid,” Saheena said, wheeling her cat into position at my left flank.

“Oh, he was being stupid,” Taelar snapped, and I knew what she meant.

“You’ll get used to it,” Saheena chirped to Varla, the newcomer to their trio. “Duty with Quintorius is also known as a ‘permanent rescue operation’.”

Taelar chortled at the jibe—which I have to admit, I laughed at too. A glance over my shoulder showed Varla smiling uncomfortably, but offering little response. She was a quiet one, reserved in a way her experienced battle-sisters could absolutely not be said to bed. I tried to wink at her but she only tightened up more, her smile becoming nearly a rictus.

Made me wonder what else the others had told her.

“Eyes up and minds clear, sisters,” Taelar said with a suddenly knife-edge voice. “Not much longer now.”

The battle between the skirmishers had resume at the foot of the rise. Still-mounted Kohorn launched their cats back through their comrades at the approaching Loyalists. The enemy responded with more cohesion, this time, and it cost the wild riders. A storm of javelins and arrows sped into their path, apogees nearly flat as they were thrown or loosed at close range.

Smilodons went down in massive, flailing tangles, crushing riders under them as they flailed. Kohorn flopped from the saddle, trampled and lost in the ever-present dust. More cats squirmed and resisted the charge, the sour stench of the mammoths fully in their faces. Even the pleas and beatings of their riders could urge them no closer.

I saw Arda ride back from the mangled push and veer across the front of the rest of his tribe, a spear held high and his wild mane like a platinum-blonde banner.

His cries and a chorus of horn calls drew the dismounted Kohorn into the fray, scampering between pain-maddened cats and stricken kin, begging for succor. Slings and spears went to work instantly and the terrible crossfire resumed. Loyalist skirmishers crumpled or fell back. Even amongst the main line—now hardly a hundred yards from the base of the ridge—a few Legionnaires dropped, their stumbles breaking up the faceless, steel ranks.

Arda bolted to the fore again, astonishingly still-mounted, still driving his cat right into the face of the mammoths. The Republicans had arrayed them ten abreast in the center, a hideous, slavering, stinking mass of tusks and sinuous trunks. The surviving Kohorn lurched after their leader for this terrible mass, even as a cloud of armed minders scurried forth from around their pounding feet to meet them.

I ground my teeth, felt the crunch of dust between them as I waited for the brave Kohorn war leader to die.

Arda’s cat carried him between two mammoth guards, the beast swiping one into bloody ruin as it streaked by, slashing the second with hind paw as the skirmisher attempted to leap onto its back. The Kohorn leader stood up in the stirrups as his beast carried him close to a monster on the left, a final, terrific leap forward as javelins and arrows cut the air around them and he cocked back his arm to throw. The spear lashed forth and the mammoth bucked back on its hind legs, the missile lodged in its eye and a pig-like squeal rising to rend my ears.

And impossibly, Arda dodged free between waving trunks and slashing guards. A flurry of javelins sailed into the faces of the war animals behind him, many glancing off bronze and leather sheets protecting mammoth hide, but many more sinking into flesh, spreading pain and then panic. Wounded beasts trumpeted and stalled, lurched in place. Their crews flailed atop their backs to regain control. In one case, judicious Kohorn aim scythed a mammoth’s crew from its gondola, left the monster milling in place as its fellows continued their trudge forward.

That’s it!

The leftmost mammoth, blinded by Arda’s dart to the eye, tormented by a half dozen other shafts protruding from face and forelegs, reared and shook its massive head. Flapping trunk smacked minders aside like broken toys. A mindless sweep of tusks lashed into the mercenaries to one side, gored its cousin to the other. This lacerated mammoth squealed unbearably and sagged on its forelegs as crimson ruins gushed out.

The maddened mammoth bucked again, throwing one of its crew from the gondola, and lurched across the mercenary ranks to the left. An unholy cacophony erupted, screams, clatter of armor crumpled, crackle of living and inert things shattering under that pounding weight. The beast carved a gory red path into the hirelings’ front like a tornado spuming human wreckage in everything direction. Entire units died under its stubby feet; others broke at the sight of it and stampeded through comrades for the rear.

“By the moons...” Taelar gasped.

“Orders!” I barked, rather than let the horror overcome me. I turned in the saddle as the young cornicern—pale-faced and sick-eyed—trotted close. “Mind yourself, lad.” I waited for him to nod and govern himself. “Sound ‘Recall’ now!”

He spat once, twice to get the dust out of his mouth and blew. The call carried bright and tinny over the hideous din below, was joined as other units’ cornicerns joined it, understanding my intent. I only hoped Arda and his war-wild fools would hear it before it was too late.

“Prepare to receive!” I bellowed.

A growl went through the Bonesnappers around me, the men hunching low behind their shields, the front two rank hoisting javelins to their shoulders and readying for the overhand throw, the ranks behind them a step delayed, but readying their shafts. I heard the command repeated up and down the ranks, the entirety of the Seventh crouching, coiling, readying to strike like some great, scaled monster. The opening javelin volley of the Legion could be devastating, could decide an entire engagement.

We’d see.

Near the foot of the rise, Arda and his Kohorn peeled off to our left, a few scrambling straight up the hill to pass through gaps in the waiting battle line. They’d almost waited too long and a few knots had to stand and fight as the swarm of the Republican skirmishers overwhelmed them. Savage battles splashed across the low slope, desperate fights for survival my men could do little more than watch. A youth with a broken-off javelin shaft in his shoulder flopped as three more lodged in his spine. A Kohorn rider defended his crippled cat from a circle of attackers, the beast wailing pitifully as foes closed in, first overwhelmed its owner and then finishing it off.

Three mammoths had gone down—the rampaging one finally dragged down by infuriated mercenaries who’d seen a hundred of their number pulped under its weight. The remaining seven reached the bottom of the ridge and with trumpeting cries and squeals of pain-fueled rage lumbered up the slope.

We felt the ground ripple beneath us. The stench of them slammed us full in the face. Wounds gleamed wetly and purple-red foamed off flanks. One took the lead, massive strides gouging the hillside and stirring a dust wake behind it. It lowered its head and tusks swept low to the ground with the points aimed for our waiting lines. The trunk snaked out ahead and I got a terrible glimpse of fangs gleaming pinkish-white from the open end.

Mongrel let out a low, queer growl, even the Great Lion unnerved.

I know my friend. I gave his neck a pat, both reassurance and order. Rauxes, let me stand these next moments!

“And, throw!!!” a centurion’s hoarse voice bawled.

The order repeated all along the Bonesapper line and the front ranks rippled as a thousand men skipped forward two steps and flung their javelins. The sound of them thrummed the air, shivering it down to the very dust particles stirred by their passage. The crash of their impact, into beasts, into shields, into flesh would’ve been indescribable, even if it hadn’t been stolen by the second lines’ throw. The din of ruined life quintupled in that long, shivering moment as another thousand points crashed into the enemy host.

The lead mammoth went down, pin-cushioned by two dozen shafts lodged in forelegs, face, and bulbous forehead. It hit the hillside full on its chest and began a slow-motion list onto its side. Its crew scrambled to get it back up, the driver sawing back on the reins. A javelin point took him squarely in his metal facemask, snapped him backwards. His companion saw the futility and tried to jump free—only to clamber into the path of another mammoth and vanish with a squawk under pummeling feet.

This mammoth thundered its way into the front rank. I can’t describe the red flash of horror as closely-packed Legionnaires crumpled and splashed away before it. A turn of its skull swept the ivory scythe of a tusk across ten men, shattering through mail and breast plate and bone. Blood mist showered over me like a warm drizzle. A tumbling shape like an arrow-struck bird turned out to be an upper torso flung, spouting past me to crash into the front ranks of the second line.

The Seventh buckled before the blow, but did not break, even as a second mammoth bludgeoned into the lines to my right. Men cast aside shields and spare spears, drew their short thrusting swords and dove in amongst the monsters’ feet, hacking tendons, stabbing up into exposed bellies. Battle madness clutched my Bonesnappers, held men in that cyclone of destruction, even sent them careening willingly into it.

A trunk slashed before me, smacked a pair of men aside. Another Legionnaire sprang forward, stabbing into the monster’s foaming maw. The trunk slashed back at him. He evaded with a duck, but it coiled back like a cobra recalculating a strike and shot forth. I saw the fangs open wide and then snap closed around the young man’s head. With a hideous ripple, the trunk lifting the squirming body high, gave a bone-breaking flick, and flung the headless body to one side, spitting the gory head forth into the face of comrades.

I don’t why that vignette of horror finally broken me, but I remember sanity leaving my body with a scream of rage. Suddenly I’d ripped my cavalry saber loose, held it up to flash with almost eldritch light in the dust-choked sun, and spurred Mongrel. The old lad resisted me a moment with his three hundred pounds of cat flesh. But another squeal of fury and slam of heels at his flanks launched him forward.

Vaguely I heard Taelar’s shriek of alarm.

Everything slowed to that heart-hammering, preternatural haze of adrenaline. Mongrel leapt and we seemed to hang in midair, a javelin zipping by my ear, something glancing off my thigh hard. I saw the mammoth’s head begin to turn towards us, scythe-blade of its task slashing for Mongrel’s exposed belly.

Impact crashed through both of us. I don’t know how I held on.

Everything was motion and violence and frenzy. Mongrel had a grip on the side of the thing’s face, claws caught in gondola straps and leather armor sheets and meat. His hind legs extended, almost stood up on the mammoth’s right tusk, our combined weight tearing the whole side down, smashing the great ivory curve into the dust. We had it pinned, half-down.

Mongrel’s great roar dissolved into a screech I’d never heard before. I knew terror propelled him, sent claws slashing for purpose, rending, peeling away in gouts of gore. The mammoth squealed in response and tried to lift its skull, shook us, but couldn’t knock us off.

The trunk flapped towards me from the right, curved inward. The fanged mouth opened wide, frothy with pinkish gore and sputum. An instant of terror as pure as hell hollowed out my mind, my guts. Instinct rushed in to fill it. I pivoted into an overhand hack. Namorian steel bit monster flesh, kept going, streaked all the way through.

A fresh squeal erupted from the mammoth and it tried to rear up. The trunk lashed back reflexively. The fanged end spun free, pin-wheeled almost gracefully above the carnage. The other stump hosed blood in a great fan across the sky to shower over combatants. 

The monster’s convulsions flopped Mongrel once, nearly off his perch, and then slammed us back against its mass. We were face-to-hideous-face with its terrible, yellowy red eye blinking right before me. I saw pain and panic there; saw an inhuman, unreadable malice, too. A groan of terror escaped me, a thrill of cold slivers from guts to groin.

I cocked back my impact-numbed sword arm—my body half-flexing at the hips—and drove the point of my blade straight into the thing.

Steel met an awful, gelatinous mush and then the hard crack of bone.

Then we were hurtling backwards, flung by the monster’s thrash of agony. Astonishingly, Mongrel skipped backwards once on his hind legs and landed on all fours. My sword was gone, gore coated two thirds of both of us, and I felt like I’d wrenched every joint in my body. But we were alive.

And the Bonesnappers were surging by us. The mammoth we’d faced and its companion to our right went down under the tide, bitten by a hundred blades while their remained minders on foot were swept away. I saw the dust-wreathed shape of another mammoth to our left rear up with a trumpet of pain, turn, and crash downhill into the ranks following.

I felt a grip on my arm and turned savagely, ready to rip someone’s eyes out with my bare hands. But it was, Taelar flinching at what she saw on my face, but unyielding as she yanked me close and hollered over the din, “You have to get back now!” I started to resist but she gave me a savage shake. “They need a commander; not a hero!”

And I realized she was right.

The battle had bunched towards the center, just as I’d predicted as I surveyed the terrain earlier. But it was spreading out, like shockwaves from a blast, the lines of mercenaries on the left and Loyalist Legionnaires on the right rippling into ours and delivering successive shocks while anarchy reigned at the middle.

It was my old problem:  the need to be seen, to be in the thick of it taking me out of the bigger role, seeing the bigger picture. Now these decisive moments of the fight were bleeding away without any direction—my direction.

I wheeled Mongrel about and started back for the second rank, felt like the pair of us had to shoulder through a teeming, cheering flood as Bonesnappers pressed forward. The second line bawled and chanted my name. It should have been glorious. But I was suddenly exhausted. More, a spike of anxiety pierced my abdomen. I had to know what was happening. I gave Mongrel a little nudge as we reached the lane between the first and second lines and wheeled him about so I could stand up in the stirrups. He grunted a little in pain at the shift in weight. The sound hid my own.

The Vendish mercenaries had flung themselves into our left with the reckless abandon of their kind. Giants of long, blonde hair, wild body paints, and huge broadswords, they fought shirtless—sometimes even naked—disdaining armor as cowardice. Their heavy blades caromed off legion shields. Their high-pitched keen rent the ears. When they couldn’t batter their way through, they climbed onto the Bonesnappers’ locked shields, as one would a barricade, foaming at the mouth.

I caught flashes of the former gladiators amongst the melee, notably because they wore armor, but with no uniformity. And their weapons and methods of fighting were ever bit as jumbled, each battling on with the skills and styles they’d plied in the arena—few of them working in the concert.

They met legion discipline and legion steel. And the Bonesnappers’ courage had been matched against horrors from the whole world. The legion would not falter. Already I could see fight becoming falter. Soon it would disintegrate into slaughter.

I turned to the right. There, the grim slugging match of legion-on-legion seethed. Having been at its heart I could imagine that dark, deadly, suffocating hell. Locked shield-to-shield, you leaned into your opposite with all your weight, praying, screaming, and cursing like a madman. Looking for any gap, any opening—a flash of exposed shin, a glimpse of a face—you stabbed with spear or went for the short sword, the gutting thrust. But your foe met you with the same tricks, the same discipline.

Brutish, skull-smacking war—and utter waste, Namorian against Namorian. But Vulmarch and his Senate had left us no other way.

Hedus was galloping from the right, down the lane between the first and second ranks. He reined in before me, a reddened sword in his fist and a dent in his helm. “The gods damn you, Quintorius! Are you done with your theatrics?”

The anger of his words shocked me. Blood trickled down the side of his face and I wondered how hard he’d been hit. “For now,” I quipped.

“It’s happening!” He barked. “The right is bent back, like you said it would be!” He shook his head. “They must love you...the gods...you lucky bastard.”

“Hedus...”

“You have to come over to the right. It’s almost time!” He wheeled about and headed back that way with his staff trailing behind him.

I glanced at Taelar, who certainly shared Hedus’ annoyance with my risks. But she nodded ascent. I turned in the saddle, found the cornicern—who’d somehow stayed somewhat close. Blood spattered the kid’s new panoply and horror marred his eyes. “Going to need that horn of yours, young man,” I called.

He blinked once, seemed to remember himself. “Yes sir.”

I gripped the reins—more to have something to hold onto than because Mongrel needed any further guide—and urged the great cat after Hedus.

The fight changed as we streaked between the lines to the right, passing from the Bonesappers to Aethar’s Vanii host. The air stank of desperation, here, clamored with it. The Zantuil way of war—even the more cohesive Vanii—stressed the rider and the raid. And while they had superb infantry with fanatical devotion and good kit, they weren’t Legionnaires. Artfully-embellished armor and merry colors crumpled and bled as the Loyalist bludgeon hammered them again and again. Only the steeper incline on this side of the slope kept them from falling back before savage punishment.

But they still held.

I found Hedus with Aethar, cats beside each other, leaning close to be heard over the din as a cohort of Bonesnappers shouldered forward into a gap that’d formed between the legion and the Vanii. They looked up as the racket redoubled before them and dust plumed skyward, a blister of violence bursting with the fresh cohort’s entry. Both turned to me as I reined in behind them.

Aethar looked terrible, splashed in blood that wasn’t his—not that there wasn’t plenty of that, leaking through rents in his armor. He wiped gore-grime from his face with the back of sleeve, only worsened the mess. “It’s glorious, Aulus!” he cried and his enthusiasm blazed through. “They’re all crammed in below us!”

“Can you hold?”

“All day and night, we can!” he proclaimed with a tremble that told me the strain was taking its toll.

“With eighth cohort stiffening the line here, we’ve got time,” Hedus added in a voice driven nearly to a snarl. “Let’s not waste it like everything else!”

I’d thought he was losing it before, but no; he was mad as all the hells. I saw it now. My former quartermaster looked out across this massacre and saw the costs in men and material, despised the hideous waste. He saw lives thrown away in Crotta’s absurd, messy attack. He saw Legionnaires—former brothers—thrown into a meat-grinder when a better commander—a moral one, who saw that he’d already lost—would’ve surrendered and bartered for their lives.

Of course, I thought with a sick twist to my stomach, that’s the point. Vulmarch’s toadies would rather men slaughtered in his service than recruited into ours.

“I’ve had three runners from Jeddar,” Hedus wheezed. He hacked and spat to one side, sneezed and blew out blood. Through the foulness, “He’s begging someone to give the order! He says it’s opening up on the right!”

I tried to stand up in the stirrups, felt a shock of pain in my hip, some injury I hadn’t noted till that moment. No matter, I couldn’t see anything save shimmers of reflected metal in the churn of dust.

“My people are saying the same!” Aethar insisted. “We’ve got skirmishers working into rocks on the right and harassing their flank. The Loyalists have slingers, but little cavalry.”

“Sir...” Hedus was nearly shaking.

A great and terrible calm settled over me—and I could feel victory, tickling my nerves, taunting. But I had to be sure. Jeddar’s cavalry and Aethar’s following with it was peerless, would hammer through an exposed wing like a fist through aged parchment. But I could throw that fist only once. Once Jeddar rode away, he was destruction unleashed and never called back should I need help elsewhere.

But I knew we were going to win, and smiled.

“Orders,” I called over my shoulder to the cornicern. “Sound ‘Cavalry Charge’.”

“Sir!” The kid even managed a quick grin before lifting the mouthpiece to his lips and blowing.

The sweet notes carried over the horrific cacophony, beauty out of place amidst horror. I heard an echo of it, a different, silvery tone, and realized Vanii trumpeters were repeating the call. The message sang from one end of the line to the other. And I heard a hoarser, hasty, blatting call in response, knew Jeddar and his cat brothers had heard.

The punch was thrown.

I grabbed at Aethar, shook him, and smiled. “All right, my friend! Keep those bastards in front of you pinned right there. Right there, you understand?”

He cackled. “It will be glorious!”

I turned to Hedus as the Zantuil spurred and rode off, crying encouragement along his lines as he went. “Commit the whole second line. Fill in gaps and relieve those hurt by the mammoth charge. But give me two cohorts, formed up in the middle, one behind the other in assault column.”

“I suppose you’re going to do something else brilliant and heroic,” he growled.

“You’ve been around me long enough to know the answer.”

He cursed, but there was a smile as he wheeled about and headed back for the center.

I waited, listening, straining my eyes to have any sense of progress on the right, any glimpse of Jeddar and his cavalry. Nothing. Dust swallowed sight, like the fumes of a crone’s caldron, offering only nightmare images and confusion.

“When he gets quiet like that,” Saheena said from behind, “is when I worry the most, Varla. Watch him!”

I smirked over my shoulder at the za’bandar. “You lead from the front.”

“Which is also where the dying happens,” Taelar warned.

“I’m not dying today,” I replied and spurred Mongrel back towards the middle.

“I think maybe she was talking about us,” Saheena called after me, not entirely with a joking note.

We careened back along the rear of the first line. Cornice calls blatted along the second as we rode, summoning the reserve cohorts into the line. The timing of our gallop back to the center had the effect of me crossing in front of successive units as they went in, triggered cheers along the way.

The lines rent ahead of us and the cheering darkened into a roar.

I sawed back on Mongrel’s reins. Loyalists shouldered in to the open space, wild-eyed men in gore-begrimed armor. My own men tumbled back and the melee spilled across the sandal-beaten dust like a schoolyard brawl. I’d ordered a switch to white or plain tunics over the winter, to differentiate us between the red of the enemy, but it hadn’t been completely implemented. In the chaos with like armor and like training, you couldn’t tell friend from foe.

Indecision didn’t slow Taelar. She burst forward, her mount leaping into the midst of swirling infantry. The cat’s mass bowled half a dozen men over as it landed and wheeled. Turning with the motion, Taelar drew her short sword and slashed, took a man’s hand off at the wrist as he hefted a spear. Another pivot raked the blade across what looked like a centurion’s face. He had a moment to shriek before her mount raised a foreleg and kicked him square in the chest plate, sent his broken form flying.

I started after her, was crowded back as Saheena rode by me. With an ululating keen she drove her cat between a Loyalist charging at Taelar flank, trampling the man and pivoted to face a legionnaire stabbing overhand at her thigh. She kicked the stroke aside, drew her long knife as the man attempted to recover for a return stroke, and plunged the point into the unarmored space between neck and shoulder. The man hung, skewered on her steel for a moment until she yanked it free and let him drop as she parried a spear thrust from another.

A second time I tried to join the fight and found a za’bandar in my path. Varla angled her cat into Mongrel’s path so sharply the old boy growled with displeasure. But her path had also interdicted a legionnaire coming on at us with spear levelled to gut. She deflected the thrust left-handed into the dirt, wielding a longer-bladed machete. Forward motion kept the legionnaire stumbling forward until he bounced off the mass of her cat. Stumbling, he went for his sword, ripped it free in time for Varla’s blade to blast down through his shoulder, taking the whole arm off. He staggered another moment, stunned at his calamity, before dropping.

A great howl brought a reserve cohort washing around and through us, Bonesnappers calling my name, yelling for me to get back, let them do the work. The break in the line sealed in a moment, instead became a sally port through which my lads poured into the wavering Loyalists. The momentum of the fight changed in a minute, and in just as short a time we were left behind in the dust and wreckage.

The center, I remembered. Mongrel groaned as I tugged the reins again, but he complied. We turned and weaved through the last of the reinforcements. I couldn’t help but notice all three of my za’bandar consciously spacing themselves out to separate me from the front.

The fighting at the heart of the line and to the left had changed. The Bonesnappers had actually pushed the hirelings back from the top, were grinding them slowly down the slope. A greater impediment than the enemy’s resistance appeared to be the sheer number of their casualties, a grisly berm of them piled where the line of contact had been and my men compelled to clamber over it. Islands of stubbornness formed around the slumped forms of the fallen mammoths, furious battles raging as the Loyalists attempted to rally around the gruesome landmarks. I saw no more of the war beasts standing.

Hedus was arranging the assault column as we rode up behind the center. The mania had fled his eyes and he almost looked sick again. The blood still drooling down the side of his face worried me, but he looked in control of his faculties. He sneezed as the centurions bawled orders for the column to stand ready. “Primed and ready,” he said, wiping his nose miserably.

I nodded out across the fight. “And it’s looking ripe and ready to burst.”

“Aye, it is,” he replied. “I’ll take the left.”

“And we’ll meet Jeddar on the other side.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll see you when this is over.”

He snorted. “This will never be over.” With that, he spurred his cat and wheeled off to lead his remaining staffers to the flank.

I wondered at the truth of that. But not for too long.

The fight was beginning to move downhill, noticeably now. Dust still robbed me of any sense of Jeddar’s charge, but the sound, the feel of the fight was changing. Again I marveled at Aelen Crotta’s stupidity. He’d squandered the advantages of numbers and position in this reckless, sledgehammer attack. Why?

Didn’t matter, I supposed. We were going to make him pay for it.

I turned, grinning to the last two cohorts, could see the wolfish glitter of eagerness in their collective stare—could sense, too, their impatience; they knew we were reaching the final crisis point. “I kept my prettiest out as long as I could,” I called to them.

They jeered good-naturedly.

“But I’m afraid I’m going to need to you to dirty up your kits, lads!”

That triggered cheers, a deep-throated, manly roar that filled my heart to bursting. By the Gods, these moments made all the horror flee. You could almost forget the terrible work ahead with men like these.

I drew my spare sword and aimed the point downhill, at the center. “Right there, lads! I need you to make a hole right through there! You think you can do that for me?”

Their good nature went feral, hungry, a low growl and a clatter of readied weapons.

“Then do it!” I barked.

The assault column surged forward, baying for blood. I made no effort to follow, sword held high as they passed, but Mongrel kept still. I noted my za’bandar spread out around me in such a way as to prevent further moves on my part.

It didn’t matter. The lads didn’t need me now.

The assault column struck.

And the army of Aelen Crotta disintegrated.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The cats had to pick their way carefully down the slope onto the plain, the dust littered with discarded weapons, shattered shields, shards of rent armor, and the red ruin of carnage. Clouds of teratorns—mega-vultures—wheeled above, gave even crusty Mongrel a growl of unease as their dozen-foot wingspans darkened the sky. I saw one descend, scattering lesser crows as it sank its talons into a corpse and with hammering wing beats lifted it away.

I shivered – thought maybe the body writhed once.

Marzann once told me battle is a zero-sum game—the side that breaks first doesn’t just lose; it is slaughtered.

Everywhere I looked I saw the old wisdom of that, knew it from my own horrid experience. Bodies carpeted the low hillside, bunched in strata that told the tale of their slow retreat, beaten back down the incline in phases. Heaps of slain lay crimson and glimmering at the foot of the rise, where collapse had happened quite suddenly. And a terrible gash of red-brown splashed diagonally across the low ground, tracing Jeddar’s cavalry rampage, which had shattered the militia second line and cut back in to demolish the remains of Crotta’s Legion contingent before it could reform.

I spat bile taste and tried not to look at anything too long as I lead my za’bandar through. The squawk of birds as they fought the nasty, needle-toothed lizards that took the niche of rats in these parts seemed loud in air gone heavy and polluted. But that, at least, was better than the low, pitiful moan of the wounded.

Not all was quiet, though. Cries and clash of steel echoed across the plain, told of distant rearguard actions as Jeddar’s cat riders pursued scraps of survivors. Many would escape. We didn’t have the numbers to ensure complete annihilation, and I didn’t want that anyway. Survivors we could possibly recruit, or at least terrorize.

Racket much closer told of more stubborn resistance, what I’d been summoned to witness. A mixture of human and Zantuil riders encircled something, jeering and clattering weapons in threat. A low knob of rock wreathed in dust held the objects of their attention. I saw blood-splashed armor and legion weapons shaken back in response.

Jeddar’s lads had netted something big.

The War Master broke away from the confrontation and rode out to meet me as I approached, grinning like an idiot. “You’re not dead,” he called. “I can only assume that is thanks to others and not your own common sense?” He bowed meaningfully to Taelar.

“Everyone’s so damned worried about me,” I grumbled, but without heat. Gods, I was glad to see him intact. He was caked in gore and flaking dirt along his sword side, a fresh dent marred his cuirass, and the horsehair crest of his helmet had been partially hacked off—but alive. “What have we got?”

“Oh, we’ve got the bastard, himself.”

“Crotta!”

“I couldn’t believe it myself, thought he’d be back in camp. But we overran him when the militia collapsed. The mob actually cut him off when they panicked. One of my lads winged him.”

“He stood and fought?”

“Not a chance,” Jeddar snorted. “He caught him in the back with a javelin as he tried to turn and flee.”

“Well let’s have a look.” I nudged Mongrel forward.

Jeddar caught me by the arm, held me up. “Wait. What’s left of his household guard is with him.” The War Master’s merry expression went suddenly fierce. “I think some of them are with him.”

Ice water tickled through my veins. “Really?” I glanced at Taelar, who edged closer, eyes gone cool. “Ghulans? How can you tell?”

“We know they’d infested his inner circle,” Jeddar replied in a hushed tone. “But...I don’t know. It’s just a feeling—like when you know a spider’s gotten under the bedsheets but you can’t see it.”

I knew exactly what he meant.

If I was to blame our woes on anyone beyond Vulmarch, it’d be the Ghulan Cult—and perhaps I made a distinction where there wasn’t one, the two so inextricably entwined. Hidden, secretive, murderous, they venerated the long dead tyrants who’d once ruled over much of our world, creatures—who could say if they’d ever been human?—that’d commanded powers from beyond our world, beyond sanity. We knew the cult had infiltrated the Senate, the armed forces, and the common folk, preying upon the ambitious, the depraved, and the foolish.

We’d thought them wiped out. Jeddar and I had believed it, killed our share when they first threatened to destabilize the Republic with their taint. But the last year and a half-spent campaigning in Zanturia had found them everywhere, infesting the Loyalist forces and towns, even creeping into our New Order with horrid and tragic results. If the Legions of Namor were Vulmarch’s sword, the Ghulan Cult was the poison he coated over its edge.

“Kill them,” Taelar snapped. “Kill them all.”

“You’d make a terrible interrogator, my dear—” Jeddar started to say.

“Kill them,” she repeated. “You both know their powers. You know their trickery.” She glared at me. “And they’d thank all their demented demigods for one chance at Quintorius.”

“I’m not that easy to kill,” I replied, “and they’ve tried plenty of times.”

“Then we stay close.”

“I’d have it no other way.” I looked at Jeddar. “Well?”

He shrugged. “I’d as soon as go with the lady’s plan, but...right this way.”

We trotted towards the holdouts. The ring of cavalry parted for us and I slowed Mongrel to a halt before the knob. It was little more than a rock pile with bloodied men jumbled in amongst boulders. Dead piled around it, killed in its defense. Their heaps kept me from getting closer, which probably suited my za’bandar fine, Taelar settling in at my right, the others behind me, and Jeddar at my left.

I almost didn’t’ recognize Crotta amongst the ragged, ruined members of his retinue. He’d been a fleshy-faced, early middle-aged man with the look of an oversized, overindulged boy when I last saw him. Time and hardship had melted away the encroaching fat, made his wide-jawed face seem too big for a skinny neck. His armor hung slashed apart and caked in blood on slowly heaving shoulders. A broken-off javelin protruded from his left shoulder,

He looked like a weasel starved and hunted into a corner.

“Quintorius...” He wheezed and spat blood. “Of course...bastard...”

I eyed his tattered followers for sign of the cultists. All had the crazed glimmer in their eyes of terror. Most just looked like scared, broken men. My gaze went to his wounds. “I can have a physician look at that.”

He cackled till his face whitened and pain made him stop. A man in the panoply of an officer propped him up as he started to list. “Oh, I bet you’re enjoying this.”

“Enough have died today,” I said gravely and looked around at the other cornered soldiers. “Enough,” I repeated with force. Mustering a pitying expression, I examined Crotta again. “I would talk with you.”

“And then butcher me?” he wheezed.

I sighed. “You’d have shown clemency in my place?”

He cackled again, of horrific, hacking noise that sounded like things breaking within him. “Assuredly not. Nor will we show your soul mercy...”

My nerves tingled at the words. This sounded like a Ghul talking. “Aelen,” I said slowly, “at least give your men a chance.”

“They are sworn to me!” he shrieked and looked around at the pitiful contingent. “You are sworn! To me!”

The mass of men shifted. I could see the strange admixture, orphaned infantrymen clustered in amongst dismounted cavalry and Crotta’s own household guards, obvious by their ruined but still higher-quality kits. The regulars squirmed at his raving and at the stares of my cats and killers, a coup in miniature beginning within this little, trapped world. But those closest to Crotta stiffened, adjusted their grips on weapons and shields. Eyes glittered and I started to see the poison of the cult amongst them.

Crotta spat blood again. “You see? They are mine. You cannot talk them away from us...from me. Not Quintorius, with all his glory, can reckon with the knowledge I’ve gathered.”

“Oh?” I nudged Mongrel a step closer. The cat planted a foot on a dead legionnaire, claws squeaking on a bashed-in cuirass. “Tell me of your newfound wisdom.”

Crotta giggled till blood-streaked drool slathered his chin. The officer propping him up leaned in close, whispered at his ear. This one I looked at closer, taking in the sinuous movements, almost viper-like, and the narrow, bony features, like those of a feral street urchin. His eyes darted once towards me as his thin lips moved at Crotta’s ear, pierced like a pair of ice needles.

Fear killed my patience and I nudged Mongrel another step forward. “All right, lads,” I pitched my voice to all of the holdouts, “enough of this. Surrender. You don’t need to be dying for this fool.”

“To me!” Crotta screamed, spittle flying. “You are all sworn to me. Broken oaths mean eaten souls!”

“Don’t listen,” I commanded and drew my sword, urged Mongrel just a little closer—recklessly so, but I wanted the regulars to see.

Taelar moved up beside me, protectively, her blade already naked.

A flinch went through Crotta and the men closest to him. “The za’bandar witches stay back!” the officer at Crotta’s side shrieked.

I halted, glanced at her and saw the beginning of a wicked smile on her lips. “You have nothing to fear from her,” I said.

“She stays back!” Crotta bawled.

“I’m just a woman,” Taelar spoke with a taunting note.

“Moon-worshipping whore!” Crotta’s officer ranted. He began to shiver, lips whitening with foam. “Concubine of a dead goddess! Fraud! Inferior!”

“Stay back,” another member of Crotta’s guard hissed. The words slithered amongst the rest of his officers and bodyguards as they bunched close to their commander. “Stay back. Stay back.”

My skin crawled. It was as though we’d kicked open a basket of snakes.

“I told you,” Taelar said matter-of-factly. “Kill them all.”

“Lads,” I spoke over the fearful murmur that—damn it!—Taelar had triggered amongst the soldiers trapped with Crotta and his serpents. “Men, come out of there. Come away from these cursed fools.”

“Stand your ground!” the officer at Crotta’s side seethed and they cringed back behind their weapons and shields.

Damn. I glanced at Jeddar and his cavalrymen, steely eyed and poised.

“Wait...” Crotta moaned. Another chuckle shook him, caused the splinter in his shoulder to wobble and a wince to tear across his face. But he levered himself up, using the officer with the obvious Ghulan taint as support. “You’re...you’re right, Quintorius. This is enough.” He started down the rocks a step, balanced himself with a hand on the shoulder of a cowering infantryman. “We don’t have to do this.”
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