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Dramatis Personae—Shattered Fears

Anneijhan Cirrain—Chanastardhian noble

Arawn—a Son of Traksor

Baron Cumaill Duasonh—lord of the city of Dunthiochagh

Braigh—a Caretaker

Coimharrin—an Upholder

Dalgor—a Son of Traksor

Darlontor—Priest High of the Sons of Traksor

Drangar Ralgon—a mercenary

Ealisaid—a wizardess

Gail Caslin—a Caretaker

Gryffor—a Son of Traksor

Gwennaith Keelan—a squire

Jesgar Garinad—a thief

Kerral—Danastaerian General

Kildanor—a Chosen of Lesganagh

Lightbringer—a mysterious entity

Lloreanthoran—an elven mage

Nerran—friend and advisor to Baron Duasonh

Rheanna—an Upholder

Úistan Cahill–a nobleman

Urgraith Mireynh—High General of Chanastardh


Pronunciation

Some names, be it cities or persons, lean heavily on sounds not usually found in English.

For instance, ch and gh in Dunthiochagh sound similar to the Welch consonant ch, think Johann Sebastian Bach; same goes for Carlgh, for example.


CHAPTER 1

Thirtieth of Chill, 1475 K.C.



Lord Commander Noel Trileigh’s return was happy news for Urgraith Mireynh. But instead of first reporting to the High General’s tent, Trileigh paid wounded Callan Farlin a lengthy visit. Finally, when Mireynh was about to storm out his tent and disrupt the meeting, the Lord Commander entered.

“Good day, sir,” Trileigh said, saluting. When his hand left the chest, the nobleman briefly grasped a pouch tied to his belt, as if finding reassurance in its presence.

“Why this visiting the sick business before coming to me?” Mireynh growled. “I’m about to begin bombarding the city, and any news that can help us is bloody welcome! Why did you dawdle, wasting your time with the cripple Farlin?” He didn’t care if the scholarly noble or the Black Guards detected his anxiety. Damn them all, he thought. The assault had to happen now, or they would be forced to retreat to Harail, an act akin to failure in the High Advisor’s eyes. And failure meant death to his family.

“I apologize, sir, for the delay. It was necessary.” Trileigh looked calmer and less out of place than he had a few weeks earlier. Initially the noble had been nothing more than a fop, his pretentious affectations, the order to lay siege to impenetrable Dragoncrest, all of that had certainly left its mark on Mireynh and the others, not to mention the ridicule of the veterans.

“Necessary?” he asked, letting irritation seep into his voice. “Unless what you have to tell me is really a new divine manifest, I shall judge what is and is not important.”

The time in Harail’s Library had really changed the man. Trileigh closed his eyes, took a deep breath and then said, “Sir, with all due respect, it was you who sent me to find out how to battle wizardry. And judging from what occurred here a few days ago, we truly are dealing with magic.” The Lord Commander’s voice remained even, although he thought he detected the slightest hint of resentment.

“Well then, speak on,” he said.

Trileigh remained silent, standing erect. What was the fool’s problem now? Mireynh stared daggers at the noble. “Spill it, man; I have no patience for games!”

The noble’s gaze met his, and for the first time he detected some fire inside. “You will address me by my name and title, High General, or at the very least my rank, sir.”

“Are you mad?” he sputtered.

“Quite the opposite, sir. I am of House Trileigh, a cousin to King Drammoch, and part of the Royal Family. You, not taking into account your experience, are nothing more than a freeborn upstart. Despite this, I have given you the respect you deserve as leader of my cousin’s troops. You, however, have not returned the favor. I am neither daft, nor some jester sent here for your amusement.” There was nothing Mireynh would have liked better than to beat the man’s superiority from his face. He held back, sensing, for the first time that maybe, despite Trileigh’s lack of experience in anything battle-related, there was more to the man.

“I admit, High General, that your knowledge of warfare and combat are superior to mine, and I value your advice,” the Lord Commander continued. “But your blatant disregard of my status and my expertise ends here, now.”

For a moment Mireynh remained silent, stunned by the noble’s vehemence. Had he treated Chanastardh’s aristocracy like idiots? Sure he had. With a few notable exceptions they were a bunch of bickering sycophants unworthy of their titles. Still, when Drammoch had made Noel Trileigh Lord Commander and thus second only to himself, he had thought it a joke. Now, considering the steel in the man’s voice, he wondered if he had underestimated the nobleman. House Trileigh was closely allied with the Royal House, but he had been disturbingly unaware of the nature of the relationship.

Finally, realizing he was staring, Mireynh averted his eyes and said, “I admit my mistake in underestimating you, milord.” Summoning all his resolve, he added, “Still, I am your superior, and will not be intimidated by your standing at court. No matter how much you think it wise to proceed otherwise, you will inform me of your intentions, provided, of course, the situation allows it. Next time you decide to take a detour, keep me informed. Do we have an understanding, milord?”

Trileigh snapped a hand to his chest, saluting. “Yes, sir!” he replied.

Mireynh thanked the gods for being able to rein in his temper, and then returned to his chair and sat. “Have a seat, Lord Commander.” He gestured to one of the other chairs that surrounded the table. For an instant he was tempted to offer the nobleman a drink, but then thought better of it. They were not on such friendly terms just yet. When Trileigh was seated, he asked, “All right then, what can you tell me? How can we defeat a wizard?”

“So now you believe me?” Trileigh asked, a slight smile playing about his lips.

“Can’t be another explanation to what happened with our timber,” he replied, fighting to keep his resentment down. Now that they had established a new set of rules, he already felt as if Noel Trileigh, like the Chanastardhian noble he was, would use the situation to his advantage.

The Lord Commander surprised him by spreading his hands and bowing his head. “I take no comfort in knowing I was right, sir.”

Had he not known how treacherous nobles could be, he would have believed the apology. “Well then, what have you found out? How can we beat a wizard?”

“One moment,” Trileigh said before he began to rummage in the pouch Mireynh had noticed earlier. The nobleman retrieved a sheaf of papers that were wound together. He untied the string and the mass of documents unfurled, revealing tightly scribbled notes in what had to be the Lord Commander’s handwriting.

“Well?” Mireynh asked when the man had leafed through the pages a few times.

“You have to understand, sir, that there are some things one cannot easily solve within a Library as young as that in Harail,” Trileigh said, looking at the first page.

“I thought they record all history.”

“That is true. However, a Librarian starts penning history as it unfolds from the moment the last acolyte has entered the building, so to speak.”

He arched an eyebrow, staring at the noble. “Are you saying that what we need is not in Harail since the city was founded after the Heir-War?”

“In a way, yes.” Trileigh’s eyes darted to a cluster of bottles that were accompanied by several mugs on another, smaller table. “Do you mind?”

A noncommittal shrug was Mireynh’s reply, as he pondered what this revelation could mean for a defense against magic. The visit to Harail’s Library could not have been a complete failure since the notes from the Lord Commander’s pouch were certainly more than a quick reminder that nothing much had been found. Also, Trileigh had lingered in Harail for quite a while, which made him suspect the noble had indeed unearthed something.

Equipped with a filled mug, the King’s cousin returned to his seat. He took a sip, and then set the container aside, retrieving the papers once more. “I found no direct references to how Halmond, your esteemed predecessor, managed to defeat Wizards. Those records can most likely be found either here in Dunthiochagh, or back home in Herascor.”

“Here?” Mireynh echoed, regretting his lack of knowledge regarding the area.

“Certainly, sir,” Trileigh said. “Dunthiochagh once was the capital of Dargh, a kingdom of minor influence, but still a kingdom; as such, it had its own Library. Everything east of the Elven Road up to where the Flannardh flows was the kingdom of Janagast, while everything west of it was Dargh. Well, not everything, the nations beyond retained their borders.”

He grew impatient, already considering Trileigh a fool once more. History lessons were not what he needed. “I need tactics on how to beat Duasonh’s wizard,” Mireynh snapped.

Just as the Lord Commander was about to respond, the tent’s flap was lifted aside and Killoy’s head poked inside. “The two ’throwers are ready now, sir.”

“Start sending the packages,” he replied.

“Yes, sir!” Killoy grinned, saluted and left. A few moments later, Mireynh heard the distinct creaking of slingthrowers being made ready to shoot. Duasonh would not be all that pleased with half-frozen body parts showering down on the southern end of his city.

To Trileigh he said, “Thank you for the arms, milord. Please continue.”

Shaking his head, probably to rid himself of the gruesome image, the Lord Commander said, “Certainly, sir. As I was saying, there were no true historical records of the Heir-War in the Library’s inner chambers. Those still rest in Dunthiochagh. In the archives open to the public, however, I hit gold, so to speak.” The noble visibly became excited. “Several fighters, and no fewer than three Chosen, veterans of the Heir-War all, did pen their own memories of what had happened. Some of the texts are heavily edited, and I was unable to force my way to the originals. The Chief Librarian explained that the source-texts were never entrusted to the Library. It wasn’t as if the actual battles had been omitted, rather that some passages had been blacked before the papers actually reached Harail.”

“Yes, yes, enough chitchat,” Mireynh said impatiently, waving his hands in circles to urge the nobleman on. “Get to the good stuff, will you?”

“As you wish, sir,” Trileigh said, seeming slightly crestfallen, but right now there was no time for hurt egos. He had an escalade to win.
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The slingthrowers had stopped lobbing sacks filled with body parts into Dunthiochagh by mid-afternoon, and were now pounding the city with stones. At the range the big engines were dug in, it was impossible to accurately aim for the walls, not that they needed a breach for the escalade. The return shots from the enemy artillery were as poorly aimed as theirs, and only a few actually caused damage.

Thankful for the trenches in which many of his warriors huddled, the only thing that bothered Urgraith Mireynh was his insane order to build siege castles when they had first come here. In hindsight it was always easy to analyze one’s mistakes; that sort of armchair tactician thinking might have been good for drunken veterans reliving their glory days; it didn’t help improve their odds now.

Someone on the defenders’ side was paying attention. A barrage of stones fired from the city’s eastern wall plowed into the troops assembling near the proposed siege castle construction site. Why had he relied so much on the promise of the High Advisor that traitors would open the gates for an easy invasion? Yes, it had worked with Harail, had promised easy victory with Dunthiochagh. It had also caused him to not prepare for a direct assault. Two slingthrowers were hardly enough to suppress the defender’s activities, and the Danastaerians grew more daring.

The effective range of a siege engine was some four hundred yards; any precise aiming beyond that distance was impossible. But the artillerists on the city walls were adjusting. They had the high ground and were less prone to run out of ammunition. With every shot, the impact came closer to his positions. They sure couldn’t aim properly, but were able to adjust their angles.

A succession of boulders hit the ground near the pits, skipped over the dug-up earthwork and continued to tumble on through the row of carts assembled beyond. Wood splintered, oxen howled in pain. Mireynh even heard some of the drovers scream. He glanced in the direction of the noise.

The boulders had cut a swath of bloodied, splintered wood through the depot that had stored his ammunition. Why the Scales had it been this important to attack at the onset of winter? He closed his eyes and turned away from the carnage.

Again, missiles from Dunthiochagh bounced across the field, this time tearing down a few of the horses tethered off to the side, beyond the pits. If this went on, the Danastaerians would beat his army by mere chance. “Drummers.” Mireynh turned to the lads standing to his left. Their faces were ashen. “Signal the advance.” Best to face the enemy head on, otherwise those bastards would, by luck, eventually manage to beat the army’s confidence.

Now, as the drums rang across the field, Duasonh and his band of bastards would have to quickly adjust their artillery if they wanted to slow them down. Mireynh allowed a grim smile to cross his lips when he saw clusters of soldiers rise in the trenches. Some heaved up planks that lay hidden in the holes, creating makeshift bridges across the ditches. From behind the tor, on either side, veritable streams of wooden barricades were pushed to the front. As each of the contraptions reached the timber crossings, double lines of thirty warriors stood and joined the men already pushing the shelters. Their pace increased.

Every second fighter pushed a handle that was attached on one side to a long pole fastened to a thick, uninterrupted, wooden roof, and on the other to a wheel taken from the disassembled wagons. Crossbars running from pole to pole gave the construction a minimum of stability, but it was enough. A third of the warriors carried between them ladders long enough to reach the merlons on top of the wall. Nailed to each side were shields to protect against missiles. Behind this vanguard came smaller bands of thirty each, again with a roof shared between them. If he hadn’t miscounted some of the artillery, they were facing a half-dozen ’throwers, far too few to stop all the advancing columns.

And should Duasonh’s pet wizard join the fray, the woman—Farlin had confirmed seeing a woman above the timber before it exploded—was in for a surprise; those pushing the wheels were equipped with bows. If the woman showed herself, she would be greeted with arrows. History had its uses, and if Trileigh’s research was correct, a wizard could not concentrate on too many things at once. The assault was unusual, but so was the situation. He felt confident that southern Dunthiochagh would fall at dusk.

One of the wooden roofs splintered as a boulder struck, spilling mangled corpses left and right. A lucky hit, for his army was too quick a target for the enemy to effectively strike from afar.

“Distance?” he asked Trileigh who stood to his right.

The scholarly Lord Commander looked at the leading column and then at a chart in his hand. A moment later, he said, “Hundred and fifty yards left, sir.”

The Danastaerians knew the distance as well, because as the slowing companies crossed that invisible line, arrows flew from Dunthiochagh. The missiles swarmed at a high angle across the sky, lodging themselves in roofs and shields. Some even slipped through the defenses. Mireynh saw a few groups falter then resume their advance, picking up speed once more. It was grueling work, but it had to be done.

Another roof caved, sending splinters and people flying as an enemy stone smashed through. Thankfully it wasn’t one of the ladder carriers. The groups behind the shattered shelter veered off and closed ranks, just like he had ordered. Mireynh looked at Noel Trileigh. “Thank you for your assistance, milord.”

“You already had the plan well in hand, sir, I only made a few suggestions,” the nobleman replied. It was obvious Trileigh was grateful for the compliment. The Lord Commander looked at his chart and back to the advancing columns. “Less than a hundred yards now, sir.”

The enemy’s fire increased. Another line faltered. This time it was a ladder warband that stopped, but only briefly. In a matter of anxious heartbeats, they resumed their advance, leaving behind a few dead or wounded. And still the enemy fire came. Joining the mostly ineffective barrage of arrows were the tower-based ballistae. The shields and roofs offered little protection against those, and it was only thanks to the long reloading time that the damage wasn’t as devastating as it could have been.

With a twang the engines on top South Gate began to fire, and the missiles went through the shields as if they were paper. Again, the advance paused, if only for a moment. With spears still embedded in walls and, most likely, people, the survivors pushed on. His warriors were determined to take the city, and angry with the arrogant defenders who hadn’t had the decency to surrender beforehand. Mireynh smirked. He would show the bastard Duasonh what it meant to fight.

The first ladder-bearers had reached the wall and were immediately greeted by oil raining down on them. Unperturbed, the mobile roof behind halted, opened the front shields, and released a group of archers. The Bows took aim and fired before the torch-wielding defenders could throw. They had only been able to practice the maneuver in theory, and he was amazed to see it executed to perfection. Now the shields would close again, and the soldiers pushing the cart would lift the contraption and rotate it until it stood perpendicular to the wall. At the same time the next unit in the column would take their place, again opening the front shields and shooting at Danastaerians who dared to throw either oil or torches. He had expected some of the movable roofs to go up in flames despite the tactic, and was, in a way, not disappointed. It seemed, however, that Duasonh’s troops had not prepared enough oil to douse every ladder-band, or maybe there wasn’t that much oil to keep the walls supplied. Either way, now that the second wave had established their parallel position, they would open the shields facing the wall and begin to return selective fire, whereas the subsequent units would attach to the lead roofs.

The first ladders were pushed up under cover of the archers. Now that the corridor had been established, the remaining companies pushed their shield-wagons up to the leading, perpendicular carts and set up a good score of yards behind them. Then they began to shoot as well.

In addition to a few blazing shield-wagons, it seemed as if the Danastaerians had managed to pour oil down a couple of ladders, for now there were also human torches falling to the ground. Still, his troops were scaling the walls.

Mireynh turned to Trileigh. “Nothing will go wrong now.”

The noble shrugged noncommittally.

The sun was setting slowly and his soldiers were on Dunthiochagh’s walls. Lesganagh was with them, the invasion of Danastaer would come to an end tonight, he was sure of it. Allowing himself a moment of self-indulgence, Urgraith Mireynh grabbed the skin of mead tied to his saddle and took a long pull. He felt good about himself and the world. Dunthiochagh would fall, his family would be safe, and his troops would be able to billet in the city’s houses by midnight. Life, he felt, was good to him once more.
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The escalade had not stopped by nightfall, but the fighting atop the walls hadn’t subsided either. Mireynh dismissed another of Sir Duncan’s messengers, turned to a runner, saying, “Relay this to Killoy: send in five hundred of the reserves, they’re to bolster the center.”

The young man gave a brief salute and departed. The High General was now less pleased with the day than he had been when the attack had started. It was almost evening and still Duasonh defied him. What was worse was that the escalades planned for the eastern and western parts of the wall had been repelled numerous times, and now the main attack had to do without the additional support from the flanks.

Pulling his cloak tight, he stared at the city’s stony silhouette. The wall was packed with combatants. From a distance, even with fires burning within and without town, it was impossible to make out whose troops were whose. “Damn those Danastaerians,” he grumbled.

“Sir?” Trileigh asked.

“Bastard Duasonh’s good.”

“Aye, sir, so it seems. But we can count ourselves lucky,” the Lord Commander added.

“Why’s that?” His eyes were back on the battle.

“The Baron’s Wizard hasn’t acted, yet.”

He glared at the nobleman. “Don’t you dare fucking jinx it!” He wasn’t superstitious, but his initial confidence had soured while the escalade dragged on. “Don’t fucking jinx it!”

Trileigh was about to reply when two things happened at once: the first was that an entire section of Dunthiochagh’s wall, the part where his troops were thickest, or so he had hoped, was wiped clean as if someone had taken a broom and swept away dirt. And the second was the arrival of a blood-covered rider on a tired looking horse coming up their hill.

Mireynh didn’t know where to look. Openmouthed he stared at the empty portion of the battlement, and then glanced back at the rider who barely managed to leap free of his collapsing steed. It was Braddan Kirrich, leader of the force meant to take the crossing at Ondalan.


CHAPTER 2



“Rise and shine, Princess.” Briog’s voice sounded louder inside the Palace’s chamber. Rhea yawned, and stretched, blinking away last night’s sleep.

“What?” she asked, not hiding the second, longer yawn, as she twisted her head toward the voice. Her sight fell upon him and in a heartbeat she was wide-awake.

Her fellow Rider stood beside her bed, wearing his plate-reinforced chain armor, the half helmet in the crook of his arm. His sword was already belted and his left hand rested comfortably on its pommel. “Nerran’s called a meeting,” he replied. “Get your ass out of bed, we’re going to battle.” Having said his piece, Briog headed back out.

She sat up, the pile of warm blankets slid into her lap and immediately the chill greeted her. “The Chanastardhians are moving?”

Inside the door her friend turned and shrugged. “No idea, but I doubt he wants to hold a prayer session for all of us.”

“Where?” she asked, stifling another yawn.

“In Lesganagh’s temple, where else?” He stepped out, adding, “Get ready and be there soon.”

“Battle-ready?” Gods, she still was tired and her brain hadn’t caught up with her wakening.

“No, Princess, wear your best gown,” Briog retorted, winked at her, and then he closed the door.

“Bloody Scales,” Rhea swore, then reminded herself which deity she served and added, looking to the hidden sky, “Sorry.” The instant her feet touched the cold floor the last traces of sleep were purged from her body. She had to remember to wear socks even if her nights were not spent in the countryside. She doubted the Palace’s staff would appreciate her wearing boots in bed. The rushes strewn about hardly kept the cold at bay, and this chamber was sparsely furnished, as were those of her fellow Riders—with the exception of Nerran’s, of course. Maybe, she told herself, having cold feet kept the mind alert. At the very least it made waking up very easy.

A few hops later—she didn’t dare to slowly walk to the sideboard—she stood before the basin and pitcher. Thankfully a servant had replaced last night’s ice with something that actually resembled water. The rationing of firewood compelled most people to rely on fewer and fewer commodities that were essential to everyday life. Washing was one of those things people could very well do without for a while. The fires that still burned were mostly used for cooking, although rumor had it that Baron Duasonh’s study, at least, was still well heated. No one really begrudged Lord Duasonh this small luxury, and considering that his own bedchamber was also freezing, it was a small enough exception. Hopefully other nobles were following his example. Rhea poured water into the basin and dipped her face in.

Spraying droplets of ice water, her head lashed back up. “Damnation! That wakes you up in the morning,” she hissed. As if the cold tiles hadn’t already done that. She washed hands and arms, and then she toweled herself dry. Would the servants heat water for her to wash her hair? No, this sort of thinking had been appropriate for little Princess Rhea, not for the woman she had become. Sometimes she could go days without reminiscing about the past; at other times, like now, the old reflex to ring for a servant when anything was amiss returned almost instantly.

Scowling and berating herself, she tied her hair into a knot, slipped into her stockings, and began to don her armor. “You’ve been a Rider for almost twenty years,” Rhea said as she plunged her legs into the quilted hose. “An Upholder for even longer!” Next on came the chain leggings. “You haven’t been the little, spoiled brat for a long, bloody time.” Each of the last three words was accompanied by either a tug or a jump to make the armor fit snugly but comfortably about her legs. “Don’t complain, Priestess!” She let the quilted tunic slide down her head and chest, wriggled her arms inside. By now the knot had come undone and strands of hair tangled with the tunic’s strings. “Bloody Scales!” she hissed again, this time not apologizing. If Lliania didn’t understand the need for venting one’s anger, so be it. Careful not to tear any hair out, Rheanna freed her head from the tunic and removed the underwear from the chainmail. Maybe she was still not as awake as she had thought, despite the cold water.

Or maybe her fumbling hands were due to the lack of morning conversation between herself and the other Riders. The meaningless banter, the snide remarks, she missed it.

Determined not to be the victim of her hair’s betrayal again, she first retied her blonde mane and then pulled on the cloth cap that went underneath the chain coif. Then, finally, she slipped into the quilted tunic with far less bother than before. Her struggle into the mail shirt reminded her of another reason why she missed camping with the Riders. Here, in this chamber, there was nobody to help her get into the damned thing, and she was too stubborn to shout for assistance.

Finally, after a much longer time than anticipated, Rhea was fully suited up for war. If Briog had played her for a fool and the Chanastardhians were digging as happily as they had the past week or so, the bastard would pay. Shouldering her shield, she extinguished the lamp, and left the room.
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The news of a coming battle hadn’t been a joke. Throughout the Palace she encountered armed men and women, Swords, Pikes, Bows, troops of every denomination seemed busy on one errand or another. It wasn’t only warleaders hurrying to and fro, but also wardens requisitioning additional supplies from the master-at-arms. No one paid attention to her, which was just the way she liked it. She had left behind the tabard identifying her as an Upholder on purpose; the last thing she wanted was to be asked to settle some dispute while her friends were fighting.

“Looks like they’ll try an escalade,” someone said.

“First, they invade in late autumn and now they try to take our wall?” another replied, snorting with derision.

“An escalade,” scoffed a third, a woman. “Bloody likely. We’ll mow down every bastard that gets within a hundred fifty yards.”

“You Bows always bite off more than you can chew,” the first speaker chuckled.

“You watch…” Rhea passed out of earshot into the inner bailey.

Today all the gates were open, even the drawbridge was down, the Baron and his staff obviously more concerned with a steady flow of traffic than security. She couldn’t blame them. The password nonsense had taken up more time than anything else when entering the Palace.

A few moments later she was on Trade Road, dodging a cart laden with bushels of arrows speeding southward. Maneuvering through the rest of the traffic was easy, as it was almost nonexistent, with the exception of columns of warriors marching toward Old Bridge. Most of the troops were billeted south of the Dunth, but things had gotten so crowded down there that the warleaders had finally been forced to requisition chambers, even entire buildings, from the people in the old part of town. Some of the richer citizens, she knew, had complained about the military taking over their property, and it had taken respectable nobles, like Úistan Cahill, to convince the others that this was indeed in their best interest.

Rhea chuckled, shaking her head. Some people would never know what was good for them, even if it whacked them in the face.

Lesganagh’s Temple was still little more than an empty husk. In times of war the pragmatic followers of the Lord of Sun and War knew very well where to focus their energies, and, unlike certain Eanaighists, maintaining or restoring the crumbling façade was of no importance. The doors stood open, and echoing from the interior she heard Nerran’s voice, distinctive and commanding as usual, talking, no preaching, in a way she had last heard him speak when addressing the fool Danaissan and his gang.

“… we will not yield, none of us. Lesganagh is with us, standing tall, burning strong, strengthening our shields and swords. You…”—Rhea entered and saw the Paladin standing before not only the Riders but a host of people—“… you all know that He is Lifegiver and taker, He shines upon our fields, makes our crops grow. He protected this city…”—not only warriors were listening, she saw craftsmen, dockworkers, housewives, freeborn and villeins—“… and He has not turned His eye away from us. As long as we people of Dunthiochagh are strong and firm in our belief that it is us, not them, who deserve to be here as we have for generations, who will do everything we can do to keep the enemy out, He stands behind us, guiding our hands, searing those who stand in our way!”

Rhea found herself as entranced by the speech as the others. She saw a carter share a solemn nod with a richly dressed merchant. The pair weren’t alone in this, all over the place, men and women of disparate backgrounds locked steely, determined gazes onto each other. Somebody placed a firm hand on her shoulder, squeezing it. Surprised, she turned her head and saw the toothless smile of an old man, a beggar most like, his walking staff held like a lance. “We’ll get them, lassie, eh?” he said, and despite the gummy mumble she heard the man’s resolve. A resolve she shared.

“Aye,” she replied, returning his smile. “We’ll get them.” Whether the old beggar would be of use on the wall or not, she could hardly tell, but she was certain he would do something to harass the Chanastardhians.

Never before had she heard Nerran speak with such conviction, such force. He had always been mouthy, arrogant, a sarcastic remark never far from his lips. Sure, she knew about his faith and calling, every Rider knew, though their loyalty had never been based on his eloquence.

“Now, my fellow warriors, go out and gather those who can wield arms! Tell them those who do not fight do not deserve to live! We all shall fight for our homes! And remember, as long as a single soul remains, Dunthiochagh cannot fall!”

Instead of the expected shout, the people filed out in silence. Their eyes, however, showed the storm roaring inside of them. The old beggar patted her shoulder, saying, “See you on the field, lassie.” Then he was gone. It was unlikely she would see the man again, but whether she did or not, she knew he would spread Nerran’s message.

Another man, brawny with blond hair, passed her, nodded, and said, “Good luck, Princess.” She blinked, trying to remember who he was. Then she knew. He had been one of the refugees from Camlanh who had helped them to block Shadowpass. She wanted to return the favor, wish him good fortune as well, but the mason had already left the temple. Again, like the beggar’s, a face she might never see again.

When the procession had ended, the only people left inside were the Riders and, to Rhea’s surprise, General Kerral. She headed for the cluster of armored warriors. Fynbar slapped her shoulder affectionately; Gail nodded in greeting, and her fellow priest Kyleigh saluted. The others noted her approach and welcomed her grimly. This was no gathering of friends as much as it was a farewell. She had no doubt that some of them would fall; even she wasn’t invulnerable.

“You’ll see to it that those who need weapons receive them?” General Kerral asked.

“Damn right,” Nerran replied. “The master-warden already emptied out the armory. The only reserves we have are arrows, but once they take the walls those’ll be useless anyway.” The Paladin looked her way. “Ah, Upholder, ready for the killing?”

“To defend the innocent? Always,” she replied.

“Not sure we got many of those here,” Nerran grunted.

“There’s nothing just about this war; I am committed.” To the Danastaerian general she said, “What makes you so sure the attack comes today?”

“They had a healthy breakfast,” Kerral replied. He must have seen her questioning look, and added, “Mireynh always hands out extra rations before a fight; bastard claims it brings luck.”

“An escalade?” Nerran asked.

“Aye, he only has two slingthrowers, not enough to bring down the wall,” the soldier answered. “Only thing we have to worry about is the bastards on the battlements.” He paused then said, “I need to prepare.” The general seemed not to be one for idle chat or courtesies, for he simply turned and marched away.

Nerran turned to them. “You heard the man, an escalade. Bloody business that, as some of you know. Get spears to stab the enemy while he’s on the ladders. Those of you who can effectively use a bow, take it with you as well.”

“Where’ll we be?” Briog asked.

“Where we’re needed,” the Paladin said.

“So, you yielded command to General Kerral?” Gail said, frowning. “Ain’t he too much of a hothead?” Rhea shared the Caretaker’s sentiment, even if her assessment was purely based on secondhand information.

“Fuck no!” Nerran spat. “Cumaill and I have final say over things, Kerral will be part of the defense, yes, he’ll command his own, but he will not be in command of anything else. He knows that, and even though his feathers are ruffled he will obey. Anything else?” He waited a moment and, when none of them had further questions, said, “You’ll be doing what you do best, lads and lasses. Go to where you can do some good. Well, not good, but… well, you know what I mean.” He chuckled. “Now, go out and kill the bastards!”
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At noon the Chanastardhian slingthrowers began firing. Rhea and Briog were on the southern wall, their horses in Kyleigh and Fynbar’s care below, while they observed events from atop the battlement.

“That’s no stone,” Briog muttered, scowling. “What the Scales are they doing?”

A moment later, when the missile landed somewhere beyond and shouts of panic could be heard, they were none the wiser. “Horse shit?” Rhea suggested.

“Packed horse shit, that’s good.” The reply sounded light-hearted, but she had known the man for such a long time to know he was not speaking in jest. “Now we wait.”

The enemy’s artillerists were good; she had to admit that much. Instead of the rather long wait she expected, the slingthrowers tweaked into action once more only a good two score of breaths later. The missile tumbled through the air, lacking the power of a properly thrown rock. Now that Rhea knew what to look for, she saw, in the blink of an eye, what the projectile was. “That’s a sack,” she and Briog said in unison.

The Caretaker snorted. “Maybe you’re right about the dung,” he said.

Of the next pair of shots, one sack was not as tightly closed as its twin. It opened in midflight, right above their spot of the wall, and spilled its contents.

At first, Rhea was unsure what it was that splattered down. There were irregular bits of some sort of material, small and thick, brown and tan. In between these chunks of whatever it was, she saw the occasional spot of white.

Briog must have recognized what it was, for he only said “Gods!” then shook a piece off his shoulder, his face white with disgust.

Nearby she heard something clatter on the wall’s granite. She turned, more out of instinct than curiosity. The horses below on New Wall Street grew restless, whinnied in fright. Then she saw what had hit the stone: part of a severed human skull. The raising of the dead enemies a few nights back had already been disrespectful of the departed, even if Deathmasks had performed the ceremony, but the Chanastardhians had done what she had thought impossible. Desecrate the corpses even further.

Rhea knew that the souls were already in the Bailey Majestic; some of them might have already been weighed in Lliania’s Scales. Yes, she knew it was commonplace to lob the occasional corpse or two into a besieged city or fortress, but even the Deathmasks would not dare chop the remains of a human into hand-sized chunks.

Beside her, Briog knelt down, staring at the fragmented pieces. “Gods,” he whispered.

“The gods only help on rare occasions,” a warrior woman near them said. Rhea looked at her face, a hardened mask caught in a perpetual scowl. “They let things proceed, because in the end only we can shape our futures.” The woman spat on the partial skull and kicked it off the wall. She knew how this gruff person felt and could guess why she felt the way she did; Rhea had experienced the same sort of anger when she had fled her father’s palace.

“Whom did you lose?” she asked.

“What’s it to you?” came the reply.

“Just wondering how your heart turned to stone?”

The warrior scoffed derisively. “Steel more like.”

“Well?” Briog asked, the revulsion had fled his face and he looked at the Chanastardhian embrasures once more.

“They butchered my family,” replied the soldier. “Was with General Kerral, joined his army at Haffay. When they had beaten us at Carlgh, we dispersed, I tracked my way home. Was easy, they don’t care about people in threadbare clothes. Tossed my gear in a ditch. Came home and found my family dead. Husband strung up in the common room. My eldest, Banya,”—Rhea thought she saw the soldier’s eyes watering—“the bastards used her. She must have fought them; they overpowered her. Lass was only twelve.” After a brief pause, she added in a grim voice, “They’ll pay!”

The image of the raped daughter invoked anger so powerful that Rhea had to turn away, clenching her sword’s hilt. She had seen corpses of defiled women before, recalled the terror in their eyes, and knew it was best to speed the perpetrators onto Lliania’s Scales, though sometimes she thought death was too merciful for these beings. “Who?” she asked, already knowing what the answer would be.

“Them,” the warrior replied. “They’ll pay.”

No doubt there were many people with similar experiences inside Dunthiochagh. There might even be some children who had either survived the same ordeal as young Banya, or had seen the same dreadful deed done to their relatives.

“Any evidence on what faction of Chanastardhians was responsible?” Briog added. Rhea nodded her thanks for the clarification. “Surely not all of them are such animals.”

“Found this,” replied the stone-faced soldier, retrieving a bit of torn cloth from her belt. “In Banya’s hand.”

Her fellow rider looked at the shred and shook his head.

“May I?” she asked, holding her hand out. Reluctantly the warrior handed her this sign of her grief. Embroidered onto the sliver of green silk was a golden hawk, wielding a silver lance, definitely not the garb of a common foot soldier. Silk, too expensive for any but the wealthiest to buy, much less flaunt. One of Banya’s tormentors was of noble blood. Rhea turned north, walked to the edge of the battlement, and looked for Diorbail in the cluster of riders below. If anyone knew Chanastardhian heraldry it was she.

She spotted the Caretaker next to Fynbar, sharing a strip of jerky with her fellow priest. “Diorbail, get your ass up here, need to show you something!” she hollered down. Off to the north, maybe fifty yards from where she stood, another sack of human flesh splattered onto Dunthiochagh. Just how many bodies had the Chanastardhians butchered? She finally asked the woman for a name.

“Genny of Haffay, daughter of Boann.”

Rhea introduced herself and Briog, the said, “Diorbail hails from Chanastardh; she’ll probably know whose crest this is.”

Genny’s lips became a firm line. “Not all people from there are butchers, same as not all Caretakers,” she grinned at Briog, “are idiots.”

Their fellow Rider arrived as another pair gruesome missiles struck somewhere behind, saying, “I hope the people won’t panic too much.” Then, looking Genny over, “What gives?”

Rhea answered, “Know whose coat of arms this is?” She held out the piece of silk. Diorbail took one look at the thing, her face twisted in disgust.

“House Argram,” she replied. “House of butchers and rapists.”

The Chanastardhian woman cocked an eyebrow and asked, “What’s it to you?” Her gaze wandered from Rhea to Genny and held the woman’s glare.

“Her daughter,” Briog began the explanation, but Diorbail held up her hand, interrupting him.

“No need to say more.” To Genny she said, “I’m truly sorry for your loss. House Argram is a bunch of mercenary cutthroats. Even the decent scions of the House are seen as weak if they do not participate in the rape and plunder that their sires subscribe to.”

That caught Rhea’s attention. “Are you saying that this might well have been a rite of passage for one of the sons?” The brief nod her companion gave was all the answer she needed. “Gods! Genny, find your vengeance, Lliania’s blessing go with you.”

“Not all my countrymen are bastards,” Diorbail added, returning the sliver of cloth to Rhea. “Despite this obvious display of cruelty, many are quite decent. Good hunting.” She turned and stalked off.

Another missile struck a nearby roof, showering them in half-frozen, half-rotted remains. A stout man retched up the remains of his breakfast.


CHAPTER 3



Dressed in armor that was far too uncomfortable for his liking, Jesgar rode down Trade Road across Old Bridge. The Baron had permitted him to visit his family one last time before he would join the defenders atop the wall.

“I know the thick of battle is not the best place for a spy, but frankly if the city falls, I really won’t have much use for you as it is,” Baron Duasonh had said.

Now he wore chain, had a shield on his back, and an assortment of weaponry attached to belt and saddle. His reflection in one of the not-nailed-shut windows showed what many of his drinking buddies had always hinted at, what many a wench had found so attractive about him. He didn’t share their sentiment. Had he wanted to join a warband, he would have done so. “I’m no warrior,” he muttered, regarding his image one more time, before giving his mare the heels.

At the intersection to Dunth Street, a Sword-Warden called out. “Oi! You!”

Jesgar reined his mare in. “Yes?”

“Your name and warleader!” the man barked.

“None of your business, and none of your concern,” he replied calmly, fishing a piece of parchment from his cloak. “Read this and let me pass.”

The Warden flushed scarlet, was about to start screaming in his best drill instructor’s manner when he took the paper and read the few lines written there. He cast a dubious glance at Jesgar, looked at the parchment once more, and then handed it back. “I beg your pardon; good hunting, sir.”

He had never been called “sir” before, and truth be told Jesgar didn’t like it. Being addressed thus on the street was a sure invitation for all sorts of scum to come crawling out of their holes. He knew. Certainly, he had never been an ordinary robber or mugger, but he had far more in common with the criminal element than with even the lowest part of nobility.

The buildings he passed on his way toward Halmond were boarded up: little fortresses the owners hoped would keep invaders at bay. Some people had gathered where Trade Road led across the first canal. They were armed and surprisingly well armored. “Young Garinad?” one of them said. Jesgar halted his ride and scrutinized the throng. Many familiar faces looked up at him; some wore steel-caps, others leather. He made out the butcher Gabhan whose knives he had sharpened several times. There were the coal trading brothers Kester and Llud of Hill’s Road, Jard Junath of Trann Street. They all stared at him, most likely astonished about the quality of his gear, not to mention his riding a mare branded with the Baron’s seal.

“What are you doing here?” the same voice asked and now he discovered the speaker. It was Reghed, one of Ben’s oldest friends. “Your brother said you made a run for it.”

“Obviously not,” Jesgar replied. “Isn’t he with you?”

A chuckle coursed through the group. “Nah, mate,” Jard answered. “Still busy trying to convince Maire she’s better off across the river, away from all this fighting business.”

He snorted, remembering all too well how headstrong Maire was when she set her mind to something. “You be patrolling the streets then?”

“Aye,” Kester, the older of the two brothers said. “Someone has to be, don’t want that thieving scum taking advantage of the chaos. The constables are on the wall, we was charged with playing watch.” He doubted the Warden of the Watch had asked them to “play” patrolmen; it was Kester’s way of making a task look easier than it actually was. “How about you, mate?”

Looking as he did, Jesgar saw no point in denying where he was headed. “I’ll be on the wall, fighting.”

“Big Ben won’t like that one bit,” Reghed remarked. “But then again, he’ll probably be busy keeping Maire from the wall. That lass is intent on defending her home. Can’t say I blame her. Would be on the wall myself, might still go there once we bashed some looting lowlifes.” He didn’t doubt the man’s claim. Though his chainmail looked much repaired and was in sore need of an oiling, the wine-merchant and his group looked quite capable of dealing with a gang of thugs.

His fist tapped his chest in salute. “Good hunting.” Then he was off again, heading home.

Halmond Street was much busier than anything north of Dunth Street. Warriors were milling about, organizing where carts laden with sheaves of arrows were supposed to go, and directing the final assembly of one of the big slingthrowers in the middle of the street. To one side of the massive weapon there was still enough space for carts to pass, but half of the road’s breadth was occupied by the ’thrower. Jesgar noted the engine sat in front of merchant Wannad’s house, its ammunition dumped right on the front lawn. He had always thought of Wannad as a temperamental man—almost Ben’s equal when it came to shouting to get his way—and was astounded to see the middle-aged, pot-bellied merchant actually helping the engineers set up the slingthrower.

Looking around, Jesgar wondered how the engineers would be able to adjust the weapon, and then saw the lookout posted on top of the next building to the south. At the end of Halmond Street, where it met Hill’s Road, another ’thrower was in the final stages of assembly. To his surprise both Bennath and Maire were busily pulling tight winches at the engine’s bottom, their backs turned toward him.

“For the last time,” he heard Ben grunt, “you will not be going anywhere near the battlements, understood?”

“Oh, so you really expect me to wait at home and invite the next best Chanastardhian bastard in to ravage me? Where will you be, defending my honor in a melee on the wall?” Maire retorted. “Shall I wear the mail you helped me make on the next festival instead of a proper gown? Is that it?” Jesgar saw a couple of engineers smirk, and his sister-in-law turned on them with the same viciousness. “What are you laughing at?” she snarled them into silence.

“Gods, woman, I don’t want you facing danger,” Ben said.

“By turning my back on it, it won’t go away! I can handle a blade and a bow, you know.”

“So can others, real warriors, ain’t that right, boys?”

The engineers wisely remained quiet. “There are fighting women as well, you know,” Maire reminded him. She turned to glare at Ben and stopped, scrutinizing Jesgar as he reined his horse to a stop. “Would you look at this!” she exclaimed, dropping the winch to face him.

Ben, confused, glanced over his shoulder and muttered, “I’ll be damned.” He also let go of the winch. “The Baron’s drafted you, eh?”

Gods, he hoped this would not turn into yet another argument. He had had enough of those after being drugged and used for someone else’s purpose. “No, I volunteered,” he said. “Best thing I could do after the mess I made.”

“Well, be that as it may, please tell my wife she is not to fight,” Ben ordered, much to Maire’s obvious anger.

He prevented her rising outbreak by saying, “She has a right to defend her home, same as everyone.”

“But…” Ben sputtered.

How he did not want to get involved in his sibling’s marital dispute. Sooner or later they would surely reconcile, with Bennath giving in to his wife’s demands, though he doubted it would be before the enemy was near. By then it would be too late. “No buts,” he interrupted. “You can’t keep her out of harm’s way, because, even if you send her to the Palace, the Chanastardhians might get there as well and then she’d be fighting for her life just the same, brother. At least this way she can choose where to make her stand.”

“What do you know of such things?” Ben roared, and Jesgar saw how distressed he really was. His older brother had tried and failed to control every issue in their lives, and now, when reason was against him, he used force of will.

To him it was becoming a tired game. He had endured more than enough warfare to last several lifetimes already, had seen things Ben would hopefully never see, and for the first time realized just how small his brother’s world was. The memory of his flight back to Dunthiochagh during the attack of the walking dead brought a shudder he could barely suppress. Instead of reacting the way he had always done, by telling his older sibling just how much he knew better, Jesgar merely said, “Enough to know she has a right to defend herself.”

Maire nodded in gratitude and Ben just stared at him. Into the ensuing silence he said, “I’d like to share what might well be the last time, with people I love. I am going to the wall and the next time we see each other may well be on the Bailey Majestic, or in the Halls, so are we going to spend this time arguing about nonsense you already know is decided, or are we going to sit together like a family?” He focused his attention on Ben, saw how the realization that this might well be the last time the brothers saw each other sank in, and for a brief moment caught a glimpse of the affection Ben had so rarely shown him.
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The promise to look after Maire had come lightly, but now, as the first real missiles thundered overhead in both directions, Jesgar wasn’t so sure he could keep it. They stood on the strip of wall east, near South Gate, and watched the approaching columns of the enemy’s wooden shelters close in.

“Bastards’ll try an escalade,” a gruff Warden to their left muttered and spat. “Watch your faces, ladies!”

Maire cast a questioning glance his way. He shrugged. “No idea what he means,” he whispered.

The Warden must have heard him for he turned their way, spitting once more. “They’ll bring ’em up close, put up a bunch broadside facing us, and then shoot up at any bugger silly enough to take decent aim. We’ll send oil down, and then it’s gonna be sheer luck if our torches ignite the bastards, cuz we can’t aim the fires either. So, watch your faces, ladies.” The veteran was loud enough to be overheard by everyone around, and those who had been as much in the dark about this tactic as Jesgar and Maire acknowledged his advice. “Bows!” the Warden added. “Aim for the feets; that don’t kill ’em, but it’ll slow ’em!” Thankfully the Bow-Warden nearby took no offense at having another warband’s member give her troops such an order.

The wagon-like constructions advanced steadily, at intervals the Chanastardhian slingthrowers sent rocks crashing into the city beyond, and the weapons—he saw two smaller ’throwers mounted on towers left and right—responded in kind. The lookouts, people with keen eyes, shouted directions and distance of the enemy, and again stones flew across the plain, arching toward the advancing foe. Several of the steadily approaching roofs shattered when boulders plunged into them, scattering wood and bones. Jesgar tried not to think of the mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters who would never again see their children or siblings. It all felt so stupid. Why were those people dying out there here? Did they even know the reason? If not, what had they been told by their lords when the muster came?

Those wagon-shelters unhurt by the slingthrowers moved on steadily, leaving behind the smudges of blood from the fallen. Behind him he heard a woman—or was it a man? He couldn’t tell—lament the loss of somebody or something. Briefly he wondered why he didn’t hear more shouts of grief; the enemy’s stones had hit more than merely one house, he was certain of it. Then he realized that this one voice was the only one to be heard amidst the din of whirring boulders, creaking wood and leather, and the jingling of chain as the warriors atop the wall stepped uneasily from one foot to the other, waiting for the storm that was to come.

“One fifty!” a lookout shouted. Gods, they were fast! “Artillery, keep your distance!” the woman added.

All along the battlement Bow-Wardens shouted their commands. “String bows! Nock arrows!”

“Aim for the feet!” the gruff Sword-Warden added.

“Release and shoot the bastards!” a thunderous voice added. “Send the bastards into Jainagath’s care!” It sounded familiar, and Jesgar turned west to make out who had given the order. Beside him, Maire had strung a longbow he hadn’t known she possessed. She, and a few others he saw, heeded the Warden’s suggestion, taking careful aim. For an instant he wondered how such a lithe person as Maire could pull the string to her ear without breaking a sweat. She didn’t even notice his stare. He knew next to nothing about archery, only that one had to be raised on shooting a longbow to actually manage to fire off arrow after arrow, and now, for the first time, he saw how strong his sister-in-law’s shoulders were. Under a shawl, which she always wore inside the house, she seemed so small. If truth were told, he had never really seen her work with iron, and now that he knew, he wondered why Ben had been so angry with her. Another arrow sped toward the advancing Chanastardhians. Maire followed its path, smiled in satisfaction, and drew the next missile from her quiver.

Jesgar shook his head and looked once again to the west, to South Gate, and saw that the Baron’s standard was raised atop the barbican. Now he knew. It was clear that the Baron was cheering his troops on.

“Gotcha,” Maire breathed as she retrieved another arrow.

A huge armored figure rose behind her, she didn’t even notice the newcomer. Her right hand released the feathered shaft and without bothering to search for the next shot, her hand drifted to the quiver. Jesgar now realized who stood at her back, halting her searching hand with his own: Ben. “Cheeky bastard, stop that funny business,” Maire grumbled at the intercepting hand. Viciously she tried to shake off her husband’s grip.

“I’m sorry, dove,” grumbled Bennath Garinad. That stopped her, and she whirled around. “You’re right.”

Both Maire and Jesgar raised their eyes, astonished. As long as he had known his brother, he had never witnessed him apologizing for anything in public. They both got a better look at Ben, which Maire broke off immediately, saying “Busy shooting, will admire you later.” She turned back to the advancing enemy and resumed firing. Runners along the wall replaced depleted quivers with filled ones while the Swords and Pikes waited for the inevitable assault.

“Fifty!” the lookout shouted.

Jesgar glanced back at the field, saw more smudges of blood and scattered wood, but also a whole lot more of the wagon-roofs. He looked back at his brother who, much like the smith he was, wielded a heavy maul. “Let’s fight together, little brother,” Ben said, slapping his shoulder. “Let the Chanastardhians know what the Garinad brothers can do!” In a whisper, he added, “Forgive me for doubting you; I never should have said the things I said.”

He was about to reply, when the Sword-Warden near them shouted, “Get ready!” The call echoed from both sides, and a pair of nearby warriors hoisted several skins, presumably filled with oil. Briog had spoken about them on their way to Dragoncrest. One oilskin was thrust into his still empty hands.

“Aim low,” Maire hissed, “in the direction I’m shooting.”

“Throw!” As the flammable material left his hand, Jesgar realized he was not the only one who had heard her. Those nearby who were armed with skins had lobbed theirs in the same direction. Multiple splashes and frightened Chanastardhian voices showed they had hit their target. “Torches!” the wardens shouted.

“I’ll get that, lad!” he heard Ben’s voice rumbling
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